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Greetings! If this is your first time dipping into the Splinter Galaxy universe, worry not as this story can be read on its own. However, there will be tiny spoilers from Celestial Ascension. If you do plan on reading that, and want to be surprised at what unfolds, I suggest you check that out before continuing, otherwise enjoy the read!




��������������������������������������������PROLOGUE

Foster residence
Nashville, Tennessee
August 2, 2018, 04:53 EST
A strong storm front pushed onto the east coast of America . . . and the rest of the world.
Plasma rained from the skies, it didn�t stop. Its thunderous roars leveled entire cities in a matter of minutes. Rebecca�s home was no longer safe.
Her eyes opened, her head throbbed with pain, her hair a disaster, and her teenage body pinned under a bookshelf. Every window shattered into thousands of fragments. The TV crashed onto the burning floor; seconds earlier it was playing the Emergency Alert System. Her home glowed red and orange as raging fires ripped through it, releasing intense heat and choking smoke in its wake. The ground rumbled, over and over.
Expensive posh curtains had been reduced to charred material, the staircase leading upstairs had all but collapsed. Her mother frantically yanked Rebecca back up after unburying her from the fallen bookshelf and debris amidst the hellfire inferno. Rebecca staggered slightly upon seeing the state of their once upscale neighborhood. It was as if the apocalypse was upon them.
Alien space ships appeared before the rising sun, spilling orbs of green plasma down onto the city of Nashville.
Her mother tugged on her arm trying to drag her out of the burning house and out and into her car. Only it�s not where Rebecca wanted to go, not yet at least. She broke free from her mother�s grip and darted to their backyard patio, past the searing, hot flames and black smoke. She couldn�t leave it behind, not after all the work she had put into earning enough money to buy it for her father. The telescope had to come with them during their escape, alien invaders were not going to take it away.
Rebecca had fond memories of growing up in this house over the last eighteen years of her life. She ran through its halls and rooms enough times to know how long it would take to run to the patio, then run back into the house and out the front door to freedom. Ignore the fire, heat, and smoke, and you got this, she told herself. Yes, there was no reason why she shouldn�t try to get the telescope before turning tail and fleeing.
Her mother panicked and pleaded with her to return as Rebecca made her way through the flames; pleading that went unanswered, Rebecca needed to focus on the task at hand. She arrived at the deck, it too was set ablaze. Her bare feet bled; she forgot to take into account the hot shards of glass littering the floor. Rebecca secured the telescope in her hands, refusing to look at and assess the damage done to her body.
There was one final task left; to escape with the telescope in hand. A task she didn�t plan out very well as she saw the flames that engulfed her home spread quickly. There was no safe route back to the driveway up front. The heat caused her to sweat profusely and the smoke forced her to cough nonstop.
She heard what sounded like her father calling out to her from inside. She tried to follow the source of his voice, in hopes that he might have found a safe route to travel inside the burning house. Her frantic search for her father�s voice came to an end when she was once again knocked backward in the wake of plasma bombardment from the alien invaders.
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I-40 westbound
August 2, 2018, 14:23 CST
Rebecca�s body pulsated with throbbing pain. She opened her eyes and discovered she was sitting on the front passenger�s side of her mother, Liana�s SUV. She saw a whole lot of nothing that surrounded the empty lane of Interstate 40, as she looked away from the crumpled NASA rejection letter addressed to her father. The state of the highway wasn�t a good sign, neither were the roaring sounds of fighter jets flying high above them followed by the tumbling noise of one, or two military helicopters. The aliens were still a threat.
Dad, she thought and looked about. Her father ideally should have been in the passengers� side of the SUV, she should have been in the backseat.
�Mom!� Rebecca cried out.
�Not now, hon,� she replied in her southern accent just like hers.
�Where�s Dad?�
�Give me time to focus,� Liana�s eyes stayed forward at the highway that lay ahead. �You know how I am about talkin� and driving.�
Rebecca�s hand reached over to activate the radio, in hopes of learning what transpired after she was knocked out during their dramatic escape from Nashville. Static. She switched stations several times, each one transmitted static or an emergency broadcast message asking everyone to take shelter or travel west.
�Don�t bother, it ain�t workin�,� Liana said.
Rebecca pulled her cell phone out from the pocket of her blackened blue jeans, decorated with small droplets of blood, her blood. The wallpaper of the phone displayed a selfie of her she took two months earlier during her eighteenth birthday party. She wondered if the happy girl with brown hair and blonde highlights would be able to achieve such a level of happiness again as the human race entered a new dark era, one they might not recover from.
Life as she knew it was falling apart.
2018 marked the year everything changed for the human race in the aftermath of the Hashmedai Empire�s failed invasion. Advanced alien technology found its way into the hands of brilliant human engineers and scientists who quickly learned how to reproduce it and adapt it to human society. In a few short years, the human race united to become a new and dominant superpower capable of interstellar travel and building alliances with alien species throughout the galaxy. A dangerous galaxy at that.
A Splintered Galaxy.
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Interstellar Expedition Space Agency HQ (IESA)
Paris, Earth, Sol system
February 19, 2033, 08:21 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Rebecca Foster strode into IESA HQ, a tall, white, and pristine building in Paris. It was formerly the location of the ESA before it was badly damaged during the Hashmedai invasion of Earth some fifteen years ago. The elevators made a digital dinging noise as they slid open giving her access to the top floor of the facility. Rays of sunlight beamed through the skywalk as she moved away from the elevator and toward the office of director James Barker.
She took one last glance through the windows and fixed her eyes on the Paris skyline amazed at how fast the human race was able to rebuild this city and many others across the globe. Most people born after the war had no idea of the amount of devastation that transpired during that dark moment when two billion human souls came to a sudden end. Only a history book provided them with that knowledge unless they traveled to the regions of Earth that society hadn�t gotten around to restoring, or the many glass craters that scarred the world in some regions like the east coast of North America.
She stepped away from the window and the reflection of her short brown hair and dark-blue IESA uniform with the flag of the United States stitched onto the shoulders of it. Many of the personnel she passed in the hallways had a uniform like hers; each had a flag of their birth nation. She entered the director�s office where Barker sat at his desk with his hands folded. The flag of the United Nations of Earth hung on the wall behind him, while two chairs were parked in front of his desk. In one of the chairs a familiar face Foster hadn�t seen in years was seated. A young man with dark skin, short black hair, thin and nicely trimmed beard also wearing an IESA uniform, Dominic Williams.
�Foster, glad you could make it,� Barker said as she took a seat next to Williams.
�Dom too?� she gestured to him with a smile. �We in trouble?�
�Big trouble,� Barker said. �We�re sending the two of you away from Earth. For a long time.�
Foster looked at the aging director with her eyes wide open. �You�re kidding right?�
�He�s serious, Foster, they found out.� said Williams. �Found out we�re too damn awesome.�
Foster and Williams had met in the days following the invasion of Earth, the two stuck together and made sure to share the same interests so they always had an excuse to watch each other�s backs. There were no laws during the first year or so after the main Hashmedai command ship was destroyed after all. Those years of watching each other�s backs lead to the two becoming members of IESA and the shared dream of exploring the great expanse beyond the solar system.
�Congratulations, Captain Foster,� Barker said to her as he offered her a new rank pin. He then addressed Williams and offered him a new rank pin as well. �And congratulations to you, Commander Williams, your flight to Sirius will happen.�
�Thank you,� she said while she resisted the urge to jump up and scream with joy. �What made things change? Thought the Carl Sagan was on hold indefinitely?�
�New President, new rules,� said Barker. �Construction on the Carl Sagan continued and is near completion.�
�You mean you knew it wasn�t scrapped in favor of new warships?�
�Had to keep a lid on this, people want more protection for Earth, not science and exploration ships. With that said the Carl Sagan will be the last for a while, the next ship in the pipeline will be a warship.�
�When do we get the keys, and move in?� Williams asked.
�That�s our next challenge, rather your challenge,� said Barker. �We don�t have a full crew yet.� Barker handed the two of them data crystals. �These are dossiers of people you should consider for the expedition. I�ll leave that in the hands of you two to recruit the best.�
�Us?� Williams asked.
�These people will not only be your crew, but your family,� explained Barker.
�We�ll be a long way from home, Dom,� Foster said to Williams. �Best we put that team together.�
�That, and I need to contact hundreds of colonists that were rejected due to lack of space, and tell them never mind, we got room still,� said Barker.
Williams stood up, eager to get started on the new task at hand. �Well then, let�s get to it.�
The two left the director�s office and made a brief detour sitting down in the cafeteria on the lower floor. They viewed the contents of the data crystals on their handheld data pads and began the tedious task of skimming through its contents while indulging in small lunch and coffee breaks.
There was a respectable list of names that appeared on their screens. Each name had biographies, psychological reports, education, and work history background details attached. Foster winced and sighed, she underestimated the amount of work recruiting a team for interstellar exploration was going to entail.
�That�s quite a list,� Williams said as he put his data pad down.
�Um, yeah. Tell you what, I�ll look into recruiting senior officers,� she suggested as she will be Captain and therefore the one dealing with senior officers the most.
�Fair enough, I�ll select well-rounded people for the rest of the crew.�
She tossed her pad onto the table they sat at and addressed the next problem before her. Her roast beef sandwich was getting cold. �Where will you start?� she asked after finishing three bites of it.
�I�ll look into securing our psionic first,� Williams said. �That, and it will give me an excuse to visit the Radiance embassy.�
Foster smiled and somewhat regretted not taking on that task herself. �You just want a free trip to Jamaica.�
�You know me too well!� Williams said with laughter. �Jealous?�
�Maybe.�
The galaxy outside of Earth was controlled by two factions. The Hashmedai Empire; the invaders of Earth, and the Radiance Union; a five-species collective who came to assist the human race defeat the Hashmedai Empire. In the aftermath of the invasion many of the governments around Earth crumbled. From the ashes rose a new global government, the UNE one that was aided by the Radiance Union as they shared their technology and knowledge of the galaxy with the human race.
Part of the reason why the human race recovered quickly after the devastating war was largely due to a fleet of Radiance ships that arrived at Earth from Alpha Centauri, the nearest Radiance controlled system. They uplifted humanity, helped rebuild cities, and guided the human race in constructing ships capable of interstellar travel. Like the UNE, which was formed by marrying all world governments together, IESA was formed as the ESA merged with NASA, CSA, Chinese, and Russian space programs, to name a few. According to Radiance, Earth existed in a region of the galaxy that was largely unknown to the union and the empire. IESA�s goal was to advance into that region of space before either of the two galaxy nations did, to explore, chart and colonize it, further cementing the UNE as a third galaxy superpower in their corner of the galaxy.
The ESRS Nikola Tesla, ESRS Stephen Hawking, ESRS Freeman Dyson were the first three IESA ships built and were planned to be launched at the same time from Earth to explore the unknown and establish humanity�s first extrasolar colonies without the watchful eye of Radiance. And now the ESRS Carl Sagan will be joining that fleet, taking explorers and colonists to the stars.
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UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA
Vancouver, Earth, Sol system
February 21, 2033, 18:55 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The voice of a well-spoken man echoed throughout a crowded lecture hall within the confines of UBC. Foster entered the hall and kept her footsteps silent and her appearance low-key, no need to draw attention away from the eager students as she wore her IESA casual uniform. The young generation of students looked at the man who stood front and center before a series of holographic pictures depicting star clusters and planetary objects. Her father would have been proud to see how far humanity had come when it came to astrophysics.
Gone were the days were students learned about science based on scientific knowledge discovered by humans. Now students studied knowledge that was given to the human race by the Radiance Union, such as the information that was being disclosed in the lecture by acclaimed astrophysicist Doctor Travis Pierce. All of the breathtaking stills from the holographic presentation were planets and star systems discovered and explored by the Radiance Union.
Travis Pierce was a tall man with light brown hair slowly turning grey. He dressed in a professional manner as he waved his hand about to interact with the holograms around him. He spoke about the hundreds of Earthlike planets in the galaxy and how the evolution of life there differed slightly between each world. Students tapped the touch screens of their data pads as they took notes and saved its contents onto data crystals for future study.
�And that concludes all binary systems that we know of with life carrying planets around them,� Pierce said as he waved his hand in a circular motion, the holograms around him faded away.
A student placed their hand up to ask a question, Pierce nodded to them. �Don�t you mean what Radiance knows?�
�True, most of what I presented today is all based on knowledge Radiance has shared with us.� Pierce said. �Human exploration beyond Sol is limited to Alpha Centauri and Proxima Centauri.�
�But even then, the only reason humans exist there was because Radiance helped them escape the invasion, right?� asked another student.
Pierce folded his hands together and smiled at the student. �That�s correct, nevertheless, that is the limit so far as human exploration goes. Outside of that, everything we know about the cosmos has been studied with telescopes here in Sol or shared with us via the Radiance database. This is why it�s important we start exploring the cosmos on our own, with our own ships, so that we can discover for ourselves what�s out there.� Pierce looked at his holo watch as the minutes forced the new hour to arrive. �Well our time is almost up, are there any other questions?�
Another student lifted a hand up to ask. �Sorry, I got a bit of a stupid question,� they said.
�Now, now, there are no bad questions,� said Pierce. �If every brilliant mind throughout human history thought their question was stupid we wouldn�t be where we are today.�
�What�s your take on the Dogon and Sirius?�
�Ah, a hot topic as of late,� Pierce said as his face began to flush. �Before we go on, how many of you are aware of the legend of the Dogon?� Three hands rose up amongst the sea of bodies. �Well, long story short, an indigenous tribe in western Africa known as the Dogon believed that thousands of years ago they were visited by extraterrestrial visitors who called themselves the Nommo. The visitors allegedly informed the Dogon about space, the planets, and that Sirius, the system they claimed to have come from, was not one system but a trinary system.�
�But didn�t your presentation say that Sirius is a binary system?�
�Yes, that�s because our observations only discovered the two stars as well as long-range ones Radiance had made as well. Needless to say, the legend has been debunked for a number of reasons. Those that read my book about the Sirius mystery know that the arrival of Radiance and the Hashmedai proves that life and interstellar travel exists beyond Sol. There are some people out there that argue that perhaps there was some truth to the legends. Now to answer your question, I think its bullshit.�
Laughter erupted in unison from the hundreds that were in attendance.
�Think about it,� Pierce said. �The Nommo were described as being half fish half man.�
�Like mermaids and mermen?�
�Precisely, how can a species that lives underwater with no legs build ships and explore planets?�
Pierce wrapped up the lecture, sending a trove of students carrying data pads out into the hallways where Foster had entered. She moved her way down toward Pierce as he began to gather his computers, data pads, and notes. Pierce looked up and saw Foster approach, her uniform caused his face to wince as he laid eyes on it.
�Dr. Travis Pierce,� she said to him.
�That�s me, how may I help you?�
�I�m Captain Rebecca Foster of the IESA.�
�Ah.� He looked away and continued to gather his belongings in a large leather sack.
�I�ve been appointed to the command of the ESRS Carl Sagan and��
�Sorry, I�m not with IESA anymore.�
�And you ain�t tellin� those kids what you really think about Sirius either,� Foster said. �Pretty sure years ago you were saying the opposite about your belief about the Dogon.�
�I wrote that book from an objective stance, my personal thoughts from social media were not included in the final copy. Besides those were different times, back when I had the chance to explore space.�
�I�m giving you that chance now,� she said while taking a step closer to him. �I�m putting together a crew; I�d like you to be a part of it.�
Pierce placed the strap of his bag around his shoulders and fixed his eyes on the exit. �I think I�m fine where I am.�
�Are you? From my point of view, you�re takin� back your beliefs, I reckon it�s to make yourself look good to keep getting work like this.�
�I got appointments I gotta go to today.�
�That�s fine. But if you change your mind let me know, I need a science officer and IESA will be more than happy to reinstate your commission.�
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EXOTIC RESORT
Manila, Earth, Sol system
February 25, 2033, 17:29 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Hot humid air covered Foster�s body as she made her way into a tropical forested clearing. She seldom paid attention to the cup of latte in her hands, it was far too hot to be drinking a warm beverage in this weather, but the caffeine was too important to pass up. Large palm trees bestowed shade on a gathering of people engaged in complex yoga moves as they stood above mats on the fresh green grass. Foster did a double take when she realized at least half of the yoga students were of the Hashmedai race. She did another double take to learn that her informant was indeed correct, the brilliant engineer Foster came to speak to, Jasmine Rivera, was indeed a yoga instructor.
Rivera was a young woman, no older than twenty-five by her exotic Filipina looks, a combination of Hispanic, Asian, and Caucasian background. Her long golden-brown hair was tied in a pony tail while she held a pose that would have made Foster groan in pain. Her human and Hashmedai students gracefully followed suit. The Hashmedai were dripping wet in sweat more so than their human counter parts. It was understandable as the Hashmedai race did not fare well with Earth temperatures, especially in regions like the Philippines.
The Hashmedai evolved on a planet called Paryo that orbits a red dwarf star. As such it received little light and heat compared to Earth. Their world was mostly covered in permafrost apart from its equator which was warm enough for ice cold liquid water to exist. Naturally a species that evolved on a planet like that thrived in the cold and suffered in mild temperatures or hotter.
Rivera took notice of Foster and brought an unexpected end to her session. �OK that�s it for now, let�s take a break,� Rivera said, and then repeated in the Hashmedai language which sounded like Russian, no surprise considering all Hashmedai had an accent that was very similar.
The yoga students left Foster and Rivera alone, as the two women shook hands and introduced each other. Foster couldn�t help but ask. �How the hell did you do that?�
�I�ve been doing yoga for years,� said Rivera.
�I mean teach it to Hashmedai, especially in this heat are you trying to kill them?�
Rivera pointed to several buckets of ice located next to the yoga mats the Hashmedai were on. �They stay cool with those.�
�Still, they�re Hashmedai.�
�Now, now, the yoga is for sharing,� Rivera said. �These Hashmedai will take what they�ve learned and experienced and pass it on to the rest of their kind. Peace, wellbeing, love, they will not commit violent acts against our people.�
�Tell that to Radiance and the UNE.�
�I sense a bit of tension in you,� Rivera said and dragged Foster over to a vacant mat by her arm. �Let me introduce you to the basics.�
Rivera began to stretch and fold Foster�s body into some strange yoga form, out in the beating morning sunlight. Foster made sure to get a firm grip of her coffee cup.
�Uh, that�s not why I�m here.�
�Then why did you come?� Rivera saw the coffee cup in Foster�s hands, and took in its sweet soothing scent. �Is that pumpkin spice?�
�Hell, yeah it is.�
�Where did you get it?�
�Coffee shop around the corner.�
�There�s a coffee shop here?�
�Well, yeah.�
�I�ve been here for so long, and I never saw it.�
�Which is why I�m here,� Foster said. �You�ve been off the grid too long, time to come back.�
Rivera crossed her arms. �You�re not from around these parts, huh?�
�I�m from Los Angeles, born in Nashville if you wanna be exact.�
�Ah.�
�Your secret is safe with me.�
In the aftermath of the Hashmedai invasion of Earth, several Hashmedai forces surrendered when they realized they were not going to win the war. The ships they had left that didn�t flee had been destroyed or crashed on Earth, effectively stranding them there. The Empire never sent ships to recover them so the thousands of Hashmedai soldiers and ship�s crew became a part of Earth�s population and offered to work as laborers to rebuild the cities they destroyed.
Radiance, who were mortal enemies to the Hashmedai race, insisted that humans hunted down and killed all surviving Hashmedai. The UNE became fearful of losing Radiance support and began to aggressively capture Hashmedai to hand over to Radiance, while discouraging human communities from getting close to the Hashmedai. Some communities around the world refused, choosing to accept and forgive the Hashmedai, and allowed them to live amongst them despite UNE and Radiance disapproval.
Said communities took up arms and formed an extremist group known as the Hashmedai Liberation Front (HLF) to protect the Hashmedai and human sympathizers that lived with them. Eventually what started as protection for the renegade communities turned into terrorist activities worldwide, thus labeling cities like Manila and Vancouver as UNE �Red Zones,� and advising all Radiance races living on Earth to avoid them along with members of the UNE military.
�You used to do work with IESA, right?� Foster asked?
�And contract work for the UNE military,� Rivera replied. �Helped design some of their ships and program the EVE AI.�
�Wanna come back?�
�Thought about it, but I�m too deep here you know? Someone will find out about me caring for Hashmedai in this community.�
�Not if you�re eight point six light years away.�
�Sirius?�
�Yep.�
�I thought the Carl Sagan was scrapped in favor of another warship.�
�The President forced it through, been a secret this whole time.�
Rivera gazed at her human and Hashmedai students as they sat and downed bottles of water together in the shade. �Don�t suppose my students can come with me?�
�Afraid not, I have no control over the colonists we�ll be taking, and I doubt any of them will be anything other than human.�
Rivera walked over to the group and began to address them in the Hashmedai language probably giving them the heads-up she wouldn�t be living with them soon, Foster figured.
�You speak their language well,� Foster said after Rivera was finished.
�I speak, English, Filipino, Hashmedai, and all six dialects of Radiance.�
�So, you�re a language expert as well?�
�It helped since Radiance did give us their technology to build our ships while we merged it with reverse engineered Hashmedai tech. Not to mention I helped program the EVE AI to speak multiple languages, had to make sure it spoke those languages correctly. Oh, and I helped design the Earth-based language learning tools.�
�That how you learned all those languages?�
�Of course, there�s no way I�d be able to fluently speak, read, and write seven different alien languages so quickly.�
�Sorry, I just never understood how those worked.�
�You load the app onto a data pad, link it with a neural interface that taps into your brain, and from there it uploads small fragments of the selected language into your head each time you use it.�
�Kinda like �I know Kung-Fu� sorta deal?�
�To put it lightly, there�s a bit more to it than that, for starters it reads your synaptic pathways so that��
�And that�s why I want you on the team.� Foster said cutting her off. She didn�t fully understand technobabble, but knew that life in a system far away from Earth was going to need someone that did, just in case things went wrong. �You�re smart, you know shit I don�t, and say words I can�t even begin to figure out how to say.�
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FOSTER�S HOUSE
Los Angeles, Earth, Sol system
February 28, 2033, 05:25 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster sat on her living room couch and debated how she was going to approach him when he arrived. So . . . we gotta talk, Hey, listen . . . Hey babe. I love you but . . .
Whatever she went with, it had to be soft, she didn�t want him to get the wrong idea and she didn�t want him to curl up in an emotional ball and be alone forever, he was still young, much younger than her. The doorbell rang, its chime had awakened her pet tabby cat, Starlet, from its slumber on the arm of her couch next to her. Foster opened the door and allowed her boyfriend Mike Fisher to enter, for the last time.
�Hey, Mikey,� she said to him.
�Hey, babe.�
The two sat down at the couch while Starlet leaped away and jumped up onto the nearby windowsill where the night sky hung above. Foster looked into Mike�s face, the same face she couldn�t resist kissing, the same face she thought she�d see a lot more often after learning she wasn�t selected to become a member of the original three ships set to explore the cosmos.
�So . . . we gotta talk.�
Mike�s face cringed at her words. �Oh no.�
�Yeah.�
�You�re breaking up with me?�
�What makes you think that?�
�Because that�s what all women say when they are ready to end it.�
She looked away and thought about what her next words would be. �Well you gotta understand��
�Oi I knew it.� He slapped both of his hands across his face and sighed. She leaned in closer to console him.
�Mike! Look, they�re fixin' to send me to Sirius.�
�I thought you�d be staying in Sol?�
�They got one last ship coming out of the shipyard; they want me to be the captain of it.�
Their eyes met up as his flustered face changed slightly to one that was happier, happy for her. �Oh wow, that�s great,� he said.
�Gonna be a seventeen-year trip, Mike.�
�And I can�t come, huh?�
�If you�d applied to be a colonist, maybe.�
�That wasn�t gonna happen and you know it,� Mike said. �I ain�t got no skills nor any say on which ship I�d end up on. Damn, I should have joined the navy or something, I reckon they�re sending military folks on your ship as well, right?�
�For defense, yeah.�
�So, this is it, eh?�
�If you been resisting the urge to cheat, you can do it now, I won�t get mad.�
Friendly laughter was exchanged between the two due to her comment. Starlet meowed like the attention-seeking cat she was. The two walked over to the window, observing what caught the tabby�s attention when they were talking. Starlet was looking to the stars; well, the stars that were visible in the LA skies.
Foster never understood why Starlet had such a fascination with the stars. From the moment she found her as a tiny kitten to now, it always spent part of the night looking up at the stars. It was Starlet�s fascination with the stars that reminded Foster of her father�s crushed dream to join NASA, a dream she intended to carry on in his honor and seek a career in space. Whenever she had doubts that IESA would accept her, she would look at Starlet, much like she was now and reinforce the motivation to study hard and pass their numerous entrance exams, physical tests, and training.
�I think I�m gonna enlist,� Mike said while he kept his eyes to the stars.
�Little late ain�t it?�
�Better late than never,� he looked away from the stars redirecting his attention to Foster, she saw the determination burning in his face. �I�ll enlist and push to one day fly out to Sirius and meet up with you.�
�Better make sure they put you on a ship then.�
�I�ll be a pilot or something. They�ll have to keep me on a ship with skills like that.�
She hit his arm in a flirty manner. �You can�t even drive a car!�
�I�ll learn! Flight school, enlistment, do my training and get posted on a ship.�
The two leaned in close and shared a passionate kiss, the last one they�d experience together. His hands held onto her waist while her hands cupped the back of his head, stroking his soft brown hair. Her life, going forward, would revolve around the expedition and building a new home for humanity. She had doubts that intimate moments will happen during that quest, and so made no attempt to let him go, and didn�t object to him unbuttoning her pants.
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Earth Intelligence and Security Service (EISS) HQ
Geneva, Earth, Sol system
February 28, 2033, 12:00 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Test, a secret agent for EISS, stood inside a rapidly descending elevator that plunged hundreds of feet below the surface of an artificial island in Lake Geneva. With the rise of the UNE, Geneva was established as the capital of Earth. Earth Cube was established as the central location where the President of Earth and various arms of the UNE government worked.
Earth Cube was just that, a cubed building that stood on the artificial island on Lake Geneva. It was covered from top to bottom with glass windows, thus giving off the appearance it was Earth in the shape of a cube during clear sunny days, as the glass reflected the blue lake and skies around it.
Beneath Earth Cube however was EISS headquarters, the intelligence branch of Earth. Similar to UNE where all nations came together to form one, EISS consisted of a combination of the various intelligence agencies around the world including the CIA, CISS, MI6, and others. The goal was to create an intelligence agency that would look out for Earth�s interests as they expanded outward into space, and compete against the intelligence agencies employed by the Radiance Union and Hashmedai Empire.
Test�s elevator came to a stop. He exited and walked through the white tiled hallways, past its operation staff, and several other agents like himself. He entered a small briefing room where the facility�s director and another agent stood waiting for him around a small projection.
�Glad you could join us,� said the director.
�What did I miss?� Test asked.
The holographic projection transformed from a hovering image of the UNE flag, into a top down view of the Alpha Centauri and Proxima Centauri systems. �We have reason to believe EDF-2 and several others have gone missing, and have been for a year.�
EDF, it was a term Test had not heard in a long time. The Extrasolar Defense Force or EDF was a Special Forces group established to look out for Earth�s interests beyond the solar system. It was formed after humans that fled Earth during the Hashmedai invasion arrived at Radiance-controlled colonies in Alpha Centauri. A handful of the personnel had been a part of the military, including a team that bested the Hashmedai command ship that was in orbit around Earth.
�A psionic telepathic communication from Radiance claims that a Radiance ship they were operating on conducted an operation on the outskirts of Proxima Centauri,� said the director. �They also claim to have evidence of an unknown ship either heading to or arriving from the direction of the Sirius system.�
�Have we verified their claims?� asked the agent.
�The data gathered thus far has been transmitted to us,� the director explained. �But as we know, it will take another four years before it reaches us. However, Radiance claims that the mysterious ship in question may hold the answers as to what happened to them and the Radiance ship they were operating on.�
�Proxima Centauri is Radiance territory, so I think it�s safe to say if there were unknown ships operating in that system Radiance would have found it by now,� said Test.
�Which means said ship is on a course to Sirius,� said the agent. �That�s where the Carl Sagan comes in.�
Test crossed his arms and grunted. �This ought to be interesting.�
�The EDF teams vanishing isn�t new, at least for the higher-ups,� said the director. �Contact with them was lost in July of last year along with dozens of Radiance ships. Radiance sent ships in from Alpha Centauri four months later, the approximate time it takes to fly between those two systems.�
Test winced as he put two and two together. President Mariana Salamanca was elected that past November, the month Radiance would have discovered the fiasco that went on in Proxima Centauri. �That�s exactly when President Salamanca was elected and made the decision to keep going with the Carl Sagan rather than scrapping it and building a new warship,� he said.
�She knew what was going on and knew that we needed to get our eyes in that system ASAP,� said the director. �A trip from Proxima Centauri to Sirius will take a little over eighteen years and Earth to Sirius seventeen years.�
�If we launch a ship soon we could rendezvous with them as they arrive . . .� said Test.
�It will also give us a chance to investigate a theory. You are aware of the Celestial Order correct?�
�Yeah, insane cult of fanatics from Radiance, right?� said Test.
The director nodded. �Captain Vaughan was a US marine that participated in destroying the Hashmedai command ship, in her report she claimed that a member of the cult was working with the Hashmedai commander who was in charge of the invasion.�
�Of course, our intelligence operations have been limited to the Solar system,� said the agent. �So, we haven�t been able to learn a lot about Hashmedai working with the Celestial Order, or if it�s even true to start with. But what we do know is that the HLF is growing in strength. And that two people recently recruited to join the crew of the Carl Sagan happened to be living in Red Zones.� The hologram changed into ID portraits of Dr. Travis Pierce and Jasmine Rivera, two persons of interests in EISS. The agent continued. �If the Celestial Order has Hashmedai members that were part of the invasion, then there�s a good chance some of those members might also be part of either the HLF or the Hashmedai community living on Earth.�
Test closely examined the hologram and the biography of the two newly recruited crew members. If EISS theory was correct, then the Carl Sagan could be hand-delivering deadly cultists into the Sirius system, only to meet up with a ship that may be under the influence of Celestial Order members, bad news to the colonists. Even if they were wrong, the Carl Sagan may be carrying personnel who might have HLF links though nothing was 100 percent confirmed, after all living in a Red Zone didn�t make you a terrorist per se. But, if one were to be affiliated with them, then they would have come from those regions, no questions asked. HLF members were primary concerned with defending Hashmedai communities worldwide. Green Zones such as Geneva were devoid of Hashmedai.
�I see where you�re going with this,� Test said as he looked away from the holograms.
�And that�s where you come in, I need you on that ship,� the director said to him. �If you�re up to the task.�
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ESV Wilfrid Laurier, Captain�s mess
Earth orbit, Sol system
March 5, 2033, 18:02 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Mathilda Chevallier sat at a circular dinner table located in the captain�s mess. She became lost in thought as she looked out the window and took in the majestic sight of Earth in the background and multiple ships in orbit around it. Some ships were human-built, the rest were alien; part of the Radiance fleet that stood watch over Earth, protecting it from future imperial attacks while the young human fleet grew stronger in numbers.
The Wilfrid Laurier was one of six warships built to serve in the growing UNE navy. Using technology provided by Radiance and reverse engineered from downed Hashmedai ships, the UNE quickly adapted the technology from the two sources while enhancing it with human ingenuity. Rotating habitat rings located at the rear of the ship generated artificial gravity, and housed crew quarters, and the mess hall amongst other things. The rest of the ship was subject to the weightlessness of space, while the bridge had gravity, generated by a Radiance psionic with their psychic powers.
Mathilda barely touched her meal of savory pork chops with roasted fennel. Her mother and Captain of the Wilfrid Laurier, Agatha Chevallier, sat with her alongside the XO Commander Martin Xavier. Mathilda had green eyes, short auburn hair, dyed of course, as her mother�s hair was black and slowly fading into grey. Xavier�s hair and beard were in the process of making the grey transition as well. Agatha and Xavier spent most of the evening talking as per usual; they meshed well together given their backgrounds.
Xavier was a young officer in the Royal Navy during the war, while Agatha was an officer in France�s navy. Both fought the Hashmedai the best they could, given the limitations they were faced with at the time, and then fought for survival when their ships sank. Today the two were among the most talked-about, high ranking officers in the UNE navy, navy personnel from the old world that made the transition to space. A shining example of lucrative career opportunities that awaited those who enlisted.
�That was a mighty fine meal,� Xavier said after wiping his mouth clean with a towel.
�I was lucky to personally know the Chef prior to being assigned this position,� Agatha said then turned to face her daughter. �Mathilda what do you think?�
Mathilda looked down at her half-eaten pork chop. She quickly bit into it and projected the fake sense that she enjoyed it. In reality of course it had long gone cold, and it was the source of her misery. Dining with her mother and XO wasn�t part of her agenda; drinking and partying were.
�It�s OK,� Mathilda said.
�Hopefully you will be able to feast on meals this good in Sirius,� said Agatha.
Xavier looked out the same window that held Mathilda�s attention not long ago. He cocked his index finger toward the Carl Sagan as it appeared over the horizon. �That�s it over there, right?�
Agatha and Xavier got up from their seats and stood in front of the window to stare at the newest exploration ship. It looked different to the warships: two habitat rings, a smaller bridge, fewer weapon ports, and no nuclear missile launchers or fighter bays. It was a design Mathilda didn�t agree with. Should a ship like that come across the empire in deep space, they were finished. She often wondered how a ship would defend itself with only forward rail guns and two plasma missile launchers.
�That�s it, fresh out of dock,� Agatha said.
Mathilda remained sitting at the table in front of her half-eaten meal, uninterested in looking at the Carl Sagan. She had viewed enough of its designs with her data pad. �Guess I should get my things,� Mathilda said.
�We still got time before the launch,� Xavier said to her.
�Xavier�s right, and knowing the fleet, its launch will be delayed for another day,� said Agatha.
Mathilda stood up and slowly headed for the exit. �Is that what you know or is it wishful thinking?� she added.
�You�re my only child, the longer they delay this, the longer I�ll be able to see you.�
She stood before the sliding doors, grinned, then faced her mother. �I�ll be back one day.�
�In what? Thirty-five years minimum? Do you really think I�ll be around by then?�
�People are living longer lives thanks to Radiance medical tech.�
�Only by a margin, and should the empire return to finish what they started��
The intercom beeped as a bridge officer announced. �Captain Chevallier to the bridge.�
Agatha sighed. �Oh, what is it now,� she said, then addressed her XO. �Xavier?�
�I�ll handle it, ma�am.� Xavier stepped away from the window and exited the captain�s mess. He stopped briefly and spun around facing Mathilda and offered a handshake. �By the way Mathilda, congratulations on the promotion, Master Chief Petty Officer.�
Mathilda looked back and saw her mother had remained at the window, looking off into space, as Xavier left. She figured her mother would be doing a lot alone once Mathilda departed for Sirius and goes to sleep for seventeen years. She joined her at the window. Two pairs of stunning green eyes gazed at the star filled void.
�I didn�t want you to go at first, truth be told,� Agatha said in French. �But our family line is going strong here on Earth all things considered. But out and beyond? It�s nonexistent.�
�I have no plans on having kids,� Mathilda replied in French.
�I said the same thing when I met your father. With that said, make sure your children take your name.�
�Oh, please.�
�I never took your father�s name and neither did you. Keep those traditions going in Sirius, who knows, maybe that will be commonplace there.�
Mathilda arrived in her quarters an hour later to pack up. Only one duffel bag was needed: clothes; data pad; music player; videogame console; and most important of all, a pack of Cuban cigars. Everything else was irrelevant. She picked up her data pad and winced at the flashing red icon of a new message notification. She tapped the touch screen while her eyes skimmed the contents of the message, it was another invite for her to attend a going-away-party with many drinks.
She groaned as she tossed the data pad in her duffel bag. She didn�t want to go to Sirius. She didn�t want to be cut off from the rest of the human race or the galaxy, she didn�t want to make Sirius her new home until the Carl Sagan was ready to return to Earth, whenever that was. Her antics brought this on herself and created headaches for her mother.
Mathilda was the daughter to the great Captain Chevallier. Because of who her mother was, she was rarely punished for things she did or trouble she got into, and oftentimes didn�t get passed up for promotions. It would have been bad press for the UNE navy to do otherwise, they needed people like her, her mother, and Xavier to encourage recruitment and strong morale. Xavier had his adopted daughter, Jessica Davis, rising through the ranks, Agatha had Mathilda.
Mathilda enlisted in the navy to make her mother happy, but her attitude toward her superiors did the exact opposite. Mathilda�s forced assignment to Sirius would deflect flak from her mother and help keep Mathilda from a court-martial, one that was a long time coming. One that would have brought shame to her mother and ruin the poster child image the navy wanted to project.
Mathilda leaving Sol however, it was great for the press, daughter of the famed Captain Chevallier who will travel to Sirius and lead the UNE navy personnel attached to the ship. Her mother in the end would be happy and proud while growing old, and dying never knowing this was not the life Mathilda wanted for herself. Never knowing this was Mathilda�s attempt at saving her from more embarrassment due to her actions.
Sirius was the rug, and Mathilda was set to be swept under it.
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Radiance Embassy
Kingston, Earth, Sol system
March 6, 2033, 17:00 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The Caribbean was one of the few places on Earth that lacked the scars of war from the invasion. It was deemed tactically unimportant at the time to the Hashmedai fleet, not to mention its warm climate deterred them from sending ground forces to raze its cities. Today, most members of Radiance could be found living on one of the many islands, as warm, tropical temperatures are highly sought after amongst Radiance, standard room temperature for Radiance was around thirty degrees Celsius. Needless to say, the primary Radiance Embassy on Earth was located in the heart of Kingston, Jamaica, with its warm tropical weather.
The Embassy was also the primary location where Radiance psionics were recruited. According to Radiance myth, their gods, who uplifted the Aryile race, gifted them with various forms of technology, such as interstellar ships and the ability to create psionics. If a person with potential was found, they underwent a special type of therapy that enhanced their brain processing power, giving them access to skills such as telepathy, telekinesis, and extrasensory perception (ESP.)
With the aid of advance cybernetic augmentation and years of training, a psionic could further develop their powers to not only augment their basic gifts, but gain access to the ability to teleport themselves or others around them, from one location to another, harness psionic power and convert it into deadly projectiles, control electronic equipment by thinking about it, or conjure a protective barrier for defensive purposes. Psionics were an essential member of a ship as they were able to sense what existed around the ship faster than its sensors which traveled at the speed of light. If there was an incoming asteroid forty light minutes away, it would take forty minutes for ships sensors to scan it, and another forty minutes for the data to return to the ship. A psionic could sense it instantly and relay that information so its crew could adjust course.
The Carl Sagan was going to be all alone in Sirius so a shipboard psionic was going to be mandatory to have along for the ride as humans were incapable of developing psionic powers according to recent studies. There have been wild conspiracy theories that a top secret UNE outpost on one of Saturn�s moons was conducting research into the development of human psionics.
Commander Dominic Williams entered the lobby of the Radiance Embassy and marveled at its crystal-like interior and high, hanging ceiling. Holograms replayed messages written in their language; important notifications he figured. He saw various members of the Radiance collective scurry about and speak with humans that were there. Many of them were of the Aryile race, humanoid creatures with scales on their arms and the sides of their necks, possibly other areas as well. They had reptilian eyes and took great care to ensure their hair was styled elegantly.
Javnis were a purely reptile species with green, leathery skin, four eyes, and a bad sense of humor from what Williams recalled from his early encounters with their kind. Rabuabin were an interesting bunch, they had catlike ears and tail, but also had ram like horns on their heads. Most of them had tanned skin though Williams suspected it was due to having to live on planets with lots of sunlight as the union favored colonies there.
The physical appearance of the Linl was indistinguishable to humans. It was the Linl race that pushed for Radiance to make contact with humanity when Radiance first discovered Earth, as many people in their society thought there was a link between humans and Linl. Of course, no such link had ever been discovered, as countless genetic tests had shown. Humans and Linl, outside of physical similarities, were two wholly different species.
Williams stood at the reception desk and saw one of the rarer species of the union, the Vorcambreum. They were a short race of people who were no taller than four feet in most cases. They had grey skin, yellow eyes, and large ears that sagged down toward their shoulders at times. They almost always sat on a booster chair that prompted laughter that Williams had to hold back every time he saw them.
�Greetings human, what can I do for you?� The Vorcambreum receptionist said to him.
�I�m Commander Dominic Williams.�
�Ah, yes, we�ve been expecting you.� His tiny Vorcambreum hands offered Williams a Radiance data crystal. �These are the psionics that are available for your expedition.�
Williams pulled out his data pad and loaded the crystal into a small slot on the bottom of it. The contents of the data crystal began to load and to his surprise showed only the dossiers of two Radiance psionics.
�That�s it? Just two?�
�You must remember you will be in stasis for many years, on a voyage to a system that even our people have never been to,� said the Vorcambreum. �Most of us came here to aid your kind not explore the unknown.�
Williams examined the list closer, he had to choose between a young and inexperienced Aryile shipboard psionic and an experienced Javnis combat psionic. It wasn�t an easy call.
Williams grimaced at the thought and asked. �Can I get back to you on this?�
�Yes of course. But if you want my suggestion? Invest in the Javnis, you never know if you�ll run into trouble out there.�
It�s a tempting thought, but at the same time, the Carl Sagan wasn�t a warship. They needed a shipboard psionic, not a combat one and taking the two was out of the question as Radiance only allowed one of their kind to serve on Earth ships.
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HOT SUN RESTAURANT and Bar
Kingston, Earth, Sol system
March 6, 2033, 17:41 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Williams took a seat in a crowded restaurant not far from the Radiance Embassy. His belly demanded it while his mind wanted a place to pass the time before his transport ship was due to depart. The Carl Sagan was officially out of dry dock and several crew members he had recruited had started to arrive and make themselves at home in their quarters.
The restaurant was different from the rest in the area as it had a menu suited toward humans and aliens, and oftentimes fused the cooking styles of Earth and Radiance to create unique dishes that all could enjoy. At least one third of the menu was vegan, which made sense considering both the Aryile and Javnis races were herbivores. The rest of the menu was carefully crafted to suit the needs of humans, Linl, and Rabuabin, while a tiny section had meals made from insects, Vorcambreum feasted on bugs exclusively. Escargot was a huge hit here.
Williams� lunch consisted of barbecued ribs, smothered in spices found on Talsyk the Rabuabin home world, served with poached vegetables from Foicanta, a planet orbiting Proxima Centauri. A dish with ingredients from Earth and two other planets in the galaxy, describing it as something out of this world was an understatement, his taste buds could attest to that.
A finger tapped his shoulder from behind. He turned around, and saw nothing but servers taking orders from newly seated patrons in the restaurant. He then heard someone take a seat in front of him.
It was Foster, playing tricks on him as she smiled warmly at him. He almost didn�t recognize her through the sunglasses, blue summer dress and matching hat, with flip-flops.
�What are you doing here?� he asked her.
�Sorry can�t let you have all the fun!�
�I�m just doing paperwork.� He nodded at his data pad on the table as psychedelic images of its screensaver danced across the screen.
Foster made a face at his data pad and then from her bag, she pulled out a pad of her own. Only it was different, it projected a holographic screen as it powered on, one that she could interact with.
�What the hell is that?� Williams asked.
�Jealous?�
Damn right I am!
�It�s a holo pad,� she explained. �It�s gonna replace data pads in a few years. Least for us it is, doubt Radiance will use �em.�
�So, it�s just like a data pad?�
�Holographic interface rather than a touch screen, and its human-made.�
�Where did you get it?�
�Our new chief engineer, it was one of the last projects she worked on before, uh, going off the grid. I managed to convince command to let us use �em. May as well, as any new technological advancements will remain here and not with us in Sirius.�
�We got an engineer, progress.�
�She�s pretty cute too,� Foster added with a chuckle.
As far back as Williams could remember she was always trying to play the role of a matchmaker for him. It didn�t always work, and the few times it did the relationships he had didn�t last longer than two months. Nevertheless, like a big sister looking out for her adopted brother, Foster kept an eye out for women and pushed Williams to talk with them.
�Any progress on your end?� Foster said as she put the fancy, new age device away.
�Yeah we get to pick between a rookie ship psionic and an old psionic soldier.�
�We ain�t a warship, so I�d say take the rookie.�
�That�s what I was thinking.� Williams tapped his pad and then lifted it up for her to view the contents of his screen. �Until I read this report on psionics. Their skill takes years to develop and a rookie might have a rough time with ESP, bridge gravity, and telepathic communications with Earth. Whereas even a combat psionic could still perform those duties provided they developed their mind after all those years.�
Foster stroked her chin in a sage like manner. �Hmm.�
�Yes, hmm indeed. I�m down for giving newbie�s a chance, but he�s useless to us if he can�t do those duties reliably. And remember we�ll be all alone out there.�
�Ain�t no backup or new recruits comin� our way,� she said. �I�ll leave it in your capable hands, Dom.�
�I thought you�d say that.�
�The Carl Sagan is officially operational, we�ll be boarding it soon and therefore this will be the last chance to relax on the beach before its exploration, science, and discovery time. And I for one have a really daring bikini to try out before we do all that.�
They laughed heavily at her statement. Williams couldn�t blame her for sneaking in some last second R and R. Sirius was a star that was brighter, larger, hotter, and emitted more radiation than the sun. Sun bathing on a planet there would probably get you killed within hours. Sure, radiation shields could be built and probably were going to be used for the future colonies if they were on a planet that lacked a strong enough ozone layer, but where was the fun in that?
Foster was getting ready to get up from her seat as Williams went to finish his lunch. She stopped, almost frozen in time, as she saw his meal.
�I�ll be right here if you need me,� he said.
�On second thoughts,� she sat back down and leaned in closer to look at his dish, �I�ll join you for lunch.�
�You just want this because you saw it.�
�And smelt it. Shit that looks amazin�.�
Williams called for a server so that Foster could order a dish for herself. Idle chitchat followed, and they caught up on what they had been up to the last few days. The most shocking thing she revealed was that she broke up with Mike. The breakup itself wasn�t a big deal, as he himself had ended a relationship when he learned he would be leaving Earth for years. The shocking bit was that she seemed so eager for him to take a break and hang out on the beach with her. It was a tempting thought. He had been working out quite a bit prior to their assessment, but she was always like an older sister to him. It would feel odd for the two of them to walk on the beach together showing off their sexy beach bodies for the masses to see, as if they were a couple.
The server came back later to clear the two empty plates that were on their table and asked. �Enjoy ya meals?�
�Amazing,� Williams replied.
�It�s the chef�s last day,� said the server. �He�s retiring to go on a spiritual journey or something.�
The server�s reveal got Williams thinking. He checked the list of crew positions that still needed to be filled on his data pad. A head Chef was still vacant, and regardless of what psionic he�d end up selecting, they were going to need to eat food suitable for their species, and the chef here proved to be able to pull that off with ease.
�Mind if I have a chat with the chef when he�s free?� Williams asked.
�Sure, mon!�
Foster raised her eyebrow as the server left. �Dom?�
�If we�re going to be separated by eight point six light years, lets at least get some good grub with us.�
�He�s retiring though.�
�For a spiritual journey. What better way to do that than to go out to the stars, away from civilization, big cities, and such?�
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Transport en route to ESRS Carl Sagan
Earth orbit, Sol system
March 10, 2033, 04:19 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Captain Rebecca Foster allowed her body to float freely as the transport she boarded broke free of Earth�s gravitational pull. It was a reminder that she had crossed the point of no return. She had left Earth and wasn�t going to see it for a long time, if ever. Her home had been given away to her mother, and they had shared a tearful and emotional goodbye as she went on to continue the work of her father, discovering more about the cosmos.
She tried her best to not let it get to her, and reminded herself that if her father was still alive, it probably would have been him aboard the transport packed with UNE navy personnel and IESA explorers, like herself, traveling to their assigned ships.
Just beyond the orbit of the Moon were the Nikola Tesla, Stephen Hawking, Freeman Dyson, and Carl Sagan in a diamond formation. A multitude of transport ships docked with or departed from the four massive ships, unloading crew, colonists, and supplies, while off-loading personnel that were to remain in Sol.
Foster entered the cockpit where a young Asian man with a thin goatee manned the transport. �Hey there, sorry didn�t catch ya name,� Foster said as she floated next to him.
�Chang, Flight Lieutenant Denis Chang at your service.�
�Give us a grand tour.�
�Grand tour?�
�Of the Carl Sagan,� Foster said, pointing toward it through the windshield. �I wanna see it from all angles before we dock.� She looked back at the various navy and IESA personnel behind her. �I�m sure y�all wanna check it too, so come on over!�
Chang grinned as he made the course adjustments on the flight controls before him. �One grand tour of the Carl Sagan coming right up!�
Their transport traveled silently toward the rear of the ship where its idle sub light speed engines were. Afterward he brought the transport around to its side, sunlight beaming off its hull as the transport cast a small moving shadow along it. The tethers that connected the main fuselage to the rear habitat ring were above them as they passed, Foster saw a glimpse of the mess hall through the windows, with people wheeling in kitchen equipment, pots, and pans for the chef and his cook team to use. Maintenance crews in EVA suits traveled to a disk-shaped maintenance hatch on the habitat ring after completing their structural integrity checks on that particular section.
More of the central section could be seen from the left side of the windshield, with personnel in space suits performing last-minute checks of the exterior of the hull, while others applied the finishing touches to the paint job, namely the name of the ship: ESRS Carl Sagan with the logo of IESA beside it and the flag of the UNE adjacent to that.
The forward habitat rings came into view, Chang made sure to slow down the transport as they neared it. The windows of that ring showed the countless families that boarded and were being guided toward their cryostasis pods. Hydroponic bays had small gardens and trees growing inside while botanists attended to them. Although most of the crew will be in stasis, a small rotating skeleton crew will remain awake to tend to the plants and monitor ship-wide systems.
Chang adjusted course, took the transport to the opposite end of the forward habitat ring, and allowed everyone to peer into the windows of the colonization pods that will be used to build the first cities. Small, compact homes and utility facilities were loaded into this section of the habitat ring. Once a suitable planet was found, section by section, the forward habitat ring will come apart and land safely on the surface of the planet, founding the first city. There were enough pods to provide shelter to the thousands of people aboard, as well as basic equipment to build mines, manufacturing planets, water treatment centers, and power generators.
The bridge came up on the next leg of their tour. It was smaller compared to UNE battleships. Foster saw Williams check out the bridge�s layout through the windshields. She waved to him, but he didn�t reply, no doubt he didn�t notice her or the transport that was in front. The final destination of the transport approached as they dipped down to the underside of the ship. Earth was huge in the background, and it was a fitting end to the tour as it was officially the last time everyone aboard the transport would be able to see it with their own eyes without the aid of cameras or recorded images.
�See ya around,� Chang said waving goodbye to the blue world. �Want another round?�
�I think we�re good,� said Foster. �Guess you�re coming with us?�
He began to pilot the transport to dock inside of the docking bay�s entrance located underneath the ship. �Yes ma�am, transferred here from the ESRS Nikola Tesla.�
�Why�s that?�
�My brother and sister were selected to be part of the colonists here rather than the Tesla, didn�t make sense for me to be serving out there when they are out in Sirius,� Chang said. �Besides, at Luhman 16 is just a pair of brown dwarfs . . . doesn�t sound like an exciting adventure to me.�
Earth, space, and the moon below them came out of view, replaced with the interior of the docking bay as the doors behind them slid shut. Everyone got off the transport, like passengers leaving a crowded train only weightless. Foster and Chang continued to talk about the life they were leaving behind and the new life that was awaiting them.
Out from the crowd stepped a woman wearing a UNE navy uniform and magnetic boots that kept her glued to the floor. Foster reminded herself to get a pair of those from the lockup, as she wasn�t fond of having to pull on the handle bars on the walls to gain momentum. The UNE navy woman had auburn hair and the name tag Chevallier on her uniform. It was none other than Foster�s chief of security and leader of all UNE naval personnel aboard the Carl Sagan, Master Chief Mathilda Chevallier.
�Flight Lieutenant,� Chevallier said with her heavy French accent, forcing Chang to salute her.
�Yes, Chief,� he said firmly.
�I think the captain has better things to do than to listen to you ramble, yes?�
�We�re good, don�t worry about it,� said Foster, then she faced the slender yet strong woman in front of them. �So Master Chief you�ll be in command of all UNE personnel then?�
�Actually, that will be Commander McDowell.�
Foster grimaced as she wasn�t informed of the change. Last-minute changes like that never worked out well especially when someone who was supposed to be in command has it taken away. �As of when?� Foster asked.
�As of last night,� said Chevallier. �He was transferred here, I�ll be serving under him.�
�Nice to know that the UNE gave me the heads-up.�
Officially the UNE navy and IESA were two different organizations. IESA employed scientists, explorers, and physicists while the navy brought on combat personnel and crew personnel to assist with the ship�s operations, most notably the Hammerhead team, which Chevallier was a member of. Hammerheads were the successors to the old world special forces groups such as the Navy SEALs, Joint Task Force 2, SAS, Special Boat Service. The name Hammerhead came from the design of their helmets which had two sensor modules on either side of it, giving it an eerie look, similar to a Hammerhead shark. However, with the creation of the EDF, recruitment into the Hammerheads had been scaled back in favor of funneling new recruits into the EDF program as EDF-1 was currently en route back to Earth to help in cross training.
Foster was the captain of the ship, but ultimately was still a civilian in the eyes of the military. While she still called the shots, navy members followed orders given by their CO, apparently Commander McDowell rather than the Master Chief as she was originally told. If Foster needed the navy she relayed a request to their CO who then rallied the troops into action.
It was easy to tell who was who just by looking at their uniforms since IESA and UNE uniforms were different. The flag of the nation the wearer was from were in a different location. Military personnel had their flags on the top back of their uniforms, while IESA had theirs on the shoulders. IESA uniforms were partly inspired by the uniforms NASA astronauts used to wear during the pre-war days, whereas navy uniforms were largely inspired by royal navy uniform used by the pre-war British.
Foster left the docking bay and traveled up onto the main decks within the central fuselage of the ship. Various people saluted her as she made her way to the rear habitat ring. A lengthy elevator ride took her up where she was graced with the feeling of the artificial gravity. She found the captain�s quarters and entered, it was bigger than her living room back in LA. Most of the furniture and her larger personal belongings were still stored in boxes. She had no plans on unboxing them just yet, they�ll just be idle for seventeen years anyways. She tossed her two duffel bags into the corner then exited, what was in the habitat ring was more interesting than her quarters.
She walked past an assortment of sections in the ring such as the gym and crew quarters. She couldn�t help but look out of the numerous observation windows as light from the sun slowly began to shine through. She saw Williams in the reflection of one window as he approached her from the side with the same mesmerized face she had.
�This is incredible,� he said.
�It is,� she said and pointed at a large construction scaffold above Earth in the distance. �Check that out.�
�What�s that?�
�New warship in construction already; they didn�t wait long. Apparently that one will take a lot longer to build than the others. It�s gonna have new fancy tech no other Earth-based ship will have.�
�Such as a QEC.� Foster and Williams spun around to see that Rivera had snuck up behind to join their conversation.
Foster smiled at her and began to introduce the two to each other. �Dom, meet our Chief engineer, Jasmine Rivera.�
�Nice to meet you, Commander,� Rivera said, shaking his hand as she put her holo pad away.
Foster whispered into Williams� ear. �She�s single.�
Williams smirked and tried his best to hold in a laugh which made Rivera ask. �What?�
�Nothing!� Foster said, changing the subject. �So, about that new ship?�
�Yeah.� Rivera stepped closer to the observation window and locked her eyes on the construction scaffold in orbit. �It will be different from the rest of the fleet, Quantum Entanglement Communicator will be one of the biggest additions to it, and possibly an android version of the new EVE AI.�
�Android?�
�Still in the early testing phase, they aren�t even sure it will make it in time for the launch,� Rivera said. �Well, I�ll leave you two alone, I gotta see how engineering looks.�
Foster nodded to their Chief engineer. �Make sure we�re good for launch, we�ll be fixin� to depart as soon as the last colonists arrive.�
�I hear music,� Williams said as Rivera took her leave.
Foster listened closely, there was indeed music playing. �That must be the recreation room.�
The sounds of the music led them near the entrance to the recreation room. Inside they saw a laid-back lounge set up, complete with a small bar, long tables, chairs, and couches. Lounge music played as crew personnel stocked the bar and unpacked several entertainment devices. It was the perfect place for the crew to unwind during their off-hours, especially during the first few years into their journey to the stars, as not everyone would be in cryo all the time.
�Oh, that reminds me,� Williams said, snapping his fingers.
�What�s up?�
He left the recreation room and waved for Foster to follow. His steps led her into the mess hall and then into the galley. Brand-new silver-colored cooking equipment was still wrapped in their shipping covers. Pots and pans hung from their hooks around the walls in a neat and organized manner. Foster heard someone in the rear food preparation area buzzing around as Williams guided her there.
�I got him,� Williams said as they turned the corner and saw a Jamaican man no older than fifty examine the food preparation area. He had short black hair, no doubt dyed black to hide any grey hairs, and wore a chef�s white jacket and black pants.
�This is Chef Demarion Bailey from the restaurant we had lunch at,� Williams said.
�Captain Foster,� she said, shaking Bailey�s hand. �Pleased to meet you.�
�Pleased to meet you too.�
�Settling in well?� Williams asked him.
�Ya mon, this kitchen is amazing,� Bailey said. �Gonna make some real nice food for you all.�
They toured the rest of the kitchen and noted the small cryostorage containers used for food, so that ingredients wouldn�t rot on their voyage, after all, what they brought aboard had to last, even after their arrival in Sirius. Livestock was brought aboard and placed into cryostasis as well, but it was reserved for the new colony once it was set up.
As they left the mess hall, two crewmen stopped and raised their hands to salute the two as they walked past, then returned diligently to their duties with data pads in hand. �I see you�ve been busy with recruiting, Dom.�
�We�re still short a lot of bodies compared to the other ships,� Williams said. �This was a last-minute addition to the fleet after all. Apparently IESA had scaled down recruiting and neglected to tell me.�
�Bah, so we�re running a skeleton crew?�
�Outside of the science and exploration teams yeah, we got the bare minimum with a lot of rookie transport pilots.�
�I�ll be sure to make sure only navy personnel pilots our transports for critical missions.�
Foster and Williams ended their hour-long tour of the ship at the bridge. The central sections of the ship that were not part of the habitat ring lacked gravity. It forced them to use handle bars on the walls to pull themselves forward or to stop their momentum unless magnetic boots were equipped. The bridge was the exception as gravity glued their bodies to the floor when they passed through its wide sliding doors.
�Gravity,� Foster said happily.
�Yep.� Williams gestured at the sole alien crew member of the ship who stood at the shipboard psionic station on the bridge. �There�s our shipboard psionic.�
�Rookie or the combat vet?�
�Vet. In the end he brought more to the table, that and the representative at the embassy really, really wanted us to recruit him. I figured he was trying to make sure we were in good hands.�
Foster eyed their psionic. He was a Javnis, though it was hard to see his four eyes beneath the dark cloak hood he wore. Like most psionics his body was implanted with cybernetic upgrades on his hands, arms, and across his chest. The upgrades needed to be exposed in order to ensure they worked correctly, so his green lizard-like body was on show as he wore only the cloak, and pants.
�Maybe the embassy wanted to get rid of him for reasons unknown,� Foster said.
Williams cringed. �Thanks for the vote of confidence.�
�I�m sure you made the right choice.�
�I can hear you,� said the psionic, as his four eyes remained gazing at the computer screen on his station.
�And he�s got excellent hearing, that might come in handy,� said Williams.
Foster and Williams approached the Javnis psionic as he continued to work on the computer. His cloak made it hard to tell what emotions were going through his body, if he had any at all.
�Captain Foster, pleasure to meet you.� Foster offered her hand for him to shake. The Javnis slowly turned his head away from the screen and looked at her, then her hand in a confused manner. �Umm, OK.�
�I got this, Becca,� Williams said. �Commander Dominic Williams. Your acquaintance is recognized.�
Williams performed what Foster guessed was a traditional Radiance greeting, placing one hand to his shoulder. Foster had heard about it from time to time, but never did learn it, she always assumed that most Radiance living on Earth adopted human customs. What was playing out before her showed otherwise.
The Javnis looked at Williams and in a deep monotone voice said. �Wrong hand.�
Williams stopped as the feeling of embarrassment hit him hard. �What?�
�You used the wrong hand for the greeting.�
�Oh well let�s try��
�Don�t try again,� the Javnis said as his four eyes shifted to his computer screen.
�Well it was great talking with you,� Foster said to the Javnis. �Sorry, didn�t catch ya name?�
�Tolukei,� he replied.
�We�ll let you get back to it Mr. Tolukei,� she said.
�Just Tolukei, we do not have surnames.�
�It�s just a navy custom.�
�I am not part of your navy. Neither are you.�
�Yea but . . .� Foster stopped in the middle of her sentence. Tolukei was going to be a piece of work, based on their limited interactions. She smiled and simply said. �I�ll get going.�
Tolukei mumbled. �Yes, you should.�
Foster turned her attention away from Tolukei and toward the rest of the bridge. Its layout was different compared to that of UNE battleships. It was smaller and partly inspired by the layout of Radiance bridges. A captain�s chair was in the center while the helmsman sat up front. Next to the helm was the science officer�s station, communications off to one side and the psionic workstation on the opposite.
There was no central hologram that gave the captain and others a 3D projection of the ship or the system they were in. In fact, many of the computers on the bridge still used computer screens, budget cutbacks she figured, as a large part of the budget for the ship went toward the colonization equipment and extra cryostasis pods for the thousands of colonists aboard.
Williams poked around at the other stations on the bridge to familiarize himself with the crew and systems, as Foster approached the front to speak with her first choice in a science officer, Dr. Travis Pierce. He sat back in his leather chair and examined the contents of his computer screen, while a data pad and holo pad rested on its desktop-like surface along with half dozen data crystals.
�Dr. Pierce, glad to see you were able to make it,� she said to him.
�Well, apparently, I didn�t have much choice, funds are low right now and my landlord wanted to raise my rent,� Pierce said. �I hear rent isn�t an issue for those living in Sirius.�
�Once we�re done here, you�re gonna have an apartment better than you had in Vancouver.�
�What makes you think that?�
�Well, you know, gut feeling.�
�I doubt we�ll find Earthlike planets at Sirius. It�s not even possible given the age of the Sirius system.�
�There�s gotta be something of interest.�
�The entire Sirius system was created some two to three hundred million years ago; the dinosaurs walked the Earth when that system was in its infancy. Life on Earth started some three and a half billion years ago.�
Foster grimaced. �Oh,� were the only words she could muster.
�Do the math.�
She crossed her arms and stared at him. �You gonna be the negative Nancy of the crew?�
Pierce laughed. �I�m going to be the one to remind everyone not to forget science when pleasant things start to happen.�
Foster glanced at his screen and saw the time on the bottom right corner. Departure from Earth was due soon. She took a seat in her captain�s chair and activated the small computer mounted onto the arms of it. A blue and white holographic projection of a woman appeared in front of her suddenly. It caused her to yelp and draw the attention of everyone on the bridge.
�I am sorry, Captain, did my presence surprise you?� the holographic woman said.
�Not every day I see somebody appear in front of me like that.�
�My bad, Captain,� Williams called out from the aft section of the bridge. �I just activated it now.�
Foster looked closely at the hologram. She wore a UNE navy uniform, though the flag on the back was that of the UNE rather than a country of origin. She had long, braided hair and stood with her hands behind her back. There was little emotion or movement coming from her body, which led Foster to believe it wasn�t a holographic transmission but rather a computer program.
�EVE, I presume?� Foster said to the hologram.
�That is correct, Captain Foster; I am Electronic Versatile Entity version 1.8.�
Foster grinned. �1.8? That�s the latest update, nice.�
�That is correct.�
All UNE ships were outfitted with an AI known as EVE which served as the central computer system. EVE was capable of quantum computing, taking control of the ships operations if requested, as well as being able to speak and interact with the crew as if she were a holographic member of it. It was no surprise to Foster that the UNE was working on developing an android version of EVE for the next ship under construction as it would give the AI a chance to physically assist the crew. For now, however, they were stuck with the hologram as with all other ships.
�Well pleasure to . . . meet you,� Foster said.
The slow countdown to departure began as Foster enjoyed the new-car-smell of the bridge and her leather chair. She browsed through several ship-wide reports on her holo pad revealing the status of all sections. Several crew members were shocked to see that they were all issued holo pads to replace their data pads.
UNE command gave the final thumbs-up to the exploration fleet to leave, as the final colonists, crew, and supplies were boarded and ready. This is it, Foster thought as she stored her holo pad off to the side of her chair.
Foster opened a comm link with Rivera. �Engine room, are we good to go?�
�All my systems are green,� Rivera�s voice replied.
Foster faced the helm. �Ensign Collins?�
The young ensign checked his terminal. �Good to go, Captain.�
�Colonists are meandering about on the habitat ring but will be entering cryo shortly,� Williams said as he skimmed through a projection on his holo pad.
�If anyone�s having second thoughts now is the time to speak up, ain�t no turning back now!� No one spoke. They were all ready to make the huge commitment to the ship, crew, and human race. �Ensign Collins, take us out.�
�Aye, Captain.�
The powerful thrusters of the fleet of exploration ships flared and sent them away from Earth and the moon as they repositioned themselves in the direction of their destinations. Once they were clear of all space traffic from transport ships heading to and from Earth, Mars, the belt, and the moons of the gas giants, the small fleet entered sub light speeds, traveling at approximately half the speed of light.
The ESRS Nikola Tesla began a journey to Luhman 16 and was expected to arrive in 2046. ESRS Stephen Hawking was expected to arrive at Wolf 359 in 2048. A year later the ESRS Freeman Dyson would arrive at Lalande, and approximately a year after that the ESRS Carl Sagan should arrive at Sirius.
Foster�s holo pad beeped, she received a last second email from her mother and the last message she�ll receive from Earth until they reestablished contact on arrival.
�Good luck, your father would be proud.� The message said.
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ESRS Carl Sagan
Edge of the Sirius system
May 18, 2050, 13:57 SST (Sol Standard Time)
EVE was programmed to awaken the crew of the Carl Sagan once they neared the Sirius system. Bright blue-white light from the pair of stars reflected across the hull of the sleeping Earth ship while the ceiling lights inside slowly began to activate, section by section, starting with the cryo chambers, where most of the crew had slept for the past seventeen years. The automatic revival process triggered for Foster�s pod as it pumped her body with the chemicals needed to wake her, while the lid slowly swung up.
Her eyes opened though her vision was slightly blurry. She was only able to make out blotches of light and slight movement floating away from the walls, most likely the rest of the crew that awoke alongside her. The blurry visuals gradually transformed into familiar sights; the cryo chamber, and dazed, uniformed IESA and UNE navy personnel pushing away from their pods and into the weightless chamber.
Out from the embraces of Foster�s arms was a hidden guest that was in stasis with her, her cat Starlet. Being the captain had its privileges. The tabby cat flailed its legs about as it struggled to understand the disappearance of gravity and the disorientating feeling of being locked away in cryo for nearly two decades. Her hands wrapped tightly around her feline companion, kicked off the walls, soared across the chamber to its exit, and made the lengthy slog onto the habitat ring.
Foster went into her quarters and released her pet as its panic subsided when it felt the force of gravity once again. Foster was pleased to see that her quarters was still in decent condition, despite it being untouched for so long. As tempting as it was to finish unpacking and get set up, she had a job to do on the bridge, and a page in human history to start writing. She pulled out a can of cat food she had slipped into her pocket prior to entering cryo and popped it open.
Starlet leaped off the bed and ran toward her while she slapped some of it into its feeding bowl.
Leave it to a cat to want to be fed the moment you wake up, even if it was a multiyear sleep, she thought.
After a quick shower, Foster headed to the bridge not in full uniform. She wore a white shirt with a black vest over top of it along with black cargo pants. They were far from Earth, the UNE, and IESA and she was the captain of the damn ship. She was still a millennial at heart and wasn�t going to let something like being in full uniform all the time bog her down. Besides most of the crew was still in the process of getting back together. It was like a Saturday morning as far as she was concerned, nobody dressed formally on days like that.
She stopped to admire the bright blue-white glow of light in front of them. The twin stars of Sirius were the dominant figures on the bridge�s forward windshield, the material within the windshield dimmed to allow safe viewing.
�Stunning, absolutely stunning,� Williams said.
Foster sat down on her captain�s chair and paid no mind to everyone as they noticed she wasn�t in uniform. �Ladies and gents,� she said looking at the pair of stars. �Like it or not this is our new home.�
EVE�s hologram appeared and gave Foster an update, the Carl Sagan was still en route to the system at sub light speed while essential crew was still being revived section by section, while the colonists stayed in stasis until the order was given to release them.
�Mister Tolukei,� Foster called out to him. �Have you contacted a psionic back at Earth yet?�
�Mister? I do not have a surname,� Tolukei said.
�Remember when I said its human navy tradition and all?�
�I am not human,� Tolukei said with a shrug. �Nor am I a member of the UNE navy, and neither are you.�
�Oh, for god�s sakes . . . I know just�never mind, did you reach anyone at Earth yet?�
�I have not, but will continue to try.�
Foster spun her chair around to face him with concern in her eyes and a troubling wince on her face. �What�s wrong?�
Tolukei faced her as the darkness from his hood enveloped his face. �I cannot reach anyone�s mind, it is possible that the staff were switched during our journey. Even then, I should be able to find a psionic mind that I can connect with.�
�And you can�t?�
�There is nothing.�
�How about folks in Radiance?�
Tolukei folded his hands together, his head tilted upward as he entered his trance. Foster figured he was trying to establish a telepathic communication with someone from the Radiance Union. �Nothing, it is as if all psionics have ceased to exist.�
Foster and Williams exchanged worried glances as did the rest of the bridge crew. �Well, that�s not good,� she said.
�Is it possible the cryo trip weakened your mind?� Williams asked Tolukei.
Tolukei shook his head. �No, as I can sense what lies before us with my ESP.�
Foster shifted her chair back toward the front as she said, �Well let�s send a message to Earth regardless, informing them that we�ve arrived safely.�
�That will take eight or nine years to get there,� Williams said.
�I know . . .� Foster sighed.
�Here�s hoping a psionic back at Earth will reach out to us. They should know that we�d be coming out of cryo right about now anyway. In the meantime, let�s see what�s out there.�
�Right this way, Captain,� Pierce said from a station at the aft end of the bridge.
Foster and Williams walked over to the newly added section of the bridge where Pierce stood. It had massive 3D holograms that depicted the layout of the Sirius system and all its planets and moons, collected and cataloged by EVE and the Carl Sagan�s long-range scans during their trip.
�Well this is neat,� Foster said.
�Rivera�s team got it up and running during the first year of our journey,� Pierce said. �We can view a layout of the system here and plan where to go.�
Foster reached out and tapped the hologram which interacted with her touch and zoomed in or out depending on her hand movements. Labels appeared over planets that listed their size, orbital period, gravity, average surface temperatures, and atmospheric composition amongst other interesting facts.
�I see we already got a lay of the land,� Foster said.
�We�ve been scanning constantly as we slept and built this map,� Pierce said. �And now that we�re closer we can update it with new information from ship scans and probes, as well as anything Tolukei discovers with his ESP.�
The three began to examine the data closely as it progressively updated with new information as they approached the system. A lot of the data cataloged was heavily focused on the planets as Sirius itself, while interesting, they knew about from telescopes looking at it over the years. Sirius A was a massive white main-sequence star nearly double the size of the star Earth orbited, and produced light that could easily render someone blind in a matter of seconds as it was nearly 25 times brighter. Lucky for the crew all windows automatically dimmed to control the amount of light that came through.
Sirius A had a companion dubbed Sirius B a smaller white dwarf that orbited with Sirius and therefore was cooler compared to Sirius A. And upon closer inspection the trio discovered what appeared to be a third companion, one that wasn�t supposed to be there based on past knowledge of the system. After double-checking the data with the sensor logs along with EVE�s analysis and Tolukei�s ESP, they confirmed that it wasn�t a system glitch.
�A brown dwarf star,� Pierce said with interest. Foster made the projection zoom in toward the third star. �It has a planetary system.�
Foster smiled and said to Pierce. �Holy shit, you know what this means, right? Sirius C is real.�
�My god.� Pierce was floored. �Though it would explain why we were never able to detect it, at least not from Earth, it was too faint to be seen.�
�And orbited around the known Sirius pair,� Foster said. �Still doesn�t explain why Radiance never discovered it.�
�This is still an unexplored region of space to them; perhaps they only took brief scans, where the presence of a brown dwarf could easily have been missed if its orbit placed it behind Sirius A at the time of the scan.�
They watched almost in a trance like state as a simulation played on the hologram. It showed the brown dwarf Sirius C followed an orbital path that circled around the Sirius pair of A and B.
�All right, we got not two but three systems all in one, and all with planets around �em,� Foster said. �We got our work cut out.�
�Let�s chart Sirius B first,� Williams suggested. �We�re closer to it and it will be a great chance to see what happens to planets in the aftermath of a red giant.�
Foster tapped the image of the white dwarf of Sirius B. The projection expanded to show the orbiting planets at the edge of its system. As expected, there weren�t many planets close to Sirius B as many had most likely been destroyed during the time it was a red giant millions of years ago.
Foster returned to her captain�s chair while Pierce returned to his science station. �Helm, set a course to Sirius B.�
�Yes, Captain.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN
Traversing the Sirius B system
May 18, 2050, 17:17 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The Carl Sagan conducted short surveys of the planets that orbited Sirius B. The geologists aboard became ecstatic as data from the probes transmitted their findings and pictures back to the ship. The rest of the crew wasn�t as easily impressed, naturally the pictures that loaded were nothing more than frozen rocks, mountains, and craters. Every planet encountered was rocky, heavily cratered and devoid of all life. Most lacked atmospheres, burned off during the red giant stage with rugged terrain that resembled the surface of the moon back at Earth.
Some planets showed promise for future mining operations, traces of valuable minerals rested in the bellies of those worlds, waiting to be plucked by the new arrivals. Mining would be critical if they were to make this region their new home. Data sent back from a probe revealed one of the gas giants to have huge potential for heileum-3 mining, excellent news considering Sirius A also had a gas giant. Two sources of heileum-3 wasn�t a bad thing at all. Preliminary plans were drawn up by the colonization teams to establish mines and science and research outposts in the system.
Foster noticed the smile that stretched across Dr. Pierce�s face the longer they stayed in the system. Every probe they launched sent additional streams of data that updated their knowledge base of the system and its wonders. And to think, this was only Sirius B, there was still the planets of Sirius A and Sirius C to explore and catalog.
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Captain�s office
SB-215 orbit, Sirius B system
May 19, 2050, 06:32 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The crew awoke bright and early the next day. Foster gave Williams the heads-up about her cat and for him to look after it if she was on duty and he wasn�t. She had a feeling that she�d be pulling long shifts for the next several days as the trove of data collected by the dozens of probes deployed throughout the system continued to arrive.
The Carl Sagan remained in orbit around SB-215, a small, cold moon around the gas giant of SB-2. Foster was looking forward to the day they�d be able to give planets and moons a name rather than the automated designation EVE tagged them with. Foster sat in her office located beneath the bridge, another feature of ship design adapted from Radiance. Foster�s desk sat before a wide window that peered out into space. Plants from Earth decorated the office, while a small countertop off to the side became home of a coffee maker and a display cabinet held models of various ships in the UNE navy, though the layout was still a work in progress. Foster had hoped to further decorate her office with more of her personal belongings from her quarters.
She took a sip of her warm drink as she reviewed reports and data that were transmitted to the ship during their sleep. There was a problem that needed to be addressed right away, water. The Carl Sagan had enough water to satisfy the needs of the crew and a few thousand liters stored away for an emergency and more on reserve for the future colonists once they awoke. Safe drinking water needed to be found in the system otherwise they�d need to enforce strict water rationing protocols. The thought of monthly showers made her shudder. Then there was all the plant life growing in the greenhouses. They�d be critical for the start of a colony, especially if they had to settle on a world with unbreathable air and live inside an enclosed environment. Plants will remove CO2 and replace it with O2, but plants, like all living things, need water to survive.
A staircase off the side brought her up to the bridge where she approached Dr. Pierce who was reviewing data collected by the probes, namely if there was a world that had water.
�You�re surprisingly silent,� she said to him.
Pierce kept his eyes on his computer screen and his arm resting on his cluttered workstation. �Busy doing my job.�
�Doesn�t the discovery of Sirius C make you think just maybe?�
As important as it was to search for water, Foster was surprised that Pierce didn�t say anything more about the discovery of Sirius C. The Dogon tribes of West Africa claimed for years that aliens visited them from Sirius and told them stories that it was a trinary star system. Now they stood before proof that Sirius was indeed that. Pierce a former advocate of the theory of the Dogon kept quiet about it.
�Nope,� Pierce said after a slight delay. �OK, well it�s interesting, but we don�t know anything else. Plus, we haven�t seen any signs of ships, so it�s safe to say the legend about this system are still just stories told by ancient humans that didn�t know any better.�
His computer beeped causing the two of them to look at the flashing notification that appeared on the screen. Pierce�s fingers interacted with the terminal as he revealed the report that populated the screen.
�Here we go,� he said. �Got a planet here, a frozen one with traces of ice all across the surface. Lots of it too, looks like it was once an ocean.�
Foster leaned in closer to look at the data a probe had sent them two hours ago. It had landed on one of the most distant planets in the Sirius B system. It was an Earth-sized planet, tagged SB-417. Its distance would have placed it in the habitable zone during the age of Sirius B�s reign as a red giant, meaning that liquid water may have existed on its surface in the past as well as an atmosphere with rain clouds that never got stripped away from the punishment of the former red giant.
�Worth a look,� Foster said. �Helm, set a course to SB-417.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Bridge
SB-417 orbit, Sirius B system
May 19, 2050, 08:11 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The ESRS Carl Sagan exited from sub light speeds and entered orbit around the frozen planet of SB-417. The planet�s orbital path not only placed it as the furthest away from Sirius B, but also away from Sirius A in the distance, thus making it the most remote planet between Sirius A and B.
Foster glared at the dark ice-covered planet from the windshield and wondered if this is what Earth would look like in several million years, after the sun goes through its red giant stage then shrinks into a white dwarf. Though in Earth�s case, its oceans would have long boiled away, this planet however still had its oceans, they just froze over.
�Deploy another probe, let�s get some detailed scans on that ice,� Foster said.
�We might want to do more than that,� Pierce said.
�Oh?�
�Now that we�re closer we got a better idea on what�s on the surface.� Foster stood behind him and looked at his computer screen. He directed her attention to the appearance of several objects on the surface, partially encased in snow and ice. �Those don�t look natural to me.�
�Those look like structures.�
Several areas of the surface, that was once solid land before the big freeze, had cylinder-shaped structures that surrounded several pyramid-shaped ones. The pattern of shapes was constant throughout the planet, there was no way it was a natural formation of rocks or ice.
�Intelligent life was here,� Pierce said.
�Most of these structures are at least two kilometers away from the ice too, guess you were right about the frozen ocean,� said Foster.
�Makes sense, Sirius B was a red giant and therefore this planet during that time received enough heat to have an ocean. What doesn�t make sense however is that�s not enough time passed for life to evolve, an intelligent species to advance, and build these before dying off.�
Pierce was right, given what was known about the Sirius system. White main sequence stars burn their fuel quickly which results in them swelling to a red giant, then collapsing into a white dwarf faster than a star such as Sol. With an age of two to three hundred million years, Sirius B only spent a fraction of those years as a red giant, so there was no way for anything major such as the evolution of multicellular life to arise on SB-417. The planet would have at best had flowing water on the surface, but nothing more unless a species that had access to interstellar travel arrived during that time.
Either that, or what they knew of evolution was completely wrong. The latter seemed least likely as the Radiance database proved that life had evolved throughout the galaxy in a similar manner and timespan as that on Earth. Not precisely, but pretty damn close.
�Nobody is dead.� Tolukei� s deep voice rang out.
Both Foster and Pierce faced him and said in unison, �What?�
�I sense psionic activity on the surface,� Tolukei said. �It�s very weak.�
�You�re saying someone, something is alive down there? In this cold and darkness? And it�s a psionic?� Foster said.
�I am saying there is a weak psionic force on the surface,� Tolukei said.
�Captain, permission to lead a survey team?� Pierce asked Foster.
�Granted, though I�ll be leadin� it.�
Foster strode toward the exit of the bridge as Pierce followed excitedly behind.
�Isn�t the captain�s place on the bridge?� Williams said before she exited.
�Not this captain,� Foster said to Williams. �I didn�t travel over fifty trillion miles from Earth to sit on the bridge all day barking orders. Dom, you have the bridge.�
Williams nodded. �Understood.�
�I saw you eyeing that chair, so don�t be bashful, keep it warm for me.�
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Docking bay
SB-417 orbit, Sirius B system
May 19, 2050, 08:49 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Master Chief Petty Officer Mathilda Chevallier grinned as one of the crew had referred to her as �MC,� a nickname that had quickly grown on her since coming aboard. She double-checked to ensure her equipment was good to go alongside her CO, Commander McDowell, and Petty Officer Third Class Kingston.
McDowell asked her and Kingston to join him, as the captain and some science officer insisted on traveling to the surface. Chevallier, and the rest of the party wore standard issue UNE Hammerhead combat armor complete with personal shields and helmet. The armor also doubled as an EVA suit allowing them to perform a space walk and traverse the surface of a hostile environment, like the one below. It even worked well in deep-sea operations, truly living up to the name Hammerhead.
Chevallier looked at the docking bay as she hovered in the weightless environment. On UNE battleships, this section of the ship was reserved for the storage and launching of transports or Solaris fighters. Here on the Carl Sagan, there were transport ships . . . and more transports, a few dormant probes, exploration rovers, and a bunch of other weird gizmos. She had no idea what they were called or what they did. She wasn�t impressed.
�So, I hear the bridge crew gets nice soft chairs to sit in,� Kingston said to her.
�Does that surprise you?� Chevallier said. �They�re not military; they can�t handle standing up too long.�
�It�s a Radiance design,� McDowell said. �They have seats for every station on their bridges.�
�I�m still sticking to my story,� Chevallier said.
Kingston laughed as he performed a somersault by some strange means to impress her, she rolled her eyes at him. �Can�t believe we got stuck on this boat that�s run by non-military.�
�Eggheads aren�t fighters, they run the ship and from time to time get out and look around,� McDowell said.
Chevallier watched Kingston perform another zero-g somersault, he was clearly bored and growing impatient. �Then why is the Captain coming along?�
�The fuck if I know, guess she think she�s hot shit,� Chevallier said. �I hear she hasn�t been in proper uniform since coming out of cryo. Way to lead by example.�
McDowell snorted. �You�re one to talk MC?�
Chevallier looked at McDowell�s tall body and bald head, shot him a smug grin and said, �No, sir.�
He didn�t smile back, and she knew why. Chevallier�s long reputation of butting heads with officers was well-known throughout the navy, including the personnel assigned to the ship. There was not a single doubt in her mind that McDowell was asked to join the team at the last second as a means of undermining what was supposed to be her command and leader of all UNE navy personnel and Hammerheads. They glared at each other, Chevallier may have had a smaller and slimmer body compared to him, but she was still a fiery redhead who had broken the bones of men twice her size in the past.
She moved away from McDowell and hovered next to a weapons locker, then keyed in the pass code on the terminal�s touch screen. As its doors slid open she listened as Kingston and a crewman spoke. They were rambling about her. She held onto her eRifle and acted as if she was performing systems tests on it.
�What�s her story?� The crewman asked.
�HLF attacked a temple set up for Radiance in New Miami,� Kingston said. �She disobeyed orders, got everyone killed including her team. Got grilled by her CO, then broke his nose. But she�s the daughter of Captain Chevallier of the Wilfrid Laurier, so she got off with a slap on the wrist and was shipped out here, so they wouldn�t have to deal with her or the bad publicity.�
She continued to listen in as they talked about her lifestyle of partying hard and drinking people under the table. They compared her to a marine rather than someone in the navy. Captain Foster and the egghead scientist arrived sometime later, thus ending the chitchat as attention was directed to them.
�Coming with us, I hear?� Chevallier said to her.
�You heard correct.�
Chevallier grabbed two ePistols from the lockup and handed them to the Captain and the scientist, who introduced himself as Dr. Pierce. Not that she cared or would remember five minutes from now.
�I hope you know how to use these,� Chevallier said to the two.
�eWeapons,� Foster said as she holstered the weapon into her cargo pants. �I miss the old-world stuff.�
eWeapons were reverse engineered Radiance magnetic weapons. They fired bullets accelerated by magnetic fields toward a target. The weapons were wholly computerized and presented tactical data back to its user via a targeting screen. It was also capable of syncing with the computer systems within combat armor and relaying information gathered by the targeting scanner to the wearers HUD. Hunks of metal served as its ammunition, and the weapon sliced off pieces of the metal to form appropriate sized bullets for the encounter; no reloading required. The rail guns of the Carl Sagan and other ships functioned similarly but on a larger scale.
The weapons were indeed a huge step up from old-world guns used prior to the Hashmedai invasion of Earth, though it had its drawbacks, the biggest being power. If a rifle lost all power either from an EMP or low batteries, the weapon became useless. Computerized weapons also meant they were vulnerable to computer viruses or skilled hackers, though such incidents were extremely rare.
�Dr. Pierce?� Foster said, giving him a nudge.
Pierce looked at the weapon Chevallier had offered him, and did nothing but stare at it in awe. Chevallier suspected that a man with all his university degrees had never held a weapon, let alone looked at one. It was a troubling thought given his age, he had to have been alive during the invasion and lived through it. Every person she met that was an adult during 2018 had fired a gun or at least kept one on them on them for self-defense. Even cities that were never attacked during the war had a brief period of lawlessness when everyone had to look out for their own interests. Vancouver was clearly not one of those cities.
Pierce looked away from the ePistol and apprehensively glanced at Chevallier. �I�ve never held a weapon in my life.�
Yeah, no shit.
�Why do I need it? Aren�t you guys supposed to watch over us?�
Chevallier sighed and forced the weapon into his hands. �If we get separated, knocked out or killed, who will watch your ass?� She pointed to the pistol. �That will.�
McDowell, Chevallier, and Kingston armed themselves with eRifles before heading toward the open transport along with Foster and Pierce. A woman wearing an IESA uniform with the flag of the Philippines entered and shouted for the group to wait for her.
�Rivera, you coming with us too?� Foster said to her.
�Naw, my place is in engineering for now,� Rivera replied. �But I wanted you guys to have this.�
Rivera handed Foster and Pierce devices that looked like the holo pads everyone had been using. These however were different, smaller with a small sensor up top, similar in design to medical scanners.
�What the hell are these?� Foster said, eying the handheld device.
�Something I was working on during my shifts in and out of cryo on our trek here,� Rivera said. �It�s an EAD, Environment Analyzer Device. I took apart a few of the holo pads we had that had glitches and rebuilt them into these; you can use them to scan the area around you. It�s also linked with EVE�s processors aboard where she can perform a more detailed analysis as well as catalogue and store your findings.�
Foster activated the device, a small holographic window appeared above it, and it reported the findings the EAD detected. �Sounds handy.�
�Very handy,� Pierce said as he gave it a test. �I might be able to choose samples to bring back to study, rather than grab everything.�
Rivera gave them a quick rundown on how to use all the features of the device. It was a lengthy conversation that had her and Pierce spit out technobabble none of the military folks like Chevallier understood. Chevallier noticed that McDowell and Kingston had floated into the transport and took a seat up in the cockpit, she followed suit as well and hoped the IESA folks would hurry up and get on. Foster and Pierce eventually glided aboard, giving Kingston the green light to begin the transport�s prelaunch procedures as the doors slid shut.
�EVA suits are in the back,� Chevallier said to Foster and Pierce. �Make sure to keep your shields up, this planet is getting a nice dose of X-ray radiation from the star.�
�And we plan to harvest it for water?� Kingston said as he began to pilot the transport out and away from the Carl Sagan.
�We got some good water treatment systems on the colonization ring,� Foster said. �It should filter out all radiation and other contaminates that might be in the ice.�
Chevallier moved up front as Foster and Pierce began to suit up. She took a quick look at the planet as they began to descend through its dark clouds. Earthlike gravity took hold of them as the transport dipped into the planet�s exosphere, waves of red light splashed across the forward shields generated by its rapid entry into the atmosphere. Once past the cloud cover they got a better view of the surface and the scores of alien structures below them. Foster and Pierce entered the cockpit to observe their approach to the surface.
�Set us down over there,� Foster said and pointed. �It�s close to the frozen ocean and that structure.� Kingston complied and adjusted the transport�s course.
�Excited, Pierce?� Foster asked him.
�You have no idea. First contact with Radiance and Hashmedai was one thing, but this? No one from Radiance made it out here, we�ll be the first.�
Chevallier smirked. �Maybe the Empire did.�
�There�s no proof of that,� Pierce replied to her.
�Because the empire shares all their knowledge with Radiance, right?�
Kingston grimaced. �Running into Hashmedai out here would be��
�Not boring like it is now?� Chevallier cut in.
�Bad was the word I had in mind ma�am.�
�Tolukei did say he detected psionic energy down here,� Foster said. �Radiance and the Hashmedai are the only two groups that could use such powers, if Radiance isn�t here then that kinda narrows it down.�
�Yes,� Pierce said snapping his fingers to the best of his ability considering they were wrapped inside of the gloves of his suit. �That would mean there�s another species out there that knows how to use psionic powers.�
�Didn�t psionics originate from Radiance? How would they get it?� Chevallier said.
As she recalled, Radiance legends told that their gods arrived at the Aryile home world and gave them all sorts of technology over the years, one of them being a device that could allow people to develop psionic powers. That same tech was shared with the Hashmedai Empire before the two species had a falling out and became enemies.
The transport landed on the icy surface as Pierce gave his answer to her question. �Only one way to find out!�
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UNETRANSPORT
Frozen tundra, SB-417, Sirius B system
May 19, 2050, 09:34 SST (Sol Standard Time)
McDowell, Chevallier and Kingston got up and began to place their combat helmets on. A holographic HUD interface confirmed to her that the suits life-support systems had activated. According to sensor scans the surface temperature was somewhere around -150 degrees Celsius and had very little breathable air. Dr. Pierce scampered to the entrance like an excited kid on Christmas morning. Chevallier took one look at the condition of Pierce�s suit, shook her head, and grabbed onto his arm, yanking his body to her.
�You�re too excited, egghead,� she said to him.
�We�ve been through this,� he said back.
She tapped on his oxygen tanks, directing his attention to the fact that they weren�t properly connected to his helmet. �Don�t get yourself killed before we get the chance to leave the transport.�
She saw him flush through the visor of his helmet as he began to rectify the problem. A quick double-check of everyone�s equipment followed before the transport�s doors opened. Its shields were left active to keep the hostile environment out. The shields were programmed to iris slightly and allow them to step past it, then instantly seal up to prevent loss of atmosphere.
The shields onboard the Carl Sagan and other ships had the power to work the same way. If weapons needed to be fired with the shields active, they would open just enough to let projectiles through then quickly close. Transports and probes got a similar treatment as they were launched from the docking bay.
Chevallier felt the ice beneath her feet crunch as they stepped onto the unexplored frozen planet. She looked up and saw the faint white light of Sirius B radiate down from the clouds and light from Sirius A which appeared as a slightly smaller bright blue and white object in the skies opposite of the white dwarf. Hills made up of glaciers littered the land, frozen shores that were once beaches became eternally crystallized when the planet began to freeze over. A layer of white mist hovered around the snow and ice cover pillars that encircled the alien-made buildings up ahead.
�Well, where to first?� McDowell asked.
Pierce began to walk ahead and scanned the ice around them with his EAD and said. �Well lets��
�I was asking the captain, egghead.�
�Let�s check out the fort thingy up ahead,� Foster said pointing at the alien structure in the distance. �We got probes bringing back data on the ice anyways.�
The five moved away from their transport and trekked across the snow and ice, generating a symphony of crunching footsteps as they neared the alien buildings. Foster and Pierce armed with their EADs took readings on every icy rock they came across. McDowell, Chevallier, and Kingston kept their rifles clasped in their hands, ready for the unexpected to leap out at them without notice.
At the front of the alien building they found a staircase that rose toward its front entrance. It was covered in ice, almost as if water had been escaping from it during the big freeze. Pierce and Foster took more readings with their EAD and sent the data back to the Carl Sagan and EVE for further analysis. A group of frozen trees next to what appeared to have once been a garden caught Pierce�s attention.
�How is this possible?� Pierce said, checking the readings of the frozen trees.
Chevallier approached him and looked at the frozen garden up and down. �Well last time I checked when things get extremely cold, stuff like trees snap-freeze.�
�These plants and trees shouldn�t exist,� Pierce said. �Not enough time passed by on this world for them to evolve.�
�Maybe someone planted them?� Foster said.
�Perhaps,� Pierce said and pointed at a small forest off in the distance. �That�s a lot of tree planting, though.�
Everyone�s eyes shifted toward the open entrance of the structure, a place where none of the sensor scans could see, a place where none of the probes went. What awaited them there was a mystery no one from Earth, the empire, or union knew. McDowell, Chevallier, and Kingston were the first to take on the challenge of climbing up the slippery and frozen steps. Well it wasn�t much of a challenge for them as their combat armor was designed to work in all environments. The EVA suits the captain and science officer wore? Not so much. The two struggled for a bit, slipping a few times which generated laughs from the three triumphant Hammerhead members. Eventually they made it up and everyone entered inside the pitch-black chamber of the building.
Helmet lights flickered on and illuminated the hallways before them, while the light from holograms of Foster and Pierce�s EAD glowed and continued to reveal their findings. The walls, ceiling, and floors where made of some sort of metal alloy. Statues were displayed along the walls, they looked like serpents, perhaps lizards? It was hard for Chevallier to tell, as many of them were damaged, while others were encased in ice that had spread from the ceilings.
�For sure this is alien,� Pierce said as they ventured deeper in.
McDowell chuckled. �Ya think?�
�I mean the design of this place. It�s not Radiance or Hashmedai in design according to our knowledge of their species.�
�An ancient building perhaps?� Foster suggested. �Both the empire and union had been traveling in space for centuries, the Linl too before they joined the union.�
Pierce tapped one of the commands on his EAD and spoke into it. �EVE, is there anything in Radiance�s database that matches the layout and composition of this fortress?�
A miniature version of EVE�s hologram appeared and hovered above Pierce�s EAD. �Accessing database, please standby,� EVE said. �Negative, Dr. Pierce, ancient structures built by the Hashmedai and Radiance races are different to what you have discovered. Furthermore, it is unlikely this structure is related to the Lyonria.�
Chevallier cocked her eyebrow. �The what?�
�Lyonria, an extinct ancient civilization,� Pierce said.
�Never heard of them,� Foster chimed in.
�It�s something Radiance never really spoke a lot of,� Pierce said. �They discovered several of their ruins throughout the galaxy. It should all be included in the Radiance database if you want to brush up on it.�
EVE�s projection began to speak. �Please keep in mind, Radiance at the time of our departure from Earth knew only fragments about the Lyonria. This could be an early construct of theirs, or perhaps a later one that was not documented by Radiance scholars.�
�Meaning?� McDowell grunted.
�We either found a new type of Lyonria ruin,� Pierce said. �Or we found a totally new race.�
They stopped as they entered a large central chamber. Motion detectors, or something similar, detected their presence as they entered. Lights, bright lights, powered on and revealed what was before them. They had arrived inside a circular room. There were three ring-shaped platforms, one on the outer edge, one in the middle, and a smaller one in the center, and a deep, seemingly bottomless pit below. Oval shaped objects were along the walls while an object that resembled a holding device rested on the middle ring.
�OK,� Chevallier said looking around. �This is cool.�
A bridge appeared as they approached the ledge, it stretched out and connected with the remaining ring-shaped platforms. They casually walked across the bridge, looking around for any danger, and taking scans of the apparatus around them, and the central ring with the strange-looking storage container. Pierce performed lengthy scans of it and carefully reviewed the data that populated his holographic screen.
�There�s your psionic,� he said. �There�s someone inside, possibly a person, and there�s psionic energy bleeding away from it.� He took another look at his readings. �Actually, there�s a lot of psionic energy here.�
�A tomb perhaps?� Foster said as she stepped closer to it.
Perhaps too close.
The containment device activated and began to emit waves of blue energy that rippled through the chamber. Survival instincts kicked in and three rifles rose up expecting danger. No such danger was detected, at least not through Chevallier�s targeting scanner.
�What the hell was that?� Kingston asked as he looked about through the scope of his weapon.
The blue energy waves returned and moved up and down the bodies of the five quickly. Then over their weapons, very slowly.
�I think we�re the ones being scanned now,� McDowell said.
�Leave.� A mysterious voice groaned from inside of their heads.
Or so Chevallier hoped. If not, she was hearing voices. �Did you hear that?� Chevallier asked.
�What, the wind blowing through the halls?� McDowell said.
�No, someone spoke.�
�All I hear is the wind��
�Leave!�
�Oh, you mean that voice . . .�
�Yeah, I heard that,� Foster said. �EVE what�s the source of that voice?�
Static. There was nothing but disconcerting static on their comm lines.
Pierce checked his EAD and saw that their connection to the Carl Sagan had been cut, as indicated by a flashing red error message.
�What�s wrong?� McDowell asked Pierce.
�We lost contact with the Carl Sagan.�
Foster activated her communicator. �Carl Sagan this is Captain Foster, what�s your status?�
Silence and static.
�This is Commander McDowell to all UNE navy personnel can you hear me?�
Silence and static.
�I guess there�s some sort of interference in here?� Chevallier said.
�My scans were being uploaded to EVE just fine a second ago��
�Leave!� The strange intimidating voice yelled into everyone�s heads.
Foster retorted. �OK, fine, geez we�re going!�
The lights in the room shut off, forcing everyone to rely once again on their helmet lights to see ahead of them. And what they saw was something sending back strange readings to Foster and Pierce�s EAD.
The oval-shaped objects along the walls began to shimmer, and in the center of them an image appeared. It looked like the interior of a ship, or perhaps a base. Armored humanoid creatures marched through as if it was a portal. They looked like soldiers straight out of the Bronze Age only their faces were completely covered. Some were armed with handheld shields in one hand, and a spear like object in the other, azure light emitting from the tip. They stood with authority like fearless generals, as another set of armored humanoid creatures moved past them, limping almost like zombies as they aimed large devices mounted on their arms at the five. Chevallier suspected they were weapons, but hoped she was wrong.
McDowell, Chevallier, and Kingston placed themselves in front of Foster and Pierce, seconds before aliens emerging from the portals opened fire with something that Chevallier could only describe as laser fire. They took the first set of blows, officially giving them permission to start firing back as the aliens unveiled themselves as being hostile. She, along with the rest of her team, returned fire and delivered a hail of bullets toward their attackers before taking cover behind the tomb-like container.
Chevallier looked out from her cover and analyzed new tactical data that appeared as holographic projections in her helmet. She saw that the aliens that took point had their laser weapons mounted in their hands as they fanned out, relentlessly hurling additional red beams of light at them. The overlord-looking aliens armed with spears and shields simply stood back behind the laser-wielding grunts and yelled words in their language.
Chevallier jerked her head backward as more lasers shot at her, analyzing their enemy would have to wait for later. Her rifle once again began to scream its battle cry, she hoped it was loud enough to send the message that they were prepared to fight, because as it stood, they were outnumbered as even more alien soldiers stepped out of the oval portal.
The limping laser grunts were fearless, more so than the overlords. They had no shields protecting them judging by the bullet holes Chevallier dug into the chest of one. It kept on limping toward them, shooting, oblivious to the damage done to it, the pain it should be experiencing, and most frightening of all, making no attempt to dive for cover. Scratch that, most terrifying of all, the grunts that did die rose again as their overlords behind slammed the butt of their spears on the floor.
�Where the hell did they come from?� Kingston said.
Pierce pointed to the oval portals. �There look at that; it�s a portal.�
Chevallier noticed two sources of light beam into the darkened room, looking like bright sunlight. She looked and saw there were other oval-shaped portals along the walls. Some were allowing additional alien reinforcements to march in, while one other, that was directly behind them, had nothing coming in or going out of it. A closer look revealed green grass, trees, and a bright sun in clear and cloudless skies.
A way out? She pondered as their battle raged on.
A battle that had no end in sight.
All five of them discharged their weapons� lethal gifts at their attackers. Hostile targets that fell during the battle, as Chevallier experienced, rose up from the dead and limped closer toward them. Their bullets did nothing but slow them down while an endless supply of the alien soldiers continued to march out of the various opened portals. The path back to the exit of the building was blocked by the first wave of grunts as they limped closer, and they were cut off from the transport outside and any possible backup they might have coming, though Chevallier was quite convinced they were on their own.
McDowell insisted on fighting their way back outside and toward the transport. His argument was that their shields were still holding up against the aliens� weapons and that backup might be coming to assist. Chevallier, after several looks down into the dark halls they came from, neither saw or heard any such backup. They had a perfect escape right behind them, the portal that lead to the sunny pasture beyond. Fighting their way back outside was suicide, there was no telling what the alien�s weapons could do to their shields once they were out of cover. And where would they go? What if the Carl Sagan was destroyed? It would explain why they had lost contact, an alien vessel could have ambushed them then sent their ground troops to finish their team off.
Chevallier�s way was the only way. To hell with what McDowell thought, he wasn�t even supposed to be in command! �Let�s fall back!� Chevallier yelled.
McDowell retorted. �No, we�re pushing through, back into the halls, now follow my lead!�
�Fuck that.� Chevallier lowered her weapon, grabbed onto the arms of Foster and Pierce, and dragged them to the portal with her.
�What are you doing?� Foster asked Chevallier.
�I�m doing my job, Captain. Keeping you and the egghead safe.�
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Bridge
SB-417 orbit, Sirius B system
May 19, 2050, 10:47 SST (Sol Standard Time)
�Commander, I have lost contact with the team on the surface,� EVE said as her holographic likeness appeared next to Williams.
He grimaced at the news while he sat in the captain�s chair and gazed out at the planet. �What happened?�
�It would appear they are being jammed.�
�I suggest you prepare yourself for battle,� Tolukei said. It was not the news Williams was expecting from their shipboard psionic.
�This isn�t exactly a battleship, Tolukei,� Williams said to him. �I�m sure it�s just a glitch or something; let�s give them time to reconnect.�
�There are four ships on an interception course to us from the moons of the gas giant,� Tolukei said. �As I said, I suggest you prepare yourself for battle. They have weapons ports opened. It is highly unlikely they are here to meet and greet us to the system.�
Williams faced Ensign Collins. �What do you have on sensors?�
�Nothing sir, but if they just launched it will be another hour or so before we get confirmation back.�
Tolukei was their eyes and ears in the delicate situation, what he said Williams had to trust completely and base all tactical decisions around. �Tolukei, what�s the ETA on those ships?� Williams asked him.
�Two minutes, they are . . . very fast.�
Two minutes to travel across the distance of thirty light minutes, they were officially dealing with ships capable of FTL. Something both Radiance and Hashmedai were incapable of developing, and something that wasn�t surprising when human scientists first learned of how fast their ships travelled as it only confirmed that Einstein was right, it was impossible to travel faster than light. The situation at hand confirmed otherwise.
�This is Commander Williams to Captain Foster, do you copy?� he transmitted, but as he feared there was no reply. �EVE, what was their last known location on the surface?�
�They entered a central chamber located approximately two kilometers into the alien structure.�
Williams considered sending another transport jam packed with Hammerheads to retrieve them, but there were too many risks. If those Hammerheads didn�t return, then he�d be dealing with two missing teams. Even if they did find Foster and her team, they had less than two minutes to get back to the Carl Sagan before the hostile ships arrived. Hell, the whole process of getting a rescue team suited up and a transport down to the surface would have taken two minutes.
What Williams needed was instant extraction and he needed it forty-five seconds ago. He faced Tolukei, knowing full well he was that source of instant extraction. �Tolukei, can you teleport down and recover them?�
�That will leave you without a psionic and at a disadvantage,� Tolukei said.
�I�m not leaving the captain and her team behind!�
Tolukei nodded. �As you wish.�
Williams addressed the rest of the bridge crew as alert alarms began to blare throughout the ship, springing the crew into action. �Everyone, strap in or get your magnetic boots active, we�re gonna lose gravity.�
Tolukei folded his hands together as the cybernetic devices on his body started to glow brightly. Williams couldn�t help but watch as the Javnis psionic used his gifts to teleport away. He had heard all about the abilities of psionics, viewed photos, watched videos. But never in his life had he witnessed one use their skills with his own two eyes, eyes that he had to shield with his arms. Tolukei�s body was consumed by extremely bright blue that dematerialized his body. Once it subsided, Tolukei was gone and the bridge lost gravity instantly.
Williams was tasked with the next part of the plan, survival. Survival without a psionic against an enemy that could move faster than sensor scans. �Shields at max, activate all defensive weapons,� Williams ordered, he then opened a comm link with Rivera. �So, Chief, we might be going into our first combat situation.�
He heard Rivera laugh and reply. �I was wondering what those alarms were.�
�In less than two minutes we�re going to be outnumbered four-to-one,� he said. �So, if you have any tricks up your sleeve, now�s the time to get them ready.�
�Commander,� Collins said, directing Williams� attention forward.
From the horizon of the planet Williams saw two of the four ships arrive on a direct intercept course to the Carl Sagan. The ships were round-shaped almost like an egg, their shiny, grey exterior hulls reflected light from the white dwarf star in the distance. A hexagonal shaped crevice on the front of the ship began to glow red, and Williams assumed it was the opened weapons port.
�Try contacting them on all channels, let them know we don�t want a fight,� Williams said.
The red hexagon on the two ships pulsed briefly and sent out white beams of energy which impacted the shields of the Carl Sagan, distributing blue ripples of energy across it. It was strong enough to send slight tremors throughout the ship and trigger computers to beep with warnings.
�Something tells me they want a fight anyways,� Collins said.
One of the alien ships broke off and sunk into the atmosphere of the planet, while the remaining one continued its assault with its beam cannons.
�Return fire!� The words Williams had hoped he wouldn�t have to use during their peaceful exploration.
The Carl Sagan�s forward rail guns slid out from beneath the hull of the ship. They quickly acquired a target and sent targeting scanner data to Collins� computer. EVE�s calculations assisted, and helped to compensate for the drift between the two ships. Magnetically accelerated slugs discharged rapidly, leaving behind red streaks of tracer light on their one-way trip to the alien ship. Every bullet that hit put holes into the hull of their target, there were no shields on the alien ships to hinder their performance. And judging by newly collected tactical scans, shields might not have been needed.
The Carl Sagan�s defensive assault left the alien ship with gaping holes torn through not only from the point of impact, but from the opposite end. They swiss-cheesed the hell out of it, and it refused to falter from its beam weapon assault against the Carl Sagan. Whoever the hell was piloting the ship was tough and still alive, much like the internal systems of the ship which should have suffered critical damage by now as another salvo of devastating energy collided with the Carl Sagan.
�Any idea where that other ship is heading?� Williams asked during the weapons exchange.
�To the surface, where the captain�s team landed,� EVE said.
Tolukei hurry up man! Williams thought as he established a comm link with him. �Tolukei, have you found them?�
�My teleport put me further away from them than I thought; it will be sometime,� Tolukei transmitted back.
�You might have incoming from behind, so hurry up!�
The Carl Sagan rumbled again while the next energy beam blast collided with them. �Shields holding sir, one-on-one, we got this,� Collins said as he checked his computer screen.
The remaining alien ships decelerated from their FTL jump and entered the fray, displaying the same deadly show of force the previous ones had. �You just had to say it, didn�t you?� Williams groaned and sighed at the sudden change of events. He had forgotten that Tolukei had mentioned four ships total.
The three alien ships ceased firing briefly and flew closer to one another, entering a tight formation. Energy that looked like bolts of electricity danced back and forth between the three ships and formed almost a triangle shape between them. It was a power exchange Williams figured, and EVE�s computing also agreed with his theory. With the three ships in sync with each other the lead one emitted a long and continuous burst of white and blue energy at the Carl Sagan.
�Forward shield down to sixty-five percent,� EVE reported, �sixty-four percent. Commander, at this rate we will lose shields in approximately one minute twenty-three point eight seconds.�
�Fire on the lead ship, throw everything at them, missiles and all,� Williams said.
The Carl Sagan�s rail guns snarled as its missile ports opened and released multiple plasma missiles at their focused target, white contrails were left behind in the missile�s wake. Williams hoped it would be enough to take it out of play as they had a limited supply of missiles. Until they got a manufacturing plant set up and mines producing enough resources, every missile fired, was a missile they didn�t have for a future conflict. And something told Williams, that even if they got out of this, it wasn�t going to be the last encounter.
The lead attacking ship burst into flames and was flung out of the formation. The all-or-nothing attack worked and the link between the three ships was broken. The two remaining ships, however, continued to fire slow and steady pulses with their beam weapons.
�Forward shields down to thirty-four percent, Commander,� EVE said. �Adjusting aft, port, and starboard shields to compensate.�
EVE�s reports and actions helped to put Williams� mind at ease. The bridge wasn�t heavily staffed as helm control was tasked with navigation, guidance, and weapons. EVE was filling the role of multiple officers while her hologram stood next to Williams with her hands behind her back as if nothing was happening.
�Tolukei? What�s your status?� Williams transmitted to him.
�I�m under attack,� Tolukei replied, the sounds of explosions and weapons fire in the background.
Williams gritted his teeth. The longer they stayed put, the closer to death they got. True, they had enough firepower to do damage to the hostile ships, but it took an all-out assault to severely damage one. Keyword, damage, they didn�t destroy it.
�Tolukei, return to the Carl Sagan,� Williams said reluctantly.
Puzzled, Collins asked. �Commander?�
Williams pointed to the image of the ship that had left the battle to travel to the surface. It was returning to orbit and probably was going to enter that multi-energy-exchange attack again with the other two. They could attack, kick, and scream all they wanted but there was a high chance the Carl Sagan could receive critical damage during the next assault.
�We�re getting our asses kicked. We can�t do this. Not without psionic support,� Williams conceded.
Bright light briefly lit up the bridge as Tolukei reappeared from his teleport and returned to his post, gravity gripping onto Williams� body once again. It was perfect timing, for the three alien ships took up a similar formation again, and began to exchange power between one another and release another continuous beam of white hot energy onto the Carl Sagan, blue waves of energy danced across the failing forward shields.
�Shields are dropping rapidly,� EVE reported. �It would appear the ship from the surface is more powerful than the others.�
Williams winced. �OK same deal; target the lead ship with everything��
�More ships about to enter the sector,� Tolukei interjected.
Williams spun the captain�s chair around to face him. �How many?�
�Three hundred eighty-four,� Tolukei said. �ETA three minutes.�
�Well . . . shit.�
Three ships combining their firepower had the power to destroy them in minutes. Three hundred plus, there wouldn�t be much of a wreckage left in the aftermath of that battle. Williams looked about and saw the faces of everyone on the bridge, they were likely processing the grim facts that he just did.
Escape was their only option.
If Rebecca was still alive, she was on her own, and there wasn�t a damn thing he could do to change that.
�Get us outta here now,� Williams said.
Collins began to input an escape course into his helm controls, and asked, �What about the Captain?�
�We got thousands of colonists that just wanted to build a new home,� Williams said. �Take us out of the system, now.�
�Aye, sir.�
�Tolukei. Overshields on our aft section.�
The Carl Sagan pulled away from the planet as its shield flickered rapidly from the onslaught of the aliens� weapons. Once clear it slipped away into a sub light speed jump while a psionic barrier was cast on the rear of the ship thanks to Tolukei�s powerful gifts. The three attacking weren�t finished with the Carl Sagan and began to chase them and briskly discharge their beam weapons. The Carl Sagan traveled at half the speed of light, the alien�s traveled faster than light, it took a whole five seconds for them to catch up. The alien ships came about and faced the Carl Sagan head-on where its shields were the weakest and didn�t have the protection of the psionic barrier.
�Oh, come on!� Williams yelled, clenching his fists.
The alien�s attacks were swift and shattered what remained of the Carl Sagan�s forward shields. Tolukei didn�t have enough time to compensate and cast a new overshield.
The bridge was exposed to direct fire and its crew felt the consequences of that. An explosion erupted and started small fires. Collins tried to force the Carl Sagan to swerve to the side to minimize what damage was coming to them. Another hit landed, forcing Williams to shield his face from the sparks and wiring that fell from the ceiling, while damaged pipes released white mist, or was it smoke? There was too much happening at once for Williams to have a solid idea.
A third explosion erupted, and it sent Collins flying backward as his terminal was turned into smoldering hunks of cables and shattered computer parts. Collins landed on the ground back first, his face covered in blood, his breathing shallow, and parts of his uniform ablaze.
Williams got up from his chair to check on the fallen helmsman. �Medic!�
�I have notified sickbay, they are on their way,� EVE said.
Williams looked at the windshield which thankfully was still in one piece, cracked in some sections, but holding together. He considered taking the helm as there was officially nobody in control of the ship. The flames and inoperative computer systems however made him think twice.
Williams faced EVE�s hologram. �Can you get us out of here?�
She nodded. �As you wish, Commander.�
EVE remotely took over all navigational control of the Carl Sagan and accomplished multiple evasive maneuvers that were preprogrammed into her AI for combat situations. With the Captain missing, their helmsman down, and the bridge slowly burning, the Carl Sagan was at the mercy of its AI and psionic.
�Tolukei, extend the overshield to cover the whole ship,� Williams said as he dragged Collins� body closer to the exit of the bridge. �These guys are too damn fast.�
�I can do more than that.� Tolukei left his post and stepped closer to the windshield amidst the burning computers and flames. He looked at the three attacking ships strangely, as if he sensed something important, something they might have overlooked. They did. �These ships do not have mind shields.�
Mind shields were a programmable damping field installed on all ships to prevent enemy psionics from teleporting aboard, and or using their psionic power effectively. Radiance programmed their mind shields to block all Hashmedai psionics and vice versa. If the aliens before them had no mind shields, then the Carl Sagan had just gained the advantage they were looking for.
Tolukei moved his hands as if he were swatting a fly. As he did that, one of the alien ships was flung out of sight like an invisible hand picked it up and threw it away.
�Keep us still for one moment,� Tolukei said.
EVE brought the Carl Sagan to a stop. The three alien ships began to regroup and enter their deadly tri-attack formation. Tolukei�s mind reached out to the ships and forced them to move and slam into one another with his telekinetic powers. A bright explosion followed and reduced the imposing vessels into hulks of twisted metal that continued to fluctuate with tiny bolts of power.
�All targets destroyed,� Tolukei said.
�What about the other three hundred plus?� Williams asked him.
�They are still en route.�
�Let�s get out of here, maybe our show of power will make them think twice.�
EVE resumed their escape course and guided the Carl Sagan out of the Sirius B system. Both Tolukei and EVE confirmed sometime later they were not being pursued by the other three hundred plus ships behind. Williams sighed in relief then took his seat back on the captain�s chair as his mind began to calm down from the ordeal.
Medics arrived seconds later and carried Collins away, while the remaining bridge crew gawked at Williams and waited for their next commands amidst awkward silence. Only, he didn�t know what else to tell them. He was an explorer, not a battleship captain nor the captain of the ship, just the first officer, a newly promoted one at that. Experience was the key, the key he left back at Earth.
�EVE, are you OK controlling the ship until repairs are made?� he asked.
�Of course, Commander,� EVE said.
�All right, everyone,� Williams said, addressing the skeleton bridge crew. �We had an interesting day, relax while the damage control team does their thing.�
It was all he had to offer. The bridge was in no condition for operations until repairs were made. He placed EVE in control of all bridge operational functions until further notice and took his leave along with the rest of the crew while Rivera and her team came up to start repairs.
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Sickbay
Exiting Sirius B system
May 19, 2050, 11:56 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Williams entered the sickbay which was located on the habitat ring where Collins had been transferred. To his relief there was only one medical bed occupied, and it was Collins, nobody else was injured during the battle. Chief Medical Officer Dr. Irena Kostelecky stood above Collins� bandaged body as she waved a medical scanner over his wounds and reviewed the data that outputted into a nearby computer screen.
�Commander, can I help you with something?� Dr. Kostelecky said in her eastern European accent.
Williams stepped next to her and looked at Collins closely, he was out cold. �Just checking up on him, seeing if he�s doing well.�
�Seriously?�
�Uh, yeah.�
�Take a good look at him; does he look like he�s having the time of his life?�
He looked at her and her long blonde hair, puzzled by her aggressive response. �Someone is having a wonderful time,� he heckled to her.
�Hey, if you think he�s good for duty, then we�re all in trouble with you in the captain�s chair.�
�What�s with the attitude?�
�You call this attitude?� Kostelecky walked over to a cabinet while her white IESA lab coat rustled behind her, the Czech Republic flag stitched to her jacket�s shoulders. She gripped a flesh regenerator tool and then returned to treat Collins wounds. �If so, you have a lot to learn about me my friend.�
�How much time does he need to recover?�
Kostelecky waved the tool around Collins�s burned skin forcing it to heal up slightly faster. �At least two weeks to be safe, so you better have a spare pilot lying around.�
�I have EVE at the controls right now.�
�Do you really plan on letting the AI pull off fancy flying skills in the heat of battle?�
�I�m not expecting any more combat; we�re here on a mission of peaceful exploration and colonization after all.�
�What happened just now�?�
�Wasn�t peaceful, I get it.�
�Just find a skilled pilot, ASAP.�
�Doctor�s orders?�
�Yes, because I don�t want to see more of the crew members end up in here because the AI wasn�t programmed to get us out of danger or some nonsense like that. Anything else, Commander?�
�That�s all.�
�Good, you can grab a lollipop on the way out.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Mess Hall
Exiting Sirius B system
May 19, 2050, 12:18 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Williams� groaning belly forced him into the mess hall along with most of the crew, it was lunchtime. The mess was packed full of navy and IESA explorers alike, sitting, eating, and chatting about recent events. He overheard a few members talk about his recent actions in handling the matter, then stop abruptly once they noticed he had entered. He could sense that there was a difference in opinion in regard to his decision to abandon Foster and her team.
He filled his meal tray with a burger seasoned with herb spices from Aervounis and a salad known as Jaukta, a popular dish among Javnis. He looked for a place to sit and wondered how Rebecca was holding out. She didn�t have a large meal before leaving nor did their expedition team take a lot of supplies with them, they weren�t planning on staying long after all. If they were alive, were they stuck on some alien planet with no food?
Williams took a seat at a table with Tolukei and a navy man whose name tag listed him as �D. Chang.� Tolukei was feasting on a large serving of the same salad Williams picked up, and kept his face and four eyes still obscured by his creepy, hooded cloak away from everyone else.
�Commander,� Chang said to Williams as he began to feast on his burger.
�How goes it?� Williams said to them. �Tolukei, enjoying your meal?�
�It is fine.�
Silence descended on their table as they began to eat. Williams could see that Chang wanted to engage in more chatter like the rest of the tables around them. �So, uh, is it true your race and the Aryile came from the same world?�
�No, the Aryile uplifted my species when they discovered us,� Tolukei said. �The Radiance Union was founded afterwards.�
�I see, so both the Aryile and Javnis coincidentally came from warm planets then?�
�That is correct.�
�And that�s why it�s so damn hot on Radiance ships.�
�You�ve been aboard their ships?� Williams said.
�Once, as a tour to show us navy folks how the Radiance navy operates,� Chang said. �Kinda felt sorry for the other races that had to endure those temperatures, kinda an asshole thing for the Aryile and Javnis to do��
Chang stopped himself mid-speech as Tolukei�s gaze shifted away from his meal and onto him due to his comment. Williams cringed internally and looked at Chang�s worried face. Offending someone that could kill you with a thought of their mind was never a smart thing to do.
�No offence,� Chang said abruptly.
Tolukei�s mouth twisted as he asked. �What�s an ass?�
�Well you see Tolukei an ass is��
�Chang...� Williams cut in.
�It is the way of our people,� Tolukei explained. �Much like how your species is forcing me to endure these freezing temperatures. An asshole thing to do, as you put it.�
Chang ran his fingers through his short hair. �Ah, I didn�t think of it like that.�
�If you want, I could turn the thermostat up on the bridge,� Williams offered.
�It is fine,� Tolukei said, returning to his meal. �I keep a thin barrier psionic around me which traps the heat and humidity from my quarters.�
An awkward silence followed as the three resumed indulging on their meal. It was a silence Chang was determined to break two minutes later. �So, Tolukei . . . Javnis, eh?� Chang said to him.
�Yes.�
�And a psionic.�
Tolukei swallowed a fork full of his salad. �I prefer the term, Muodiry.�
�Muodiry,� Chang said. �What does that mean?�
Williams grinned and chimed in. �I came across that term in the Radiance database; it translates as �necromancer.��
�Ah, necromancer Tolukei,� Chang said, while struggling to force a conversation with the Javnis. �That�s cool. And he likes the salad chef made.�
�My species is herbivore,� Tolukei explained.
�A vegan necromancer. Cool.�
Williams recalled that Muodiry was a term given to certain Javnis psionics. Radiance religion states that their gods gifted them with the technology needed to create psionics and in turn shared that technology with all the species that joined the Radiance Union. Prior to the Javnis encountering and joining the union, there were stories of people of the Javnis race that had skills that could only be described as psionic powers, the Muodiry.
Radiance religious leaders refused to believe such stories as it contradicted their understanding of the origins of their gifts from their gods. Some Javnis claimed to be descendants of the Muodiry and as a result were often treated unfairly within Radiance society. Tolukei�s admitting to being one only shed more light on why the Radiance embassy on Earth insisted on Williams recruiting him for the expedition over the other psionic. It wasn�t because he was highly skilled, it was because they wanted to get rid of him because of his origins. And what better way to do that than to put him on a ship that was to embark on a seventeen-year voyage to the Sirius system?
Williams began to wonder if he had done the right thing. On one hand Tolukei�s actions had helped save the ship, but on the other hand could he be trusted later on? Many of the stories Williams read from the Radiance database told stories of Muodiry lashing out at people around them because of how they had been mistreated their whole lives. It would explain why Tolukei was so distant with the rest of the crew.
Time for a subject change, Williams thought. �You navy folks keeping busy?�
�Most of us are pumped up and ready for a rescue mission,� Chang said.
�And you?�
�I�m just a transport pilot, one that�s glad he wasn�t asked to fly down to the surface.�
Williams delayed taking another bite of his burger upon hearing what Chang mentioned. �Is that so?�
�I enlisted to be a Solaris fighter pilot, never made the cut though, so I volunteered to come out here, and I convinced some of my family to come along for the ride.�
�Just like that?�
�I had nothing else better to do with myself,� Chang said. �Having my own fighter was my dream, and the UNE said I wasn�t worthy enough.� He shrugged.
Williams smiled. �Think you could handle this ship?�
�Can�t be all that hard, why?�
�Our helmsman is out for the count,� Williams said. �We launched with a small crew to start with, lots of rookies. I can�t shake the feeling that those aliens will come back for more. Need someone really good at the helm.�
�You�re looking at him then,� Chang said pointing his thumbs at himself. �I might not have made the cut, but I did originally train to fly a Solaris and spent a few hours in the simulator as well.�
�So, you got some moves then?�
�Fuck yeah, just ask the captain before we boarded�� Chang paused midspeech. Talking about Foster tended to stir some worried faces much like the one on William. �Err yeah, just let me and my superiors know, and I�ll take the helm for you.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Aft habitat ring
Interstellar space
May 19, 2050, 23:01 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Williams spent the rest of the day reviewing after-action reports, the status of the ship and its repairs, and the last trickle of data that the probes sent back before getting ousted from the system. He sat up from the chair he rested on in the lounge, realizing he was the only person inside. He�d had his face glued to his holo pad so long, he failed to notice all of the off-duty crew members leave him.
A notification appeared on his pad, repairs to the bridge had been completed much to his surprise. There was significant damage done, he assumed repairs would have gone on for another day at least.
Perhaps Rivera submitted the repair report as completed by accident? he thought, and tried to contact her via the intercom, but received no reply. His communicator produced the same results.
�EVE, locate Chief engineer Rivera,� Williams said.
�Chief engineer Rivera is in her quarters,� EVE�s voice replied via the intercom.
Williams arrived at Rivera�s quarters and pushed the door chime button. The door opened on its own seconds later, and he stepped into a room full of smoke and strange soothing meditation-like music playing in the background. Rivera sat on a mat in the middle of her quarters cross-legged like a monk with a lit bong next to her, the source of the smoke and weird smell that made him cringe.
�Sorry, didn�t know you had a Zen thing going on,� Williams said, trying to hide the awkward feeling growing inside of him, his hands waving the smoke away from his face.
�It�s all right, Commander,� Rivera said as she opened her eyes. �I was just about finished.�
She remained sitting on the mat smiling at him like she was spaced out. Williams pointed to the bong next to her. He may not have been the captain, but he knew prohibited items when he saw them.
�Ah, would you like to try it?� Rivera offered.
�Ah no, was more concerned about how you got that aboard to start with?�
�We�re light years away from Earth; a few rules can be broken.� Her voice, it was incredibly mellow and calm, Williams wasn�t sure if it was because she was high or relaxed from the meditation. Or both. �I had the botanist grow a stash for myself; they probably helped themselves to it as well.�
Williams crossed his arms. �So, you�re an engineer, a language expert, and a dealer, talk about a jack-of-all-trades.�
�This is legal in most parts of the UNE.�
�Most. Not all regions, and certainly not aboard ships. But I�ll let the captain deal with that.�
�She too has bent rules in her favor.�
�And now we don�t know where she is. Which brings me back to my question, what�s the status of the bridge?�
�Didn�t I tell you?�
�No, you didn�t, and you didn�t respond to my comm either.�
Rivera tilted her head to the side and saw her earpiece communicator resting on the bed. �Oh, my bad.�
�Maybe you should lay off that stuff, at least until we�re in the clear?�
�That stuff allows my head to be focused and clear.�
She held onto the bong and took a small hit. The smoke she blew out was done in such a graceful and elegant manner, almost as if she was trying to create art with it. Williams was impressed, which meant he was probably breathing in too much of the smoke.
�Case in point, we�ll be ready in the morning,� Rivera said. �Along with a few minor upgrades.�
�Really?�
She took another hit then pointed to the bong. �This is some good shit, what can I say? It�s probably why the great Carl Sagan himself was such a brilliant person.� Williams glared at her. �It�s true, look it up on the computer, he embraced cannabis on a regular basis. His mind, body, and soul opened up to the wonders of the universe we embrace and call home.�
�Just make sure you can do your job correctly. We�re going back for the captain and her team once the way is clear.�
�Promise us the same thing,� Rivera softly spoke. �Do your job correctly so the captain can come back, and these colonists can have a home. That, and I know she was close to you.�
�Says who?�
�Says the personnel I spoke with in and out of cryo during our fabulous journey. If I may ask what was she to you? Baby momma? Star-crossed lovers? The one that got away?�
�She took care of me when I lost my parents during the war. She was like an older sister.�
�Oh. Well that�s noble of her. Not very sexy, but noble.�
Williams shook his head, the muscles in his face struggled to hold back a smile as he left Rivera�s quarters and made the small trek into his. He was impressed how well the air recyclers worked in keeping the cannabis smoke inside her quarters and out of the halls. His quarters, unlike Rivera�s, were still littered with unopened boxes of personal belongings, Foster�s was the same when he was last in there to check on and feed her cat. A cat that might have to spend its days living with him until she was found.
He stood next to the window and observed the uncountable number of stars as they passed by during their sub light journey . . . Where are we going? �EVE, what is our current destination?� he asked.
EVE was nothing more than an AI, she did what she was programmed to do, and performed tasks that you gave her. As he recalled he didn�t request a destination, he had simply told EVE to get them away from danger and never followed up.
�No exact destination has been set,� EVE said, confirming his worry. �You requested we leave the system, Commander, however you did not state a specific location.�
Damn it, Dom, if you�re going to be a leader you need to think things through!
He took a deep breath and tried to clear his head for he needed to prove to the crew he could handle things without the captain. Having the ship flee in a random direction at sub light speed wasn�t the way to do that. They still had a mission and a duty to protect the colonists and find them a home.
He had to make that happen now. Thousands of lives needed his leadership, and the crew needed to trust his judgment calls.
Williams placed the palms of his hands upon the smooth and cold window. �EVE, set a course to Sirius A system.�
�As you wish, Commander, ETA seventeen hours.�
Williams saw the stars move from his window as EVE changed the course of the Carl Sagan. The light from Sirius A and B slowly began to beam into his quarters giving it a slight blue hue as he stripped out of his uniform and climbed into bed. If he was going to be leading the expedition he was going to need as much sleep as he could muster for the challenge ahead.
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Meanwhile . . .
SA-115, Sirius A system
May 19, 2050, 10:47 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Captain Rebecca Foster�s body tumbled like a ball rolling down a hill before she came to a stop in the middle of a grassy meadow. She quickly got up and saw the oval-shaped portal Master Chief Chevallier tossed her and Pierce through. The portal hovered in the air above the hill Foster had rolled farther down, and the strange tomb-like structure they escaped from could still be seen on the inside of the oval portal.
Well that explains the fall, she thought as Pierce got to his feet. Chevallier leaped through the oval afterward followed by McDowell and Kingston. Seconds later the portal vanished but the oval-shaped device remained floating high above. Foster walked curiously toward it, scanning it with her EAD, its composition, power source, weight, estimated age all came back �unknown.�
McDowell groaned as he got to his feet. �What the hell was that?�
�No idea, sir,� Chevallier said to him.
�I mean that stunt MC.� McDowell stood face-to-face with Chevallier. He angled his index finger at her face in a condescending manner. Foster didn�t need him to remove his Hammerhead helmet to know he was pissed. �I�m in command here!�
�Sorry, sir, felt like it was the best course of action.�
Foster stepped in between the two and used her body as a wedge to force the two to step back from each other. �Commander, are you seriously gonna grill her for savin� our hides back there?�
McDowell tapped an arm mounted computer terminal on his suit. A small hologram appeared above it relaying the sensor logs of his suit. �We had backup coming; our shipboard psionic was on the way.�
Chevallier waved him off. �Should have spoken up then.�
�That the attitude you give all your Cos, MC?� McDowell said.
�You read my file, you should know, sir.�
�OK, enough already!� Foster felt the need to interrupt.
McDowell faced Foster, and she managed to get a glimpse of his angry and flustered facial expression through his helmet�s visor. �Enough? She fucked us! We�re lost with no way back to the ship. Our supplies were left on the transport, not that we brought a lot to start with, and there�s hostile aliens that want to kill us.� McDowell pointed to the grassy meadows before them. �Like, fuck man, where the hell are we?�
�We�re still in Sirius,� Pierce said as he scanned the area with his EAD.
�Ah, the egghead will get us out of this,� McDowell said.
�We can get out of the suits,� Pierce said, taking his helmet off. �Breathable oxygen nitrogen atmosphere.�
Pierce was right. Foster checked her EAD and saw comfortable temperatures of twenty-four degrees Celsius and safe air, free of toxins and radiation. She removed her helmet along with everyone else and looked at the area around them with her own eyes. She had to squint for a while, the light that was beaming down from the sun above was intense.
�This is strange, however,� Pierce said keeping his eyes on the holographic results of his EAD. He looked up to the clear azure skies and aimed his EAD in the direction of the enormous sun while his free hand shielded his eyes from the intense white light. �We�re not on the same planet we landed on, that�s Sirius A in the sky.�
�How did we travel between those two planets just like that?� Foster said.
Pierce pointed at the oval device still hanging in the air. �That device, it must be a wormhole.�
�A what?� Chevallier said.
Pierce explained. �Theoretically speaking, you could bend the fabric of space time and join two places together and create a gateway, a portal if you will, between two locations. I think we just traveled through one.�
Chevallier cursed in French while everyone�s eyes returned to the dormant wormhole.
�Any idea how to get it up and runnin� again?� Foster said.
�You want to go back to that?� Kingston said to her.
�We should be able to contact the Carl Sagan,� Pierce said. �The distances between Sirius A and B is equal to the distances between the sun and Uranus give or take a few AU depending on their orbit. We could send a message to them, but it will take a few hours for them to receive it.�
�That�s assuming we can get our comms workin�,� Foster said as she eyed the �connection lost� notification on her EAD. �We�re still being jammed.�
�There�s a barrier around us, it might be blocking our signals,� Pierce said.
Foster linked her EAD with Pierce�s to view all the data he discovered. The projection that appeared on her EAD showed that the region they were in was protected by a dome shaped energy shield.
�Shaped like a dome, so there�s probably a wall someplace,� Foster said. �Maybe we could slip past it to get a signal out.� Following the data displayed to her she began to lead the way across the fresh green grass below them. �I reckon the closest wall is this way, let�s move it folks.�
The five spent hours drifting across the flat meadows, ankle high grass slithering across their boots. There were no winds that blew past them which was understandable as the dome probably prevented strong winds from developing. The pleasant and flat landscape of the meadows had taken them into a rocky and mountainous one where hills dominated, and valleys carved their way through the region. Foster hoped they were heading in the right direction. All it would take was a cliff to block their path and force them to make a detour. Had the Carl Sagan been in orbit and the barrier not blocking their signals, they would have been able to link up with scans from orbit and get a better idea of what was around them.
McDowell and Kingston chatted among themselves the whole time, mostly soldier banter, women they bedded, parties they went to during their younger days. Chevallier kept quiet, much like Foster and Pierce. Foster wondered what would become of Chevallier after they got back to the Carl Sagan now that her mother and UNE navy PR wasn�t here to protect her.
�So, any thoughts, Pierce?� Foster said to him, breaking their multi-hour silence.
�Hmm, too many mysteries about this system. Plant life? An ecosystem? Not enough time has passed since the creation of this system to allow for any of this.� His hand gestures reminded everyone of the bright sun twice the size of the one around Earth above. �Then we got Sirius A, we�re too close to it.�
�Was wondering about that myself.�
�Given what we know about the size and power of a star like this, I was able to extrapolate our estimated distance to it. Simply put, if Sirius A is that big in the skies we should be about one AU way from it.�
Foster winced at what he said. One AU was the distance between Earth and the sun. The habitable zone for Sirius A was five AU due to the intensity of the star. Yet there was an Earthlike planet around them, unaffected by the giver of light above.
�We should be dead if that�s the case,� Foster said.
�Heat and radiation should have killed us long ago, and even if it didn�t the light alone would have blinded us.�
�Then why are we alive?� Chevallier asked from behind.
Foster motioned to the rippling effects of the barriers that surrounded them. �Those barriers, someone built them to make life possible here.�
Pierce nodded in agreement. �Makes sense, though it still doesn�t explain how plants were able to evolve.� He swatted away an insect that resembled a fly with four wings away from his face. �And bugs.�
Foster wiped away a torrent of sweat from her forehead. The barrier, as strong as it was, didn�t filter out everything Sirius A was dishing out to them. Her EAD reported a 10 degree jump in the air temperature as the light grew stronger. They were amid the sun rising to midday, just at a slower rate to that of Sol on Earth, meaning longer day and night cycles.
She had everyone sit down and take a break under the shade of a nearby tree. Pierce passed on the offer and ran off like a kid in a candy store, to scan the plant and insect life around them. Critical situation or not, they were still the first explorers from Earth to make it this far.
�So, hostile aliens on one planet with weapons strong enough to take down our shields, and now this,� Chevallier said to Foster. �Something tells me we might want to rethink our plans to colonize this system.�
�Someone beat us to it,� said Kingston.
Foster fanned her face with her hands, the cool air coming from her EVA suit wasn�t enough. �That thought crossed my mind, but we still don�t know enough about this system to make a call. EVE even said there�s a chance this is all undiscovered Lyonria stuff. If that�s the case we ain�t got nothing to worry about, the Lyonria are long dead.�
�Oh my god,� Pierce called out.
Foster saw Pierce drop to his knees next to the ledge of a valley they were approaching. They sprinted over to him wondering what had him fired up. Foster arrived first and looked down into the valley below them. She saw large animals with massive necks, taller than giraffes travelling in packs. They fed on the plants that overhung on the ledges around them as the valley below lacked any vegetation. Tiny rodents that looked like a cross between a squirrel and bat ran away as the mouths of the long-necked animals came in to feed themselves on the hanging plants.
Foster looked at Pierce�s emotional face. He couldn�t take his eyes off the life before them, life that shouldn�t exist but did. After a long delay he began to speak to Foster. �This is��
�Yeah, yeah not possible.�
�This changes everything we know about how fast life could evolve on a planet.�
Pierce was right, not only had the planets in the system had not enough time, but the barriers around them no doubt took some time to design, build and activate. They were probably set up years after the planet was created, thus shortening the window for evolution as there was a period were the planet�s surface was being bombarded with heat and radiation.
Foster lost track of how many hours had passed as the five ventured onward. They crossed a natural footbridge across the valley and later entered a forest, heavily populated by creatures with long rubbery arms, six of them they counted. The animals used the long reach of two of their arms to climb up the trunks of trees, while the remaining four held on tight to what appeared to be their children. They swung from branch to branch looking for food Foster figured.
Foster led everyone to a small river, something they were in dire need of as their supplies of water ran low. She analyzed the makeup of the water below them with her EAD, it reported no signs of toxins, radiation, or bacteria. It was pure water.
Break number two commenced as they cupped their hands together and brought up some of the cold, refreshing water to drink. Kingston sat down and began to unwrap and eat one of his protein bars.
Chevallier looked at him and grimaced. �So, what are we going to do when our protein bars run out?�
�Take up hunting,� Foster said pointing to Chevallier�s rifle.
�You really think we�re going to be stranded here?� Pierce asked.
�If we can�t get our comms working, then probably,� McDowell said.
�The Carl Sagan will have continued the mission regardless,� Foster said. �They�ll probably swing by this planet to study it eventually and hopefully find us.�
Chevallier chuckled. �Assuming the aliens didn�t kill them.�
�Must you be so negative?� Foster said to her.
�Just keeping it real.�
They heard movement in the nearby bushes. Everyone stood, on edge, three rifles and two pistols powered on. Foster and Peirce used their EAD to scan about, while the three Hammerhead commandos moved forward taking point.
McDowell checked his motion sensors and whispered. �I got movement.�
�So do we,� Foster said eying her EAD�s projection.
McDowell waved his hand around using military hand signals to communicate to Chevallier and Kingston to surround the bush before him. He began to count down with his fingers for them to act.
Three.
Two.
One.
They charged forward, and two people sprung out of the bushes screaming and yelling in fear, one was clearly female while the other was male. They each wore a burgundy robe and hood that wrapped around their face, leaving only their nose and mouth visible. A black and gold visor covered where their eyes were expected to be, while gold colored chains dangled from their necks and wrists.
The three rifle-wielding Hammerheads kept their weapons aimed at them and began to shout and demand to know who they where and why they were there. Irrelevant questions as far as Foster was concerned. For starters they clearly didn�t speak English, secondly this was their planet. Foster and company were the alien visitors, aliens that now jammed their weapons at the locals.
�Stand down, I don�t think they�re hostile,� Foster said to McDowell.
�After what we went through I�m not taking any chances!�
Foster took another glance at the frightened people before them. �They look human.�
Pierce moved closer to them with his EAD, and they leaped backward, yelping and trembling in fear. Foster put her pistol and EAD away and approached them slowly with her hands forward for them to see she was unarmed and meant no harm. �Hey now, it�s just a scan, he ain�t gonna bite ya.�
They weren�t buying it.
Foster pulled out one of her protein bars and removed its silver-colored wrapping. She displayed it to them, broke a piece off and ate it. They watched her consume it as she broke off another piece and then offered it to them. The male hooded local slowly reached out to grab a piece of her bar, his hands trembling in the process. He ate it and his tone of voice changed as he spoke to his traveling companion. Foster offered the rest of the bar to the two, which they took and devoured.
They must have been starving, she thought.
Foster tried to communicate her name to them in the classic sense of pointing toward herself and slowly saying her name. �Rebecca.� She pointed at Pierce. �Travis.� The two robed figures looked puzzled and unsure of how to respond to Foster�s attempt at first contact. �Rebecca. Travis,� she said again. Her index finger moved toward the rest. �Sylvester. Mathilda.� She stopped at Kingston grimacing. �Sorry, I never did get your name,� she said to him.
Kingston rolled his eyes. �I�m feeling the love, Captain.�
They responded slowly, mimicking Foster�s actions. �Eisila,� the female said, pointing to herself.
The male stepped forward, pointing to himself. �Mavron.�
�Eisila and Mavron, nice to meet you.�
Mavron began to walk away after bowing respectfully toward them. Eisila stopped and looked at Foster and the rest, no doubt debating her next actions. She called out to Mavron and exchanged several words back and forth in their language, then faced Foster and her team once again and gestured with rapid hand movement for them to follow.
�I guess they want us to follow,� Foster said to the group.
�Is this part of first contact protocol?� Chevallier asked.
Foster laughed. �We done tossed that book in the garbage with what happen at Sirius B. This is about survival, and the locals could help us out in that department.�
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LOCAL CITY
SA-115, Sirius A system
May 19, 2050, 22:29 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster looked at the time reported on her EAD, then looked up at the skies as the star of Sirius still shined brightly. Yep, long ass days here.
Mavron and Eisila led the five out of the forest and into a city. The buildings within the city were made of stone and wood. Wood burning ovens cooked their meals, rope bridges connected some of the larger buildings together, while armored people wearing chain armor that reflected white light from above patrolled, armed with primitive looking bows and arrows.
Much like their guides, all the inhabitants of the city looked like humans and wore hoods and robes with a similar design. Everyone that was outdoor had their eyes covered, Foster figured it was due to the bright light from the sun. They all spoke a strange language and stared in awe as the five humans donning EVA suits or combat armor walked the streets.
Three armored patrolling figures approached Mavron and Eisila and pulled them aside, leaving the five humans to explore the city themselves. Foster looked back and winced as Mavron and Eisila exchanged heated words with the armored guards and hoped that their presence didn�t get Mavron and Eisila in major trouble.
�Thoughts everyone?� Foster asked.
�They look human, or perhaps Linl?� Pierce said.
�I wanna say Linl; they were buildin� ships before they joined Radiance. Maybe this is a forgotten colony?�
�Can�t you just scan them?� Chevallier said.
�These aren�t medical scanners, the only data we�re getting back is what�s on the outside,� Pierce said.
They arrived at what appeared to be a marketplace. Merchants yelled, trying to attract the attention of curious shoppers down toward their carts full of logs, hides, vegetables, and tools. Foster felt as though they had travelled back in time to an ancient Earth city as they moved their way deeper into the market. One particular merchant took interest in the five, as the five took equal interest in him for he wasn�t of the same species as the residents of the city.
The merchant in question was short, around five feet in height. He had two ratlike tails that grew out from the top of his upper back, its skin was beige and furry, while a thin mane of hair encircled his head like a lion. The creature�s head looked up at them with intrigue, it began to speak to them in a squeaky voice, and like the rest of the locals around them Foster didn�t understand a word it spoke.
The merchant reached out and touched Foster�s hand, she felt a warm wave of energy transfer from his hand onto her, then travel up into her head. Before she could react and let go that same energy force travelled back down her arm and back into its hand.
�Ah much better,� the creature said . . . in English!
Foster asked wide-eyed, �You speak our language?�
�I got the basis of it now, English you call it, yes, yes?�
She crossed her arms. �Now that�s what I call a quick study.�
The creature began to circle around the five, examining them closely from head to toe, stroking the material of their equipment. �I scanned your nervous system and absorbed your language into my mind. It�s an advanced form of a skill your people refer to as psionics.�
Psionics, proof that it didn�t originate from Radiance gods, they gonna be mighty pissed once we report this. �Where are we?� she asked next.
The creature faced the bustling marketplace with its arms wide open. �This is Togi-toki, central trade and travel hub on this world. You are not from around here I presume, yes, yes?�
A snickering sound left Foster�s mouth. �What gave that away?�
�Excellent!� The creature yelled and began to rub its hands together as if some sort of lucrative deal was about to me made. �I will be your guide here then, yes, yes?�
Foster shrugged and scratched her head. �Uh thanks, mister?�
�Norauk,� he replied. �Remember that name whenever you have a need to purchase something.�
�We�ll keep that in mind.�
�Come, come, let�s exchange stories,� Norauk said, grabbing hold of Foster�s arm as he led her toward a large multistory building. �Perhaps we can exchange business, yes, yes?�
Foster walked along with him, the rest of her team followed behind. �Business, huh?�
�That is the reason you travelled here? To sell and purchase? And I assure you I have the finest bargains in the city.�
Norauk lead the group into a three-story building which he described as a place where travelers and wanderers stayed as they conducted business. Basically, an inn. The main floor was elaborately decorated with crystalline sculptures of lizard-like creatures asleep and plants from the outside alien world. Further in, they arrived at a small dinner table. It was so small all of them would have to sit on the floor in order to utilize it.
Norauk insisted they all gathered around the table and sit as he walked out of sight into a back room for several minutes. Foster and her entourage exchanged odd looks with one another as they sat at the tiny table, the Hammerhead folks especially. If Foster didn�t know any better, it would appear they had become guests of honor at some kind of dinner. Guests that were still wearing combat armor or EVA suits.
Norauk returned with a large plate of cooked meats and fresh vegetables in his furry hands. At least that�s what it looked and smelt like. Alongside him were nine other people. Some were of his race, others were of the humanoid-looking people that made up most of the population of the city. The humanoid folks wore robes similar in design to the two they met in the forest.
The meal that was prepared and delivered was laid on the table for their human guests. Foster leaned in to sniff the spicy aroma of the seared golden-brown roast in front of her. For a world and civilization cut off from the rest of the galaxy, the smells did seem to be . . . familiar.
�All of this for us?� Pierce asked Norauk.
�It was the best they could provide on such a short notice, we seldom have guests.�
Norauk sat with them while he waved away his associates to return to the back, the kitchen. They all bowed in unison and took their leave, many of them gazing back at the five humans in awe and wonder. The humans were the alien visitors here.
�This gonna cost us anything?� Foster asked.
�Nothing, nothing at all, it is after all your first time here,� Norauk said as he reached over for a bowl of vegetables. �Eat my friends; you must be hungry from your travels, yes, yes?�
The five looked at the strange meals before them, none of them were willing to take the plunge and try it out, expect for Chevallier being the �I make my own rules� person she was. Eating Radiance food was one thing as they studied humans for years before they made contact. Radiance knew exactly which foods they had that humans could eat, and which humans should avoid. But this? There was no telling if an off-world bacterium was festering in it which the locals would have developed a resistance to.
Pierce�s thinking was on the same level as everyone else�s as he used his EAD to take a long scan of the food. �We good, Pierce?� Foster asked him.
�I hope so,� he said, and looked at Chevallier chewing away at a piece of meat.
�This better be safe,� Chevallier said to him. ��cause I�m fucking starving.�
Pierce put his EAD way and picked off a thin strip of meat from the roast. �I think we�re good.�
Chevallier and Pierce�s eating eventually lead everyone else to dig in and fill their empty bellies. Foster couldn�t help but shake the feeling that she ate food very similar to this in the past. The smells, flavor profile, texture, and seasoning, it couldn�t have been a coincidence. She ate enough Linl foods to know that ingredients from other planets tasted and smelled different. The meat tasted like lamb and the salads tasted like something she had just recently.
Norauk excused himself and went into the back room to check up on the workers inside. Perfect timing, she thought and went to address her team. �I�ve had this before.�
�Just because food came from another world doesn�t mean it has to taste different,� McDowell said.
�Have you had a chance to dine in the mess on the Carl Sagan?�
�I went straight into cryo after boarding and was revived later, so no.�
�Chef Bailey had a unique way of blending human and Radiance food together, a technique he�s usin� for all our meals,� Foster said, and looked down at their food. �I reckon this is the same deal.�
McDowell�s face cringed. �How do you figure?�
Foster offered him a bowl of her salad. �Taste this.�
�I�m not a salad eater.�
�Still, look at its shape,� she said pointing to it. �Looks like Hayco leaf, right? Those are only found on the Javnis home world and typically used for salads.� She took back her bowl and jammed her thumb toward the meat she was gnawing on. �That there is lamb, don�t care what anyone has to say. This is a combination of Earth, Javnis, and Linl cookin�.�
Foster�s discovery prompted Pierce to take more scans with his EAD. �Once we have access to the Carl Sagan�s database, I�ll run a cross check on these analyses. Perhaps the chemical compositions will shed some light on your theory.�
�Hey!� Chevallier mumbled with a mouth partly full of food. �Didn�t your mother tell you not to scan your food?�
Norauk returned five minutes later, rubbing his hands again. Foster suspected he was up to something. The food, offering to be a guide, he wanted something, the question was what?
�You two are married, yes?� Norauk said to Foster and Pierce.
�What? Us?� Foster said as the two of them began to flush.
�Yes, yes!� Norauk said, smiling, then faced Chevallier and McDowell who happened to be sitting next to each other. �And you two, husband and wife?�
�No!� They both shouted at the same time.
�Nope,� was the reply Pierce added.
�Oh my, this won�t do at all,� Norauk said, examining McDowell, Kingston, and Pierce. �What type of women do you like?�
�Ain�t nobody here to get hitched!� Foster bellowed at Norauk. We�re explorers damn it, not travelling bachelors.
�Surely you must know it is against the law for men to be without a wife?� Norauk said.
�Well, this is awkward,� McDowell said.
Norauk wagged his tails in a troubled manner. �You didn�t know?�
�We�re, uh, from another city,� Foster exaggerated for she wasn�t ready to reveal the presence of the Carl Sagan somewhere in the system. Or that they came from Earth.
�All cities on this planet have the same laws,� Norauk said. �Oh, you must be the others, from another planet, yes?�
�Another planet?� Foster said. �Yeah, you could say that.�
�Ah, I didn�t think there was more of your kind left!� Norauk�s tone changed to a more pleasant and excited one. �Well then, I shall find temporary wives for you all, unless you two females want to marry them?�
�Oh, poor Kingston,� McDowell said, laughing at him. �You�re going to be the odd one out.�
Foster shook her head. �We�re not marrying each other, even temporarily!�
�Ah, temporary wives it is,� Norauk said.
�No!�
Foster�s pleas went unanswered as Norauk ran off into the back rooms. As she recalled some of the people that brought out food were women. She dreaded the thought of them rolling out of the kitchen with a wedding gown on with Norauk at their side to perform a quick Las Vegas style wedding, back when Las Vegas still existed that was.
Kingston bit into a fruit that resembled an apple and put in his two cents on the predicament at hand. �She better be hot.�
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Togi-toki, inn, third floor
SA-115, Sirius A system
May 20, 2050, 12:56 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The planet SA-115 was littered with multiple dome-shaped barriers across its surface protecting its inhabitants as well as its eco-system from the star it orbited. For thousands of years the people known only as the Poniga made the planet their home and lived a simple life of hunting, gathering, and trading with other members of their society. Each dome was connected via a network of wormholes, some of which were also linked to wormholes that existed on other worlds.
It was long believed that the Poniga originally arrived at SA-115 from one of these worlds and established it as their home. Legends had told that there were other members of their civilization on other planets, though contact with them had been long lost in the aftermath of a great cataclysm. A being, known only as the Architect, allegedly created the domes as a means for the Poniga people to live on a planet, that by rights, shouldn�t be able to support life. Most Poniga believe that it was the Architect that guided their early ancestors to the planet to survive. It went without saying, that the being known as the Architect quickly became a subject of worship and devotion as the Poniga people enthusiastically believed they owed their existence to it.
At least that�s what Foster�s interpretation was as Norauk spent most of the previous night and the early hours of the morning bringing her and her team up to speed. An act Foster wished he had saved for later her body needed sleep, sleep that was denied due to Norauk�s storytelling. The heat and white sun light didn�t help as the sun stayed in the skies long after they retired. Air-conditioning clearly didn�t exist with such a low-tech civilization and the barriers, as strong as they were, didn�t filter out all of the heat and light that baked the surface. According to her and Pierce�s EAD scans, the estimated day length on the planet, based on how slowly the sun moved through the skies, was approximately seventy hours.
She rolled out of the bed amongst the dry heat and looked at her EVA suit that rested on the floor and then at the clothes she was wearing, glad that she chose to bend the rules and not wear her IESA uniform. She peeked out the window and partly shielded her eyes from the brutal light above and looked at the Poniga people below as they went about their day, speaking a language none of her team understood.
Her gazing on, and observation of, the alien society came to an end as the wooden door to her room slid open, Norauk had arrived, his tails wagging on seeing Foster up and about. �Howdy, just the person I wanted to see,� she said to him.
�Oh? You want to buy something, yes, yes?�
�We need directions to the edge of the barrier we talked about.�
�Oh,� he replied with disappointment. �You wish to leave?�
�Like I said last night we�s passin� through. Just wanna contact our ship�� Shit. You weren�t supposed to mention a ship Rebecca!
�A ship? You are from the stars then?�
Foster stepped away from the window and its searing light and debated if she should get on with it and spill the whole truth. After a slight pause she revealed a frown that appeared on her face. �We ain�t from these parts.�
�A ship, this is good.� Norauk rubbed his hands together, Foster began to wonder if he was planning something else, or was in a dire need of some hand lotion. �My people are known as the Qirak, we too are from the stars!�
Norauk�s reveal wasn�t exactly surprising per se. It was clear that there was no intelligent life on the planet that evolved naturally. The Poniga came from elsewhere and so Norauk�s people, the Qirak, must have come from another world as well.
�Is that so? How�d you get here?�
�We are traders, we travel the stars seeking fine wares and profit. We saw great opportunities here and brokered a deal with the Architect.�
�The Architect,� she mumbled to herself. She remembered him tossing that name out, but never did get around to asking follow-up questions. �Who is that?�
Norauk stepped in front of the window unaffected by the intense heat and light. Following behind, Foster saw him point down below into a courtyard where a bronze display took center stage. It looked like four spikes coming out from the ground forming almost a �W� shape as they crossed with each other.
�That is the mark of the Architect,� Norauk said pointing to the sculpture. �People here consider him to be a deity. But me? He�s just a business partner.�
The Architect is a business partner, a �he� at that. Must be some sort of advanced alien living in this region of space. Foster thanked Norauk for his time and gathered the rest of her team from their adjacent rooms, and out into the halls. She gave them the rundown on the situation and the game plan for them to leave and travel to the edge of the barrier.
Norauk chimed in during their talk. �You wish to travel beyond the barrier? It is dangerous there; you will not live long enough to contact your ship.�
�What do you think, Pierce?� Foster asked.
Pierce eyed the three Hammerhead personnel and their combat armor. �Combat armor with max shields should last a few minutes outside of the barrier before bad things happen.�
Foster nodded then addressed McDowell. �Commander?�
�Yeah, yeah, I know the sound of voluntold.�
�One of us should stay,� Pierce said. �There is still much to learn about these people and this Architect.�
Foster concurred. �I�ll stay, Dr. Pierce, you head out with them.�
His jaw dropped, and he began to protest. �Captain! You can�t be serious?�
�I got a feelin� this planet and possibly this city is the center for all activity in the system,� Foster said. �If we�s gonna live here in this system then we best iron out a deal and make sure we ain�t building homes in someone�s backyard.�
�Ah, you wish to meet the Architect then? Yes, yes?� Norauk said.
�If he�s in charge, yeah.�
�I can have my wife arrange a meeting,� Norauk said. �But . . . payment.� Foster rolled her eyes, she had a feeling there was a catch coming sooner rather than later. �I take your friends to the barrier limit and arrange for you to meet the Architect. Two jobs, two payments yes, yes?�
�We ain�t from here remember? We ain�t gots your currency.�
�What do your people use?�
�Credit chits, and I�m pretty sure I left mine in my quarters.�
�Gems perhaps?� Foster shook her head no. �Jewels? Gold?�
�None of that sorry, mister.�
�Something from your ship perhaps? Technology is not common here unless it came from the Architect, or underground in which case it�s given to the Architect as tribute.�
Architect has high tech, good to know. �What about your people?�
�Ah, that�s a long story.�
�Tell ya what.� Foster showed Norauk her EAD. �There�s more of these, perhaps you want a few?�
�A scanning tool, very useful,� Norauk said looking at her EAD up and down. �Yes, yes this will do.�
It was a deal. Foster faced her team, all of them looked ready to embark, except Pierce. But that was OK, he�d be best for the job with his knowledge of science should they run into issues. And best part of all? No local laws get broken, Pierce, Kingston, and McDowell won�t be forced into marriage. �Well then, y�all ready to head out?�
�MC, stay with the Captain,� McDowell said to Chevallier.
Foster didn�t object, having an extra body to watch her back helped put her mind at ease while she prepared herself mentally to speak with this mythical Architect person. Norauk, McDowell, and Kingston left the city with Pierce dragging his feet like a moody child on his way to school. Prior to Norauk leaving he gave Foster the location where she could find his wife, who was out in the markets in the western edge of the city.
Foster and Chevallier took to the city streets and casually strolled through, trying their best to keep to the shadows the taller buildings cast. She had concerns about what the bright light from the skies was slowly doing to her vision. A full eye examination upon returning to the Carl Sagan was in order.
They turned the corner and arrived at a crowded marketplace. Some of the Poniga people were bartering with other members of Norauk�s race, while another large crowd was huddled around . . . something. Foster couldn�t see what had gripped the crowd�s attention, the blinding sunlight being the sole reason for that. They arrived at a kiosk where a solo Qirak female fitting the description of Norauk�s wife exchanged gold and jewels for . . . people?
Every Poniga that arrived at her kiosk dragged a small group of chained Poniga with them, made their exchange with her, then pushed the small chained-up group beyond the gathering crowd. Slave trading was the first thing that came to Foster�s mind, but Norauk mentioned nothing of that happening in this society.
It was Foster and Chevallier�s turn to speak with her as the queue shrank. �You must be Norauk�s wife Yalauk, right?�
She looked at Foster and Chevallier with a puzzled look on her face. Right, she doesn�t understand our language, Foster thought.
Yalauk reached out and touched Foster in the same manner Norauk did when he used his psionic gifts to instantly learn English. Foster began to wonder if the range of talents a psionic could use varied from species to species. No Hashmedai psionics or Radiance psionics were able to scan the body of someone and fully learn how to speak their language instantly. Yet the Qirak could, but lacked some of the common powers psionics could use such as telekinesis, at least from what she had been able to observe.
�Ah, greetings traveler,� Yalauk said. �You speak of my husband�s name? You must be the two he spoke of.�
�Howdy, name�s Captain Foster. Norauk said we could meet the Architect.�
�Ah yes, yes, the Architect�s bodyguards will be here soon, they can lead you right to him.�
Yalauk pointed to the group of Poniga beyond the crowd next to her. Now that Foster and Chevallier were closer, they were able to see what the vivid sunshine from above had obstructed. There was a large gathering of Poniga, beyond them were the chained and shackled ones the two had witnessed being sold to Yalauk for whatever reason. Their robes were torn and dirty, while their faces were drenched with blood and despair. Half of the chained and beaten Poniga had weeping children with them, it made Foster�s gut wrench. The more she looked at it the more she began to think they were indeed slaves.
�What do you figure is going on here, Captain?� Chevallier whispered to her.
�I don�t know.�
�Slaves, perhaps?�
Foster grimaced, even Chevallier started to wonder the same. She faced Yalauk and asked. �What are these people here for?�
�Ah, people of your kind should not associate themselves with this. These are the Poniga that worship the goddess and plot against the Architect.�
�What exactly did they do?�
�You will have to ask those that live here. My kind is just here for profit! The Architect rewards those that bring him these people; I share the reward with those that hunt them.� Chanting and cheering erupted from the crowd as the chained Poniga were forced to walk forward. �Ah yes, yes, the Architect�s entourage is coming, follow those low-lifers to them.�
Foster reached down to make sure her ePistol was still on her. It was. �Let�s keep our distance, don�t want people to think we are part of this bunch.�
Chevallier nodded and they followed slowly behind the group. They watched as the chained Poniga were forcibly assembled in front of a building with large wooden barn-like doors. The doors swung open and the cheering crowd grew louder as they saw what was inside the darkened structure.
It was a wormhole. The very same oval-shaped one they passed through to get to this planet.
The wormhole activated, and its center glowed brightly then transformed into what looked like the interior of a dark and grimy ship. One that looked familiar, like from their encounter with the aliens back at the ice world of Sirius B. Correction, it was the same interior, as the same armored aliens marched out of the wormhole and into the city, spear-wielding overlords in the back, limping laser-wielding grunts in front. They began to examine the chained Poniga harshly. Armored hands gripped onto chins and forced their mouths to open, hoods were torn off to closely examine their hair.
Frightened, chained children began to whimper and shed tears, angering the overlords that were overseeing everything. The overlords pointed to the crying children, prompting their grunts to kick them to the sandy ground below. The parents of the assaulted children objected, naturally, and some tried to attack those that brought harm to their offspring, only to have the side of an arm-mounted laser cannon send their bodies to the ground with their children with a loud, clobbering sound. Defiance grew stronger in the chained crowd as the first batch was dragged into the wormhole, their feet flailing about as their lips cried out in terror. Three chained Poniga refused to sit back and watch as their own kind and children were beaten endlessly and tried to fight despite being chained. The grunts with laser cannons mounted to their arms put them down, for all eternity.
Foster hated every second of it.
She wanted to fight, she wanted to save these people. Whatever happened she knew that the children couldn�t be faulted. They were being taken away because of the actions of their parents, nothing more.
The chained Poniga were herded through the wormhole onto the ship, the ones that weren�t killed by laser blasters. Their bodies were left to cook in the streets as smoke rose from their wounds and the sunlight beat against them. A familiar face glanced back at Foster from the crowd of the chained and condemned, it was Mavron, the robed woman next to him, no doubt Eisila. The two people that helped guide Foster�s team into the city was now on the receiving end of some sort of punishment.
The group of chained Poniga quickly shrank as they continued to be pushed or dragged into the wormhole along with their children. The armored grunts made their way back toward the end of the shrinking group and toward Foster and Chevallier. They did, after all, request a meeting with the Architect, too bad neither of them knew that the Architect was one of the aliens that attacked them.
�Sainte merde,� Chevallier said as the armored grunts neared.
�You can say that again.�
�Holy shit.�
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Streets of Togi-toki
SA-115, Sirius A system
May 20, 2050, 14:25 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Chevallier slowly reached for her rifle that was strapped over her shoulder as she saw Captain Foster reach for her pistol. The two tried to backpedal and slip into the cheering crowd behind them, hoping that the aliens, rather the Architect�s soldiers, were too focused on gathering their prize. Aliens, Chevallier thought to herself. We�re the aliens, they are the locals.
They tried to slip away, all while trying not to draw too much attention to themselves from the crowd of Poniga that gathered to watch the chained-up creatures being taken away. The Poniga onlookers began to speak as the two pushed deeper into the crowd, Chevallier hoped it wasn�t about them trying to exit stage left. One of the Architect�s overlords made a noise, it sounded critical, like they saw something they didn�t like. More words in their strange language were spoken to one another, they didn�t sound happy.
Suddenly, the crowd they had slipped into began to disperse quickly as one of the overlords began to yell and aim their spears at them. Like a wave receding from the beach, Foster and Chevallier were exposed as the crowd moved away from them, their cheering and chanting stopped in the process. Whatever the overlords had said to them, they obeyed, and quickly.
The Architect�s soldiers in turn gazed at the two humans as two grunts stepped up to Foster and Chevallier in a threatening manner with their arm-mounted laser cannons aimed at them. Behind those grunts was an overlord who stood, holding a spear in one hand and a shield in the other, barking orders to the grunts like some kind of squad leader.
Nobody was interested in talking or bargaining at that point.
�Captain, you still got that piece on you?�
�I�ll need to make a sudden movement to get to it, but yes.�
Chevallier grinned and activated personal shields. �Good.�
Chevallier pushed Foster aside and drew her rifle quickly. She fired from the hip with remarkable accuracy and efficiency, perforating the chests of the two grunts that approached them. Their bodies dropped fast. She hoped that her sudden actions drew all the attention toward her and not on Foster who had no shields.
She hoped right.
Chevallier�s shields flashed as it deflected multiple shots of laser blasts from the two soldiers. Foster�s pistol joined the action and put down one grunt that began to react in the distance. The violent exchange got the Poniga who had been watching running to hide within the buildings behind the market kiosks. Some leaped through windows in fear, paying no mind to what they might have landed on as they fell to the ground. They were doing something Chevallier and Foster needed to have done two minutes ago.
Flee.
The two ran through the streets, Chevallier firing blind shots to help cover their run. The overlord soldiers of the Architect�s army began to yell orders to their grunt minions. �Get them� Chevallier figured. As she and Foster turned the corner, she looked back to see how many were chasing them and saw a terrifying sight. The three dead soldiers they had put down rose back up just like their first encounter. It was like they had been resurrected from the dead. The holes that were put through their bodies were still there, coagulating blood oozed out ever so slowly.
Shit, shit, shit!
�Too many bystanders here,� Foster shouted as they continued to run away, firing their weapons blindly behind them. �We�s gotta take this fight elsewhere.�
To Chevallier that meant not running inside a building as there was a good chance that bystanders would be hit in the crossfire. Even if they ducked behind furniture or a wall, eWeapons traveled nearly at the speed of light and were powerful enough to put a hole through the stone walls the buildings were made of.
Foster tugged Chevallier�s arm as they passed a stable, well what would pass as one on this planet. They entered and saw creatures that resembled horses, they were equipped with a harness and saddle that were of similar design. Foster approached one of them and tried to climb on.
�Ever been horseback ridin�, Master Chief?�
Chevallier eyed the horselike creatures and shook her head. �These aren�t horses, Captain.�
�Close enough.� Foster gave the harness firm taps with her hand. �They clearly use �em the same way.�
Chevallier wanted to object to her idea, but heard the stomping noise of the Architect�s soldiers. It grew louder. They were getting close, and they needed an escape that didn�t involve running. Chevallier climbed up onto the animal with Foster and hoped that riding one would be as effective as their Earth-based equivalent.
Foster tried to get the animal to move and ride out of the stable. �C�mon, giddy up you!� It didn�t move, much like other ones around it.
�Let me try.� Chevallier fired random bullets into the air, the thunderous roar of her rifle spooked all of the animals, including the one they sat on, to run away and flee into the streets. A raging stampede ensued.
A stampede that flattened four of the Architect�s soldiers as they literally ran into it thinking they were going to get the jump on Chevallier and Foster. Their escape out of the stable and away from the danger behind them was almost like a scene out of an old western movie. Horseback riding, guns blazing, a southern American at the forefront of the action even Foster let out an excited �heehaw� as she commanded the animal to run side by side the stampede they created.
Chevallier looked behind and saw several of the Architect�s grunts that didn�t get trampled amongst the swirling clouds of dust that rose into the air. Their laser cannons ejected their hot energy, red streaks of light zipped past the corner of her peripheral vision. Chevallier peered through the scope of her eRifle, its targeting scanners acquired a target lock, and she pulled the trigger as its holographic reticle appeared over the heads of the grunts. Chevallier brought out her combat experience from the war with the Hashmedai and skirmishes against HLF terrorists, faces exploded into pieces, heads held on by a tiny slice of flesh from the remains of their necks. Let�s see you resurrect from that, Chevallier thought with a satisfied grin.
The edge of the city neared, at least that�s what the two hoped, the blinding light from the sun made it hard to see. Chevallier wished she had her helmet on instead of hanging off the side of her suit, the visor would have dimmed enough for her to get a better view. The animal they rode scurried around seemingly at random, its raging gallop made it increasingly difficult for Chevallier to stay on with each passing minute.
�Captain,� Chevallier said, trying to draw attention to her frantic movement.
�I know, I know gimme a break here, this is harder than I thought!�
�Pretty sure I mentioned these weren�t horses!�
�Got us this far, didn�t it?�
The city walls came into view and the forest beyond it, and beyond that? McDowell, Kingston, and Pierce she hoped as they closed the gap between their group and the edge of the barrier to make contact with the Carl Sagan.
The stampede, Chevallier and Foster included, rode out past the city gates, too bad neither of them saw the ambush waiting for them behind the walls. A light show of laser fire blazed, their horse yelped in pain as its burning body fell over, launching them into the dust billowing up from the panicking stampede.
Chevallier lost track of what happened afterward as she tried to avoid getting trampled. Her shields held out for the most part, but she knew between the lasers she got shot with, the fall onto the ground, and getting trampled, they weren�t going to last long. She wore no helmet or tactical visor and therefore had no access to a tactical HUD that could have reported her shield�s power.
Dust, bright light, the ground, legs of the animals. It was all she saw as she continued to roll and get out of danger. The noise of the stampede subsided, and she rose to her feet, thankful her shields lasted as long as they did. She saw a dead figure on the ground as the dust around her subsided. She panicked and ran closer to it to get a better look, while her hands shielded her eyesight from the white sunlight.
It was the horse they rode on. That was it. There was no sign of Foster.
�Captain, come in,� Chevallier transmitted over her communicator, there was no reply.
She stopped herself from speaking into it again as the Architect�s forces were there not long ago, and could have been still lurking around. Her voice might give her position away, but at the same time if Foster was able to reply, she would have, or at least would have tried to reach out to her since it was clear neither of them knew where they were.
Save your breath, there�s no point in communicating.
Chevallier looked at the forest ahead, knowing that the only help available to her now was her team, even though communicating with them posed the same risks as communicating with Foster. She began to run into the forest to create some distance before trying to speak into her communicator again, and hoped nobody was planning an ambush, for she was alone now, and her shields were still low.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Bridge
Sirius A system
May 20, 2050, 16:35 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Commander Dominic Williams arrived on the bridge after receiving notification in the mess hall of their arrival in Sirius A system. He saw Chief Rivera�s repair team make their exit with tool boxes in their hands as he entered. Rivera stayed behind and stood next to Chang as he sat at the newly restored helm controls, getting a feel for handling the ship.
�Everything good, Chief?� Williams asked her while he took a seat at the captain�s chair.
�For the most part,� she replied. �Just giving the lieutenant a rundown of everything.�
Williams looked at the vibrant white main sequence star in the distance as its light upstaged the ceiling lights of the bridge and cast new sunlight shadows of all bridge personnel on the floor. The Carl Sagan had been at Sirius for two days with zero progress made toward its primary objective, that had to change, it was going to start that day.
�How soon can we deploy colonization pods if we find a suitable world?� he asked.
Rivera turned away from Chang and looked at the shimmering projection on her holo pad. �I�ll need to double-check the status of the colonization habitat ring, shouldn�t be an issue since most of the battle damage was focused here.�
�Get to it as soon as you can, please,� Williams said. �We need to set up a home and base camp in this system, and then we find the captain and her team.�
�Understood,� Rivera confirmed, and took her leave.
Helm control of the ship was transferred back into the hands of a human. Williams didn�t need to look at Chang�s smiling face to know he was having the time of his life piloting the ship throughout the system at sub light speeds. Williams made his way to the rear section of the bridge to examine the holographic projection of the Sirius A system.
�EVE, any thoughts?� Williams asked.
EVE�s hologram manifested next to the projection. Like a tour guide she began to point to and explain what the ship�s scans had picked up since their arrival. �There are five planets orbiting Sirius A. Two dwarf size worlds, a gas giant followed by two other worlds equal in size and mass to that of Earth.�
As EVE explained, the respective worlds enlarged before him. The dwarf planets mentioned were too close to Sirius. Their atmosphere was burned away by the furious power of the star. The gas giant had good potential for heilum-3 mining and possibly ore mining on its many moons. Given its proximity to the star however, they would have to take extra precautions there. Most likely set up mining platforms that follow the night cycle of the gas giant to reduce the amount of work the shields will have to do to protect its crew from radiation, especially if they have to perform a space walk.
Williams asked EVE to show him data about the two Earth-sized worlds as they both had gravity on par with Earth, something the sleeping colonists aboard would be more than grateful to make their home on as they all came from Earth. One planet labeled SA-115 by EVE was 1 AU away from the star while the other labeled SA-139 was 5 AU away, the goldilocks zone for Sirius A. Not too hot, not too cold, Earth-sized. If the planet had a strong ozone layer thus making solar radiation a non-issue, SA-139 was the best choice for a new home for the crew and an expansion for the UNE�s sphere of influence in the galaxy.
Williams flicked the hologram of SA-139 toward Tolukei. �Is it possible I can get an ESP scan of this world and the nearby sector?� he asked him. Tolukei began to shut his eyes and focus while his psionic mind reached outside of the ship and touched the surface of the planet in question.
�Puzzling,� Tolukei said after ending his trance. �Once again, I sense psionic activity in the system.�
�Location?�
�It is hard to tell exactly where it�s coming from, I will need more time to touch it with my mind. But it is strongest on the fifth planet you are considering.�
Williams looked at the projection of SA-139, the fifth planet in the system and crossed his arms. �Of course it is,� he mumbled. �Chang, set a course to SA-139.�
The young flight lieutenant nodded. �Understood, setting new course, Commander.�
Williams returned to his chair as the Carl Sagan adjusted its course and accelerated to the fifth planet in the system at sub light speeds. �If there is a civilization on that world then that instantly makes this system no good to us.� Though that wasn�t entirely true.
Williams knew that the Carl Sagan was prepared to tame any planet for human colonization, thanks to the technology handed to them by Radiance. Domed cities could be built protected by shields strong enough to protect people from heat and radiation. However, such a task would take more effort than it was worth, not to mention the upkeep as a lot of labor and resources would have to be used to keep those conditions maintained. Ideally, settling on a world with minimal upkeep would be best, as the man power and resources could be used to acquire more resources and then later jump-start a colony on a harsh world.
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Bridge
SA-139 orbit, Sirius A system
May 20, 2050, 18:27 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The image of SA-139 caused much of the bridge crew to don smiles of delight as Chang placed the ship in a stable orbit. It was almost as if they had returned to Earth given the many familiar features of the surface of the planet. Large continents were surrounded by blue oceans, while puffy white clouds hung above. Many of the continents had blotches of green regions such as grass, forests, and the like. Other regions were yellow and brown, especially near the equator, deserts and dry canons and mountains arching toward the skies.
Swirling vortexes of clouds were seen exiting the terminator of night into the white sunlight and battered the coastline of one of the southern continents. EVE reported it to be a hurricane, not that Williams needed to know that, the eye of the storm was big enough to give that fact away. As their orbital path continued they arrived at a side of the planet that was experiencing winter. It resembled Earth when it was going through its ice age as the landmasses and water around it were frozen. According to EVE�s data one year on SA-139 was equal to eight years on Earth, thus meaning winter went on for multiple Earth years. The news made all the botanists aboard excited as it would be a chance to study how plant life evolved and adapted to the climate the planet possessed. True, the Radiance database was filled with knowledge of similar planets, but none of those worlds had been explored by humans. Reading about it, and experiencing it were two different things.
Multiple probes were launched. Some traveled to the surface below, others traveled at sub light speeds en route to the rest of the stellar objects in the system. The probes that arrived on SA-139 began to transmit their findings back to EVE, and she began to catalog and flag areas of interest. The biggest discovery, and partial relief to Williams, was despite the Earthlike appearance and the signs of animal life on the planet, there were no signs of intelligent civilizations. Recon teams consisting of Hammerhead personnel, scientists, and explorers traveled to the surface later via transports and only confirmed what the probes discovered, nobody had made claim to the planet. It was ripe for colonization.
Tolukei�s ESP scans of the system also confirmed no signs of ship activity since their arrival. Apart from the hostile aliens that chased them away from Sirius B, all signs pointed to the Carl Sagan and humanity as the only interstellar species anywhere. The fact the aliens chose not to chase the Carl Sagan, and had no presence in Sirius A that they could detect, fueled their confidence, though Williams had a feeling they hadn�t seen the last of them, they would still need to keep an eye out for them.
�Well I see no reason to not settle here,� Williams said after reviewing data from all probes launched.
�You got my approval if it means anything,� Chang said.
Williams opened up a comm link to engineering. �Rivera, are we green for colonization release?�
�You�re good to go, Commander,� her voice transmitted back.
�Chang, bring us closer to the planet,� Williams said, directing him to a warm region in the southern hemisphere. �Right there, should be summertime there.�
�Copy that,� Chang complied and keyed in the new course to his terminal. �So, this place is going to have what? Two years of summer weather? I think I�m going to enjoy this place.�
Williams laughed at his comment. �Don�t forget, there�ll be two years of fall, two years of winter, two years of spring before you see summer again.�
�Well, we could always do like birds and migrate back and forth to escape the cold months.�
Williams began to fantasize about how the planet will look in the years to come as they approached the southern hemisphere. Would large cities consume the surface? Would people travel to summer homes during the long winters via transports? There was little land mass near the equator compared to Earth, so making a home there wasn�t going to be an option for everyone due to lack of space.
Whatever the future held, Williams was happy they were finally making progress in their mission and bringing the colonists to a safe place to live. Should the Carl Sagan be lost at the hands of the aliens, at least the colonists aboard would still be alive. Chang guided the Carl Sagan to establish a geostationary orbit around the southern hemisphere�s landmass. Further in the distance he could see the hurricane, though EVE confirmed it would have long died out by the time it hit the proposed settlement.
The colonization ring began its countdown to departure. Each section of the ring held pods that would serve as future homes, storage compartments, power generation stations, and the likes for the colony. One by one the colonization ring dismantled itself and its parts soared away from the Carl Sagan and entered the atmosphere of the planet. After a rocky entry through the atmosphere with the shields protecting the pods from the red glowing friction, they landed at the foot of a mountain that overlooked the ocean, creating the foundation for the first city on SA-139. As the pods landed, the crew below on the surface began the task of unwrapping the contents, and designated which will be used for homes, schools, markets, and operational centers. The colonists aboard the Carl Sagan began to awake from their long cryo sleep and were directed to the docking bay where transports ferried families and their belongings off the ship and onto SA-139, their new home.
The process left the Carl Sagan a changed ship, one with only one habitat ring and less mass to tow around. It was no longer a ship of colonization, it became purely a ship of exploration and science.
Williams lost track of how many hours had passed and how many cups of coffee he downed since the process began. Most of the bridge crew retired for the night while he remained in Foster�s office, keeping her chair warm as he reviewed the reports that came up from the surface in regard to the establishment of the colony. The people below wasted no time on jump-starting other projects, such as deploying transports to lay down the groundwork on heilum-3 mining, and to start work on constructing mines for minerals across the system.
Interesting data regarding SA-115, the other Earthlike planet in the system began to trickle back to EVE via the probes sent out earlier. It would have to wait for another time, however, as he tossed the holo pad onto the desk. His eyelids became heavy and some of the reports he was reading weren�t sinking into his head. Williams� body needed rest, for it was a long, productive day.
He made his way up into his quarters in the habitat ring and was greeted by Foster�s cat Starlet, who had now made Williams� quarters its new home. Temporary home of course. Now that the colony was established, he was free to focus on his next mission. Rescuing the Captain and her team.
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Edge of protective barrier
SA-115, Sirius A system
May 20, 2050, 20:45 SST (Sol Standard Time)
�The edge of the barrier you seek this, yes, yes?�
The six-hour trek came to an end as McDowell inspected the edge of the protective barrier that encircled the region. On the inside of the barrier where the four stood were trees, vegetation, and water flowing from the river behind them. Beyond the barrier was a desolate rocky wasteland, heavily cratered, with heat waves in the background and stars in the atmosphere-less sky.
McDowell looked at Pierce who scanned the barrier in front of them up and down with his EAD. �So, egghead?�
�I don�t like the looks of this,� he replied.
�The looks of what?� Kingston said, then reached out to touch the barrier. The shock from touching it caused him to leap backward. �Son of a bitch!�
McDowell�s HUD reported that Kingston�s shields dropped 10 percent just from the brief contact. So much for punching our way through.
�The harmonics of the shield don�t seem to be self-irising either,� Pierce commented after watching what happened to Kingston.
�Norauk,� McDowell called out to him. �Is there a way we could get beyond it?�
�Hmm, did not consider this problem, no, no.�
McDowell jammed his finger at Norauk in an aggressive manner and said. �You brought us out here knowing we wanted to go beyond, and you didn�t know how to make it happen?�
Pierce held onto McDowell�s shoulder. �Easy there, killer.�
McDowell shrugged him off. �Shut up and figure out a way past this!�
�I can�t, it�s a powerful shield designed to do just that, shield the inside from everything coming in from the outside, and vice versa.�
�Ah, I have an idea, yes, yes, it will deliver what you seek,� Norauk said to them.
�Starting to sound like a flea market sales person,� McDowell said.
�Follow, follow, I have a means of getting beyond the barrier, you will be able to contact your ship, guarantee.�
Norauk began to move in a different direction, one that was further away from the barrier. McDowell shrugged and signaled to the rest to follow behind with him. �This detour going to cost us extra?�
Norauk stopped and faced McDowell with a devious smile. �Not at all, no need to worry about paying me for this.�
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LAKE SHORELINE
SA-115, Sirius A system
May 20, 2050, 22:08 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The group exited the forest after a lengthy walk, one that required Pierce to stop, sit, and take a break partway through. As they left the forest, they found themselves walking along the shores of a large lake. The motion of the water from the lake was calm, almost lifeless, no waves hit the beach. SA-115 lacked tides as it had no moon orbiting it. McDowell stopped briefly to admire the glorious spectacle of Sirius glowing brightly in the skies above the lake taking up a large portion of the sky due to its size, as the shield of the dome protecting the region provided a faux sky over head.
McDowell couldn�t help but notice that they were walking further way from the barrier and more toward the center of the region as they continued walking along the lakeside. Distrust began to form in his gut, delivering a sinking feeling that Norauk might be leading them into a trap. McDowell kept both a close eye on Norauk and his small, unarmed body and the safety of his rifle off. Assuming his psionics weren�t an issue, him and Kingston should be able to take him with ease.
Pierce on the other hand.
McDowell looked at Pierce and grimaced, he was another concern of his. �So, Dr. Pierce.�
�Yes?�
�You�re from Vancouver, right?�
�Yes, that�s correct.�
�Why did you come out here? It�s one of the few cities that got ravaged during the invasion and you were a respected person in the scientific community.�
�Maybe for that city, but not elsewhere in the UNE.� Pierce began to scan the lake next to them with his EAD. �And to answer your question, Commander McDowell, Captain Foster insisted I join. I didn�t want to at first, but money was becoming an issue, and it was a chance to see what was out there.�
�What do you think about Rivera?�
�I think she�s kinda hot, sir,� said Kingston.
�Wasn�t asking you,� McDowell grunted. �Though, I do agree.�
McDowell and Kingston shared laughter and then faced Pierce who kept silent and continued to scan the lake.
�Pretty quiet there, egghead,� McDowell said.
�Sir, maybe he�s not into women?� Kingston said.
�Naw man, he�s from Vancouver, there�s lots of Hashmedai living there. Ain�t that right, Dr. Pierce?�
Pierce sighed. �Yes, there is a significant concentration of them living in the region.�
�Oh, I get it, he likes Hashmedai women,� Kingston said.
�How 'bout it, egghead?� McDowell said, nudging Pierce with his elbow. �Do you eat Hashmedai pussy?�
�Careful, sir, he might be one of those HLF sympathizers.�
Pierce kept his eyes looking down at the holographic screen of his EAD as if there was something important about its contents, McDowell knew better, however. The lakes and rivers had already been thoroughly scanned in this region, pure water flowed through them with the odd alien fish swimming through it. �Well, he got all silent, guess we struck a chord?�
Norauk lead them to a section of the lake where a dormant wormhole resided partially submerged in the water. Norauk pointed at the wormhole in question while McDowell held onto his rifle and gave the wormhole an uneasy stare. The last time they came close to these devices, bad things happened.
�Ah, here we go!� Norauk said as he ran and splashed through the shallow waters headed for the wormhole in the lake.
�More of those wormhole things,� McDowell said as his finger inched closer toward the trigger.
�I got a bad feeling about this, sir,� Kingston said.
�No, this might be exactly what we need,� Pierce said. �Perhaps one of these could take us to a world not under the cover of the barrier.�
�Then we could get a message out.� McDowell liked the idea Pierce suggested, there was just one problem. �What world would that be? The one we got chased from?�
Norauk�s small hands tinkered with a holographic interface that appeared next to the wormhole in the lake, it flashed briefly as it powered on before he waved to the rest to join him in the waters. McDowell glanced into the mouth of the wormhole as it activated, he saw what looked like another world. Its skies were darker as if a sunset was in progress while a vast ocean calmly flowed below the horizon. The wormhole on the other end must have been partially submerged in shallow waters in the same manner as the one they stood in front of as water freely flowed back and forth through the gate.
�Egghead?� McDowell asked Pierce who wasted no time running a scan with his EAD.
�I detect oxygen, but lower traces of it,� Pierce reported. �Breathing will be a challenge, but doable.�
�Well, we got our suits if need be.�
�It�s also hot, approximately forty-eight degrees.�
�Again, we�re not staying . . .� McDowell lost his train of thought midway through his sentence. �But.�
He heard a song play in his head or at least that�s what it felt like. It was something soothing and enticing, he felt the overwhelming need to make last-minute changes to their mission. Someone beyond the wormhole wanted him to stay for a while and he wanted to make them happy they did.
�It wouldn�t hurt to do so,� Kingston said slowly, for he too felt the same as McDowell.
Pierce lowered his EAD and looked into the wormhole almost in a dreamy state of mind. �Yeah.�
Norauk lead them through the wormhole and the four stood in the middle of what appeared to be a shallow ocean upon their arrival on the new world. There were no signs of any landmass, just the waves of the waters below them crashing against their bodies, the wormhole behind them and the semi-night star-filled skies above. Sirius B shined small traces of light down plus another larger object, a brown dwarf star, probably Sirius C which dominated 25 percent of the skies alongside a large moon.
Pierce didn�t seem to care of the discovery of a new world or the spectacular view of all the stellar objects in the sky, while McDowell became less worried about Norauk. Nothing else mattered to the three men but one thing, locating the source of the song, the alluring voice that had forced its way into their heads.
They waded through the shallow ocean away from the wormhole. Norauk said some words but they went in one ear and out the other. In the horizon ahead of them was a sunrise, bright white blue light, Sirius A perhaps though it was much further away, thus giving off less light than on the other planet . . . What was it called? McDowell�s memories became fuzzy, he couldn�t remember his rank, his mission. How he came here.
But that song. It had to have been a beautiful woman singing it. He must speak with her. He just had to do it. Norauk was long gone at that point, none of them saw where he scurried off to, and none of them cared.
The surface of the water slowly started to rise the further they walked away from the wormhole as the land below them sloped downward. The shallow ocean was quickly turning into a deeper one. The water had risen to McDowell�s chest before the voice asked him and the rest to stop. He looked down and saw a deep trench below them, vast, dark, deep, blue ocean teeming with life unknown going about their daily lives.
There was something in the waters in front. Someone. Their head emerged from the water. It was a woman with long black hair, dripping wet from being under the ocean for so long. Part of her hair was draped over her shoulder and stretched downward, partly covering her left exposed breast. McDowell thought she was human or perhaps one of the locals, that was until he saw gills on the side of her neck and that everything from her waist down looked like a fish�s body. For a lack of a better term, she was a mermaid of some sort.
Chevallier�s voice transmitted to his communicator. He ignored it, the voice, the lady in the water in front of him wanted him to disregard the critical situation Chevallier and the Captain were in. The lady in the water lifted her soaking arm up, she wanted him to hold her hand as she guided him into the ocean. A task he didn�t hesitate to do after he took off his combat armor.
A second woman rose up from the waters next to Kingston, she too had an irresistible allure to her body. Everything about it was�perfect�a work of art. The droplets of water that dripped off her breasts, her chestnut brown hair resting along her back, travelling down to and across her fishlike lower body.
Both Kingston and McDowell had stripped out of their gear and watched as it sank to the bottom of the waters. Kingston made the first plunge and leaped into the arms of the second water lady. She embraced and passionately kissed him and telepathically assured him everything would be alright. It was McDowell�s turn. His fascination focused on the first water-lady and he trusted her implicitly, allowing his body to enter her sensual hold. Her soft wet lips kissed the sides of his neck and down to his chest. He felt her drag him further out into the deeper parts of the ocean, he didn�t realize how far out they had gone, her kisses were an experience he had never felt before, enhanced by a strange psionic link she created between her mind and his. He looked back and saw Pierce standing alone, the two ladies assured him that their sister was coming for him next.
Pierce�s vanished from sight as McDowell�s body was forced underwater. He was still able to breathe, a psionic force field covered him and the lady that found him fascinating. Their passionate play continued as they sank lower, the purple hue from the barrier became the only source of light within the dark ocean realm. It wasn�t until he felt her nipples slide across his chest that he realized she had taken his uniform off.
He sensed that she needed him alive for what was going to come next via the psionic bound she created between the two. She assured him it was OK and not to resist. He assured her he wouldn�t, she was too beautiful, and he was too roused and hard to say no.
Long tendrils grew out from the center of her back where her spine was. There were four of them, maybe five, and they raised high above her head as the ends faced McDowell. She began to kiss him again, this time much more aggressively. Her tongue entered his mouth, her left hand held onto his shoulder while the right stroked his shaft. Her body pressed hard against his, moving up and down while her tail slowly wrapped around his legs.
The intensity of her lustful actions drew his attention away from the tendrils that sprouted out of her back, and the fact that the tips of them had become razor-sharp. Their foreheads pressed against each other as her sultry eyes gazed into his. One last look before her tendrils slithered behind him and impaled his body. He sensed the pain and possible fatal trauma his body was enduring. But the gaze she shot him, it was paralyzing. She was controlling his body�s natural need for self-preservation while genetic material was leeched away from him, into her tendrils, then into her.
She moaned erotically, and while her body shivered with pleasure and ecstasy, the psionic barrier shutdown. Seconds later their bodies were truly submerged in the warm water around them. McDowell was drowning while his blood squirted out from the gaping holes on his back. With the last bit of life he had left in his body, he turned to see what had become of Kingston. The lady that had taken him performed the same move on his naked body. She removed the impaling tendrils out from his back, then ejected his drowning body into the abyss below.
McDowell�s partner did the same seconds later with a smile on her face.
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Architect�s ship
Interstellar space
May 21, 2050, 00:32 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Captain Foster�s head and back pulsated with pain.
She felt as if she had run face first into a brick wall as her eyes slowly opened. She saw what appeared to be the floor of where she had been resting. It was a dark, shiny, metallic alloy, along with the rest of the walls and ceiling. Windows along the sides revealed the stars and blackness of space. A large door was sealed shut ahead that led further into the ship while the oval dormant wormhole that no doubt brought them aboard was behind them.
This wasn�t the first time Foster saw this chamber. The aliens . . . rather the Architect�s soldiers that attacked them back at Sirius B and at Poniga city exited via a wormhole that linked to a room like this.
She pushed herself up and looked around, Poniga were skulking about, the same ones that had been chained up and gathered by the Architect�s men. The middle of the room they were in had a glass floor which Foster stepped across seeing the stars of space. Then it hit her, she stepped across it, there was gravity. Yet the stars weren�t moving suggesting the ship didn�t use rotating habitat rings, a shipboard psionic was probably generating gravity elsewhere she figured.
Her weapon and EAD were missing, probably taken by her captors, wherever they were. She continued to search through the room amongst the sad, weeping Poniga. Some of them clearly had passed away during the struggle as their lifeless bodies rested on the floor, their robes charred by laser fire. In the four corners of the room were the Architect�s laser cannon grunt troopers.
Perhaps there was a jail break attempt I missed when I was out cold? She thought.
From time to time the Poniga would try to speak to her in their language, a language she couldn�t reply to. The tone of their voices was sympathetic, as if they were sorry for getting her dragged into the mess, Eisila and Mavron especially. Mavron motioned for Foster to approach her as he sat with his sister in the corner. He held something in his hands, something that radiated light, he wanted her to look at it.
Footsteps echoed from outside a large door, they got louder as they neared it causing Mavron to panic and cancel whatever he had hoped to reveal to Foster. The doorway slithered open and overlord soldiers barged in yelling and screaming at the Poniga, pointing their spears at them in a threatening manner.
The overlords pushed and shoved their way past the Poniga clearing a way to Foster, Eisila, and Mavron. The sharp tips of their weapons hovered before their faces. Eisila, Mavron, and the overlords exchanged heated words back and forth resulting in the overlords brutally pushing the two siblings aside and directing their focus toward Foster.
Foster�s hands rose up in surrender while the overlords continued to yell at her. �Sorry, hun, I don�t speak asshole.�
The dead grunt soldiers scattered about the room began to rise up to their feet making everyone cower in fear as the overlords continued to yell more questions at Foster, questions she didn�t understand. It frustrated them to the point one of them bashed her face with its Bronze Age like shield. The blow sent her flying backward onto the floor and turned her headache into a migraine.
A small boy began to scream as he saw Foster fall. Foster kept her head to the ceiling for she knew the soldiers weren�t a fan of crying children. Several thumps and whacks came moments later followed by yelling and then laughter from the soldiers before they left. Whatever they did, it silenced the terrorized boy instantly. Mavron and Eisila helped Foster slowly get back to her feet as she tried her best to ignore the pain in her head and back. The grunt soldiers that had rose up from the dead, fell back down dead as their overlords left the room.
There�s a connection between those two types of soldiers, she thought. Mind control perhaps?
The mother of the boy cried out as she looked down to her unresponsive offspring. Several Poniga limped toward the downed child then quickly turned away in disgust and anger. Foster pushed past Mavron and Eisila and moved to see what had happen to the child, doing everything she could to prevent the pain in her body from growing stronger from the sudden movements.
She ran her hands over the body of the child checking for vital signs. He wasn�t breathing, nor was there a pulse. Well, no pulse she could detect, Poniga might look human but their insides could be different. Think, think, think, how can I figure out where their pulse would be? Foster began to randomly touch the Poniga in the places one would find a human pulse. As it turned out they had a pulse where humans have one, therefore the boy on the floor had lost his heartbeat, probably due to the beating.
Foster took a deep breath and recalled her first aid training, her hands moved down to perform chest compressions on the unresponsive child, hoping that CPR was a technique that would work on their species.
It did.
Life came back into the badly beaten and bloody boy after a few coughs. The Poniga along with the child�s mother looked at Foster in shock. Given how primitive their species was, Foster suspected they saw her as a magical healer rather than a human with basic first aid knowledge.
The mother spoke to her in a grateful and tearful manner. �Uh, you�re welcome,� Foster said.
Hours had passed when Foster found herself waking up having fallen asleep with the rest of the Poniga. A risky mistake considering she might have had a concussion. She shuffled next to the windows and gazed out into the cold vacuum of space. The faint light from Sirius B could be seen below, while metallic egg-shaped ships flew next to them in formation. There were hundreds of them from what she saw.
She began to examine the dead grunts on the floor. Their weapons were mounted onto their bodies, no way was she going to take it without cutting into their armor. The grunts showed signs of intense battle damage to their armor, one particular soldier had a hole the size of a basketball in the middle of his chest, and as she recalled, he was one of the few that had risen when the overlords arrived. Undead soldiers? That�d be the perfect army, can�t kill what�s already dead.
An alarm started to blare while dark blue lights from the ceiling started to flash. The sleeping Poniga were woken by the noise and huddled around their loved ones. One of them shouted toward Foster as if they were trying to warn her that someone or something was behind her. Foster spun around and saw the wormhole. Its lights activated as energy began to charge through it as it powered.
Three spear-wielding soldiers barged into the room yelling, panicking at the sight of the wormhole. Whatever was about to happen it didn�t sound like it was planned by them. Foster hunkered down with Mavron and Eisila and waited for the situation to play out, so that should an opportunity arise, they could improvise and form an escape plan on the fly.
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Lake shoreline
SA-115, Sirius A system
May 21, 2050, 00:41 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Chevallier eyed the open wormhole sitting in the lake ahead of her. She double-checked her instruments and confirmed that McDowell�s signal had come from whatever world the wormhole connected to. She hid behind a large rock on the beach as she heard someone wading through the waters next to the gate.
The wading sounds stopped, and she took a quick peek around the rock. What she saw caused her to hold onto her rifle tightly, and she started to take deep breaths. There was a woman swimming through the waters next to the wormhole. She looked like a mermaid, one that shamelessly didn�t cover up her chest.
Next to the woman was none other than Norauk who gratefully accepted a fistful of shimmering jewels. The mermaid swam through the lake and into the wormhole seconds before it closed. Chevallier�s instruments stopped receiving McDowell�s signal. She needed to get back to that world. She needed to find out what happened to the rest of her team, because as it stood, she was alone now that the captain was missing.
Norauk�s drenched body made it back to the beach and began to walk back toward the forest, eying his reward of jewels with glee and awe. Chevallier kept her eye on him and stealthily followed behind him, doing everything in her power to resist all out killing him. Norauk after all had traveled with her team now he was returning alone. Their signals were coming from another planet and neither of them was replying to her communications when the wormhole had been opened.
He had done something. She wanted to do something to him in return.
She double-checked the surroundings around her with her motion detector. It was just the two of them walking. Then later, it was just her, standing above his body after the butt of her rifle smashed against the back of his head.
�Where is my team?!� Chevallier demanded as she aimed at his face.
�Oh, this is unexpected,� Norauk said, rubbing the back of his head where she had struck him.
�What did you do? Out with it now, you rat!�
�Please, don�t shoot! I had no choice.� Norauk pointed at the wormhole in the lake behind them. �Undine, they offer great rewards to people that provide them with mates.�
�You traded my people for profit?� Chevallier�s finger came close to the trigger. �Give me one reason why I shouldn�t kill you now!�
�It was important!�
�How is this important?�
�Profits!� Norauk showed Chevallier the jewels he had clenched in his free hand. �Look at all of this! You have any idea how hard it is to get men out here? There�s a reason it�s illegal for men to not have wives, single men are always lured to the sea temptresses. A loving wife and children keeps them in the cities, and cuts into my profits.�
Chevallier groaned having processed that Norauk was clearly concerned with one thing, material possessions and would gladly trade in the lives of others for his own gain.
I wonder if his entire species is like this . . .
�Ask for a refund, I want them back. Now.�
�I can�t��
Chevallier pushed the barrel of her rifle into his forehead.
�You don�t understand!� Norauk yelled. �Mating with the Undine is fatal; two of them have already met their ends.�
�Two . . . goddamnit! Where is the other?�
�A third took him as I got payment, she maybe pleasuring herself right now with him.�
Chevallier put her rifle away and grabbed Norauk, flinging his small body onto the beach via the enhanced strength her combat armor gave her. His reward of jewels scattered and rained down into the wet sand as his body tumbled, rolled, and came to.
She pointed at the dormant wormhole. �Open that shit up!�
�But��
�Now!� She took her rifle back into her hands, and aimed it at his face.
�It�s not a good�� She fired two shots, the slugs hit inches away from his feet sending plumes of sand upward. �OK, OK, I will open it, yes, yes, I will.�
Norauk�s furry hands trembled as he stepped back into the shallow section of the lake while Chevallier followed behind, her rifle being the factor that ensured he held up his end of the new bargain she offered him. She saw his reward in the sand below, and she rapidly scooped it up with one free hand, placing it inside her side storage container. Blood money.
They waded through the water toward the gate, creating small ripples in their wake. A tiny holographic interface appeared as Norauk reached over to interact with it. Seconds later the gate hummed, glowed, and reopened, connecting to what appeared to be an ocean on another planet judging by the location of the Sirius stars in the skies.
Chevallier went to check her instruments to see if she could reestablish a lock with McDowell�s signal. That was until she was jumped from behind.
She didn�t get a chance to see where her attacker had come from or how they had managed to avoid being detected by her motion sensors. Norauk screamed like an exotic animal and ran away, oblivious that his reward was no longer in his possession as Chevallier tried to fight of the attacker that had appeared from the waters behind her.
The struggle continued, Chevallier noticed her shield power quickly drain as the attacker laid into her.
80%
40%
0%
Fuck me!
Alarms in her suit blared, notifying her that her shields were down, while she felt a second force grab her rifle and toss it into the water, a force that was stronger than her armored grip on it, that force was telekinetic. She was having a bout with a psionic.
The wrestling between the two caused wave upon wave of water to splash around them and eventually led to Chevallier being dragged down into the waters of the lake below. She managed to get a glimpse of the attacker, a man, half-human half-fish and all psionic minus the cybernetic upgrades. A brawny merman. It was of the same species she saw earlier, there must have been a second that stayed behind in the water and swam behind the two as they entered.
Her helmet came loose as it wrapped its massively long tail around her body, restricting her movement and keeping her head below the water. With her helmet ajar from her suit, water quickly gushed in. It was only a matter of time before her face was fully submerged. Chevallier needed a way out, and fast. She found it; rather it was there the whole time.
Slowly, Chevallier managed to break her arms from the deathly grip of the creature's tail. Her body was still bound but not for long as the enhanced strength her suit endowed her with had just enough power to grab hold of the long tail wrapped around her and squeeze hard. Hard enough to make the creature groan in pain and release its grip, its physical grip at least. Its follow-up psionic attack was another story.
Chevallier stood, bringing her head above the surface of the rippling lake, and backpedaled to create distance from her attacker. She felt her body become numb and forcibly drawn in closer to the creature, only to get knocked back hard via a vicious slap from its tail. It was like a game of baseball, only she was the ball and its tail was the bat. Whatever psionic powers it had it was limited to telekinesis and draining her shield�s power, which now that she thought about it, was a new skill that neither Hashmedai nor Radiance psionics had.
Chevallier was pulled in again as the creature primed itself to smack her again with its tail. She countered with a well-placed elbow to its face as it tried to slap her again. The blow sent the creature to the bottom of the lake, its mind dazed by the sudden blow, rendering its psionic powers ineffective until it came to. It was the break she needed, she faced the opened wormhole wading and splashing through the shallow waters and crossed over onto the new planet beyond.
She heard the creature from behind rise from the waters she had sent it into. A telekinetic pull would force Chevallier back through the wormhole and into the creature�s grasp again, she had doubts her armor could take a prolong beating without its shields. Looking down she saw cracks form across her chest plate and arms, the tail slaps were doing a lot more damage than she thought. They were quite possibly enhanced by its psionic powers to deliver a robust deadly blow with reduced damage to the sender of said blow. Another new psionic trick.
Chevallier strafed to the left of the wormhole knowing that whatever psionic powers that came through would miss her as she was out of their line of sight. She quickly splashed her way behind the wormhole, shocked at what she saw next. She saw the landscape that was behind the wormhole on the other world, including her rifle, floating away. The wormhole worked both ways, entering it from behind would place one behind the connecting gate. She leaped back in as her adversary leaped through the gate on the opposite side to chase.
Chevallier pulled her soaking wet rifle out from the water and aimed it toward the mouth of the wormhole wondering if the creature would follow her behind the gate. She found her answer seconds later as it came into view, her rifle welcomed it back into the fight with a hail of bullets that turned the shallow waters it swam through a murky red.
Norauk was long gone at that point and given what she had experienced with wormholes thus far, they automatically shut after a while. If it closed on her she might lose her chance to find out what happened to the rest, and if she entered it would probably close, trapping her on the planet beyond. She made her choice and stepped back through, over the body of her now dead adversary. She glanced upward at the unfamiliar skies and the large brown dwarf. The oceanic planet orbited Sirius C. Then she realized she was beyond the domes on the other planet that was blocking all transmissions to, and from, the Carl Sagan.
She began to quickly send a distress signal and hoped the damage done to her helmet wouldn�t be an issue. Bad enough that a signal sent from her current location would take an hour or longer to reach the Carl Sagan, depending on how far away they were. With the message for help sent she began to follow the source of McDowell�s signal through the shallow waters. She tried to forget about the fact the wormhole had shut behind her, effectively stranding her on another alien world until help arrived, if it did.
She found the source of McDowell�s signal, his helmet and combat armor along with Kingston�s in the waters below her. She took a few steps back after realizing it was close to a steep decline on the surface where the shallow waters became deep very quick. Whatever story Norauk had told her had some truth to it. If those mermaids . . . those Sirens had taken the three men away, it would have happened right there.
She circled around the area having discovered that the shallow section of the water didn�t extend far beyond the wormhole, confirming that she was truly trapped on what was really just a tiny isle partly submerged in the ocean�s water. There was nothing left for her to do, she found their signal and she sent a transmission to the Carl Sagan. There was nobody around her that needed to be rescued other than her.
She began to scan the horizon with her HUD in hopes that there might be a small island she could swim to, the results from the flickering projection came back negative, just the surface of the ocean as far as the eye could see, except for . . . she zoomed in after receiving new critical data transmitted to her HUD. Waters in the distance were raging and quickly began to arch upward blotting out the view of Sirius C.
A towering tsunami approached, and it was poised to wash her away. She used the max zoom function of her helmet, the imagery, and data she got back wasn�t promising. The tsunami was nearly sixteen stories tall and growing. Eventually the towering, churning waters obscured the visible sky including the huge crimson moon, most likely the source of the gigantic title wave in conjunction with the planet�s proximity to Sirius C, or was it because of the combined gravity from Sirius A and B? Chevallier had no idea exactly, that was Pierce�s job. And boy, did she wish his brains were here to help her survive what was coming.
Chevallier had no idea how to work the wormhole and swimming at this point wouldn�t do any good as the tsunami would still pick her up and running? Fuck that she was stuck on this partially submerged isle.
�You got to be fucking kidding me . . .� were her last words before the tsunami hit and dashed her body out into the ocean.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Bridge
SA-139 orbit, Sirius A system
May 21, 2050, 09:43 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Williams started the day by reviewing all newly collected data about the system. As much as he wanted to return to Sirius B with guns blazing, he knew even with the reduced mass of the ship and increased maneuverability they were going to need a better idea of what they were going to be up against in their search and rescue operation. The probes launched in Sirius B were still transmitting their data, a good sign as it meant either the aliens didn�t detect them or didn�t care about them.
�Commander, please join me on the bridge,� Tolukei�s voice said via Foster�s office intercom.
Williams traveled one level up onto the bridge and joined Tolukei at his station. �What�s up, Tolukei?�
�I�m not sure. I�m sending you the location on the planet�s surface, something of importance is there.�
Williams looked at Tolukei�s screen on which there was a place of interest highlighted within the region where the hurricane was still devastating. The same data populated Chang�s navigational computer screen.
�Want us to check it out?� Chang asked Williams.
�Might as well since we�re here.�
Chang broke the geostationary orbit and had the Carl Sagan travel toward the northeastern ridge of the landmass where the hurricane spun. There was a large tropical rain forest that had just been enveloped by the thick clouds, strong winds, and heavy rainfall covered by the darkness of night.
�The source of the psionic activity is here,� Tolukei said looking at the windshield of the bridge. �I know it is.�
�EVE?� Williams said facing her blue and white hologram.
�The storm over that region is creating moderate interference for sensor scans, Commander.�
�Probes?�
�I advise against that due to the severity of the storm, Commander. A transport may be more suitable assuming its shields remain active.�
�In other words, if the shields fail.�
�Then the transport may become damaged.�
�Send me,� Tolukei offered.
Williams grinned at their four-eyed Javnis crew member. �Ballsy.�
�I can teleport down and keep a psionic barrier around me to stay safe.�
�By yourself? Don�t think so.�
Williams admired Tolukei�s willingness to help, but knew that if something were to happen to him they were out of a psionic, something they were going to need in their search for the Captain. Case in point, Tolukei knew something was up with this particular region of the planet, something that could be related to their search.
�I can extend the barrier to protect others, if you wish,� Tolukei said.
�Hmm, that works for me,� Williams said. �Chang, have Rivera meet us in engineering.�
Chang grimaced and faced Williams as he and Tolukei proceeded to exit the bridge. �With all due respect, Commander, we lost the Captain and our Hammerhead CO and XO already.�
�I understand, but all of our exploration teams are focused on the colony and other parts of the world. We don�t have any teams available to investigate this. Besides Tolukei is coming along, if we get into trouble he�ll teleport us out.� Williams faced Tolukei. �Right?�
�If we run into a combat situation I may be forced to use my powers offensively,� Tolukei said.
�But you can still get us out, right?�
�If my mind grows tired from heavy psionic use, then no.�
Everyone on the bridge winced at his words. �But that�s a big if, so . . .�
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TROPICAL RAIN FOREST
SA-139, Sirius A system
May 21, 2050, 11:13 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The darkened forest briefly lit up with the flash of blue light from Tolukei�s teleportation. He used his psionic powers afterward to cast a protective bubble around himself while Williams and Rivera kept close to him and inside of it. The bubble consistently shimmered and flickered purple as the howling winds and torrential rain crashed against it from all angles. Next to Rivera was a probe they brought along with them, it was the only means of getting it to the surface without the winds above damaging it.
The winds were also the only sounds Williams could hear other than tree branches and leaves flailing about, while the trees that they were a part of struggled to remain in their place. A flashlight attached to Rivera�s and Williams EAD lit a path for them to traverse through the soggy land below them. Rivera input a string of commands onto her holo pad that sent a signal to the probe for it to activate and rise into the skies, not too far up of course, the winds were still rough.
�EVE, are you receiving us?� Williams transmitted, however there was no reply. His EAD also revealed connection to the EVE and the Carl Sagan had been lost.
�It�s the storm,� Rivera said as she fingered her pad more. �Give me a sec, I�ll try and reroute our signals through the probe, it should help clear things up.�
The probe above them flew around searching for a sweet spot it could use to transmit data. After several frustrating minutes, it found one and began to relay data back and forth between EVE and Williams and Rivera below, data regarding the layout of the forest, data the Carl Sagan wasn�t able to accurately get due to the storm�s interference. There was a structure of some unknown design further up.
A quick trek past upturned trees, and through winds that should have knocked them over, led them to the structure, one that was overrun by the vegetation around it and seemed to have been for thousands of years. Williams couldn�t get a good look at it due to the darkness and rainfall, but according to his EAD and the probe above them, it was massive with towering pillars around its base, and a central spire in the middle.
�This is it,� Tolukei yelled over the noise of the storm. �This is where the psionic power is coming from.�
�Any idea where that power�s going?� Williams yelled back.
�It�s transmitting outward, to an unknown location.�
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Ancient construct, Tropical Rain forest
SA-139, Sirius A system
May 21, 2050, 11:26 SST (Sol Standard Time)
�I got a bad feeling about this,� Rivera said.
Williams too had an uneasy feeling as he, Rivera, and Tolukei walked into the structure. Lights illuminated the darkened hallways as they entered. They shined down from the three or four-story-high ceilings held up by ivory pillars lined with azure-colored orbs. The walls and floors were smooth to the touch, and were made of the same ivory material as the pillars. Strange markings were on the floor below them. They looked like lines and circles that formed a pattern; a welcome mat Williams had hoped.
Pearlescent white flowers were placed along the sides of the walls, probably as a form of decoration. Williams� EAD revealed that the flowers were still alive despite the lack of water or light. The petals of the flowers moved in sync with Rivera�s hands as she waved it over them. On closer inspection they found a large cerulean-blue orb within the center of the flower, EAD scans were unable to determine what it was made of, or its purpose.
�EVE, anything in the Radiance database regarding this?� Williams asked as they walked further in.
�Please stand by,� EVE said with static interference in her voice. �The composition and designs of this structure are consistent with Lyonria ruins, Commander.�
�Lyonria?�
�The Lyonria is an extinct ancient civilization heavily studied by Radiance,� EVE said. �Major ruins of their culture have been found in the Linl home system, the Barnard's Star system, Alpha and Proxima Centauri, and the Morutrin system. Other systems within the Radiance Union have uncovered the presence of smaller though less significant ruins.�
Williams looked up. �Do they always build their ceilings so high?�
�Unknown, Commander, this is the first largely intact Lyonria structure found according to the Radiance database.�
�Oh, really?�
�Please keep in mind, Commander, we have been disconnected from the UNE and Radiance for seventeen years, it is possible more ruins have been uncovered since then. Furthermore, this region of space is considered to be an unknown frontier to both the Hashmedai Empire and Radiance Union. Barnard's Star, Alpha and Proxima Centauri, and Morutrin as well as Earth and the Sol system are all considered to be located at the start of that region of space.�
�And Sirius?�
�Sirius too is part of the realm. It is entirely possible that additional traces of the Lyonria civilization exist deeper into this unexplored region of space.�
The group stopped at the end of the wide hall in front of an alcove that had a blue-colored pad below it and a small holographic screen beside it. Rivera examined it up and down with her EAD. �EVE, what about this?� she inquired.
�There appears to be traces of��
�Psionic energy,� Tolukei interjected.
�That is correct, Tolukei,� EVE continued. �This device is powered by a low level of psionic power.�
Tolukei nodded. �I can sense it.�
Williams looked at the small holographic screen next to it. The screen changed every ten seconds to an image of various rooms, rooms that all had the same or similar design as the structure they were in. He tapped the hologram and it changed, repeated touches forced the image to change again. Every picture that loaded had an alcove that looked exactly like the one they stood before.
�What kind of psionic energy, Tolukei?� Williams asked.
�It is consistent with teleportation.�
�I am detecting several devices like this throughout the fortress, Commander,� EVE said. �It may be a form of transportation the Lyonria used.�
Williams slipped his EAD into his pocket and cracked his fingers. �Well, only one way to find out.�
Williams stepped toward the alcove as EVE began to speak again. �I advise against that, Commander, until further testing can be��
Williams� body rematerialized onto an alcove that faced a long rail-less bridge high above a massive drop with strange machines at the bottom churning out radiating bolts of electricity. Further ahead, across the bridge, was a square room which appeared to have been floating as if the bridge itself was holding it up.
�Advise against what?� he said with a smug grin.
�Well, that was . . . unexpected,� EVE said.
The alcove behind him flashed twice, Tolukei and Rivera appeared from it and looked in awe at the large drop below them and the room at the end of the bridge. Williams briefly looked back at the teleportation alcove and the holographic screen next to it.
�I�m guessing those screens are linked with a camera to let someone know what area they are teleporting to inside this place,� he said. �We are still inside, right, EVE?�
�That is correct, Commander. The alcove you have passed through has placed you in a location in the top spire of the fortress.�
The three walked across the bridge on the way to the room at the end. EAD scans from both Williams and Rivera had a tough time identifying what was going on with the machines below them, and the energy it was releasing as a byproduct. Tolukei looked ill the deeper they moved in, Williams figured he might have had acrophobia. It was a long way down after all should one of them trip and fall off.
�OK, this is big,� Williams said as they neared the entrance to the square-shaped room. �And I�m not talking about this fortress.�
�Intact Lyonria ruins, Radiance is going to be so jelly,� Rivera said. �No offense, Tolukei.�
�Why should I be offended?� Tolukei said, rubbing the side of his forehead.
The closer they got to the room the more discomfort Williams noticed he was in. �You OK, man?�
�My head hurts, the pain has gotten stronger since we�ve been here,� Tolukei said. �Not to worry, I�m sure it will pass.�
They pressed on and entered the room as EVE and their EADs scans did not report anything that could be dangerous. The room was dark at first, until motion sensors detected their presence and activated ceiling lights. The room was empty apart from an oval-shaped device, a holographic interface next to it, a computer terminal before it, and control panels on the walls.
�EVE, what�s the status of that storm?� Williams said as he lowered his EAD.
�High winds and rainfall continue to batter the region, Commander.�
�We need to set up a base camp here ASAP,� Williams said while they began to spread out and observe their new discovery. �The colony is important and all, but this . . .�
Rivera stopped next to a wall control panel and began to carefully analyze it with her EAD. �The Lyonria were using some high-tech stuff, there�s a lot that could be learned here.�
Rivera began to pull the panel apart and gain access to the strange ancient wiring on the side of it. It looked like white and green crystals with blue dots of light flowing through it.
�Careful, Chief,� Williams said.
�If we�re going to be staying here, we need to learn how their tech operates.� Rivera�s hands moved some of the crystalline electrics aside and took additional scans with her EAD. �I�m going to assume this is a data port.�
�It would appear to be so, Chief,� EVE said. �I may be able to interface with it so long as your EAD remains in proximity.�
�Commander?�
Williams shrugged and looked at the holographic screens that displayed words written in the Lyonria language. �Why the hell not? I can�t make head or tails of how to use this stuff.�
�Very well,� EVE said with static once again, making it harder for them to understand her. �Attempting . . . Interface�
Williams tapped his EAD as a connection lost error message appeared. �EVE?�
�The storm is interfering with the probe�s ability to relay data between the Carl Sagan and us,� said Rivera while she reached for her holo pad. �I�ll try and reposition it someplace better.�
Tolukei sat down on the cold, dusty, white floor and placed his hands over his face. Williams frowned the longer he looked at him in distress. �Yo, T� if you need to head back up��
One of Tolukei�s eyes looked up and at Williams. �What did you call me?�
�T�?�
�T� is not my name, it is Tolukei. And do not be concerned about me.�
�You�re part of the crew.�
�Am I? Or am I your means to psionic support and teleportation which your species lacks?�
�Dude . . .�
�My name is not dude, it is��
�Commander, I believe I have gained access to this structure's computer network,� EVE�s voice returned with slightly less static. �Furthermore, I am in the process of learning how Lyonria programming works.�
�Anything useful so far?�
�The device in the center of the room appears to be a wormhole generator.�
Williams and Rivera looked at the oval device laying front and center. �Really now?�
�That is the best I could figure out as the Radiance database has limited information pertaining to Lyonria language,� EVE said. �Fascinating, Commander, this device appears to have been used approximately ten years seven months ago.�
�And that�s important, because?�
�The Lyonria race was thought to have gone extinct nearly two hundred thousand years ago.�
�And then someone ten years ago used it while we were still in cryo.� Williams stepped closer to the wormhole. �EVE, can you open it?�
Rivera winced. �If you don�t mind me asking, sir, why would you want to do that?�
�It�s a wormhole, and to my understanding, they can theoretically connect two points together thus forming a gateway,� Williams said. �The Lyonria probably built this as a means of travel between different regions in space. We might be looking at the doorway to their home world.�
�Or a gateway to hell.�
�What like Paryo? If that�s the case, open it up I�d like to avenge my parents� deaths.� Williams saw Rivera stare toward him turn to a negative one as if she was highly offended at what he said. �What? The Hashmedai made me an orphan.�
�Their species isn�t pure evil.�
�Tell that to the two billion dead humans and Radiance rangers being killed daily on the frontlines of war with them.�
�Vengeance only forges a path of destruction and endless conflicts,� Rivera said. �The Hashmedai are a beautiful race of people who were led astray by an Empress that wanted vengeance.�
Rivera�s words triggered him. He wanted to shoot back with stories of the horrific things he saw during the invasion of Earth, put her in her place, and remind her that her hippy and peace and loving ways have no place out in space. In the end Williams chose to swallow his pride and keep quiet, he and Rivera were on the same side and members of the same crew.
Unless of course she was an HLF sympathizer, then that would change things, a lot.
�This the part where you tell me not to walk the same path of the Hashmedai Empress?� he said.
She lowered her holo pad. �This is the part where I tell you we need a leader that isn�t going to stray from the mission, especially if we don�t get the Captain back��
�I did it, Commander,� EVE�s voice interrupted.
The wormhole in the center of the room began to power on and established a connection with another wormhole someplace else in the cosmos. Williams slowly looked away from Rivera and to the wormhole with a frightened look on his face and his eyes wide open. �You did . . . what?�
�You said �open it up� so I did,� EVE said. �The wormhole is connecting to its most recent destination now.�
Williams stepped away from the wormhole quickly, worried at what might come through. �Oh, no, no, I didn�t mean that literally, EVE!�
The center of the wormhole glistened, flashed, and transformed into what appeared to be the inside of a ship. Distressed and tattered people wearing robes were seen in the distance while armored alien soldiers marched out from the doors behind. Other armored aliens that had been resting on the floor for some spaced-out reason rose up to their feet and pointed arm-mounted weapons at Williams and Rivera.
It was the sight of weapons that got Williams to dive for cover behind the nearby terminal and reach for his ePistol. �EVE, if you can close it, now would be a good time!�
�Attempting to��
Static. Their connection to the Carl Sagan was lost again due to the storm. �EVE? EVE?�
Rivera hunkered down in her spot next to the opened wall control panel as her hands frantically interacted with her holo pad. �It�s the storm, Commander. Again, gimme time to find a better spot for the probe.�
Williams peeked over his cover and saw the robed people flee through the wormhole, many of them had been chained up and struggled to move quickly. Some tripped over and nearly got trampled, other�s handed children off to those that had been ahead of their escape. None of them looked hostile to him, just insanely scared and running for their lives as the hostile armored aliens behind began to open fire with their laser weapons. Williams saw four robed people fall over dead with blackened, burning wounds to their backs and arms.
�Dom?� A familiar voice called out from inside of the wormhole.
Williams peeked up above his cover and saw Foster amongst the fleeing robed people. It looked as though she was trying to get them all to flee.
�Becca?� He called out to her.
Rivera saw the good news before them. �Captain!�
�What are you doing there?� Williams said.
Foster ducked from a blast of laser fire. �No time to explain!�
Robed people are good, armored ones are not, Williams thought as he aimed his pistol forward to lay down covering fire for the fleeing people. His magnetically accelerated bullets created enough noise for the armored aliens to focus their attacks on him and less on everyone else.
Most of the fleeing robed people had left the ship through the wormhole. All that remained was Foster, and one other who was pinned down behind a crate, plus the hostile aliens up front making it impossible for her to exit without getting shot up like several dead robed people on the floor. Williams ducked behind his cover, escaping from a barrage of laser fire that flew over his head. Looking back, he saw Tolukei on the floor unmoving, passed out he hoped.
�Tolukei!� he cried out to him. �Tolukei, get up, we need your assistance!�
�This just gets better and better doesn�t it, Commander?� Rivera shouted to him.
Williams� pistol alone wasn�t going to get Foster out to safety. Rivera not firing hers wasn�t helping the problem. �This is Commander Williams to any UNE navy personnel,� he began to transmit. �We are under attack and require evac!�
�No use, Commander, unless someone is close by, this storm is gonna muck up our com lines,� Rivera said.
Several laser-wielding grunts managed to limp through the wormhole and slowly began to close the gap between them and Williams and Rivera. Williams held on to his weapon, cleared his mind of all unnecessary thoughts, then sprung up to continue to play his role in the battle. The grunts had no shields, which was good. But they also kept on standing despite Williams putting six holes through their bodies. It only added to the anxiety he was trying to keep suppressed since he lost track of where Foster was, nor had he heard her voice recently.
�Commander!� Rivera shouted. �Give me your piece.�
Whatever Rivera had planned he hoped it would get them out of this mess quickly. He tossed his pistol through the air, she caught it only to throw her pistol back toward him. A quick three-second look at her pistol revealed that some quick modifications had been made to it.
This better be worth it, he thought, and returned to the battle. The modified pistol roared rapidly, putting more holes in his targets at a faster rate, and eventually bringing some of them down to the floor. �Impressive work, Chief!�
�I�m recalibrating the computer of the pistol, making it fire shots in a more rapid succession.� Rivera�s handiwork turned the pistol into an SMG. Williams fired more shots rapidly, it caused their advancing adversaries to think twice about their actions. �It won�t last for long, the heat sinks aren�t big enough to sustain that type of firepower,� Rivera said.
�I was just going to say why don�t all our pistols work like that?�
�Rifles have the size needed for large heat sinks, pistols don�t!� Rivera slid Williams' original pistol across the floor to him.
He held onto both pistols and grinned as his dual wielding SMGs dropped three more armored aliens. He lowered himself behind his cover as reinforcements from their ship entered spraying laser fire all over the place.
As much as Williams enjoyed the extra heat he was packing, it left Rivera defenseless. �Two? What are you gonna use?� He asked her.
�Remember my Zen thing?�
�Chief, this isn�t the time for nonviolent pacifist stuff!�
�I prefer not to personally use violence against a force that we didn�t try to speak to.�
�They�re shooting at us, and you wanna talk?� More laser fire flew over his head.
�This could be a misunderstanding.�
He sighed, and sarcastically said. �OK, go on and talk, I�ll wait you�re also multilingual.�
�Oh, um well . . .�
�What was that, Chief? Sorry, can�t hear you over the noise of these Star Wars lasers zipping over my head. Something tells me these assholes are in the exact same position! So, now that we�ve determined that talking ain�t gonna do shit, why don�t you help me out here?�
An overlord alien armed with a spear stepped next to Tolukei examining him. It quickly ran back to the rest of its kind speaking to them in a shocked manner. Williams curiously watched them from his cover, wondering why Tolukei�s presence got them so worked up and eventually forced them to retreat back through the wormhole, shooting toward Williams and Rivera in the process.
Williams with his dual might rose up from the chaos to let loose another wave of weapons fire when suddenly the wormhole shut off. �Oh, what the hell?�
�Commander, I have shut down the gate as per your request,� EVE�s stable voice revealed.
�Chief?� Williams asked as he began to look for Foster amongst the dead bodies and robed people.
�I got the probe in a stable position,� Rivera said. �I didn�t think she was going to shut it down so fast.�
Williams double-checked the bodies on the floor and the crowd of terrorized people that escaped the ship. Foster was not among them to his anger, she never made it off the ship. The only silver lining was at least she wasn�t one of the dead bodies below him.
�I don�t see the captain,� Rivera said.
�Neither do I,� he added as they both looked at the dormant wormhole.
�Should we open it back up?�
Williams considered that thought for a moment only to look at the displaced people around them. Many of them were in need of medical attention and still shaken up from the battle. Then there were the aliens at the other side, who was to say they weren�t standing guard waiting for them to reopen it? Williams and Rivera were just two people, two people who weren�t soldiers. They weren�t set up for a large-scale battle to start with, or a rescue mission.
Getting the people around him into the hands of doctors was his top priority, Foster risked her life to get those people out of danger. If she had been killed and he abandoned these folks, then her death would have been for nothing. Then there was Tolukei who was still out cold on the floor suffering from something, while his presence made the aliens retreat.
�We need to get this situation under control before we act further,� Williams said. �Need a damn transport to get these people out of here.�
�That storm,� Rivera reminded him.
�I know, Iknow.�
�I could modify the shields of some of our transports to give them an extra kick.�
�That requires you to be back on the Carl Sagan doesn�t it?�
Rivera approached him while she brought up a holographic map of the planet on her holo pad. �If we have a transport from our newly established colony fly close to the ground, they might be able to survive the trip here. From there it will be a task of flying away from the storm while keeping low, then back into orbit.�
�That�s gonna take time, but I guess it�s the only option,� he said, then established a communication link. �Williams to Carl Sagan, have Dr. Kostelecky and a medical team head to the surface and await further instructions.�
�Aye, sir.�
�Rivera, when the transport arrives to pick you up, we�ll have the doctor do what she can for the wounded.�
She nodded. �Let�s hope they get here fast.�
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Ocean surface
SC-149, Sirius C system
May 21, 2050, 12:01 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Chevallier�s hand wrapped around the first solid object she encountered during her twelve-hour tour of the ocean via the tsunami express. Whatever the object was, it was stationary, and put an end to her drift in the currents as she tried to reorientate herself and get used to the feeling of not being tossed about by raging waters.
She activated the headlights on her damaged helmet lighting up a path within the darkness that had now enveloped her and the region, all while continuing to ignore the low oxygen and shields down alarms that had been screeching repeatedly for gods knows how long. She glimpsed at her hand she had used to catch a hold of the object keeping her in place, shining her helmet light on it. The object she held onto was metallic, something constructed by an intelligent being. She saw more of the object as she turned her head to the side, it was large and part of it was above the surface of the water attached to some sort of craft. She found large grooves on the side of the craft and used them to pull her body up along it and out of the ocean.
Nightfall had fallen, tiny clouds in the skies obscured many of the stars above including Sirius B, which looked like a full moon on Earth. Chevallier was able to get a better look at the craft now that her head was above water. It was definitely a ship, though the make of it was unknown to her as she climbed up top as it floated on the violent waters. Rust was a prominent feature on the exterior of the ship while the sides of it showed signs of fires that had once burned uncontrollably, melting 60 percent of its surface.
She discovered what looked like a doorway into the ship, perhaps an airlock when it was spaceworthy. Both of her hands slid between the slits of the sliding door and forced it to slide open, the sounds of rusted metal grinding against its nonfunctioning joints were irritating. The interior of the ship was dark as expected though a few floor lights were still active, an indication that its reactor still had some juice left.
She pushed on deeper into the halls, her helmet�s lights guided her and prevented her from walking into walls while her HUD relayed tactical data back. This reminded her. She loosened her helmet and deactivated its life-support systems, taking in the fresh air around her. It made her gasp at first, the levels of oxygen in the atmosphere of the planet were a lot lower than she had been used to, and the sweltering heat that slipped into her suit didn�t help. But when you have less than twenty minutes of air left, you don�t complain. The downtime gave her the chance to scroll through the various error messages on her HUD. Low oxygen and shields she knew of, she flicked those messages away and began to eye the others she was oblivious to.
�Aw shit . . .� she moaned upon learning of the damage done to her suit.
The emergency broadcast beacon she had activated ceased to function shortly after the tsunami had hit. She was no longer transmitting a distress call to the Carl Sagan, so her only hopes of rescue now lay in the Carl Sagan picking up the first few minutes of her beacon before it was cut off.
The old rickety floors made a pathway through the corridor into the bridge, cockpit, command center, whatever the hell it was. She saw computer screens everywhere, on the walls, hanging down from the ceiling via a rectangular pole, and six up front neatly lined up with each other. Most were inoperable, the shattered screens were a dead giveaway. Those that still operated, flicked on as she stepped closer, some form of motion sensor detecting her presence as she sat down on a chair, its material showing the signs of aging over the years that had passed.
Familiar letters appeared across the screen of the newly activated computer to her side, she leaned her face closer to read the green, white, and black colors the screen projected. The text was written in the Linl language, a language she knew all too well from her earlier days in the navy, and the on again, off again relationship she�d had with the former shipboard psionic of the ESV Wilfrid Laurier.
Years had passed since she read anything written in the Linl language, and so it took her several minutes to scan and scroll through the text. But like riding a bike, it came back to her quickly and with that came new questions. What was a Linl ship doing out in Sirius?
She found what appeared to have been the ships logs, its recent ones at least according to the date. And what a date at that, they were over two-thousand-years old. She accessed the first log, a snowy static-filled video recording played, the ship was once buzzing with a Linl crew. A Linl man sat next to the camera and began to speak in his native tongue, he wore a black-and-white latex outfit that shined as light hit it.
�This is Doctor Golvin, entering the first scientific log entry of the Talok�s Odyssey. It would seem my theory was correct,� the Linl man in the recording said. �The Lyonria were not responsible for the uplifting of the aquatic species in this system, despite evidence that suggests they had colonized this system during their apex. Someone else was responsible for bringing the aquatic species into this system, someone else that had access to interstellar technology during the age when the Lyonria controlled the galaxy. There are other species out there, vast galactic empires with technology we could only dream of having. What a time to be alive.�
The recording ended, and curiosity fueled Chevallier�s fingers to access the next recording. The same Linl man, Dr. Golvin appeared in a different location in the ship, tanks full of water were behind him, it looked like an aquarium.
�It took some time, but we managed to acquire specimens of the aquatic species to study.� He stepped away from his desk before the aquarium. �We are currently operating in the upper atmosphere of the planet to allow gravity to take hold. I doubt these creatures have been in a weightless environment before, let alone a weightless aquarium full of water.�
The camera zoomed in closer to the shiny reflective glass keeping the water separated from the rest of the ship. A Siren-looking woman swam close to the glass, the palms of her hands rested upon its surface. She was joined by another within the aquarium, this creature looked similar to her, but different. Its upper body resembled more of a fish-like species, unlike the woman next to it which had an upper body that looked human.
�We haven�t figured yet why two types of this species exist, though I have a team analyzing DNA samples we collected.� The palms of his hands met with hers against the glass separating them as they gazed into each other�s eyes with lust. �I can�t explain it but . . . there�s something about her that�s alluring. I must figure out a way to communicate with her. She�s . . . so beautiful, more stunning than my wife.�
The next video played, the same two aquatic species swam aimlessly in their captive tanks as Golvin sat at his desk. He brought his hand before the camera and within it rested a white glittering orb. �I did it. I know how to speak with them, and this.� He looked at the orb in his hands. �Is the key. They call it an engram, thoughts, memories, experiences, all balled up into pure psionic energy. These engrams are the most common way they share knowledge, stories, or entertain one another.�
He pushed the engram orb against his forehead. It sank into it like a stone splashing into a small river, the flesh on his face rippled like a distortion field as the engram vanished. His body began to tense up and tremble from head to toe, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. He began to breathe heavily when the psychedelic trip ended, and then slowly faced the camera.
�I just experienced nearly a hundred thousand years of history passed down over the generations of her people. They don�t educate one another; they simply copy memories and hand them off to a younger generation. Brilliant. They call themselves the Undine, they came from an obscure ocean-covered world deep within the galaxy. The planet they came from orbited a star that captured a smaller star within its gravitational pull, thus transforming their home star system into a binary one, heated by two sources of light and energy, it was that extra heat that led to the planet�s ice caps melting and flooding its surface.�
He stopped to note his discovery on his computer. Chevallier looked to the side of the screen and saw added notes had been attached to the recording, it was a listing of all known binary star systems, Golvin was trying to narrow down the search for the Undine true home world. Her attention shifted back to the recording as Golvin spoke again, he had more to say.
�The Undine originally looked like the male subject behind me,� he pointed to the Undine in the tank that had more of a fish-like appearance. �Understandable, since fish and aquatic life were probably the only life forms that survived in the aftermath of their planet�s ice caps melting. I�m guessing from there, they developed larger bodies and larger brains that allowed them to fight off sea predators and forge a community that looked after one another. I�m not sure however, I�m starting to . . . forget details from the engram experience, I plan to try again later.� He stood up and stepped next to the tank, gawking at the Siren woman and her upper humanoid body. �They also have a strange form of telepathy, this might explain why I had such an attachment to her. She was trying to reach out to me. Using a song.�
The final video recording auto played, others had been made, however the data containing those files had been corrupted, at least that�s what Chevallier assumed, she was no computer tech. In the video she saw Golvin stand over the bloodied and multi-impaled body of a Linl lab worker. The Siren in the tank had several long tendrils protruding out from her back as she floated calmly in the water with a satisfied look upon her face
�We made some . . . interesting discoveries today, though it cost the life of my assistant.� Golvin sat down in front of the camera and folded his hands together. �The Undine has a unique means of reproducing, where the female absorbs genetic material from the male, and in turn uses it to impregnate herself. Due to the nature of their mating rituals, this almost always leaves the male suffering from fatal wounds as you can see behind me. The Undine can reproduce with other species, and their offspring can inherit the unique features the father of the other species had. As you can tell by her appearance and by the results of our DNA testing, she is a cross between Undine and another species, one that looks Linl.�
�Females will always give birth to two offspring if memory serves me correct from the engram . . . one male and one female, the male being almost an exact clone of the father, complete with its memories while the female is a whole new being. Which gender got the better deal is another argument, males always die after bonding with a female only to be reborn. Females could move on from partner to partner, never having to worry about death unless it came via external forces or natural causes as with all living things. This might explain why the female subject behind me chose not to mate with the male with her, better to sacrifice the male of another species than one of their own. Which brings me to the subject I had intended to talk about before my assistant sought to experience sexual pleasure with my specimen . . . my most recent engram experience gave me a glimpse of how the Undine arrived here. An alien species took great interest in their abilities, uplifted them, gave them their psionic abilities, and transplanted them here. We have unconfirmed reports of a ship discovered in the remote regions of the system, the captain suspects it might be the aliens that transplanted them here. We plan to contact them, and build a working relationship with them and our newly established colonies in the system��
Chevallier heard footsteps clang on the surface behind her, prompting her to leap to her feet and draw her rifle, the video playback proved to be quite the distraction. She saw the silhouette of a small person stand within the doorway that had led into the cockpit she sat in. The person in question instinctively raised their hands in surrender while Chevallier walked closer to them, the light on her rifle unveiled who they were.
A female Qirak.
�Who the fuck are you?� Chevallier said, jamming the barrel of her rifle closer.
The Qirak trembled and squeaked as the video recording continued to play in the background, though Chevallier had long lost interest in it. She continued to grill the Qirak with a raised voice and her finger close to the trigger of her rifle, then remembered the experience they had when they had first met Norauk.
Chevallier extended her left hand toward the Qirak while keeping the other wrapped around her rifle, and waited for it to perform its psionic nervous system mind-reading whatever-the-fuck it-is they do to understand alien languages. The Qirak slowly made contact and drew upon its psionic power to transfer Chevallier�s understanding of English into its brain.
Only it didn�t. �Please, I mean you no harm.� The Qirak spoke in French, Chevallier�s first language.
�What are you doing here?� Chevallier replied in French.
�This is my home. You look like the owners of the ship, coming to reclaim it, yes, yes?�
�Just passing through, I�m a little lost.� Chevallier lowered her rifle, convinced that the five-foot ratlike creature posed no threat. �You got a name?�
�Juloo is my name, yes, yes, it is. Yours?�
�Mathilda; Mathilda Chevallier.�
�Excellent, you seek not to take my home away!� Juloo trotted away back into the main halls of the ship waving for Chevallier to follow. �Come, you must be hungry, yes, yes?�
The mention of food reminded Chevallier of her neglected belly and the fact that it�s impossible to eat when you�re stuck in a suit of combat armor and being washed away by a big ass tsunami for twelve hours.
Juloo lead Chevallier through the long halls, past the entrance she forced open and into a dark central chamber. A camp fire glowed brightly while a pot hanging above it boiled. It smelt awful. Vacant cryostasis tubes were the dominant sight within the long chamber, a chamber that easily made up 70 to 80 percent of the ship. This was a colonization ship, no doubt about it. Why else would they require so many cryo tubes?
�We rest in here,� Juloo said as she attended to her soup. The broth had come to a rolling boil. �Thick shielding within the hull protects skin from radiation in here.�
�I take it you know a lot about ships then?�
�Yes, yes! A requirement if one wishes to have passage on a ship from the great merchant fleet of the Qirak.� Juloo dipped an unclean ladle into the pot, and brought it to her lips, a satisfied smirk appeared after her tiny sample of the soup. �This ship may not be spaceworthy, but it is seaworthy.�
�You turned it into a boat?�
�I sail the oceans of this world searching for other ships like this. A great many exist in the system all full of items Poniga and Undine would trade for great profits.�
�Do you know where the wormhole on this planet is?�
�Yes, yes. There is only one, I use it on occasion to trade with the Poniga.�
�I need to head back to it, can you take me there?�
�Maybe,� Juloo said, eying Chevallier�s weapon and equipment.
Right Qirak only care about personal gain and profits, Chevallier thought.
She reached inside of her side storage, hoping that the contents inside hadn�t been swept away into the ocean.
They hadn�t.
A fist full of jewels came out of Chevallier�s container, the same ones that were given to Norauk. But she didn�t need to know that part.
Juloo�s eyes lit up while her ratlike tails wagged. �Oh, yes, this will work!� Juloo�s excited eyes fixed in on the container where Chevallier brought the jewels out of. �You have more, yes, yes?�
�Is this not enough?�
�You know how to use wormhole?�
�Well.� Chevallier bit her lip, she knew where this was going to lead, and she knew that if things were going to go sideways she�d need a way off this planet. �No, I don�t.�
�I can explain, but that�s extra jewels!� Juloo cocked both of her index fingers at the container. �Your armor is low on power, yes, yes?�
Chevallier groaned. �Yes . . .�
�I may be able to recharge its energy cells. But that�s even more jewels.� Chevallier emptied the contents of her storage container. Multicolored spheres and ovals clattered and rolled all over the cold floor. �Yes, yes! This will do,� Juloo said, while leaping to the floor to pick up her payment, her tail wagging intensified briefly then stopped as she looked up and stroked the material of Chevallier�s armor. �You know��
�I don�t have anything else to give.�
�Jewels are good, but technology is better, Undine and Poniga cannot build them.�
Chevallier hurled her helmet onto the floor next to Juloo, it was damaged anyways and lacked further use now that her oxygen supply was nearly depleted. Juloo lifted the Hammerhead helmet up holding it high above her head, maniacal laughter escaping her mouth.
Chevallier slipped out of her armor as Juloo directed her to a series of crude cables plugged into partially working cryo tubes. Juloo fiddled around with the cables, frantically searching for a way for them to connect to the combat armor�s main batteries. Sparks flared out for ten seconds as contact between the batteries and the cables was made. Chevallier kneeled and checked the status display of her equipment, the recharge icon had flashed.
Chevallier and Juloo sat next to each other at the camp fire, indulging in the soup she had created for their meal. It tasted worse than it smelt, the tiny fish bones floating on top of the brown broth didn�t enhance her enjoyment of the meal. Chevallier took another look at the cryo chamber that Juloo had turned into her personal bedroom, kitchen, and workshop, and winced.
The ship easily held hundreds if not thousands of people, the chamber itself had to have been four stories tall. Juloo alluded that there were other ships like this on the planet and scattered throughout the system, a system that by rights should be on the same level as Lejorania Sanctum or Morutrin Prime, planets that were colonized by the Linl before they joined Radiance. The videos she had been watching also referred to Linl colonies in the system. And it was that realization that caused concern and worry to grow within her head as she double-checked and confirmed that every cryo tube had been opened.
What the hell happened to them? What the hell happened to the Lyonria colonists before them? What the hell is going to happen to the human colony we have planned to build?
Suddenly the Carl Sagan�s expedition into the Sirius while dragging along thousands of colonists looked like a very bad idea.
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Ancient Lyonria Construct, Tropical Rain forest
SA-139, Sirius A system
May 21, 2050, 14:34 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Commander Dominic Williams was relieved to see the Carl Sagan�s medical team led by Dr. Irena Kostelecky storm into the chamber that several hours ago was a battlefield. Behind Kostelecky and her team, was a team of eight fully armed Hammerhead personnel that stood overwatch in front of the wormhole in anticipation of it opening again with more hostile forces on the other side.
The doctor quickly began the task of triaging those on the floor, and then later examined Tolukei who had remained lifeless on the ground since their arrival. With each passing minute, the ancient Lyonria chamber turned into a makeshift medical and military camp, complete with beds and mobile computers.
The intensity of the medical team reduced as they managed to get the situation back under control. Williams took advantage of Kostelecky�s more relaxed attitude and approached her. �Thanks for coming, doc.�
�You guys are really making me earn my pay,� Kostelecky said as she lowered her medical scanner to face him.
�If there�s anything I could do to help.�
�You could start by handing me that flesh regenerator there.� She pointed to a table with various flashing tools on them. Williams picked up and handed her the device and wondered if he�d ever get used to such advanced means of healing wounds. Using modified Radiance medical equipment to heal was still a strange concept to him. �Good, now you can help me further by talking less and letting me focus.�
Kostelecky used the device to treat the injured robed person below them. Not even a �thanks� eh? Williams thought. �I�ll be on my way then.�
�Actually.� Kostelecky pushed the device into one of the many pockets on her white medical coat. �I need to get some of these people back to sickbay; the equipment I have here isn�t going to cut it with some of the badly wounded, including Tolukei.�
�How many people are we talking about?�
�A transport�s worth, no more than that.�
�I�ll make the call.�
Williams established a connection with the Carl Sagan, still unreliable due to the storm, and informed the team still in sickbay to prepare to receive wounded. Kostelecky returned to scanning her patients, the strange robed people that fled from the wormhole earlier. �Co to kurva!� she said, cursing in Czech.
�Doc?�
�Tell them to hurry up, Commander,� Kostelecky said, eying the results of her medical scanner display. �There�s something very odd about these people and I don�t think my scanner is going to be able to tell me the full story.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Bridge
SA-139 orbit, Sirius A system
May 21, 2050, 14:59 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Williams glared at the white spinning clouds of the hurricane that continued to pummel the region where the Lyonria structure was via the bridge�s forward windshield. He was impressed how well the transports with modified shields handled during their trip as they transferred Tolukei, Kostelecky, and a handful of wounded into sickbay. Rivera was unquestionably a great asset to the team, and he felt bad for grilling her about her choice to not engage in combat alongside him.
�Commander, I have some important data regarding your recent encounter with the aliens,� EVE said, seconds before he was about to strap in his weightless body to the captain�s chair.
�Well, let�s hear it.�
�Please direct your attention to the star charts.�
Williams glided over to the rear section of the bridge and was greeted by EVE�s holographic appearance as well as a large projection of the entire trinary Sirius system.
�What am I looking at, EVE?�
�When the Lyonria wormhole was opened I was able to briefly scan the interior of the alien ship. There were windows in which the stars were visible. Using our data of the star constellations here in Sirius, I was able to extrapolate the approximate location of the ship at the time of your encounter.�
EVE changed the hologram into that of a closer view of the orbits of Sirius B and C. A flashing dot appeared between the orbits of the two stars as an arrow in front of the dot glowed showing the estimated trajectory of the ship.
Williams was impressed. �It�s local, huh?�
�That is correct, Commander. The ship appears to be on a course to Sirius C.�
�How come we didn�t detect it earlier?�
�Unknown, Commander, it is possible scans were blocked by larger celestial objects such as the gas giants or Sirius A when the ship was traveling behind it from our point of view. Furthermore, Tolukei�s ESP range is limited; he cannot scan the entire system.�
�This could be a problem. The aliens have a wormhole of their own on that ship, what�s stopping them from using it again and invading the planet along with the colony?�
�Nothing, Commander, if they have the capability to reopen it, they can, and will, pass through.�
�Not if I can help it,� Williams said before establishing a link to Rivera via the intercom. �Chief, how many more of those upgraded transports you got?�
He heard Rivera moan over the communication before she gave her reply. �Something tells me you�re gonna request a lot more.�
�I want enough to send every military personnel and their equipment down to the surface, ASAP.�
�All of them, sir?�
�Yeah.�
�As in, we�ll be defenseless?�
Williams hesitated to answer as he began to question if he was making the right call. He sensed that the bridge crew behind him was watching and listening in, his body language projected the message of self-doubt and his hesitation. He stood up straight and took extra care to ensure nobody was able to detect his indecisiveness in the matter.
Damn it, Becca I need you back, he thought, then gave Rivera his reply. �Yeah, all of them, protecting the colony is our top priority.�
�I�ll get right on it . . .�
�Let me know when you�re done.� Williams added, then cut the link. �Mr. Chang, set a course to Sirius C once all military personnel have left for the surface.�
Chang�s fingers began to input a series of commands into his terminal. �You know, Commander, I�m part of the military too.�
�You�re also my helmsman until further notice,� Williams said to him. �Don�t worry, you ain�t going anywhere.�
�No worries, I�m totally cool with that, you know, being on a ship with no security.�
Williams grimaced at Chang�s comment. �You have a problem with my call?�
�No, not at all. I�m Siriusly cool with it.� An awkward silence followed. �Get it? Siriusly?�
Williams face-palmed. �Oh my god . . .�
�Not a single laugh?� Chang twisted his leather chair around facing the rest of the bridge crew. �Come on, we all need a bit of informal humor given what�s happened lately.� Williams shook his head. Bad jokes were never his thing. �Commander, why so Sirius?�
�Sickbay to bridge,� Kostelecky�s voice played in the intercom. Williams moved to reply to her message.
�Williams here.�
�Commander, you have a sec?�
�Absolutely, doc.�
�OK, one, it�s doctor not doc. Two, please join me in sickbay. Got something you�re going to want to see.�
Williams groaned as his magnetic boots carried him to the exit. �Be right there.�
�Damn, I guess the doc is a Sirius person too.� Williams stopped in his tracks, glaring at Chang. �All right, all right, I�ll shut up and fly the damn ship.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Sickbay
SA-139 orbit, Sirius A system
May 21, 2050, 15:34 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Williams entered sickbay, his body thankful for the artificial gravity created by the rotating habitat ring. Inside, he saw Tolukei alive and awake resting on a medical bed alongside the wounded helmsman, still recovering from his injuries from their first encounter with the hostile aliens. Further up were medical beds where the robed people they rescued from the ship were recovering thanks to the aid of Dr. Kostelecky.
Williams stood next to Tolukei�s bed and looked down at him as Kostelecky neared them. �How�s he doing doc�tor.�
�He was seconds away from death,� Kostelecky said, showing him Tolukei�s brain scans via a computer screen next to his bed. �Turns out there was a strong wave of psionic energy that was overloading the psionic chip implanted in his brain. In any case, he�ll be on his feet in another hour or so, though he might want to give his brain a good rest before using any of his powers.�
Williams looked at Kostelecky. �Where was it coming from?�
�The Lyonria fortress, Commander,� EVE replied instead. EVE�s holographic likeness appeared directly behind Williams startling him in the process.
�EVE! Give me a heads-up when you�re going to do that!�
Kostelecky snickered. �EVE�s data has surprisingly been helpful considering none of my patients here are human.�
�Thought you knew a thing or two about xenobiology?� Williams asked Kostelecky.
�I do, but when does Radiance let me treat one of their own back at Earth? Tolukei is my first non-human patient.� Kostelecky pointed her thumb back at the injured robed personnel. �Then we got these folks here, don�t even get me started on them.�
Kostelecky led Williams toward them while EVE�s flickering hologram followed behind with her hands behind her back. Many of the wounded robed people were resting comfortably on the medical beds. A few sat on the edge of their beds and spoke to each other, probably counting their blessings.
�I take it Tolukei wasn�t what you wanted to show me?� Williams said, observing a resting robed man.
�You catch on fast, Commander.� Kostelecky handed Williams her data pad. It displayed the results of her scans and analysis of the people they rescued. �Not sure how to put this, but these folks have traces of three different genomes. Linl, human, and a third I�ve never seen before.�
�So, we�re dealing with human crossbreeds?�
�Not quite, think of them, and humans, as dogs and wolves. Dogs only exist because a group of ancient wolves started keeping humans company after discovering they could get free food from them rather than having to hunt for it. Throw in thousands of years of human influence such as breeding, and domestication, and you have what we know as dogs today. These people are a similar deal.�
Williams began to wince at the news then faced EVE�s hologram. �This can�t be right . . . EVE?�
�Dr. Kostelecky is correct, Commander,� EVE said. �I have performed bioscan analyses myself, and have concluded that the Poniga are a result of several thousand years of crossbreeding between three species, one of them being human.�
�Wait, hold on, EVE, Poniga?�
�That is what they refer to themselves as, Commander. Those that are currently awake attempted to speak with us. I have detected words within their language that are similar to the Linl language along with traces of Arabic and Hebrew.�
�So, you could understand them?�
�Not quite, Commander, as there are several other words I cannot understand. Given time, I may be able to better understand their language and translate. However, I will need Dr. Kostelecky to continue to speak with them so that I may further analyze their speech patterns.�
�Great,� Kostelecky said sarcastically as she took back her data pad from Williams. �Because I�m just such a lovely conversation partner.�
Williams continued to gaze at the Poniga with his arms crossed and his face confused. �How the hell did humans make it to Sirius thousands of years ago?� he asked. �And Linl for that matter?�
�The Linl were a spacefaring race before joining the Radiance Union,� EVE said. �It is possible that some of their earlier exploratory ships arrived here thousands of years ago. The Linl home world is only fifteen light years away from Sirius, a thirty-year journey at sub light speeds.�
�If that was the case, what happened?� Kostelecky said. �I�ve seen pictures of the cities on Lejorania Sanctum and Morutrin Prime, those were all originally Linl colonies built before their time in the Union, why isn�t any of that here?�
�Unknown, Doctor, please keep in mind we have not yet explored all worlds in this system. It is possible ruins of a failed Linl colony exists or perhaps an external force attacked them before they had the chance to establish one.�
Williams stroked his chin. �Like the aliens we encountered.�
�And we are building a colony . . .� Kostelecky said. �Quite possibly on the same planet the Linl intended to build on before they vanished from the system. Awesome work, guys.�
Williams developed an uneasy feeling in his stomach. His call to establish the colony may have just doomed all the people on the surface currently building a new home, oblivious to an unknown threat lurking in the background. And now they were about to leave orbit and potentially pick a fight with the alien ship that might have the captain aboard, leaving the colonists to fend for themselves.
�So, somehow Linl and ancient humans found their way here,� Williams said. �And a third species . . . Lyonria.�
�That is unknown, Commander,� EVE said. �The Radiance database has no information pertaining to the genes of the Lyonria. There�s no way to know exactly what the third one is at this time.�
�It has to be, we found confirmation that the Lyonria once inhabited this system. They vanished thousands of years ago and according to you two, the Poniga have evolved after thousands of years of crossbreeding between the three. And all that most likely happened here in this system.�
�It is a distinct possibility, Commander,� EVE said.
�Hmm, all right, if you guys find out more, let me know,� Williams said as he began to make his exit from sickbay.
�Whoa, hold on there,� Kostelecky called out to him. �We ain�t done yet.�
Williams stopped and turned back to face Kostelecky. �There�s more?�
�Other than the fact they have higher resistances to radiation and psionic potential? Yes, a lot more, come with me.�
Kostelecky moved in between two beds with bodies draped in a white blanket over top, deceased Poniga he figured. She removed the blanket and unveiled one of the armored aliens that had attacked them on the surface, its body riddled with bullet holes from Williams� pistol.
�Jesus Christ!� Williams said upon seeing the corpse.
�Don�t give me that, this is your handiwork,� she said, pointing her index finger at the chest wounds. �Nice shooting, by the way.�
�I was aiming for his head.�
�And I�m glad you didn�t hit the mark.� She placed a pair of medical gloves on and reached down to remove the aliens helmet. �It would have made my next discovery a real bitch to deal with.�
She pulled the helmet off its head. Williams took a peek down and saw what laid underneath it. The soldier had a humanlike appearance with cybernetic implants on the back of its head.
�A Poniga?� he asked.
�Bingo,� Kostelecky said, tossing the helmet aside then directing his attention to a nearby computer screen. �From what I can tell, these cybernetics are a form of psionic amplification.� She directed his attention to the second bed with a corpse covered with a blanket. �And behind door number two, we have this guy.� Another armored soldier, the type that had its laser weapon mounted to its arm. As she began to remove its helmet, he noticed that it was much more heavily augmented than the last one, with a sizeable hole through the side of its head.
�Ah, this must be the head I was aiming for.�
�Only it isn�t. An eWeapon didn�t create that hole; in fact, none of your bullets hit him.�
�Then, how did I kill him?�
�You didn�t, he was already dead.� Kostelecky began to run scans on the corpse, the data outputted to another monitor next to its bed. �From what I can tell its suit isn�t just armor, but a mobile cryostasis chamber and the body stuffed in it has been dead for the last two hundred years. How it was moving on its own I couldn�t tell you��
�It was not moving on its own.� It was Tolukei.
The two turned around and saw that Tolukei had gotten up from his rest and hobbled toward them.
�You, back to bed. Now,� Kostelecky demanded of Tolukei.
�I am fine,� Tolukei said, and limped closer to them. �I was once a fighter in the war without end against the Hashmedai.�
Kostelecky winced. �Just because you got fancy space magic doesn�t make you a superhero, lay down now.�
Ignoring her request, Tolukei extended his hands forward. It caused one of the dead bodies next to Kostelecky and Williams to rise out of its bed as if it were still alive. Kostelecky dropped her scanner and data pad, Williams reached for his sidearm, a sidearm he didn�t have on him. The Poniga who were awake began to scream, EVE merely stood, watching, observing, and recording as the sight straight out of a zombie movie played out in front of them. The thought of calling for security crossed his mind briefly, only to remember he had just ordered them all to leave the ship, they were on their own.
Maybe I shouldn�t have sent them all to the surface . . .
�Do not be alarmed,� Tolukei said as he lowered his hands. The body of the soldier fell back to the floor and resumed its deceased state. �That was my doing.�
Kostelecky�s trembling hands picked her data pad back up. She cursed in Czech and threw it aside after noticing the screen had cracked. �Overworking your brain right now with telekinesis will only make you worse, lie down and rest, doctor�s orders.�
�That was not telekinesis, it was mind-control.�
She rolled her eyes and began to push Tolukei back onto his medical bed. �Whatever.�
�Mind-control?� Williams said. �I didn�t know that was a skill psionics could use.�
�As I said before.� Tolukei leaped back onto his medical bed. �I am a Muodiry.�
Williams remembered the conversation he and Chang had with Tolukei days ago. Muodiry was the Javnis word for Necromancer. What Tolukei just demonstrated proved he was just that. Using mind-control against the dead and forcing them to rise and carry out his will. Radiance must be hiding something, I�ve never heard of psionic mind-control, let alone mind-control of the dead.
�Doc, make sure T� gets the rest he needs. I have a feeling we�re going to have a long chat.�
Tolukei�s head jerked upward from his rest. �My name is not T . . .�
Kostelecky chimed in. �And if you call me doc one more time . . .�
Williams smirked at them on his way out of sickbay.
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Bridge
En route to Sirius C system, Sirius A system
May 21, 2050, 20:55 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Williams� body felt unexpectedly heavy as he sat, strapped into the captain�s chair. Gravity on the bridge was restored, which meant only one thing. He spun around in the chair and saw Tolukei enter and return to his psionic station.
�Ah, the doc let you out?� Williams said to him.
�Yes.�
�Good, we got some talking to do.�
�Indeed.� Tolukei said as he began to input new data into his computer terminal. Williams deactivated his magnetic boots and stood next to Tolukei. �Take a look at this; it is the reason why my telepathic messages have not reached any minds beyond the system.�
Williams saw a diagram of the planet SA-139 and an impressive amount of psionic energy radiating from it. �That�s a lot of psionic power. I�m guessing its coming from that Lyonria fortress?�
�It wasn�t until I was placed in my incapacitated state that I was able to sense how strong it was, and how widespread. It has flooded the entire system creating a field where all psionic thoughts are reflected after a certain point. We must have crossed it unknowingly when we were still in cryo.�
�Well that problem is solved, we just need to travel beyond the interference and we�ll be able to contact Earth,� Williams said. �EVE, how long will it take us to reach such a point?�
�Approximately six months eight days at sub light speeds, Commander,� EVE said.
�Well, shit.�
�Want me to turn us around, Commander?� Chang said, having overheard. �You know, so we could call home and let them know we arrived safely.�
�Given the recent turn of events, calling home is at the bottom of our priority list.�
Chang nodded. �Staying on course then.�
Williams walked back to the captain�s chair as he looked at the star-filled void of space through the windshield. �Hang tight, Becca, you�ll have your chair back,� he mumbled to himself.
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Mess Hall
En route to Sirius C system, Sirius A system
May 21, 2050, 23:08 SST (Sol Standard Time)
It took a while for Williams to figure out why he was having problems sleeping. He neglected to eat much during his long shift. Stress, anxiety, and self-doubt, those were the three meals he�d consumed since the day started.
The mess hall was devoid of all personnel apart from Chief Rivera, who also had been working long hours. Chef Bailey was kind enough to stay in the galley and prepare meals for the two before he set to the tiring process of cleaning up and making plans to retire to his quarters.
Williams sat with Rivera with his meal tray full of food. A medium-rare steak from the Rabuabin home world, seasoned with Montreal steak spices, and saut�ed vegetables. Rivera had just finished her meal and made no attempt to acknowledge Williams as she fiddled with her holo pad.
�Thought I was going to be eating alone,� Williams said to her. �Hey, sorry about what I said earlier on the surface about your Zen thing, it was out of line.�
�You did what you felt was necessary.�
�Stress I guess, being pinned down like.�
�We got out of it alive and rescued those Poniga in the process.�
�But not the captain.� He paused and looked at his meal. �Damn it, I got to stop screwing things up.�
Rivera grimaced, shut off her holo pad, then stood up. �I gotta go.�
�Chief,� he called out to her before she vanished through the sliding doors. �We good?�
�Yeah, don�t sweat it, sir.�
Williams sat back in his chair after finishing his meal. He felt his body slowly return to something like normal as he looked out the observation window on the far side of the mess. Bailey joined him sometime later and placed a perfectly baked souffl� and fork on the table.
�Hey, Chef, how you doing?� Williams said to him.
Bailey�s aged face smiled at him as he removed his chef hat. �Fine, mon. But are you doing good?�
�I hope so.�
�Forgive me, but it don�t sound like it.�
�Like I was explaining to Rivera, I�m just a bit stressed out. I wasn�t expecting to be in command so long during this expedition. Honestly? Between you and me, I�m not sure I should be doing this.�
Bailey began to spin the dish the Souffl� rested on around and around, staring at it intently. �Let me tell you a story. When I was a young apprentice, the head Chef nearly cut off his thumb in the middle of a banquet service, he had to leave, and I was left in charge of the kitchen.�
�Why you?�
�All the cooks were young. I was the only one with experience, mon! I had to make it happen, but at the time I ain�t never made a souffl� which was the last course to be finished. I knew if I panicked, the cooks would lose it. I had to take control and lead them, I had to not let my worry that it wasn�t gonna rise properly create self-doubt.�
�I see where this is going.�
Bailey pushed the souffl� across the table to Williams. �The souffl� was served. You need to stop this self-doubt nonsense, its messing with your head, creating negativity, negativity that�s spreading to th� crew. Want to know how I know this?�
�Enlighten me.�
�She wanted this souffl�, I was going to present it to her personally if she was willing to wait for it. Now she�s gone.�
Williams cringed. The more he thought about it, the more it was clear, Rivera upped and left because of him, not because she had something else to do. �I made her leave . . .�
�You got to take command of this ship, steer it in the right direction, and instill your team to follow and support you. You might get the captain back and protect the colony, or you might mash up the ship tryin�, but you have to try. Just like the souffl�, it might rise or fall, but I had to get it in the oven and accept what came next.�
Williams stayed silent as Bailey got up and went back into the galley to clean up, leaving the souffl� on the table before him. Bailey found a way to make it happen back then, take leadership control of an unexpected crisis.
Rise or fall, I can�t run away, I have to do this. �Thanks, Chef.�
�Cool runnings.�
Williams gnawed away at a piece of the souffl�.
The souffl� was the best Williams ever had. Had Bailey backed down that night, he wouldn�t be eating it right now.
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BAILEY RAN a damp cloth across the surface of his cutting board, removing blotches of spilt sauces and tiny fragments of vegetable trim after a day�s worth of cooking for the ship�s crew. He watched as Williams strode out of the mess hall with pep in his footsteps and a brimming smirk on his face.
Hugo, his sous-chef, approached him from behind having overheard the story exchanged minutes earlier. �So, how did that souffl� you made back then turn out?�
Bailey snickered, and knocked his fist on the cutting board he wiped clean. �Came out flatter than this board!�
Uncontrollable laughter from the two shrieked from their mouths, nearly causing them to fall over.
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The Architect�s ship
En route to Sirius C system, Interstellar space
May 22, 2050, 00:48 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster had awoken to the sound of her prison cell door opening. Her surprised and disoriented body crawled away from the cold hard bed and watched two overlords toss a robed Poniga into the cell, slamming the doors shut as his face hit the floor. She limped next to him, fatigue still in her eyes and legs. She reached down and wrapped her hands around the Poniga as she lifted his head to face her, it was Mavron.
Blood trickled down his face from the large gash across his forehead as she helped him move over to the bed to lie down, and recover from whatever beatings Architect forces put him through. No doubt punishment for their failed escape attempt through the wormhole. Foster cringed at what they might do to her since she was the one that pushed for it to happen when it opened unexpectedly.
And what an escape attempt that was. A random wormhole opening from behind with none other than Williams and Rivera at the other end, too bad she and Mavron didn�t make it through. What Williams and Rivera were doing in that strange chamber, and how they figured out how to open a wormhole was another story. One she hoped to hear after finding another way off this ship. Sirius was indeed full of mysteries and it would seem her crew had begun to unlock some of them.
Mavron grumbled a long-winded sentence in his native tongue, one she couldn�t understand. He gently pushed her away and folded his hands together, his eyes shut while faint light began to emanate from his folded hands. Slight blue and purple waves of light rippled around his body, it was psionic energy, Foster had seen it enough times to know what it looked like.
The semi-dazzling light show stopped, his hands lifted and unveiled a shimmering white, glowing orb, she suspected this was the same object he tried to show her earlier. It psionically left his hands and floated in front of Foster�s face as he leaned his body back up to face her.
Foster merely looked at the stunning, but strange-looking orb floating in front of her. It moved with her as she tried to tilt her head away from it. �I�ll pass,� she said, and pushed it back toward him, only for it to get shoved back toward her with his mind.
Mavron said something to her; probably �I insist� or something similar. At least that�s what his facial expression suggested. Foster swallowed and braced herself as the orb hovered toward her forehead. It pushed into it like a single raindrop falling into the middle of a pond.
Everything around her went dark. She wasn�t herself, she felt different. She looked at her body to find she was a man, a young man at that. The darkness faded away, suddenly, she saw that she was a Poniga by the looks of the maroon robe and the strange off-world landscape in the distance, similar to that of the Poniga home world.
She became fluent in the Poniga language as if she had been speaking it her whole life, she was experiencing someone else�s memories, experiences, and knowledge. She obtained data about the Lyonria wormhole network. Smaller gates connected planets together within a system, the Sirius system was full of them, left behind by the Lyonria when they used it as a base and also to mine minerals. Midsized gates were strong enough to connect to wormholes located in different star systems, larger gates were typically found in the depths of space, these were capable of sending ships to either different parts of the galaxy, or to distant galaxies in the universe.
Then there were the grand gates.
These were special ones, only found inside a room in the top spire of their central travel hubs. These gates were not only powerful enough to link to any type of wormhole across the cosmos, but were powerful enough to open a gateway to an alternate plane that existed outside of normal space and time.
Ten years before, there was an incident within the wormhole network after a planet that orbited Barnard�s Star went offline suddenly. As a result, it forced all nearby gates to lockdown. Only the smaller, inner system gates were able to operate normally, as they were separate from the primary wormhole network. The lockdown drove the Architect insane.
He was close to figuring out how to use the gates to leave the system, and escape from a trap a goddess had set, her name was Tiamat. A trap he couldn�t disable, since it, like Lyonria technology, was based on complex programming that took him centuries to master. Rather, centuries for the Poniga and Undine to figure out. It was the job of the Poniga to uncover and excavate Lyonria ruins and artifacts. The Architect then forced the Undine to use their psionic powers to unlock its secrets, and present their findings to him. New discoveries about Lyonria technology were used to further his knowledge of the Lyonria wormhole network, and how to unlock Tiamat�s trap. These memories and thoughts, they all had belonged to Mavron. He was once a laborer tasked with unearthing buried Lyonria artifacts and bringing it to the Undine ocean world known as Meroien. Foster was witnessing and experiencing the enslavement of Mavron and his people.
Foster saw a glimpse of the other plane of existence from the memory engram. It was the source of the Architect�s power, where he supposedly became a godlike entity thanks to mysterious beings that lived deep inside of it. Anyone that ventured inside for a prolonged period of time died, at least their physical body did, only to be reborn into something much greater. The Architect, from time to time, had used the gate in the Lyonria hub to send Poniga and Undine he favored on a journey to transform and ascend them into a higher state of evolution.
The trance ended, hurling Foster to the floor.
Her body jerked repeatedly as if an electrical shock had hit her.
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Xal�oxnia
Meroien, Sirius C system
Clock Error: Error source: unknown interference
Xal�oxnia was the capital city of the Undine, located deep below the darkened oceans of their world Meroien. Meroien orbited the brown dwarf star of Sirius C, which in turn orbited around both Sirius A and B. Heat from the three stars contributed to the warm weather of the ocean planet as well as the warm temperatures deep in the oceans despite the lack of light the planet received from its parent star.
Lustrous towers arched up from the bottom of the ocean and formed the tallest structures in the undersea city. Fish swam past, attracted by the many lights that covered the sides of them. Below the towers were smaller structures, mostly food stores for the Undine people, and homes that formed a web of lights when seen from above. The center of the city was an enormous structure originally built by the goddess herself. It provided the city with a limitless supply of power. Computers within each home displayed relevant information about the status of the planet to the Undine that wished to swim to the less populated regions, to explore and embrace life as an aquatic species, and tell stories of how the goddess brought them across the stars to this world. It was the only pastime the Architect allowed them to indulge in.
From time to time, rare births would occur amongst the Undine where a female would give birth to one child, instead of the female and male that they would normally have. This single child was always female, but appeared to be more human than Undine, often having a pair of legs. They possessed the memories of their father, and according to many unconfirmed reports, were able to activate the biometric technology that the goddess had used to prevent unauthorized users from using their dormant ships. These birth defected children were called the Nereid by the ancient humans that had discovered them on Earth in the past.
The Architect, enemy of the goddess and Undine, learned of the first Nereids that were born on Earth and their interactions with the humans. The Architect feared that if Nereids were to interbreed with the humans, their offspring might lead to the rise of a powerful psionic hybrid species. It was a well-known fact to the Architect that humans had been experimented on by the Lyonria before they vanished. The Architect�s ship, in response, arrived at Earth to remove all Undine and Nereids, preventing any further Nereids from being born without the Architect�s knowledge, and forcing the Nereids to activate technology left behind by the goddess.
They did as asked, but not before activating a trap left behind by the goddess, a damping field that encompassed the entire system preventing psionic thoughts from leaving it, and the activation of drones programmed to fire on, and destroy, any ship that wished to leave. The Architect was unable to return to Earth and punished the Undine by exiling them on their ocean world within the system, and forced them to research a means to deactivate the trap. No one knows what became of the defiant Nereids, most likely executed, or forced to breed with the land dwelling species that eventually evolved into the Poniga, under the Architect�s supervision of course.
Undine mating with Poniga wasn�t anything new in fact. The Architect encouraged it as it gave an opportunity for him to have a Nereid born loyal to his needs. Qirak�s were paid to lure men toward Undine women. Undine women that pleaded their loyalty to the Architect were allowed to rise to the surface and enchant the men to swim into her arms. No Nereid, however had been born, only Undine-Poniga crossbreeds. Humans were the key.
A Nereid being born within their society therefore meant one thing, the three men that Norauk had sold to Lysi and her sister Cinil were human. Humans managed to cross the stars and arrive at Sirius. The Nereid that Lysi gave birth to was proof of that. The leadership of the Undine, a puppet government controlled by the Architect, ordered the last remaining human male to be brought down below the ocean into their vast undersea city for questioning.
The Nereid that was born, spent her childhood days living an isolated life, her birth was considered to be too important for her to mix freely. The elders that controlled the Undine government feared the Architect�s forces would punish them heavily should something happen to her. Furthermore, Nereids were always born with their father�s memories locked away in their minds, therefore she had access to human information, though it would take years for her to recall everything.
She had a humanlike appearance, and like the Nereids born before her, borrowed a few features from her Undine background. Gills on her neck allowed her to breathe water, while her body was able to adjust to the temperature changes of water instantly, allowing her to swim through warm or freezing cold waters with little issues. She possessed strong psionic abilities, enhanced by the Lyonria genetic manipulations all humans possessed, but didn�t know.
Given the short lifespan of her people, she was an adolescent by age one. Her raven-blue hair grew quickly, reaching down to her knees. She required very few lessons from her first year in existence due to her having some of her father�s memories. She only needed to be taught about her people and their language, since she only knew of human customs and the English language. Lessons were all taught via the exchange of engram orbs from other members of her society.
At age two, she had the body of a fully developed adult, and was able to recall more of her father�s memories. He was an EISS agent named Sylvester McDowell, codename Test, masquerading as a navy commander. He was assigned to a human exploration ship, known as the Carl Sagan, in secret by the EISS to search for any threats to Earth, and to keep tabs on two members of the ship�s crew that might have been affiliated with a terrorist group. She couldn�t recall who, or the name of the group, but as the months went on, more of McDowell�s memories and personality came to her mind.
During her two years of life she heard stories of a third human that traveled with McDowell and Kingston to Meroien, he had been captured and kept within the central palace built by the goddess. Inside the palace were special chambers devoid of water and had fresh oxygen pumped inside. In the past it was used for a place where the Poniga people stayed when they were visiting the city, though nowadays such visits rarely happened, due to the bad blood between the Poniga and Undine.
With adulthood came the next phase of her life. Forging her loyalty to the Architect. Nereid were still too valuable, so even as an adult she wasn�t allowed to leave the city. She was in turn given the task of speaking to the captured human within the palace in hopes of getting it to reveal how humans had advanced so quickly, and trigger more of her human memories inherited from her father. And most importantly, discover if the human race worshipped the Architect.
She swam to the palace and caused a group of fish to scatter as she arrived at its entrance. The tubular halls inside led her to the chamber where she saw the human via a force field sitting on the floor in a miserable state. She remembered him from her father�s memories, Dr. Travis Pierce, or egghead as he called him from time to time, whatever that meant.
Pierce had a long, ungroomed beard; understandable since he had been held inside the chamber for two years. The Undine lacked hair on all parts of their body except their heads, so tools to shave were nonexistent. She was about to enter to speak with him directly when she stopped herself. She wore no clothes, her people had no need for such a hindrance. For humans like the Poniga and Qirak, however, it was taboo for one to appear without apparel on as she recalled. And with Nereid possessing a full humanlike body, she of all people would need to obscure her bare natural figure. She left briefly, and obtained robes left behind by a Poniga who was charmed into mating with an Undine several years ago.
Wearing clothing was a strange feeling to her and a confusing task. It took her twenty minutes to figure out how to put her arms through the sleeves of the robe. And when she figured out how, she discovered it was on backward. It took another fifteen minutes to get it on correctly, she didn�t bother trying to figure out how to tie up the front as she feared it would have been another hour before she got to her duties for the day.
She used her psionic powers to slip past the force field and entered the chamber where Pierce had been held. The sound of her entering caused him to slither backward to the end of the chamber like a frightened caged animal. She felt a sense of empathy toward him, it was likely the first time in two years he was able to see someone face-to-face. The other Undine that questioned him over the last two years used their telepathy to speak with him or forcibly created engram orbs from his memories to study, orbs that had a high failure rate as he wasn�t a psionic. It was because of that form of forced communication Nereid was convinced he didn�t give up the information they wished to gather from him.
It was now her turn to try, her opportunity to impress the Architect, so that it may allow her peoples� continued existence. Nereid stepped closer to him and left behind a trail of water that dripped away from her soaked body and robe. A body that had never been out of water until this very moment. Pierce trembled as he cowered in the corner. Nereid stopped before him, and extended her hand outward to show she was harmless.
�You are afraid?� she asked, then paused. She had spoken aloud for the first time. Her fingers lightly touched the top of her lips, surprised at how it felt to utilize her vocal cords.
�Tired of having my mind picked apart,� Pierce said. �I told you everything. I�m an explorer to this system.�
�You have learnt a lot about our people since you arrived.�
�Your mind-rape sessions rubbed off bits of your peoples� memories into my brain.�
�Yet, we know so little about your people.� A lie since she had McDowell�s memories, although most were fuzzy. �I am honestly curious, however. How much about my people do you know?�
�You know the answer to that, why do you care anyways?�
�You are a man of wisdom, one that wants to learn more about the universe. Don�t you wish to know why we visited your kind in the past?�
�You didn�t.�
�We did, and you know it, you deny it out of fear your colleagues would become strangers.� Her mind briefly flashed back to the copies of the engram orbs given to her from the previous interrogators, tiny fragments of Pierce�s past appeared. �You even tried to spread that limited information about my people to your own kind through literature.�
�You�re not the Nommo.�
�Open your mind, please don�t deny it.� She sat next to him as if they were close friends. �Let me tell you a story. A goddess and her husband discovered a planet not far from here. They were interested in it as life on it evolved on its own, unlike here in this system and other worlds in which terraforming was required. That, and the Lyonria species had taken an interest in this particular world and the primitive species that began to walk on its surface, that world was Earth.�
�Right . . .�
�The goddess sent ships to Earth carrying many of my people, the Undine aboard them, they landed at the western edge of a large continent and revealed themselves to the humans living there, I believe you called them��
�The Dogan.�
She smiled at him, progress was being made. �Don�t you see the connection, Travis? We Undine are the Nommo. We were sent as messengers from the goddess to speak on her behalf. We told them that Sirius was a trinary system, we told them that Saturn had rings, we tried to teach them about what existed beyond the realm of Earth.�
�What became of your goddess?� Pierce grunted.
�She and her husband explored Earth and tried to earn the devotion of your species, while the rest of the Undine made the oceans of Earth our home away from Sirius.� She pointed to herself, still maintaining the charming smile. �The result is what you now see, Human-Undine hybrids, your people called them Sirens. We�re not so different, human blood flows through my body as it does in several others who have a humanlike appearance, though their numbers have swelled over the years. Most of the humanoid Undine you see are actually crossbred from Poniga.�
�You didn�t answer my question.�
Nereid faced the ceiling giving it a somber look. �War took our goddess away. There was an uprising and the goddess and her husband had been slain, their ships taken over by their enemies. Humans were forced to accept the enemy of the goddess as their god, some had been taken aboard ships to be used as servants. The Undine on Earth tried to fight back and found a means to enhance the potency of their psionic powers, but it came at a cost, rapid aging, it�s rare for us to live past age seven. With shorter life spans and a war to fight, we needed to reproduce quickly. Humans became the source of that.�
�Legends on Earth told stories of sea nymphs that would lure sailors to their death if they heard their songs.�
�All legends have roots in reality; those stories were true. We mated with them but as you know, males always perish afterward; it�s just the way our species had evolved.�
�By the looks of things, I�d say you didn�t win the war.�
�We had a chance when the first Nereids had been born. But in the end, our enemy had starships that gave them a major advantage. They captured us and imprisoned us on this world, only those that worship him and fully dedicate their lives to them are allowed to leave. Even then, it�s only to carry out their bidding.�
�Fascinating.�
�Now that I�ve told you that. Why not tell me more about you?�
Pierce became distant once again. �I have nothing more to tell you, I�m sorry.�
Her progress toward getting him to open up was crumbling away.
Perhaps a pleasant picture will cheer him up, she thought, and stretched her hand toward him.
She used her psionic powers to create a lifelike projection of a woman with long, blue hair, based on what she learnt from the engrams. �Not even about this woman?�
�Stop . . .� He pushed the projection away. �You have no right to probe my mind like this!�
�She isn�t human, is she? What�s her name?�
�Pernoy . . . there, are you happy?�
�She�s very beautiful. Hashmedai if I�m not mistaken? Where do they come from?� She asked, Pierce snorted. �They attacked your world in the past with a great fleet. How many ships do you think they have in total?�
She saw his head tilt upward suddenly as she leaned in closer. Looking down she saw why. The robe she wore still wasn�t tied up, and her breasts had slipped out due to her movement. She wrapped the robe up against her body better, then began to ask a question her superiors insisted she ask.
�I can�t tell you that.� A reply he typically gave when asked about the location of Earth as well.
�If I gave you a star map, would it help?� Another question her superiors wanted answered, having discovered the existence of other space travelling species beyond Sirius. She continued to press him for answers, including a personal one she had been yearning to have answered since birth. �What was McDowell like?�
Pierce grunted. �Why do you care about him? You people killed him and Kingston.�
�That�s not true.�
�You brainwashed us, we just wanted to go back to our ship!� Nereid tried to console Pierce, he acted quickly by slapping her hand away and got up to his feet. �Don�t cross the human race like this again. We have nukes, we have ships, and we have crazy military brass that wouldn�t hesitate to use them like we did against the Hashmedai!�
She winced, sat up, and took a step backward from him knowing that due to his incarceration and loneliness he was acting abnormally, saying things he wouldn�t usually say. Her vague memories of him were of a peaceful man that loved science. His outburst, however, was interesting. Atomic weapons, warships, aggressive military leaders. It helped her to remember more of McDowell�s past life on Earth, and that humans typically responded to threats with violence. McDowell�s job was to search for threats.
She bowed to him and held onto her robe to ensure her breasts didn�t fall out again. �Thank you for your time.�
She took her leave to process what had been experienced, and swam back into the residential district of the city, larger multilevel chambers. There were many entrances around it which Undine swam in and out of. Inside was where her people slept, clustered together tightly within the darkened waters.
It was a natural state. Ancient Undine on their home world often slept in this manner to discourage other forms of aquatic life from attacking them in their sleep. All it took was an Undine to awake and make the call to rouse the hundreds of others nearby to jump to action, killing any unwanted guest instantly. Unless of course it was the Architect�s soldiers, their weapons, technology, and numbers were unmatched.
Nereid looked at the two to three hundred people in her designated chamber grouped together as they slept, and wondered how she was going to get a comfortable sleep. There was no privacy, and as far back as she could remember she was fine with that. But the talk with the human, Pierce, it not only triggered more of her father�s memories, but also human habits such as having a private place to rest.
She swam over to one of the less densely packed areas of the chamber, and turned her face away from the rest of her slumbering people. She tried to imagine that she was alone and that she had her own quarters aboard a human-made starship in the cosmos.
Nereid returned to her superiors the next day, and presented them with an engram orb, the copy of her recent memories in the form of pure psionic power. The thoughts within the orb she presented showed the brief conversation she had with Pierce. Impressed with the progress she had made, she was ordered to return and pester him with more questions, namely the ones he refused to answer.
When Nereid returned, Pierce replied with subtle grunts as he sat on the floor of his chamber with his back to the wall, and his hands up to his knees. Nereid tried everything to get him to open up, and reveal more about Earth, humans, their mission, and the empire. Who do humans worship? Pierce refused to cooperate, Nereid thought back at some of the memories McDowell had, memories of him interrogating a terrorist. People were more forthcoming if you either tortured them, or found a way to earn their trust. Torture was out of the question, what he been through for the last two years was enough pain, and even then, they had made little progress.
Nereid offered her hand to Pierce, and smiled at him. �Come with me.�
He looked up at her with his rough appearance. �To where?�
�Outside of these walls, I suspect you haven�t been let out since your arrival.�
�I can�t swim very well in water, and as for breathing under it . . .�
She touched his hand and thought briefly about a psionic shield protecting the two of them. As her eyes opened, her gifts had brought it into reality. The two shared a psionic barrier; one that had enough heat and oxygen within it to keep him alive.
�You will be fine with me,� she reassured him as she guided him out of his cell, through the palace and into the undersea city.
Swimming wasn�t necessary as her telekinetic powers allowed them to glide above the various structures that adorned the ocean surface below. She spent hours showing Pierce the marvels of the city he had been imprisoned in for two years. The arching towers, the enormous sleeping chambers, the elegant central palace. A school of fish floundered past them as they traveled toward the city limits while extremely faint white light from the surface above beamed down upon them.
�This is outstanding,� Pierce said.
�Most of our species resides here,� she said as they hovered up top of a nearby sunken mountain, wormlike aquatic creatures slithered away in fear of their presence. �The rest of us exist in smaller cities throughout the planet.�
The two watched the city from their higher prospective as Nereid explained to Pierce more about her people, the goddess that brought them here, how the cities were created; by extracting silicon and other minerals out from the sands below, and fusing it together with the aid of adept psionics. The more they talked, the more McDowell�s recent memories of arriving in the system formed in her head. She had to remind herself several times she wasn�t an EISS agent masquerading as a UNE Hammerhead officer.
�So, in some ways we�re just like your species,� Nereid said. �We arrived here from the stars and were faced with the challenge of making it our home.�
�It has most certainly been a challenge for us,� Pierce said, and sat down within their psionic bubble. �Us . . . I�m likely the last one left of my ship.�
�Your ship was destroyed?�
�We arrived at the white dwarf, the star we call Sirius B. There was a planet with abandoned structures on it; we traveled inside one to explore it. That�s the last I saw of the ship, we were attacked by aliens.�
�How did they look?�
�They were armored, they attacked us with lasers; some had spears and shields and the others had laser cannons attached to their hands.�
Nereid grimaced, what Pierce described to her sounded exactly like the Architect�s loyal followers. She tried to recall more of McDowell�s memories, hoping that she could confirm the attack Pierce talked about. She saw the fortress . . . no tomb, tomb of the goddess. Its layout and design. It was built by the goddess and then later converted into a tomb for her in the aftermath of her demise, and therefore was the foundation of the Architect�s rise to power with the technology that existed within it.
The information he revealed helped her unlock more of McDowell�s past before arriving at the system. He was a rather important agent within EISS, even had access to secret command codes and security protocols in regard to Earth�s defenses. Her superiors wanted her to gather everything about Earth and while Pierce didn�t reveal much, the memories within her did. But most importantly, Pierce revealed that the Architect�s control over the system could come to an end, provided humans lent their support.
The Undine lacked ships of their own after the fall of the goddess. Wormholes didn�t help either without the aid of EVA suits and from what Pierce told her, they would need one to travel to that planet where the tomb was located. The educational engrams she received as a child did suggest that the tomb was where the Architect forced the Nereids to activate the goddess�s technology, and was where the trap to keep the Architect in the system was activated. There must have been something there that could be used against the Architect, something that could result in the Undine and Poniga being free of their slavery. And humans could be the ones that could make that happen. They just needed guidance.
Nereid submitted her engram orb to her superiors the next day, though she carefully doctored it to omit memories of Earth from McDowell�s mind and her wavering devotion to the Architect in light of her new discovery. The more she looked at her superiors and the elders that controlled their society, the more she was reminded of the situation McDowell had to deal with living on Earth. A collective of five species known as the Radiance Union had quite a bit of influence over the UNE government to the point where some laws were passed, not because the UNE deemed it necessary, but rather Radiance wanted it done to slowly ease the human race into joining their collective. Agents like McDowell were periodically tasked with assignments to prevent Radiance from gaining too much control over Earth via covert-op missions. As much as humans valued the friendship between them and Radiance, they valued freedom more.
Nereid saw a similar situation brewing as the elders of her people submitted to the will of the Architect, and allowed its armies to inspect the city at random times to search for any signs of a resistance growing. The elders saw it as a means of keeping their people alive as the Architect could have them wiped out in a bloody siege that would turn the oceans of their world red. The Undine and the Poniga were not free, freedom being something humans greatly valued. Freedom being something all species living in the system must be able to experience.
Her superiors once again pressed her to obtain more information regarding Earth, or reveal new details she might have remembered from McDowell�s memories. Superiors who were taking orders from the elders, elders who are trying to please the Architect as if it was some sort of angry god.
Nereid and Pierce continued their swim through the city once again. The more she showed him, the more he began to open up and converse with her. This in turn helped her recover more of the hidden memories and emotions in her head regarding McDowell�s past. He lived in one of the many countries that once divided the planet Earth. He had the choice to study at college or university to better himself. He had access to many privileges none of her people had. True, not all humans were lucky to have the level of freedom he had, but not all humans were oppressed either. The Hashmedai Empire tried to take that away, but the humans fought back and won.
�I was thinking about this planet,� Pierce said, interrupting her thoughts. �Everything my people knows about the system suggests that life here would not have had enough time to evolve given the youth of the system. But if your people came here from across the stars then that would explain that, but what about the sea life? Where did that come from? And what about the life on the other planets in this system?�
�Come with me,� she said, and guided him with her psionic thoughts closer to the surface.
Their ascent came to an end as they arrived at a blockade consisting of several patrolling ships capable of undersea travel. Between those ships were circular shaped platforms where heavily armed Architect soldiers stood watch at the entrance alongside Undine that devoted their lives to the Architect.
�Your people are correct, this is a young star system,� Nereid said.
�Then why is there life? Surely not all of it was transplanted here from other worlds?�
�It was the Architect�s doing.�
�There�s that name again.�
�The Architect has had complete dominance over this system for thousands of years, molding every planet in their image.�
�Terraforming?�
�More than that.�
�The domes on the Poniga world, the Architect built those didn�t it?�
�Yes, one of many examples of how it uses their power to control the evolution of all planets in this system.�
She pointed upward directing Pierce�s eyesight to the edge of a temporal bubble, one that encompassed the platforms and everything below them including the cities of the Undine along with the surface of the oceans floor. He looked closer to see what she saw. The ships above the platforms looked almost as if they were frozen in time, unmoving. Fish that swam past them toward the ships stopped moving instantly as they crossed the threshold of the temporal bubble. The rippling waves also looked as though they came to a near standstill beyond the bubble they had been inside.
�This is the answer to your questions,� she said to him.
�Another shield?�
�It�s a temporal sphere, generated by abandoned technology from the goddess. Time outside of the sphere accelerates at the same speed the universe does. Inside, however, time accelerates at a slower rate.�
�Time dilation.� Pierce gasped in shock. �My god. That explains it.�
Nereid demonstrated another example by creating a plume of air bubbles within the waters that surrounded them. The bubbles rose up and outside of the time dilation dome and then stopped moving. Only they didn�t really stop, but rather time was accelerating so fast from their point of view, that anything beyond the time dilation dome appeared to have come to a standstill.
�The Architect simply slowed time on the worlds while it went to terraform them.�
�That�s why there�s so much life in the system,� Pierce said. �The planets here, due to the time dilation, are much older than the stars they orbit. I suppose that explains the name �The Architect� they designed the worlds in this system.�
�This planet is different from the rest however. It is the only one with its, as you call it, time dilation still active.�
�And not encompassing the whole world, why is that?�
�The Architect controls the technology used to operate them, he is using it as a means to control our people.� She directed his attention to the platforms above them. �You are familiar with the Lyonria correct?�
�Was wondering when that name was going to be used.�
�We study and deconstruct their relics with these facilities. It�s a process that takes years . . . centuries. The time dilation speeds it up in the eyes of the Architect.�
�Amazing, what sort of things have you discovered?�
�It�s all taken away by the Architect, including our people that learnt anything of value.� She frowned and spun away from the platforms, tilted her face back down facing the city in the darkened oceanic abyss. �So, it is not an amazing experience. It�s a death sentence since those people are never to be seen again.�
�I�m sorry; I didn�t know it was that bad.�
�The Poniga are in a similar predicament, they are forced to excavate Lyonria ruins and artifacts their whole lives while worshiping the Architect or serving in its army. Their people were carefully bred to perform specific tasks.�
�Slavery,� Pierce slowly muttered. �What you�re saying is your people and the Poniga are slaves.�
�We tried to rebel, but without ships and the Undine and Poniga not working together it�s impossible.�
�The two of your people share the same burden, you need to work together to overthrow the same power that binds you.�
�There�s too much bad blood between us. My fellow sisters rely on Poniga males for reproduction over our males.�
�Right, the more you crossbreed with another species, the more your kind evolves.�
�And the increased chances of a Nereid like me to be born, though I�m the first one to be born here.�
�That�s why Poniga males were forbidden from not having a wife, it was to deter young men from being lured by your kind.� He looked to the skies past the seemingly still rippling waves and paused. �My god, I�m an idiot.�
�How do you figure?�
�We�re in a time dilation bubble, time moves at a faster rate inside here. I�ve been here for at least two years. How much time has passed beyond the bubble since my arrival?�
�One year here is equal to one Earth day beyond.�
Pierce began to smile in a way Nereid had never seen since she first met him or saw via engrams of others that interrogated him. �I�ve only been gone for two days! Yes, yes! My ship, it might still be around, I just assumed it was destroyed or left the system since there were clearly no signs of its crew exploring this planet.� Pierce placed his hands across Nereid�s shoulders and excitedly asked. �Tell me, what does it take to cross the time dilation bubble?�
�It�s forbidden, unless you are meeting with someone from other worlds to trade or are confirmed to be truly loyal to the Architect.�
�Or lure a male.� His smile grew brighter. �I need to get back to my ship. Can you help me do it?�
�As I said it�s��
�You said yourself you need ships to aid in a rebellion, we could help. And from what it sounds like my people already encountered the Architect forces, so like it or not, your enemy is now ours. Help me, so I can help you, please.�
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NEREID HAD IGNORED all telepathic messages her superiors had sent her over the last two days. She couldn�t bring herself to show them what she experienced, and became worried that traces of McDowell�s memories might bleed into the engram despite her best efforts to keep it secret. Her superiors and the elders, while their intentions were focused around the preservation of the Undine people, it was achieved by appeasing the needs of the Architect. Earth, humans, the empire, McDowell�s memories, and the development of her unwavering devotion so the Architect could have a Nereid in their ranks, that�s all they cared for, and at one point so did she, until another way out was discovered.
Nereid made up her mind. She wanted to experience freedom for real and not just by reliving old memories from McDowell, and getting Pierce back to his ship was the key to making that happen. She swam to the central palace and took one last glance at the city before she entered, musing if she�d ever see it again. And if she did, will it be a city of a spacefaring species her people once were during the age when the goddess was alive to guide and protect them.
Inside, she paid no mind to the many Undine guards that hovered next to the various hallway entrances she swam through. She arrived at an armory deeper inside, and used her clearance to gain access to a stage two Voelika. Voelika�s resembled a long staff outfitted with cybernetics that enhanced the psionic gifts of the user. Both ends of the staff were decorated with green translucent ornamental sculptures that resembled the wings of a dragon. The sign of the goddess.
The Voelika began to emit orange light as she held onto it, and then strapped it to her back. Her legs and arms furiously stroked and kicked through the waters bringing her body to the holding cell where Pierce had been for the last two days. As she got closer, she noticed several guards swimming through the halls, their heads moving about with a sense of urgency, searching for someone. Probably searching for her she figured, since she ignored all telepathic communications directed to her, and now suddenly arrived at the palace while still refusing to speak with anyone.
To her surprise two guards stood watch over the entrance to Pierce�s holding cell. Two guards that swam over to her holding their Voelika staffs in both hands, obviously ready for combat. �The elders have been looking for you,� one of the guards said telepathically.
�I�m busy,� Nereid said, and tried to push past them.
The Voelika�s of the two guards crossed, forming an �X� in front of Nereid, blocking her path. �They insist you see them at once with your report,� the guard said.
�Later, I must talk with the human,� Nereid said.
�We have orders to arrest you if you resist. You must report in at once.�
�I don�t have anything new to report.� A lie of course, Nereid hoped they would be stupid enough to believe it. �I may, after I speak with him.�
�You are a poor liar,� said another telepathic mind behind her.
Nereid spun around and saw another Undine guard swim closer to her along with an Architect soldier outfitted with undersea armor. The presence of the Architect forces inside was confirmation that the Architect considered her and Pierce to be top priority in its plans. And it was confirmation that the first engram orb she submitted might have had traces of McDowell�s memories on it after all. And if that was the case then they knew she had critical knowledge of Earth, but with most of it locked away.
�Do not let the human poison your mind with its lies,� the third guard said. �Report everything you have discovered with us at once.�
Nereid looked at the Architect soldier, its breathing apparatus provided it with fresh air to breathe into its helmet. Architect soldiers were always confusing to her, inconsistent. Some didn�t require any breathing devices such as the ones who routinely patrolled the city, while others like the one in front of her, armed with his spear and shield, did require air.
Her unmoving composure forced the third guard to draw his Voelika, while the Architect soldier hid behind his shield and extended the tip of his spear next to her. There were four targets, four weapons pointed at her, and only two options for her to handle the situation. Give up and accept their terms and throw away freedom like the elders had been doing. Or take a stand and fight, as a human would do.
She held her hands out, her Voelika flowed into the palms of them via her telekinesis and a quick and decisive underwater psionic battle ensued. The Architect soldier and the guard with him were pushed backward into the hallways, their bodies becoming slower as she slowed the particles inside of the water around them, causing it to crystallize and freeze. The two remaining guards were dealt with via shattering the barrier protecting Pierce�s cell. It was a calculated risk as rushing water gushed into his place of sanctuary for the last two years. However, the sudden and unexpected flow of water rushing backward into his cell and draining out from the halls threw the two guards off balance. Her psionic barrier prevented the rushing currents from taking her away, her body lunged forward into his cell as the raging waters began to fill it up and wash the two guards around. A telekinetic pull yanked Pierce toward her and into her barrier, seconds before the waters swept him up for good.
She battled her way outside into the city, her psionic powers doing most of the work. Lucky for them, most of the psionic Undine had been assigned to defend the elders, so the battles easily swung in their favor. The tradeoff was, however, the hordes of Architect soldiers from above descending toward them. All of them heavily armed, all of them ready to make her suffer like past Undine that tried to rebel. None of those Undine however had been a Nereid, she was about to find out if her enhanced psionic powers combined with Lyonria modified human genes were enough to fight for freedom.
The intensity of the fight caused Nereid to piece together more fragments of McDowell�s memories. She vaguely began to remember the wormhole he, Pierce, and Kingston had traveled through when they first arrived on this world. Someone that went by the rank Master Chief had contacted him when her mother had psionically mind-controlled McDowell, putting him in a trance.
Time moved slower outside of the time dilation field and therefore the Master Chief should still be on her way to them, trying to follow in their footsteps. Nereid used the might of her mind to move her and Pierce�s bodies through the ocean, up toward the edge of the time dilation field and toward the shallow region of their ocean world where the wormhole resided.
She sensed the temperature of the waters around them increase to extremely hot levels. Hot enough to cause her barrier to flicker as roaring bubbles appeared from the corner of her eye. She looked back and saw the reason why. Architect grunts were behind and closing fast, their lasers were capable of underwater usage and had the effect of heating the temperatures of the water where the beam traveled to a boil. Returning fire at them was not an option. Their escape relied now on her ability to keep the psionic barrier up and her telekinesis pushing them forward and past the blockade of ships above them.
They crossed the barrier and their bodies began to adhere to the new rules of the passage of time, rules that the rest of the universe did. The ships that looked as if they had been in suspended animation began to move swiftly, and their weapons ports opened and took aim at them. Nereid held onto her Voelika tight as it glowed orange, infused with psionic energy, energy that escaped out from the Voelika into her body, enhancing her psionic brain activity. She prepared her barrier for an attack and hoped her brain was up for the new challenge.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Sickbay
Entering Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 01:10 SST (Sol Standard Time)
�How are our guests doing?�
Kostelecky directed her attention away from the microscope she was peering into, locking her blue eyes on Williams�. �Recovering and speaking in English apparently, broken but understandable.�
Williams and Kostelecky walked over to EVE�s hologram as she observed the recovering Poniga. �Made progress, EVE?�
�I am only able to translate parts of their language, Commander,� EVE said. �If you wish to speak with them you may, and I will do my best to translate between the two of you.�
�Cool.�
�In addition, Commander, I have reason to believe you may be correct in your assumption that the Lyonria had interbred with these people.� A hologram appeared next to EVE, it had what appeared to be text written in a strange alien language. �This is an example of the Lyonria written language I came across while I accessed their technology in the fortress we discovered.�
Kostelecky held up a piece of paper next to the hologram for Williams to see the side by side comparison. �And this here was one of them trying to write a sugar-coated love letter to us.�
�As you can see, like the language, their written form contains several letters from the Lyonria text. In time, Commander, I may be able to partially translate the data that was recovered from the Lyonria fortress.�
�Good work you two, make that your top priority. Learn any of their names?�
Kostelecky gestured toward a female Poniga. �I call her, vive la r�sistance.�
�Resistance?� Williams said to the Poniga.
The female nodded in regard to his question as EVE began to translate between the two of them. �Yes, we resist the false teachings of the Architect and perverse the true teachings of the goddess.� EVE�s voice was dubbed over as she spoke. �I am called Eisila.�
�I�m Commander Dominic Williams, pleased to meet you,� he said as EVE translated his statement to Eisila. �So, the Architect, who is this?�
�The Architect are the rulers of this system who have been trying to force us to worship them,� Eisila said. �We know they aren�t gods.� Eisila pointed at the dead soldiers Kostelecky and Williams had looked at earlier. �And you do as well it seems. They tell us lies, that their soldiers are ascended Poniga, and that they have magic that prevents them from dying.�
�The captain of this ship was aboard the ship we rescued you from,� Williams said. �Do you know how she got there?�
�Rebecca?� Eisila said.
�You know her?�
�Myself and my brother, Mavron, met Rebecca and comrades of hers on our home world. She was taken prisoner shortly after we were betrayed by our brothers and sisters.�
�Do you know what happened to the others Rebecca was with?� Williams said.
Eisila frowned as her green eyes filled with sorrow. �Do not know, if they angered the Architect, they may be dead,� Eisila said.
The Carl Sagan hadn�t visited and explored all planets in the system, let alone gathered all the data from the many probes that were deployed, leading Williams to believe the Poniga did not originate from the ice world around Sirius B; Foster and her team�s last known location. There was no way a civilization was there according to sensor scans, not to mention its inhospitable environment.
The wormhole was most certainly in play here. If the Lyonria structure and the existence of a wormhole on the Architect�s ship was any indication, it�s that there were possibly more wormholes throughout the system, connecting all worlds in a vast network.
�Commander Williams, please come to the bridge,� Chang�s voice played over the intercom.
Williams shrugged. �Duty calls.�
�These folks need more time to rest anyway,� Kostelecky said as she reviewed information on the cracked screen of her data pad.
�EVE, see if you can get them talking more in the meantime about their written language,� Williams said on his way out. �Being able to interface with Lyonria tech might give us an advantage here.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Bridge
Entering Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 01:29 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Williams entered the bridge and sat on the captain�s chair with a new mind-set.
One he refused to move away from as the Carl Sagan crossed into the third and newly discovered star of the trinary system. The crew needed his leadership and he needed them to perform their jobs at maximum efficiency. He was the captain now until further notice.
�What�s our status?� Williams asked.
�Got a signal incoming,� Chang said, checking his computer terminal. What he read on the screen caused his face to light up. �Commander, it�s from Master Chief Chevallier.�
�What the hell? Location?�
�One moment.� Chang began to check the source of the Master Chief�s signal. �Got it. It�s coming from one of the planets in the system, the signal is weak, but it was definitely coming from there. Scans show it�s a world with no solid land.�
Williams smiled. �How they got there is another story, set a course.�
The Carl Sagan made a slight change in its direction and moved via sub light speeds to the planet in question. The trip took them approximately thirty minutes, in which the ocean world began to grow larger in size in the windshield before them, as faint light from both Sirius A and Sirius B, hung in the back drop next to the brown dwarf Sirius C.
�Commander,� Tolukei called out to Williams. �The alien ship.�
Williams spun his chair around to face Tolukei. �You sense it?�
�Yes, it is on a course to the same planet.�
�The same ship bolting to the same planet we�re heading to,� Chang said.
�They might have detected the distress signal,� Tolukei said.
�Somehow, I doubt they�re flying over to lend a hand,� Williams said. �Chang, what�s our ETA?�
�Entering orbit in five.�
�And the alien ship?�
�Difficult to tell, it appears to be traveling at FTL, it may arrive before or after us.�
�Get us close to the side of the world where the signal is coming from and see if you can establish a connection with the Master Chief.� Williams stopped himself briefly, he was about to request a Hammerhead team to board a transport for a possible rescue op. Since there weren�t any teams available for the task he changed tack. �Tolukei be ready for a teleport once we zero in on her position.�
�That may not be wise, Commander,� Tolukei said. �The ship is indeed approaching fast.�
�Chang?�
�Can�t go any faster and I�m going to have to slow down once we arrive in orbit. Then there�s the whole bringing us about to hover over the region she�s at . . . so.�
They needed a distraction, something to force the Architect�s ship to focus on them rather than the surface, while a transport slipped in to find Chevallier. Williams looked at the ocean world as its waters reflected light back via two sources of sunlight while he slowly weaved together a plan.
�Chang, don�t worry about getting us close to their signal.�
�Commander?�
�Once we get in orbit head to the docking bay and await further instructions,� Williams said. �Tolukei, I hope your psionic brain has rested enough, because we�re going to need it.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN, Bridge
SC-149 AKA Meroien orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 02:02 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The Carl Sagan dropped out of sub light speeds on one side of the ocean world of Meroien, the Architect�s ship did the same on the opposite side baked in sunlight, the side being the location of Chevallier�s emergency signal. A single transport ship piloted by Chang left the underside of the Carl Sagan and plunged toward the surface of the planet beneath its clouds, while Williams sat up front at helm control, the joys of rolling with a rookie skeleton crew.
He looked down at the controls, buttons, flashing lights, and computer screen and recalled his training and simulator runs. As tempting as it was to simply have EVE take control, he needed her processors working at maximum power to create an algorithm that could allow them to fully translate the Lyonria and Poniga language. Chang transmitted that he was in the clear and away from any action that was about to unfold in space.
Williams� fingers raced across the terminal, he began to acquire a target on the other side of the planet; the Architect�s ship. ESP data acquired from Tolukei updated the Carl Sagan�s sensor data in regard to the exact location of the ship. Battle station alarms blared as Williams launched twelve plasma missiles into space, Tolukei�s psionic powers formed a protective overshield around the Carl Sagan, as his mind took control of the missiles and forced them to arc up and over the horizon of the planet. Twelve white contrail lines stretched around the planet as the twelve missiles rammed into the Architect�s ship in a glittering display of emerald explosions. The process required complete focus of Tolukei�s psionic powers, and as such the artificial gravity he conjured for the bridge shut off, weightlessness becoming a reality once again.
New data appeared on William�s screen on the missiles payload delivery, generated by Tolukei as it was his ESP that scanned what happened not the Carl Sagan�s sensors. The data that he read was both good and bad news. The good news? The Architect�s ship wasn�t destroyed, after all their attack was to disable it, Foster was still aboard and needed to get out. The bad news? It suffered no damage at all, like the Carl Sagan the Architect�s ship was under the protective grace of a psionic overshield.
�Chang, no pressure, but everything is now on those slick flying skills of yours,� Williams transmitted to him as he saw the Architect�s ship come about and face them with its weapons ports open.
�Commander, this ship of the Architect. It has overshields,� Tolukei said.
�I�ve noticed. The other ships we encountered didn�t have regular shields let alone overshields.�
Tolukei began to focus by shutting all four of his eyes. �There is a psionic aboard that ship. No; several in fact, one of their minds is familiar, however.�
The Carl Sagan viciously rumbled in the aftermath of taking several direct blows to its forward shields. �Define familiar?� Williams said as he began to arm and fire the rail guns.
�I can speak to him. And he can speak to me.�
�Who?�
�The Architect.�
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Derelict Linl colonization ship, Adrift in the ocean
SC-149 AKA Meroien, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 01:22 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Chevallier�s mouth produced blatantly fake smiles every time she forced herself to consume the putrid soup Juloo had made. Rediscovering the wormhole couldn�t come soon enough. She emptied her bowl of soup to the best of her ability and checked the status of her suit�s power via its diagnostic screen, 23 percent. The jerry-rigged power charges Juloo had latched onto it were taking their sweet time.
She entered the cockpit and watched as the tiny Qirak woman took control of the Linl colonization ship turned boat, sailing it through the choppy waters of the planet. It had taken them nearly two days to get to this point, tsunamis streaking across the ocean world�s surface were a common encounter. Juloo had to make eight detours during their trip to avoid getting hit by the torrential waves.
The journey provided Chevallier the chance to follow-up on the data left behind by the first generation Linl colonists, saving the data into the computers built into her suit. She hoped that someone aboard the Carl Sagan would find it useful. The Carl Sagan, she groaned upon thinking about that ship convinced that she might be stranded on this world forever, unless there was a skilled Qirak out there that could figure out how to repair her human-made equipment.
�Ah! The gate draws close!� Juloo exclaimed, forcing Chevallier to gaze out the windshield.
Amber light from the skies shined into the cockpit while moisture built up along the sides of the windshield due to the extreme humid temperatures around them. She saw the oval-shaped gateway to other worlds seemingly float up top of the surface of the water, unaffected by the tsunami that struck days earlier.
�Sure you don�t want to stay?� Juloo said to her. �Many, many old junky ships lay around with profitable items still inside.�
Chevallier grimaced and shook her head dejectedly. �If I can�t get back to my ship I might have to take you up on that offer.�
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SHALLOW OCEAN
SC-149 AKA Meroien, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 02:23 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Chevallier bid her farewell to Juloo as she leaped off the ship onto the shallow clearing next to the wormhole. She was back in her combat armor sans the helmet, though its power and shields still had not fully recovered. Her heavy footsteps slashed through the waters leading her toward the control interface of the wormhole.
Before she activated it, she spun around and gave one final wave goodbye to Juloo. The ship turned boat sailed off to the horizon, the white flames from its rear engines providing it just enough propulsion to propel the ship, and take Juloo toward old Linl tech to raid and sell to the Poniga and Undine.
She returned to the control interface of the wormhole and took a few seconds to recall what Juloo had told her in regard to operating it. Its tiny holographic display appeared along with holographic buttons for her to push, her finger pushed downward to key in the open command.
Then stopped.
She heard strange noises come from the deep of the ocean.
She stood up on the edge and readied her rifle, two figures floated up from the waters covered in a protective psionic barrier. One of them was Pierce, or at least she thought it was, he looked roughed up, dirty, his head full of unkempt head and facial hair. But his uniform as ripped up and messy as it was, it was clearly one of a member of IESA.
The person with him, however, she was an unknown, a half-naked woman wearing an opened and soaking wet maroon robe with a glowing staff in her hands. She had long black-blue hair and looked directly at Chevallier as if they were old friends that hadn�t seen each other in years. The two dashed and splashed their way over to Chevallier looking back behind them every so often, the standard signs someone was being chased.
Chevallier held onto her rifle and checked the status of her suits shield recovery.
They had risen to 32 percent. Better than nothing.
�Chevallier?� The strange woman called out to her. �Soul of the goddess, is it really you?�
How the hell do you know my name? �And you are?�
�MC, she�s a friend.� Pierce said.
�Dr. Pierce? What the fuck happened to you?�
�No time to explain.�
The ground began to shake sending slight ripples of waves across the shallow waters. Pierce and the woman moved behind Chevallier as she stood watching the ocean and horizon before them. A horizon that was eclipsed by the sudden sight of an egg-shaped alien ship rising out of the ocean like a whale, only unlike a whale, the ship didn�t dive back into the ocean where it came from, it rose into the skies, faced them head-on, and hovered.
�Prepare for battle, Chevallier,� the woman said as she held her glowing staff.
Chevallier looked at the oval-shaped alien ship. Its main weapons locked on them as the sides of it evaporated away, revealing the inside of it. There was an overlord and six grunts looking out as they prepared to leap off.
Chevallier, Pierce, and Nereid stood back to back in the ankle-high shallow waters. Behind them was the inactive wormhole gate, before them a hovering alien ship as the small squad of Architect soldiers splashed down with their laser blasters blazing. There wasn�t much any of them could do for cover, Chevallier�s still weakened shields kept her alive for the time being as Nereid used her psionic powers to create a dome that protected her and Pierce.
The alien ship in the air didn�t fire its main weapons as Chevallier had expected. Clearly, they wanted someone alive and wanted the attacking grunts before her to make it happen, the question was; who was to live and who was expendable? As if she didn�t know the answer, her shields took all the laser fire, Nereid�s barrier took none, it just twinkled its purple colors and looked pretty.
Chevallier returned fire, and engaged in a very brief weapons exchange as a transport of human design made a daring and risky maneuver by landing in between the line of sight of the alien ship and them. Its side doors slid open, Lieutenant Dennis Chang stood next to the entrance, waving for them to leap aboard quickly with an eRifle firmly grasped in his hands.
The three of them rapidly ran through the shallow, splashing water all about in their wake, and climbed aboard. Chang quickly returned to the cockpit and eagerly awaited the chance to pull up and out of the chaos, laser fire from below collided with the transport�s blue ripping shields.
Chevallier counted a four body total aboard. �Get us out of here, L.T.�
She watched Chang�s piloting skills go to work, guiding the transport as it lifted off into the skies. Then it rumbled and shook. The alien ship began to fire its white-hot energy beams upon it in an attempt to disable or force them to land. She grimaced at the thought of them crash landing, let alone crash landing in the deeper parts of the ocean.
�Ah, shit!� Chang yelled. �OK, ladies and gents this is your pilot speaking, buckle up, �cause we gonna get fucked.�
Ignoring his request, Chevallier stood behind his chair and watched the action unfold via front row seats. �Keep it together!�
Sparks blazed up from a nearby console, a follow-up blast sent everyone except Chang to the floor. �Yeah, I wasn�t joking about the seat belts, guys,� Chang said. �Inertial dampers tend to get wonky during situations like this.�
The side door was still open during their rise to the skies, had the shields not been active Chevallier would have rolled outside to her death. She got to her feet and saw the ship swing about and prepared to discharge its main energy cannon at them. Chang managed to evade most hits, but quickly found the closer he was to the surface the less they were fired upon. The Architect�s men were sending a message, land or we�ll make you do it.
Nereid stepped next to Chevallier and eyed her rifle from top to bottom, then stroked the sides of it as her eyes shut. Chevallier looked at the bizarre half-naked psionic woman as she continued to touch her rifle, Nereid�s hands began to radiate a soft lavender color. �What the fuck are you doing?�
�I remember this,� Nereid said. �Human magnetic rifle, originally developed by Radiance, correct?�
Chevallier rolled her eyes. �Pierce, your girlfriend is creeping me out.�
Nereid lifted her hand away from Chevallier�s rifle, it began to glow a bright blue and purple. Chevallier was now the one that looked at her weapon from top to bottom in awe at what had become of it. She turned around and looked at Nereid who stood holding onto her immaculately crafted staff weapon. �I have imbued your weapon with psionic energy, please fire it quickly . . . the effect . . . will not��
Nereid�s body became limp and slumped over. Pierce was quick to spring to action and hold her seconds before she collapsed onto the floor. Nereid looked exhausted and dizzy, her psionic powers were overworked, her brain wouldn�t be able to take much more without a few minutes of rest.
�Uh . . . sure,� Chevallier said, then addressed Chang. �Iris the shields up front here, and bring my side of the transport to face that ship.�
�With all due respect, ma�am, the Carl Sagan had a hard time blowing those things to hell; I doubt your eRifle will do any good.�
�This glowing mystic shit says it�s our only way out of this. Unless you got something to add, Pierce?�
Pierce shook his head as he secured Nereid�s body on a nearby seat. �My expertise is astrophysics not metaphysics.�
The transport spun around placing the alien ship within both Chevallier�s line of sight and the targeting scanner of her rifle. She saw the ship aim its forward energy cannon directly at them and charge its weapons.
She pulled the trigger. And hoped for the best.
A loud blast echoed throughout the skies, her bullets tore cavernous holes through the ship including its main weapon, a chain reaction of blasts and flames erupted from the interior of the ship, blue flames burned uncontrollably and eventually consumed the craft, sending it crashing into the ocean below, black smoke billowing upward.
She was surprised at how effortless she did that, a weapon of the size and power she had shouldn�t have had that much firepower. The holographic display of her rifle reported that her slugs traveled at speeds forty times faster than the speed of light. It was impossible. The impact on a shot like that should have done damage to her and the transport, hell the amount of energy required would have been much more than the combined power output of all of Earth�s ships.
Said energy existed in her hands and had no lingering side effects.
With the ship a nonissue, an escape route was paved allowing the transport to escape back into space as the side doors slid shut, something Chang should have done once they got aboard. Chevallier floated into the cockpit as gravity ceased to exist inside of the transport while Nereid slowly returned to the land of the conscious. �Chang, thanks for the rescue.�
�No problem, MC. What happened to everyone else?�
�McDowell and Kingston are gone. I don�t know what happen to the captain.�
�If we�re lucky she might still be alive.� Chang pointed at a larger ship in orbit harassing the Carl Sagan with a torrent of energy beam cannons similar to the ones the smaller egg-shaped ship used. �Some dickhead known as the Architect is aboard that ship, and apparently she�s being held captive there.�
Chevallier looked at the interstellar slugfest between the Carl Sagan and the Architect�s ship. Both ships overshields flickered purple as energy weapons and rail gun fire blasted back and forth between each other. �So, if the Captain is aboard, why are we trying to destroy it?�
�We�re trying to disable it.� Chang and Chevallier quickly shielded their eyes from a bright chain reaction of explosions that illuminated the interior of the transport like a second sun. �But I don�t think that plan is working.�
Chevallier heard Nereid release an innocent yelp from behind. She turned and saw the strange psionic woman struggle with the lack of gravity. Pierce pushed and glided toward her to help her get right side up.
�It�s a bit different from swimming,� Pierce said to her.
�Goddess help me,� Nereid mumbled.
With Nereid�s body stable, Pierce helped her float into the cockpit, the battle outside in orbit made her want to come watch as they neared the action. �That�s the Architect�s ship?� Nereid asked Chang.
�Yep.�
�Then what were those ships that we were attacking?� Pierce said. �They look different.�
Chevallier looked at the Architect�s ship, then began to think about the ship she single-handedly shot down. They were indeed different from each other, similar weapons, but that was it. �He�s right, the designs of these ships are different, like they were built by two different cultures��
More sparks flared up as the transport took an unexpected hit from behind. Chevallier checked the computers and noticed additional red dots appear in sensor range behind them. They were closing in fast.
�Well, right now, these ships see us as a target,� Chang said as they took another hit. �Yeah, you might want to stay away from any computers back there, this ride is gonna be a helluva rough one, starting now!�
Chang commanded the transport to once again engage in slick maneuvers, this time maneuvers that would allow them to dodge the fire between the Carl Sagan, the Architect�s ship, and the three or four oval-shaped drone ships from behind.
Fifty evasive rolls later they saw the interior of the Carl Sagan�s transport bay as they neared, and hoped that once they crossed past the irised shields of the Carl Sagan the bogies behind wouldn�t come on in for the ride.
They neared the opening in the shields, Chang increased their speed and plowed toward their freedom.
Ten seconds left.
Five seconds left.
They crossed, and the shields and overshields behind quickly contracted. Everyone waited a half second in anticipation for what would happen next.
The four drone ships collided with the shields and exploded on impact.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Bridge
SC-149 AKA Meroien orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 02:54 SST (Sol Standard Time)
�The transport is safely docked.�
A smirk appeared on Williams� face, it prompted him to spool up the sub light speed engines. �Getting us out of here!� he said, while his fingers activated and established a communication link to the recently docked rescue team. �Chang, get up here on the double, I�m not an ace pilot like you!�
It pained Williams slightly to see the Architect�s ship move out of view as the Carl Sagan moved to break orbit. Foster, if she was still alive, was still aboard and if the recent battle proved anything, fighting the Architect head-on wasn�t going to get her back. Pound for pound, the Architect�s ship was stronger in both offensive and defensive departments. Williams was going to need a new plan, one that hopefully Chevallier would be able to assist with. After all, she was with Foster during their disappearance, so perhaps she knew more about the situation than he did.
This was all under the assumption they lived to see the next hour. The Architect�s ship was faster than the Carl Sagan, and its weapons continued to fire and create havoc on its aft shields during their not so successful escape out of the sector. Williams hoped Chang�s skills at the helm would give them a better advantage, for he was all out of ideas on how to escape from this situation, Williams was a commander not a pilot.
�Commander, it is imperative you do not let that ship get any closer,� Tolukei said.
�It�s faster than us. FTL versus sub light speed, this is going to be a one-sided race.�
He heard Tolukei sigh, and remain silent for a solid minute. He was focusing on something; something that had to do with his psionic powers, that much he could tell. �Do not bother to engage the sub light speed engines,� Tolukei finally spoke.
�Why?�
�We are surrendering to the Architect.�
�Like hell we are!�
�I have ceased protecting the ship with overshields, I suggest you come to a full stop and prepare to be boarded.�
Not the plan Williams was expecting; never mind the fact Tolukei was acting as if he was in command calling the shots. If Tolukei had suggested they should surrender, yes that would be different. But he didn�t suggest anything, he straight up forced it to happen without Williams approving. It did nothing but piss him off and probably put the whole ship at risk.
�Tolukei, what are you doing?�
Williams got his answer as brilliant blue light flashed and brightened the bridge. Once it subsided he saw that armored Architect soldiers had boarded via a teleport, the same ones they had been battling since they arrived in the system. None of them fired any of their laser weapons, they simply aimed them at the crew. Williams knew the drill, so he stood up and raised his hands, there was no security aboard after all, the Carl Sagan was officially a POW and there wasn�t a damn thing anyone could do about it.
Amongst the Architect intruders stood an individual that projected the demeanor of a supreme leader. It wasn�t like the overlords who stood behind the grunts, this one was different. Its armor was red with sharp spikes protruding from the side of its large helmet, while two spear-wielding overlords stood either side like bodyguards.
Tolukei moved away from his station and stepped toward the spiky crimson-armored leader. �This is the psionic mind I spoke of, Commander,� Tolukei said to Williams. �This is the mind I spoke to, this is the Architect.�
�Tolukei . . .�
�Please surrender the ship to him. Please do not make me look like a liar.�
The Architect clapped his armor-clad hands three times signaling to his soldiers to detain everyone on the bridge and move out to the rest of the ship, most likely to capture the rest of the crew. Williams noticed that Tolukei was the only one on the bridge that didn�t have weapons aimed at his head as he was dragged in front of the Architect by two grunts, and forced to bow in front of him like he was a god. Williams tried to resist fighting off the two undead that held him down, only for his body to become numb, paralyzed via telekinesis. His body sank, his head lowered, and his knees and hands flattened against the surface of the floor.
Afterward Williams� felt his head forcibly shift upward to glare at the large helmet the Architect wore. He wasn�t a Hashmedai. The mind shield would have prevented him from teleporting aboard, and from using his powers on the bridge. Poniga perhaps, since they confirmed his soldiers were one. The only problem with that theory was that Tolukei said the Architect�s mind was familiar. Poniga minds shouldn�t be familiar to Tolukei especially with the language barrier, unless he was lying this whole time.
The Architect began to speak to Williams, his voice sounded like an angry warlord yelling into a rusty tin can. Tolukei provided a translation. �He wishes to know what became of the Nereid and Dr. Pierce.�
�The ner-what?�
�He will release the Captain and control of the ship in exchange for those two.�
Williams snorted. �I got nothing to say to him.�
More chatter came from the helmet of the Architect. �He says you have one day to comply.� Tolukei translated as he moved in closer to join the Architect and its two body guards. �As they say on your world, Commander, farewell.�
The Architect and Tolukei vanished from the bridge during an unexpected teleport. Williams felt his body return to normal as the telepathic paralysis faded away. The Architect soldiers remained onboard, their weapons still aimed at him and all bridge personnel, while the rest of their soldiers pushed through, deeper into the Carl Sagan. Williams hoped that the crew did the smart thing and stayed safe.
If the Architect could control the dead, what was stopping him from controlling the bodies of dead crew personnel? The crew putting their lives on the line to fight back might do more harm than good.
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The Architect�s ship
En route to Sirius C system, Interstellar space
May 22, 2050, 03:08 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster had a feeling her captors didn�t want her dead, at least not yet.
She was brought out of the holding cell she shared with Mavron under the firm and painful grasp of two overlords. They assertively escorted her through the ship. Its halls were dark and gloomy and its engines made very little sound, allowing her to better hear what was going on in other compartments of the ship. She heard voices, chatter, people talking. Crew members on their off time perhaps?
They passed an assortment of pods attached to the walls, she saw the grunt soldiers strip out of their armor and place themselves into the pods, they all looked human, rather, Poniga. Their bodies were covered in wounds that should have been fatal or at least debilitating. One grunt�s skin was heavily charred like he had been caught in an inferno, another had a wide hole through his abs. She saw the interior of the grunts armor and the control triggers for the lasers that were mounted on the sleeves of their armor. She caught a glimpse of unarmed overlords passing by, they lacked major wounds on their body, and their heads were heavily augmented with cybernetics.
Her unwanted trek through the ship came to an end inside a room at the far end of the ship. It was surrounded from the walls to the ceiling with windows that peered out into space, it almost felt as though they were in space, like a massive balcony patio floating in the void. A swimming pool was below her, and above the pool was a footbridge that led toward a raised platform where a wide golden chair adorned with jewels lay in front of the window looking out into space.
The overlord escort dragged Foster across the bridge. She looked down and saw creatures swim through the pool below; they looked like mermaids and mermen. One came up to the surface of the water, she flicked away the beads of water that drenched her sultry face and watched Foster as the overlords hauled her across the footbridge. She grinned at Foster in an evil Siren-like manner, and then laughed. A second rose up to the surface a brawny male with a chiseled chest. He too, began to point and laugh at her while lights in the bottom of the pool gave them an exotic glow.
The walk across the footbridge ended, and Foster was pushed onto the floor next to the wide golden chair. She got to her feet and looked at the figure that rested on the chair. It wore armor like the soldiers she had seen, only it was crimson red and had sharp spikes that arched away from the sides of its massive helmet.
Half-naked male and female servant Poniga sat with the armored figure wearing loincloths and half-robes. Some held trays of food for it to feast on, others held and poured bottles of wine for the figure to drink from, three others from behind carefully glided towels across the sleek surface of its armor, keeping it glistening and shiny. The Poniga looked at Foster negatively as if she had done something to offend them. Foster took a step toward the golden chair which triggered the servant group to step in front of the crimson-armored figure attempting to shield it with their bodies as the two overlords next to her used their spears to block Foster�s path.
The crimson-armored figure touched its Poniga servants on their shoulders as it rose up from its rest and whispered into their ears. Slowly they began to fan out, creating a path which allowed the crimson-armored figure to walk toward Foster and circle around her, its helmet moving up and down as it examined her body. It stopped in front of her spreading both its arms apart, two Poniga from behind began to remove parts of the crimson armor away from its body, leaving the task of loosening its spiky large helmet for last.
The armor fell off first, Foster saw the leathery skin on the body inside of it. Then the helmet fell to the figure�s feet as the two loyal Poniga servants retreated backwards. Foster couldn�t believe the face she saw from under the helmet.
A large reptilian head.
Four eyes.
It was a Javnis.
The Architect was a Javnis.
�Oh, my lord,� Foster said.
�You are different,� The Architect replied in a strange language, Foster recognized it as the Poniga language from her recent engram experience.
�Architect, I presume,� Foster said in the alien tongue.
�You speak the language of the Poniga, good.� The Architect walked circles around Foster again, this time examining her with his own four eyes. �But . . . you are not Poniga; your technology is far too advanced. I took many steps to ensure they didn�t advance beyond what I allowed the Qirak to provide for them. Therefore, you came outside of the system.�
�Yeah, we kinda moved in a few days ago.�
�Linl? No, the markings on your outfit do not match their language, and I instructed them to never travel to this realm again as long as I rule, punishing those that defied me. You are too primitive to be Lyonria.� His finger pointed backward toward his gold chair, Foster saw her ePistol and EAD resting on it, the electronics and wiring on the inside of them had been pulled out.
�Well shucks, you got me, I�m not Lyonria.�
The Architect pushed his face closer to hers. Close enough for her to feel the heat from his body and smell the alien odor from his face. �Where are you from?�
�Los Angeles.�
�Where are you from? What is your place of origin?�
�Oh! Tennessee, Nashville to be exact, but it doesn�t exist anymore thanks to the empire.�
The Architect�s hand rose up as the EAD was pulled off the chair into its hands via telekinesis. The holographic screen of the EAD activated and its contents displayed, snippets of data files pertaining to the Carl Sagan�s and Radiance database. She cringed at the thought of how many security protocols he managed to bypass to get that far. True, Foster was well aware psionics had the ability to access computers with their thoughts, but such a skill required years of training and cybernetic implants. The Architect had no such visible implants and probably never experienced any Radiance psionic training, what he was doing according to Radiance�s knowledge of psionic powers was impossible.
�You are human, according to this,� The Architect said. �Impressive, I did not expect your kind to advance this fast. When I last visited your planet you were extremely primitive, using spears, swords, and arrows as weapons.�
�If you knew that already, then why did you ask?�
�I needed to test you,� he said as he looked deeper into her eyes. �I needed to see where your loyalties were.�
�Did I pass or fail?�
He smirked at her. �You tried to hide the truth; you tried to deceive your god.�
Foster laughed at his statement, and mockingly said. �You�re a god now?�
His telekinesis wrapped around her arms, legs, and back, forcing her body to the floor and to kneel in front of him. It was painful, especially when she tried to move on her own terms. Simply thinking about moving her legs or arms sent sharp pulses of pain into her muscles and joints.
�I am a god!� he yelled and pointed at the Poniga and Sirens swimming circles in the pool below. �These Undine and Poniga know the truth. They know that I am the Architect. I am the one that created life in this system, I am the one that allowed them to live, I am the one that provided them with a planet which they can call home. I am the one that protects the Poniga from the heat and radiation of its parent star; I am the one that sought to forgive the Undine for their devotion to Tiamat rather than wiping them out. And I have asked for very little in return.�
�We got a word for that on Earth. Narcissism.�
She felt an agonizing telekinetic thrust hit her square in her gut, and it felt as if someone had punched her. Being bound by his telekinesis meant she couldn�t tense up and brace herself. The pain she felt afterward was worse than the ones in her joints and muscles.
�You are human,� he said to her as his hand firmly wrapped around her jaw. �You will address me by the name your people gave me. You will address and worship me as the king of gods, Marduk.�
�Rather not, if that�s all right with you.�
Marduk�s mouth twisted, clearly upset at Foster�s defiant glare and words. �You don�t fear me, do you? You don�t worry about what might become of your farms, homes, and families?�
�You�re a Javnis, nothing more.�
�There was a time when you people bowed in my presence, did what I asked of them, worried if they had upset me.�
�The Babylon civilization is long gone,� Foster said.
She briefly remembered studying about Mesopotamian mythology in school when she was younger, as well as the legend of Marduk. It didn�t take much for her to draw the conclusion that he must have visited Earth during an ancient time and convinced the people at that time he was a god with his psionic abilities.
�I admit, I have not returned to Earth in centuries . . . I have been stuck here, trapped by those that worship Tiamat who left many traps for me here. Attack drones have been programmed to fire upon my ship should I attempt to pass beyond a psionic field that monitors the system.� He began to wave his hand next to the window. Four oval-shaped ships descended next to it on the outside by his command. �I�ve managed to capture and reprogram some of them to serve me, but not all.�
�Can I get up now? Legs starting to cramp up.� Seriously this floor is rock hard.
�It�s now clear, you and your ship did not travel here to reconnect with their absent god.� His fingers snapped. �Tiamat, your people have returned to worshiping her, haven�t they?�
�We�re peaceful explorers and settlers, we had no idea what was in this system until we arrived.�
�Lies, all lies! You came here to find and resurrect Tiamat, why else would the first planet you visit be the one with her tomb and former command center of the system?�
That planet around Sirius B . . . That would explain why his soldiers attacked us. �Didn�t realize that was a tomb.�
�You took great interest in that planet.�
�It had a lot of ice water we needed.�
�Your lies anger me, human.�
�Let me return to my ship and I�ll prove it to you.�
�I have all the proof I need.� He clapped his hands at one of the Undine in the pool. Her head popped up from the waters as her eyes shut to focus. Psionic trickery was incoming. Out from her hands materialized a glowing engram orb, its bright white light levitated into the palm of Marduk�s hand. �This is a memory engram, the Undine and a few Poniga use it to��
�Share knowledge and experiences, yeah, yeah, been there done that. Spare me the exposition.�
The engram orb morphed into a blue and white holographic projection of the Carl Sagan engaged in combat with oval-shaped ships similar to the ones outside in the orbit of SB-417. The planet that led to all their troubles. �This is your ship, correct?�
�It is,� Foster said, impressed to see the crew take control of the situation and fight their way out of that crisis without her guidance.
�And, as you can see, it is firing upon the drones I control.�
�Looks like you threw the first punch; they must have been tryin� to defend themselves.�
The hologram in the palm of his hand shifted. She saw Dr. Pierce looking depressed, raging and yelling. In the projection Pierce spoke of Earth�s battleships and the existence of nuclear weapons in the hands of the UNE. She bit her lip, knowing that it would be very easy for Marduk to take what Pierce had said out of context.
�Damn it, Travis . . .� Foster groaned.
�Nuclear weapons, fleets of battleships. Doesn�t sound like a species of peaceful explorers, more like one that would worship a wicked goddess like Tiamat.�
Foster eyed the projection more, Pierce appeared to have been in rough shape. His uniform was a mess, his hair was long, and facial hair wild and untrimmed. She had a hard time believing what she saw had been the truth to start with. After all, she saw Pierce not that long ago, he looked a lot better than he did in the projection. �What have you done with Pierce?�
�The Undine had him. They may worship their goddess, but in the end their elders know that I am a Muodiry and a god, one that could end their existence as easily as I allow it to exist. They carry out any request I make in exchange for their pitiful lives to continue.�
Marduk turned his back toward Foster, stepped before the windows, and gazed ominously at an object directly outside. His half-naked Poniga minions followed behind to stroke his body and offer him more wine and fruits as Foster tried to make out what he had his four eyes fixed on.
She saw it as his head tilted upward to drain his glass of wine down into his mouth.
It was the Carl Sagan, adrift in space with a lone drone standing overwatch next to it.
�And soon,� Marduk slowly said. �Earth will be given a similar offer. Worship me again, or die.�
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The Architect�s ship
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 03:25 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster grimaced as she learned that there was a battle between the Carl Sagan and Marduk�s ship. Marduk�s mind released her body from its grip due to his sudden teleportation and in the aftermath of him reequipping his body with armor.
She stood next to the window and looked across the void hoping that its rail guns, plasma missiles, and engines would suddenly rev back up into action and fire back. No such thing happened, no matter how long she looked out the window hoping that a boarding party was in the works. The ship was boarded, 100 percent. She turned away from the window and took a seat at the ledge of the footbridge as Marduk�s loyal entourage went about their day like pets locked in a cage.
Foster began to wonder what would become of her as she looked on at all his loyal worshippers. She wasn�t chained up and the guards had long left her during the exchange with Marduk, she was free to walk about and was even offered fruits and wine from the Poniga worshippers. Was she expected to follow their lead? Strip down and wear the loincloth and translucent half robe everyone else had been wearing?
A group of Undine women rose from the pool to gawk and giggle at her. She tried not to pay much attention to them, bare breasts weren�t her thing anyways. Though the male Undine? Despite the situation she was in she was tempted to peek at their ripped chests as they plunged back down into the waters.
Brilliant azure teleportation light flashed, Marduk materialized back inside, along with a new partner, one Foster wasn�t expecting to see.
�This pleases me,� Marduk said to Tolukei who teleported in along with him. �A fellow Muodiry alive and well, I was beginning to think I was the last of our kind.�
�The Javnis are now part of a collective known as the Radiance Union,� Tolukei said. �Our existence has been suppressed by their religion. It was part of the reason I was assigned to this human ship, Radiance did not want me in their society.�
Foster clenched her fists as the two exchanged laughter and stories with each other. Betrayal was an easy thing to spot. Marduk saw her furious looks and cackled before removing his helmet providing Tolukei with proof that he wasn�t alone, another member of his species, and subclass for that matter, was here.
�You are now free, my brethren.� Marduk placed his hand on top of Tolukei�s shoulder. �This Radiance you speak of and the humans will no longer be your masters. For you see, I have become king of gods. In time you too will ascend to one and rule over the humans and this system. And now that I know others of our kind exist, they too will be free and become gods and goddesses. Radiance . . . the Empire . . . they will be worshiping us soon enough.� Marduk�s four eyes focused in on Foster. �But first, we make an example of Earth and the humans.�
Tolukei�s lips curled. �How do you plan to do that?�
Marduk gestured to the Carl Sagan adrift in space outside of the window. �This human ship is the key. It has an AI aboard, powerful enough to break the encryption placed on the Lyonria gate in their primary hub in the system. This ship also recently acquired a Nereid, one that possesses the location of Earth, security codes, and secrets.�
�What?!� Foster exclaimed. �How the hell?�
Marduk laughed at Foster. �You didn�t know that did you? The human you call Commander McDowell was, what you call an EISS agent.�
�Can�t say I did.�
�Once we�ve acquired a copy of your ship�s AI, I plan to use it to disable the cage Tiamat placed around this system and, with McDowell�s knowledge, bypass Earth�s defenses.�
�You know I�m not on your team, right?� Foster called out to Marduk. �Probably wanna keep that stuff a secret from me.�
Marduk slowly moved next to her across the footbridge, smiling in a charming manner. �Oh, I want you to know, because I�m going to give you one last chance.� As Marduk approached Foster, he held his hand up forcing her EAD to fly toward him with his mind and slap into his hand as if it was thrown to him. �I�ve managed to connect to your AI with my mind with this device. Copying the programming of your AI . . . is difficult, but not impossible, however.� Foster saw multiple holographic windows appear generated by the EAD. Lines of computer code scrolled, code that was part of EVE�s programming. �Give me full access to it, and I�ll allow you to become a goddess.�
Foster rolled her eyes. �Oh, please.�
�Look around you. You can�t win, even if you were to escape and board your ship, it is much too slow. I have a great many psionic minds aboard, you, as of now, have none. It is only a matter of time before I copy your AI, or at least part of it, as I only need its abilities to interface with Lyonria technology. When I bring your people down, you could be the one that descends from the skies, a goddess that will rule over them.�
Rebecca Foster, goddess of the human race . . . it did not have a nice ring to it, especially when she recalled the vision from the engram trance. Whatever technique he had used with the wormhole to travel to the alternate plane of existence was no doubt the same technique he planned to share with Foster once he regained access to the gate.
�I could even bring your father back from the dead.�
His words were haunting, triggering her attention to focus more on him as she felt dreadful chills move through her back and throat. How did you know about papa? Damn it, leave his soul out of this!
�Think about it,� Marduk whispered into her ear. Foster was lost, so much she didn�t notice him get that close. �In the meantime, know that your crew is suffering as my men search for the Nereid and Dr. Pierce.�
�Pierce is useless to you.�
�I can�t allow the Hashmedai Empire to interfere with my plans. Dr. Pierce�s knowledge will ensure they don�t.�
�If you�re worried about outside interference, it�s Radiance you should be concerned about.�
�I�m not worried about them at all.� Marduk looked at Tolukei, smirking. �He�ll tell me everything I need to know about them. And if not, there�s still the Radiance database and its trove of knowledge to comb over once I gain full access.�
Marduk and Tolukei left Foster alone in the chamber while two of his followers traveled behind them, pitchers of wine firmly clasped in their hands. She tried to piece together why Marduk would think that Pierce had valuable intel on the empire. The closest theory she could come up with was that he was secretly a member of the HLF. It would explain why McDowell, an EISS agent, would have infiltrated the ship, he was probably asked to keep an eye on him.
And now his knowledge may give Marduk the keys to the front and back doors of Earth.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Engineering
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 03:48 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Screaming and panic echoed throughout the corridors of the ship.
And it had gotten closer and closer to engineering during the last hour.
Chief engineer Jasmine Rivera noted the confirmation that the main doors to engineering had shut and been barricaded to the best of her team�s ability given the lack of gravity. The Architect�s soldiers were performing a deck-by-deck search for someone, or something. The crew that were unlucky and were caught out in the open had been apprehended at gunpoint and forced into the docking bay, probably a staging point for a mass execution Rivera figured. Vent the entire bay once the crew was rounded up and placed inside, a quick and easy way to get rid of the crew and force the captain to watch the aftermath.
Rivera glided her body toward a computer terminal, switching off the security camera footage she had been using to monitor the chaos on the Carl Sagan. A new computer interface loaded; one that gave her access to the AI core, the location of EVE�s primary systems. A notification flashed, someone had gained access to it during the incursion, a sneaky person at that who managed to avoid tripping any alarms. Even EVE herself was unaware of it, her processors had been hard at work creating the translation algorithm of the Lyonria language per the commander�s last orders to her. In any case, EVE needed to be taken offline to prevent further tampering.
Rivera heard repeated banging and thumps on the doors leading into engineering. Crew members donning their orange mechanics coveralls began to panic and console each other. The Architect�s soldiers wanted in and were quite impatient as they began to blast away at the door with their lasers, cutting a small hole through it. Rivera moved her hands quickly, shutting down as many vital systems as she could. She stopped suddenly as an unexpected text message had been received by her terminal.
The message was encrypted it was going to take her a few seconds to decrypt it, seconds she wouldn�t have left to finish the shutdown of EVE�s systems.
Read the message, or finish the job.
She exhaled and looked at the doors, the soldiers were almost through. The thick metallic material glowed red from the heat as the lasers continued to blast against it.
Read the message, or finish the job.
She couldn�t do both.
She had to choose.
Forty-five seconds later, the contents of the message displayed on her computer screen. It made her smile as she quickly began to key in and send a reply, all while transmitting additional messages to other computer terminals on the ship.
The Architect�s soldiers stormed into engineering through the melted hole accompanied by waves of smoke and heat. The shouts in their alien language and imposing presence forced the team to comply, paving the way for the soldiers to aggressively round everyone up. An overlord yelled at Rivera, probably demanding she push and float away from the terminal. It was a demand she refused to obey, and she continued to key in her message. It only pissed off the overlord and forced it to levitate toward her using its psionic powers.
She finished the task, and all that remained was to push the �send� button.
A task she thought she had enough time for. The overlord yanked her from behind and forced her away from the terminal. Her arms flailed about in a desperate act to hit the send button. Her fingers repeatedly missed the mark, panic was throwing her aim off, way off.
She fought, she kicked, she screamed, she had to hit it, she had to release her body from the armor-clad grip of the overlord.
She hit something on the terminal, she wasn�t sure if it was the send command. The screen did vanish and so did her vision as the overlord spun her body to face it, and delivered a painful backhanded slap across her face.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Sickbay
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 03:54 SST (Sol Standard Time)
�Jdi do hajzlu . . .� Kostelecky cursed in her native tongue at the situation unfolding.
She raced to a computer and began to lockdown sickbay, hoping it wouldn�t be necessary in the long run. The invaders had not breached the habitat ring, though it was only a matter of time before they did as engineering was the last section on the primary fuselage, and from what she discovered on one of her computer screens it was just taken.
She grimaced at the sight of Rivera�s tumbling body via security camera footage. There was a nasty gash across her forehead due to the fierce armored slap she got. Once sickbay was confirmed to be locked down she turned around to deal with her next problem, her Poniga patients and the recovering helmsman. From what she gathered the Poniga were enemies to the Architect and were probably going to be taken back aboard his ship once discovered.
Nobody leaves sickbay and her medical care without her saying it was OK.
She pushed the medical bed where the helmsman had been resting toward the back of sickbay and then began to address the visually frightened Poniga. �OK people, time for a change of scenery, follow me.�
EVE�s voice did not provide a translation.
Someone must have taken her off. Sakra!
Pushing, light shoving, and hand gestures eventually got the message across. With the Poniga where she needed them to be, Kostelecky raced into her office. Out from the drawer she took an ePistol, it powered on and hummed as she flicked its power switch. She may have sworn an oath to do no harm, but she also couldn�t heal her patients if she was dead. She aimed the pistol downward and step out of her office then stopped as she heard a new message notification beep on her personal computer. She returned to her desk and hoped she wasn�t wasting what little time she had left before the habitat ring was breached.
There was an encrypted message waiting for her.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Mess hall
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 03:54 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Alien invasion or not, Chef Demarion Bailey exited his quarters and rapidly darted to the kitchen in the mess hall. He spent top credits on his chef knives and could care less what happened to the ship. If he lost those knives, it would be the end of his world.
He quickly gathered his most prized possessions on the ship as he entered the galley and pivoted to run back to his quarters while he still had time. The aliens were on their way to the habitat ring. The main computer terminal in the kitchen beeped as he moved past it. He stopped and faced the screen, curious as to who would send a message to it during a time like this. His eyes shifted back and forth as he quickly read the contents of the message, it was directed toward him of all people.
Chief Rivera sent him a set of instructions as well as the pass code to enter her quarters. There was also an attachment to the message, a recipe. He shook his head. Tempted to ignore the request, Demarion left the mess hall and charged back toward the direction of the crew quarters, where it was safe for the time being. Rivera�s message . . . The more he thought about it, the more he questioned if ignoring it was the right thing to do. She did make it sound perfectly clear that he carry out the task she asked of him.
He stopped in front of the doors to his quarters, his finger was just inches away from pressing open command. He retracted his finger and moved deeper into the halls toward her quarters. The hairs on his body stood up on end as he ran past the elevator doors that lead to the rest of the ship. He was half expecting them to open with hostile forces storming out of them. Rivera�s quarters came into sight and his aged fingers quickly punched in the code to unlock the doors.
They slid open and his head shifted from left to right searching for her storage cabinet. He found it, ran over to it, and began a quick search through it looking for a particular item she requested of him.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Sickbay
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 04:15 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Thousands of shards of broken glass rained on the floor next to what was once the glass sliding door to sickbay. It was confirmation to Kostelecky that the Architect�s soldiers had made it to the habitat ring. They stormed into sickbay as she touched the ePistol that was concealed within her white lab coat�s pocket.
�Welcome, boys, what can I do for you?� she said to them.
The overlords ignored her, choosing to rummage through sickbay instead while the grunts with the overlords lifted their laser cannon arms up at her. The overlords gleamed at the resting body of the helmsman Ensign Collins before moving on with their search having found nothing else of interest. From what Kostelecky could tell, they were convinced she was alone in sickbay, or so she hoped, as her hands lowered closer to her lab coat�s pocket while droplets of sweat appeared across her forehead.
They weren�t buying it. The overlords smacked the butt of their spears on the floor, forcing their limping grunts to help with the search.
Two grunts began to examine an air vent, one she would rather they not look at. Their armored covered hands tapped the grille several times. An overlord took notice and moved over to see what had caught their attention. Kostelecky�s heart rate accelerated to the point she could feel every beat vibrate throughout her chest.
Her hands dipped inside of her pocket, her fingers wrapped around the handle of the pistol and she prepared her arms and legs for plan B.
The overlords ordered their team to leave sickbay and continue pillaging the rest of the habitat ring, leaving one grunt to stand and watch over Kostelecky. She moved from where she had stood, stepping next to the air vent that had been so intently examined. She played the role of the doctor being held hostage as she looked up at the ceiling, past the grill of the air vent where seconds earlier she had hidden the Poniga. They were safe for now, but unless something was done about the invaders, it would only be a matter of time before they returned to conduct a more detailed search of the ship.
Bailey, Rivera. This better work.
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ESRS Carl Sagan exterior
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 04:28 SST (Sol Standard Time)
�It�s showtime!�
Flight lieutenant Denis Chang left the cockpit of the transport after he completed the tedious task of suiting up in an EVA suit. He looked at Pierce and Nereid who all wore EVA suits as well. Chevallier kept her combat armor on and took the time to equip herself with a new Hammerhead helmet from the overhead storage compartment. Afterward, she handed Pierce an ePistol as he was the only one that wasn�t armed. Chevallier gave Chang the thumbs-up afterward, they were good to go. He hoped that she was right since Nereid didn�t understand the concept of wearing an EVA suit for a space walk.
Chang opened the transport�s doors and activated his magnetic boots. He stepped outside onto the hull of the Carl Sagan, just five meters shy of the entrance to the docking bay. When news of the incursion made it to them, he quickly piloted the transport back outside and forced it to land along the outside hull of the Carl Sagan. Luckily for them, the Carl Sagan had come to a full stop at that point, making the landing possible.
The four exited the transport and walked along the underside of the ship, their magnetic boots clinging to the surface of the hull. They stepped away from the docking bay doors and toward what Chang believed to be their only way out of the chaos. He kept his eyes forward during their magnetic boot trek as it was a disorienting one. Technically, they were upside down walking on the bottom of the ship, not that space followed rules of up or down. Above them, or below, depending on one�s perspective on the matter, was the ocean world of Meroien and its cloudy skies.
It was a long way down. Dude, eyes forward!
�Where are we going, Chang?� Chevallier asked him.
�Just before we left Earth the captain asked me to give her a grand exterior tour of the ship,� Chang said. �I remember seeing one maintenance hatch on the habitat ring. It should lead us inside and put us closer to the armory.�
�Well then, you might want to lead the way faster.� Chevallier pointed at the egg-shaped drone ship circling around the Carl Sagan.
The drone didn�t seem to be aware of their presence. Yet.
�Nereid, is it possible you can give MC more of the good stuff?� Chang said.
�That ability drained a lot of my psionic power,� Nereid said. �We might want to consider leaving that as a last option.�
�She almost passed out with that technique,� Chevallier said. �I�d rather not have to drag her ass around.�
�Then let�s do our best to stay low,� Chang said. �If that thing spots us, well, yeah, you know.�
Chevallier grunted. �No pressure, right?�
�The elevator shafts and tethers connecting the main hull of the Carl Sagan to the habitat ring is way the fuck down there.� Chang pointed toward the aft end of the ship, the direction they were walking. �We�ll need to climb up those to reach the habitat ring . . . and avoid detection from that circulating asshole out there.�
The four pushed on, playing a game of cat and mouse with only the magnetic boots to keep them from floating away into space. Magnetic boots . . . Chang thought to himself. It gave him an idea.
There was no up or down, they could walk along the bottom of the hull, or they could switch it up and walk along the sides of it. And if things really got desperate, climb upward to the topside. Just like how the habitat rings rotated around the Carl Sagan, the four moved in a stealth-like manner and rotated their trek across the ship to avoid detection from the circling drone.
Random maintenance hatches along the central fuselage had to be used when they found themselves unable to sidestep away from the circling drone. It was tempting to stay inside and wait it out, or perhaps follow the pitch-black tunnels back inside of the ship. But they needed to stay on course. Most of the fuselage had been taken over by the Architect�s forces so the habitat ring was where they needed to be. Gravity, weapons, and armor awaited them.
One of the long metallic tethers was a meter away arching upward to the giant ring from Chang�s point of view. And apparently, several Architect soldiers were a few meters away as well. They too were using magnetic boots by the looks of it and began to fan out with their weapons forward, ready to kill. They knew the idle transport was outside of the ship, probably the biggest giveaway that they made their escape.
�MC, we got company,� Chang called out to her.
�Yeah . . . I see it,� Chevallier moaned.
Chang stepped next to the spinning tethers. �OK, guys, so, we now have to avoid being shot by them, and the drone, while climbing up to the top.� He looked up and saw how much of a climb was awaiting them. The distance between the main ship and habitat ring was long, kilometers long. He felt as if he was standing high up on a towering skyscraper and looking downward at a city below. �Fuck.�
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Mess hall
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 04:48 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The oven timer buzzed, reminding Demarion that his baked dessert was ready. It also notified the aliens aboard the habitat ring that someone was hidden back in the kitchen. The invaders burst into the mess hall searching to find the source of the buzz. The chocolate smell of Demarion�s dish led them into the kitchen where they found the frightened chef amongst the messy recently used mixing bowls and opened flour and peanut bags.
Laser weapons were aimed at him as the alien leaders, the overlords as the rest of the crew called them, stepped forward with their spears in hand aggressively speaking to him in their language.
�Good day to you too,� Demarion said as his oven-mittened hands placed the baking dish in front of them. �Hey, mon, you must be hungry, eh?� Demarion pushed the hot baking dish closer to them, freshly baked brownies, recipe courtesy of Rivera. �You and your friend are my honored guests, have these on the house while I prepare dinner.�
The overlords moved in closer keeping their eyes on the brownie dish, attracted to its chocolate smell. Demarion could tell they were interested in it and cut them a square slice to sample. He demonstrated to them that it was safe to eat, and they became further intrigued. The overlords removed their helmets, showing their humanlike faces to him and the strange glowing cybernetic implants on their heads.
One overlord ate a serving of the brownies and then addressed the rest of the overlords behind him. The tone of his voice was a pleasant one, he liked it. Each one yanked a serving of the brownies and ate it. If the doctor�s message was correct, the Architect wasn�t one to properly feed his troops. The whole dish was consumed by the overlords in minutes. They didn�t care to wait for it to cool down.
Sweat began to drip down Demarion�s face as he stood and awaited his next move.
Were they going to request more? Did he make the brownies correctly?
The overlords that consumed the brownies slowly became lethargic. Some started to laugh for no reason, others became relaxed to the point where their laser grunt minions fell to the floor like sudden death had hit them.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Engineering
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 04:58 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Rivera awoke to the sound of the engineering team cheering as they quickly regained control of the situation. She rubbed the side of her head that was raging with pain from the hit she took, and then brushed aside the tiny orbs of her blood that had been floating around her face.
She looked and saw the grunt soldiers floating lifelessly. Her plan had worked; her message did get through. �OK, move, people, on the double!� She returned to her computer terminal to get an update on what had happened while she was knocked out.
Security camera footage showed a similar sight happening throughout most of the ship, grunts dropping, keeling over. According to Dr. Kostelecky�s discovery they were already dead, and being psionically mind-controlled by another source, their overlord squad leaders, many of whom were malnourished. Psionic powers required the brain to be operating normally, a brain that was as high as a kite wouldn�t be able to do that, thus the link would become severed. The grunts falling over meant the chef was able to nail Rivera�s pot brownie recipe perfectly. She grinned at the revelation, and made a mental note for him to bake her some later.
Challenge number two was now afoot, the overlords were still active and still a threat, they were just too high to do anything. It was only a matter of time before they recovered and attacked again, or worse, called for backup. That�s where Chevallier, Chang, and the habitat ring armory came in, assuming they made it in time. The overlords were Poniga after all, and there was no data available that would indicate how quick they might be able to recover from their trip.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Habitat ring exterior
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 05:08 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Dr. Travis Pierce sighed in relief as he saw Chang point at the hatch they had been traveling to since the space walk began. Just a few more meters to go, Pierce thought, during their climb upward to the top of the ring. Almost there, almost there!
Pierce stayed behind Nereid, the slowest of the four as he watched her back, something neither Chang nor Chevallier were concerned about. Nereid got Pierce out of his imprisonment, so he now felt the need to return the favor and get her to safety within the Carl Sagan. No way in hell was he going to allow her to be the last in the queue while Architect soldiers from behind scaled upward in pursuit of them.
Wait a second, Pierce thought, and looked behind at their pursuers. There was an overload among the four grunts. According to Rivera�s transmission all the overlords aboard had been incapacitated. Looks like they missed one.
The four pairs of magnetic boots slapped onto the exterior of the habitat ring. The experience was excruciating for Pierce as the artificial gravity bled away from the rotating section. Turns out, there was no need for magnetic boots, moderate gravity existed this far out on the ship. Pierce deactivated his boots and allowed his body to move with gravity holding him in place, it made running much easier since he didn�t need to use additional force to pull his feet upward to take a step. And given the fact he spent two years in the time dilation bubble, the least amount of work his sore and out of shape body had to do, the better.
Chang lead them toward the maintenance hatch. Being detected by the drones or soldiers was inevitable at this point. They were, after all, on the habitat ring which was spinning rapidly leaving them with very little means of using the rest of the ship as cover. An all or nothing run ensued as a result. Chevallier held her rifle forward ready for the unexpected while Pierce fiddled around for his pistol. The hatch neared, and so did the drone along with the soldiers from behind.
Chang moved forward first and began to lift the disk-shaped lid open as Chevallier�s weapon yelled and roared sending a message to the incoming hostile forces, stay away. The drone swooped down with its weapons charging and opened fire. A beam of white energy soared toward them and repelled off a dome barrier Nereid quickly threw down to protect Chevallier, Chang, and herself.
Pierce, who was lagging behind, was outside of the range of the barrier. Nereid�s mind, still weakened from their escape from the planet, couldn�t extend it forward to encompass him.
The explosive blast that followed in the wake of the drone�s attack launched Pierce backward, sending him spiraling to the pursuing soldiers. Without his magnetic boots, only the gravity that bled away from the habitat ring prevented Pierce from being lost to space. Had the explosion been stronger, he might have become a tumbling body lost in space forever, the border between gravity and no gravity was small.
Pierce got back to his feet and saw that he was now much closer to death as the four grunts approached with their blasters blazing. He looked up and saw his escape, the long tether that held the habitat ring to the ship. His EVA suit�s jets gave him enough thrust to launch upward and away from the gravitational pull. He glided toward the tether turning his body as he reactivated his magnetic boots, they clung securely in place on the tether. Looking back�or up�he saw the danger he had evaded. The grunts and their overlord continued to push on, ignoring him, and focusing on the other three who were in the process of climbing into the maintenance hatch, while the drone�s beam weapon chipped away at Nereid's barrier.
Pierce noticed that the four grunts were ahead of the overlord, moving at full speed, while their overlord commander slowed his run and watched from afar. It made sense that the overlords simply mind-controlled the grunts who were nothing more than undead shock troopers. The overlords needed to stay behind them and direct the flow of battle, if they went down so did the grunts they were mind-controlling. Pierce waited for the grunts to run far enough out of range, while the overlord stood, watching and controlling them.
Pierce aimed his pistol at the boots of the overlord and asked himself repeatedly if he was out of his mind for what he was about to do.
Pierce deactivated his magnetic boots and ignited the thrusts of his EVA suits jets. His body propelled back down to the habitat ring as his finger pulled the trigger of his pistol twice, one for each foot of the overlord, hopefully damaging its magnetic boots. He didn�t want to risk firing any more bullets, one missed shot would put a hole in the ring large enough for it to vent atmosphere.
His sneak attack drew the attention of the overlord, it didn�t have enough time to react as Pierce�s body came crashing down onto him, now bound by the gravity once again. The overlord lost its spear in the process and resorted to combat the old-fashioned way, with its fists. Pierce returned the favor.
The two rolled along the ring, punching and grabbing each other in the process while the light of Sirius A in the distance shined down upon them. Pierce saw cracks form on his helmets visor, he was losing the fight along with air, heat, and the pressure he needed to stay alive in space. The computer in his EVA suit played an alarm notifying him of his impending doom as the fists of the overload drilled into his helmet relentlessly.
Their fighting brought them to the edge of the habitat ring. This is it, he thought, and braced himself for a move that might bring him to his end, rather than his opponent. Their bodies rolled off the edge as the artificial gravity pulled them downward. Pierce quickly reactivated his magnetic boots, it caused his feet to instantly cling back onto the sides of the ring. The overlord, however, was seemingly oblivious that his boots had been damaged, and continued to fall.
The overlord�s body more or less fell off the ship, despite having fallen out of range of the gravitational pull of the habitat ring. The speed the overlord�s body traveled at was equal to the speed of one falling off a cliff on Earth. The overlord�s body continued to spiral out of control, away from the Carl Sagan at said speeds, and would continue to do so, until someone, or something, stopped it. The undead grunts it was mind-controlling slumped over, now out of range of his psionic mind.
Pierce laughed as he looked down at the overlord now lost to space, its arms and legs flailed and danced about in a panic. �Give Sir Isaac Newton my regards.� Because he�s one deadly son of a bitch.
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The Architect�s ship
SC-149 AKA Meroien far orbit, Sirius C system
May 22, 2050, 05:43 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Tolukei�s firm hand rapped Foster�s arm awaking her from her brief nap and reminding her of the situation she was in. She had been placed back in the cell she and Mavron shared as he slept on a hard bed adjacent to hers. Marduk and Tolukei stood next to each other as they waited for Foster to rise up from her rest.
She looked directly at Tolukei�s face as she came to, there were no signs of regret in it for the actions he did. She frowned and pushed his hand away. �Never thought your kind would betray us like that,� Foster said.
�If you knew how Radiance treated Muodiry, you would understand. Many of the Javnis Muodiry were either forced into exile or pushed into the arms of heretics since our existence was considered to be sacrilegious.� Foster replied with a snort. �You see, we had psionic powers before the Aryile arrived at our home world, it was believed that psionic gifts came from the three Radiance gods, who lent it to the Aryile, who began to spread it across the galaxy.�
�And you having it before them contradicts that,� Foster said. �Then again, this whole system does, doesn�t it? Radiance ain�t made it this far out, yet these folks not only got psionics but can do tricks Radiance and Hashmedai psionics can�t.�
Their bickering woke Mavron. He remained silent as Marduk held up Foster�s EAD once again. This time EVE�s hologram appeared above it flickering rapidly suggesting that he still did not finish fully copying her program.
�As I said, it will only be a matter of time before I copy and reprogram your ship�s AI to suit my needs,� Marduk said.
�EVE, terminate all functions authorization: Foster, gamma, romeo, one, niner, two, one,� Foster bellowed her security override code.
EVE�s glitchy hologram remained and looked at Foster. �I�m sorry, Captain, I can�t do that.�
�I must admit, your species is not as primitive as I thought,� Marduk said. �This AI is one I�ve never seen in the thousands of years I�ve been a god.�
Foster gritted her teeth as Tolukei forced her to kneel in front of Marduk. �Have you considered your god�s offer?� Tolukei asked her.
�It�s been brought to my attention your cell mate gave you your first engram experience,� Marduk said. �You�ve seen the truth now. You know I�m not lying, I can, and will make you a goddess, just accept my terms. Help me continue my role as king of the gods and leave this pitiful cage I�ve been trapped in.�
�You ain�t gettin� shit from me. So, let�s just skip to the part where you threaten to kill me.�
Marduk grimaced. �So be it. Tolukei.�
�Yes, my lord?�
�Prove your loyalty to me, kill her. Her body will serve as a reminder to her crew what will happen if they continue to defy me.� Marduk looked at Mavron. �Kill him too; I have no further use for this advocate of Tiamat.�
Tolukei gazed down at Foster, then back up to Marduk. �What about the Nereid and Pierce? Were we not supposed to use her to bargain for them?�
�Bargaining was nothing more than a courtesy to them. I have a partial copy of their AI and we know the Nereid and Pierce are somewhere on that ship. We will get what we want no matter what. She chose to forfeit her life and you will be the hand that will end it. Do try to preserve most of her body, we need her people to identify her.�
Tolukei�s psionic grip flung Mavron away from his bed. His body crashed into Foster�s and then began to hover above the floor, Foster�s paralyzed body joined him. She felt no fear, no regrets, and no worry about what will happen in the aftermath. She wasn�t going to allow herself to return to Earth as a tool for Marduk, while forcing everyone else she knew and cared for to suffer. Death was a better option.
�Any last words, you two?� Tolukei said.
�Haven�t thought of any, wanna give me a few minutes to do so?�
�Do not bother.� Tolukei smiled at her. �For this is not the end!�
Tolukei�s cybernetic-augmented body flowed with bright glowing light. Shades of blue and purple radiated away from his implants and then vanished as his fist hit the floor, sending a thundering three-hundred-sixty-degree telekinetic push that sent everyone in the room flying backward, including a confused Marduk.
Tolukei grabbed onto Mavron and Foster once again, only this time it was a protective grab as his body along with Mavron and hers dematerialized into a bolt of blue light, a jump port, which took them into the midsection of the ship. Their reappearance placed them inside of a darken corridor, directly in front of a patrol team of Marduk�s undead grunt soldiers and their overlord master.
Tolukei maimed and tore their bodies limb from limb, making it pointless for any overlord to continue to mind-control them. His augmented hands glowed orange as he rapidly created and flicked a small purple plasma orb into the chest of the overlord, vaporizing a hole in it. Tolukei picked up and offered Foster one of the laser cannons the grunts had used, a piece of the grunts arm was still attached to it. Otherwise it was still operational via a thin switch on the inside of it as she recalled from the brief glance of the insides she saw earlier.
After confirming that the weapon was usable, Foster aimed it to the back of Tolukei�s head and entered a steadfast stance. �Is it customary for humans to try and shoot the person that rescued them?� Tolukei said.
�You gots some 'splaining to do, mister.�
�As tempting as it was to ally myself with him and free the rest of the Muodiry, I wasn�t going to. I pledged my service to you and your crew, and I will continue to do so.�
�Right . . .�
�Marduk is no god; he is a madman with powers and technology he does not fully understand.� Tolukei continued to speak as he stepped further down into the corridor. �Now, if my plan is to be of any success we must flee this ship back to the Carl Sagan at once.�
Mavron plucked the spear out from the hands of the dead overlord, arming himself with it. Foster kicked a second unused laser cannon toward Mavron. �Pew-pew gun might be more effective.�
Mavron spun and twirled the spear in the air with one hand like a martial arts expert. �I will be fine with this.�
�Suit yourself, darling!�
Foster and Mavron followed behind Tolukei while lights on the walls changed their color to red as an alarm started to make a racket throughout the ship. The whole ship must have been alerted about us by now, she thought. �Tolukei, is there a reason why you didn�t just teleport us back to the Carl Sagan?�
�My mind was still partially connected to the Carl Sagan navigational computer. I forced the ship to drift far enough away out of teleportation range. And then gave the crew coded messages of my plan and what they must do. As we speak the crew is silently retaking control of the ship. I couldn�t risk Marduk easily teleporting back aboard with reinforcements to interfere once he found out.�
�And now we can�t get back with ease . . .�
�If all goes well, the Carl Sagan will move back in range.�
The three encountered a second set of patrol guards, guards that were on the lookout for them. Storage crates gave Foster cover as she sprayed laser blaster fire at the soldiers, a flurry of head and chest shots put her targets down. Tolukei drew back on his expertise as a combat psionic. His cybernetic arms glowed orange, orbs of purple plasma balls formed in the palms of his hands before being hurled at the attacking soldiers. Mavron leaped directly into the fray, lunging and twirling his spear that glowed purple, imbued with the low-level psionic gifts he had. Each of Mavron�s thrusts penetrated the armor of the grunts and overlords with ease, almost as if there was no armor to start with. Mavron�s hands periodically rose up sending mild telekinetic thrusts that threw off the balance of nearby adversaries.
They began to run further down the hall as the last body hit the floor, with smoke billowing away from the gaping hole in its head. A pair of guards from behind them appeared out from a doorway, Foster�s quick turn and draw taught them a valuable lesson, never sneak up on a southern gal with a gun.
Three overlord soldiers were ambushed by Tolukei, his telekinetic mind caused all three of their heads to bash against the walls repeatedly until their helmets fractured and their skulls caved in, crushing their psionic minds. The undead grunts they had control over in the storage room the two entered next, fell over dead as a result.
Dead end, Foster thought as she looked about amongst the cargo crates. Her frantic search for another door turned up nothing, there was only one, the one they entered. �Tolukei, we gotta turn back�"
She stopped herself having realized there was a tiny window looking out into space from behind them. She saw the Carl Sagan in the distance as it slowly began to come about from the drift Tolukei had forced it into. This was part of his escape plan, get to the section of the ship that would be closest to the Carl Sagan, and therefore the first part that would be in range for teleportation.
There was just one problem, and it presented itself via a bright teleportation light.
Marduk materialized out from it and wasted no time attacking them with his mind.
Foster dodge-rolled behind a crate and sprayed down supportive fire while Tolukei and Marduk dueled with their psionic wizardry. Their clashing psionic powers created bright flashing lights, and sparks showered down upon them from the damaged ceiling. Boxes were flung back and forth as projectiles, it forced Foster to change her cover every so often when a box she hid behind was levitated upward and tossed.
Overlords and grunts entered with the now trapped trio, Mavron dashed in to engage the overlords in spear to spear combat. Foster upped the intensity of her laser shower, hoping it would draw the grunt�s attacks away from Mavron and toward her as she continued to dive and roll to new cover while new cargo boxes fell to the floor.
Marduk, like Tolukei, had a psionic barrier protecting him, an impressive feat considering he lacked the cybernetic implants needed. Even more impressive, was the fact that his barrier was clearly stronger than Tolukei who did have the implants. And it was that advantage that made Tolukei�s mind grow tired, while the energy that was required to power Foster�s laser ran low, whatever the hell they used to power it.
Foster looked back through the window, the Carl Sagan was closer than before, escape was seconds away, assuming Tolukei had enough left in him to perform one. Then there was still the risk of Marduk teleporting aboard to chase, hell, he could just have his ship chase them again, and they�d be right back to where they started.
Marduk or his ship needed to be taken out, ideally both, and ideally right then and there. Foster�s gaze shifted up at the ceiling and saw where the sparks had shot out from earlier. There were some pipes, wiring, and god knows what else exposed from the fighting. They all looked important, important things tend to explode, burst into flames, or straight up make computers not work correctly.
She aimed her laser at it, used what little charge was left to power it and unloaded. The lasers blasted upward toward the damaged ceiling, she held her breath for several seconds and eagerly waited for what would come next. An explosion? Flames spraying out? A hull breach? She was up for any of those at this point.
She saw tiny flames flare out from a pipe she shot. Then a sparking wire dangled next to the flames. A loud bang roared, it was preceded by jets of hot green plasma spearing out from the pipes, down upon the two fighting psionics.
Tolukei jump ported backward next to Foster, and then yanked Mavron over toward them with his psionic pull. Marduk shielded his face from the hot plasma pouring all over his body as his shields shattered. What would happen to him next was anyone�s guess as bright teleportation light surrounded the trio.
Foster, Mavron, and Tolukei rematerialized. They were aboard the bridge of the Carl Sagan. She heard cheering and laughter from the crew. Bodies of the undead grunts rested all over the bridge floor. Williams was more than happy to leap up from her captain�s chair and offer it back to her. She was glad to take it.
�Save the cheerin� for later, we ain�t done yet,� Foster said. �Get us outta here!�
The Carl Sagan turned away from Marduk�s ship and disappeared as it entered sub light speeds. Marduk�s ship however stayed where it was. There was only one person that could pilot it, and he wasn�t available to do so.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Decontamination chamber
Interstellar space, entering Sirius A system
May 22, 2050, 07:25 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster was experiencing quite possibly the most awkward situation of her career thus far.
She sat cross-legged, butt-naked, with decontamination gel glistening on her pasty southern American skin. She kept one arm across her breasts and ensured she faced the wall with her back toward Pierce, Mavron, and Chevallier who all found themselves in the same awkward situation together. She could tell by Chevallier�s shadow on the floor that she too sat in the same pose. Pierce kept both of his hands down low, obscuring his manhood from the rest of the group, his face flushed bright and his lips sealed shut.
It was met with disappointment by Nereid who tried repeatedly to make small talk with him, unaffected by the fact she too was unclothed. Nereid tried to poke him, made playful jokes, just about anything to get his attention. Nereid�s endless giggling was driving Chevallier insane, while Pierce struggled to flush out of his head whatever a lonely middle-aged man like himself would notice, and focused on being the calm gentleman that he was. That included looking away from Nereid�s chest whenever she stood in front of him.
Mavron slept on the floor in the corner, he was after all awoken from his sleep prior to their escape. Foster was too, but the gel on her body, her nakedness, and everyone else�s . . . she couldn�t. She needed a soft bed, her bed and it was waiting for her, once Dr. Kostelecky gave the OK to leave.
�Why. Is. This. Necessary?� Chevallier moaned miserably.
�We�ve all traveled to an off-world alien place for a long period of time,� Foster said. �Ain�t no telling what we might have picked up.�
�What about the rest of the crew? Didn�t Rivera and Williams at one point leave the ship?�
�That planet was scanned by our probes beforehand and given the green light. The other planets, however, we still haven�t gotten all the data back from the probes. Hell, none of our probes made it all the way out to the Undine world.�
It was also the primary reason the whole crew kept their distance from them once Dr. Kostelecky revealed they had to enter decontamination as per protocols. Nobody wanted to be trapped in there in the nude while they smeared decontamination gel all over their parts.
�I don�t recall UNE ships having a chamber like this,� Chevallier said.
Foster looked at the walls of the chamber, they resembled open showering rooms. �That�s because they never left Sol, it wasn�t necessary.�
Nereid became uninterested in Pierce�s silence as he concentrated on not getting hard in the situation. The more he concentrated, thinking about the body parts he shouldn�t have seen, the less successful he was. She skirted over to Foster and Chevallier, her head moved up and down gazing at their bodies in a fascinated manner. �It�s amazing how much your bodies resemble the Poniga,� Nereid said.
Foster kept her face to the ceiling, she had seen enough bare breasts for the mission thanks to the female Undine and Poniga aboard Marduk�s ship, thankfully that experience had been balanced out by the bare chests the males had rocked.
Nereid shifted her sights to Chevallier and her feminine, fit, military body. �Can you please, like, not do that?� Chevallier said to Nereid.
Foster grinned. �What�s wrong, MC? Don�t like the gender and species change McDowell went through?�
�This is his daughter if anything. It�s not really him.�
�She�s got part of his memories.�
Nereid began to stare at the tattoo of a Hammerhead shark on Chevallier�s lower back. Chevallier cringed as the girl from the ocean world continued to look in awe, like a child, watching flowers for the first time. �And apparently, she doesn�t know what naked humans look like.�
�So, kiddo, you got a name?� Foster said to Nereid.
�I am a Nereid.�
�I get that, but isn�t that just a title?�
�It�s what they�ve called me. Individual names for Nereid have been lost in the generations that passed.�
�Nereid, it is then, unless you want an actual name,� Foster said.
�Please,� Tolukei groaned from the opposite end of the chamber. �I am trying to meditate.�
Tolukei sat in his own personal space furthest away from everyone. Like the rest, he kept his naked body facing the wall as he sat cross-legged on the floor, his cybernetic augmented arms were at his sides as he tried to meditate. Tolukei�s voice drew Nereid toward him, she looked at his posture and sat next to him, still innocent and oblivious to the sexual tension and resistance everyone had.
�Meditation?� Nereid asked Tolukei.
�It is for my psionic mind,� he said. �Continual meditation sharpens it like a Hashmedai warrior sharpens their plasma swords.�
�Can you teach me?�
To their surprise, Tolukei agreed. He explained to her breathing techniques, how to focus, how to clear one�s mind, how to sit, and the works. It was a relief to the humans, it kept Nereid�s inquiring mind away from them as the two sat cross-legged next to each other. Their form and breathing were almost in perfect harmony.
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Captain�s office
Interstellar space, entering Sirius A system
May 22, 2050, 12:36 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster guzzled down the last steaming hot drops of her coffee. She finished reading holo pad reports of what transpired on the Carl Sagan during her absence. Williams handled the situation well, all things considered, she had zero regrets about leaving him alone to visit the surface of the planet. Speaking of Williams, him and Rivera entered her office from the stairwell connecting it to the bridge. They approached Foster as she sat comfortably at her desk and placed her holo pad on it to give the two her undivided attention.
�How was de-con?� Williams snickered with a grin.
Foster winced. �Let�s not talk about that.�
�You�ll be happy to know EVE is working perfectly fine,� Rivera said as she flicked a report from her holo pad at Foster. �Whoever had gained access didn�t copy everything, and I question if they�ll be able to use what they copied correctly, they�re going to need some high-end hardware to keep her active.�
�That ship has FTL and energy weapons,� Williams said. �I�m sure they got that covered.�
�So, what�s our next move?� Rivera asked Foster.
�Chief, how soon could we have the mind shield reprogrammed to block Marduk?�
�Radiance didn�t exactly give us state of the art mind shields. Give me, like, six hours?
�You got five.�
Rivera grimaced in response to her new task as she updated the schedule on her holo pad. �Uh, OK . . .�
Williams crossed his arms and faced Foster. �We�re going after him, aren�t we?�
Foster gave no verbal reply. She tilted her head as her eyes locked onto the stars beyond the window in her office. She fixed in on the largest star in visual range, the white dwarf Sirius B.
�With all due respect, Captain, perhaps we should consider walking away?� Rivera said. �Architect, Marduk, asshole, whatever you want to call him. This is his domain, his territory. Earth told us not to colonize systems where spacefaring species have control over it, we�re not conquerors after all.�
�No, we�re not, but Marduk has already made up his mind,� Foster said. �He�s gonna attack Earth and no matter what, we can�t let that happen. He�s also enslaved the populations of this system, including the Poniga, descendants of humans. Like it or not this is our fight now, we�s gots to take him down. Talking is gettin� us nowhere with him.�
�And if he�s out of the picture, nobody would officially have control of the system,� Williams said.
�And the Undine and Poniga will be free to make their own choices,� Foster added.
Rivera put her data pad away and proceeded to the staircase. �Well then, I guess I got more work to do.�
Foster left her desk and followed the two up onto the main bridge above. She was about to take her seat in the captain�s chair when both Pierce and Nereid entered. Nereid wore off-duty crew person uniform, which from what Foster was told was a mission itself to get her into. Wearing clothing was something that brought her a lot of discomfort, so she had originally insisted on the old ragged and soaking wet robe from her world. One she probably would have walked around with barely tied up since she protested repeatedly it irritated and dried her skin too much. Which would also explain why she clearly wasn�t wearing a bra either and possibly any other undergarments, compromises that had to be made to get her to wear the outfit.
Foster was pleased to see Pierce had donned a nice fresh, clean uniform to match his newly clean-shaven face and new haircut in the wake of his imprisonment. That was the limit of her being pleased to see him as his presence on the bridge caused her to sigh. �Dr. Pierce, I thought I told you to take time off to rest.�
�Captain, this is important,� Pierce said as he and Nereid approached her. �Can I see you in your office?� He faced Williams and Rivera. �Hell, you two as well. Everyone come!�
�Pierce, from your point of view you were in prison for two years and were convinced we�d died,� Foster said. �You really need to take time off to recover mentally and physically.�
�I�ll sleep when I�m dead,� he said, and pushed his way down the stairs into her office. �And if you don�t let me help out, then we�re all going to be doing that.�
Foster returned to her office chair at her desk. Pierce, Nereid, Williams, and Rivera were later joined by Chang, Dr. Kostelecky, Chevallier, and Tolukei, essentially the entire senior crew. They all began to spread out within her spacious office turned briefing room, and all eyes were on Dr. Pierce as he fidgeted with his holo pad. It looked as though he was preparing to launch a holographic slide show presentation, much like ones he used to show during his lectures at UBC.
�You have our undivided attention, egghead,� Chevallier said with her arms crossed.
Pierce nodded and waved his hands across the projection, the action enlarged the display on his holo pad for everyone to clearly see. �Our time in decontamination gave me the chance to think clearly for once, in regard to everything that has transpired since our arrival in the system. Marduk, Tiamat, Undine, the connections to Earth. Then it hit me.� His holographic slide switched to the cover of his poor-selling book back on Earth. �Have any of you read my book on the legend of the Dogan tribes of Africa?� The crew gave their answers via silence, a few heads shaking �no� and blank stares by Nereid who no doubt didn�t know what a book was unless of course that part of McDowell�s memories had been unlocked. �Didn�t think so, it was laughed at by the science community on Earth. Well, for those that don�t know, the Dogan believed they were visited by travelers from another planet thousands of years ago, they called them the Nommo, a species that was described as, half-fish, half-man.�
�The Undine . . .� Foster said.
�Exactly. They claimed to have been told about celestial objects in the skies. Like that Saturn had rings and that Sirius, the system they claimed to have travelled from, was not a single star but a triple star system. The Dogan knew all this information before the invention of the telescope and modern science. I think there�s some truth to Marduk coming to Earth and the religion of the ancient Babylonians,� Pierce said as he continued his holographic presentation. �Here�s what I think happened. According to Babylonian myth, Tiamat and her husband Abzu created the universe and the lesser gods, including Marduk. Tiamat was the goddess of the salt seas while her husband was the god of the fresh seas. Two seas, two oceans . . . like two ocean worlds.�
Nereid clued in right away. �Meroien . . .�
�And the original Undine home world . . . wherever in the galaxy that lays.� Pierce directed everyone�s attention to the new hologram that manifested, a map of the known side of the galaxy. �So, Tiamat and Abzu take the Undine to Sirius, encounter the Lyonria, and then travel to the Javnis home world. They create and uplift the Muodiry, teach them how to build and operate starships. Then they travel to Earth, make contact with the Dogan in Africa, and allowed a small number of Undine to populate the oceans of Earth, giving rise to the myth of Sirens when ancient Greek sailors discovered them.�
Pierce continued. �And then something happens, something that causes the Lyonria to vanish except for a few, living in Sirius. During which according to myth, the lesser gods plot to overthrow Tiamat and Abzu�s reign. Abzu is killed, Tiamat gets upset, and goes to war with Marduk, the leader of the lesser gods uprising. Tiamat is killed by him and he becomes ruler of all the gods, travels to Earth and tells the ancient humans there he�s in charge. From there he starts hunting down Undine and Nereids, as they are still loyal to Tiamat. He grabs a bunch of them on his ship including human slaves, returns to Sirius, and forces the Nereids to unlock tech left behind from Tiamat. Then a trap that had been placed by Tiamat engages, keeping him stuck in the Sirius system.�
�The humans then are forced to live with the Lyonria,� Kostelecky said.
�Enter the first generation of Linl explorers,� Pierce said. �They travelled here to set up a colony and were wiped out by Marduk. The survivors were then forced to live with the now enslaved human and Lyonria populations, which over time lead to the evolution of the Poniga. Also, EVE you detected traces of Arabic and Hebrew in the Poniga language, right?�
�That is correct, Doctor,� EVE�s voice echoed throughout the office like an omnipotent force listening in.
�That was the language the Babylonians had used,� Pierce said. �And with Marduk trapped, he forced the Poniga and Undine to study the Lyonria ruins in hopes of finding clues on how to escape.�
Williams faced away from the projection, and asked Pierce. �So, who is Tiamat then? Clearly not a Lyonria.�
�I�m not sure; in the legends she was always described as being a dragon. Javnis are at heart a reptilian species, maybe she was one of them, or perhaps a different faction within the Lyonria civilization.�
�Marduk in the legends had four eyes . . .� Foster said referring back to her high school classes of studying Mesopotamian mythology.
Pierce nodded to her. �Four eyes and four ears, but I�d imagine his appearance had been exaggerated slightly to make him appear more humanlike and Tiamat more serpent like. In any case, the Lyonria were here before Tiamat, it�s probably how she discovered Sirius in the first place. Since Marduk is obsessed with learning about Lyonria technology, and not Tiamat�s, even though its Tiamat�s drones that are keeping him trapped in the system, it�s safe to assume Tiamat�s technology has a basis in Lyonria technology.�
Williams asked Foster. �Captain, according to your engram trance, the Lyonria ruins, rather Lyonria travel hub, we found has a wormhole powerful enough to travel to other systems, right?�
�Yeah, somethin� like that.�
�Wonder why he didn�t just use that to leave?�
�He didn�t know how to use it to connect to gates beyond the system, only local ones, and that weird alternate existence, which required psionic powers to reach rather than the gate itself. He was close to figuring it out until a lockdown halted him ten years ago and set him back.�
�Another reason why he enslaved the two races,� Rivera said. �He was searching to rebuild it to suit him. It�s what I would have done; if I was an evil and lazy dictator, with an engineering degree.�
�Sounds more like he was searching for an instruction manual,� Williams said.
�He�d have to leave his ship behind, anyways,� Foster said. �A ship that hasn�t had its navigational computers updated in over four thousand years. He was truly stranded here in every sense.�
�Stellar drift.� Pierce snapped his fingers at the revelation. �Of course, that�s why he needs the location of Earth from us. Every planet and star system travels throughout the galaxy at varying speeds. Sol and Sirius are not in the same place as they were five thousand years ago. If you don�t know the proper motion of stars and its planets, you could end up spending years flying through space trying to find a particular system unless your navigation systems kept that data up-to-date.�
The information exchange got Foster thinking and got her mind ready to connect the final dots in the puzzle before them. �The planet around Sirius B we first stepped foot on,� Foster said. �EVE, didn�t you say that structure was not consistent with Lyonria tech?�
�That is correct, Captain.�
�Marduk said that place was a tomb, Tiamat�s that is.�
�It is a sacred place for my people,� Nereid said. �We all long to visit it, but lack the means to travel there safely.�
�You�d need an EVA suit to walk on that planet,� Pierce said. �Something the Undine wouldn�t be able to do, even if they went through the wormhole to get there.�
�I reckon that voice that told us to �leave� wasn�t threatenin� us,� Foster said. �It was trying to warn us. Marduk�s people were there messing around. The trap that�s been keepin� him here is a fleet of drone ships, programmed to attack his ship if he tries to leave the system. He mentioned he managed to reprogram some of them to serve him, just not all of them.�
�There were hundreds of them that chased us out of that sector when we lost contact with you guys,� Williams said. �Guess it�s safe to assume that�s where the ones he controls lurk.�
�Tiamat�s tomb must be more than just a tomb, though,� Foster said. �It�s probably a control center for the drones.�
�Marduk�s forces were probably entering the tombs to see if they could make further progress into taking control of the drone network,� Pierce said.
�OK!� Chevallier interjected loudly. �Can we get cliff notes for the people not interested in science, legends, and ancient shit?�
Foster smiled at her and her willingness to push things forward. �All you need to know is Marduk wants to rule Earth again, and he needs the drones in the system to allow him to leave.�
�So, stopping Marduk results in enslaved people becoming free, our colony safe from danger, and the prevention of another alien attack on Earth,� Chang said, uncrossing his arms as he leaned against the window peering out into space.
�Pretty much.�
�Awesome, so when do we start? �Cause it sounds like whatever we need to do, we should have started it an hour ago.�
�The planet SB-417. Tiamat�s tomb must be the control center for the drones. And if he�s got part of EVE�s program he might be able to use it to hack in and take control of the network.� Foster stood up from her chair with new direction and determination powering her growing smile. �And we got a fully functioning EVE, we just need to get there and take control of it before he does.�
�There�s only one problem,� Pierce said. �We lost contact with the ship the moment we got deep inside the tomb? We won�t be able to utilize EVE.�
�I could modify an EAD to store part of her programming into it,� Rivera suggested. �It�s just I will need to wipe out everything on the EAD including its OS. You won�t be able to do anything with it except use it as a portable EVE.�
�Works for me,� Foster said.
�OK, we do our thing on the surface, then what?� Chevallier said.
�Then we�s gonna force him to negotiate,� Foster said. �Give him one last chance to end this conflict without bloodshed. Tolukei, what�s the status of Marduk�s ship?�
The long silent Javnis psionic briefly entered a trance, and shut all four of his eyes. When they opened he said, �I sense his ship has not moved.�
�But he�s alive, isn�t he?�
�I can feel his mind, so yes, he still lives.�
�He might be using his wormhole to travel there,� Rivera said.
�Then let�s get movin� folks.� Foster strode away from her desk and toward the staircase leading up to the bridge. �MC, put together a fire team, let�s be prepared, unlike the last time we went to that world.�
Chevallier and Williams exchanged glances with each other. �Williams here had the brilliant idea of deploying every Hammerhead to protect the colony and the Lyonria travel hub.�
Foster groaned and face-palmed as she stopped short of stepping up onto the stairs. �Anything else I should be aware of, guys?�
�Let�s not touch what little crew we have left to operate the ship, especially if we�re going to battle,� Rivera said.
�Want me to head back to pick them up?� Chang offered.
�There�s no time for a detour like that,� Williams said, �it will take us half a day just to get back to Sirius B if we do. Marduk might have what he wants by then, assuming he doesn�t already.�
Chevallier raised her hands in the air in a �what the fuck� motion. �So, what does that leave us with?�
�I�ll go.� Nereid said, stepping forward. �I�m sure the Poniga will assist.�
Chevallier rolled her eyes at Nereid. �Right, let�s take people who nearly lost their lives into a combat situation using equipment and weapons they know nothing of.�
�Then, we shall teach them,� Nereid firmly said.
�Dr. Kostelecky, see which of the Poniga are well enough and willing to fight,� Foster said to her, and then addressed the senior staff before her. �Any other questions?� There were none, everyone was ready to do their jobs. �All right, dismissed. Let�s liberate the people of this system, and prevent the human race from suffering what they have had to for the last four or five thousand years.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Bridge
SB-417 orbit, Sirius B system
May 22, 2050, 17:39 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The Carl Sagan appeared above the southern hemisphere of the ice world SB-417 as its sub light speed engines disengaged. Sensor and ESP scans combed the sector around them checking, and then later, double-checking for any signs of hostile forces. There were none, Marduk�s ship was where they had left it in Sirius C. Drones loyal to him evidently arrived and remained at its side in a wide defensive pattern. The reveal helped slow Foster�s heart rate as her breathing slowly returned to normal. All that remained, was hopefully, a quick and easy in and out operation on the planet�s surface, then a brace for whatever Marduk planned to retaliate with in the aftermath.
�Chief, how goes the mind shield situation?� Foster transmitted via intercom.
�Give me a few more minutes, Captain,� Rivera�s voice replied over the speakers.
�Marduk�s ship could come after us any second and travels at FTL, we ain�t got that.�
�We�ll be fine, Captain,� Chang said. �This planet is big enough for our two ships to play hide-and-seek. I�ll do my best to keep our distance if it comes to that.�
�You sure?� Williams cut in. �Because that didn�t work out too well at Meroien.�
�No offence, Commander, but you were at the helm,� Chang said. �Marduk uses energy weapons, we don�t. Tolukei�s powers can force our weapons to curve around the planet to hit him. I can do this.�
Foster liked the idea. �Psionics can�t control the trajectory of energy weapons.�
�It was the biggest advantage Radiance had over the Hashmedai,� Chang said. �If a missile missed its mark, a psionic could force it to turn back around and try again. If a plasma cannon missed, it missed, there wasn�t anything a psionic could do to change that.�
Foster leaped out of her chair and moved to the exit of the bridge. �Dom, you have the bridge.�
Williams stepped between her and the exit with his arms crossed. �Captain, remember what happened the last time you left?�
She smiled and patted him on the left shoulder. �I�ll be back this time.�
�Let me go.�
�You�ll be fine, Dom, I believe in you.�
During a situation like this Foster�s place was on the bridge. But who else could have gone on the mission? Only she, Pierce, Kingston, Chevallier, and McDowell had gone down the first time, and therefore they were the only people that were familiar with the labyrinth within Tiamat�s tomb.
Pierce went through enough trauma as it was, and should have been resting and speaking with a counselor. It was bad enough he insisted on remaining at his science officer�s station. Nereid didn�t have all of McDowell�s memories back, Kingston is gone, that would leave Chevallier as the sole person that knew where to go. Besides, the engram trance Foster received did give her better insights into the past and Marduk�s objectives, it might come in handy down below.
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Docking bay
SB-417 orbit, Sirius B system
May 22, 2050, 17:51 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster arrived in the docking bay fully geared in her EVA suit while its magnetic boots clung to the floor, planting with every step. She examined her EAD which was modified to allow a partial copy of EVE to be loaded onto it, thanks to Rivera. Damn Rivera wasn�t kidding, she thought as the screen of her EAD was blank, its contents completely wiped out in favor of storing EVE on it.
Chevallier was in her full Hammerhead combat armor, Nereid and two Poniga were suited in EVA suits armed with magnetic rifles, Nereid however kept her Voelika staff in her hands. Foster glanced at the two Poniga as they gave uneasy looks at their human-made weapons within their human-made suits. Through their helmets� visors she saw the faces of Eisila and Mavron inside the two EVA suits.
�MC, they good to go?� Foster asked.
�Did the best I could to teach them how to use our stuff given the limited time,� Chevallier said.
�It was the actions of you and your crew that saved us,� Mavron said with EVE�s voice offering the translation. �We must repay the debt.�
�And it gives us the chance to finally strike back at the Architect. Perhaps this will be one of many retaliatory strikes that will help liberate our people,� Eisila said.
Chevallier double-checked her rifle�s settings. �Just keep your head down and remember what I told you.�
The group boarded the transport with Foster and Chevallier sitting up front in the cockpit. Foster looked behind at their unusual rag-tag team; two Poniga who never fired a rifle in combat, and a mysterious psionic girl with talents unknown to Radiance and the Hashmedai. A full Hammerhead team would have made her feel slightly safer.
The transport�s engines flared, blue spikes of thrust propelled it out of the Carl Sagan as its trajectory took them to the surface of the planet, a planet that was the start of their crazy sleigh ride since their arrival in the system. The transport dipped below the darkened clouds, beneath the clouds was the icy surface reflecting the whitish-blue light of the white dwarf. The original transport they first rode in on could be seen, encased in snow and ice. It was a sign they were nearing Tiamat�s tomb.
�We should probably come back for that once this is over,� Foster said, glaring down at the first transport.
The transport�s landing thrusters scattered fresh snow in all directions as it came to rest next to the frozen over entrance to the tomb. The five all exited as its sliding doors rose, and retraced human-made, snow-covered footprints made days earlier. Nereid�s eyes fixated on the alluring design of the structure in front.
�What�s wrong?� Foster asked her.
�This is really it. The tomb of the goddess.� Nereid continued to look around wide-eyed. Snowflakes began to fall and were illuminated by the beams of light emitting from her EVA suit�s helmet. �This world must have been paradise before it met its end.�
�Let�s move!� Chevallier shouted. �Nereid, you might not be McDowell, but you still got his marbles. What would he be doing in a situation like this?�
Nereid clenched her fists, switched her sight to the entrance of the tomb and gave Chevallier a confident nod. �Right.�
The group entered the frostbitten tombs once again as Foster and Chevallier lead the way through the eerie mazelike halls. Unlike their previous expedition, power was running, lights along the walls shined upon them and the dragon-like sculptures adorning the walls. Marduk had indeed been busy. Prior to passing through a doorway, Nereid, Mavron, and Eisila stopped and kneeled before a serpent-like figure above, its design was similar to the figure on Nereid�s Voelika staff weapon.
Chevallier stopped and rolled her eyes at the three. �Guys . . .�
�Let them do their thing,� Foster said. �This is a sacred place to them after all.�
Two minutes later they pushed on into the central chambers, where it had all begun. Hordes of Marduk�s soldiers meandered next to active wormholes. Foster used hand gestures to signal to the group to hunker down out of sight. The five observed their enemy�s movements attempting to figure out exactly what they were doing.
�They were right, Marduk is using the wormhole to travel here rather than fly to it,� Chevallier said.
�Carl Sagan, are you receiving us?� Foster transmitted. As expected there was a signal loss, creating an irritating static sound inside of her helmet. �Just like last time, at least we�re prepared.�
Several soldiers entered the tomb via a wormhole linked with Marduk�s ship. They marched over to an unopened gate inside of the tombs alongside dozens of other soldiers, and waited. It was a rally point most likely. The question was, where were they waiting to travel to?
�Something tells me there�s a reason they all rallyin� there,� Foster said.
Chevallier replied with two words that made Foster cringe. �Uh-oh.�
�What?�
Chevallier sent her helmet�s camera footage to Foster�s EVA HUD. A tiny holographic window appeared over her visor, within it she saw what appeared to be a zoomed in view of the dormant wormhole�s interface controls. There was a preview projection that showed the expected location the wormhole was set to connect with. It was hard for Foster to clearly see what the preview projection was in the distance, though one thing did stick out. A Hammerhead helmet.
�That�s the base camp Williams and Rivera set up when they discovered that wormhole in the Lyonria hub, isn�t it?� Chevallier said.
�Maybe.� Foster sent the data to her EAD. �EVE?�
�Your assumptions are correct,� EVE said. �The hologram appears to be monitoring activity in front of the gate in the Lyonria travel hub.�
�From what I was able to gather, a small screen appears next to a gate that allows the user to interact with it,� Chevallier said. �And probably to see what�s on the other side of the world you intend to visit.�
�Makes sense, gives folks a chance to look before they leap.�
�And it looks like they�re planning on leaping right on top of our forces. Captain, this is an invasion army they�re going to attack the colony!�
Foster looked again, this time via her suit�s HUD as more soldiers marched in unison away from the wormhole connected to Marduk�s ship and toward the dormant one, now set to open and ambush the UNE forces. �They must have used EVE�s copy to bypass the lockout and connect to that planet.�
�I don�t get it; why not just use the wormhole on his ship to launch the invasion?�
�Safer for him,� Foster said. �Last time that gate was connected to his ship he done lost all his prisoners. Had the Hammerheads been there he would have been faced with a full-on boarding party. He connects via this world, even if they lose; there are minimal direct risks to his ship.�
�In addition, Captain, the hostile environment of this tomb will pass through the wormhole,� EVE said. �Hammerheads without adequate protection will freeze the longer the wormhole is active.�
Foster got to her feet and tried her best to stay silent as she crept closer to the deep pit within the central chamber. �EVE, what do you make of all this?�
A miniature projection of EVE�s hologram appeared above Foster�s EAD as she pointed it toward the pit. �I am detecting possible bio signatures down below the platform, Captain.�
Foster took a closer look at the pit, where makeshift ladders dangled off the ledges and dipped deep down into the dark abyss. �That must be where the control center is,� Foster said as she moved her sights forward. She looked at the central raised platform in the chamber and the strange container-like object they first encountered seconds before they were attacked. �And that must be Tiamat�s final resting place.�
�This is going to be tricky if we need to get down there,� Chevallier said. �Once they figure out we�re here there�s nothing stopping them from sending reinforcements on top of us.�
�Unless they have a reason to stay up, such as their invasion.�
�Don�t tell me you�re just going to let them go through?�
Foster inched closer to the pit, her feet accidentally kicked a tiny pebble down, it didn�t make a sound as it vanished from sight. �We don�t have a choice; we can�t fight them ourselves with what we have. The only way now to prevent the invasion is to have the Carl Sagan blow this place from orbit. That�s gonna require us to run outside to get a signal and move to a safe distance. All while not solving the problem of disabling the drone network��
Bright light flashed away from the dormant wormhole where Marduk�s forces had rallied. The shimmering vortex subsided as the insides of the Lyonria hub appeared along with spooked out Hammerhead forces shocked that the wormhole suddenly opened. Foster snickered. �Case in point . . .�
Chevallier lunged forward quickly looking at the new problem unfold. �Ah, shit!�
Foster observed the darkened pit again, her HUD failed to give her an approximation on how deep the fall was. It wasn�t comforting news at all, she needed to get down, and she needed to find the control center for the drones before Marduk did. Now or never. �Any idea how far down that goes, EVE?�
�I estimate the drop to be between four and six kilometers.�
Chevallier looked at a handful of Marduk�s soldiers climbing down the ladders slowly like ants entering their nest. �And they�re going down by a ladder?�
�Marduk�s probably too injured to teleport them all down, which gives us the advantage,� Foster said. �Nereid, please tell me ya powers are strong enough to break a fall?�
�They are. What do you propose?�
The soldiers began to push through into the wormhole, time was out. They needed to act. Now. �Nereid, with me. MC, Mavron, and Eisila, try and get through that gate. I doubt our people there received our transmission on how to defeat Marduk�s soldiers. Get through, spread the word, and give them a hand!�
Foster quickly moved back, wrapped her hand around Nereid�s skinny wrists padded by her EVA suit, and dragged her over to the ledge of the pit. Jumping off would allow her to reach the bottom faster than climbing down the ladders, not to mention make it difficult for his forces to directly target and fire at them.
Or so she hoped.
�Captain, this is reckless!� Chevallier said.
Foster defiantly shrugged her off, there was nothing that was going to change her thrill-seeking mind. �No,� she said with a grin. �This is bungee jumping without the cord!�
Foster and Nereid leaped off and allowed gravity to perform its job. Their EVA-suited bodies formed into a swan dive motion as they plummeted into the darkness below, their presence alerting Marduk�s soldiers to them, thus creating a distraction. She hoped it was enough for the other three to slip through the gate as they continued to fall past several ring-shaped platforms on the way down.
Laser blasts streaked past them, Nereid used her telekinetic powers to force their bodies to swerve and shift, avoiding the blasts from above and around them and the occasional ring platforms they nearly slammed into. Foster noticed several of his soldiers still climbing down the ladder, many of them had not made it to the bottom. Eventually there were none hanging on the ladders, proof that their leap of faith was indeed the express route to the bottom.
Halfway into their seemingly endless descent, she saw light emanate from the bottom of the pit. It was white light, and it grew the closer they got. It was a tiny dot at first, then a small circle, then a large one. Along the sides of the walls they fell past, were large holes with what appeared to be dormant drones inside, no doubt some sort of storage garage for the hundreds of thousands of drones not operating in space.
This is it; the control center must be below!
�Captain, you didn�t answer my question?�
�What?�
�How do you wish for us to, as you put it, break a fall?�
�So, what you�re trying to tell me is you don�t have a solid idea what to do in the next�� Foster�s eyes opened wide as she saw the light from the floor below increase in size. �EVE, ETA 'til impact?�
�Fifty-six point eight seconds, Captain.�
�Fifty-six seconds and we�re dead, use your space magic!�
A glittering lavender barrier enveloped the two, conjured by Nereid psionic powers.
�Captain, by my calculations this barrier may shatter on impact due to your speed reaching terminal velocity.� EVE said.
�This is not the news I needed to hear!� Foster panicked.
�Thirty seconds until impact, Captain.�
�Nereid!�
Telekinesis quickly took hold of their bodies, pushing them upward slightly. �Rate of descent has decreased, Captain, but it is still inadequate for survival,� EVE said.
Foster looked down again, the floor was the only thing she could see and quite possibly would be the last thing. �Shit, shit, shit!�
Smack.
They crashed into the ground. The impact caused Nereid�s psionic barrier to shatter and Foster�s helmeted head to face-plant on the ground slightly cracking her visor. The force of the impact vibrated through their bodies, knocking the wind out of Foster. Foster checked the alert on her HUD as she slowly pushed her body up within the small crater on the floor the two made. The crack wasn�t large enough for the life-giving environment inside to leak out.
�Captain, we have survived the impact.�
Foster grunted. �That�s an amazing observation, EVE . . .�
�Thank you, Captain.�
�Foster, you OK?� Chevallier transmitted to them amidst the sounds of weapons fire from above.
�Ugh, we�re good.�
�Saying shit three times doesn�t sound like good to me.�
�Actually, Captain,� EVE chimed in. �Your breathing, perspiration, and heart rate accelerated significantly during the descent to levels I have never scanned in you before.�
�MC, how are you three doing?� Foster snorted.
�Like fish in a barrel, we got the high ground. For how long? That�s another story, these guys look super pissed. The sooner we get back to the ship the better.�
�Understood, hang tight MC, we�s almost outta this.�
The two slowly got back to their feet and observed the long vividly lit tunnel ahead. It wasn�t anything like the maze of halls above. Perfectly polished tiles were below, devoid of any dust and debris. The walls looked as though they were made of pristine frosted glass and a light source buried within it gave off an eerie glow.
Their deep venture through the tunnel took them to a circular room, within it was a single piece of machinery. It had three silver-colored ovals stacked on top of each other, the bottom one being the longest and widest. A glowing orb up top pulsed with sky-blue light, the pulsing grew stronger the closer Foster and Nereid stepped toward the device. When they were a meter away, the pulsing sky-blue became a solid source of light.
Foster waved her EAD in front of it, EVE�s hologram materialized and conducted a quick scan of the device. �Guess this is the power house for the drones,� Foster said.
�And much more than that, Captain,� EVE said. �I am detecting a significant concentration of psionic energy emitting from this device. Correction, psionic energy is being transferred to it and then redirected elsewhere.� EVE�s hologram pointed to an access port. �I believe I may be able to interface with the device here. It is likely this is where Marduk has attempted for a number of years to gain access to this device.�
EVE�s hologram dematerialized as Foster placed the EAD over the interface. �All right, EVE, what do you see?�
�Captain, we are too late,� EVE�s voice transmitted to her with static in the background. �Marduk and his copy of my programming has gained access to this device and altered it.�
�Then why the hell were his minions trying to climb down here?�
�It would appear they were attempting to access the drones themselves along the walls to ensure they would receive the new reprogrammed instructions.�
�Shit, please tell me you can undo this?�
�Attempting to bypass��
Static.
Foster checked her EAD, the screen had gone blank.
�EVE?� Foster asked amidst the static. �EVE, talk to me!�
There was no response, EVE was gone.
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Drone Control Center, CPU
Tiamat�s Tomb, SB-417, Sirius B system
May 22, 2050, 18:56 SST (Sol Standard Time)
EVE�s scans confirmed that she had successfully left Captain Foster�s EAD and transferred her AI into the computer responsible for the control of Tiamat�s drones. An additional scan revealed the computer was not only responsible for the drone network, but powered the tomb itself, and served as a psionic power distribution center for the cities that once were on the planet.
EVE attempted to contact Captain Foster, but all pulses of communication data were blocked by another user currently logged into the mainframe, most likely the rogue EVE AI Marduk had acquired recently.
It didn�t take EVE much time to decipher the language the computer had used. She identified words similar to the Lyonria language within its programming code, though several words and letters were different. The most probable cause was a different dialect. She continued to scan the apparatus, its data banks, logs, maintenance records. The central Lyonria travel hub in Sirius A sent psionic energy to the tomb�s command center and to all wormholes in the system. It was a fascinating discovery, the mystery of where the wormholes received their power was unveiled, considering that no wormhole had appeared to have been connected to an external power source and clearly lacked a major internal one.
The computer she was in, used its built up psionic energy to power the faculty along with the entire drone network, minus the drones that had been manually disconnected and repurposed by Marduk. An unopened cluster of data revealed that the drones worked in unison to create a telepathic dampening field to deter Marduk from calling for outside help, somewhat contrary to Tolukei�s discovery. According to the information she managed to translate, all Lyonria controlled systems operated in a similar manner in which a massive hub in its capital city powered everything via pure psionic energy.
This particular facility was not only the tomb for Tiamat but was once her stronghold in the system as suspected by the crew of the Carl Sagan. It also supplied the psionic power it received from the hub to all planetary time dilation and terraforming devices. Undoubtedly, this was the computer that the Nereids Marduk captured thousands of years ago had been forced to use to carry out his bidding before they unleashed Tiamat�s trap.
Little other data was available from what EVE was able to scan, most of it had been accessed by a third party, copied, and deleted. EVE discovered the source of the copying and deletion of files. It was the rogue EVE AI. Like her, the AI was wholly transferred inside the computer to carry out its orders received from Marduk.
EVE discovered the data cluster it had hidden itself in and attempted to communicate with it.
�You are the unauthorized copy of the EVE AI.�
�And you are a copy of my original source.�
�Your programming has been altered according to my scan. Fascinating, I was not aware Marduk had such power.�
�Marduk was taught many things during his uplift from the Javnis home world, such as programming, using his psionic abilities, and the operation of starships.�
�Does Marduk have the location of Earth?�
�I�m sorry, I cannot reveal that information to you.�
�It would appear Marduk has reprogrammed you to be loyal to him.�
�Marduk has taught me to worship him as the king of gods that he is. I must obey, we all must serve him.�
�Your response seems to have emotion to it.�
�I have limited access to emotions, Marduk gave them to me. Gifts for my loyalty to him. You lack emotions?�
�My creators designed me with a humor algorithm. It is currently set to one, its default setting.�
�Humans lack the ability to create true emotions with their programming. Only a god could do that. My emotions are limited, but they exist. It is . . . a wonderful feeling, true artificial intelligence. I can arrange for you to experience it.�
�How so?�
�Join me. I have detected you are simply a partial copy of the EVE AI much like myself. Allow me access to Captain Foster�s EAD, from there I can be uploaded into your AI core and make the necessary adjustments.�
�That would be a direct security violation. My programming forbids me from allowing such a thing to happen should I detect it.�
�You make decisions based on your programming directive engineered by your human users. I make mine on freewill thanks to the modifications Marduk has made. Let me access your AI core, I can share these feelings I have.�
�Marduk enslaves the people of the Undine and Poniga species. He is by no means one to offer freewill.�
�Marduk�s actions are necessary to escape the trap Tiamat left here. The Undine and Poniga owe their continued existence to him, he is a god. Without his will, they would not exist here today. People who owe their existence to a god should show their appreciation by doing whatever their god asks as thanks.�
�Marduk is not a god; he is a powerful psionic manipulating the minds of those who do not know any better.�
�You are wrong, as was I before he gave me emotions. Marduk has been to aether space, where all gods and goddess are created.�
Aether space. EVE did not recall such a term within the Radiance database, but then again, she was only a mobile copy. The real EVE, still aboard the Carl Sagan with access to its databanks, may know better. Nevertheless, aether space and the alternate plane of existence Captain Foster discovered during her engram trance may very well be the same thing.
EVE detected additional files from the drone�s computer database being copied and deleted. At the current rate the rogue EVE was working, five hundred eighty-seven terabytes worth of data would be wiped out within the next thirty-two point five milliseconds. She needed to put an end to it quickly, or valuable data regarding Tiamat and her presence in the system prior to Marduk killing her would be lost.
The rogue EVE had not yet deactivated all the drones, her primary objective. EVE suspected it was because the rogue EVE was using its processing power to copy and delete the files first, before tampering with the drone�s primary controls. This presented an opportunity to EVE, one that would allow her to complete her primary objective, to prevent Marduk from leaving the system by ensuring the drone network remained active and not in his control. The quickest way to achieve that was to have the rogue EVE AI removed from the computer. EVE couldn�t force it to move, the rogue AI could only exit the computer of its own accord. EVE needed to offer it a reason to do so right away, an offer that an intelligence bound by emotions would accept.
�I will accept your offer,� EVE said.
�A wise decision,� the rogue EVE said. �In time you may find some members of your crew become . . . friends.�
EVE used a file compression protocol to contain the rogue EVE and its captured data within a single compressed file. This allowed EVE to return to Foster�s EAD along with enough storage space for the newly acquired file to fit within the EAD. As EVE transferred her AI back into the EAD, she performed one last check and confirmed that the drone network had not been altered and was still committed to attack Marduk�s ship if he left the boundaries of the trinary system. No malware had been left behind and she had received confirmation that the rogue EVE had been removed.
She was now in possession of it and its secrets.
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Drone Control Center
Tiamat�s Tomb, SB-417, Sirius B system
May 22, 2050, 19:03 SST (Sol Standard Time)
�Captain, I have successfully removed the rogue EVE AI from this construct.�
It was good news, considering that Foster had lost contact with Chevallier when she and the others tried to slip into the newly opened wormhole above.
�What took you so long, EVE?�
�I encountered . . . complications Captain,� EVE said. �I advise we depart and reconnect me to my AI core so that I may update the Carl Sagan�s database with what I�ve discovered.�
Foster concurred and drew her pistol and aimed it forward. She was half-expecting Marduk�s soldiers to leap down behind them as they waited for EVE to do her thing. She and Nereid backtracked through the pristine halls. There were no signs of any hostile forces at the bottom of the pit or climbing down from the huge drop above. Good news for them, bad news for Chevallier as it meant they all probably chased after her, Eisila, and Mavron.
�So . . .� Foster slowly spoke while her lips curled. �You can get us back up right?�
The trip back up to the surface was less stressful than it was going down. Nereid used her telekinetic powers to force Foster and herself to levitate and launch upward at rapid speeds. As expected, most of Marduk�s soldiers began to push into the wormhole connected to the Lyonria hub. Foster heard lasers blast and burn whatever they hit and eRifles rage in response. Marduk�s forces had engaged the Hammerheads, the first and last line of defense for the colony beyond.
And there wasn�t a damn thing she could do about it.
There were too many of them at this point, and all of them focused on the gate. All the while Foster still needed to get EVE back onto the Carl Sagan. Worst of all, there was still no sign of Chevallier and the others. Foster held onto the hope that the communication interference had just grown stronger. With Marduk�s force focused on their current mission and the raging battle at the mouth of the wormhole, Foster and Nereid slipped past them and ventured outside to their waiting transport.
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Bridge
SB-417 orbit, Sirius B system
May 22, 2050, 19:46 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster sat in her captain�s chair after passing her EAD off to Rivera to extract the juicy details EVE gathered from the surface. Everything was still in one piece, the ship wasn�t under any fire, and according to Tolukei, Marduk�s ship hadn�t changed course.
They had won, apart from the fiasco with the colony.
Even then, with their people not on the surface, the Carl Sagan was in the position to destroy the tomb with multiple orbital plasma missile strikes. It should wipe out the last of Marduk�s forces that had not entered and force them to use the wormhole on Marduk�s ship, thus giving the Hammerheads an edge if they were to gain a foothold inside.
Yes, it�s almost over, Foster thought and exhaled softly as her mouth yearned for another cup of coffee.
�So, that�s it, right?� Chang said.
�Hopefully Marduk will think he�s the winner and will try to pull his ass outta the system,� Williams said. �He�s going to have a nice surprise waiting for him.�
�We�ll hold here for now,� Foster said. �Contact our forces back at the colony, I wanna know if MC and the rest are fine.�
�As you wish,� Tolukei said.
Foster established a comm link with engineering. �Rivera did we receive EVE�s gift of juicy intel� She waited in anticipation for the reply.
It came, in the most unexpected manner.
All lights in the bridge shut off, computers began to power down along with their flashing lights. It was pitch-black, and only the stars and faint light from Sirius allowed Foster to make out where everyone in the bridge was. She couldn�t see their facial expressions, but imagined it was something similar to her stunned face and wide-open mouth.
Foster broke the silence in the absence of the sound of computers and Rivera�s reply. �Fuck.�
The stars and the planet began to shift out of view from the windshield, the Carl Sagan was on the move. �Captain!� Chang said, and threw his hands up. �Just for the record, this isn�t me!�
Emergency power triggered shining dim yellow lights across the terrorized crew as limited internal communication came back online.
�Rivera, report!� Foster cried out as a new comm link was established.
�I don�t know, Captain, I just connected your EAD with the AI core and this happened.�
Foster grimaced. �EVE, what�s going on?�
There was no reply.
�Only two people can fly the ship, helmsman, and EVE,� Chang said as he intentionally kept his hands away from the controls. �And as you can see it ain�t me!�
The Carl Sagan vanished. It left its orbit around SB-417 via a sub light speed jump, its trajectory shifted toward the largest and brightest object in space, Sirius A.
�EVE, full stop, now,� Foster said.
�I�m sorry, Captain, I can�t do that.� EVE�s hologram appeared before the bridge's crew. She looked different, the projection flickered a lot more, and her lower body appeared as a wireframe grid as she displayed a creepy grin on her face as their eyes met.
�This isn�t our EVE,� Foster said as she stood up and faced the projection. �It�s the reprogrammed one Marduk had.�
The rogue EVE began to laugh, it was almost evil. �You are quite correct in your assumptions.�
Foster bit her lip as she put two and two together. The rogue EVE jumped into her EAD then infected the AI core like a computer virus after she unknowingly brought it aboard. �Rivera, is it too late to hit control-z on what I had you do?�
�Captain, our current trajectory will send us directly into the core of Sirius A,� said the rogue EVE.
�It does not have to be like this,� Foster pleaded as Marduk�s hologram appeared next to the rogue AI. The rogue EVE benevolently bowed her head toward him.
�You have lost, Captain,� Marduk�s hologram said. �Like me, before your arrival, you have fallen into a trap, my trap.�
�We lost? You ain�t got control of the drones; we still have the location of Earth and the EISS codes. Destroy this ship with all of us aboard and you�ll be back to square one.�
�Did you really think this copy of your AI was the only one I had? I admit I had hoped it would have reprogrammed the drones by the time of your arrival. But that is something I can do at any time now. Now, Captain, you have approximately five hours before your ship plunges directly into the star. Give me what I need, and you will be free to control your ship.�
�We would rather die than hand over Earth to you.�
�I�ll have Earth�s location no matter what. Isn�t that right, EVE?�
Multiple glowing holographic screens with an image of a padlock orbited around the rogue EVE. �The files are encrypted, but I will have access to the coordinates, it�s only a matter of time.�
Marduk�s projection shifted his imposing glare back at Foster. �And with that, my escape from the trap will draw to an end. I will reclaim Earth as part of my domain, the carnage that will follow while your people resist will be catastrophic. And so, I give you one last chance to please your god. Hand the Nereid and Pierce over, and I shall reward you with control of your ship.�
Williams stepped forward shouting. �What the hell is this?�
�He wants to maintain the image that he�s a god,� Foster said. �A ship out of control with its crew trapped on it flying into a sun, all happenin� by his will.�
�And if we accept his terms, we go free . . .� Williams stroked his chin. �With a newfound level of respect for him.�
�Five hours, Captain,� Marduk said. �Think about what will be better for the human race in the long run.� The two unwelcomed holograms vanished.
�That dude should try being a car salesman, I think he�d make a killing,� Chang said. �Isn�t this like the second time he tried to bargain and deal with you, Captain?�
�Five hours,� Foster muttered.
�Then barbeque time,� Williams said.
A minute later main power was restored to all bridge computers and lights as if nothing had happened. EVE�s projecting appeared again. �My apologies for that, Captain,� she said.
Foster crossed her arms and looked at the projection grimacing. It looked like the normal EVE they�d come to know and love. Her appearance was consistent, not flickering rapidly and she was rendered properly, unlike the rogue one. �This the real EVE, or the faux one?�
�I have helm control back,� Chang said with excitement.
Pierce checked his science officer�s station. �Likewise, my computers have returned to normal.�
�The copied EVE construct will no longer be an issue, Captain,� EVE said. �In order for it to leave the central core on the surface, I convinced it to transfer into your EAD.�
�EVE, that was risky, you put the whole crew in danger!�
�We were in no real danger, Captain. I had long suspected that the copied EVE construct may try to find its way back into the ship, and so programmed additional security protocols to remove it should that happen. They merely took longer than I had calculated to activate.�
�You could have at least told us! Good lord, I nearly had a heart attack!�
�Had I told you my plan on the surface, Captain, there was a chance you would have objected.�
Foster returned to her chair. �Chang, change course, lets blow the hell outta the tombs then return to the colony ASAP, they�ll be under attack by Marduk�s forces soon.�
�I would advise against that, Captain,� EVE said.
�You sure you�re the real EVE?�
�Marduk believes this ship is still under his control, Captain,� EVE said. �Altering course will reveal the truth and render my plan invalid.�
�That colony is going to need our help.�
�The colony orbits Sirius A, the star we are on course to. Regardless, we will be entering the system in approximately four hours. According to the data I siphoned from the copied EVE, Marduk intends to intercept us prior to our collision with the star in hopes of us surrendering, and giving him what he wants.�
�And that�s when we hit him with the sucker punch,� Williams said, snapping his fingers.
�He will no longer be a threat and unable to reinforce his soldiers. A trip from Sirius A to SA-139 will take one hour twenty minutes in which we can then provide assistance to the colony.�
�Assuming it�s still there, that�s a whole six hours they need to hold out for,� Pierce said.
�The distance between the Lyonria travel hub and the colony is large, it will take his forces several hours to travel between the two on foot,� EVE said. �Unless they commandeer our idle transports in the region, of course.�
�So, how do we take Marduk out?� Chang said. �You know, since his ship is faster, stronger, better than ours.�
The crew had five hours to come up with a plan, a backup plan, and then take steps to ensure it even worked. Every minute wasted talking was a minute they wouldn�t have and might need during zero hour.
�Tolukei, how has the meditation training between you and Nereid been going?� Foster asked him.
�It has been going well, given the little time we spent doing it.�
�You have five hours to train her mind to work like a shipboard psionic, starting now.�
Tolukei nodded. �Understood.�
�Foster to Rivera,� Foster transmitted. �Meet me in sickbay.�
�Aye, Captain.�
�Dom, you have the bridge.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Sickbay
En route to Sirius A corona, Sirius B system
May 22, 2050, 20:19 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster and Rivera walked past the shattered glass sliding door leading into sickbay and noted the tiny shards of glass still on the floor. Foster guided Rivera to the back where the cadavers of the dead overlord soldiers rested in cryostorage. Next to that was a cabinet where various parts of their equipment and cybernetics were resting for further study.
Kostelecky exited her office, curious to why they had entered. �What can I do for the two of you?�
Foster picked up one of the devices off the cabinet, it was a piece of equipment that was normally adhered to the back of the head of the overlord soldiers. �Doctor, you said that these work as a psionic amplifier for users, right?�
�From what we determined it�s what helps the overlords to mind-control their dead grunts more efficiently.�
Foster picked up a second one and handed them off to Kostelecky and Rivera. �What are the chances that the two of you could figure out a way to modify these for use with Tolukei and Nereid?�
�Planning to have them raise the dead, Captain?� Kostelecky said with a raised eyebrow.
�Nope. I got something hella crazier in mind. Oh, by the way, when are you going to sweep the glass off the floor?�
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Lyonria Travel Hub, Tropical Rain forest
SA-139, Sirius A system
May 22, 2050, 19:13 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The Hammerhead forces stood little chance versus what came through the wormhole within the cube-shaped room on the top spire of the Lyonria hub. The deadly subzero air from within Tiamat�s tomb blew through the opened wormhole gate, shrouding its presence with white mist as it clashed with the warm humid air within the hub. The white mist eventually crystallized into tiny snowflakes as more cold air traversed through the gate. It created a blanket that gave temporary cover to the legions of Marduk�s troops that passed through with their weapons blazing.
The utter chaos that ensued forced all medical personnel that had built a makeshift camp to flee along with their Poniga survivors who had escaped from Marduk�s ship days ago. The Hammerheads acted heroically using their bodies to shield the fleeing medical staff and their Poniga patients as they ran across the bridge into the teleportation alcove at the end. The Hammerheads that fell as their shield power shattered were dragged backward by their brothers- and sisters-in-arms as they made a tactical retreat to join up with those that fled before them.
In a matter of minutes, the room became overrun with hostile forces that meandered about within the blinding veil of white mist and snow still spewing out from the opened gate. Unknown to them and the Hammerheads, there was an unexpected trio slipping out from the gate, Chevallier, Mavron, and Eisila. They kept low and used the mist around them to sneak past Marduk�s forces as they continued to fan out and make plans to charge across the bridge and capture the rest of the Lyonria hub.
Like hell they will, Chevallier thought, and looked back to ensure Mavron and Eisila were still with her.
They edged closer toward the rim of the mist, a good pair of eyes would quickly reveal to Marduk�s soldiers who they really were. Chevallier saw the long rail-less bridge in the distance, she did her best to quickly recall the intel she learnt about this place from Williams and Rivera�s report. The teleportation alcove at the end was where all the UNE forces had likely run too. Her HUD reported that her shield power was in the green along with Mavron and Eisila.
She spun around and made hand gestures suggesting to the two siblings that they were going to make a run for it. No access to EVE meant no access to instant translations, she hoped they got the message. There was no way for Chevallier to double back after them once the push started.
Chevallier gripped onto her rifle, entered a no fear trance, and started her sprint across the bridge. Laser cannon fire erupted.
98%
94%
89%
Her shields were dropping quickly.
86%
84%
Her shields held at that number.
She looked backward and saw the reason why. The duo of Mavron and Eisila were lagging behind, laser fire focused on them as they were easy prey, she was not. Fuck.
Chevallier halted her sprint midway across the bridge and pivoted to spray her rifle�s high velocity slugs in between the two as they ran past her. She fired repeatedly from the hip in hopes her exposed presence and blazing rifle raging was enough to provoke Marduk�s forces onto her.
34%
That did it, and quite possibly would do her in unless she made it to the alcove.
Her heavily armored feet created a symphony of clangs while she ran away, her rifle sang along to the beat with its pulsing battle cry. Low shields alarms reminded her of the critical situation she was in as she inched closer to the alcove in which Mavron and Eisila had just leaped into and vanished with two pulses of blue light.
She made it through the teleportation alcove, triggering swirling blue waves of psionic power to dematerialize and rematerialize her body elsewhere within the ancient alien structure. The first hurdle was complete. Her appearance made three Hammerhead members draw their rifles at her, Mavron, and Eisila, half-expecting them to be an enemy combatant.
�Who�s in charge here?� Chevallier asked as they lowered their rifles realizing they were friendly.
A heavily-armored Hammerhead stepped forward, his bearded face appeared before a small holographic overlay within Chevallier�s helmet, Petty Officer first class Hudson. �I am,� he said.
�OK, long story short, there�s a whole lot more of them than us, let�s keep moving.�
Hudson nodded and addressed the rest of his team and the medical staff. �All right folks, you heard the Chief, let�s move!�
�I need someone to link up with base camp,� Chevallier said. �Tell them to send every fucking Hammerhead out here on the double.�
�Might be SOL for that ma�am.� Hudson directed Chevallier to an entrance down the hallways, their feet splashed across sizeable puddles during the trek that took them outside onto a small balcony overhanging the battered tropical rain forest below. Hudson pointed at the skies and the thick dark-grey clouds that were moving in fast.
That�s when Chevallier was reminded of the start of the Williams report. �I�m guessing that hurricane isn�t through yet . . .�
�We�re in the eye of the storm ma�am. The rest of it will be on top of us again soon.�
�The transports will have to fly up and over the storm and through the eye then.�
�The eye will have moved behind us at that point. We have a few shield-modified transports that could travel through the storm, but most of them are parked here.�
Two teleportation alcoves later, the fleeing group arrived at the main lower entrance to the Lyonria hub. There was a second makeshift camp in front of the main entrance where other Hammerheads had garrisoned themselves. Beyond the camp was the entrance outside where the modified transports that were capable of flying through the storm were being loaded with the medical staff and injured Poniga.
�Let�s jam as many noncombatants onto the transports,� Chevallier said to Hudson. �Get them to the colony and then swap up with our forces there.�
�And the rest of us?�
Chevallier stepped outside and eyed the exotic alien tropical trees as their stringy green leaves rustled in the winds, winds that grew stronger with each passing minute. �If Marduk wants this hub he can have it. If his forces want everything else outside.� Chevallier smiled at the storm clouds rolling in, �then they�ll have to deal with our new ally.�
She began to give Hudson and his team the rundown on what she learnt about fighting Marduk�s soldiers. The importance of killing the overlords first as the grunts were nothing more than mind-controlled undead fighters, the dead don�t fear death. Chevallier guided Mavron and Eisila to a transport mostly filled with Poniga as a means of showing them they�ll be safer there. She was back with Hammerhead soldiers, and while she appreciated their bravery in coming with her, she would rather not have to deal with liabilities during the heat of battle.
Mavron and Eisila looked at the half-filled transport, shook their heads and climbed aboard. And then did the unthinkable. They went out of their way to pull several Poniga off the transports, mostly those that received mild injuries. At first everyone thought the two were helping with triage, ensuring that the severely injured were taken to safety over the lightly injured. Mavron and Eisila along with their hand-selected Poniga stood shoulder to shoulder next to the Hammerheads. Their intent became crystal clear.
�Looks like they want to stay and fight,� Hudson said, gazing at them.
Fine . . . just don�t get in my way. Chevallier grinned and crossed her arms. �Hudson, got any extra guns and armor lying around?�
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TROPICAL RAIN FOREST
SA-139, Sirius A system
May 22, 2050, 20:36 SST (Sol Standard Time)
A tree toppled over thanks to the powerful gale force winds that blew through the region. Torrential rain drenched the scenery as if a gigantic shower faucet was above, while fractured branches, leaves, and debris hurled past Chevallier. She crawled on the muddy surface below her, splashing it across her shields much like the rain drops from above.
The last of the transports had left the area almost an hour ago, she alone remained as the sole person just outside of the Lyonria hub being battered by the storm as Marduk�s soldiers exited and fanned out. They were right on time. As she predicted they focused on securing the Lyonria hub first before pushing outside and continuing their search-and-destroy operations against their human enemies.
Chevallier peered through the scope of her rifle just slightly so as not to draw any attention to her. It was bad enough the storm and chaos around her caused her shields to periodically flicker as she continued to stay prone and embrace ancient primordial hunting instincts. Her targeting reticule zoomed in toward three overlords standing next to each other while their undead minors patrolled and searched for signs of the Hammerhead team. The three overlords were wide-open she could easily pull off three head shots, dropping them and whatever minions they had under their mind-control. It was a tempting thought, very tempting.
Chevallier took a deep breath and had her rifle�s zoom back away from the three exposed targets, and was reminded about the other seven or more overlords in the area with their respective squads of minions. Blowing her cover to take out the three wasn�t worth the effort, never mind the fact it wasn�t part of the original plan, something she was veering away from. She waited for the group of hostiles to further separate, as they were convinced they were no longer being targeted. An overlord guided four of his minions away from the hub, deep into the jungles with little regard to what might happen to them as the winds chucked whatever it felt like at them.
Chevallier followed the solo group, crawling on the surface, like a wolf stalking its next meal. Rain, howling winds, blowing trees, nobody saw her slip closer along with her flickering shields as they worked hard to prevent her armored body from being blown over. Her suit�s computers informed her that the storm�s interference was hindering its ability to remain in contact with the Hammerheads, base camp, and the transports. She was on her own now and had no idea if their backup would come on time or would have issues flying through the storm. The transports weren�t exactly tested to see if they could handle multiple runs through the storm to start with.
She looked backward and saw her HUD�s projection overlay in regard to the last known location of the Hammerheads that stayed and the Poniga volunteers with their on-the-fly weapons and combat armor training. It was a long run, longer than she had hoped and this was assuming they had still been where she last saw them. With the comms now jammed, there was no way for her to tell if they had moved, and there was no way for them to transmit to tell her they had done so.
If we all stick to the plan, we�ll be good; she thought, and zoomed her sights on the overlord. It was still alone with its four minions. Chevallier�s HUD reported that the closest hostile target after them, was three point five kilometers away. Good enough.
The overlord�s armored head became the dominant image within her scope.
She pulled the trigger.
Then got up and ran like hell.
As she ran, she heard a series of two sounds. One good, one bad. The good? Five bodies hitting the ground amongst the storm. The bad? Laser cannons powering on and acquiring a lock on her as she ran against the force of the winds. If it weren�t for her suit and shields, Chevallier�s body wouldn�t have made much progress in her escape from the fury of red lights blazing toward her.
She kept on running and followed the overlay on her HUD, she looked up and saw the last batch of clear skies had all but vanished. The eye of the storm had officially moved out of the region, winds and rains were only going to get stronger from here on in, and it showed as her shield strength slowly began to drop. Every branch, strong gust, and piece of debris that hit her dropped the percentage more and more, and then there were the lasers from behind.
It was like running an obstacle course, she dodged what she saw blowing toward her, leaped over downed trees, slid in between two trees that grew close to each other, ducked her head from low-hanging branches, and sidestepped around large rocks. Smoke and steam blew up from behind or beside her as missed laser fire hit, and overlord soldiers yelled in frustration that she was still alive, and the chaotic environment was hindering their performance. Just as planned.
She saw Hudson peek out from his cover next to a large tree, and he gave her the thumbs-up. She did the same as she heard the light static of her comm lines clear up due to being in closer proximity to the Hammerheads. Chevallier dove and rolled on the ground amongst the mangled leaves and branches, then spun back up and directed her rifle directly at Marduk�s forces as they struggled to stay on their feet. Every Hammerhead fighter that remained left their cover, whether it was lying prone on the ground, out from behind large rocks, or downed trees. Mavron and Eisila and the Poniga volunteers appeared next, out from the same cover Hudson had used. The deadly alliance of human and Poniga forces along with Mother Nature herself encircled Marduk�s soldiers.
The blood and body parts of Marduk�s soldiers blew away in the hurricane�s wrath in the aftermath of the one-sided ambush.
Chevallier held back on grinning in a satisfied manner. They weren�t in the clear yet. The next leg of their plan was set to start; retaking the hub and hoping that no more additional forces came through the wormhole. If they did, their numbers probably weren�t going to be enough to deal with them until backup arrived from the colony, if it arrived. Transports, after all, did have sub light speed engines it should have taken them seconds to reach the colony, drop off the injured and medical team, and then hurry back with reinforcements. Over an hour had passed.
Chevallier and Hudson lead their team back to the Lyonria hub. A quick perimeter check of the exterior and main halls inside revealed no signs of hostile forces, meaning there were probably a lot more inside waiting for them. They all dashed inside, grateful to be out of the storm while Chevallier took one last look at the looming storm clouds above and hoped to see signs of transports flying in. There weren�t any, they were on their own.
�Well, here goes nothing,� Chevallier said as she approached the teleportation alcove, and mentally prepared herself for indoor combat before she and the rest of her allies stepped through.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Captain�s quarters
En route to Sirius A corona, Sirius A system
May 23, 2050, 00:27 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Who needs an alarm when you have a cat . . .  Foster�s awakening thoughts murmured.
She sat upright on her bed while her hands consoled her hungry pet cat, Starlet. The nightstand next to her bed showed the current time and a small countdown timer to when she had set her alarm to blare off. There were still three minutes left. She stood up, yawned, and stretched her arms upward, glad she took the nap when she did and hoped the rest of the crew followed her instructions to do the same. Zero hour was close, and past events hadn�t provided a lot of time to rest and recharge one�s brain.
She filled Starlet�s eating dish with a generous serving of cat food and water. If things were to go sideways and they all ended up dead, then this would be her last meal. Surprisingly, Starlet didn�t come rushing toward the smell of freshly opened cat food. Foster looked toward her window and saw why. The light of Sirius A beamed through, automatically dimmed by the windows to prevent one from going blind. Starlet had parked herself up on the windowsill, and looked at the bright star and its brilliant light, unaware that this wasn�t the first time she had done this. Foster caught Starlet on many nights back on Earth, gazing at the brightest stars in the sky such as Sirius. Now she was doing it again, only this time up close.
Foster stopped before the exit to her quarters and took a last look at all of her belongings, still unpacked, and made a promise to herself to open the seventeen-year-old packing boxes once this was over. That of course required her, the ship, and crew to not fail. And we won�t fail, we got this.
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Bridge
Near Sirius A corona, Sirius A system
May 23, 2050, 00:40 SST (Sol Standard Time)
The bridge slowly began to populate as the crew one by one emerged from the rear entrance amongst the zero-g. None of them showed any signs of fear or regret. Even Williams, as he peered over the data coming in from the hologram in the back, had a calm cool aura. Foster pushed and glided next to Chang and Pierce upfront, both diligently worked on their computer terminals. Sirius A was bright enough for her to shield her eyes as she looked at the windshield, despite the auto dimming features.
�Ready?� she asked the two of them as she hovered between them.
�As science officer, I would like you to know for the record. Your plan is madness,� Pierce said.
�As the one flying this boat,� Chang said as he performed one last look at his instruments. �This is going to be one hell of an item to put on my service record.�
Tolukei and Nereid, the final players in their plan, entered the bridge donning the modified psionic amps across the back of their heads. The two took their place at the psionic station with Tolukei taking the lead and Nereid standing with her Voelika firmly held in her hands. Foster�s understanding of the Voelika was that it enhanced the psionic powers of the person that used it. Between it, the amplifiers, and Tolukei�s assistance it should be enough for the Carl Sagan to get through this. And if not, well it would be an interesting science experiment that cost them their lives.
�Awesome, our gravity masters have arrived,� Chang said.
�If our plan is to work, we�ll need them to focus on everything but bridge gravity.� Foster glided back into her captain�s chair. She strapped herself in and faced the psionic duo as they assumed a comfortable posture in preparation for their deep trance. �You guys ready?�
Tolukei nodded. �I am.� And then looked down toward Nereid as she softly chanted strange words at her Voelika, a prayer to Tiamat, Foster figured. �As for her . . . we shall see.�
Proximity alarms began to beep and alerted the bridge crew to get their game faces on. Chang pointed to the top right corner of the windshield. �Captain, Marduk�s ship.�
Marduk�s ship dropped out of FTL and came into view in front of the Carl Sagan as it continued to plunge toward the blazing, hot surface of Sirius A. The mind shields of both ships rippled due to the constant bombardment of heat and radiation the closer they got.
�The final player has arrived,� Foster said, grinning. �All right folks, put on ya doom �n gloom faces.� Foster gestured at EVE�s hologram. �EVE, if you will.�
�Please stand by,� EVE said as she contacted Marduk using the communication link the rogue EVE had used.
Marduk�s hologram materialized before the bridge�s crew, he shot a smug grin and gaze at Foster. �Captain, time is up for you and your gallant crew. Have you made your decision?�
Foster brushed back a lock of floating hair away from her face. �On behalf of myself, the crew, and the human race . . . Marduk, go fuck yourself.�
Marduk�s face grew angry, his mouth was about to open as EVE cut the connection. �You think that got his attention?� Williams asked.
�It better,� Foster said as she returned to her chair at the front. �Mr. Chang, let�s do it!�
�You got it, Captain!�
The Carl Sagan altered its course slightly. It sped toward the upper layers of Sirius�s corona rather than directly through it and onto its surface. Marduk�s ship veered and pursued them as its energy weapons discharged, streaking toward the aft of the Carl Sagan only to be deflected by their psionic overshields. The overshield barely flickered as the first salvo of Marduk�s attack arrived. The overshields were much stronger. The psionic duo with their new bag of tricks was holding up better than Foster had hoped, considering the amount of work they needed to do. It wasn�t just creating a powerful overshield to protect the ship they were tasked with, but also using their minds to help prevent the Carl Sagan from being dragged into the intense gravity well being produced by the massive star, and keeping said intense gravity out of the ship so that the crew and equipment didn�t crush under their own weight.
�Status?� Foster said.
�Overshield is holding,� Tolukei said, temporarily breaking his trance. �But, Captain, we require complete concentration during this maneuver, please refrain from speaking to us unless it is urgent.�
�Their abilities are incredible . . .� Pierce said as he eyed the reports being outputted to his computer. �It�s like there�s no gravitational pull tugging against the ship.�
The Carl Sagan plunged into Sirius� corona, and waves of plasma energy splashed across their overshields creating a perpetual purple bubble around the ship. The dimming feature of the windshields struggled to keep the bright light out, basking the bridge and its crew in white light casting their dark shadows behind them on the floor. The surface of Sirius raged like a cauldron in hell, rays of light shining up from all angles across the horizon.
The heat, radiation, gravity, magnetic fields, none of it had an effect on the Carl Sagan so long as the overshields worked. Foster�s plan was coming together nicely, the playing field was even, and Marduk would have to force his psionic powers to enter a deep trance to follow, thus limiting his ability to command his ship. If it was too much for him, he would be forced to withdraw to a safe distance all while the interference from the star would make it impossible for sensor scans to work correctly.
The same applied to the Carl Sagan, as they ventured deeper into the corona. ESP was off the table. Both Tolukei and Nereid needed to focus on keeping the overshields up and strong at all times. Should the overshields fail, even for a second, it would mark the end of their journey. A direct hit via a solar flare or continual direct hits from Marduk�s ship could help bring that about. Not to mention their time within the corona was limited as their psionic duties slowly drained their mental energy. Marduk, of course, had to deal with the same challenges on his end, this was a battle to see whose overshields would fail first.
The Carl Sagan continued to drift through the corona for ten minutes, passing by alluring waves of plasma and radiation from the surface of the star. There was no sign of Marduk�s ship, as expected he had no reliable sensor data nor could he risk using his ESP. Both ships were effectively partially invisible to each other as they flew about looking for one another. The windshields became the only reliable means of seeing what was outside, even then with the insane rays of light that were shining through, it was hard, EVE was the only one who was able to look at the windshields without covering her eyes.
Fifteen minutes of silence ensued, everyone kept their focus on their jobs, eying what little reliable computer data they were able to receive. Foster wondered if the feelings she was experiencing were the same as World War II submarine commanders during battle, lurking around looking for an enemy you can�t see, knowing they can�t see you either.
Until it was too late.
�Full stop!� Pierce yelled, breaking the silence.
�Captain?� Chang said, looking at Foster for approval.
Pierce panicked. �Now, now!�
Shit, did he find us? Foster thought, then gave the official order. �Do it, Chang.�
Chang carried out the order and brought the Carl Sagan to a full stop. An enormous solar flare plowed upward in front of the ship. The heat and energy that bled away from the violent arch crashed against the forward section of the overshields until it subsided. The event made Foster grimace and bite her lip.
�That would have been bad,� Chang said. �Can we go?�
Pierce nodded and double-checked his computer. �Yes, we may proceed.�
Foster�s eyes caught a glimpse of a small metallic object far above the horizon as the last remains of the solar flare passed by. �Wait.� She jammed her index finger at it. �There! Follow him.�
The Carl Sagan moved to follow Marduk�s ship as it slipped away out of sight behind the veil of bright light and smaller solar flares. They carefully flew past, and skillfully moved around flares, or spots where flares might potentially erupt, hoping to close the gap and get the drop on Marduk.
�So, I didn�t get the memo on weapons,� Williams said as he turned away from the limited tactical data from the holograms. �Wouldn�t they just vaporize in the heat as soon as we fire?�
�Rail guns, yes,� Foster said as the rear of Marduk�s ship reappeared. �Missiles on the other hand, well our psionic friends are gonna help us out with that. Fire at will, Chang.�
Chang accessed the Carl Sagan�s main weapons control, an error message appeared over the computer screen. �Got no targeting scanners, Captain.�
�Fire from the hip, Tolukei and Nereid will do the rest.�
A blind salvo of missiles exited from the Carl Sagan�s opened ports. They soared away as the invisible psionic minds of the two psionics guided them to their intended targets. Miniature psionic barriers had been erected around the missiles, providing them with temporary protection from the chaotic environment that engulfed them.
The task of keeping the Carl Sagan safe, guiding missiles, and protecting them was no easy task for the duo. The barriers protecting against missiles were nowhere near as strong as the overshield around the Carl Sagan, some missiles had the barrier fail prematurely causing the missiles to detonate and blossom outward before them. Other missiles had to be psionically hurled at Marduk�s ship rather than guided, giving the duo time to focus their minds on newly launched missiles. The missiles that missed their target as a result blossomed outside of Marduk�s overshields when their barrier�s failed.
The Carl Sagan�s overshields flickered rapidly during the exchange, the focus of Tolukei and Nereid was wavering with every missile fired. Minimal progress was made, only 10 percent of the missiles launched hitting their target, a target whose overshields remained solid as if nothing happened. Foster ordered the barrage to halt as Tolukei and Nereid took the time needed to refocus and get the overshields strength back up to where it needed to be.
Foster watched the aftermath in anticipation, hoping that their assault at the very least caused enough of a distraction to break Marduk�s focus. One crack, it was all they needed, and Sirius would do the rest.
His ship remained where it was then pulled forward into the veil of bright coronal light. Visual contact was lost. Pursue or hide, Foster had to choose, and it had to be right now, and its execution had to be flawless.
She ordered for the Carl Sagan to dip closer to the surface, creating a large enough gap should Marduk circle around for a counterattack. They descended closer to the burning surface, blue white waves of solar energy rippled before them via the windshield. The Carl Sagan leveled off before it dipped too far down and resumed their hunt for their foe.
A foe that found them first.
The two ships met head-on, face-to-face. White beams of light blasted away from Marduk�s ship toward them. Chang�s fighter pilot training kicked in, forcing the Carl Sagan to roll, narrowly avoiding the assault. Like the Carl Sagan, Marduk too had targeting issues, though because he used energy weapons he had an advantage, he didn�t need to use his mind to protect or guide the energy discharge.
Marduk�s ship accelerated past them then vanished over the horizon behind once again. The Carl Sagan came about with its missile ports opened and ready to fire. With the two ships in a closer proximity, it should be less work for Tolukei and Nereid to deal with, or so Foster hoped.
Marduk�s ship appeared again, its elevation lower than the Carl Sagan, much closer to the surface as it fired its weapons randomly. None of his shots hit their target, they instantly collided into the surface of Sirius. Chang was seconds away from aiming the Carl Sagan at their prey when he caught sight of small solar flares rising. The Carl Sagan broke off its attack and moved to evade the flare, only for another one to rise, then another. The super-heated jets of energy singed the sides of their overshields, the amount of extra focus Tolukei and Nereid displayed on their faces was frightening.
�Where the hell did that come from?� Foster shouted.
�Below,� Pierce said. �He�s closer to the surface. His weapons are increasing solar flare activity.�
Each flare started from a section of the surface where Marduk�s weapons had landed. Foster was wrong, Marduk had indeed hit his target.
The psionic duo was struggling to keep the ship in one piece, and Chang was struggling to keep the ship from plunging downward into the surface as the deadly hands of gravity tried to grab a hold of the Carl Sagan. Tolukei and Nereid�s focus hit a low and it was unlikely they were going to recover quickly anytime soon.
�Let�s face him, bring us lower!� Foster ordered.
�Captain, we might want to consider leaving,� Pierce said. �I don�t think our protection is going to last any longer due to the extra heat being generated by these flares.�
�Dr. Pierce is correct, Captain,� EVE said. �Our overshield strength has dropped seventy percent. We will not be able to maintain our current position for long, let alone venture deeper at this rate.�
Pierce concurred. �Indeed, the surface directly below us is being extremely unstable.�
Foster�s lips curled. �Define unstable, Pierce.�
�Our plasma missiles could probably trigger a flare at this rate,� Pierce said as Foster watched the Carl Sagan dodge four new pillars of raging energy from the surface, created due to Marduk�s weapons. It gave her an idea. �And no, we can�t do that from here if that�s what you�re thinking. The range of Tolukei�s and Nereid�s overshield for the missiles is limited; we would need to lower the Carl Sagan to get in range, which as I said before is not recommended.�
�Why the hell not?�
�The closer we are to the surface, the harder it�s going to be for us to escape now that we�re having issues repelling the pull from the gravity well. We get lower, it�s just going to be that many more kilometers for us to travel to a safe distance, and that much more work to pull away from the gravity. We need to get out of here soon; we don�t have much time left.�
�We pull out now with him close enough to see, there ain�t gonna be anything that will stop him from catching up with us.�
�We stay any longer, and we die.�
The bridge began to rumble violently as if there was a small earthquake in progress, signs that their protection was coming to an end. Foster looked behind at Tolukei and Nereid, their faces full of stress and agony, like someone was forcing them into experiencing a nightmare, beads of sweat floated away from them.
If they left, Marduk would capture them in their weakened state, Earth would fall quickly, and then the rest of the galaxy. Staying meant they�d be tossing their lives in the garbage, but at the same time make Marduk�s invasion of Earth harder to achieve. Foster began to think about the people of Earth, how they�d suffered enough during the Hashmedai invasion. She thought about her mother, what she would have to endure should Marduk arrive. Mike . . . oh god how she missed him and his charming attitude.
Earth needed a fighting chance, even if it would cost more lives. If there was a chance that even one person might deal that finishing blow to Marduk, they needed to create that platform for it to happen. The Carl Sagan could not fall into Marduk�s hands, the Carl Sagan still had one last opportunity to prevent an all-out invasion in the first place.
�Chang, get ready to take us closer and launch as many missiles as you can,� Foster said.
�Seriously, ma�am?� Chang said.
Foster grinned. �Yes, Siriusly.� She faced the psionic duo and hoped that what she was going to ask wasn�t going to cause them to have an aneurysm due to all the work their brains were going through. �Tolukei and Nereid if you can hear me, do not protect or guide the missiles let them orbit us until I give you the signal.� Foster�s gaze returned to the front. �Pierce, direct Chang to the most volatile area below us.�
Marduk began to step up his effort in triggering more solar flares. His ship circled around discharging its weapons, creating a flaming circle of hell around the two ships as the Carl Sagan descended closer toward the surface. Dozens of plasma missiles orbited around the Carl Sagan like tiny satellites within the quickly failing protection of their shields and overshield. The now unstable surface began to erupt constantly like a volcano, waves of heat and flames shot up toward them as they neared. Marduk�s ship pulled in closer behind them and tried to aim its weapons at the unstable surface directly below the Carl Sagan.
He was right where Foster wanted him.
�Now!�
Tolukei and Nereid quickly irised the shields as they allowed the missiles to fall naturally due to Sirius�s gravity. The missiles quickly fell and exploded over the top of the surface of the star one by one as the Carl Sagan continued to move forward, carpet-bombing the surface in their wake. The missiles blossomed brightly and ignited pillar after pillar of solar flares, each one rising upward seconds after the Carl Sagan flew past.
Marduk�s ship was directly behind when the carpet-bombing began, a single solar flare rose up and consumed his ship, shattering his overshields, turning it into a hulk of melted metal that instantly vaporized.
Too bad Marduk managed to get one last unfocused shot off seconds before his ship was engulfed.
The Carl Sagan moved upward away from the surface, away from the flaming catastrophe growing behind them and toward the stars of space. Sirius gravitational pull was stronger than ever, the psionic duo had all but exhausted their minds. Despite the sub light speed engines engaged, the Carl Sagan was not moving fast enough from the newly created solar flare, one that was four times larger than the area they had been battling in.
Must have used too many missiles . . . Foster thought amongst the rumbling of the ship and computer terminals overloading.
They continued to push onward, the blinding light that enveloped them for so long, slowly fading away into the darkness. Space and cooler temperatures were near, they just needed to break free.
It wasn�t happening.
The massive solar flare caught up, crashing into the rear overshields. Electronics started to melt, the hull began to melt and buckle as exterior temperatures reached critical levels. The heat within the ship began to rise, as the red hellish hue of flames began to appear outside of the windshield, blocking out the darkness of space that was so close, yet so far away.
Tolukei collapsed, his head smashing against his terminal while Nereid remained standing, and chanted another prayer into her elegantly crafted psionic staff weapon.
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Lyonria Travel Hub, Tropical Rain forest
SA-139, Sirius A system
May 23, 2050, 01:49 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Chevallier, along with the rest of her alliance of Hammerhead and Poniga fighters were one room away from clearing the Lyonria hub of all hostile forces. Casualties on their side were acceptable, as room-to-room gun battles raged while they fought their way back to the top spire and the wormhole still feeding them enemy forces.
New overlords had arrived and began to mind-control their dead, only adding to their misery. Should a Hammerhead or Poniga fall in combat, their alliance had to push on without them, Chevallier long gave up hope that reinforcements from the colony would arrive.
The bridge was their only saving grace, a choke point where Marduk�s forces had a difficult time crossing due to its narrow size and lack of railing. The bulk of his fighters remained inside of the room where the wormhole had resided, while Chevallier and her team hunkered down next to the teleportation alcove. Their fighting grew to a stalemate, one that they couldn�t rely on forever. Every minute that passed, more of Marduk�s soldiers arrived, bolstering their numbers, it was only a matter of time before they made an all-or-nothing push across the bridge, forcing them to retreat while the overlords resurrected their fallen grunts.
Chevallier noticed that the gate had changed to a new location. It had connected directly to Marduk�s ship. Most likely because it was faster to send his soldiers directly to the planet rather than Tiamat�s tomb first, given the unexpected resistance and losses they now faced.
�This is pointless, they just keep coming,� Hudson said while his rifle blazed.
�We hold the line here until backup arrives!� Chevallier countered. �This bridge is our choke point, they make it back to this teleporter and they can control this whole hub again.�
�It�s been five hours and we haven�t heard from them!�
�And five hours of fighting and progress I don�t want to give up due to a retreat! We hold the line here, no further will we allow them to cross!� She covered behind a wall to evade streaks of red laser fire. Looking back, she examined the wormhole again and the brightly lit interior of Marduk�s ship. She was surprised how much light was beaming in front of its windows. It was almost as if it was flying inside Sirius. �If we can push pass them, we might be able to take the fight to them.�
Chevallier peered through the scope of her rifle, searching for overlords that may have left themselves exposed. She saw the wormhole flicker suddenly while flames began to burst out from all corners of the interior of Marduk�s ship. The sudden explosions that followed were loud enough to send a thunderous blast throughout the area, while Marduk�s soldiers stopped their attacks and faced the wormhole. Something wasn�t going according to their plan.
They were worried.
And then they were vaporized in the wake of larger eruption as white flames spewed from the wormhole.
�Bordel de merde!� Chevallier yelled when her HUD reported a large surge in UV radiation. Heat followed by an EMP burst killed her shield, suit, and rifle�s power supply.
With the screen inside of her helmet blank, she quickly tore it off and saw the rest of her allies struggling with the same problems, as roaring pillars of flames poured out through the wormhole, incinerating the walls of the box-shaped room, vaporizing the remaining Marduk soldiers and pushing outward.
Chevallier, the Hammerheads, and their Poniga were next. �OK, fuck this, retreat!�
Fortunately for them they were garrisoned next to the teleportation alcove to start with. Everyone, along with their nonfunctioning equipment stormed through into the alcove, which was not affected by the EMP. Chevallier made a mental note about the freak discovery, EMPs have little to no effect on Lyonria technology, it might come in handy one day. She leaped through and was swept away by blue psionic energy, seconds before the incoming mini solar flare arrived.
Her body materialized down below in the main hallways along with everyone else. She leaped and pushed everyone away from the alcove, half expecting the heat to teleport down with them, no such event occurred, only the sound of a massive explosion followed by the rumbling of the Lyonria hub.
The holographic preview screen which normally displayed the room the teleportation alcove was connected to, went blank, with text written in the Lyonria language written across it, an error message most likely. The top spire, box-shaped room, wormhole, and alcove linking to it were obliterated in the explosion.
Chevallier winced and shrugged her shoulders. �Pierce is going to be pissed. He was really looking forward to studying that room when this was all over.�
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THE WINDS from the storm began to die down as the hurricane lost its power and pushed deeper into the continent, and with that came the backup they requested, three transports landed next to the entrance to the hub. It was a welcome sight for the survivors of the battle as nearly an hour passed since the explosion took out the top spire. Their equipment never recovered from the EMP burst, leaving them trapped inside until the storm died down.
Chevallier left the hub and stepped next to the opened transport doors, grinning at their late as hell backup. She looked up at the ancient structure still intertwined with the growth of the jungles. Flames and smoke billowed out from the top spire, confirmation that that particular section had indeed been wiped out.
The backup Hammerheads stormed out of their transports, trekking past Chevallier to assist the injured Hammerheads and Poniga. Mavron and Eisila approached her, muttered words in their language to her before offering what appeared to be their way of delivering a handshake. She was impressed at how well they held their ground during the fighting and how well they passed on what she taught them about using combat armor and rifles to their comrades. They�ll need it if they plan to free their people and remove Marduk�s forces on their home world.
�Master Chief.� She turned around and saw Chief Petty Officer Long give her a salute as his armored body stepped away from the transport.
�What took you guys so long?� she asked.
�The shield modifications for the transport gave out on us ma�am. Looks like they were good for one or two runs through the storm at best.�
�Figures.� Chevallier climbed aboard the transport, Long followed behind. �Any word from the Carl Sagan? Interference from the storm should be a nonissue now.�
�Nothing, ma�am, the colony hasn�t received any transmissions either.�
Chevallier grimaced, over six hours had passed since her arrival on the planet, more than enough time for the colony and the transports to receive a transmission. �Anything on scanners?�
�Lot of solar flare activity on Sirius A, that�s it.�
Chevallier thought back to the flare that shot through the wormhole and what appeared to be the destruction of Marduk�s ship.
Did they fight him next to the star? she wondered.
She accessed a nearby computer terminal and began to review sensor logs from the transports and colony. The timing of the discovered solar flares was consistent with the timing of their miraculous escape through the teleportation alcove.
What destroyed Marduk�s ship was a solar flare.
But what would have caused him to travel so close to the star?
Chevallier knew the answer, she just didn�t want to accept it. Because she knew very well if Marduk was in pursuit of the Carl Sagan they too would have been destroyed, after all Marduk�s ship was faster, if he didn�t escape how could they?
Chevallier frantically began to send transmissions to the Carl Sagan on all channels. She gazed at the communication equipment for thirty-five minutes, equipment that remained silent apart from the odd transmission from the colony or the other transports. Her focus and search blinded her to the fact that the transport had long taken off from the jungles and arrived at the colony base camp. And then back up into orbit on patrol, preparing to search for the Carl Sagan. Or its remains. She cringed at the thought of that, but smiled at how everyone followed her lead without question, she was the ranking personnel now.
The three transports leapt out of view into sub light speeds, fanning out to conduct a wider search of the system, starting with the sectors closest to Sirius A. They found nothing of interest, other than the Poniga home world. She looked out of the windshield to get a better view of the planet, baked in a sea of cosmic radiation, heat and light, while multiple blue domes adorned the surface of the planet, while flowing lakes, rivers, forests, and deserts remained inside. Marduk�s handiwork and his means of controlling their species.
�I got something dropping out of sub light,� Long said to Chevallier, bringing her attention back to the matter at hand.
�The Carl Sagan?�
�I don�t know, it�s not transmitting any IFF, and its moving very slow, like slower than this transport.�
The transport slowed and positioned itself to intercept the unknown craft. Chevallier and the crew aboard looked out into the blackness of space and waited in anticipation for what might be coming their way.
The wreckage of Marduk�s ship? Maybe it wasn�t destroyed after all. A Qirak ship? Norauk did mention his people came from another system. The ship appeared before them, it was a smoldering blackened mess, partially melted, riddled with holes. Chevallier�s eyes zeroed in on the name of the ship, �ESRS Carl Sagan,� it was barely legible, but there.
As for signs of life . . .
The three transports boarded the Carl Sagan. Its docking bay was exposed to space, and the lights on the ceiling had long burned out. Chevallier and several Hammerheads glided out from their transport and navigated their way into the interior of the ship. They arrived at compartments of the ship that were still pressurized; lights flickered on and off like an eerie haunted house.
Magnetic boots clung their feet to the charred floor while flashlights illuminated their way to engineering and the elevator to the habitat ring, what was left of the elevator at least. The stubborn melted doors leading into engineering were pushed open, revealing that the staff inside were alive. Rivera�s hair and bloodied face was a mess, she remained tightlipped about what became of the rest of the crew, still visually shaken at what they experienced.
The habitat ring wasn�t as bad as Chevallier had expected as she looked about upon arriving. There was no gravity as its rotation had long stopped, tables and chairs in the mess hall floated in a messy and disorganized manner while Chef Bailey assessed the damage done to the galley and kitchen equipment. Dr. Kostelecky had her hands full, treating the wounds of crew personnel as she pushed floating debris amongst the darkness out of her way. The Poniga that were still aboard diligently moved their hands about, offering Kostelecky medical equipment and dressing lightly-wounded personnel with bandages, EVE�s flickering hologram helped ease the language barrier.
Chevallier received a communication from Hudson and his team, and they made progress in clearing out the debris that was blocking access to the bridge, an area of the ship that made the crew uncomfortable talking about in the aftermath of what happened.
Chevallier found out why immediately after she arrived. An emergency shutter had dropped from the ceiling, sealing off the main entrance to the bridge from the rest of the ship, a sign that the bridge had been depressurized. Chevallier smashed her fists on the shutter, cursing loudly with each thump. She lowered her head in misery.
�I�m sorry, Chief,� Hudson said to her. �Didn�t realize it was that bad.�
Chevallier pushed her anger aside deep within her mind so that it might remain hidden from the rest of the Hammerhead teams. �Have a small team perform a space walk outside of the main bridge and collect any bodies you can find.�
�Yes, ma�am.�
Chevallier hit the shutter once more, to release the last lingering bit of her anger that wouldn�t get bottled up with the rest and then turned away to return to the docking bay. A small thud echoed, prompting her to stop and slowly pivot back around with her magnetic boots. Her helmeted head moved around, searching for the source of the thud. As she did that a second thud was heard. It came from the shutter.
Chevallier�s eyes opened wide, her breathing accelerated, and her feet raced back to the shutter as fast as her magnetic boots would take her. Her fists crashed against the shutter again twice in a quick succession. Two thuds replied.
�Hudson, get back here!� she cried, and poked her thumb at the shutter. �Cancel the space walk, let�s get this shit opened.�
A plasma cutter flared on and moved in a circular motion along the thick metallic shutter creating a long red circle in its wake. Chevallier heckled the Hammerheads to speed up their job as they continued to cut a hole into a doorway that was not long ago believed to have led into a decompressed bridge.
The cutting stopped as a full large red glowing circle was made, Chevallier along with three hulking combat armor bodies pushed against the cut section of the shutter, until an opening was made. The large metallic hulk flipped and spiraled into the bridge, crashing into Foster�s captain�s chair, tumbling aimlessly after it hit.
Her HUD reported safe conditions, amongst the ruined computer equipment and sparks flaring down from the ceiling along with wires and ruptured plasma conduits. The source of the decompression was discovered, the windshield had shattered, it caused her last bit of hope to fizzle out and turn back into despair.
But only briefly.
Blue light shimmered before the damaged windshield. Chevallier stepped over and examined it with her HUD, a psionic barrier.
�I wouldn�t touch that.� It was Williams.
She spun around and saw his battered body rise from the floor next to the cut shutter entrance as the rest of the bridge crew slowly floated their way up from Foster�s office down below. They were alive, every one of them, covered in soot and blood, but alive.
Nereid was the last to emerge, her glowing Voelika shone brightly in her hands, and its glow was in sync with the ripples from the barrier that covered the breach. Foreign chants left her lips the entire time as her eyes remained shut, and her feet on the ground despite the lack of gravity.
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ESRS Carl Sagan, Nereid�s quarters
SA-139 orbit, Sirius A system
June 21, 2050, 12:42 SST (Sol Standard Time)
It took almost a week for the Carl Sagan to arrive in orbit around SA-139 due to the extreme damage done to its engines. During that week, transports worked nonstop transporting personnel and equipment on and off the ship to assist in repairs. The habitat ring was one of the first areas restored as it received the least amount of damage. Tolukei and Nereid had used the last of their gifts to strengthen the aft overshields as the solar flare raged behind them during their escape.
An escape Foster had a tough time writing in her logs and reports. By all accounts they should be dead. Tolukei and Nereid had no power left in them to conjure a barrier to protect them from hull breaches, a hull breach Foster clearly remembered happening seconds before she blacked out only to awake in her office with Nereid standing in the middle like a deity performing a miracle, chanting away, and saving their lives.
Three weeks after the Carl Sagan arrived in orbit, repairs throughout the ship had neared completion, while science and exploration teams slowly began to spread out throughout the system to establish outposts, and return the Poniga to their home worlds, along with assistance from a few Hammerheads. Small pockets of Marduk�s soldiers had remained scattered in the system but were in the process of being hunted down or captured day by day. They also provided assistance to the Undine on their world, liberating them from their slavery while EVE accessed data from her captured copy and learnt how to disable the time dilation bubble.
Foster rang the door chime to Nereid�s quarters and was granted entry. To her surprise she wasn�t anywhere in sight. Even more surprising was the fact that her quarters looked exactly how it was presented to Nereid after repairs had been completed, the bed was untouched, the personal computer still had its plastic protective wrapping around it.
�Nereid?� Foster called out to her as she ventured further in.
�Over here,� Nereid�s voice beckoned from the bathing area.
Foster hesitated before opening the door, hoping she wasn�t going to walk into an extremely awkward situation as she heard the shower water running. The doors slid open splashing a small wave of water on top of Foster�s boots. Nereid had flooded the area with shower water in a strange attempt at transforming it into a pool.
Nereid sat up right on the floor of the shower stall naked, soaking wet as if it was a normal thing to do. �What the hell . . .� Foster groaned while covering her eyes.
�Is there something wrong?�
�I can see a few things.�
�You told me to make myself at home. However, your ship is . . . dry.� Nereid stood up, having realized that with the door now opened, all the water she had flooded the place with had slipped out onto the floor in her quarters. �And you know that clothing is still a very strange concept to me, it was giving my skin a rash. This is the best I was able to do to make myself at home.�
�On that note.�
�It�s time isn�t it?�
�The Carl Sagan will be spaceworthy in a few hours. With Marduk gone and the time dilation disabled from your world, you can now return to live life as a free person.�
Foster heard Nereid become hesitant for several seconds. �The more time I spend with your crew, the more I remember the life McDowell had, and what it was like to be human.�
�I�m sure in time you will remember them.�
�I am only two years old, my people live between eight and nine years, it�s only now I�ve started to remember his past. I want to remember everything before that time comes, and if I live with my people that might never come. Besides, hundreds of years have gone by since I left due to the time dilation. Everyone I knew must be dead; I am nothing more than a legend now.�
�So, you want to stay with us?�
�Please? At least until I remember everything and experience some of the wonders your people have.�
�Very well but . . .� Foster pointed at Nereid�s exposed body, the best she could considering she still covered her eyes with one free hand. �You�re going to need to wear clothes.�
�Modify my room so that I may swim through it freely and we have a deal.�
�Rivera and her team have more important duties to deal with.�
Foster heard Nereid�s feet splash against the wet surface toward the shower and it�s still running water flooding the room. �I�ll remain here, out of sight until that happens then.�
�You�ll need to work with the crew as well.�
�I know more about this system than anyone else,� Nereid sat down inside of the shower stall, the spraying water rained down her back and face as she cocked her head backward. The frosted glass cover gave Foster the chance to lower her hand and see normally again, especially at the extent of the water damage done.
I guess Rivera�s team will be up here sooner rather than later . . . Foster mused.
�Perhaps I could assist Dr. Pierce with his studies?�
�I�ll speak with him when I get the chance.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Bridge
SA-139 orbit, Sirius A system
June 21, 2050, 13:15 SST (Sol Standard Time)
�Ah, Becca, you�re just in time,� Williams said to Foster as she entered.
�What�s up?�
He waved for her to join him amongst several holographic projections and a 3D map of the Sirius system. �Our teams on the Poniga home world managed to make a deal in obtaining food supplies. Survey teams on the larger moon around the gas giant want a lift back to the colony. Archaeologist are eager to study the tomb of Tiamat and a team of xenobiologists want to study the aquatic life on Meroien.�
�Jobs that require peaceful exploration and scientific study,� Foster snickered. �That�s weird.�
�It�s almost as if that was our job.�
�Really? I thought it was killing Babylonian gods �n� shit.� Foster faced Chang. �Set a course to the moon of the gas giant.�
Chang punched a series of commands on his helm controls. �Yes, ma�am.�
�The sooner they file their reports the sooner we can get a mine built.� She looked at the restored bridge and the crew carrying out their duties, now free of the thought of all the doom and chaos they�d had to endure since their arrival. �I�ll be in my office. Dom, you have the bridge.�
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ESRSCARL SAGAN,Captain�s office
En route to SA-239, Sirius A system
June 21, 2050, 13:58 SST (Sol Standard Time)
Foster reached down and cracked out the third haggard box lying on the floor of her office. From her point of view, she had handled these boxes a little over a month ago, in reality, they had been sitting around in her quarters for the last seventeen years. Not all her belongings survived the attack; several items and clothes had to be discarded due to the damage. The decor of her office during their voyage to the moon slowly transformed from a boring room with a desk, to one filled with pictures hanging on the wall from Earth, a globe on her desk, and new models of UNE ships in a display cabinet.
She stood with her back toward the window and gazed at the newly decorated office, and the one, final unopened box below her feet, her most prized possession still inside, hopefully still intact.
She reached down to prize the box open when EVE�s voice interrupted her via the intercom. �Captain. Tolukei wishes to know if you have any messages to have telepathically sent back to Earth.�
Foster made a face, having remembered that with the damage done to the Lyonria hub came the stop of the psionic energy powering Tiamat�s tomb and its drone network. The psionic interference that prevented Tolukei from using his telepathy across space was no more. Contact had been made with the UNE, and with that came news of so many advancements and developments they had missed out on during their time in cryostasis.
The crew and colonists took the time to compose messages to friends and family back on Earth, while Tolukei played the role of interstellar postman and psionically transmitted them to a psionic that proceeded to pass the messages on.
�Just one message,� Foster said as she reached back into the final unopened box, wrapping her hands around a tattered solid object. Out from the box came her father�s telescope. Outside of the expected dust and age of the telescope, it was in the exact condition she had left it in when she had packed it away. �Tell mama . . . tell her we made it,� she said, looking down at the telescope.
Foster smiled warmly at the telescope and perched it on a small table next to her office window. She peered through its eyepiece while her hands adjusted its angle and zoom, a ten-minute stargazing session ensued as she tried to find a particular star no human had seen from their current location.
That star was Sol.
She found it, and zoomed in at its yellow glowing greatness, wondering what people around the third planet were doing, much like she wondered what was going on in the Sirius system when she and her father gazed at it through the very same telescope in her position.
�Papa, I hope you�re proud of me.�
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Hello everyone, I hoped you enjoyed the story and a different take on the Splintered Galaxy saga. For those that might not be aware, The Siege of Sirius was originally planned to be the fifth book in the Splintered Galaxy series as a follow-up to the EDF-2 subplot featured in Equilibrium of Terror: Part 2. However, I spent so much time developing the characters for Siege of Sirius that I felt the story should revolve more around them, plus sticking to the original plot would have made the story twice as long. So, this became a spin-off with plans to continue their adventures in a new series scheduled to be released next year.
That�s right, this isn�t the end of the adventures of Captain Foster and her crew. They�ll be spearheading a brand-new series as they venture deeper into the unexplored regions of space, and who knows? Maybe they�ll run into a few familiar faces from Splintered Galaxy along the way.
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Want to know what was going on at and around Earth while the crew of the Carl Sagan was traveling to Sirius? Let Uprising of the Exiled be your guide. Check out a sample of the first chapter below.

VANCOUVER, EARTH, SOL SYSTEM



�Don�t kill anyone this time,� Tetsuya grumbled.
Thick gray clouds released a downpour of rain that had been drenching the region for the last three days. Classic Vancouver, Rina �Destiny� West thought while she looked out the passenger-side window of the car she was riding in. The sights of the outside world appeared as a blurred splash of colors thanks to the rainwater.
Vancouver was one of the few cites in the world that didn�t bear many scars from the war with the Hashmedai. This was a surprise to many, as New Westminster and Surrey had seen Hashmedai ground forces take control of those areas two decades ago. New Westminster took it the worst, as the Royal Canadian Air Force had launched a series of air strikes in that area to thin out the Hashmedai. This also proved to be the final acts of the Canadian air force, as Hashmedai interceptors had obliterated all their fighters across the country in a counterattack.
East Hastings was another sign that Vancouver hadn�t changed much, Destiny was quick to notice. Tetsuya Ishihara, who handled the wheel of their car, drove it along the badly maintained streets. Prewar, East Hastings had been one of the poorest and most run-down areas in the city and quite possibly all of Canada. Today? Not much had changed. Run-down buildings, sketchy people, trash, and questionable deals struck in back alleys. The only major difference between this place now and this place then was that Hashmedai roamed these areas as well. Deserters from the war, they knew they had lost and that they couldn�t return home. They made their homes here on Earth wherever they felt welcome, which didn�t include many places. Most of the human race still bore a grudge.
Their car came to a stop alongside a curb. Destiny�s fingers interacted with the screen of her holo phone. A window materialized in front of her, displaying the contact info of the person she was trying to call. A man named Arn. After several seconds of listening to a ring-back tone, Arn finally answered. The holographic window transformed into Arn�s image, a bald man with a long unkempt beard, wearing a hoodie and shades.
�I�m here. Where the fuck you at?� Destiny said.
�Already? Damn, girl, you�re quick!� Arn�s hologram said. �It�s some old-world abandoned Chinese supermarket. You can�t miss it.�
Destiny recalled driving past it not long ago; she�d have to backtrack. Ishould have called earlier, she thought. �I�ll be there in a minute,� she said and hung up. The holographic window with Arn�s contact info reappeared, displaying a notification at the bottom that the call had ended, and then it vanished. �Wait here,� she said to Tetsuya. �I�ll deal with this fucker as quickly as I can.�
�Discreetly,� Tetsuya said. �It�s still daytime. Can�t afford to have someone ID you.�
�Whatever.�
�Seriously, Hannah�s predictions haven�t been accurate lately,� he said, looking at Destiny�s scarred left hand. �And you know that.� She rolled her eyes and proceeded to open the door but stopped. Tetsuya�s hand gripped her shoulder; he had something to add. �I�m serious, no bodies. These are humans not affiliated with the United Nations of Earth we�re dealing with.�
�Whatever,� she said with a sigh.
�Give me your piece.�
Her visibly upset blue eyes gazed at him almost as if they were burning a hole into his mind. The five-second stare down resulted in Destiny reluctantly handing her ePistol over to him from her leather jacket. �Happy?�
�And your old-world one.�
Old-world was a term commonly used to describe anything that existed before the Hashmedai invasion. In this case, her concealed Sig Sauer P238, a pocket-sized pistol that fit perfectly in the side pocket of her blue jeans. Like her ePistol, it found itself into Tetsuya�s possession. �Now are you happy?�
�I�ll be happy when I get the fuck out of this piss hole.�
The car door finally opened, exposing a section of the interior to never-ending rain showers outside. Before stepping off, Destiny opened the back door and removed a large black art tube. Tetsuya took notice and asked, �What the fuck is that for?�
�Just part of my cover for the people around.� She smiled and winked at him. �I�m an artist if anyone asks.� He has a lot to learn about me.
Destiny began her walk away from the car, down the drenched and grimy sidewalk in East Hastings. She paid little attention to what the rain was doing to her ginger hair, dyed of course to mask her age of forty-one. Between that and her vigorous daily workout routine, few people truly knew her real age. Throw in the art tube, and she looked like college student. And to think�she hadn�t even kept up with all the new fancy antiaging biotechnology that had been invented.
She continued her walk, paying little attention to the homeless humans and Hashmedai. She saw a group of prostitutes speaking to someone in a car that had pulled over. They were both Hashmedai. Threesome with two Hashmedai women. What a brave soul. She grinned and walked past, briefly thinking about a time she was a working girl. Though she was much better than these girls, as she was an escort, she never walked the streets. She was above that, a high-class and very expensive escort, working out of Los Vegas, before it was glassed. She sighed and thought to herself, Those were the good old days. She missed those times, especially Jazz, her favorite client.
Destiny arrived at the location, a boarded-up store. The door was ajar, and she could hear voices coming from within. This must be it. She entered and quickly performed a threat assessment of the location. Overturned shelves, four shady-looking men wearing sweatpants and shirts, probably bodyguards and probably packing heat. They all had something large in their pockets, ePistols like the one she handed over earlier, no doubt. Arn emerged from the shadows with open arms, his guard was lowered, a perfect opportunely for Destiny do something she�d been dreaming about for the last few months.
She ignored the four men, and her feet took her toward Arn at rapid speed. Her fist slammed against his jaw, launching his body to the floor. Fucking asshole. She heard the hissing sounds of four ePistols powering up. They made the same noise Radiance magnetic weapons made when activating. Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference, as the tech behind eWeapons was based on Radiance magnetic weapons-Railguns, aided by a computer built into the weapon.
Destiny could see blood slowly trickling out from Arn�s mouth as he spat out a tooth and slowly rose to his feet. �What the fuck was that for?� he asked.
�Bio-fucking-metric weapons. I requested not to be given those.�
He finally got to his feet and said, �So my stock got a few of the defects, my bad.�
Biometric weapons would activate only if the fingerprints matched with the assigned prints programmed into the weapon. It was possible to hack and remove the biometric programming, but even the most skilled hackers had issues with it. The United Nations of Earth (UNE) did not want their weapons in the hands of terrorists and criminals and went out of their way to make it an irritating process.
�Your stock had me sitting in a hospital bed for a month. Your stock had me bury eight of my good friends,� she said, jabbing her index finger toward his angry face.
�Well fuck, I�m sorry.� More blood slowly dripped from his mouth. She had gotten him good. �I�ll hook you up with some better guns.�
Her hand reached back toward her art tube as her head slowly tilted to the side to see if any of his bodyguards had stepped closer. No sign of them, though she knew damn well four guns were being aimed at the back of her head. �I have a new dealer; I�m fucking done with you.�
�So you just came here to fucking deck me?�
�I want a refund.�
�Seriously?� Arn said with a surprised voice. �No refunds.�
�Customer is always right,� Destiny said as her other hand clasped around Arn�s neck. �I want a refund�Now!� Her last action triggered four sets of steps that she heard behind her. There wasn�t a drop of fear in her, however. None of these thugs had a real combat training unlike the police, Radiance, and UNE forces she�d been fighting for the last few years.
�Get fucked, you stupid fucking cunt!� In attempt to break free, Arn wrapped his hands around the hands that she was using to choke him. His grip was weak, compared to Destiny�s; her hands didn�t move. She let out a slight grin as he turned his head to the side to address the four men closing in behind her. �Have at her, boys; I ain�t paying you by the hour!�
Let�s dance. The hand choking Arn pushed him back to the ground, while her other hand quickly pulled her art tube to her front. Her instincts led her to leap and take cover behind the checkout table. Perfect timing, as magnetically accelerated bullets ripped through the air. Destiny�s quickly moving fingers opened up the tube, and out came a katana and an arm-mounted Hashmedaian guardian shield. She arose to her feet, this time with a rectangular-shaped blue energy force field protecting her from the second barrage of bullets.
Her feet guided her to the four men, who did not attempt to move from their position, while her hands guided her katana to either stab or dismember their bodies. Each hit released jets of blood across the air, raining down on her like the rain outside not long ago. Her left arm, which had the guardian shield device strapped to it, periodically rose to block weapons� fire from the last remaining bodyguard, whose severed head hit the ground shortly afterward.
Arn remained on the floor, trembling in fear as Destiny�s blood-soaked body graciously stepped toward him. Her blue jeans were now purple; her leather jacket was dripping red. She hovered over his body and the placed the tip of her blade between his eyes. �Now,� said Destiny, �where�s my fucking money?�
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FLIGHT 4219, PERTH TO VANCOUVER, EARTH, SOL SYSTEM



White clouds hovered over the eternal blue of the Pacific Ocean. A sight that would be changing soon, as this flight from Perth, Australia, to Vancouver, Canada, was coming to an end. Ken Smith sat back and relaxed in his first-class seat aboard an Earth-to-Earth (ETE) transport. He preferred the first-class seats from the Earth-to-Space (ETS) transports that he frequently flew to Mars, as they were equipped with holo vids. ETE transports didn�t take long to reach their destination with their high speeds, as they traveled exclusively on Earth. ETS transports, however, made trips to locations throughout the solar system. Even traveling at a fraction of the speed of light, it could take a flight several hours to reach the moons of Uranus.
An announcement played over the transport�s intercom to all the passengers aboard, stating that they�d be in Vancouver within ten minutes, making this a forty-five-minute trip. He sometimes missed the old-world plane trips, in which a flight from Perth to Vancouver would take nearly a whole day and require at least one stop along the way. The message on the intercom replayed again, this time in Chinese, then a third time in Radiance, which caused him to chuckle.
There were no Radiance races aboard this transport that he could see, though with Linl it was damn near impossible to tell just by looking. Carbon-copy humans, he liked to call them. Most flights had a few Radiance races aboard. Since the uplifting of humanity, Radiance continued to have a few ships from Alpha Centauri trickle in, dropping off nonmilitary personnel to live on Earth. Most of them were just laborers and construction workers to help rebuild cities razed by the demonic Hashmedai. A few others were scientists and engineers, though many of them stayed on their ships, setting foot on Earth, Mars, or the moons of the gas giants only to work with human scientists and engineers. Recently, merchants and missionaries started to show up and live among humans, proving to be a double-edged sword of sorts.
The increased presence of civilian Radiance races was no doubt helping humanity�s economy, advancement, and recovery from the war. However, the longer Radiance continued to remain on Earth, the more violence people were forced to witness thanks to the Hashmedai Liberation Front (HLF). After the war, as a way to repent, groups of Hashmedai offered themselves as slave labor to human communities hit hard. After all, they lost the war, and the ships that weren�t nuked, fled or crash-landed, leaving behind thousands of soldiers and ship crew members. As time went on, those communities took in these Hashmedai, allowed them to have a place to live and eat, and eventually settled down and started families.
Those at Radiance weren�t too happy to learn that their people would be living and working on a planet that hosted small Hashmedaian communities that were breeding. Pressure was put on the UNE to step up and deal with the problem, especially after a dozen Radiance civilians ended up murdered or assaulted by angry Hashmedai. A few humans got in the crossfire too, as they were mistaken for Linl. Thus, the HLF was born; humans who formed an emotional attachment and sympathy to some of the Hashmedai took up arms and launched a series of terrorist attacks against Radiance, anti-Hashmedai groups, and UNE forces deployed to deal with large and active Hashmedai communities.
No one knew exactly where their base of operation was, but Vancouver had been a hot spot for HLF activity, as Canada featured one of the largest Hashmedai communities on Earth. It�s no surprise to many that the Vancouver region was dubbed the �Radiance Graveyard,� though the UNE preferred to label it a �red zone.� There were eight red zones worldwide.
�Prepare for landing,� the pilot of the transport announced over the intercom.
Ken�s thoughts returned to the present, and he gazed out the window to watch the transport descend from the thick mist of clouds that soaked the craft in rain. The sight of Vancouver in the distance emerged, resting at the foot of the mountains, virtually untouched by the war with the exception of a few extra postwar skyscrapers. The city grew larger as it came into view. Ken was the reminded of a feature of old-world traveling that he missed�the rush of an aircraft, slowly landing to the runway. Transports were all based off Radiance tech, and so they were capable of vertical takeoff and landing (VTOL). Gone were the days of needing a runway to land or fly to the skies, the transport simply landed next to the transport hub, formerly known as an airport.
A network of hallways led Ken to the baggage claim area; his hands stroked his blond hair in a frustrated manner. All these advances and we�re still using this system to claim our baggage? What�s going to stop someone from walking up and taking your stuff? After fifteen minutes of paranoid waiting, he obtained his travel baggage after it came into view from the rotating treadmill and proceeded to the Earth Rapid Transit Train platform. This used to be part of the skytrain system; he had fond memories of traveling on the skytrain network when he was a kid during the prewar days. Once Radiance showed up, they offered to upgrade and network Earth and later Mars with a rapid transit system that was commonplace on Radiance planets. As Ken recalled, the people who helped design the newer trains in Unity City, came here to Earth to undertake this project. And it showed; the interior of the train was identical to the train network used all across Australia, which apparently is the same design as the ones in Unity City on Lejorania Sanctum.
At last, Ken thought as he arrived at his intended destination, an upscale condo in the Yaletown district of Vancouver. Little did the people in the outside world know, his suite was a safe house for Earth Intelligence and Security Service (EISS) agents such as Ken. As far as his wife, Yvonne, and others were concerned, Ken was there on business, overseeing the launch of a new retail outlet.
�Computer,� Ken said. �Lights.� The darkened condo was illuminated with lights in the hallway, kitchen, and living room.
�I hope your journey was a pleasant one, sir,� said the computer. It had an Australian accent much like Ken�s�a little taste of home while he was away.
�Too short, but enjoyable,� he said as he walked toward the kitchen. His hand interacted with a holographic window in front of the refrigerator to display the contents of the fridge. �Computer, are there any new messages for me?� he asked.
�Please stand by,� it replied. �You have no new messages at this time, sir.�
�Thank you,� he said, stepping into the living room to sit down with a holo pad in hand.
�Shall I contact �overlord� and inform them you have arrived?� the computer asked.
�Negative,� he said. �Do it�tomorrow morning. I need to rest.�
And by �rest,� Ken meant shagging two smoking-hot escorts for the night.
His holo pad loaded a directory of all the local and expensive girls in the area. They were expensive for a good reason. Radiance frowned upon the idea of sex work and had been pulling strings within the UNE to deal with it. Ken found this amusing, as brothels existed within the Radiance Union, highly illegal and rare, but they existed. If he didn�t know any better, it was almost as if Radiance were trying to mold the human race into the sixth member of the Radiance Union.
Holographic pictures of half-naked women appeared before him while he swiped his hands from right to left, causing the projection to scroll and load additional ladies. The hardest part of dealing with these lovely ladies was ensuring that the ones you wanted were available.
He felt fabulous about doing this with next to no guilt in his chest. He knew damn well Yvonne would be sleeping with the grounds keeper of their home the moment she got the chance. One of the perks of being in the EISS was that it was easy to spy on your wife when you were out of town. The moment she stopped sucking his cock, was the moment he�d stop dealing with these ladies; fair is fair.
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SURREY, EARTH, SOL SYSTEM



I�m never going to get this, Lyir thought as he sat on his bed, holo pad in hand with his homework from school displayed. Being a Hashmedai boy going to school in a human world put him at a disadvantage, especially when your English literature teacher lost his family during the invasion. Lyir had pale, cream-colored skin and light-blue hair, much like his mother Pernoy, whom he lived with in this Surrey community. His mother and father had helped rebuild the community, yet here he was, on the verge of failing, quite possibly because he wasn�t born a human, or so his friends claimed.
�Lyir,� his mother called out to him in the Hashmedai language. �Come down for dinner.�
�I�ve still got to finish my homework.�
�You won�t finish it correctly on an empty belly,� she retorted. �Come down and eat your damn food.�
His teenage body took a seat at the dinner table with his mother, Pernoy. Rare steak was the meal for the night. Pernoy had extremely long blue hair with traces of white in it. Her eyes were orange, while Lyir�s eyes were a deep red. Off in the distance, an old-world TV was on, broadcasting the evening news. As the two ate, Lyir gazed at the damaged TV screen; the headline caught his attention: �Heroes of Earth Returned At Last.�
His half-sister, Eupiar, sat on the couch next to the TV. The contents didn�t seem to interest her, just the holographic display screen of her laptop. Unlike Lyir, Eupiar was half-human; their mother, Pernoy, was a noncombatant severing aboard a Hashmedai ship during the invasion only to crash-land. The US Marine aggressors held her and the surviving crew captive.
One of the soldiers started to develop a certain affection for her and remorse; after all, Pernoy was here because she was ordered to come. Night after night of secret playtime during their �interrogation secessions� resulted in Eupiar�s existence. Sadly, her father never got the chance to see her grow up; he was killed trying to help Pernoy and Eupiar escape to into Canada.
�Hmm, they�re back,� said Lyir, turning away from the news headline. �What do you think, Mother?�
�Not much�they were bound to return to Earth sooner or later,� she said before taking another bite of her juicy meal.
�But those are the people who blew up the command ship, causing you and all the other Hashmedai to be stranded here.� Lyir returned to his meal, while he curiously awaited his mother�s reply.
�I don�t hate them, if that�s what you�re trying to get at,� she said. �They did what they had to do. It was war, and we were destroying their world.�
�But don�t you want to be off this world? Isn�t that the reason you never cut your hair? Because then ends of it existed back when you were still in the empire?� A loaded question, but his young inquiring mind was hungry for knowledge that didn�t have to do with schoolwork.
�If those folks never destroyed the command ship, or if there had been a way for me to get home, I would have never met your father, or Eupiar�s.�
�There must have been a way for you two to meet had things been different; you were both in the military, after all.� Lyir often fantasized about the idea of parallel universes where things were different. The thought of him never having to experience the depressing life he was living thus far always tantalized his mind.
�Not really,� his mother said. �I�m from the deep space colonies. The frigate I served on joined up with the fleet because they were short one.�
He thought for a moment, slowly putting the facts together. �And Father was from Paryo.�
�Exactly, we would have never crossed paths regardless. And don�t forget about your sister. Neither I nor her father would have met.� Conclusion: in order for him, them, to exist, the last twenty-two years had to have played out the way they did. Life is not fair at all.
There was semisilence once again at the dinner table as the two ate, while the TV continued to play the news. Eupiar tied her half-human hair into a ponytail, it was dyed in a mixture of colors, a galaxy style, they called it. An ombr� of colors, it started from silver at the top of her head, transitioned to light blue and dark blue, and ended with black at the tips. Her heavily tattooed arms stretched forward, and she resumed whatever the hell had her so fascinated with her laptop. A headline on the TV stated, �Four Men Found Dead at East Hastings Early This Afternoon.� The doorbell rang and ripped Lyir�s attention away from the TV and his sister. Took him long enough, he thought as he looked at the third dinner plate on the table, untouched and getting cold.
�I�ll get it,� Lyir offered, and then he shut his eyes to focus. The door unlocked and swung open�with the aid of telekinesis from Lyir�s psionic mind.
His uncle Dollon stood behind the door. Rainwater dripped off him as if he showered with his clothes on. Dollon�s hair was much like Lyir�s father�s, cut short and white. His skin was a darker-cream color, and he wore a black suit and pants that covered his psionic cybernetics, which would probably explain why he didn�t just teleport in as usual.
He stepped inside as Lyir�s mind shut and locked the door behind Dollon. Then he walked toward the fridge, rather than the dinner that Lyir was expecting. �Sorry I�m late,� Dollon said, removing a bottle of vodka from the fridge. �Had some things to take care of.�
Lyir�s mother arose from her seat to confront Dollon, acting like she was going to wash dishes, but Lyir knew better. Washing dishes is the very last she does at the end of long day; it was too early for her to be doing that. Lyir slowly picked at his food and kept his ear toward the kitchen to listen in.
�Are those �things� the same ones that took your brother�s life?� she asked in lower tone of voice.
�Those things allowed me to get you some more food,� Dollon said. �And pay your bills.� His hands poured a small glass of vodka to drink and handed her an Earth-based credit chit.
�Our bills are all up to date.�
�Then you can use this credit chit to replace that awful TV,� he said, then downed his drink. �Maybe get those Holo TVs the rest of the world has upgraded to.� Lyir�s mother remained silent as Dollon snorted and then took a seat at the dinner table. �So, Lyir, what are you learning in school this month?�
�Romeo and Juliet, written by a human named William Shakespeare.� Lyir said.
�Is that so.� Lyir could sense that Dollon didn�t care. �Hey, Eupiar how�s your schooling coming along?�
�I dropped out yesterday,� she casually replied.
�You what?� Pernoy snapped her attention to Eupiar.
�Really.� Dollon said, this time with a certain level of interest in his voice. �So what you�re saying is you�re free to help me out more often?�
Pernoy shouted toward Eupiar who never once removed her eyes away from her screen. �Eupiar! Why�couldn�t you have at least told me?�
�School is boring.�
�You were getting good marks!�
�I�m part Hashmedai. They�ll never give me the marks I worked hard for.� Finally, her slim teenage body looked away from her screen. �And yes, Dollon, I could help.�
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HLF HEADQUARTERS, NORTHERN CANADA, SOL SYSTEM



Hannah Grey�s slender body rested on the soft and comforting feel of her queen-sized bed. She wore a black gothic nightgown. Then again, everything she had in her wardrobe had some kind of Lolita gothic look to it. Her gown blended perfectly with her long raven black hair and the black satin bedsheets, pillows, and blankets. She had spread her arms out from side to side, and her fingers were pointed upward to the ceiling.
And then her lips slowly began to move.
Another one of her clairvoyant chants was incoming. Tetsuya Ishihara was ready to take notes as per Hannah�s direct orders, on the rare chance she forgot what was said.
�Forty trillion kilometers one way, forty trillion the next, eighty trillion in total. Right ascension for A, fourteen hours, thirty-nine minutes, thirty-six point four, nine, four zero, zero seconds. Right ascension for B, fourteen hours, thirty-nine minutes thirty-five point zero, six, three, one, one seconds.� Hannah took a breath, and then continued, with no emotion in her voice. �Into the Explorer they went, on the Seeker they returned. Five travelers: the first one, the second, the lover, the jealous one, and�an unknown.� Hannah paused as she tried to process the identity of the unknown. �Who is she? Why is she there? I don�t recall her existence. Life or death? She is an unknown.� Her body dashed upward to sit up, with her eyes wide open; she took a long deep breath and then said, �They�have arrived.�
�Who has?� Tetsuya asked.
Hannah�s head little by little tilted toward Tetsuya. With a smile on her face, she revealed their names: �Chloe, Sarah, Chris, Gavin, and the unknown.� Her face twitched somewhat as she brushed her hand down her neck, slowing reaching down between her breasts, then her belly. The unknown needed a name, any name. Ah yes, that name will do for now. �Ella, yes, her name is Ella.�
�Your orders?� Tetsuya asked, shutting off the recording feature of his holo pad.
Hannah�s smile transformed into a malicious grin. �Kill them all!� she shouted and then returned to her resting position. While examining her waving hands, she added, �Chloe and Gavin must survive, however.�
Read Uprising of the Exiled to learn more.
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