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Chapter 1 – Choices
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Darius paused, glancing down the corridor. Its walls were a slate grey, angling up and slightly outwards from the darker grey floor for about two meters. Then it slanted back inwards two or three meters more towards the clear canopy dome above, interrupted by composite grey ribs about every two meters.

It was empty. 

He signaled to his companions, then led the way. Not that Darius had any idea where he was going. He’d never been to this platform before. One of his companions cursed. 

He looked back. The lanky pilot was supporting her injured companion, who, it appeared, had passed out again.

“We really need to get him to a doctor,” Camina said.

“We need information first,” Darius told her. He turned toward Sara. “Right or left at the junction?”

“Left,” she said, consulting her docupad. 

Before he could look down the hall, three figures crossed the junction. Darius drew a breath between clenched teeth as the trio of nonhumans passed without even throwing a glance their way.

“I told you this was the place to go,” Sara said. “Nobody cares that we’re here.”

“I would have preferred trying to get back to one of our bases, or signaling for a ship, Commander,” Darius remarked.

She shook her head. “The damage to the escape shuttle was too severe. We were lucky we could make that one transition to unrealspace. And you really shouldn’t use my rank, here, Darius.”

He sighed. Rank was the primary form of address he was used to. “Okay, Sara.”

She nodded at him.

Darius looked down the corridor to the left. He saw what they’d been moving towards. Gesturing, he led his trio of companions to the alcove.

The alcove was inset into the slanted walls, an even darker shade of grey, flattened on all three sides and about three meters high. On one of the flat side walls was a terminal, providing access to at least the platform’s network, if not the wider medianet. The alcove was barely large enough for two people, but the four of them managed to somehow squeeze in. 

Darius kept a wary eye on the corridor. “Do your thing, Sara,” He did his best not to make it sound like the order that it was.

Their injured companion groaned. “He’s bleeding again,” Camina stated, her voice full of concern.

“Stay with us, Tagge,” Darius addressed his injured communications officer. Tagge groaned but did not respond.

“Sir,” Camina pleaded.

“I know, Camina,” Darius replied. “I want to get him help, too. But we’ve no idea what’s happening out there. We’re in neutral space, on a neutral platform, with no COIN and no information. Without that, taking Tagge to a doctor might kill him more swiftly than his injuries. And dragging him around this platform without getting information first is just asking for trouble.”

Camina made a noise like a groan, then shifted the pack off her back to pull out more dressings from the scant medical kit that had been aboard the escape shuttle.

“Comman...Sara,” Darius queried.

“Almost in,” she replied. “A hack like this requires a little finesse. And I’m going as fast as I can.”

Darius grunted, looking both ways down the corridor and happy that nobody else was there.

Sara had claimed to be a particularly skilled hacker. It was not something that Darius could account for from his subordinate, but it didn’t matter in their present circumstances.

“Got it,” Sara said. Then, she whistled low. “Damn. We’ve got worse troubles than I thought.”

“What is it?” asked Camina through gritted teeth. Darius saw that Tagge’s new wound dressings were already bloodied.

“It seems the Federation, along with drow, trolls, and hobgoblins, launched a massive offensive against the Alliance,” Sara reported. “It appears that the Federation and their allies hit many key Alliance targets, crippling the forces of multiple star systems.”

Sara was silent for a moment, then cursed again. “Forced or desperate, Alliance leadership has surrendered to the Federation.”

Darius cursed. “As if the research station we’d been observing wasn’t bad enough? More bad news.”

“Oh, it’s worse,” Sara said. Her eyes met his. “There is a bounty on all Alliance military at large.”

Darius glanced down at his outfit. While it was still clearly a uniform of some sort, the lack of insignia and other identifying marks told no story. Darius was glad that Sara had recommended they remove all identifying marks from their uniforms.

Did private crews wear uniforms? Sara would know, but Darius hadn’t asked her.

“Commander,” Camina began. “Sorry, Darius. Staying together as a group might draw unwanted attention. We might be in neutral territory, but we’re still awful near Alliance and Federation space.”

“What are you thinking?” Darius asked.

“We split up,” Camina said. “I’ll take Tagge to a doctor while you two work out what we should do next.”

Darius glanced toward Sara, but she was still focused on the terminal before her. Both lieutenants, Tagge and Camina, were his subordinates, and thus his responsibility. He should not let them wander off on a random space station without a higher ranked officer.

However, at the same time, it no longer mattered. The Alliance was broken if what Sara reported was true. A group of four humans, even in nondescript uniforms, this near to Alliance territory, might draw unwanted attention. 

Darius sighed. “Probably a good idea, Camina.”

Sara passed a docucard to Camina. “Here,” she said. “This is a map of the station, and the medical facility is marked. Also, there’s a good amount of COIN on this card. Don’t answer any questions with too much detail. Use the COIN to convince them questions don’t matter, ok?”

“Yeah,” Camina replied.

“Good luck, you two,” Darius said. “We’ll chatter you when we have a plan.”

Camina began to salute, then dropped her arm with a rueful grin and a shake of her head. But the grin was erased the moment she started to drag the barely conscious Tagge down the corridor, away from the alcove.

“How much COIN did you give her?” asked Darius, still watching the two moving away.

“Ten-thousand,” Sara replied.

Darius gaped. “Ten-thousand? Gold?”

“Yup.”

“How did you manage to get that much COIN?”

Sara grinned, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Remember, before I became shipboard security, I spent five years in special ops. Then, and before my service for that matter, I learned some amazing hacks. I figured that the Federation hasn’t started to interfere with things like, oh, fleet payroll. So, I took all the pay that the crew of our corvette would have received.”

“The whole crew?” asked Darius.

“Yes,” Sara replied. “The whole, budgeted pay for the crew of the Moonshadow during this deployment.”

Darius felt his heart clench. He, Sara, Camina, and Tagge were the only survivors from their corvette. The rest of the eighty crew members were gone.

Darius did some quick math in his head, based on his own pay as a full Commander. “That’s... That’s a significant amount of COIN.”

“Which is why giving Camina ten-thousand wasn’t an issue,” Sara said.

Darius shook his head. He decided that he didn’t want to know just what Sara had done to secure that currency. 

“What’s our next move, sir?” questioned Sara.

Darius sighed. He had been pondering that since they had arrived at the platform.  They couldn’t stay where they were. They had acquired vital intelligence. 

What they had learned about the Federation and their research was too important to disregard. There was no doubt in Darius’s mind that the Federation had plans that went beyond the Alliance.

“We have information that needs to be shared,” said Darius. “Transmitting in the open is a good way to get ourselves killed. We need to be mobile. We’re going to need a ship.”

“Agreed,” said Sara. She tapped at her docupad, and a 3D image of the platform they were on appeared above it. “This is the only active, uncontracted repair bay and shop on the platform. If there’s a ship to purchase, it will be here.”

“Let’s get to it,” Darius said. He glanced both ways down the corridor before starting towards the shop.

“I’m glad you realize we can’t use the shuttle,” Sara remarked.

Darius grunted. “It sort of screams ‘military escape shuttle’ rather loudly. I just hope nobody starts searching the station for us when they find it.”

“We should be alright for a day or two,” said Sara. “Platforms like this have lackadaisical security, and they’ll only start to care when the docking fee comes due and isn’t paid.”

“That should give us more time,” commented Darius.

“Platform security isn’t the problem,” Sara said. “Bounty hunters, on the other hand...” she trailed off.

As they turned a corner, Darius impacted with a lithe figure that had been silently running down the perpendicular corridor.

The creature that hit Darius was not human. It took him only a moment to recognize the fur, the fox head, and the tail. Her head only came up to his mid-chest. She was a kitsune.

She appeared frantic but seemed to relax ever-so-slightly at the sight of Darius. “Oh! Human! I am so sorry!”

Darius noticed that Sara had dropped her hand near her pistol but hadn’t drawn it. He also observed that the kitsune appeared to be unarmed.

“On the run?” Sara asked the fox-headed alien.

“Just a misunderstanding,” she breathed.

“Hey!” a low, scratchy, snarly, toothy voice called from the direction the kitsune had run. “Don’t move!”

Darius saw two large humanoids stalking towards them. They were at least a head taller than Darius, and enormously muscled. Their grey-green skin and small, beady eyes were only slightly less alien in appearance than the large tusks thrusting out of their lower jaws.

The orcs slowed as they reached Darius, Sara, and the kitsune. Darius had not spent a lot of time with orcs, but it was clear they were unhappy. They carried nasty-looking rifles.

“That creature,” one of the orcs growled, pointing to the kitsune, “is a stowaway.”

“We do not take kindly to stowaways on our ship,” the other said, her voice equally gravelly.

Darius turned his head toward the kitsune before him. “Is this true?”

She sighed. “Well, yes. But I had a really, really good reason.”

“Doesn’t matter,” the first orc said. “You admit you stowed away.”

The orc reached out towards the kitsune.

“It matters to me,” Darius said, placing a hand on the orc’s arm. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sara’s hand wrapped around the grip of her holstered pistol.

As the orc stopped reaching toward her, Darius gave his attention to the kitsune.

“Thanks,” she started. “Let me explain. You see, I might have done something, oh, shall we say, a tad foolish. And that something, without getting into too much detail, just might have seriously pissed off the locals. And that forced me into hiding.”

“Thief,” snarled the female orc.

The kitsune shrugged. “Perhaps. Takes one to know one.”

The orcs both growled but didn’t do or say anything.

The kitsune continued. “It’s a long story, but it’s been a while since stealing netted me more than bare necessities for survival. Anyhow, hiding was not going to work out long, for lots of different reasons. I knew I had to leave the planet. So, I scoped out the spaceport. Their starship-” She gestured to the orcs. “-was loading up some perishable cargo, and I saw a way to sneak myself into a shipping container. Buying passage wasn’t an option, you see. During the previously mentioned foolish thing I did, I lost all my COIN.”

“She admits it,” said the female orc. “She stowed away on our ship and is almost certainly a criminal. We will take her, human.”

“I would totally have gotten away with it,” the kitsune said. “If you hadn’t opened the cargo to inspect it just after landing. Also, you should know that whatever it is you were smuggling wasn’t in my crate.”

She gave her attention back to Darius. “Since I’m rather attached to living, and I know – because they made it very clear – that they were going to space me, I ran.”

She looked at the orcs now. “Let me tell you, I had no idea you orcs were so damned fast. How is anyone as big as you that fast on your feet, anyhow?”

The clear anger on the part of the orcs was unchanged. Darius didn’t want to tangle with them, but neither did he care to allow them to murder the kitsune.

Before he could say something, however, Sara asked, “Is it your intent, even though you are on this platform, to take the law into your own hands and space her?”

“We do not tolerate stowaways,” the male orc growled again. “We found her on our ship, and this is a matter solely for us and our crew. We will space her because that is how we punish stowaways.”

“What if we pay for her passage?” asked Darius.

The female orc made a sound somewhere between a grunt, a snarl, and a bark. “Why would you buy this creature's freedom? You owe her nothing.”

“True,” Darius agreed. “But if it’s that, or let you space her, I can’t let you do that.”

“Our ship, our rules,” said the male orc. “No authority here will care what we do with a stowaway.”

“You’re right,” Sara said. “You are not beholden to the law, such as it is, on this platform. But why not take a little extra profit, forget about her, and move along?”

The two orcs leaned in towards one another. They spoke softly and rapidly. Darius didn’t understand a word of it, presuming it was Orcish. They leaned apart from one another. Darius noted that they had both tightened their grip on their guns.

“Are you from the Alliance?” asked the female orc.

“Nope,” Sara replied without hesitation.

“We’re independents,” Darius added a beat later.

The orcs looked at one another, then relaxed.

“Then we will accept payment for this creature’s passage.”

“Five-hundred gold?” questioned Sara.

“That’s five times standard interplanetary passenger fares,” Darius added.

The orcs put their heads together once again. But it was a very short discussion. “We accept.”

Sara produced another docucard and passed it over. The female orc took it. Both orcs looked threateningly towards the kitsune once again. Then, they turned and went back down the corridor the way they had come.

Darius, Sara, and the kitsune observed them until they turned at the intersection. The trio waited a few more moments, watching to be sure they were gone and not about to double back and attack.

The kitsune placed a hand on Darius’ chest. “Thank you. I owe you my life. Both of you.” She looked between Darius and Sara a moment, then leaned closer and asked, “Were you telling the truth? Or are you Alliance?”

“What of it?” Darius asked calmly.

The kitsune shook her head. “Nothing. It’s just... Well, it’s obvious to me you’re soldiers.”

“Obvious, how?” asked Sara. But Darius saw she wasn’t reaching for her pistol.

The kitsune gestured. “You’re both in uniforms. I only recognize that because I learned a long time ago that soldiers are poor marks.”

“Right. Thief,” Sara said. Yet Darius heard amusement, rather than malice, in her tone.

“I don’t care,” the kitsune said. “But since I owe you my life, I’d like to join you. I have a lot of different skills that you two might really need, now that you’re in unfamiliar territory.”

“Is that so?” asked Darius. “What makes you think this is unfamiliar territory for us?”

“Reading people – no matter their race – is a specialty of mine,” the kitsune said. “No offense, but you two are clearly not regulars in a place like this. I can help you to be less noticeable. I promise you’ll not regret letting me join you.” 

Darius considered that. She wasn’t wrong. Also, someone like her – a rogue - would have a better understanding of how life worked outside the Alliance or any other similar organized territory.

Even with the information they possessed and desired to share, Darius could see how they might need help to find some way to do that. It was just one more issue on the list. “Sara?” 

“How do we know that you won’t double-cross us for a profit?” Sara asked.

“Because that’s not my way,” said the kitsune. “Since you saved my life, I am indebted to you. The least I can do is help you survive.”

Sara caught Darius’ eye and nodded slightly.

“Okay,” Darius said. 

Sara extended her hand to the kitsune. “Sara Alon.”

After they shook hands, the kitsune turned to him to offer her hand. “Darius Noble.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” said the kitsune. “I’m Aya Mah-soo-may fo Misa, and I swear my fate is intertwined with yours, since my life would have ended were it not for you. Please, call me Aya.”
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Chapter 2 - Aftermath
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In her youth, she’d loved theatre. This, however, was not theatre. It was an unnecessary charade that she suspected would have unintended consequences.

Ilizeva had never been fond of humans. Despite their surprising biological similarities, she disliked them. Most that she had encountered had an unwarranted degree of arrogance she could not reconcile. Also, they had a rather odd smell to them. It wasn’t unpleasant, per se. Yet it just seemed off, not quite right.

The many ways that humans divided themselves further unsettled her. Even among the numerous worlds her race, the drow, occupied across space, they were united. 

Humans, on the other hand, in addition to individual worlds and systems, had six large, established divisions that followed different ideologies, several of which were largely similar to one another. Those divisions sometimes led to conflict. Which was how they had arrived at this ‘trial’ she was bearing witness to.

It was Ilizeva’s duty. Since all the nonhuman forces answered to her, she had to liaise with her human counterpart.

She knew that among the human governments, the Federation was unique. Three families had ruled that sector of space for centuries. While they had made some advances over that time, they had not grown. Until now. Thanks to their arrangement with the drow and their allies, the Federation had struck the nearest large sector of star systems, the Alliance, with overwhelming force, crippled their military, and overran their government.

Her forces had taken part in that operation. They suffered no material losses, and very few casualties. Even their hobgoblin and troll allies had not taken many losses.

Ilizeva knew that the Alliance may have been spying on their science base, but that had not prepared them for the coordinated attack. Despite equal weapons technologies, the overwhelming numbers were enough to end their defenders and capture their government.

What followed, now, was this theatre they were putting on. The worlds of the Alliance had run an imperfect democratic meritocracy, where officials were elected to a parliament. From that parliament, a committee would be elected as the Senior Council. Those were the formal leaders who presented the political face of the Alliance to the rest of the galaxy.

The ‘trial’ she was witnessing was being conducted by a member of the Federation’s Kho family. What his place among the three ruling families might be was unknown to her. But he was reveling in posturing and making numerous grand accusations for the forgone removal of the Senior Council.

They were on a space station in now-occupied Alliance space. Whether it had been a trade hub of some sort, or a governmental center, Ilizeva did not know. Yet the room for the trial was typical of a courtroom, save the vaulted, clear ceiling above them showing stars and nearby planets.

The members of the Senior Council had been provided with no defense and sat in primitive chains. It was obvious to anyone watching, she concluded, that this trial was just an elaborate act.

“This will not have the effect they desire,” she said in a hushed tone to her subordinate, standing beside her. “The people of this territory aren’t imbeciles. This display is an obvious farce, Colonel.”

He replied in an equally softened tone, “I agree, General. This will sow dissent where none might have existed otherwise.”

Colonel Ulozov Daen’daer, her subordinate, was a wise man. That was part of why he had served as her second for so long.

Her human Federation counterpart, General Alastair Mallick, was approaching them with his deputy, Lieutenant General Tomas Song, in tow. As they neared, Mallick arrived and inclined his head to her in a far too informal way. He never hid his disdain for the agreement, even though it was mutually beneficial for both the Federation and the drow.

“General Ilizeva,” he addressed her. “Colonel Ulozov. What do you think of the trial?”

Ulozov did not speak. Ilizeva appreciated that he had that choice. Due to the politics of the situation, she could not keep her tongue and remain silent. However, she had enough confidence in her position to be honest. “Is it really necessary, General Mallick?”

“What do you mean?” questioned Mallick. 

Ilizeva had caught him off-guard. “You have won. Their forces are routed, and they surrendered. This trial sets up just one outcome. Since they have surrendered, why is this necessary?”

Mallick scoffed at that. “It is necessary to inform the people of the defunct Alliance that they are now part of the Federation. They must be shown how ineffectual their leaders were, which we do here. That will make it quite clear to them who has the authority, now. And it shows our strength.”

Iliveza paused to make it appear she considered his words. Mallick could only see the party line, and no other possibility, apart from that. Finally, she said, “Perhaps, General. But the Alliance was a democracy for the whole of its existence. Given the opinions of its people towards the Federation and its government, consider this: allowing their surrender and a peaceable removal from power could show the people they are mistaken about the Federation and its ways.”

“What of it?” asked Mallick, in a tone that was meant to be dangerous but that she found almost childish. 

It was clear to Ilizeva that the Federation General would not see the point. “A trial with no defense for the accused and the forgone conclusion of a death sentence for their leaders reinforces their uncomplimentary beliefs about the Federation.”

Mallick actually laughed. “General, I am surprised that you would feel this way. Your people are known for being tough and uncompromising. That is how you have gotten where you are today, and the galaxy knows it.”

His tone changed. “The people of the former Alliance need to be shown strength. Only an example such as this, displaying the strength and the might of the Federation, will keep them in line and make them good citizens. Executing their leaders makes it clear who is their authority now, and that we will not be denied. Thus, this is necessary and appropriate.”

Mallick appeared to look past Ilizeva for a moment. Whoever caught his eye now commanded his attention. 

With a curt nod and no further words to Ilizeva and Ulozov, General Mallick then moved on, but General Song remained.

“General,” Ilizeva addressed Mallick’s second-in-command. “Does Mallick not see how executing democratically elected leaders of the vanquished in a performative, but not real trial, could lead to exactly what you most seek to avoid?”

Song glanced towards where Mallick had gone. Ilizeva peered that way, too, and saw that the General was engrossed in conversation with an older human male who looked important.

“In the long term, you are likely correct,” agreed Song. His voice was soft but confident, reinforcing Ilizeva’s opinion of him. He was very much the opposite of his superior.

Song’s voice got softer as he continued, “The Koh, Mallick, and Anwar families, when they united, had to destroy lesser families along the way. During that time, as they cemented their control and formed the Federation, more than once a dissenter that they had shown mercy to - and left alive - became a rebel leader. In time, the three families concluded that old leaders left alive will become problems, later. The solution? Give them a ‘trial’, show their failings and why and how they are unfit to lead, then execute them. Then the rebellion has no leaders.”

Colonel Ulozov quietly asked, “Does that work?”

Song shrugged. “When it was the three families working to build the Federation, it did. But it has been centuries since the Koh, Mallick, and Anwar families achieved and solidified their leadership of the Federation. General Mallick feels that method was best. The Superior Convocation has given him full authority, so he planned and arranged for all of this.”

Ilizeva saw Song glance towards Mallick again, before smiling ruefully and saying, “It’s been so long since the Federation expanded. Nobody recalls how it may have been done before. Hence the current plan. One conventional attack against our nearest neighbor as the prelude to utilizing new technology nobody else has, to expand Federation influence further.”

Ilizeva understood that. It was the promise of the new technology and its potential, being co-created by Federation and drow scientists, that was the base of their agreement and current alliance. However, she could not help the frown that crossed her face as she cast her gaze towards Mallick. 

His place was not earned through merit. He was just a member of one of the ruling families in the military. Song, a career officer, had a far better understanding of the intricacies of war. He also knew how to command respect. 

Still, Ilizeva recalled the dressing-down Song had received, just before their coordinated, joint attack on the Alliance. General Mallick had angrily and loudly blamed Song for the failure to detect the craft spying on their research platform.

The Alliance corvette had been destroyed immediately after being discovered. Even the superior scanning systems on the drow ships had not seen the stealthy vessel. The corvette had likely been spying on them for some time before a patrol stumbled upon it. Ilizeva’s flagship had fired on and done damage to the shuttle that had escaped. She expected that if they survived the transition from realspace, they would be lucky to be able to transition back out of unrealspace at all.

Song had not been at fault in any way for the failure to detect the corvette. Mallick, however, needed someone to blame and yell at, so it was Song who received the dressing-down.

Ilizeva was brought back to the present as the ‘judge’ from the Kho family banged his gavel theatrically with each pronouncement of “guilty” for the former Senior Council leaders.

Ilizeva did not care to think about needing to be present for more actions like this “trial”. There was vital work to be done. “Will we be able to return to the station and our research at the conclusion of this?” she asked, gesturing.

“General Mallick will want to press flesh with some of his more influential relatives and Koh and Anwar cousins,” Song said. “But I believe you and Colonel Ulozov can return to Federation space and oversight of the research.”
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Chapter 3 – Studies

[image: ]


The Elvish language had not changed much over the past six-thousand years. Still, it had become secondary to Common.  

Common had been developed about five-thousand years ago through a combination of microbiology, nanotechnology, and other adaptations. It blended together the once-disparate languages of races both ancient and less-so. 

Common had been adopted as the primary, dominant galactic language. For that reason, the monks of the Universal Energies Ontology (UEO) had made it one of their missions to transcribe texts from their original Genasi, Elvish, Orcish, Gnomish, Terranish, and the like, into common.

The masters of the UEO foresaw a time when the individual racial languages would fall into disuse. This was one reason why the monks of the UEO translated the ancient texts of the various races plying the galaxy.

Granted, it was likely thousands of years away. Additionally, the clock was reset each time new races joined the already spacefaring, such as kitsune, tabaxi, and derro had in the past thousand years or so.

The Grand Master felt that all information was valuable, even if only to one given race. The text that they were translating and transcribing now was somewhere between thirty-five and four-thousand years old. Even though elves had been traveling interstellar space for nearly three millennia at that point, it was still considered ancient because, until recently, it had not left elvish scholars.

Many elvish scholars and academics still argued that primitive elvish history, dating back to when they were of only one world over six-thousand years ago, need not be shared with the UEO. However, the monks and clerics of the UEO argued that they were the best option, as a neutral body, to hold that and all primitive knowledge within their Universal Information Index.

Hence, the Grand Master still spent time everyday participating in the process. Translating and transcribing these texts provided them with a first reading, too.

This text explained how the elves had discovered humans and their homeworld, then called Earth, now called Terra Prime, during a time that the humans referred to as the ‘Industrial Revolution’. The text covered the period from the elves’ initial discovery through the human race first crossing a portal into unrealspace to start interstellar travel.

The passage the Grand Master was translating explained how, during the early portion of an Earth period called the twentieth century, elvish scholars started to send messages to humans. Those messages, utilizing elvish psychic abilities, provided humans with knowledge of elves, dwarves, goblins, and other races across the galaxy.

The Grand Master found it particularly amusing how humans first recognized those races as fantasy creatures. Perhaps, the Grand Master surmised, humans were more adept at using fictional notions of an alternate past with fantastical creatures than the notion of their existence beyond their solar system. 

The Grand Master knew, from other histories, that humans would not leave the bounds of their atmosphere for nearly another half a century after they began to receive the elves’ psychic messages.

The Grand Master also noted how often the scholar who had written the text they were translating questioned if humans would make it to space before destroying themselves. Which, the Grand Master knew, they nearly did, more than once, in more than one way.

The Grand Master found themselves grinning at that. They had a connection to both races because the Grand Master was a half-elf. Their mother has been human, their father elven.

As Grand Master of the UEO, they relinquished both their name and any pre-existing gender identity. That always made them smile, however, as it was part and parcel with the vast knowledge they gained upon becoming the Grand Master, and the many secrets that unlocked for them.

As often happened when they mused on this, the Grand Master found themself touching the crystal that hung at their chest. They began to reminisce about their personal past and other history.

Long ago, most of the races in the galaxy, before discovering unrealspace and faster than light travel, had held numerous religious beliefs. Leaving the cradles of their births and discovering that others were out there, the ideologies of religion, gods, and the like were lost to science and technology.

However, there were always matters of the galaxy that science seemed hopelessly unable to fully explain. For example, the root energy that made up everything in the universe – from the smallest subatomic particle to the largest stars in the cosmos - continued to defy all attempts to explain it and its origins.

Nobody remembered when some individuals from the races of the galaxy developed the ability to tap into root energies. This included their own personal energy (chi), as well as raw Universal Energy. That led to learning how to manipulate all such energies for numerous wondrous purposes. 

The UEO began among the elves. As the second wave of interplanetary travelers and explorers was underway, about a thousand years after the first wave, these abilities manifested across multiple races. This developed into a new, swiftly widespread idea called transtheism. 

Neither theistic nor atheistic, the idea and its further philosophy was that greater mysteries existed that could be focused upon and utilized, but without obeisance to a god or like deity. 

Many considered it a worship of Universal Energies, but worship was an oversimplification of what devotion to chi and Universal Energy could achieve. This would lead to the creation of the Universal Energies Ontology. The UEO was the keeper of transtheist dogma and philosophy. 

Two groups comprised the practitioners and adherents of transtheism. They were monks and clerics. Monks would focus on study and understanding, using chi for defense and Universal Energies for telekinetic manipulation. Overall, monks eschewed weapons. However, using chi weaponized hands, feet, and other body parts as strong or stronger than any given weapon.

Clerics, on the other hand, focused on healing arts with chi and Universal Energies. They preferred weapons imbued with both, saving their minds and bodies for healing. 

Both monks and clerics used meditation and practices similar to what humans used to call tai chi and yoga, to gain their ability to focus and manipulate internal and external energies. Only the dwarves, who still had their own religious beliefs apart from transtheism, did not participate in the UEO. 

For some, like half-elves and half-orcs, acceptance was easiest found in the monasteries and temples of the monks and clerics of the UEO. No matter how any race advanced, prejudices never ceased. Half-breeds frequently found rejection from both parents’ races more readily than acceptance from either. The UEO viewed all races, all energy that made them up, as ultimately one.

Each monastery or temple had at least one master. Below the masters were the fully realized monks, called scholars; and clerics, called guardians. Below them were apprentices who had some skill they were working to develop but had still not fully realized. Newcomers to the whole of the UEO were called novices.

There was a knock at the door, bringing the Grand Master out of their reverie. Their mind had gone on quite the tangent. 

“Yes?” they called.

A particularly promising scholar entered their study. “Grand Master,” she began. “I would request an audience with you, if I may interrupt.”

The humility of this scholar pleased the Grand Master. She had no idea how that played into her overall strength, and her growth within the UEO. It was part of why the Grand Master personally oversaw her education and placement.

“Of course, Alisay,” the Grand Master set aside the translation as the half-elf scholar took a seat across from them.

“There is news,” Alisay began. “We have learned that the human territory, called the Alliance, has fallen.”

The Grand Master raised an eyebrow. “Fallen?”

“Yes, Grand Master. A sweeping surprise attack by their nearest neighbor, the Federation, has overwhelmed them.”

The Grand Master knew all about the six large human territories across the galaxy. The Alliance was one of three democracies, the other two being the relatively far away Union and Confederation. 

The Hegemony were extremely xenophobic and kept to themselves. The Incorporation was made of multiple systems controlled by one private company, with many connections to the rest of human and nonhuman space alike.

The Federation dictatorship constantly caused trouble for the Alliance, which at some points was fewer than two light-years away. The Federation tended to test means to grow and expand, threatening their neighbors and skirmishing over bordering planetary systems, mineral-rich asteroid fields, and the like. They had never before made such a brazen move.

“How did they manage that?” the Grand Master asked.

Alisay looked distressed. “It would seem they have formed some sort of a coalition with the drow, who brought with them their accorded allies the trolls and hobgoblins.”

The Grand Master sighed. This portended a far greater threat. “Do I recall correctly, Alisay, that it is the drow who have been working with the Federation to unlock the secrets of folding space/time to bypass unrealspace?”

“Yes, Grand Master.”

The Grand Master had hoped that like all previous attempts to fold space/time, this would fail. But the combined forces of drow, their allies, and humans, striking another human territory meant they were likely close to success.

Guarding against unintended consequences on the parts of the various races and governments across the galaxy was a large part of the UEO dogma.

“This is confirmed, I presume by local masters?” questioned the Grand Master.

“I would not have brought it to you if it were not,” said Alisay respectfully.

The Grand Master couldn’t hold onto the sigh that escaped with their breath. “Alisay, please put out the call to the Masters. We must gather the Assembly.”
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Chapter 4 - Purchases
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Aya had convinced Darius and Sara that a change of outfit might be a good idea. “If I recognize you are military, other ‘specialists’ like me will see it just as clearly,” Aya said.

Fortunately, the platform’s main concourse was a hub of commerce lined with shops selling everything from clothing to food to handheld weapons. 

Most of the independent systems, Darius knew, had no restrictions on weapons. With few exceptions, this was true of most of the known galaxy and all the races within it. 

At one point, the trio paused in front of a public platform map. Though Darius had been aware of the platform’s existence since he’d first joined the Alliance military, he’d never known the platform was called Territory’s Edge.

“That’s an oddly specific name,” he said.

“It’s because the platform touches two separate human territories, as well as neutral space and lots of unaffiliated sectors,” Aya remarked.

“How long have you been plying interplanetary space?” asked Sara.

“I left kitsune space as a child,” Aya said. “My brother Ryn and I traveled and lived across multiple independent worlds with another partner, saw lots of places, met lots of people. That was the way of things for some time. I wasn’t alone until very recently.”

Aya fell silent and didn’t go into greater detail.

Though neither Darius nor Sara had explicitly confirmed with Aya that they were Alliance, she made it clear she knew. As such, she offered to help them try to sell the ‘damaged shuttle they found abandoned’ to help pay for a new ship.

If not for the clear dome showing the stars above them and the metallic floor and outer walls, the main concourse nearly felt like a city street.

They entered a shop off the main concourse that sold clothing. There was no clerk, just an automated system that scanned the person, noted body shape, race, and the like, and then offered options for shirts, pants, shoes, and a range of accessories.

Darius and Sara selected three outfits each, which would instantly be 3D printed. 

“Convenient,” Darius remarked.

Sara grunted, “I guess. I’m not thrilled that the materials used aren’t fully listed.”

Aya chuckled. “In a place like this, they tend to be generally hypo-allergenic to most races. The scan should account for that, too.”

Sara produced a docucard and passed it over the sensor of the automated system to pay.

After less than five galactic standard minutes, the clothing was printed and ready. The two humans went into the changing rooms in the shop to get out of their uniforms.

Dressing in his new civilian clothes made him uncomfortable. However, he knew it was still a good idea. Darius looked into the mirror. Apart from his clean-shaved face, dark eyes, and dark skin, he hardly recognized himself. Even off-duty, he’d spent most of his time in uniform for nearly two decades.

He stepped out of the dressing room in his new shirt, coat, and many-pocketed pants. He had put his uniform and other new garments into the pack on his back. Aya nodded at him.

A moment later, Sara emerged from the other dressing room. Darius noted that she looked more natural in civilian gear than he did, her dark hair was pulled back as always, her brown skin and green eyes complimented by the dark-colored shirt and pants she’d chosen.

“That’s better,” said Aya.

Darius, Sara, and Aya left the shop and joined the various people, human and nonhuman, on the platform’s main concourse again. They had consulted the map and were making their way towards the repair docks.

Darius didn’t like the need to buy a ship. However, commercial flights were out of the question, as the only IDs he and his surviving crew had were all Alliance. It was possible they could hitch a ride on a freighter or other cargo transport, but that had other risks and they would have no control over their journey. Also, Darius was uncertain how likely an independent captain might be to sell them out to bounty hunters.

He hoped Camina had gotten Tagge to the medical bay and that they were getting the help and healing they needed. Though he could have checked on them, he didn’t want to use the chatter to reach out to them before he’d secured a ship.

Darius was a qualified pilot, but he didn’t like to fly unless it was absolutely necessary. While he was competent and safe, he lacked genuine skill beyond the most basic flight ability. Transit from a space-bound starship via shuttle to a major spaceport was about his best speed, and he had no illusions about how much he relied on automated systems in that.

As the trio left Territory’s Edge’s main concourse, they entered a corridor like where they had first met Aya. That soon gave way to more open scaffolding. The enclosed corridor became broader, and new sounds from ahead reached Darius’s ears.

Banging, clanging, shouts, whirring, buzzing, and beeping machinery noises grew louder. 

Darius, Sara, and Aya emerged from the corridor to the outskirts of the repair dock. It was a mix of scaffolding, cranes, heavy machinery, landing pads, and it was full of starships.

Some were within the scaffolding and the platform’s atmosphere, while others were tethered outside. Various people, representing numerous races, were moving around the ships in coveralls or full spacesuits, carrying tools or operating controls for various repair systems or robotics.

Darius looked around the repair bay. With just a perfunctory view he noted at least a dozen ships in various states of ongoing repair work. There were at least another dozen either completed or awaiting repair.

While Darius didn’t have much experience with this sort of thing, Sara, with her special-ops training and service, had said that repair docks such as this almost always had ships for sale. One reason was due to ships being abandoned. Also, other circumstances and unexpected occurrences sometimes left ships without owners. Abandoned ships were thus repaired, reclaimed, and then sold for COIN. 

As they moved into the docks, it wasn’t long before they encountered the first mechanics.

“Who do we talk to about buying a ship?” Sara asked a half-elf.

He moved past them, not responding.

“Pardon me,” Aya called out to a halfling female. “Can you tell me who we talk to about buying a ship?”

The halfling moved on without eye contact.

Darius saw that he and Sara stood out, as most of the mechanics appeared to be dwarves, halflings, half-elves, and elves. He even noticed a trio of half-orcs.

After trying another couple of times, they met a dwarf who said, “Yeah, supervisor is in the green coveralls. She’s an elf, name of Nomira Luon-star’koam.”

Darius thanked the dwarf and moved towards the blond-haired elf woman he’d indicated.

“Nomira Luon-star’koam?” Darius queried as they approached her.

“Yeah, what do you want?” she asked, turning.

“I’m told you’re who to talk to here. We’re in need of a ship,” Darius said.

Nomira raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“Our old captain was an idiot,” Aya remarked before Darius could continue. “Half-elf who called himself Sun’kuri. Heard of him?”

“No,” replied Nomira.

Aya chuckled. “Yeah, no surprise there. He was useless without this guy,” she said, gesturing towards Darius. “Anyhow, nimrod almost got us killed on the last run, and the cargo got wrecked. The buyer was none-too-pleased and took the ship for payment.”

“We’re not waiting for Sun’kuri to work this out,” said Darius, running with Aya’s story. “And, no offense, we don’t want to stay here. So the three of us are pooling our resources and want to get a ship.”

Nomira nodded. “I might have a ship or two. You got COIN?”

“Yes,” said Sara.

“We also found and claimed a salvage on the way here,” said Aya. “We got it away from Sun’kuri and left it on a dock across the platform.”

Nomira nodded again, looking a moment from Aya to Sara to Darius. Then, she said, “Yeah, I can send someone to look that over and value it. How much you got?”

“Enough,” said Sara.

Nomira momentarily eyed her, then said, “Sure. I got only three right now I could sell you. And to be honest, of those three, only one has a functional unrealspace drive.”

“Tell us about that one?” asked Darius.

The elf looked from Darius to Sara once more. Then, she consulted a docupad in her hand, though Darius got the distinct impression the screen was not on. A moment later, she cleared her throat and said, “Well, now, actually, I think that one might already be spoken for.”

“Then why did you tell us about it?” asked Darius. “Do you have an unrealspace drive you can outfit either of the other two ships with?”

Nomira didn’t answer immediately, but after a moment asked, “Are you humans from the Alliance?” 

“No,” said Sara.

“We’re not,” added Darius. “Like our partner here told you, we’re independents.”

Nomira sighed in a way Darius thought overly dramatic. “This nonsense with the fall of the Alliance, and the Federation putting a bounty on former Alliance military... Well, it’s bad business. I don’t know if I want to sell a ship to any humans.”

“I’m not human,” said Aya.

“And a long-time part of our former crew,” added Sara.

Nomira shook her head. “I am not reassured.”

“We have the COIN,” Darius said. “And we are not Alliance. We just want to get a ship and strike out on our own, away from that idiot Sun’kuri.”

“Just the three of you?” asked Nomira.

“Yeah,” said Aya. “He flies, we handle the rest. Nothing unusual about that.”

“Okay, sure. But... No, I really am uncomfortable with this,” Nomira said.

“This is a simple transaction,” Sara pressed. “You sell us a ship, we pay you, and everyone goes about their day. Platform leadership doesn’t get involved, right? This is your shop and your business, right?”

“More or less,” Nomira replied.

“Let’s stop bickering and start haggling,” Aya said.

Nomira once more looked from Aya to Sara to Darius. She then said, “Not today. I’ve too much on my schedule to make the time for this today. You should come back tomorrow. We’ll do business then.”

“We’d really rather get this done now,” said Sara.

Nomira looked at the cuff on her left wrist. “This shift is nearly over. There are other matters I need to attend to. Come back tomorrow and we’ll do business then.”

Darius looked to Aya, who gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head. Then he glanced at Sara, who gave a very slight shrug of her shoulders. He didn’t like it, but there was nothing to be done for it. “All right. Tomorrow, then.”

Nomira nodded to him, turned and walked away.

Darius found himself, Sara, and Aya, alone as mechanics continued their work across the repair docks.

“Hey!” Darius heard Nomira shout. He saw her pointing to the dwarf who he’d spoken to earlier. “I saw that! Get back to work, before I dock your pay!”

Darius gestured with his head and led Sara and Aya back the way they’d come. In the corridor just outside the repair bay, they stopped. The trio turned inwards towards one another.

“Now what?” asked Darius.

“There’s another repair bay,” said Sara. “But it’s contracted, so probably totally private.”

“Likely,” agreed Aya.

Darius glanced towards the bay. “Sara, after hours, think you can break us in?”

Sara looked that way. “Maybe? But then, what, we steal a ship?”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“Except for the obvious, can you tell which is being repaired and which is flight-worthy?” asked Sara.

Darius sighed. “I don’t know. There any other shipwrights or sellers on the platform?”

“No,” said Aya. “Territory’s Edge is a waypoint, and despite appearances, it’s not a commerce hub.”

“We have to do something today,” said Sara. She gestured towards the repair bay. “I’m fairly certain that the supervisor will be contacting some bounty hunters about us when her shift ends.”

Darius almost growled. “Agreed. Dammit. I know it’s damaged, but we still have the shuttle. Maybe it’ll get us to a neutral planet of another platform?”

Sara shook her head. “It’s obviously a military shuttle and an Alliance model. We’ve been here only a few hours, but I wouldn’t be surprised in the least if bounty hunters are arriving already.”

“The only IDs we have are Alliance,” Darius said. “Even if we claim we’re civilians, we draw unwanted attention to ourselves that way.”

“Maybe we can stowaway somewhere,” said Aya.

“There are two more of us,” said Sara. “That won’t work.”

Someone cleared his throat.

Darius, Sara, and Aya all turned towards the sound, which had come from the direction of the repair bay. Darius had placed a hand on the hilt of the pistol he wore in a holster at his hip and saw that Sara had done the same.

The dwarf that had been yelled at by the elf supervisor was standing there, arms crossed. He presented like most dwarves Darius had seen, about one point five meters tall, and looked like a shorter, broader human with red-brown hair and a well-trimmed beard.

“Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “I’m Tol’te-catl ubn Chi’mal-li. You can call me Tol. You should know, you’re right. The only reason Nomira hasn’t called for bounty hunters to come check you out is that she can’t do that from here. At least, not without having to stop micromanaging the shop for too long.”

“So, she’s not just the supervisor, then?” asked Sara. Darius noted her left hand was still resting on the butt of her pistol. 

“Aye,” said Tol. “Though she has a pair of silent partners, also elves.”

“Won’t she notice you’re missing?” asked Aya

Tol chuckled. “No. When she was yelling at me, earlier, she mistook me for one of the other dwarf mechanics. She suffers from selective awareness of dwarves.”

“What?” asked Darius.

“She can’t tell one dwarf from another,” Aya supplied.

“Oh,” Darius said. He had once heard that some elves had a prejudice towards dwarves. He’d thought it was more a joke than a real thing. He filed away in his memory that elves might genuinely not be able to tell one dwarf from another. Then again, he knew a few humans who thought all kitsune or orcs looked alike. Biases and prejudices were weird.

“How much of our conversation did you hear?” asked Sara. Darius heard the subtle threat in her tone.

“Enough,” said Tol. “And I don’t care where you come from. There is another option available to you. But it will be more complicated and challenging.”

“Do tell,” Darius said.

“Territory’s Edge is a large platform,” Tol began. “Large enough that whole sectors have been abandoned over time. Others see minimal use, which is how I presume you got here in the first place. There’s one section that’s been unused following a fire several decades ago. They shut it down and never bothered to try to reclaim it. However, life-support and power are still active.”

“Sure,” Sara said. “Platforms like this get additions all the time. And the way the life-support and power works, it’s actually more trouble to cut a section out than just abandon it and call it closed.”

“Exactly,” Tol agreed. “It’s still structurally sound. Over the years, that section has become a junkyard of sorts. These elves who run the repair dock, to avoid certain disposal fees and save bits somewhere out-of-the-way for possible later use, have been dumping there as far back as anyone can remember. But, among the salvage-only wrecks and other trash in the sector, there’s an old, forgotten starship in good shape that could still be salvaged.”

“How do you know that?” asked Darius.

“I was sent there to look through the wrecks for some rare, dated bits that might still be salvageable. They weren’t immediately so, but the elves saved them just in case. I decided to take a closer look at the abandoned sector of the platform, because I was curious. That’s when I stumbled upon it.”

“How was it missed before?” asked Sara.

“It’s rather deep within the most damaged and burned-out section of the platform,” Tol said. “It might have been there when the fire happened. Once I found it, I did some things to further hide it. I’ve been working on it for a while now. You should know that, like you, I am not entirely here by my own choice.”

“If you can fix it, why haven’t you taken it and gone?” asked Darius.

“I’m a mechanic and an engineer, not a pilot,” said Tol. “Nor a navigator. Want me to build, repair, or otherwise work with the mechanicals of a ship? I’m the best. But I can’t fly it, and for lots of reasons, I’ve been unable to crew it. I’m wholly on my own.”

“That’s why you were in the elf’s line of sight,” remarked Sara. “You were listening to our request.”

“Aye,” Tol agreed. “Nomira hasn’t respect for anyone but other elves. I know you don’t know me, and this is completely out of the black, but I’m on the level here. I think we could help one another.”

“Sara? Aya?” Darius asked. Neither voiced an objection. Given their limited options, he figured they didn’t have much to lose. “You’re sure this ship can fly?” he asked the dwarf.

“Aye. The hull is intact, I’ve done a lot of work on it already, and I can get everything it still needs to make it spaceworthy in days,” said Tol. “And I will if you take me with you.”

Darius punted it to his companions. “Well?”

“It’s a terrible idea,” said Aya without pretense, but also without ire. “But better than anything else we’ve been presented with or considered thus far.”

“I don’t know a better option,” said Sara. “And an abandoned sector of the station takes us out of sight of any bounty hunters on the prowl.”

“All right, Tol’te-catl ubn Chi’mal-li,” Darius stated. “You’re on. Please show us this ship of yours.”
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Chapter 5 - Purpose
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The research station was at the edge of an asteroid field. The Federation had chosen the location because it was relatively hidden and out of the way.

Ilizeva found it both amusing and distressing that despite this, the Alliance had managed to get one of their stealthy corvettes into the system to spy on them. This was somewhat concerning, but it hardly mattered. The Alliance was no more. Any survivors from that corvette were now being hunted like any other Alliance military still out there.

Between the power-output of the base, as well as the variable portal projection systems, they likely had figured out what the research station had been working on: The folding of space/time for instantaneous travel across unthinkable interstellar distances.

The scientists at the station were a mix of drow and human. Despite the many unpleasant elements of the Federation, they had some remarkable scientists and mathematicians.

Ilizeva was impressed that they were as open-minded as she’d found them to be. It was a combination of new ideas and ancient research that they were working with that had them so close to cracking what many considered the holy grail of galactic travel.

The humans had worked out some rather impressive physics and math equations. However, they found that the power to utilize them for the folding of space/time was beyond their capacity. That was where the drow came in. 

Ilizeva was an accomplished warrior, strategist, and tactician. But she was also a scholar, which was part of what made her a member of the drow elite. She had a general engineering background that allowed her to take a hands-on supervisory role to help blend the works of the humans and drow.

Because General Mallick had not yet returned, Colonel Ulozov was with Ilizeva on the research station rather than aboard her flagship. He was at her side as she finished going over the work that had occurred during their absence.

Ilizeva stood before an enormous holographic projection of mathematical equations related to portals, wormholes, power, and the physics of space/time. It was complex, and she had only a basic understanding of all the elements of it.

As Ilizeva looked at the data, she could feel the tension from Ulozov standing beside her. “Something troubling you, Colonel?” she asked.

“Not as such, General,” Ulozov replied. “I just find this utterly daunting.”

Ilizeva had tremendous respect for her second-in-command. He was a cunning warrior, skilled in many forms of combat. Like her, he was taller and darker than the humans around them. 

Ilizeva had every confidence in his strategic and tactical skills being nearly the equal to her own. They had worked together for many years. Ulozov’s strength and scholarship was in diplomacy and arts in ways that Ilizeva’s was not. This was part of what made them an incredibly formidable pair.

Thus, she understood why he was having difficulty with the work before them.

“I trust, Colonel, you understand this is all about the science of faster-than-light travel?”

“Of course,” said Ulozov. “But I can’t wrap my head around these equations at all, yet I feel as though I should better understand what we’re looking at.”

Ilizeva turned to her subordinate. “Well, there are numerous factors to consider with this concept. First, we have to start from what we know. The dimension of the universe that we are familiar with is realspace. Millennia ago, we became acquainted with unrealspace.”

“Yes,” Ulozov agreed. “And my understanding is that unrealspace is a parallel dimension to realspace. All the known points in realspace cast ‘shadows’ in unrealspace. But time moves very differently there than here.”

“That’s correct,” said Ilizeva. “The ‘shadows’ from realspace objects have to do with gravity wells generated by planets, stars, and certain other celestial bodies. They are seen not as the bodies they are, but as distortions in unrealspace. This, in turn, impacts where portals can be opened to move between realspace and unrealspace.”

Ulozov was nodding his head. “Portals cannot be opened too near or within gravity wells. And because time moves differently in unrealspace, distances measured in lightyears can be traversed in minutes, depending on the output of a starship’s engines. A distance it would take a year to travel in realspace takes five to ten minutes in unrealspace. Thus, a journey of a thousand light years can take between three point five and seven days in unrealspace.”

“Very good, Colonel,” Ilizeva complimented her second-in-command
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