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	Seluban stroked the bones of the upper Command Deck's railing, and inspected the ancient runes carved into the material. He slowly strode around the deck, absorbing the chirp of consoles and the blinking lights. He peered down to the lower Command Deck's circular central platform.

	"Let us see the field of battle," he softly said. A spherical representation of local space appeared above the central dais, revealing a series of red and green dots, and a planet. "Tactical, what am I looking at?"

	"It does not appear the enemy formation has seen us. We are within sixty thousand parchecks, sir," a thin, mustard-coloured Chon'ith in plain bone armor answered from his console on the lower deck.

	"Good work, Premelin. When we reach fifty-five thousand parchecks, we will go to full combat power, but let us hold our fire until we see how the enemy reacts." Seluban heard a murmur of discontent among the Command Deck crew. "We will satisfy our urge for blood, but we shall do it in the most effective way."

	He returned to his chair and eased himself into it. He flicked his gaze to the younger, green Chon'ith who stood beside his seat. "What do you believe the Cadj will do, Acklaran?"

	Acklaran stared at the plot. "If they do not immediately decelerate, I would be surprised. By now, they know we out-range them, and their firepower is significantly weaker than ours. Their advantage has always been numbers, and look," Seluban followed Acklaran's finger, "they only have a small numerical edge this time."

	"Do we let them run?" Seluban asked. He broke into a broad grin, and his skin rippled.

	Acklaran answered with a grin of his own. "You would torment them. That is cruel, Superior Chief, yet it would be satisfying."

	Seluban's smile grew broader. "Yes, it would. However, if they should run, I intend to chase them down."

	"No mercy." Acklaran replied.

	"Correct." Seluban leaned back in his chair. It creaked under his weight. "Tactical, time to range?"

	"Four minutes, Superior Chief," Premelin replied.

	"Once we have removed their fleet, we shall seize control of this world's orbital farms. It is curious that they build so many. Do the Cadj not understand how vulnerable that makes them?" Seluban mused. 

	"My understanding is that they swiftly use up fertile land on the worlds they conquer," answered Acklaran. "Have we ever encountered a species that breeds as fast as the Cadj?"

	Seluban shook his head. "Imagine if they married their prolific workforce to ships and tactics like ours. No one would stop them."

	Acklaran's leathery skin blanched for an instance. "I do not want to consider that scenario."

	"Agreed. From here, we should have finally broken the bulk of their war machine." Seluban raised his voice. "Our ultimate victory is at hand. May the Makers bless us!" His chest puffed in pride, and his skin flushed at the chorus of passionate replies.

	"We are in range, sir." 

	Seluban noted the excitement in Premelin's voice. "Very well. Go to full power. Target their battleships and battlecruisers. We shall destroy their primary vessels first. If they attempt to run, we shall chase them down."

	The deck under Seluban's feet sent subtle vibrations through his legs, and Sharpened Blade shuddered as the missile tubes spat their payloads into space. He watched the holographic sphere and tracked the missiles. His attack found its mark, and the red dots of enemy vessels blinked out of life. 

	Thermonuclear fury ripped hulls open and tore through fragile internal structures. Mighty warships helplessly spun and fell out of formation. Others spewed precious atmosphere into the unforgiving vacuum. Countermeasures fooled a few Chon'ith missiles, but only a few while Seluban's fleet contemptuously swatted aside the incoming fire.

	"Fourteen light cruisers and four heavy cruisers are reporting damage, Superior Chief," Premelin reported. 

	"Bring up our battlecruisers to cover them, and have our second salvo bleed the Cadj dry of their support ships," ordered Seluban. He leaned back in his chair and took in the sight of hundreds of fresh missiles surging across space. The powerful Chon'ith warheads were not fooled by Cadj decoys; they breached defences and vaporized scores of the enemy screening elements.

	“We have incoming, heading straight for Sharpened Blade,” reported Premelin calmly.

	“Engage the point-defence systems. It would be embarrassing to be killed by such a paltry enemy force.” Seluban stared at the plot. “It appears they are starting to decelerate.” 

	“So it would seem,” agreed Acklaran.

	Seluban’s feet vibrated as the anti-missile fire started, and he shifted his pose. “Once we have secured this system, the Cadj will be reduced to merely a dozen worlds, most of which have been raided and weakened.”

	“At long last, we can return home,” Acklaran mused. Seluban did not reply, but he tugged at his broken incisor, and inwardly cursed. He glanced at Acklaran, who impassively observed him.

	“Is something troubling you, Chief?” Seluban asked as jovially as he could.

	“No sir, though—” Acklaran leaned slightly closer. “I suspect something is troubling you, and it is not the campaign.” Acklaran stabbed a finger at the plot. “You are more at ease directing ships and fleets than you are speaking of Oanareth.”

	Seluban’s skin began to warm up, but he did not provide an immediate reply. He looked at the plot. “The enemy appears to be scattering. Focus our fire on the largest concentration of their ships,” he ordered, more stiffly than he had wanted.

	“I understand if you do not wish to speak of it,” Acklaran quietly said. “However, my duty as your second-in-command compels me to be aware of any, ah, discomfort, my commanding officer is in.”

	Seluban shot Acklaran a withering glare. “For the moment, our chief duty is the complete destruction of the Cadj fleet, and the conquest of the planet.”

	Acklaran inclined his head. “As you wish, sir.”

	Seluban returned his focus to the holographic sphere, or tried to. His nagging tension gnawed at him, and he resisted the instinct to fiddle with his broken incisor again. The Makers clearly blessed Acklaran with too much perception.

	He watched the masses of red icons wink out of existence. “The Cadj have fought with determination, but no finesse or strategy. At times, this campaign has felt too easy.”

	Acklaran looked at him and nodded. “There is honor in victory, but not a great deal of glory in vanquishing a hapless enemy.” 

	“Superior Chief,” Premelin’s voice carried from the lower deck. “We are receiving a signal from the planet.”

	“Let us see it on the main screen,” Seluban ordered. He sat up, took note of the creature that appeared on the display, and suppressed his revulsion at the Cadj.

	The being on the screen looked at him through one eye, whilst the other seemed to be looking off at something off to its side. Patchy light blue feathers failed to hide dark blue skin. The alien’s bright yellow beak noiselessly clacked. A chip in the middle of the beak implied an injury. 

	Seluban instinctively reached for his broken incisor again.

	“We are ready to discuss terms of surrender. Our forces will stand down.” The alien’s voice sounded mechanical, as though filtered through a machine.

	“I will order my ships to cease fire immediately.” Seluban flicked his wrist at Premelin. “As for our terms, we require you to dismantle any and all industry that could be used to build up your military. If any of that industry overlaps with essential civilian operates, send us all relevant data, so we can evaluate it.”

	The Cadj clacked. “We will comply,” the alien said. “We request that our orbital farms are left unharmed.”

	Seluban hesitated, then nodded. “We have no desire to starve your people. Our expectations are simple. The Makers do not wish your extinction; they wish you to know their blessing. Accept them into your hearts, and be rewarded. We will not interfere with your efforts to feed your people.”

	The alien blinked its left eye; then its right eye swivelled to look at Seluban. “You have defeated our navy, but our spirits continue to soar with the Sky Hawks. Never forget that.”

	“In time, your people will understand the glory the Makers bestow. It is inevitable. In the meantime, you should understand that resistance, in any form, against the will of the Makers, will be dealt with swiftly and decisively.” Seluban smiled. “This will be an elevation for your people, not a punishment.”

	Seluban could not read the Cadj’s erratic eye movements. “The Hawks will judge how far you soar.”

	“The Makers will bless us and you. You will understand. Prepare your people for the arrival of Chon’ith troops and Overseers. Seluban out.”

	“That went well,” Acklaran remarked.

	“They have received so many defeats. Finally, they are learning it is better for them to surrender. However, I suspect they will offer resistance to our Enforcers.” Seluban leaned back in his seat. “Taking Cadj territory has proven easy. Holding it may prove an entirely different challenge.”

	Acklaran stared at him. “Warriors do not shirk from challenges.” 

	Seluban narrowed his eyes. “And we will not do so.” He rose to his feet. “Give the order to begin landing our troops, Chief. I shall be in my quarters, preparing casualty reports for home.” Seluban waited until Acklaran inclined his head, then strode from the Command Deck.

	His boots thumped on the deck plating. Chon’ith acknowledged him, and he acknowledged them but only barely. He saw the corridor and the lights but looked beyond them at something only he could see.

	Seluban arrived at his cabin and jabbed the door controls. He slipped through before the doors had fully opened and closed them as soon as he could. He swept his gaze across his quarters. 

	He found them to be full, yet empty. He walked around the circular room, and stroked the charred bits of wall-mounted Cadj hull plating with a finger. The metal felt cold to his skin. He eyed the trophies, his spoils of war, but could not draw satisfaction from them. He fixed his glare upon the pieces of masonry, nestled safely in glass cabinets, seated on dark green, carved display stands. He half-wished he could burn them with his gaze, but they remained in front of him.

	Seluban puffed out the breath he had been holding and stepped from his main cabin into one of the two side rooms. He splashed cold water on his face, removed the warpaint, then retired to his bed chamber. The walls felt claustrophobic, and he chided himself for his weakness. He stared at the picture of his mate and offspring, and he paused before stripping off his armour. He dropped the sweat-ridden plating to the floor by his feet, and stretched his arms and legs. He emerged from his bed chamber a few moments later, clad in a comfortable grey shirt, and stood in front of his quarter’s central altar. He studied the silver bowl that rested upon the wooden stand. His brain made note of the cracks in the repaired wood and recalled a time where his rage had led him to ruin his cabin. 

	Now, he tried to fight a different feeling. Seluban ran his fingertips over the bowl and then took a torch from the wall. He lit an old oil lantern and placed it within the altar’s small internal chamber. Smoke rose, and the liquid within the bowl warmed. Seluban watched wispy water vapor drift through his quarters. The water took time but eventually began to boil. Seluban placed his hands into the bowl and let the uncomfortable experience cleanse his soul—or tried to.

	Seluban gritted his teeth and held his hands under the increasingly hot liquid until he no longer felt pain. The numb sensation in his palms mirrored his frozen heart. Frozen with fear.

	He winced, not from the water’s boiling temperature but from his own thoughts, and he shoved the notion down. He stared at the churning, frothy water for several seconds, then withdrew his hands. He clenched and unclenched a few times, and let out the breath he had not known he’d been holding.

	Seluban stepped away from the pedestal and sat down at his workstation. He chided himself for even considering allowing his turmoil to interfere with duty. His fingertips flew over the console, and he brought to life the information he wanted. He read each line diligently and tried to put each new name to memory. 

	At least I can honor them in victory. Seluban made himself remain seated as the list of names, fed by the fleet’s computers, grew. He placed a note against each file, then brought up the prefabricated document that every commander loathed.

	“May the Makers bless you all,” Seluban said quietly to the names on his screen. He let the work swallow him, and his turmoil.
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	“Supreme Chief Ike’reth, we have completed the secondary part of our base. It is now functioning.” The yellow Chon’ith stared up at the officer on the upper Command Deck, and waited. The Supreme Chief stood, stepped toward the railing, and peered over it. After a moment, he smiled.

	“Very good. Are we ready to begin transmitting?” he asked.

	“Yes, sir, we are.”

	“Then by all means, send the signal.” Ike’reth turned and sat back down. He gazed at his thumbs, then to the holographic plot in front of him. He saw what he wanted in the pinpricks of light.

	“Sir, I feel I should once again voice my concerns.” Another yellow Chon’ith softly said. He stood by his chair, clad in silver and gold armour.

	“You know I respect your judgement, Teklerat, but we have discussed this at length. If we are to save the souls of our people, we must take risks. If that means conflict with the Council’s forces, so be it. In fact, it is a barrier we must break eventually.” Ike’reth pointed to the plot. “Here, more so than anywhere else in the Empire, is where we will find recruits; Chon’ith who understand that Seluban’s parley is pointless. We might attract some unwanted attention, but we have the means to deal with it. Besides, voicing your concerns after the signal has been sent: that seems redundant.” Ike’reth smiled.

	Teklerat smiled back. “You are, of course, correct, sir.”

	Ike’reth leaned back in his chair and watched the plot’s blinking lights. He followed them as some changed direction. 

	“It seems we are indeed attracting interest.” Ike’reth raised his voice. “Have the fleet move to standby status, but do not arm weapons yet.”

	He listened to his people obey his orders and watched several young Chon’ith betray their concern through ever-so-slight blanching of their skin. 

	“What was it Requeteran said of fear?” he asked, to himself. He caught Teklerat’s quizzical stare. “I believe he said fear must be learned, absorbed, in order to command it, and one’s self.”

	“One of his best statements,” Teklerat replied.

	Ike’reth nodded and returned his attention to the plot. “It appears the approaching ships are not moving in any kind of coherent formation.”

	“A promising sign,” Teklerat answered. Ike’reth nodded again. He watched the dots draw nearer. They approached the red line of no return, and the range of his missiles. “Any indication of active weapon systems?” he inquired. 

	The young yellow Chon’ith from the lower deck looked up. “No sir. They are beginning to reverse their acceleration. From the energy signatures, we are looking mostly at civilian vessels.”

	“Understandable. The wounds here have not fully healed, even after several months. Nor can they heal, not whilst we confront the weakness of the Awakening,” Ike’reth sneered. “It is good to see so many Chon’ith here reject that message.”

	“It is most gratifying, sir,” Teklerat agreed. 

	Ike’reth stood. “Have the approaching ships match our course and speed. Invite their commanders to join me on Incisor. We have a great deal to discuss.” He gave Teklerat a curt nod, turned, and left the Command Deck.
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	Seluban forced himself to remain seated and experienced every minute vibration of Sharpened Blade’s exit from hyperspace. The plot in front of him came alive. Hundreds of green icons exploded into view, and beyond the plot, on the viewscreen, he saw Oanareth. He had not ordered a magnification, but he did not object. How could any Chon’ith object to this?

	Streams of glowing orange lava lit up the planet, especially nightside. The vast realm of Coward’s Forge gave rise to an uncomfortable sensation in Seluban’s belly, and he did not look at Acklaran. He cast his gaze further north, away from Oanareth’s equatorial bulge, and the rings of fire. 

	Neat, circular clusters of light denoted the towns and cities, and Seluban smiled despite himself. He imagined plunging into the cool waters of the Lake of Rebirth, close to the Capitol. I doubt I will have time for indulgence.

	“Sir, we are receiving a transmission from the Council Conclave,” Premelin reported. “Shall I place it on the main viewer?”

	Seluban sadly smiled. “It would be a shame to remove the view, but yes, place it on the screen.”

	The image of an elderly yellow Chon’ith replaced the planet. Seluban stood and smiled again, more warmly.

	“Supreme Chief Faratareth, it is good to see you well.”

	“Ha, I am not well, or so the medics frequently tell me, but it is good to see you too, Superior Chief. Welcome home.”

	“It is good to be home, sir. My people are ready for some much-needed leave.” Seluban replied.

	“And they shall have it, but before you visit your family, I would like a few minutes of your time, Seluban.” Faratareth quickly held up his hands. “It is nothing urgent, or serious, but nonetheless, it would be appreciated.”

	Seluban inclined his head. “Of course, sir.”

	“Excellent. I look forward to your arrival. May the Makers bless you.”

	“May the Makers bless you,” Seluban answered. Faratareth faintly smiled; then the connection shut off.

	“At least we are home.” Acklaran blew air out his nostrils. “It feels like an eternity since we departed for Cadj space.”

	“It is remarkable how comforting simply being in Imperial territory is, much less gazing upon our home world.” Seluban clasped his fingers. “Oanareth is as beautiful as ever. Have a shuttle prepared to take me to the surface, and inform the fleet that leave is now granted. I expect every Chon’ith to enjoy some personal time.” 

	A low cheer went up around the Command Deck, and Seluban smiled. He craned his neck to look directly at Acklaran. “I should say, that includes you as well, Chief.”

	“I do not know what you refer to,” Acklaran said, with a deadpan expression. His eyes seemed to twinkle. Seluban pointed a finger at the chief.

	“You admonish me for favouring work, but you, ha, you will bury yourself in duty.”

	“For some of us, duty is a form of relaxation,” Acklaran offered with a sly grin. “Not for all of us, but certainly for me.”

	“Hmm. I cannot force any Chon’ith to rest in any manner other than what they choose. At the very least, promise me on Requeteran’s soul that you will enjoy yourself.”

	Acklaran clasped his fist to his chest in the traditional salute. “You have my word, sir.”

	Seluban stood and returned the salute. “Good. I shall take my leave now and see what the Supreme Chief wishes to discuss. Please inform me of any urgent fleet business.” He took a step to the railing in front of him. “May the Makers bless us!”

	His heart swelled with pride at the answering chorus. Seluban turned and strode from the chamber. His heart thudded hard within his barrelled chest, and he hoped he did not betray his inner turmoil to passing Chon’ith warriors. He reached the shuttle bay and stepped through the open doors, pausing in recognition of a familiar green Chon’ith soldier.

	“Pilot Jekerel, I was not aware you were still assigned to Chief Acklaran’s ship. It is good to see you again.”

	Jekerel slapped his fist upon his bone-armor breastplate. “This feels like the place where I belong, sir. It is good to be of service to you once more.”

	Seluban peered at Jekerel. “You appear to have acquired an impressive new scar upon your face.”

	Jekerel touched his forehead, and ran a nail along the rippled flesh. “After the attack on Earth, I—I requested postings as close to the front lines as possible. I craved revenge. During one battle, I was attempting to rescue a brother, when a nearby console erupted from a power surge. A shard of metal sliced across my head but, by the blessings of the Makers, not directly.”

	“It does indeed sound like a blessing. And it is a fine scar, too,” Seluban noted. “Did you save your brother?”

	“By the grace of the Makers, yes,” Jekerel happily said. His expression darkened. “However, the battle was lost.”

	“We lost many battles to the humans, but we are still here, and the time will come when we redeem our people in the eyes of the Makers,” Seluban promised.

	“Yes, sir, we will. Am I to take you to the Capitol?” Jekerel asked.

	“Yes. Supreme Chief Faratareth had requested my presence, and from there, I shall return home.”

	Jekerel waved a hand in the direction of a shuttle’s hatch. “Then let us depart, sir.”

	Seluban ducked his head as he entered the shuttle, and strapped himself into the co-pilot’s seat. Jekerel joined him, sat in the pilot’s seat, and tapped the controls. Seluban’s spine rumbled from his seat’s vibrations, and the shuttle gently lifted into the air. He rejoiced at being pushed back into the chair by the shuttle’s sudden kick of acceleration, and heard the frame groan under his bulk. The smooth form of the shuttle zipped away from the flagship, and Seluban saw Oanareth quickly rise up to meet him.

	A beeping console caught Seluban’s attention, and Jekerel flicked a switch. The pilot studied a message that scrolled across his screen. “We shall set down at the Council Conclave’s private landing pad, sir. We have been granted clearance.” Jekerel reported. “I shall endeavour to fly as perfectly as possible, for such a prestigious audience!”

	Seluban laughed. “I am certain your skills are adequate.”

	“’Adequate’ is not good enough, sir, not for the Supreme Chief!” Jekerel answered. “However, I will refrain from extravagance, if that is your order.”

	Seluban narrowed his eyes but added a hint of humor in his tone. “That is indeed my order, pilot. No showing off!”

	The Supreme Chief watched Jekerel’s fingers fly over his console, and the shuttle descended through Oanareth’s atmosphere. Seluban’s teeth rattled as turbulence buffeted the shuttle. An ancient, instinctive part of him experienced a deep sense of fear, but Seluban squashed it down, and revelled in the journey.

	The sleek shuttle swooped down upon the Council Conclave’s smooth landing pad, and Seluban did not notice it touch down. He made another mental note of Jekerel’s piloting skills and honored his pilot with another performance of the formal salute.

	“Thank you, once again, for your service. I am glad to see you have found a measure of solace.” 

	“It has not been easy, sir. I lost family to the humans and to Ike’reth’s arrogance. I have not forgotten the pain that caused me, but I have tried to not let it consume me.” Jekerel shrugged his shoulders. “There are times when I still feel weak and rageful.”

	Seluban patted Jekerel on the shoulder. “I find combat ‘bots are a satisfying medium for relieving stress. Make sure to request time in the simulator when you return to Sharpened Blade.”

	“I shall do so.” Jekerel replied. He flashed another toothy smile. “May the Makers bless you, sir.”

	“May the Makers bless you, Pilot.”

	Seluban unstrapped himself and slipped out of the shuttle. He came face to face with a pair of silver-armored guards. Each held a lengthy halberd, and emotionless expressions. Their weapons looked recently sharpened, and they gleamed under Oanareth’s sun. Seluban nodded to them and walked past them towards the small lift shaft behind them. The guards fell into step behind him, and Seluban found himself becoming uneasy. They protect the High Priestess, so where is she?

	Her possible presence was unnerving, but Seluban made an effort not to dwell upon it. Faratareth would have warned him if their meeting was more serious than he had suggested. 

	Seluban did not speak to the guards in the elevator, and they did not speak to him. They kept a respectful distance, but Seluban could clearly see the serrated edges of their weapons, poised to strike at the slightest threat. He was grateful that he did not blanch, even a little.

	The lift jolted when it reached the desired floor, the doors parted, and Seluban stepped into cool, pleasant air. He looked along the line of paintings, statues and prizes of war, that let every Chon’ith know of the building’s importance. Gold and silver glittered under the light of dozens of large, old-fashioned oil lamps. Seluban marvelled as he walked to the right. How do they keep the building cool, with so many fires raging?

	He walked past several other Chon’ith, some of whom wore military uniform, whilst a number of women wore the robes of priestesses or the simple white suits of scientists and business officials. He noticed the Conclave appeared quite busy. Have I missed something?

	He arrived at a set of large wooden doors with black, wrought-iron handles, and firmly knocked. A moment later, they swung outward, and Seluban stepped inside. The guards did not.

	“Welcome, Seluban.” Faratareth remained seated behind his crescent-shaped desk. “I would stand, but my knees would protest. You are familiar with my guest?”

	The other Chon’ith inclined her head in Seluban’s direction. “Welcome home, Superior Chief.”

	“Thank you, Eminence.” Seluban half-bowed before the High Priestess. She stood at Faratareth’s side, and Seluban wondered how much collective wisdom the pair had. He decided it would be too daunting to consider.

	“You may be wondering why her Eminence is here with me, but before we get to that, firstly, please sit, Seluban! You look ill at ease.” Faratareth hurriedly gestured to the seat in front of him.

	Seluban did not speak but slowly eased himself into the chair. High Priestess Markaret took her seat beside Faratareth. Seluban waited for one of them to speak.

	“Relax, Seluban!” half-pleaded Faratareth. “You are not here because you are in any kind of trouble, though I’ll admit our chat is not going to be quite as informal as I suggested.”

	“Why may that be, sir?” 

	Faratareth shook his head. “In light of both your victory over the Cadj and the manner in which the Awakening freed up our forces to complete that campaign, her Eminence and I have decided to honor you at this year’s Arroket celebrations.”

	Seluban’s military discipline failed him, and his skin danced through different shades of green. “Sir,” he began. “This is—this is, an unbelievable privilege, and one I—”

	“Do not say you cannot accept it.” Faratareth’s voice held a trace of his formidable command presence. “And before you say it, yes, I know the success of the Awakening, and the victory over the Cadj, were down to more than your efforts. Preparations are underway to ensure the glory is shared, I can assure you. However, given your role, it seems fitting for you to have a moment of glory yourself.”

	Seluban looked to Markaret. 

	She impassively gazed back. “The Arroket festival is our most important time of year. It is an exultation of all that is good and strong about our people. It makes sense to celebrate your role, Superior Chief, for a number of reasons.” 

	Realization hit Seluban like a fist. “This is about validating the Awakening.” His expression darkened. “Am I to be a political pawn?”

	“No,” immediately replied Faratareth. “You are being honored because you have brought glory to the Empire, but it would be dishonest of me to deny there are other motives. You are well aware that not every Chon’ith feels the Empire’s recent direction has been positive. Ike’reth’s Army of Faith may not enjoy wide-ranging support, but it is still a danger to us. A show of unity, at one of our most holy occasions, will send a message.”

	“It will enrage our enemies further,” stated Seluban. “Ike’reth and his followers already believe we have defiled ourselves. This—this will rally Chon’ith to his cause.”

	“Not if we handle this correctly,” Faratareth countered.

	“You will have my backing, Superior Chief,” Markaret added. “As you know, my voice carries weight. It is part of the reason for the Awakening’s success.” She aimed a bony finger at him. “You exposed corruption at the heart of our empire and then won a series of victories against one of our enemies.”

	“Ike’reth’s sympathisers will have a difficult challenge attacking either you or the Awakening, in the wake of Ike’reth’s actions and your war efforts,” Faratareth said. “To try and discredit you now will be disastrous for them.”

	Seluban did his best to hide his displeasure. He knew he failed, given the expressions of his superiors.

	“It is not just about helping to strengthen our position, Seluban,” Faratareth assured. “You deserve this honor.”

	Markaret nodded. “You have brought the realm of the Cadj under Chon’ith control, honoring yourself and the Makers in the process. You have earned the praise to come your way.”

	“I am far from convinced,” Seluban sighed. “However, I suspect I have no choice.”

	Faratareth and Markaret exchanged a quick glance. The Supreme Chief leaned forward. “We are aware this makes you uncomfortable, but, as Requeteran would say, the path to the Makers is paved with sharp rocks. The Arroket festival is a few weeks away, which will give you plenty of time to come to terms with this, and time to spend with your mate and offspring.”

	Seluban reached for his broken incisor, and inwardly cursed. At least they do not have Acklaran’s understanding of that gesture. “I look forward to seeing them.”

	“As well you should,” Faratareth replied. “We have occupied too much of your time already. You are dismissed, my friend; now go, see your family.”

	“May the Makers bless you,” Markaret solemnly said.

	“May the Makers bless you,” Seluban answered. He quietly left.

	Lost to his deliberations, Seluban automatically walked the familiar, comforting hallways of the conclave, until he arrived at the courtyard. The smooth, silky purple form of a ground car waited for him, and he contemplated the open door. The driver sat perfectly still, and Seluban felt awful for testing his patience, but he hesitated, then chided himself. What are you afraid of?

	He knew the answer but pushed his feelings down and slid into the passenger seat of the transport. His driver politely nodded. “Am I to take you home, Superior Chief?”

	“Yes, please.” He settled into the coarse grey leather seat, and breathed deeply.

	Seluban watched the traffic, and observed Chon’ith going about their routines. Children ran and played. He wryly chucked at the sight of adults, attempting to herd their offspring in specific directions. He looked up and saw that preparations for the Arroket festival were well underway. He wrinkled his nose. The vast streams of purple bunting and the temporary half-built concrete platforms for noble warriors sent a queasy sensation through his stomach.

	Spiralled staircases, coated in purple, gold-lined drapes, reached toward the sky. Glorious depictions of Requeteran’s conquest of Oanareth reminded Seluban of the weight upon his own shoulders. Chon’ith in cherry-pickers and on ladders hung lanterns and row after row of multi-colored lights. Seluban could find no solace in the preparations. The smooth domes of military and government buildings gave way to utilitarian towers, and matching civilian cars started to dominate the roads. We are getting close.

	Seluban soon spotted the familiar line of neat, circular constructs. Each stood two-and-a-half times taller than himself, and each row of homes curved into the distance, both left and right of the main street. Seluban smiled at the sight of children setting decorations up around the trees and shrubbery of their small gardens. This is why I fight.

	He yawned, weary of the car journey, despite the comfort of the military transport. He itched to stretch his cramped legs and taste pure, natural air once again. He started to appreciate coming home. 

	The car turned off the main road and took to a side street. Seluban’s heart quickened. He scratched at his broken incisor, and grimaced. The driver did not notice or had the good sense to pretend not to notice. Seluban felt grateful, either way. He had briefly been excited, despite his anxiety, but now Seluban fidgeted and feared he had betrayed his nerves.

	“We are here, sir,” the driver announced as the car came to a halt. 

	Seluban nodded. “Thank you driver. May the Makers bless you,” he formally said. The driver responded in kind, and Seluban climbed out of the vehicle.

	He stood in front of a two-story building and noted that the green, yellow and red bricks had lost some of their color. Some of the mortar appeared to be crumbling, and he wondered how he had not spotted the crack in the window, prior to departing for the Cadj front. Then again, my first post-Awakening visit had been frantic.

	Seluban smiled, in memory of his mate’s embrace and the feeling of holding her close to him. He vowed to hold onto that memory and walked up the multi-colored paving stones to the front door. He rapped his knuckles upon the black wood and waited.

	He heard footsteps and the chatter of voices. The steps grew louder, and something in the door clicked. It swung inwards and revealed to Seluban a most beautiful sight. “Kela’ress.”

	Her rich yellow skin stood in contrast to the blue and grey robes draped over her. Deep brown eyes stared at him, her mouth slightly ajar. Seluban held in a laugh. She stared at him for a moment, then slammed her fist against her chest. 

	“May the Makers bless you,” she said.

	“May the Makers bless you, my love,” he replied. He resisted one second more, then brought his mouth to hers. Their incisors locked together, though Seluban’s damaged tooth did not let him maintain the embrace as he used to. They parted after several seconds, and Seluban placed a hand upon Kela’ress’s face.

	“I had not known you were back,” she began. “Had I had time to prepare—”

	“It is my fault,” Seluban interrupted. “I had intended to signal, but the Supreme Chief wished to see me and brought me planet-side sooner than I’d expected.”

	Kela’ress looked him up and down. “You have no bags. Are you not staying?” she asked.

	“I am here for several weeks.” Kela’ress relaxed her shoulders and let out the breath she had been holding. “My luggage is being shipped down,” he said, grinning, “though it may be a few hours before it appears.”

	“That is fortunate. Your clothing here never seems to fit you so well, after a mission. I am hoping to spend some time with you, without clothing…” Her eyes sparkled, and Seluban felt a tingle through his spine.

	“I will guarantee time for that, my love.” He kissed her again. “Though I still have duties to attend to. I am to be honored by the High Priestess, for the Arroket festival.”

	Kela’ress’s eyes widened, and her skin rapidly pulsed. “That is tremendous!”

	“Yes, though it means I will be making many journeys from here to the Council Conclave. I am afraid it will mean some early mornings.” Seluban wanly smiled. “I apologise in advance for the alarms.”

	“I am happy to tolerate them, if it means having you in our bed once more.” Kela’ress gazed at him. “I am so pleased you will not be leaving for a while. We have so much to talk about.”

	Seluban forced himself to appear calm. “I can only imagine all that I have missed. I look forward to all the time I spend with you, and with our offspring. Are they home?”

	Kela’ress shook her head. “They are at the local Education Conclave. You are fortunate I am home; I am on leave from work.”

	Seluban frowned. “Are you unwell?” He clasped her wrists. “Is everything all right?”

	“I am fine.” Kela’ress laughed. Seluban’s ears heard the sound as beautiful music. “I am scheduled to be off today. Had you arrived yesterday, you could have had the home to yourself. Instead, we have it to ourselves.” Her eyes sparkled. “Which brings me back to my earlier point regarding clothing.” She grabbed Seluban by the hands. “Come, my love. It occurs to me we should exploit this time.”

	Seluban did not argue.
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	De’rata raked her fingers across the touchscreen and snarled at the terminal in front of her. She tapped the interface again and met with the same maddening beep she had heard over a dozen times before. 

	“What is the issue this time?” Quilaret peered at her from the other side of De’rata’s terminal. 

	“This algorithm is proving impossible to calibrate,” De’rata grumbled. “I cannot tune the sensors to be as sensitive as I want.”

	“Have you tried adjusting the circuit connections to be sequential instead of concurrent?”

	“I—” De’rata paused. “No, I had not considered such an idea. Thank you, Quilaret.”

	“You are most welcome.” Quilaret’s head disappeared behind her own terminal. De’rata heard the sound of furious typing.

	“May I ask something?” De’rata asked. 

	Quilaret’s face reappeared. “What?”

	“You are using an analogue keyboard, instead of a touchscreen. Why do you use an anachronistic device like that?”

	Quilaret looked from De’rata, to her keyboard, and back to De’rata. “I am more comfortable with the way the buttons feel. It allows me to feel more, ah, connected.”

	“I see. I do not believe such keyboards were widely available, until after the Awakening.” De’rata said. Quilaret’s skin rippled from light, to dark, and back again. 

	“Have I offended you?” De’rata quickly asked. 

	Quilaret vigorously shook her head. “No, it is just, prior to the Awakening, I—I never felt at ease in my place of work. I felt that I had to do everything in a certain way.” Quilaret stared at De’rata, and she nodded her encouragement. “I believe that the freedoms you helped achieve have allowed me to be more comfortable in who I am and how I work. Nonetheless, I feel there is more progress for me to make. I—” Quilaret’s skin paled again. “I struggle, De’rata. I am grateful to have this secluded portion of the workspace, where I can focus on my mission. Group projects unsettle me. I feel judged, even more so if I am not—companionable.”

	De’rata offered Quilaret a warm smile. “You prefer not to conform to social conventions, yet you fear you will be treated unfavorably if you are your own Chon’ith.”

	Quilaret smiled back at her. “I am also told I am too verbose.”

	“Do not apologise for speaking, Quilaret. For decades—centuries even— speaking our minds has been an increasingly impossible challenge.” De’rata bared her teeth. “Consider defiance of oppressive anachronisms to be a benefit of the Awakening.”

	Quilaret broadly grinned. “It has been somewhat liberating.”

	De’rata patted her console. “For me also. I must have not worshipped in the most pious manner, or made some suggestion that was not faithful enough in the eyes of the Priestesses, and for that, I was denied my future.” Her skin darkened as her mind replayed unwelcome memories. 

	“There are many wrongs that require correcting,” Quilaret said gently.

	“And it seems we are on the path to doing so,” sighed De’rata. “However, some of these algorithms remain determined to stay on the wrong path.”

	“With practice and experience, you will inevitably resolve the challenges ahead. I am tempted to say you are a natural. Is this what you did, prior to being sent to the Forge?”

	De’rata’s skin turned a deep shade of merlot. “I would prefer not to say.” 

	Quilaret did not reply. De’rata’s ears twitched at the sound of renewed typing. She glanced over from their alcove and watched several other technicians. They worked feverishly and quietly talked about their tasks. De’rata stroked her incisors and poked her head out from behind her screen.

	“There is much of my past that causes me pain, and Quilaret, you should be aware that sometimes, you are quite, um, direct.” She held up a hand at Quilaret’s expression. “That is not a criticism. Too many Chon’ith hide behind pretty words and colorful metaphors. However, for me, such questions make me feel awkward.”

	“I understand.” Quilaret tilted her head. “I am not used to constant company, and I am unsure how to act in the presence of others, especially when I am often left to my own work.”

	De’rata’s expression softened. “I will help you, and you will help me to unravel these assignments!” She glanced around at the sound of several shushing Chon’ith, and sheepishly sank back into her chair. “What the Supreme Chief asks for is most challenging.”

	“You worked with him for some time. Challenges seem like a minor inconvenience to a Chon’ith like him.”

	“They seem like a minor problem for you, Quilaret. The way you attack this code is incredible.” De’rata refocused on her screen. “Whether we can achieve the margins the navy desires or not is another matter.”

	She dragged lines of numbers across her screen and met with a beep that irritated her ears.

	“Perhaps we should take a break. It is almost time for the midday meal, anyway,” pointed out Quilaret.

	“That is a most excellent idea.” De’rata sprang from her seat. “We shall take prayer, and then I shall indulge in something decadent.”

	Quilaret laughed. “Let us depart.”

	They strode down the wide hallways of the Science Conclave, and De’rata watched passers-by hurry through different doors. “How many projects do we have?” She softly asked, mostly to herself.

	“For Project Ascension, there are many sub-projects,” Quilaret answered. “I hope there are many choices for afternoon meal.”

	De’rata chuckled. “This is a government facility. We will get the bare minimum.”

	“That is probably true. As long as it is rich and filling, I do not mind.”

	They walked the rest of the way in silence. De’rata shot Quilaret a sideways glance and fell into her observation mode from the Forge. A few passing Chon’ith acknowledged them both. Others bobbed their heads at De’rata but ignored Quilaret. Quilaret herself seemed oblivious. De’rata’s skin tingled in heated annoyance.

	“So much of life is contradiction,” she muttered. Quilaret blankly looked at her.

	“Oh, I was considering your words from earlier, and thinking of social pressure.” De’rata waved her hand. “I shall explain after we have eaten. We are here.” De’rata pushed open the grey double-doors, and the luxurious scents of steamed meats, fresh pastries, and thick, generous stews assaulted her nostrils. 

	“We appear to be among the first here. Good.” De’rata shot Quilaret a feral grin and made for the queue at the far end of the buffet. 
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	Zarthara watched the line of sleek military transports trundle from the Forge. The tall walls and the numerous guard towers reminded her of uncomfortable times, and she looked away, toward the assembled crowds. Some sat at makeshift tables, whilst others stood on benches, and thrust their placards as high as they could. The dirt road and wire fence that separated the throng from the tense Enforcers did not seem nearly robust enough.

	“That is a strange sight,” she quietly said. 

	“It is surreal,” Rishareth agreed, standing beside her. His red skin gleamed in the harsh sun.

	“You would think the new law would meet with acceptance, and yet…” Zarthara waved a hand and swept it in the direction of the crowds. “So many seem dismayed.” 

	“As their slogan goes, once a coward, always a coward’.”

	“Indeed, Rishareth, if one is to be narrow-minded.” Zarthara turned from the transports and the baying crowd. “There are those who flatly oppose the investigations Faratareth wishes to make. They cannot see beyond what Ike’reth decreed to be true. Then there are those who believe the reforms do not go far enough.” She pointed to another crowd, settled by another gate in the distance. “They believe the Forge is a barbaric holdover from a more dangerous time. To them, the very definition of Coward’s Forge requires tearing down and rebuilding.”

	Rishareth looked at her. “Where do you stand?”

	Zarthara did not meet his gaze. “I do not wish to speak of it here, within earshot of so many.”

	Rishareth did not reply, and Zarthara returned her attention to the heaving, belligerent groups. “Challenging times require strong Chon’ith,” she said to herself. 

	Rishareth looked at her. “Requeteran?” 

	Zarthara nodded. “He produced the Words during a very different era. We were at war with ourselves, fighting over Oanareth’s limited resources, and trying to survive the harshest of environments.” She started to walk along the wall, and Rishareth fell into step beside her.

	“Non-believers, agents of the Destroyers, heretics; they all vied with Requeteran for authority. We needed Coward’s Forge then, so that weak and ineffectual Chon’ith would not be corrupted by enemies of the Makers. Do we need that now?”

	Zarthara took a half dozen steps before realizing that Rishareth had stopped. She spun round and looked at him. She could not read his expression, but his skin fluctuated between light and dark.

	“Your words, Zarthara, they seem,” Rishareth looked around her but not at her, “dangerous.”

	“Perhaps they should be dangerous.” She fixed her eyes on him, and her hands swept at the imposing, dusty walls. “This place, it has always been a prison, not merely for cowards, but for any Chon’ith that did not worship the Makers in the right way. I respect Faratareth; he did the impossible and got us out, but he is still a Chon’ith and still fallible. What if he decides that certain Chon’ith—ones opposed to him—aren’t as pious
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