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Prologue
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Somewhere in time.... 

Dreams are the locus of time. 

They are that connection to the greater state of consciousness of which we are all a part. It is in dreams that man is able, for a brief moment in time, to touch the other lives that have been our souls and in that union, see beyond the limited frame of reference clouding our lives with so much clatter like the jetsam floating upon the ocean, drifting with whatever current happens to carry it along. Dreams are like an ocean whose surface, when smooth and calm, reveals beneath itself a world hidden when the surface is turbulent and raging, a condition that is more natural for it then the calmness that prevails. Revealed are the depths of life lying beneath one another like a layer of consciousness transcending our primitive attempts at understanding. 

And like the ocean, the deeper one goes into dreams the further from the light one recedes, leaving behind the world one sees as reality and entering into a realm of magical sights and experiences overwhelming the mind in their complexities and simplicities. The ocean, like the dream, exists apart from Humanity's attempts to control it, to glean meaning from it.  It is a world apart, a world, like dreams, that lives by its own rules and in its own way attempts to communicate to mortals the higher meaning of life that we as a species seem to find so spurious and extraneous to our daily routines. It is in the oceans, as it is in dreams, that one can rise above that which we are and become that which we strive to be, a paradox of anthologies holding within it a significance the likes of which man has striven to understand ever since the first unity of consciousness entered into him and brought Humanity into the domain of sentience, thus beginning his ascendancy. It was an ascendancy that could only lead to one conclusion: the penultimate desolation of Humanity due to an excess of hubris warned of since ancient times.

And like the oceans—whose violent tempests of typhoons and gales stir up the superficiality of reality and turn the surface into a froth of fury and wind much like the external passions of man—the depths of the oceans are left untouched, sealed up and protected within the mass of their existence from the torment and wrath that is the outside world. So too are dreams capable of providing a refuge from the torments of the soul and the wrath of reality. For it is only in dreams that man truly lives the only reality that matters; that reality which is the connection with the unity of thought van-guarding the chaos that is man. 

It is dreams that link us to our Humanity.
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When we talk to God, it’s called prayer

When God talks to us, it’s called

paranoid-schizophrenia

—Moshe Aloshe

––––––––
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Celeste awoke slowly, rising out of her deep unconsciousness as if she were coming up from a long dive, the sunless black of the ocean depths gradually opening up to the filtered light seeping through in shafts of white brilliance, the reality of the dream world slowly fading into the reality that was called life. She knew she had reached consciousness rather than felt it, the softness on her back feeling like a layer of cushioned air, the temperature a little cool to her liking.  She heard voices, distant yet close, muted in discussions that seemed to border on the absurd.

She remembered dreams.

Soothing dreams of her life as a child, running in tall grass damp with the morning dew, the blades slapping against her legs like small whips as she rushed through, the taller sprouts striking her sweater that was a vivid emerald verdant, the chill liquid of the dew soaking into her like a sedative. Butterflies fluttered about in displays of color rivaling any made by man.  Dragonflies buzzed and soared and swooped, looking for the mosquitoes on which they descended like dive-bombers, strafing the grass in a zeal bordering on rapture.  Flowers bloomed in rich colors that seemed almost too bright and vibrant, their heavy heads hanging low with the weight of the dew, opulent in their bouquet of sweet nectar. Her father was there, waiting for her with open arms radiating assurance and warmth, love and safety. 

She felt at home.

But the feeling was fleeting and left her as she rose to consciousness, listening to her surroundings. The voices were gone. The room was quiet with the soft sound of silence humming in the ears of those who aren’t familiar with it.  She opened her eyes, expecting the pain from bright lights to stab at her like needles.  But the lights were dim, soft in their subtleties. She found herself on what she could only describe as a bed, yet it was not one. It was elevated from the white floor by unseen forces, the texture of the cushions soft and firm at the same time. A simple sheet covered her body and she knew she was naked beneath, her clothes nowhere to be seen. She sat up, hugging the sheet to her chest, its opacity enough to cover her modesty, and looked around at her new environs.

The room wasn’t large, but it wasn’t small either, the white walls and floor giving the illusion of an openness that was not there. There were others in here with her she now noticed, laying atop similar beds floating freely in place. She was able to place the figure nearest to her, his face a fixture in her mind ever since she had first seen him. She wondered if he was naked also under the sheet laying atop him like a shroud, the urge to hop down and sneak a peek strong and demanding.

It was Nathan.

He appeared to be sleeping, perhaps the same sleep she had found herself coming out of just now. Perhaps it was something else. The other man she didn’t recognize. He appeared older, more wizened in his complexion, a look of peace on his face she envied. She smirked, then looked back at Nathan. People should never look that happy while they slept. Who did they think they were getting soothing sleep when those around them felt the burden of guilt heavy upon their chests whenever they lay down to slumber. 

She tried to think back to the last event she could clearly remember. Her legs dangled over the side of the bed as she thought about it, the coolness of the room giving her a chill on her exposed back as she held the sheet firmly against her, covering herself from whom she did not know. There had been the chamber with the stars, the holo-graphic display that was so wondrous. Then there was the elevator opening, the creatures emerging, the vortex of light with the octopus-like creature reaching out for her. Had it taken her? She couldn’t remember anything after the vortex, even that event vague in her mind, its purpose unknown. 

Was it a new transportation system the military had developed?

That might explain why Nathan was here

But that didn’t explain the strange creature that had reached out for her. She closed her eyes and tried to bring the image into focus, those long tentacles reaching for her somehow in mind and body at the same time. The only species that came to mind, that fit the description of what she remembered, were the Xanthians, that peaceful merchant species plying the Void in their endless search for a better deal. But it couldn’t have been the Xanthians. That wasn’t possible. What would they be doing in a war zone? And why would they want to save a Human, save her? There were certainly plenty of others that they could have saved rather than her.

She hopped down to the floor, expecting her feet to feel a chill. They didn’t. The floor was warm to the touch, her bare feet feeling cushioned and comfortable. Wrapping the small sheet about her as best she could, she walked slowly over to Nathan. Her legs protested all the way, somehow affected by her sleep.  She touched his face with her fingers, ran them over his forehead and along his jaw-line. He was warm, which meant he was alive. That was a good thing.  It would freak her out to no end if she were stuck in here with a dead body. She studied his face a moment longer, the steady rise and fall of his chest somehow comforting to her. She didn’t know why she acted the way she did around him. She had to admit to herself that he was fairly handsome, perhaps even good-looking, his strong lines and firm features powerful beneath that tangle of blonde hair that seemed to never want to lay straight.

It was the military part of him, however, that caused the biggest problems, that essence oozing from his pores and stinking of guns and fighting and killing as a way of life that put her off completely. But was that enough of a reason to scrap any chance of a relationship with the man? She reached her conclusion quickly enough as she ran her finger down his chest, the ripples of the muscles below playing across her skin. 

Yes, it was enough of a reason. 

She could never have a relationship with someone who embodied all she hated. It would be just the sort of thing she had been doing all her life with relationships, what her mother had done: finding the one man who was all that you abhorred and passionately falling in love with him. That was one thing she didn’t want to do, didn’t want to have to deal with at this juncture in her life. Images of Kayleigh flashed before her mind’s eye and a tear appeared, her friend's simple trust and honesty the closest she had ever come to a love relationship. That Kayleigh had been a female had not bothered her all that much. The restrictions on same-sex relationship had been lifted several centuries ago after the successful breeding programs had been initiated after the Apocalypse, so such a relationship was not all that uncommon. There were those who even changed sex in their lifetime just to see what it was like on the other side of the fence. 

That option had never appealed to her either.

She smiled as she unconsciously drew circles around Nathan's belly-button, standing over the man like a coroner about to perform an autopsy, then lifted her hand off as she looked over at the other man who lay in the room with her. She looked down at Nathan, took a deep breath as if to cleanse herself of the thoughts wanting to permeate her mind, then walked over to the other man, the tale end of her sheet dragging on the clean floor. She stopped next to him. 

He was different than Nathan in some fundamental way she couldn’t identify right off hand. Perhaps it was something in his features. Perhaps it was the way his face lay so peacefully, the hint of a smile on the corners of his mouth. This one was not the warrior Nathan was. The paunch of a stomach testified to that. Killing was not the pre-dominate driving point in his life as it was for Nathan and his ilk. How she could tell this, she didn’t know. It was just something surrounding him like an aura of unseen energy.  He wasn’t like anyone she had ever seen in the New Republican Navy. They all had that mind-set of destruction leaking from their pores like so much excrement of war. Was this one from the Aloshean League? She had never really met anyone from there, not anyone at least who was a part of the military establishment. There were still the rare exchanges of scientists for purely non-military applications occurring every now and again, so she had been fortunate enough to be able to meet some people from the League.

This one was definitely not a scientist either.

The sound of a deep, deliberate breath startled her and she turned to see Nathan's eyes open, staring glazed at the ceiling as he came out of his slumber. He blinked once, twice, then turned his head to look about. Their eyes met and he seemed to be confused as to whom she was. Then the glint of recognition sparkled in his eyes as his mind came fully awake and he sat up abruptly, unaware that he lacked clothing. The sheet slid off to the white floor.

"Celeste!" he said with an obvious emotional scar shocking her as much as what her eyes latched onto. He seemed to sense that he had placed a slight bit too much into that one word and said no more, his mouth dry, his tongue heavy.

She looked completely away, the rose on her cheeks and the heat in her heart more than she wanted him to see, to know about; more than she wanted to admit.  Kayleigh had been right about him all along, she thought as she tried to find a place to put her eyes. You win that bet, my friend. She smiled a secret, hidden smile, brushing a lost strand of hair out of her eyes and tucking it behind an ear. 

Nathan quickly figured out that he was naked, both from the expression on her face, the blush and sudden turn-away, and the fact that he felt naked. Fumbling for the sheet that he didn’t even realize had been on him, he picked it up and covered himself, completely embarrassed that he had inadvertently flashed her like that. He didn’t have any problem with her seeing him naked, but not in this situation and not like this. "Sorry," he finally managed to say, his mouth dry, the words awkward to form, as if cotton balls had been jammed into his mouth to absorb all the moisture. A metallic taste permeated his tongue. "I didn't realize I was naked."

"It's all right," she responded, trying to suppress a laugh. "I was just fortunate enough to have been the first to awaken, that's all." She looked down at the floor, still not willing to look at him for fear that her eyes would betray the heat that was building inside her. "Nothing that I haven't seen before." 

Nathan smirked at her comment, but decided that now was not the time to get into it with her. He was just thrilled that she was alive and here, with him, that translucent sheet covering just enough to allow the mind to fantasize. He looked about the small room to get his mind off of her and back to the problem of where he was, how he had gotten here. "There's no door," he said simply.

She looked around and scanned the walls briefly. Now why didn’t I notice that? "Oh, I hadn't noticed."

"Figures. How long have you been awake?"

She looked at him, the sarcastic tone in his voice telling her that he felt she had been lax. "Not very long. And we have another companion in here with us." She pointed toward the other bed.

Nathan looked at the man, having noticed him before in his cursory survey of the room, but nothing more. He walked over, holding his sheet around himself. He recognized the face immediately. "That's Warrior Cardinal Rhegium."

"Who?" 

"He's from the Aloshean League, the commander of the fleet we attacked.”

"I thought he might be from the League. He just didn't look like one of you," she said with a slight trace of gibe, stepping next to Nathan to look down at the man whose name she now knew.

"And what's that supposed to mean.... Never mind. This isn't the time or place to get into an argument with you," Nathan stated as he raised his hand as if to ward off her charms, which he felt much more than the situation warranted. He watched the slow, methodical breathing of Rhegium, registered that he was alive, then started to explore their small prison more thoroughly. He was having a difficult time concentrating on the problems at hand with that sheet on her and the coolness-derived erect nipples poking out as they had that night at the restaurant aboard the Ticonderoga. The thought of his ship stopped all his dreaming of Celeste in a heart-beat, the death of all those in the fleet like a wedge of stone in his stomach.

What had gone wrong? 

He knew that now was not the time for that thought-pattern either. This situation called for all his concentration to determine where they had ended up and why they were here. He could feel that he was not on a planet, the artificial gravity and feel of the inertial dampeners obvious to one who had spend his whole life aboard warships. There was something different about real gravity, planetary gravity that made itself manifest to him and, he suspected, all those who spend time in the Void. That meant that he, and his two companions, were aboard a vessel. And that meant that they had been captured.

But by whom?

The possibility that it was the Hell-spawn didn’t seem to lend itself to the room or the surroundings. He would have expected a much more humble, harsh, uninviting detention area if that were the case. That narrowed the possible culprits down to only a handful. He would say that it was the Aloshean League but the presence of Rhegium laying on the hovering bed took care of that possibility. Unless he was under arrest because of his murder of the Prime Reverend, his presence here ruled out any Aloshean League connection. It could be the Sslithax. They would need to have a separate detention area for Human captives, or guests depending on how one looked at it, because of the simple fact that the two species breathed different gases: Humans a combination of oxygen and nitrogen, Sslithax much less oxygen, predominately argon. It was a very distinct option that the Sslithax were his captures, but not an option with which he felt comfortable. If it were the Sslithax, then they had pulled off a great coup by capturing alive two of the higher-ranking Humans from New Republic and the League. The information that they could glean—through torture or who knew what diabolical means—would prove to be invaluable to their war against Humanity. But then the Sslithax and Humans weren’t at war. The Sslithax had wanted peace. No, more than peace. They had wanted an alliance, a life-preserver to help them survive. To capture them now just did not make any sense.... Unless Reña had been right all along and this had all been one vast drama.

He refused to believe that.

"He's waking up," Celeste said, her voice holding a hint of fear had affirmed when she first spoke. It was only natural.

Nathan turned to watch Rhegium come back to consciousness, ready to help him if it were necessary. Celeste watched also, fascinated by the man before her, confused by the situation and her feelings. She still had that reaction deep within her that she had known Nathan before, that he and her had been more than friends once and it was a feeling she had tried to curb, ever since they had first met in the hanger bay. This place in which they now found themselves seemed to bring those feelings out of her in force. The hanger bay....That whole day seemed like a life-time ago to her. So much had happened. But her feelings were still strong and she didn’t like them. Although Kayleigh may have been of the opinion that Celeste and Nathan would make a good couple, Celeste had dismissed the idea out of hand. Now these feelings were beginning to come back and she had to wonder if they had anything to do with the room in which she now found herself.

Rhegium sat up, his eyes cloudy, his mouth open with drool dripping out like a stream of elastic liquid.

"How are you feeling?" Nathan asked as he made ready to catch the sheet should the man stand up. He didn’t want him to do the same thing to Celeste that Nathan had done. Once a day was enough of that presentation.

Rhegium looked about, obviously confused and disoriented by his surroundings. "What...?" 

"All three of us seem to have been brought here," Nathan tired to explain, although he quickly realized that was about all he really knew at the moment, which was not much help at all. "We don't know where, how, or why."

The fog began to lift for the Warrior Cardinal and he soon recognized Nathan, standing with a weak smile. He also noticed that there was a female present and that he was sparsely clad. He looked at her closely, but didn’t recognize her, pulling his sheet tighter to him as if it would help cover better. "Then I suppose that it's a safe assumption that I have lost the battle, Fleet Admiral."

Nathan's smile faded. "Not that easy, I'm afraid. We both lost." He looked over at Celeste, who had moved to the other side of the room in an attempt to gain a slight bit of privacy so that she could fix her sheet in a way that allowed for her not to have to hold it all the time. She was not very successful and finally gave up, the sheet tied like a towel around her breasts, her nipples poking out, much to her embarrassment and consternation.

"This is Dr. Celeste Amber Jamlech.  Celeste, this is Warrior Cardinal

Rhegium," Nathan said in way of introductions.

Rhegium smiled as best he could, noticing for the first time that this Celeste was rather attractive. Would she be as fun as the Prime Reverend had been prior to the killing? he wondered for a moment, then just as quickly banished the thought. "It's a pleasure, my dear," he said as he bowed slightly. "Please call me Rhegium. In the present situation, I don't think that titles are of much importance. That goes for you also, Alexander."

Nathan nodded. "As you wish." He was not about to get too comfortable around this man whom he really didn’t know all that well, whom, up to a few hours ago, had been his swear enemy. "What's the last thing you all remember?"

Celeste, noticing that Nathan was taking charge so naturally, was reluctant to reveal her role in the awakening of the odd creatures in the underground cavern. She looked at Rhegium as if wanting to know his answer also, as if she had also asked the question.

Rhegium thought a moment, his face screwing up into a parody of thought. "That multi-dimensional rift passed through the planet and turned it into tiny pieces of rock. The shock-wave was too much for my ship and I truly thought that I had died. That's really all that I remember."

“Same for me, more or less," Nathan stated, disappointed that Rhegium knew as little as he did. He was hoping for a hint of what had happened after he had succumbed, after the Ticonderoga had been disabled and left for dead.  But it was obvious that Rhegium had not lasted much longer and thus had no more information to offer. "After the Austerlitz was bombarded by those suicide Hell-spawn and then rammed us, the inertial dampeners went out completely and I found myself up against a bulkhead with lots of other people and loose equipment." He reached up to his head, the recollection of a blow against it still fresh, the warm touch of blood flowing down his cheeks still felt. But now there was no blood, no wound. He had also broken several limbs, he distinctly remembered that. Now he seemed to be just fine. No wounds, no broken limbs, nothing. "I was hurt badly.  I remember it.  But now...."

“You don't appear to have any obvious wounds on you," Rhegium said as he stood gingerly on wobbly legs, unable to keep from looking at Celeste, her beauty somehow intoxicating to his mind now that he knew what it was like to be with a woman.  Before, when he was in ignorance, he would not even have noticed. But now.... Now his mind was involuntarily imagining all the possibilities and he hated it, the wicked and sinful thoughts needing purging, purification, absolution.

"Yes, I was just noticing that," Nathan said as he lowered his hand and frowned. Apparently, whomever had rescued them had also tended to their wounds with technology that was beyond current Human capacity. But why? "What about you, Celeste? What's the last thing you remember?"

She looked at both men, noticing the way Rhegium was now looking at her. She had seen it more than enough times in bars and in her youth to know what it meant and she instinctively moved ever closer to Nathan, his presence much more secure to her mind. "It's a rather long story," she said in reply, not wanting to get into it.

"So just tell us the highlights then, the last thing you saw, experienced?" Nathan urged as he walked away from her, oblivious to her attempt at getting closer to him. He scrutinized the room closely as he walked around it, waiting for her to begin.

”Well,” she began, now placing one of the beds between herself and Rhegium. "I was down in this chamber that was some sort of highly advanced star chart when this light appeared and it kind of swirled and there was sound and wind blowing and...."

"Was it like a vortex, a whirlpool?" Nathan asked as he stopped his inspection and turned to look at her.

"Yes, I suppose, though I wasn't finished yet. Do you always have to be so gung-ho all the time? Can't you be a normal person just once?"

Nathan pulled up short, slightly shocked by what he felt was an unjustified rebuke. He looked into her eyes a moment, then turned away. "I tried being normal once in the restaurant."

She frowned. He had a point. "Anyway, this vortex of light, if that's what you want to call it, opened up out of nowhere and then this tentacled thing reached out for me and that's all I remember.  I guess it knocked me out."

"You probably fainted is more like it," Nathan added, starting to understand what may have happened to them. The question that now began to yell for attention was why? Why Celeste and Rhegium and himself? What was the connection?

“You know of this vortex of which she speaks?" Rhegium asked, following not only the conversation but the body language and hidden innuendoes passing between these two.  They had a history between them that was not smooth, the sexual tension in the air like a taunt drumhead.

"Yes, unfortunately I believe I do. I've seen it before and if it's the same phenomena, then it has to do with time-travel and the future and ideas that I'd rather not think about."

Rhegium looked at Nathan with a deeper frown. Why were the New Republicans always trying to con him?  Or maybe Nathan had hit his head. That would certainly explain this time-travel babble. "I find that hard to believe. Time-travel is impossible.  Even your inept scientists agree on that one, one of the few things that they seem to have gotten right. There has to be a better explanation than that. I’d have said that I’d gone to heaven, but with you two unbelievers here, I find that possibility hard to swallow.  I'd say that our being in hell was a lot more credible."

Celeste and Nathan both looked at him as if he had spoken a foreign language they didn’t understand, not sure whether they had been insulted or complimented. Rhegium noticed their silence.  "I'm sorry. You probably don't have a clue what I'm talking about."

Nathan started to examine the room again, his thoughts running in all sorts of directions, none of which seemed to have a good ending. Whatever it was Rhegium had been babbling about with this heaven and hell thing was beyond him. Perhaps it had something to do with the Sslithax.  "Are those Sslithax concentration camps? I'm not familiar with those names."

Rhegium almost smiled.  A month ago he would have been appalled at such a statement, but now, after his loss of faith, he actually almost saw the humor in it. It was a rather ironic thing to say. "No, not quite. Never mind. I apologize for my brashness. Just forget that I said it. But time-travel...? There has to be a better explanation than that."

"Suit yourself," Nathan said as he finished his inspection and stepped up next to Celeste, now noticing for the fist time that she seemed to be wanting to stay much closer to him than she had ever done before. What was that all about? Women are so difficult to understand sometimes.  "But I've had first-hand experience with it and it explains a lot about how we got here." 

"It explains nothing," Rhegium said. "And what of the tentacled creature she described?" He looked at Celeste again, his eyes traversing her body in a gaze that he didn’t mean to invoke. "Was it short in stature?"

"Yes," she said reluctantly, now becoming pissed at his obvious voyeurism. "Perhaps a little less than a meter tall. I think that it might have been a Xanthian."

"See there," Rhegium said louder than he intended. It was a Xanthian. What would a Xanthian be doing with a time-travel device, if such a thing even existed, which it doesn't."

Nathan became more interested in what Rhegium was saying, his protests a little too eager for Nathan's liking. It was almost as if the man knew something but didn’t want to admit it. "Then how do you explain our presence here?" Nathan noticed that Celeste had moved slightly behind him again and that's when it finally hit him. She was scared of Rhegium, or at least wary of him. He didn’t have to wonder with the way the man was ogling her. He almost laughed.

A shimmer began in the far corner, as if pixie dust were being sprinkling from the ceiling. They all backed away, both men pushing Celeste behind them, Celeste trying to get in front to see what was happening, frustrated that these two men were being so.... Well, male. The shimmer began to form into a shape, a Human shape eliciting an audible intake of breath from Nathan, startling both Celeste and Rhegium.

Nathan recognized the shape that was forming. 

It was Hasmond.

Or at least it had the face of Hasmond, though even that was muted and fuzzy. "What are you doing here?" Nathan asked slowly, not wanting to believe what he was seeing. The last that he remembered, Hasmond what been confined to quarters onboard the Ticonderoga.... A flash of memory flooded him as he remembered the short conversation between Captain Hawk and himself concerning Hasmond's disappearance. Had those who had captured Nathan taken Hasmond also? 

Rhegium looked from Nathan to the silent figure, who, although he seemed to be standing in the room with them, was not really there, more translucent than substantial, his edges soft and subtle, as if his physical presence faded into the air around him, which shimmered and sparkled like so much gold glitter. His feet didn’t touch the ground as he hovered with a glow of light Rhegium had seen before only in pictures, paintings, in what he could only describe as saintly.  He found it difficult and, frankly, insulting that Nathan would know a being like this. Nathan was not even religious, didn’t have a saintly bone in his body and yet he was the one who seemed to know this vision of holiness. There was something very wrong with that.

"You know this being?" Rhegium asked in incredulous tones giving no quarter.

"Well, I knew the man that he was when he was assigned to my staff, but this...?" Nathan said as he looked at the apparition shining above them, "...This isn't the same man, if he's a man at all."

Celeste looked at both men, then back at the silent figure who seemed to her to be studying them with a mixed look of pity and ennui striking her as odd. "Whomever you may think he was, I really don't think that he's Human anymore," Celeste offered quietly.

Nathan ignored her as he looked closer at the Hasmond figure and began to notice what he could only describe as a shedding of light constantly billowing off as if it were burning. Whatever it was, he was now convinced that it was not Hasmond, if there had ever been a Hasmond. That he had perhaps been an alien all along explained much about the man's behavior and his sudden appearance on his staff. It would also explain his ability to speak Sslithax. "Who are you, then, if you're not Commander Rajah Hasmond?"

The shape spoke, its voice soft yet with a distinct harshness, reaching into Nathan's mind and warning him in no uncertain terms that this one was not to be fooled with, that he had power that was beyond understanding. Its lips didn’t move, the sound emanating from the figure floating as if the air itself were speaking to them in a wind whisper of emotion. We are The Unity.

Nathan looked at Rhegium, who shrugged his shoulders. Celeste didn’t seem to have a clue who The Unity was either.

We are they Whom have given you a second chance at life, it continued, with an almost sarcastic tint making Nathan involuntarily frown. He started to speak, not about to be intimidated by this thing that had appeared to them in such a familiar form, but was cut off easily.  We know very well who all of you are, the voice said as the eyes of the shape bored into each with a look of dissatisfaction. And We know what you are.

Rhegium spoke. He had been processing a thought that had been milling about in his mind ever since the shape had first formed. Now that thought was demanding action, was demanding an answer to its query. It was an overwhelming emotional response, a response that his life-long passion and commitment to the Church had been lacking of late. "Are you God?

The shape shifted its eyes so that it was looking only at Rhegium, the feeling of contempt from them shearing the Warrior Cardinal's face.  No. We are not that which you would call god. Such a concept is.... Not valid a when applied to Us. Perhaps your primitive concept of angels would be a more appropriate term for what you would see Us as. Your ideology is far too simple to comprehend what We truly are.  But either way, We are not to be worshiped by you or by your religious abstractions. That is not Our place. 

Rhegium felt slightly rebuked by the response. He had been hoping for more, but for some strange reason he felt comforted. The figure had not implicitly stated that there was no God. They had simply said that they were not God and that somehow made him feel comforted.  Although to those that didn’t believe, to the heretics and the pagans and the lost, this would seem a confirmation that God didn’t exist, to Rhegium it was a vindication that he had been correct in his beliefs, that the Church, in its complicated and sometimes absurd ways, had also been correct.

To Nathan, however, the answer was not that simple. Nathan saw the answer given by The Unity as a vindication that all that the New Republic had taught, had fought for so long, was correct. It had said in simple and understandable terms that there indeed was no God. It seemed rather straight-forward to him. He had never been a religious person. Such an up-bringing within the confines of the New Republic was grounds for exile to the euphemistically called re-education camps or Secular Camps of the Secular Commission. The planetary systems of New Utopia and New Atlantis—their names suggesting a friendly, energetic environment that would soothe the soul and bring those who had taken the wrong path back to the fold—more a series of concentration camps than rehabilitation centers from which few ever returned. They had replaced the systems of New Israel and New Mecca captured—liberated?—by the Aloshean League at the beginning of the Human Civil War, a loss still haunting the New Republic. It was a sad commentary, Nathan was starting to believe, that two entire planetary systems were needed for those who didn’t want to follow the morality of the few elite in control, who generally didn’t have a religious thought in their head.  He wondered if the Aloshean League had the same problem.

As such, Nathan's knowledge of religious terms and events was limited if not nonexistent. But the very fact that this shape, this being standing before them, giving off an aura of power and knowledge about which Humans could but dream, had told Rhegium, in a voice speaking of contempt, that they was no God, gave Nathan a feeling of relief. It was a relief to know that he had not been fighting for the wrong side. But he needed to make certain, to have the entity restate the fact that there was no God, no need for religion. "Is there a God?”

The shape now shifted eyes to Nathan and looked at him with that same mixture of pity and ennui  it had displayed before. That is a question We cannot answer, at least not in terms of your limited definition of a divine being, specifically that which your species calls God. You are not yet ready to understand or even grasp the grand scheme of the universe by which We and others move. All I can say to you, that you would understand, is that We are not your God.

"But that doesn't mean that there isn't a God," Rhegium blurted out, not willing to let this atheist win.

The shape seemed to frown, but the eyes spoke of boredom:  boredom with these mundane Human queries that seemed to never end, like a magic sheet the magician pulls from his sleeve, each color leading to another color and another cloth, all tied together in a never-ending stream that feeds upon itself. Such were the minds of man when it came to religion and God. Such questions are ones of faith, as your own people would put it, and are not for those who are not mature enough to understand their implications. There are more important items that need be discussed besides these simplistic and trivial matters. 

A door opened where one had not been before, leading to a corridor that was dimly lit. We must begin, the voice intoned as it faded out, leaving behind nothing but a slight disturbance in the air and a chill sinking to the bone.

"Begin what?" Nathan asked, but the shape was gone and no answer was forthcoming. He somehow had not really expected one anyway.

"I'm not going anywhere in just this sheet," Celeste stated flatly, hopping up onto one of the beds. As her buttocks was about to make contact, the bed vanished as if it had never been and she fell to the floor with thump and a yelp of surprise, sprawling out, her sheet floating down after her as if not wanting to cover her body just yet, allowing both Nathan and Rhegium an eyeful of her well-developed body.

Both men stared at her for a fraction of a moment, debating within whether to help her up or just admire her as she lay there, exposed and vulnerable. The debate didn’t last long. Rhegium, not knowing this lady at all, felt it best not to approach her, his emotions boiling inside with the images of the Prime Reverend flashing before him. He bent over and lifted the sheet off the floor instead.

Nathan knelt down next to her and put one arm around her bare shoulders, the other reaching for her hand in an attempt to help her regain her feet, trying hard not to stare—too much—at her body laying before him like an untouchable jewel. Celeste shook her head, still dazed from the sudden disappearance of the bed and the embarrassing fall to her backside, then looked over at Nathan as she felt his hands groping her. She scooted away from him, grabbing the sheet dangling from Rhegium's hands to cover herself.  "Don't touch me," she said with clenched teeth, her eyes not wavering from Nathan's. "I don't need your help."

Nathan looked at her a moment, matching her blazing eyes beat for beat. They stayed like that for what seemed like an eternity, then Nathan brought contact first and looked at Rhegium as he stood back up. "As you wish. I certainly wouldn't want to be accused of helping you or anything like that."

"I see that the women in the New Republic aren't much different from the ones within the Aloshean League," Rhegium stated in all seriousness as he turned his back to Celeste to allow her what little privacy there was to put her sheet back on. 

Nathan looked about the room again as he nodded his head in agreement. "I wouldn't be surprised about that at all. I think that's one of the few things we might have in common." His eyes latched onto a small shelf that had not been there before. He recognized his uniform laying on top of two other sets of clothes. "I think those might be ours."

Rhegium followed Nathan's gaze and, upon seeing the clothes, walked over and sorted through them to find the female's. "Here, Dr. Jamlech. I believe that these are yours and might make you a little more comfortable." He threw the clothes at her, not wanting to drew near enough to engage her wrath.

She unconsciously reached out with both hands to catch them, allowing the sheet to fall to the floor again. She smirked and sighed, gave Nathan and Rhegium a look of utter derision, and moved off to the corner furthest from them to change. "I better not catch either of you watching me, is that clear? This isn't a peek show," she said with an ire that didn’t become her at all. Had that Rhegium person not been in here, with those eyes that seemed to bore into her with a sexual malice making her shiver, she probably would have just changed right in front of Nathan, not caring whether he saw her in the nude. Teasing men was rather fun sometimes. But she wasn’t about to do that with Rhegium in the room. He gave off too much of a sense of wrongness, sexual tension, to make her feel at all comfortable.

Nathan, one leg already in his trousers, looked over at her. "Grow up, Celeste. We've got much more important things to deal with than your misplaced modesty." 

Celeste glared at him as she dressed.  She didn’t understand why he irritated her so much, but he did, with every word he spoke, every glance he gave with those beautiful eyes of his. Perhaps he just reminded her of someone, or perhaps she just didn’t want to admit that she was developing feelings for him that she did not want to have. Now or ever. Or perhaps she just hated him with a passion bordering on the insane. 

That was probably more likely. 
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Zoos are a concept that we do not understand.

How any species could intentionally detain

other species for pleasure is beyond our comprehension.

—Kal Quer of the Hosheth

––––––––
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Somewhere in the void.... 

––––––––
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Thousand-Deaths looked about the room in which she found herself, uncertain as to what had happened to place her here. The warmth and dampness of her surroundings told here that whomever had brought her here was aware of her climatic needs. That was good. But then perhaps it was not. All she knew was that it was most likely not the Hell-spawn. They would not be so considerate.  She remembered the beautiful scene of the double sun that was Tolgarth as it shrank and shrank. The first shock wave from the displacement of the large star had been enough to shatter her ship as easily as if it had been made of wood. 

Odd that she remembered no pain.

The light vortex that had formed on her bridge had occurred at that moment also, a phenomena she was uncertain whether connected to the multi-dimensional rift or not. Yes, she remembered the vortex and the Xanthian reaching out for her. But did that really happen? Had she dreamt it all in the last spasms of death? And where was she now? She appeared to be alone. There was no Jagged-Glass or other Sslithax she could detect. Sslithax could detect the presence of their own kind within several kilometers. That particular trait came in handy sometimes. This time it only made her slightly nervous. She could sense that there were no Sslithax aboard this vessel, for this was a vessel, the artificial gravity and the odd tug of the inertial dampeners keying her in.  

Perhaps it was a Xanthian vessel. That would make sense if it had indeed been a Xanthian reaching out for her from the light vortex. But what else could it have been if it was not a Xanthian? There were rather distinctive in their appearance. She thought back to before the destruction of the binary system: there had not been any Xanthian vessels within a light year of the binary, much less near her ship. How had they done it then, transported her here? She was not even clear on that part. All she really remembered was that vortex of light opening up as the first shock wave burst her ship open. She must have stepped through the vortex or been pulled through, but she could recall neither. Either way, she was here now, wherever here was, and she didn’t like it. Not one bit.

She felt like she was in a cage. In one of those facilities Humans once built where everything that was different from them was displayed in a gross miscarriage of trans-species conduct, exhibited in cages supposedly replicating their natural surroundings but somehow never managing to get even close.

A zoo.

That was what the Humans called it.  

The concept of zoo now came to her mind, the images of all those species caged stirring up a strong feeling that she, too, was now in a Human zoo. She remembered all the time she had spent studying Humans in order to understand them, to understand where it had all gone wrong.  All it had produced at this moment was her concept of zoo. 

What a waste.

Wherever she was, she now knew that she had failed: had failed her Empress Queen; had failed her species; had failed, most importantly, herself. Was this her punishment? Sslithax didn’t really believe in punishment per se. It was not a concept that came easily to them. But this felt to her like what punishment should be. Whomever had taken her from her rightful glorious death aboard her vessel, the place where she should have died, had put her here in this.... Cage, most likely to be displayed as a trophy of war.  It was an appropriate end to what she was now believing was her foolish mission. 

She felt more than saw an image begin to appear before her, an image that didn’t seem to coalesce into any real shape or form, but just was, an image of glowing light sparkling and shimmering as if it had a depth that went beyond the cage in which she found herself. A voice came to her, speaking in her native language perfectly, each inflection and accent pure in their placement, in their intonation. Much must be discussed, She-of-the-Thousand-Deaths-Like-Fire. A decision has been reached.

She looked around her cage. There must be a holo-imager here somewhere, a device allowing them to see her, to project this image before her.  "Who are you and why have you taken me from my rightful death?"

We are The Unity. That is all that you need to know at the moment.

The glowing, shimmering image of light and depth and something more that she could not quite comprehend, faded out as suddenly as it had appeared, leaving her once again alone in her own zoo. Her top scales turned salmon with dots of turquoise sparkling, speaking of things of which she would rather not think.

Where had she been taken?

*       *       *
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Nathan, Celeste, and Rhegium followed the corridor to another door leading them into a larger room than the one from which they had just come. To one side was a transparent wall allowing the three to see the bodies of several Xanthians floating in their natural environment, placidly contemplating various pieces of equipment Nathan and Rhegium both realized were ships control systems. They had been correct in their assessment as to where they were. They were indeed aboard a vessel, a Xanthian vessel to be sure. But that still didn’t explain why.

The Xanthians were water creatures, only able to survive outside their natural environment for a few minutes at a time, much like Humans underwater. They had a highly developed mental capacity for what could only be described as tele-kinetics and that was how they were able to manipulate the controls necessary to run sophisticated equipment. Nathan had heard—or maybe even read somewhere, he wasn’t quite sure which—that Xanthians were an ancient race, comparable with the Hosheth and the Doreans, who had used their extraordinary mental abilities to build for themselves an empire of trade and hauling dwarfing all others. The Xanthians were, for the most part, the businessmen of the galaxy, able to move about with their advanced ships faster, easier, and cheaper than any other species and, as such, holding a virtual monopoly on all trade. Many presupposed that the Xanthians were in possession of advanced star-drive systems, allowing them to travel through the Void at an un-paralleled rate.  Many others secretly fumed that piracy was at the heart of the cartel-like business.  It would explain the way they had driven ninety-nine percent of all competition out of business during the last few millennia. If anyone wanted to transport goods or people or whatever from one system to another, the Xanthians were the ones to call. They were, in fact, the only ones to call and thus one paid a high premium for the service.

But this recall of information didn’t much help Nathan to understand why they had been brought to a Xanthian ship. It explained, as a matter of fact, nothing. It only added to the conundrum. What would the Xanthians want with them? Did this have something to do with the Xanthian communications vessel Nathan's fleet had accidently destroyed? Was this all some sort of punishment? But then why bring Rhegium and Celeste along? It made no sense.

Across from the transparent wall, on the other side of which the peaceful Xanthians calmly and stoically commanded their ship, was another transparent wall. Behind this one was what appeared to be a lush, primeval forest, replete with dripping water and clouds of vapor slinking about the floor as if seeking an escape. A movement from within the room caught the trio's eye. The large body of a Sslithax moved into view from behind a bounty of vivid greed leaves, her scales—they all assumed that it was a she because they had actually never seen a male Sslithax before—  a mixture of reds and greenish-blues seeming subtle in their complexion, yet vibrant in their connotation. Nathan recognized her immediately and arched an eyebrow. 

It was Thousand-Deaths. 

This made the mystery of their surroundings even more interesting, more complex. "Grand Warrior Queen," he said as he nodded his head. 

Both Celeste and Rhegium backed away from the wall. To them, the Sslithax were still the enemy, regardless of what Nathan said, and to be this close to one was new for both of them. Nathan said no more, aware that any other conversation with the Sslithax would not only be giving their captures possible information, but would also insult her, the abrupt conversational mode of Humans not conducive to Sslithax sensibilities.

Thousand-Deaths nodded back. To her, the appearance of the three Humans made her only more certain that she was indeed in a cage of some sort. Somehow, in some way that she or her species could not fathom, Humans had been able to survive the rift that had devastated the Tolgarth system. They had not only survived, but defeated the Hell-spawn and been able to save her from unequivocal death. It was an impossible thought, if not a ridiculous one.  She had seen the Human ships destroyed one by one. She had seen it with her own eyes and yet now there they were, standing before her looking smug and....

She looked closer at the two others with Nathan: another male of the species who appeared to possess a look about him that she could only describe as jocund underneath his obvious disdain of Sslithax, and a female of the species that the Warrior-Queen would, from the various images she had studied, have to say was attractive for her kind, though Thousand-Deaths could not see why.  If they had indeed interned her here in this cage—and she was beginning to have her doubts about whether this was a cage after-all—then they certainly didn’t seem to be very comfortable with the idea. As she studied them closer, she would even say that they looked as confused as she was, if not more so.

Perhaps they were in the zoo also.

The figure started to form again, the now familiar shimmer and sparkle coalescing into the shape of Hasmond. It appeared in the room with the Humans, floating several meters away toward the wall separating the water of the Xanthians from the air of the Humans. It spoke, that wind whisper of a voice almost scolding. Do not presume to understand Us, Nathan Alexander. You're species is not capable of the task. 

Nathan's brow furrowed. He hadn’t even said anything yet, though he was processing several thoughts running along the line of the image's accusation. Great, he thought as he looked at Rhegium and pointed to his own head. "They're mind readers, it would appear. Be careful what you think."

We are not mind-readers as you would define such a simplistic term, the image stated. We can, however, see into that which resides within you, that which you would call the soul, and see it as clearly as We can see you physically.

All three were shocked into speechlessness. 

Thousand-Deaths watched the exchange with interest. She could hear all that transpired and was interested in what the image was now revealing about itself and its kind. She would need to record it all and bring it back to the Empress Queen for evaluation. That was, if she ever made it back to the Empress Queen.

Rhegium was able to find his voice first. "Our souls? You can see our souls?" His world had already been torn apart in the last few days, what with the revelation from the Sslithax that Humans had not been created by God, his attack and murder of the Prime Reverend—an act that he never would have even considered much less carried out a week ago—and now the divulgence that they indeed had souls. Why that should bother him he didn’t know, since it verified what he had always known to be true, but it did bother him. Perhaps it was because it had come from this creature hovering before them, perhaps because it didn’t sound much like the soul Rhegium and the Church had invented for themselves. But didn’t souls indicate a divine presence? Wasn’t that what he had been told all along, what the Church and the doctrine of even the most primitive religions held to be true?

All will be explained in time, Rhegium. We must first begin with the more important details. It was said as if talking to a child. 

"But a soul would indicate a divine presence, just by its very nature," Rhegium continued, not to be put off again in his need for answers, for absolution. His insistence that his life had not been in vane, that his religion was not a hoax as he had been lead to believe and as the New Republic would have him believe was causing a moral dilemma to form in the pit of his stomach needing satisfaction. He had already come to the conclusion that the Church and all for which it stood was a parody of the truth smacking of corruption and self-serving individuals, a revelation that had taken much out of him. He didn’t need to find out that his beliefs, his faith was also nothing more than an illusion.

By your reckoning, perhaps. But your reckoning is crude and immature. You are too young a species to even begin to think that you know all the answers. 

"So enlighten us then," Celeste said as she stepped forward. She’d been rather stunned by the whole soul statement, but she was starting to get tired of Rhegium's constant demands that he be answered, that his ideas and theories be validated above all others. It all seemed so irrelevant to her. Talking about souls was not what they needed to be asking at the moment. "Enlighten us poor, innocent, immature Humans who grovel at your feet." Her sarcasm was thick, but she didn’t care. These military types might not have a problem with being captured and treated in this way, but she did. This was not how she had expected this expedition to Tolgarth to end.  And besides, she was a scientist. Maybe she could gain some new insight here that would help her career later on. She might even be able to write up a thesis on all this.

Your species is much too impatient. Your minuscule life-spans are conducive to this. Everything must be explained at once.  All answers must be forth-coming. It is a weakness that the Sslithax should have foreseen. It is a weakness that made you ripe for the fallacies of the Yja’Thul."

"I don't see it as a weakness," Celeste said back in defiance. "I see it as a powerful force for change and advancement."

Nathan thought he heard a hint of humor in the reply from The Unity.  And what have you achieved with this powerful advantage?

Celeste was certain that this was a trick question, that the image was about to tell her exactly what it thought Humans had achieved, and it would not be very pleasant.  But she answered anyway, not afraid to speak her mind.  "We've become powerful enough to defeat the Sslithax and become a force to be reckoned with in the galaxy." 

There was silence for a moment. Both Nathan and Rhegium weren’t about to say anything, choosing rather to wait and see where the conversation was going to end up. It was obvious to both of them that these creatures, that this Unity, was far more advanced, both mentally and technologically, than Humans. Celeste's line of argument was not the one they would have chosen to pursue. It was obvious that she wasn’t a military type. Although they had been able to defeat the Sslithax in war after war, the recent encounter with the Hell-spawn had proven without a doubt that Humans were not that much of a force in their own sphere of influence, much less the galaxy. But then, having been stuck under the surface as she was, she had missed all the action out in the void and probably didn’t even know what had transpired, how both fleets had been systematically destroyed. 

The Unity looked at Celeste for several moments before answering, as if deciding how exactly it was going to break the news to her that Humans were not all that influential, not all that powerful. Yes, it is true that you have become more than what the Sslithax had hoped in terms of your capacity for killing. That we do no dispute. But in all the other areas that determine advancement among the species, Humans are wholly lacking. You are much too young a species to even begin to discover all that the Ancient Races and We have seen and know. But enough of this. The Unity now turned to look at Thousand-Deaths in her little tree-filled room. How much have you told them?

Thousand-Deaths looked at Nathan for a moment, her scales expressing her emotions vividly. She was beginning to understand more and more what the rash experimentations of her ancestors had wrought.  “Enough. They are aware of their beginnings and our involvement therein.”

That is not enough, The Unity said in Sslithax. Your species, though warned repeatedly not to delve into the realm of genetic manipulation, created an entire species without regard to the consequences such an undertaking implied. It is your species that has caused the problem that the Hell-spawn now pose. You must tell them all.

Thousand-Deaths stared at The Unity image in silence. She had told them all. What was The Unity implying? Was there more to it that she had not uncovered in the Ancient Archival Records? "I am uncertain as to what it is that you what me to tell them? I have discussed all with the one called Alexander. There is no more that I know." She spoke Human-Speak as a courtesy to the Humans, something she noticed The Unity didn’t deem necessary.

We are not satisfied with the explanation you have given. Tell them again and leave out nothing. 

Thousand-Deaths' scales flashed black and yellow as she glared at the image of The Unity, wanting to break through the glass separating them—regardless of the fact that she would not be able to breath in the Human's air—and show this Unity that such talk was not acceptable to a Sslithax, especially a Grand Warrior Queen.

Your reckless hostility is not needed here and will do you no good, Sslithax, The Unity warned with a hint of disdain and arrogance. Be content that we deemed you worthy of saving and do as we request. You can see before you what happened the last time you ignored Our warnings.

"You never warned us. Until I was brought aboard this Xanthian,"—the word came out like a curse as she switched sub-consciously into her native tongue, her scales flashing through all her colors like a juxtaposition of a kaleidoscope—"vessel, I did not even know that your kind existed! Do not presuppose to demand anything from me!" 

The Unity remained calm, floating above the floor in a quiet serenity that seemed to flow out of it in waves meandering across the room. Your anger is misplaced and futile. We are not the ones to blame for your mistakes. And, to clear up a point that you have risen, we informed the Ancient Council of the rashness and consequences of your intended actions and they, in turn, informed you. You were warned, regardless of from where the warning came.

Thousand-Deaths looked away from The Unity, its calmness a rebuke to her anger. She was usually not this volatile. She prided herself on her calmness and coolness under pressure, but something had changed all that. Perhaps it was the self-chastisement rolling through her mind like a peal of thunder: her species was responsible for the mess in which they found themselves. But she had known that for a long time. The entire concept and justification of her mission was based on the fact that the Sslithax were responsible. But to hear it from another, from this image that seemed to her to be so much empty air and hollowness, was something that didn’t sit well with her. To know your own faults was one thing. To have a stranger point them out was another.

She spoke, switching back to Human-speak so that the Humans could understand what it was that she was saying, a basic re-hash of what she had told Nathan during their first meeting. Why she had to tell it all again she didn’t know. She didn’t even know why she was listening to this image that could be a projection set up by the Xanthians for some ulterior motive that she couldn’t see at the moment. "When we were first attacked by the Hell-spawn a million and a half of your Earth years ago, it was decided in council that the only way for us to protect ourselves and save our species from annihilation was to create a warrior species that we could basically use as expendable slaves to fight our war for us and vanquish the Hell-spawn. It was believed that when it was over, when the war had been won and the Hell-spawn defeated, this warrior species would die off due to a genetic imperfection we would incorporate into their genetic code. It was thought, at that time, to be the only possible solution. We were wrong. 

"When we approached the Ancient Council with our strategy, with an entire plan for the creation of our warrior species that even included the planet from where we would take the basic stock, we were shocked to learn that the Ancient Council already knew of our plans and were opposed to it. Vehemently opposed to it. They warned us strenuously not to proceed; that our genetic manipulations would interfere with the natural order of the universe. It was thought that the Sslithax, in essence, were not capable of such a feat and that it was wrong to even attempt it and play with the delicate balance that was in place.  We as a species ignored these warnings.  Convinced that we were correct and that all the other species were wrong, we proceeded on our own, banned from the Council from that point on. It was thought that the Council was taking this stand because they were not the ones being brutally attacked and killed off by the Hell-spawn, that they did not truly care about us as a species and wanted us to die off."

Rhegium spoke up at this juncture, not caring that he was interrupting. "So you didn't just create a species from scratch? You had a stock to work with?" 

Thousand-Deaths shifted her gaze from The Unity to the Human. A light tint of saffron ran along a few scales. "It is impossible," she began, her voice rough with her displeasure at being so rudely interrupted, "to create a new species from scratch, as you so crudely put it. We needed the genetic code of a basic stock in order to begin the process. That genetic code was then reworked in many different ways to produce many different variants, each a different trail run at a different manipulation. But they all came out more or less the same in terms of their appearance. Like you. Up-right bipeds with two arms, gripping hands with opposable digits. We believed this to be the best variation for our purposes. We found suitable planets for their evolution and placed several groups on each one, monitoring and changing as the species evolved. This occurred on all the planets we chose, except for one: your Earth. We chose that planet as the control planet due to its remote location in terms of the other species already existing within the galaxy. The variations we placed on Earth we left alone, left to evolve naturally as a comparison to the others we were altering, to see what difference would arise between our interference and natural selection."

"How many planets?" Celeste asked, the scientist in her wanting more information, eating up this wealth of raw data as was her habit. The Human in her was revolted, aghast at the implications of it all.

"Fifty. We colonized fifty planets total."

Nathan mouthed the word fifty in amazement. The scope of it all was beyond belief. That the Sslithax could plan such a massive operation, put so much resource and effort into the creation of another species specifically designed for combat and still have the time and resources to fight off the Hell-spawn was incredible. 

"But not all of the variations evolved successfully. Out of the fifty planets with which we started and the perhaps four hundred to six hundred variations we attempted—  the archival records are not very clear on this point—less than one hundred variations on only half the planets evolved successfully beyond the first few hundred-thousand years."

"So where are they























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
T:» 1408 OF UNITY

SLITHAX HERESY

R. PETER UBTRENT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





