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Outside Holux,

Teschok

Shevonne switched off the engines after having brought the Vekrow down through the planet’s atmosphere without much incident. It was dark outside. Although the sensors had again been unreliable, there had been no Toaxi surprises this time. Initially, when Captain Gibson had outlined his radical plan, Shevonne had been excited. However, along their journey to the Toaxi home world, the adrenaline rush had been quickly replaced by fear. Gibson was desperate because his wife’s very life was at stake, which itself was cause for concern. Shevonne only hoped that Gibson was thinking straight and not letting his emotions get in the way. Gibson’s plan had many unknowns to it. How were they going to capture General Takkon? Would he be even in the Toaxi home world? And, how would they compel him to bring a Prionen vessel into this dimension? One thing was certain about the Prionen species. They were careful in all their actions in this dimension and refused to expose themselves. Despite all these doubts, Shevonne had dared not question Captain Gibson. Strangely, Serli hadn’t chosen to argue with him either. Shevonne couldn’t comprehend why Serli was being compliant to the plan. Surely, the Poruk Captain could see the many risks underlying Gibson’s plan. 

“How come we didn’t encounter any Toaxi?” Shevonne asked. 

“The Toaxi should be busy elsewhere,” Serli replied. “It seems the Prionen are keeping them occupied.”

Gibson came bustling out of the compartment. “Good navigation Commander. We need to find Letrok and the Toaxi scavengers.”

Gibson’s plan depended a lot on Letrok helping them, but Shevonne didn’t like using the male Toaxi again. She had promised to return with help for the Toaxi scavengers. Instead, she was back with no help in sight. Facing Letrok was the last thing Shevonne wanted to do right now, but she couldn’t avoid it. Gibson was insistent on getting their help. It did make sense. Shevonne tried to push those thoughts aside and focus on the plan. 

“Will the Vekrow be secure here?” Gibson asked. 

“I brought it down behind some hills,” Shevonne replied. “That should keep it protected.”

She didn’t have to add the fact that the atmosphere’s instability would also make it hard for other vessels to find the Vekrow. 

“How far is the Lattice from here?” Gibson asked. 

“Half a day’s trek,” Shevonne estimated. 

“Then, we should get going,” Gibson commented. “I don’t want to be caught out here in the sunlight.”

Shevonne nodded, as she stood up from her seat. She still had strong reservations about going to Letrok for help. The guilt of leaving him behind the last time they had been here had slowly begun to arise in her. 

“Are we all going together?” Serli asked. 

Gibson nodded. “Unless you have a better suggestion?”

Serli shook her head. For a moment, Shevonne had hoped that Gibson would order her to stay back and guard the Vekrow, but he hadn’t. She suppressed a sigh, knowing she had to face Letrok soon. It was time to get it over with. 
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Lattice,

Teschok

Gibson stared at the Lattice in the distance. 

“What’s wrong?” Shevonne asked. “Why have we stopped?”

“Something is wrong,” Gibson said. 

He couldn’t tell what it was, but from what he had been told of the Lattice, it looked different. 

“I agree,” Serli muttered. “It is too quiet around here. By now we should have encountered the Toaxi scavengers.”

Shevonne still looked puzzled. The young Commander didn’t have the experience to sense when something was out of place. Although it didn’t come easy, she would eventually gain that experience over time. Gibson had also learnt it the hard way. Gibson gripped his weapon, as he continued to scan the terrain surrounding the Lattice. 

“Keep your eyes open,” Gibson ordered. 

Then, he led them nearer to the Lattice with Serli taking the rear. The silence was deafening. Gibson kept his weapon trained ahead of him.

Shevonne pulled out a device. “I am not picking up any life signs yet. That is a bit strange.”

It was possible the Lattice itself was running interference on any scans, which would make Shevonne’s device useless at this distance. They needed to get closer and step into the Lattice to find out more about what had happened.

“Do you notice it?” Serli asked.

Gibson nodded, as he realized that Serli’s question confirmed his suspicions. Meanwhile, Shevonne continued to look lost.

Gibson pointed to his left. “This part of the structure is collapsing.”

Shevonne gasped. “They have been attacked again.”

“This time it is different and much worse,” Serli sighed. “It seems like the weapons fire came from a vessel. Maybe, more than one.”

“We move slowly,” Gibson advised.

He knew Shevonne had a close friendship with Letrok, the Toaxi scavenger leader. However, he needed her to stay calm and control herself. This wasn’t the time to give into her emotions because whoever had done this could still be around. Over the years, Gibson had learnt controlling his emotions was a key trait of leading a vessel. If he wasn’t above his emotions, it would negatively impact his decision-making process and put his crew in jeopardy. The journey, itself, hadn’t been an easy one. His superiors had often told him to guard himself from getting emotionally invested with other species. Gibson had taken the advice to heart, but implementing it was another whole matter. For Shevonne, she was about to be tested in this area and he knew it was going to be a struggle for her.

Gibson edged towards the entrance. Shevonne pressed on the panel and they stepped inside. It was dark inside and the air was musty. Gibson switched on his weapon’s light. The corridor was empty, but the scratch marks on either side told a different story. Gibson kept walking down the corridor until he came to the end. 

“This is supposed to lead into a large chamber,” Shevonne whispered.

All Gibson saw ahead of him was an obstruction across the corridor. Since he had never been to the Lattice, he had to trust Shevonne’s words.

“Someone had blocked the entrance,” Shevonne admitted.

Gibson could sense the tinge of hopelessness in her tone. He could only hope that Shevonne was ready for whatever was on the other side of the obstruction. Based on his experience, Gibson knew what to expect. Unfortunately, he had witnessed it too many times over during the Pinnacle War.

Serli stepped forward. “I am going to blast through it.”

“Wait,” Shevonne interjected. “We don’t know why it was obstructed. There could be Toaxi individuals on the other side.”

Gibson turned to her. “What does your device say?”

“Nothing,” Shevonne sighed.

His young Commander was trying to hold onto any semblance of hope, but she had to be mentally prepared for the worst. Gibson took a step back as he nudged Serli to go ahead. Serli pointed her weapon and fired. Streaks of red weapons fire attacked the obstruction with a ferocious power. The obstruction exploded into bits, opening the way into the larger chamber. Gibson stepped inside. It was as he had expected. There were bodies of Toaxi lying everywhere, including young ones.
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Lattice,

Teschok

Shevonne’s heart sank as she took in the scene with all the Toaxi dead bodies. She struggled to control herself. She couldn’t afford a break down, especially not in front of Gibson and Serli. Both of them were stone-faced, as everyone look around at the atrocity. She didn’t understand how the two Captains were able to stay so calm in front of a bloodbath. The Toaxi had been slaughtered. Captain Gibson had been dropping her hints as they had walked down the corridor, but nothing had prepared her for this.

Serli knelt on the ground and looked at the dried blood. “The attack took place recently. By my estimation, I would say no more than five days ago.”

“I cannot believe this is happening,” Shevonne sighed.

She tried her best not to sound hysterical. It wasn’t befitting of a UHA Commander. This was her first experience with such carnage. She had often seen images of such death during her academy days, but witnessing it first-hand was a completely different experience. Even the young Toaxian children hadn’t been spared.

“Why attack the Lattice?” Shevonne continued. “They were innocent.”

Gibson turned to her. “That is our way of thinking. To the Prionen, these Toaxi scavengers could have been a loose end. You must also remember that they helped us escape from this planet. The Prionen would have been unhappy with that failure by the Toaxi in Holux to prevent our escape.”

Gibson didn’t need to say anything else. Shevonne picked up on the implication. The first pangs of guilt began to surface within Shevonne. Was it true? Had she caused all of this? If she hadn’t insisted on rescuing Captain Gibson, these Toaxi could have survived, but now they were all dead.

“That doesn’t justify killing innocents,” Shevonne insisted. 

“In times of war, either side will do whatever is necessary,” Gibson explained. “And they will justify their own actions as the right thing to do even if it is horrific.”

Shevonne looked away from the dead bodies. The lattice-like structures around the walls had been torn apart. The lingering evidence of weapons fire couldn’t be avoided as she glanced around the chamber. The table they had sat on was no longer present. She presumed it had been destroyed during the attack. 

“This isn’t all of them,” Serli observed.

“What do you mean?” Shevonne asked. 

“I think these were the ones who couldn’t get out in time,” Serli said. 

That didn’t make Shevonne feel any better. No matter what, these dead bodies were innocent. She didn’t catch sight of any one of them holding a weapon. The dead had been unable to defend themselves. This had been a pure slaughter. All because the Toaxi scavengers had chosen to defy the Prionen species. Shevonne tried to shake off her guilt as she needed to refocus on Gibson’s plan. 

Gibson turned to her. “Don’t think for one minute the fault lies with us. We didn’t force the Toaxi to join the Prionen species. This was started by the Prionen species and the Toaxi in Holux joined them as partners. All the blame lies with them.”

Shevonne realized Gibson was trying to calm her down. She was appreciative of his attempt. Then, there was a sound behind them. Shevonne turned around with her weapon ready to fire. 

An older male Toaxi emerged from a side door. As he tried to reach for her, he collapsed onto the ground. 
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Lattice,

Teschok

Serli quickly came to Shevonne’s aide as the Commander tried to pick up the older Toaxi. Eventually, they managed to get the male Toaxi on his feet although his breathing remained erratic. 

“I know you,” the male Toaxi announced. “Didn’t you come here before?”

Serli nodded. She had hoped that no one would recognize them from their previous visit, but this male Toaxi appeared to remember them. 

He then pointed his frail finger at Shevonne. “You worked with Letrok, right?”

“Yes, where is Letrok now?” Shevonne asked. 

It was obvious the Commander was having a hard time dealing with the carnage and death. Serli could only assume this was Shevonne’s first up close experience with many deaths. The male Toaxi staggered, but Serli kept a firm grip on him. 

“What happened here?” Gibson asked. 

“We were attacked by the Toaxi at Holux,” the male Toaxi said. “They came in vessels and bombarded the Lattice. We had no warning of their arrival. There was little we could do to defend it. Fortunately, Letrok had a feeling something like this could happen. In the days leading to the attack, we had begun a mass exodus out of the Lattice. If not for that exodus, many more of us would have died.”

“Wouldn’t the Toaxi be able to spot a large caravan of your kind leaving the Lattice?” Gibson asked. 

The male Toaxi stomped his feet on the ground. “We have a network of tunnels that lead us out of here. It was only for emergency use. The exodus was the first time we had used those tunnels.”

Serli pointed to the dead. “What about them?”

The male Toaxi struggled to speak. “There was a lot of infighting amongst the elders on the best course of action. Letrok was firm on his decision, but many of the elders questioned his ability to lead. Our elders trusted Gruk, but were wary of Letrok. That unnecessarily delayed the exodus. During the attack, the bombardment caused the exodus tunnels to collapse. Fortunately, most of us were able to escape, but these bodies are those who couldn’t make it in time. With the collapse of the tunnels, we were trapped inside here. So, we put up a barrier and tried to wait it out.”

Serli frowned. The barrier would have been ineffective against the Toaxi using the Prionen transport technology. 

In the end, the Lattice had become its own deathtrap for these poor Toaxi.

“But it was a stupid move,” the male Toaxi uttered. “Armed Toaxi troops began appearing inside the Lattice. They came in large numbers and tried to kill everyone. I know that some of us tried to negotiate with them, but they didn’t care. They showed no remorse in gunning down their own kind. I have never witnessed such horror by my own kind. I managed to escape by pretending to be dead amongst the bodies. I thought I was also going to die, but I consider myself fortunate. Although as I look around this chamber, I don’t know why I should be even alive.”

Tears began to flow along the male Toaxi’s face. He tried to rub his eyes. 

“What is your name?” Shevonne asked. 

“Juyit,” the male Toaxi replied. 

Gibson took a step closer. “Where is Letrok and the rest of your kind?”

Juyit turned to Gibson. “I can take you there if that is what you are asking.”

Gibson exchanged a glance with Serli, who nodded. They needed to find Letrok because, without him, they couldn’t mount the attack on the Toaxi General. Letrok’s intricate knowledge of the underground tunnels beneath Holux would be vital for any successful mission.

“Are there others still alive in the Lattice?” Shevonne asked. 

Gibson didn’t seem pleased by the question, but Serli understood Shevonne’s attachment to the Toaxi scavengers. She had been the one who had spent the most amount of time with the Toaxi scavengers. Naturally, Shevonne would feel drawn to them, which Serli found to be a weakness of the human species. Their affinity to help other species also lent itself to them getting unnecessarily involved in other species’ affairs.

“We will help look for any survivors here first,” Serli said. “Then, we need your help to take us to Letrok.”

A wave of relief broke across Shevonne’s face. Gibson remained emotionless. Nonetheless, he nodded. That was enough for Serli. She knew Shevonne would want to help the
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