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Dedication

For my readers.

Your letters of appreciation and
encouragement inspire me to continue writing. Thanks for reading
the Dawn Saga. It means the world to me.


 “Our hope is not lost
and our dreams still live. Do not despair. The Entho-la-ah-mine
species will survive.”

— Queen Na-ah-co, Final Lith-elo-hi-rosh
address

 


“Drop your pants, or drop a lover, but never
drop a load of cargo.”

— Verger Proverb

 


“The Dawn, our most honored and holy nexus,
made itself known in time immemorial. It benevolently accepts our
worship, setting our path through tumultuous times.”

— The Collected Works of Thadris, Elrahi
Philosopher


01 – Felar

Felar charged forward, mentally embracing the
surrounding space-time. She drew it in, the energy filling her like
a breath. She crafted the growing power into dual mind blades, one
springing into either hand. Their hilts felt solid in her grasp,
the blades themselves light and nimble. “You take right,” she
yelled, darting towards her own opponent.

Lothis moved in sync alongside her, mind dagger
in his right hand. His small feet flew through the emerald grass,
light and swift. He summoned a spray of glimmering mental shards
and sent it zipping towards his foe, shredding it.

Felar reached her own adversary, easily sliding
into long practiced combat forms. Human. Elrahi. Elrahi.
Human, she thought, listing their origins.
Her blades flared, producing devastating results. The arms and head
of her practice dummy tumbled into the long grass. When she was
satisfied, Felar stepped back, feeling her breathing and pulse
quickly settle.

“You’ve caught on quick,”
Lothis praised, his mind daggers vanishing as he moved away from
his own target.

Felar turned to him, still
unable to suppress the sick pain in her gut that always hit when
she saw his dead right eye and scarred arms. He’ll never
get his full vision back, she thought, making
herself smile despite the sadness. “Yes, I think I
have.”

“Why didn’t they teach you the
way of the Blade when you were an Elrahi Sentry?” Wake interjected,
walking over from where he’d been observing. “You obviously have a
talent for it.”

“Sentries were prohibited from
learning any mental combat disciplines. Our job was to secure the
borders, to protect the Accord from other hostile nations and
species. We were never meant for action inside our own borders.
Since none of our enemies had psionic weaponry, it was deemed
unnecessary training.” As Felar remembered more of her past life as
Lek Tomun, the Division Chieftain of the Elrahi Sentries, she kept
expecting a mental schism to form. The two existences were vastly
different, but somehow, they melded in a way that made her feel
whole. From Felar’s conversations with the other Harbingers, she
knew they felt the same about their own dual histories.

“And if the Sentries were
given psionic training, in addition to their beam weapons,” Lothis
added, “they would have been unstoppable.”

Felar remembered the heavy
beam cannon, its violet light, and how it felt in her hands.
What I would give to have one of them again…

“They could have rebelled,”
Wake realized. “They’d have had the power to wipe out the
Protectors and capture the empress.”

“Don’t be silly,” Felar
snapped. “The Sentries have no desire to get involved in the
political bickerings of the Accord. We love our empress, our
empire, and its people, and we’ll do everything within our power to
protect it from outside forces.” Felar realized she’d drifted back
to a place and time that only existed in memory. “The Sentries were
steadfastly loyal,” she finished, feeling foolish.

“I didn’t mean to imply they
would,” Wake answered, looking like he regretted his earlier
statement. “Just that it’s understandable why the Accord would have
been leery.”

“Yes,” she replied, sighing,
“the Accord was always wary of competitors, real or
imagined.”

An awkward silence descended over the trio.
Lothis finally broke it. “We are making good progress restoring our
Elrahi fighting skills. Even those without much training to begin
with have blossomed under instruction. I didn’t expect to be able
to teach so much, especially since I started with such little skill
myself. I wonder what we could have done with Cazz-ak as our
teacher.”

It had only been a week since the battle
with the Descended and their friend’s death. Felar still felt as
raw as ever over his loss. Anger, despair, and pain flooded through
her. She fought hard to maintain her composure, knowing it would be
unproductive to express it.

“Lothis, you’ve done a great
job getting us all up to specs,” Wake said, smiling. “I’m no
soldier, but I think I might actually be an asset, rather than a
liability.”

Wake’s upbeat demeanor over
the past week simultaneously annoyed and comforted Felar. A large
part of her wanted to fall into a hole of despair and grief, but
she knew this would be both pointless and dangerous.
Losing Cazz-ak is a massive blow, but we are still alive, and we
must keep fighting the Breakers.

“Even Tremmilly has learned
some skills,” Lothis said, smiling. “Not enough to go into full
combat, but at least she can protect herself.”

The positivity of her friends
buoyed Felar’s drooping spirits, and she felt her mood
shift. We have done so much. And we took out all of
Crasor’s blighthearted Descended. We sent him a message. We are to
be feared. She smiled at both Lothis and Wake
as they began walking back towards Dras’ ship.

As they moved through the
tall, emerald grass, Felar kept a wary eye out for any of the
horrible calath plants. She remembered all too well what happened
when a human body came in contact with its sharp leaves.
If Dras hadn’t used his nanites to flush the poison out, I’d be
dead. The chaotic visions and memories the
toxin summoned hadn’t been pleasant either. Stupid
plant... Kicking it had been an accident, one
that sometimes made her wonder if it had cost Cazz-ak his
life. You can’t think that way, she
told herself, trying to push her mind back to its earlier, positive
trajectory. Battle isn’t that predictable. Even if the
blighthearted calath toxin hadn’t incapacitated me, I might not
have gotten to Cazz-ak and Lothis in time.

When they reached the sleek
Heltasoth vessel, Lothis and Wake headed inside. Felar stopped, not
wanting to leave the fresh air and bright light of
Lith-elo-hi-rosh’s primary star. Such a beautiful
day. It wasn’t that Dras’ ship was stifling
or confined. Far from it. The small Heltasoth ship was one of the
most beautiful and intricate things Felar had ever seen, especially
its interior. But it does feel foreign.

Despite the fact Felar had grown accustomed
to her Elrahi existence, to living on an Entho-la-ah-mine world, to
sleeping in the spaceship of a sentient machine, at times she still
felt homesick. And while the emerald green grass and blue tinted
sunlight here were much different from her home-world of Qi-3, it
felt something akin to familiar.

“You coming?” Wake said,
popping back out of the Heltasoth ship.

“I think I’m just gonna sit
for a while.”

“Need company?”

At first, Felar almost turned
him down, but then she decided she’d spent enough time alone in the
past week. Besides, I’ve missed him.

“Sure,” she nodded, giving
Wake a smile. They both settled in the long grass, leaning up
against the ship for support.

Before Wake, Jaydon, and Maxar had left to
find Dras on Traynos-6, she and the engineer had spent many of
their meal times together, talking and enjoying each other’s
company. Since he’d been back, Felar felt as if she’d barely seen
him. He’d been sequestered in his room or the hold Dras had given
him for a workshop. Felar had been busy training and trying to plan
what the Harbingers would do next.

Minutes passed in silence, and
Felar enjoyed the feeling of stellar light on her tanned skin. The
Descended attack had destroyed their meager living spaces on
Lith-elo, so Dras had invited them to live on his vessel. After
they’d moved in, the Heltasoth had kept the ship’s hull structure
opaque. Otherwise, Tremmilly and Maxar would have no
privacy at all. Felar was used to barracks
living and all that entailed, but none of her friends were.
It’s for the best anyway. We are all intertwined enough already.
It’s not like we need to know every personal detail.

Her mind drifted and her eyelids grew heavy.
In a happy haze, she realized, for the first time since the battle
with the Arche, the Descended attack, and the Entho-la-ah-mine
massacre, she felt a semblance of peace. All her crushing cares and
concerns still threatened to rush back in, but Felar kept floating
in the bliss of the beautiful day.

“How much longer do you think
it will take them to decide?” Wake asked. Rather than startling her
or being irritating, the familiar voice was a happy
addition.

“I hope it isn’t much longer,”
Felar answered. “We can’t remain here, waiting for the Breakers to
come back with a larger force, and neither can the
Entho-la-ah-mines.” Talking about the Breakers brought back some
tenseness, but Felar didn’t embrace it. “If they cannot bring
themselves to leave, we’ll have to go without them and do the best
we can to stop Crasor before he comes back.”

Silence returned for several moments. A
light breeze stirred, swirling loose strands of her light brown
hair.

“There is something I’ve been
meaning to tell you,” Wake said.

His tone felt strange to Felar, so she
opened her eyes. The engineer was looking off into the distance,
unable to meet her gaze. He was biting his pursed lip, and his
hands were fidgeting with a blade of grass.

“What’s up?”

“I—” he started.

“They’ve decided,” Tremmilly
said, coming into view around the black hull. “They’ve finally
agreed to evacuate!”

“What were you going to say?”
Felar asked, as she rose to hug her excited friend.

“Nothing important,” Wake
answered, eyes downcast.


02 – Crasor

“The Oblivion is ready for deep space trials,”
Salla Markond announced.

Crasor studied the woman’s face on the terminal
screen, noting its beautiful shape. When he had been human, her
good looks and piercing blue eyes might have caught his attention,
but that was all behind him now. She almost looks like
Emili, Crasor thought for a moment, before
shutting out the distraction.

“I will attend the voyage
personally,” he replied. Salla’s team had done a remarkable job
arming the frigate with the captured nuclear missiles.
But I can’t leave this critical step completely to her. We need
this vessel too much. The Light is out there, somewhere…

“I’ll be there shortly,”
Crasor continued. “Be ready to depart once I arrive.”

“Understood.”

Crasor cut the comms link and
leaned back in his chair. Between Salla and Gav, it’s
hard to decide who’s more useful. Or more powerful, for that
matter. Since the blighthearted Harbingers
and Enthos had destroyed his nine Descended, Gav and Salla were his
strongest devotees. Thankfully, they are more capable
than the Descended ever were.

While all of his billions upon
billions of followers were completely loyal, something about the
two lieutenants made them special. Perhaps they are just
closer to the darkness than the rest. Their
competitiveness with each other also seemed to drive them to
greater and greater heights of excellence. He hadn’t discovered
what was causing the odd tension between them, but as long as it
didn’t interfere too much with their duties, he didn’t
care.

A chime sounded, and Crasor looked back to
the terminal screen. Gav’s large head and massive shoulders
appeared on the display.

Crasor poked the accept button. “Yes?”

“I’ve found something.” The
excitement on the brute’s face was evident.

Hopefully it’s not another of his one-up
attempts, Crasor thought, gesturing for the
other man to continue.

“It’s one of the Family’s
secrets, one Salla hasn’t found or chosen to disclose.”

There it is, Crasor
groaned inwardly, not caring if the displeasure showed on his face.
He knew Salla was completely loyal, as all Breakers were. She had
been head of the entire criminal organization, had known every
secret it contained. But maybe someone kept it hidden
from her. There were hundreds of alliances,
factions, and smaller families contained within the huge
entity.

“Continue.”

“It’s a ship,” Gav rushed. “A
specialized vessel more destructive than anything previously
developed.”

Crasor felt one eyebrow raise. “And how did
you find this mega-ship?”

“One of my sub-captains was a
logistics manager in the Dragath Family. She wasn’t told the
vessel’s specifics, but was ordered to dispatch materials to the
worksite.”

“How do you know this is a
viable lead?” If we interrogate every
Family-member-turned-Breaker, we’ll be chasing shadows until the
Founder’s Light hunts us down.

“Based on the requisitions
list she showed me. In addition to standard starship equipment, I
found numerous anomalies. Even for a battle cruiser, it is
non-standard. I think they were building some kind of enormous,
ship-mounted mass driver.”

“Like a huge rail cannon?
What’s special about that?”

“Not exactly.” Gav paused,
looking flustered. “I’m not sure what it is, but I think the
technical specifications make it worth checking on.”

Crasor sat back, stroking his
chin. Gav is gifted when it comes to technical
matters, he thought. Perhaps I’m
not giving him enough credit.

“Alright,” Crasor said. “Where
is this ship?”

Gav smiled. “I’ll transfer the coordinates.”
He did something off-screen and a notification popped up on
Crasor’s terminal.

“That’s on the fringe of
Ashamine space. Are you sure that’s correct? Why would Dragath go
all the way out there?”

“That is the precise
coordinates the ex-logistics officer gave. She had no digital
location records, as those were verbal only. She memorized it as a
blackmail credit in case anything ever happened.”

“I permit further
investigation.” Dragath had been a powerful family with a seat on
the high council. They had the ability to do
something like this. Why they would be
building a mystery ship in the middle of nowhere was beyond
him. Hopefully it’s not some mining vessel or
something. “But I’ll see to it,” Crasor
continued. “I need to take the Oblivion on an interstellar
shakedown, and this is as good a destination as any.” And
if we run into any unexpected resistance, the Justice will be along
to protect our nuclear assets.

“May I join the
mission?”

Crasor bit his lip, knowing
this could put Salla and Gav in proximity, something he tried to
avoid. “Yes, fine.” Don’t make me regret this
decision...



























03 – Aza

Where is he? Aza
thought, the sinking feeling in her stomach reaching depths she
never knew possible. Four days late. What could have
happened? Where’s Ash? Her mind spun, full of
doubt, apprehension, and fear.

After Aza had been expelled
from the Ashamine Holy Order, she’d run away from home, fleeing to
the under-levels of the Founder’s City. Maybe I should
have stayed with mother and father. They wouldn’t really have
thrown me out, would they? She tapped her
fingers on the scarred and graffitied terminal table.

No, she decided
finally. No, they wouldn’t have completely disowned me,
but I would have been shunned and left to live in shame for the
rest of my life. I might only be 13, but I can take care of myself,
even if Ash can’t come. Aza bit her lip and
took a deep breath, slowly shaking her head. Do you
really believe that? After what you’ve seen?

With careful management of the
funds her uncle had sent, Aza had been able to get decent lodging
and meals. They were below what she’d been used to as part of the
Holy Order, but it was far superior to what many around her lived
off of. But the funds won’t last much longer.
She shuddered at the thought of what some girls
her age did to survive down here. If Ash doesn’t get here
soon…

A chime sounded, breaking
Aza’s reverie and making her jump. The screen displayed five
standard minutes left on her free public terminal time.
Might as well try again, she thought,
pulling the small data square and its reader out of her now-dirty
jacket. Aza connected the device to the terminal, trying to remain
as inconspicuous as possible. It hasn’t worked since the
day Ash said he was coming. She didn’t
understand how the device functioned, but the data square used to
create a video comm connection to Ash.

Come on, come on, she
thought, waiting. Nothing. Either the device was broken, Ash was
unavailable, or the Ashamine was blocking him. She waited a few
moments longer before unplugging the reader.

Is there anything else I need to look up on
the Network? She’d already read all the
available news stories, none of which resolved her fears or
suspicions about what was going on in the Ashamine. And
that’s what got you into this situation in the first place.
Surprisingly, she felt almost no remorse about
her actions. It would have been worse to ignore your
feelings. Ash confirmed you had a right to be upset.

A news update popped up on the terminal
feed. Just as Aza was about to select it, something on the edge of
her vision caught her attention. She turned slowly, pretending to
consider a food cart a few meters left of the individual. Aza had
learned that looking directly at other under-level occupants was a
fast way to summon trouble.

How long has she been there? How long has she
been watching? Aza felt her heart beat
faster. The woman was tall, with fierce blue eyes and pale skin. It
was hard to see, since Aza couldn’t look directly at her, but her
clothing and scars made her appear like an under-level citizen.
Something about her demeanor, how she sat up so straight, made her
look out of place, though. And she’s staring directly at
me.

Aza quickly logged off, trying
to remain calm. Maybe she’s not really looking at
me. Maybe it’s someone behind me, or she’s fragged out on some kind
of stim. The concept of drug use and its
associated terminology was new to Aza, but she’d gotten a quick
education during her time down here.

As she stood, Aza’s heart
began racing. I can’t go back to my room. She’ll know
where I’m staying. Walking out of the public
terminal area, Aza tried to adopt the slouching walk that
characterized the surrounding people. Her once white clothes were
now dirty and torn, one of the first things Aza had done to blend
in after realizing she’d be here for a while.

The under-city was lit on a
similar cycle to the stellar one above. Aza knew she had a few
standard hours until darkness fell. While this level was relatively
safe with day illumination, it became a whole different environment
when the lights dimmed. If she’s still following me, I’ll
have to find a way to lose her. The less
traveled areas presented their own dangers, regardless of
illumination levels. Perhaps an outsider won’t know
this.

With a slight turn of her
head, Aza saw the tall woman had risen and was walking directly
behind her. What can I do? She
increased her pace, weaving in and out of the mid-day
crowds. The Disconnect sector, she
realized hopefully.

Cutting down the next side
path, Aza considered her options. Going there would be dangerous,
but she couldn’t think of anything else. At least it
isn’t like the Stim area.

Two days ago, while eating her tiny midday
meal, she’d overheard a couple girls talking about their
experiences in the Disconnect sector. “The group that runs it keeps
out trash and exploiters. They have tight security, and they give
you what you pay for. Not like those buggers over in the Stims.
Plus, you get to float on clouds, trip through the Akked, or have
the best lay you’ll ever experience. Whatever you want! And it’s
all in your head. No worries about getting some pole disease or a
come down.”

At the time, Aza had wondered
who these girls were, and where they were from. Now, all she could
think about was how they’d said there was tight security.
If I can get inside, maybe they will protect me from whatever
the blue-eyed woman wants to do. Being
captured and sold was a real possibility, especially for someone
like Aza. Don’t think about that now. Focus!

A few more quick turns between
grungy-looking eateries brought Aza closer to the gates leading to
the Disconnect. Behind her, she heard footsteps approaching.
Just a little farther, she thought,
increasing her pace to a jog. Just have to get past the
perimeter.

Aza heard the footsteps behind increase to a
run. She glanced over her shoulder, and the woman was nearly on top
of her. Desperation flooded Aza and she tried to sprint forward,
but the woman caught her by the arm.

“No, stop!” Aza yelled,
writhing in an attempt to twist free.

“Shut up,” the woman rasped,
keeping Aza locked in her grasp. “I’m here to help you!”

“Help!” Aza yelled, hoping to
summon the attention of those around her. In the distance, she
could see the security line leading into the Disconnect. None of
the guards looked her way. The few under-level citizens around
seemed to melt away when they heard her cries.

With surprising force, the woman dragged Aza
into a nearby service corridor. Even in her terror, Aza could smell
the rot and excrement.

“Let me go,” she
wailed.

“Aza, shut up!” the woman
said, grasping her by the shoulders and staring directly into her
eyes.

Hearing her name caught Aza off guard.
“What?”

“Parick—I mean Ash,” she said,
shaking her head, “sent me. I’m here to help you. Now can you
please quit causing a blightheart that’s going to land us both in
lockup?” The woman lessened her grip, and Aza felt her terror melt
away.

“Ash sent you? Why didn’t he
come?” Hope and fear hit Aza simultaneously.

“He couldn’t. Security was too
tight. I barely got in, and the Ashamine doesn’t have me on the
watch list. Even with DNA spoofers and top-tier ident forgeries, it
got messy. That’s why I’m late. Ash couldn’t have made it, not with
the people who are looking for him.”

Aza felt confused, but the woman continued
before she could say anything.

“We have to get you out of
here. The Ashamine is collapsing. Unless the Classad or the
High-Elders find a way to prevent it, Ashamine-2 will fall into
anarchy.”

“What? How?”

“No time. We need to get
offworld as quickly as possible. You have to trust me. Do as I say,
and we’ll make it out.”

Aza felt her mind spin.
Anarchy? But we just need a new Founder. Why aren’t the Classad
protecting and guiding us?

“Did you hear me?” the woman
demanded. Her eyes bored into Aza, shutting out the distracting
revelations.

“Yes, yes. Of
course.”

“Then let’s go.”

The woman led Aza out of the corridor at a
brisk pace. After a minute, it was evident they were heading
towards the pneumatic tube station.

“Why didn’t you just come up
and tell me who you were?” Aza asked between breaths.

“Because I couldn’t reveal the
information I told you in such a public place. Down here, it’s not
uncommon to see grungy adults chasing vagrant children. It makes
less of an impression on those who happened to see.”

“You seem to know a lot about
the under-levels.”

“Indeed,” the woman said, not
hesitating. “I used to spend time down here, in another
life.”

Aza wondered why anyone would want to be in
the under-levels if they had the choice to be elsewhere, but she
felt it wasn’t the time or place to ask. Instead, a new thought
occurred to her.

“You haven’t told me your
name.” Even though the woman wasn’t Ash, Aza began to feel excited.
Someone had finally come for her, and she would be leaving this
blighthearted place. I’ll be safe again, soon.

“Em,” the tall woman replied.
“No last name.”


04 – Wake

Wake felt his heart thud as Felar rose to hug
Tremmilly. I like her so much, he thought,
trying to decide what to do next. Why is telling her that
so hard?

“The Queen said they have
agreed to evacuate,” Tremmilly continued, bouncing up and down as
she embraced Felar.

“About blighthearted time,”
the other woman replied, a subtle smile softening her harsh tone.
“What tipped the balance?”

“Half of them believed we were
enough to protect the Queen, since we’d already done so. I think I
finally convinced them we barely accomplished that, and there was a
lot of luck involved. The other half felt the Entho-la-ah-mines
should stay and fight, that they’ve run away too often. I told them
of Crasor’s strength, and that if the Queen was captured, all hope
for the Akked galaxy would be lost. I don’t think they understand
just how tempting the Great Thought is to him, even with their
diminished numbers making it less powerful.”

“Nice work, Trem,” Felar said,
releasing the embrace.

“It’s a good thing they still
have the ships they used when fleeing the Ashamine,” Wake said,
finally pulling himself out of his introspection, “otherwise they’d
be stuck here. Do they have a way to defend themselves?” Wake had
spent most of the last week alone, working on his gift for Felar.
At times, he’d felt selfish for not helping Tremmilly convince the
Entho-la-ah-mines, but he knew his diplomatic skills were
limited. Besides, she didn’t need me anyway.

“Without Cazz-ak,” she
answered, “their effectiveness is diminished.” Hearing his dead
friend’s name brought a pang of grief to Wake’s heart. He still
felt guilty that he, Maxar, and Jaydon had left Lith-elo, had
divided the strength that might have saved Cazz-ak from the
Descended. “But,” Tremmilly continued, “they have made great
strides towards utilizing the Great Thought as a weapon. They still
have an extremely limited concept of anger, and their fear of
‘negative’ emotions will hold them back. Hopefully, wherever they
decide to go, they won’t need to defend themselves.”

“There are still several
hidden Entho-la-ah-mine refuges,” Felar said. “Since the Descended
traced us here through our connection to the Arche, I feel
confident Crasor can’t find the Queen outright.”

“The farther we are from her,”
Tremmilly nodded, “the better.”

“When are they leaving?” Wake
asked.

“As soon as possible. It
shouldn’t take long. They don’t have much in the way of belongings
to transport. The Queen sends her regards and thanks. She wanted to
say it in person, but I encouraged her to depart as quickly as
possible.”

Wake wished he could have said
goodbye, but he knew it was for the best. Crasor could
show up at any moment, he thought, turning
his eyes towards the sky. A rising shape caught his attention.
“Look,” he said, pointing towards the first of the evacuating
Entho-la-ah-mine bi-pyramids.

He involuntary braced for a
crashing wave of sound, but the ship rose silently. So
majestic and peaceful, he thought,
unlike Ashamine ships.

“Good,” Tremmilly said. They
all fell silent, watching the hulking ship shrink into the upper
atmosphere. A light rush of air was all that marked the
bi-pyramid’s passage, something Wake found both poetic and sad.
Five other bi-pyramids rose after the first ship, then a sixth and
seventh.

“That’s it?” Felar said, voice
grim. “There has to be more.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t think
so. There weren’t that many of them here to begin with, and the
blighthearted Descended did their best to eradicate those left.”
Tremmilly’s voice was hard and determined, a shift Wake had noticed
more and more lately. It was right somehow, familiar in a way that
linked to his Elrahi memories.

After all the vessels had
disappeared into the upper atmosphere, Wake realized the planet
felt empty. Even with his friends around him, Lith-elo-hi-rosh now
felt desolate. Gone forever, he
thought, not knowing if he was thinking of Cazz-ak, the Queen, the
rest of the Entho-la-ah-mines, or all of them combined.

“Now, we can make our next
move,” Felar said, straightening up.

Her voice too had grown hard,
making Wake wonder if the evacuation somehow foretold of the end of
whatever joy was left in his life. Everything has gotten
so serious. When was the last time we had a real laugh?

“Please tell me you’ve decided
what that is.” Tremmilly replied.

“We still need to talk as a
group, but yes, I have a plan.”

“Good. You’re the most
qualified of us all in this area, but I agree, it would be wise to
talk it over.”

Felar looked pensive for a moment. “Let’s
all meet in a standard hour, in the ship’s communal space. My plan
is simple, so it won’t take much discussion. Perhaps Dras can move
us into orbit while we talk. With the Queen gone, we have no need
to stay here.”

“I’ll go find everyone and let
them know,” Tremmilly said. “I’ve been down in those caves for so
long. It would be good to get a walk in the open air before we head
into space.”

Wake nodded, but he didn’t
know whether he was actually agreeing or just following social
cues. It had taken him so long to work up the courage to talk to
Felar about his feelings, but now it felt like he’d spent it all
just saying the first sentence. This is your
opportunity, he thought, watching Tremmilly
move off into waving grass. You’re alone with Felar. Tell
her!

Without a word, Wake headed towards the
ship’s airlock. His cheeks burned, and he hoped Felar didn’t see
his discomposure.

“Hold up,” she said, gently
grabbing his arm. “What’s going on, Wake? We used to spend time
together, and now you’ve become a ghost. You’ve been hiding in your
quarters and we’ve barely talked at all in the past week. Is it
Cazz-ak’s death? If so, I understand. You’re mad at me for not
saving him.”

“No,” Wake replied, turning to
face her. “No, it’s nothing like that. I just...”

Felar remained silent, waiting expectantly.
Her soft green eyes looked into his, and he felt himself melt.

So beautiful, Wake
thought, so kind, so caring. He
willed himself to tell her, to say the words he’d rehearsed so many
times. Nothing came. Anger welled up, not because of her, but
because of his own inabilities. This is exactly why you
don’t deserve her, you blighthearted bugger.

“You can tell me,” she said,
her smile making his heart race.

With a massive effort of will, Wake finally
spoke. “Let me show you what I’ve been working on.”

He led her into and through the ship, to the
small, minimally furnished room he’d been using as his personal
quarters. Wake had often wondered what the space’s function had
been before he’d occupied it, but when he asked Dras, the Heltasoth
told him he’d created it just for Wake. The engineer in him wanted
to understand how the sentient machine did these things. If Wake
hadn’t been spending all his time on the gift for Felar, he would
have investigated further.

“Sit down,” he said, motioning
towards the only real seat in the room, a black metal
stool.

Here we go, Wake
thought, going over to the chest that held Brightwing, his advanced
environmental nominizing suit. He opened the lid and pulled out a
heavy object wrapped in a woven grass mat. Walking over to Felar,
he extended it to her.

“What’s this?” A quizzical
look bloomed on Felar’s face, replacing her earlier
concern.

“Something I made for
you.”

Felar accepted the heavy object, grunting as
she set it down on her lap. She pulled gently at the mat, and the
wrapping fell away. Before her sat a piece of burnished metal. On
each side, intricate scrollwork traced its complicated edges and
facets.

“You built a slug thrower?”
Felar asked, wonder evident in her voice.

“It’s an armament,” Wake
answered, feeling his excitement grow, “but it’s not a rail gun.
It’s a beam weapon. Portable, like the one you used to wield as an
Elrahi Sentry. I wanted to reverse engineer the technology from the
one in Brightwing, but I didn’t have the time or
resources.”

“Then how did you make
it?”

“I removed the components from
the suit, built them into a standalone unit.”

“Why would you do that? It
worked just fine in Brightwing and was much more
compact.”

Wake felt a stab of frustration at her
criticism, but when he looked into her eyes, he could see she was
genuinely curious. “For you,” he replied, feeling awkward standing
in front of her while she was sitting. He dragged the chest over
and sat down next to Felar. “I wanted you to have something you
were familiar with, something from your past.”

“Wake,” Felar said, “this is
incredible.” Tears formed in her eyes, sliding down past her huge
smile. “Why would you do this for me?” She hefted the weapon, and
Wake had a flashback of her holding her service weapon, a Sentry,
standing tall and proud.

“Because, I think you’ll need
it. And because you’ll wield it better than me. I’d give you all of
Brightwing, but then I’d be practically useless in
combat.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “You’ve
learned so much about the way of the Blade, and about human combat
as well. You are anything but useless. But yes, it is better for
you to keep Brightwing. That suit is far too complicated for
me.”

“There is another reason as
well,” Wake said, the seriousness of his tone making Felar lose her
smile. “I would have waited longer to do this, to pick a better
situation or let things develop further, but I don’t know how much
time we have left.” He knew he was rambling, trying to avoid
venturing deeper into his own awkwardness. “Do you remember the
Elrahi courting rituals?” he blurted.

“No,” she said, biting her
lip. “Sentries weren’t allowed those kinds of entanglements, nor
were we educated in courtship practices in our upbringing as
candidates.”

“Oh.” Wake felt his stomach
drop.

“What does that have to do
with the weapon?” Felar looked genuinely puzzled, so Wake forged
ahead.

“In the Accord, the custom was
to signal one’s interest in developing a partnership with someone
by giving them a gift of great significance and value. It was meant
to show they were invested, that they wanted to connect further
with a potential partner.”

“I see.” Felar
exhaled.

“So—” Wake said,
faltering.

Moments dragged by, and he
realized he was holding his breath. Wake let it out as silently as
he could. You’re in this far, he
thought. No going back now.

“I really like you, Felar,”
Wake said finally, feeling his heart flutter. “I want to support
you and Lothis. I want to be there for you, with you.”

“Wake, I—” she answered, voice
catching. “I’m honored and flattered, really. I enjoy your company
as well, but not in the way you want.” She paused, sighed, and
continued. “I’m not into males, not romantically, I
mean.”

Wake felt caught off guard. “Oh,” was all he
could say.

“I want to be there for you as
well, and just because I’m not attracted to you doesn’t mean you
can’t support me and vice versa.” She paused, waiting.

Wake felt like his tongue was glued to the
roof of his mouth. He focused on his breathing, trying to calm his
whirling emotions.

Finally, Felar continued. “It’s nothing
against you, either in our Elrahi or human lives. I’ve just never
been attracted to males. In the Sentries, there were a few females
who caught my attention, but I was far too busy to do anything
about it. Plus, it would have broken so many customs and laws.
Besides, they were subordinates. If I had gotten attached and had
to send them into battle?” She shrugged. “It was a conflict of
interest.”

Despite trying to calm
himself, Wake experienced a dizzying mixture of emotions. First, he
felt like crying, then laughing. It seemed as if he was floating
away from his body, but then he realized he’d only imagined
it. Get yourself together!

“Did I crush you?” Felar
asked, breaking through Wake’s pain.

“No,” he lied.

Felar sighed again and put her arm around
him. “I can’t blame you for being into me,” she said, “I am pretty
awesome. You’re not the first guy.” The wry smile on her face made
Wake grin in return, despite his agony. “But just because I don’t
want to be romantic, doesn’t mean I don’t want to be your best
friend. You are an amazing individual, Wake Darmekus. And if I was
into poles, I’d be all over yours.”

Her crude humor added embarrassment to
Wake’s cocktail of emotions, but he could see she was trying to
lighten the mood. “Thanks, I guess,” he replied, rolling his
eyes.

“And if you want to integrate
the beam weapon back into Brightwing, I totally understand. Sorry
for not having the cultural background to understand what you were
trying to say. It was very different growing up as a Sentry
candidate.”

“No, keep it. I want you to
have it. And I’m sorry I didn’t realize the difference in customs.
I made myself look like a fool.”

“No, you didn’t. I’m
flattered, honestly. Besides, we’ll just make it our own custom. We
give a gift to express our level of friendship. Romance not
required.”

“Alright,” Wake said,
wondering if he’d ever be able to get over his embarrassment. “As
friends, will you promise to never tell anyone about
this?”

Felar crinkled her face. “Really? You’re
gonna make me keep silent? You saw how much blightheart I gave
Maxar and Tremmilly didn’t you? And she’s an empress.”

Wake felt his smile vanish.

“I’m kidding,” Felar
continued, a grin overtaking her face. “Honestly, why are people so
sensitive about this kind of thing? I won’t tell anyone. I
promise.”

“Thank you,” Wake sighed.
Felar stood, pulling him to his feet as well. She embraced him,
pulling Wake in tight.

“Remember,” Felar said, voice
as serious as it was during briefings, “just because we aren’t
romantic, doesn’t mean I’m not the best friend you’ll ever have. I
love you like a brother and I always will. We’ll be there for each
other, no matter what happens.”


05 – Tremmilly

Tremmilly melted into Maxar’s embrace,
feeling his body envelop hers. “I’m so proud of you,” he said,
squeezing her tighter.

“I’m proud too,” she laughed,
feeling giddy. Convincing the Queen and her myriad advisors to
evacuate had been a huge undertaking, one she wouldn’t have been
capable of before. The more I remember of myself as
Empress Aris, the more confident I become.

As she gained more of her old
abilities back, Tremmilly felt increasingly responsible for leading
the Harbingers. I’m still no military tactician, but
that’s what I have Felar and Maxar for.

“What?” she said, realizing
he’d said something while she was lost in thought.

“What is our next
step?”

“We need to meet and talk
about it together. Felar says she has a plan, and we can depart
Lith-elo as soon as possible.”

Maxar gave her a wan smile, and Beowulf let
out a gentle whine. Tremmilly looked first at the wolf-dog, then up
into Maxar’s face. “Guess we’ll just have to keep putting our
ceremony on hold.”

After Maxar, Jaydon, and Wake
had returned with Dras and his amazing ship, Tremmilly could barely
let her betrothed out of her sight. They’d talked about doing their
bonding ceremony right then, but both realized it wasn’t the right
time. Between Cazz-ak and all the other Entho-la-ah-mine
casualties… So they’d decided to wait, hoping
a more appropriate time would come soon.

As the past week had gone by, they’d had
less and less time together. Tremmilly was busy with breakthroughs
in discovering their Elrahi past as well as working hard to
convince the Entho-la-ah-mines to evacuate. Maxar was focused on
training, sharpening his own human and Elrahi skills as well as
helping Wake, Jaydon, and Lothis do the same. He’d also spent a
significant amount of time with Dras, the two working to understand
what Heltasoth technology was capable of in a human body. Each
night, they’d collapsed into bed together, falling asleep before
they could exchange more than a few words.

“Trem?” Maxar asked, and she
realized she’d lost herself in thought again.

“Yes,” she replied, nodding
and giving him her best smile. “The timing just keeps
blighthearting us.”

“Always does,” Maxar said,
giving her another squeeze.

Dras cleared his throat, startling
Tremmilly. She’d forgotten his presence in the room with them. “I
will go join the meeting,” he said. “I’ll also make sure the ship
is ready, so we can depart whenever you decide.” The sentient
machine left the room, his footsteps barely audible.

Tremmilly knew Dras was deeply
integrated with the ship. He can control this vessel from
anywhere inside, she thought, knowing he was
simply giving them time alone. He had an uncanny understanding of
humans, both their culture and customs. And that throat
clear. How is he able to mimic us so perfectly?

Tremmilly realized her thoughts were
drifting away from the present for a third time, and she forced
herself to concentrate. “I love you, Maxar,” she said, staring
deeply into his eyes. “Whether we ever get the right moment to do
the ceremony or not, our love will never diminish. I am yours, and
you are mine. That won’t change.”

Maxar nodded. “I have the feeling things are
going to get more blighthearted soon. I think that’s been putting
pressure on me. But you’re right: We don’t need the ceremony to
show each other our love. We’ve already done that many times.”

“Don’t think you’re getting
out of it,” Tremmilly replied, giving him a playful jab in the
ribs. “As soon as we are on a safe, beautiful planet, and we aren’t
mourning the loss of one of our friends, we’re doing
it!”

Maxar laughed, once again pulling her into
an embrace. “I know,” he said, voice muffled as he kissed her hair.
“I know.”

While they walked towards what
passed as a bridge on the Heltasoth vessel, Tremmilly felt twinges
of doubt begin to creep in. She’d been so focused on her goal that
she’d given herself little time to think of anything else.
What if I sent the Queen and her people off to annihilation,
just like I did all the Elrahi?

The thought sent a chill down
Tremmilly’s spine, and she wondered where it had come from.
Is Crasor influencing me again? Memories
of the nightmares and visions she’d experienced after escaping him
on the Founder’s Justice flooded through her mind.

I sent them to the Dawn, she fought back, trying to maintain her composure, despite
the horrible images flashing through her mind. I sent
them there for safety. When peace is restored in the universe, I
will bring them back again, just as we planned.

Doubt still lingered, and
Tremmilly wondered if she should tell Maxar what was
happening. No. Now is not the time. He already has so
much to handle. Everyone does. I can take care of this myself.
The thought felt empowering, and Tremmilly held
on to it as they walked into the large area that served as both the
ship’s bridge and group meeting area. It is time to be
strong and destroy Crasor, See’dek, and the rest of the
Breakers.


06 – Gav

“Transition,” Crasor ordered, and the Oblivion’s
propulsion officer moved them into the worm.

Gav kept looking straight ahead, but he was
focused on Salla, rather than the new formation of stars that
appeared on the far end of the wormhole. She was at the very edge
of his vision, an infuriating manifestation of beauty and
power.

The Oblivion was her project, a simple ship
packed with devastating energy. An easy task, Gav thought, putting all those nuclear missiles
into this transport ship. If he wasn’t
currently inside it, Gav would have wished for the whole ship to go
up in a giant nuclear conflagration. If Salla’s
blighthearted crew wasn’t watching me so closely, I might find a
way to rig it to do so after I’ve left. The
former head of the entire Family organization wasn’t stupid. She’d
obviously told her crew ahead of time that Gav was a
threat.

“Transition successful. All
worm-drive diagnostics nominal,” the propulsion officer announced.
“The Justice is still in formation behind us, at the specified safe
distance.”

In turn, each of the
Oblivion’s technical officers announced their parts of the ship
were operating correctly as well. Gav didn’t know if that made him
happy or sad. I wish she would fail, even if it was just
once. If we find this secret ship though, maybe it won’t
matter.

Gav had worked feverishly the
past week, hunting for secrets valuable enough to place him in the
highest position of power beneath Crasor. He’d checked and
rechecked the informant’s super-ship data, doing everything he
could to make sure it was credible. He’d hashed his way into the
Dragath Family databases to confirm what the informant had said.
Gav had exposed every scrap and data point he could find before
bringing the intel to Crasor. Still, despite all his efforts,
Dragath had done a good job keeping their project secret.
Which is what makes it so tantalizing.

Crasor had given both him and
Salla their own forces to control. Salla’s orders were to outfit
this transport ship. Gav’s were to ensure the newly established
government of Exis-7 was an efficient, cohesive entity.
Seems like our jobs should have been switched, Gav thought, settling back in his seat. Salla had commanded a
large organization, and Gav was the expert technician.
Crasor knows what he’s doing. I suppose there’s a reason.
He’d made sure Exis-7’s industries would keep on
producing rail guns, body armor, stims, and all the other weapons
and drugs it had been known for when it was still a human
planet.

Despite the unwavering Breaker
loyalty—or perhaps because of it—the farther down the chain of
command you went, the more work had to be put in to produce
satisfactory results. They were like drones, requiring constant
management. Even if he had to be in proximity to Salla, Gav was
happy to be getting away from mundane management. This is
almost like a vacation, he thought
dryly.

On the forward view screen, Gav saw a haze
growing ahead of the ship. At first, he thought it was
interference, but then the sensor tech spoke.

“A large mass of planetary
debris and asteroids ahead. Radioactivity is nominal for a
non-stellar region. Density and orbital spin rates will make
movement through this region very dangerous.” Chunks of rock,
metal, and ice resolved on the screen, the sheer quantity making it
difficult to tell just how large any individual piece was. The mass
spun and collided in a mesmerizing, chaotic orbit. For a moment,
Gav thought the cloud was small, perhaps the size of a pleasure
moon, but then he checked the overlay scale and saw it was bigger
than Exis-7.

“Full stop,” Salla ordered,
giving Gav a cold gaze before turning to Crasor. “Sir, this ship is
not designed to handle that kind of punishment. It doesn’t have
point defenses or enough armor for this situation. We could
probably blast through some debris with a stream of missiles, but
that is a fruitless waste of resources. Even the Justice would be
hard-pressed to create a path for us. And where would we even go?
Frankly, I question Gav’s motives for taking us here.”

Gav didn’t know what to make
of the mass of planetary debris. Something on the edge of his
consciousness told him there was more to the situation.
Can’t let Salla defeat
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