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Mek Muv Meq sat at her station, watching the scene unfold before her.

It was surreal. The Xorcerizt trio had somehow transmitted themselves onto the observation deck of the satellite.

They looked nothing like she had expected—but then, she had not known what to expect. The odd mix of solidity and energy was one thing, but the strange sense of familiarity was unsettling. She had never seen their like before. Yet there was something familiar about them.

Vek Vuv Veq was standing beside her. The external waziri and the rest of the high command officers were in another section of the command and control suite. Commander Dirn and the rest of the pilots were also present, fixated on the scene unfolding before them.

This was history in the making. First contact. Except....something about it felt as if that was not true.

Mek Muv Meq was no philosopher. She was a soldier. She had survived what none of her companions had—albeit not undamaged. Though she had started to feel she’d found her place amongst the task force, this just felt utterly surreal to her.

“I can confirm that each of the Xorcerizt ships that approached the satellite sent a transmission of some sort to the satellite,” another tech said quietly, most likely addressing Admiral Dromm. 

“Amazing,” Vek Vuv Veq breathed. “I have never seen anything like that before.”

“How,” Avra asked the trio of Xorcerizts before xerz on the satellite, “are you the heirs to Project Outbound? We know very little about it, save that it involved members of each of the races present here now. Or, at least, that’s to the best of our collective understanding.”

Mek Muv Meq did not know what Avra was talking about. This was all far beyond her experience. 

Glancing quickly around the room, Mek Muv Meq took comfort that just about everyone else present looked as though they were feeling the same.

Who were the Xorcerizts, and why did they seem so familiar?

<—>

The entire crew watched in rapt attention. 

Shi’tra could not explain what it was, but the familiarity he felt upon seeing the trio of Xorcerizts was unsettling—though not uncomfortable. Why did it feel as if he had somehow seen them before?

They were watching the tableau before them in a holographic projection, about one-fifth the size of the actual figures. On the one side were the three Xorcerizts. On the other, Avra, the crew of the Dawnstrider, Deputy Director of the CSA Alvon Gargarm, and two Human women Shi’tra did not know. 

Kyyl had expressed his surprise when they each appeared on the satellite. “Those aren’t projections!” he’d cried as Avra had shaken the hand of Nallatrum. “That’s amazing! Scientists have speculated about projection transport for centuries, but nobody has ever been able to send more than energy from one point to another.”

“They look to be at least partly energy,” Lori had commented.

“But clearly also solid,” Kyyl had remarked. “Incredible!”

As they’d watched the exchange, Shi’tra had started to feel relieved. Something about the Xorcerizts felt safe, as though their arrival had lessened the Ditufgne incursion’s threat. 

Shi’tra seldom gave in to his emotions, and the visceral reaction he’d experienced during the Ditufgne attack had unsettled him. But after the Xorcerizts had first appeared and saved them, he hadn’t felt the same fear.

“History is being made here,” Shi’tra said. “No one will forget this moment.”

<—>

Avra had xerz wits about xerz, but this was still a majorly uncomfortable situation.

Xez had negotiated with dozens of different alien races before, some more humanoid and some less. The Xorcerizts were in many respects no different. And yet something about them was unsettling.

It was not a negative sensation, just an uncomfortable one. If someone had at that moment asked Avra why, xez would have had no answer.

Avra realized that not all of those present—let alone those not on the satellite but still watching—knew of Project Outbound. For that matter, xez knew very little about it xerzself. 

Xez had chosen xerz next question in response to Nallatrum’s last statement. “How are you the heirs to Project Outbound? We know very little about it, save that it involved members of each of the races present here now. Or, at least, that’s to the best of our collective understanding.”

“We can do better than just explain,” Nallatrum began, gesturing toward the pair behind him. “Arryl, Araihs, if you would, please?”

The pair each raised an arm toward one another, revealing spheres hovering off each of their palms. The two spheres glided toward one another and joined, forming a large, flat holographic surface. 

On the screen appeared the image of a massive starship, larger than even the Doolari Homeguard craft. They were viewing it in a space dock through a viewport, and although xez could not entirely make out the details of the various figures, Avra could see there were Humans, Zathru, Doolari, Ravusq, and Yalifira in the crowd.

Nallatrum began a narration. “Hundreds of millennia ago, our peoples were largely at peace both with themselves and one another. Certain members of them, possessed of unique prowess and curious minds, became determined to explore beyond this galaxy. They created Project Outbound to leave our galaxy, to travel across the void and explore the next galaxy they encountered.” 

Avra had suspected that was the idea behind the mysterious Project Outbound, and the confirmation reassured xerz. 

Nallatrum continued. “Because of their gifts, they would live long lives. Further, they expected—both through their numbers and the regular course of time—that they were but the first generation of what would be a grand undertaking. Not only would none of their like remain, but none so gifted would arise again after their departure.”

Avra wondered what Nallatrum was referring to, but the image on the screen changed, showing the massive starship crossing an inky void.

“Once they departed the boundaries of the galaxy, for centuries they crossed through the void.” The Xorcerizt paused, changing his tone. “They would discover that the space between the galaxies was not entirely empty. They encountered random starsystems—solar systems all alone in the void—most devoid of life like our own.”

The image on the screen changed again, showing the massive starship in a very high orbit above a verdant world with a pair of bright stars nearby. 

Nallatrum said, “Project Outbound encountered a binary solar system, its stars orbited by five planets, one of which was inhabited. The people of this world were united as a single people. They had impressive technologies, nearly on par with many of the races Project Outbound had left behind.”

Images of humanoids appeared on the screen. They had two arms, two legs, and one head. Their skin looked like a snakeskin Avra had seen elsewhere, mottled and multicolored, but striped with lines of energy. 

Like the Xorcerizts, they had an unmistakable glow beneath their skin, as if it contained a pure energy with a yellow-orange hue. 

They had bulbous eyes and a wide mouth, not unlike a frog’s—save that the eyes were mounted more forward and glowed an eerie, dull red.  

Nallatrum continued, “What Project Outbound learned was that, though they remained creatures of flesh and blood, their internal organs were composed of pure energy. Of course, in the brief time of their encounter, they did not learn for how long they had been beings of both energy and flesh—only that it was perhaps a step in their evolution.”

More images crossed the screen. They show the unusual humanoids, cities, and other pieces of technologies. Nallatrum went on. “These people had left the bounds of their world and probed the other planets of their singular solar system. As such, they realized that they were alone in the void between galaxies. But now – here was Project Outbound, made up of multiple races from our galaxy. And they knew they were not alone. As they had not developed faster-than-light travel of their own, they asked for help, requesting the technology to allow them to depart what they called ‘their prison’.”

Nallatrum made a sound that Avra was pretty certain was a sigh. “The leaders of Project Outbound debated the merit of sharing faster-than-light travel with this people. Given how long it had taken for Project Outbound to reach them, they believed that it would not benefit these people to provide such technology. Project Outbound’s leaders believed that, when they time was right, they would unlock the secrets for themselves.”

“These people,” Avra interrupted. “They are the Ditufgne, aren’t they?”

“They are,” Nallatrum confirmed without hesitation.

“What happened?”

“When the leaders of Project Outbound rejected their request, the Ditufgne became angry. They questioned whether their singular solar system in the great void really was some sort of prison, and how the people of Project Outbound could pass judgment upon them. No argument, no reason, could persuade the Ditufgne that the decision was right. The Ditufgne’s reaction, meanwhile, convinced Project Outbound’s leaders that they were not wrong to deny them the technology they demanded. Thus, they departed the starsystem and continued to cross the void.”

“That’s not where this ended,” Avra prompted.

“No, it is not,” Nallatrum agreed, sounding sad. “For as long as they could send signals, the Ditufgne called out to Project Outbound, threatening, cajoling, pleading for faster-than-light technology. After a couple more centuries, they received one final signal. One final threat.

“The Ditufgne said, ‘Your blood will pay for your arrogance.’”

The puzzle Avra had been working on since the first Ditufgne attack was finally coming together. Xez was beginning to understand.

Before xez could ask a question, however, the image on the screen changed to the ship. But the ship was different, larger, and now accompanied by two others.

“After much time had passed, the number of your peoples who made up Project Outbound had grown, as generations will,” Nallatrum said. “But there was more: they had also evolved. Except the evolution that took place was accelerated by science and other arts.”

Images of humanoids began to flash across the screen. However, they were not exactly the same as the races Avra knew. Humans, Doolari, Yalifira, Zathru, and Ravusq—but altered. Subtly but obviously altered. 

As if anticipating xerz question, Nallatrum continued, “The special arts and sciences of these five diverse races made it possible to merge them together, and over the course of several hundred millennia, our people would go from an evolutionary anomaly to the heirs of Project Outbound.”

With that, Avra understood the Xorcerizts’ odd familiarity. Despite being a unique and unfamiliar race, they hailed from the same point of origin.

Except, Avra knew, that was not possible.

“You are talking about hundreds of millennia,” Avra began. “Over that time, all our races, individually, have experienced evolution. Yet even now, Humans, Doolari, Zathru, and Ravusq, though sexually compatible, are incapable of crossbreeding. And the Yalifira have never had sex organs: we are incompatible with all.”

Nallatrum grinned, a faint light emanating from between his teeth. “That is no surprise. It was not natural evolution that created the Xorcerizt people. Centuries of experimentation, calculation, and means long ago lost to us blended five unique peoples into one. This was, in addition to exploring another neighboring galaxy, the goal of Project Outbound.”

With that, Avra believed xez understood the cryptic message xez uncovered. “‘Should the Ditufgne become a threat, Project Outbound will know to send the Xorcerizts to respond,’” Avra recalled aloud. “That message was sent nearly a quarter-million years ago.”

“To be certain,” Nallatrum said. “The leaders of Project Outbound knew it would be centuries before the Ditufgne could reach past their lone solar system. Beyond that, traversing the void would take tens of thousands of years, so even sending an advanced party would mean hundreds of thousands of years would pass before they might be a threat. Given the Ditufgne’s plans, they recognized that by then we would inherit their legacy.”

Avra shook xerz head. The vast expanse of time this represented was staggering. “You’re telling us that the Ditufgne have been plotting to take vengeance on the original races of Project Outbound by crossing the void between the galaxies just to attack us? Almost 250,000 years have passed, hundreds upon hundreds of millennia. Why?”

“Several reasons,” Nallatrum said. “We believe it is due in part because Project Outbound refused to help the Ditufgne leave their singular system, and that once they realized they were not utterly alone in the universe, the desire to end their isolation became an obsession. But that was, we believe, in part driven by their own inability to evolve.”

“What do you mean?” Avra questioned.

“When Project Outbound left the Ditufgne behind, they still maintained means to observe them,” Nallatrum explained. “Do not ask me to explain the specifics of those means: the ‘how’ of the technologies used has been lost over the millennia. Through this, we learned that the Ditufgne had become as they were—solid exteriors but pure energies within—hundreds of thousands of years before we encountered them. In fact, they most likely began life that way and did not evolve at all.”

“How?” Avra asked.

“Our best minds presumed it had everything to do with being the highest form of life in a singular point between galaxies,” Nallatrum stated. “In fact, over hundreds of thousands of years of observation, nothing in the whole starsystem evolved. If nothing evolved in the least over that much time, then in all likelihood no evolution had taken place prior.”

“So, you are saying that the Ditufgne are motivated by jealousy?” asked Avra. “Even if that is so, what do they hope to accomplish by their incursion? What do they hope to gain from our races?”

“We believe there may be a couple things to be gained. First, they want to show that despite a lack of evolution, they are still superior. Their weapons, for example, use the same form of energy they have within themselves. Second, we think they are attacking you to punish the creators of Project Outbound, as they were representative of each of your races.”

“That makes no sense at all,” said someone behind Avra.

Xez turned.

The speaker was the new captain of the Dawnstrider. He continued, “I know this conversation is supposed to be between Avra and you, but I was a soldier for a long time. If they just wanted to get back at the races that made up this Project Outbound, it would be easier and less risky to attack civilians. Thus far, nearly all their attacks have been against military targets or other assets, like the CSA. Civilians have been caught in the crossfire and been collateral damage, but never the main targets. Even if they are trying to prove superiority, from a strategic standpoint, it makes no sense.”

Avra considered that. Xez was no soldier, but xez was a student of history. Xez turned back to the Xorcerizts. “He is correct. It does not explain the motivation, nor the plan behind the Ditufgne’s actions. What are you not telling us?”

For the first time since beginning his story, Nallatrum was silent. He turned to Arryl, but no words were exchanged.

“You don’t actually know, do you?” asked the Dawnstrider’s captain.

“Not entirely,” Nallatrum conceded.

Arryl took up the narrative now. “We have been studying the Ditufgne since Project Outbound left them. They have been of a singular purpose for hundreds of thousands of years, and it is clear they have always intended to find their way to Project Outbound’s point of origin and make their presence known. We watched them learn a means of faster-than-light travel: opening wormholes in space. Over time, they ventured farther and farther into the void, which only seemed to fuel their anger toward Project Outbound. Over the hundreds of millennia that have passed, they managed to find their way here.”

Nallatrum spoke again. “But we have only been able to guess at their intentions. You are correct. We do not know what they want.”

Araihs said softly, “In truth, they may not know either.”

Avra stared at the trio before xerz. “They may not know?”

“The Ditufgne live about one hundred and fifty years,” Nallatrum said. “More than sixteen hundred generations have passed, and in all that time, their entire society has been focused on getting to the galaxy that Project Outbound came from in order to strike back at those who they perceived had wronged them.”

Avra sighed and glanced at Pira Delvi, then Deputy Director Gargarm, before turning back to the Xorcerizts. “Attempts were made to reach out to the Ditufgne and communicate, but all were rejected. Our people’s weapons are largely ineffective against them, as are our defenses. Do you intend to simply intervene as best you can when they inevitably attack, or do you intend to assist us further?”

“That is what we have come to discuss,” stated Nallatrum. “Because we recognize that while you remain vulnerable, the Ditufgne will continue their attacks. You are correct in that we cannot intervene each time.”

Arryl said, “We will seek to engage the Ditufgne. However, we will wish to work with you in doing so.”

Araihs added, “To properly advocate to cease this incursion, we need to advocate with you, not for you.”

Nallatrum continued, “One of the greater challenges will be that not only are you five races, but an enormous number of individual governments as well. Even that taskforce afloat outside of this station are but a small representation of the greater whole of Human, Ravusq, Zathru, and Doolari.”

Avra glanced back at the crew of the Dawnstrider. “That doesn’t even begin to cover those of us unaffiliated with any particular governments. Please understand that, while your actions have certainly benefited many of us in stopping the Ditufgne, we must ask how we’re supposed to know we can trust you.”

“That,” Nallatrum remarked, “is a good and fair question. We recognize that what we have here is but a small representation of the whole of this galaxy, and our arrival was as mysterious and disconcerting as that of the Ditufgne. Further, to learn that we are descended from your ancestors who departed this galaxy hundreds of millennia ago may be something of a shock as well.”

Arryl took up the narrative. “Disseminating this information to the rest of the galaxy is not the kind of thing you can do with an intergalactic broadcast as was done calling out the Ditufgne. It will take time and patience. We can tell you all that we have no untoward desires to impede upon your sovereignty nor freedoms. Yet here we are, with advanced technologies, the only clear lines of defense and attack capable of overcoming the Ditufgne. All we have is our word, and our actions thus far in defending you.”

Araihs spoke up. “Trust will take time and effort to be built between us. But we have a point from which we can begin, here and now. May we transport something here?”

Avra looked to Alvon, who nodded.

“Yes,” Avra said.

Once again, a shimmer appeared between the three Xorcerizts. Then there was a noise like a combination of a whine and low rumble, and an occasional screech of metal. The air in the room again felt electric, and the shimmer swirled, then resolved into a device with metallic bases at the top and bottom, thick metallic bands running down the sides, and in the center an opaque, glowing something, swirling colors and lights within.

The device was about three feet tall, maybe two feet in diameter, and aesthetically intriguing. The metallic top and bottom appeared to be capable of being connected to something, while the swirling energy at its center shifted between blue, green, yellow, grey, and white with no discernable pattern.

It did, however, remind Avra of a Universal Source Energy vessel—but considerably larger. 

Nallatrum took a step back and placed a hand atop the vessel. “This is a Multi-Phasic Universal Source Shield Generator. This size would be for a larger starship, or a station such as this. Because it is multi-phasic, it would be compatible with your existing systems. Once engaged, it would provide another layer of energy shielding and hull polarization to absorb and deflect Ditufgne energy weapons. Like any energy shielding, it will decay when struck, but it would provide you with protection you currently lack.”

Araihs stepped up and also touched the top of the device. “This shield generator can be easily connected to your existing systems. Because it is multi-phasic, it can utilize your existing shield generators to energize your hull plates, as well as provide an additional layer of energy shielding.”

Nallatrum spoke again. “As a sign of the trust we wish to build with you, we would be willing and able to provide these for every ship you have present here - and then make arrangements to offer them up across the galaxy. We would also, as we create a compact with each willing race and associated government across the galaxy, offer to help you develop weapons that would be much more effective against the Ditufgne.”

Avra considered that. “That is extremely generous. But you mentioned a compact. That implies specifications that need to be agreed upon. Trust is a multi-directional transit. What would the price be for that?”

“As a part of the compact,” Nallatrum said, “each government that signs onto it would agree that they would never employ the weapons we help them develop against any other race inside of this galaxy. If they do, they will be subject to reprisals by the Xorcerizts and all others who have signed the compact.”
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Nothing could have prepared her for the experience.

When she had first met Petra, Ashira had not known who she was. Despite coming from lesser nobility herself, Ashira had been discomfited by getting involved with the heir to the throne. But she could not deny the depth of emotion: she was already falling in love—and as such, Ashira became a queen.

When Petra’s father passed and they had ascended the throne, Ashira had been stoic and fallen back on her military training to keep utterly calm and collected. The nobility and the commoners alike accepted her as Petra’s consort and queen, and she found that being a ruler did not fundamentally change who she was.

When Lii had been born, again, it had been an experience like no other. The child, of both her and Petra’s DNA, carried by Petra, was her pride and joy.

Together, Petra and Ashira made many high-level decisions, striving to keep Shardaelia strong and growing. 

When Petra had been murdered, Ashira had at first wanted to avenge her. But then she became more concerned about staying safe and one day reuniting with her son. The crew of the Dawnstrider had made her a part of the family, and she found that apart from missing Lii and Petra, she was largely content.

The encounters with the Ditufgne had been extremely upsetting and, Ashira had to admit, even terrifying. They represented a threat like nothing the galaxy had ever encountered, and she knew firsthand how dangerous they were.

Being in the room when the Xorcerizts arrived was another incredible moment in her life.

When they had transported themselves onto the satellite, Ashira had been astounded. Scientists across the galaxy, for countless millennia, had sought a means to do that. Her curiosity as an engineer had been piqued. 

The Xorcerizts not only possessed unbelievable weapons and defenses, but they were capable of transporting matter instantaneously across the vacuum and through metals and other materials.

But the presence of the Xorcerizts themselves had been an odd blend of bizarre but comfortable. When they’d revealed that they were engineered from five different races, that had partially explained it. Them being almost more energy than solid matter had also been fascinating. They commanded your attention—if you weren’t intimidated.

Strangely, Ashira had found herself more intimidated by Avra Pii K’tark’ah. The well-known Yalifira interspecies merchant also commanded attention, and xerz bearing exuded confidence and strength beyond anything Ashira had encountered before.

At the conclusion of the summit between Avra and the Xorcerizts, the taskforce had requested an opportunity to signal their respective governments. In the meantime, the Xorcerizts would provide them with a Multi-Phasic Universal Source Shield Generator and assist with the installation. 

Jeck had requested a private conversation between Alvon and the Dawnstrider crew. Alvon had led Jeck, Ashira, Ervik, and Lu away from the crowd while Avra and xerz Human assistant remained and spoke to the trio of Xorcerizts without being broadcast. 

“I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn,” Jeck had said. “But I wasn’t about to watch politicking override common sense. Maybe I really wasn’t cut out to be a soldier after all. But I needed to say something.”

“I suspect that Avra is not offended,” Alvon had replied. “Xez tends to be direct, so xez may have appreciated having you be the one to ask such a question.”

“Good. So, I have an idea for getting these Multi-Phasic Universal Source Shield Generators for the independents,” Jeck had said, “but I would rather go through you than directly to Avra.”

“Please explain,” Alvon had requested.

Jeck had gestured to the space around them. “This satellite is situated in the perfect location, unclaimed and largely uncharted territory. Since merchants like ourselves and our less-than-legitimate friends haven’t specific governments to go through—and, frankly, do not need to be better armed—this would be perfect.”

“Land here and get a shield generator installed?” Alvon had asked.

“Exactly,” Jeck had replied.

Alvon had sighed and cast a glance toward Avra. “Since we have made xerz our main point of contact, the protocol we have established is to work through xerz. And I know how xez will feel about including...them.”

Jeck had nodded. “I know. But we’re not talking about new weapons, just new defenses. Protection if we encounter the Ditufgne. Based on what Nallatrum was saying, this may be a new normal for a long time. You—as in, the CSA—may dislike them, and Avra may despise them—and hell, even we aren’t so fond of their kind when they attack our kind—but this is responding to a threat unlike any other.”

Again, Alvon had glanced at Avra. “Xez is not the only problem here. Director Hectir isn’t likely to be a fan either. Interstellar piracy and the illegal black markets attached to it are among the main reasons for the Agency’s mandate. Providing them with a shield capable of defending against the Ditufgne weapons is also likely to be better defense against our weapons. Besides, I don’t think a lot of their kind will want to visit an Agency satellite.”

“There is a solution for that too,” Jeck had said. “This satellite is rented by the CSA, right?”

“Right,” Alvon had said.

“We make alternate arrangements for its rental and leave it stationed here so others can come get these new shield generators,” Jeck had concluded. “Open to unaffiliated traders and businesses across the galaxy.”

Ashira had understood Jeck’s point. With the satellite devoid of CSA presence and open to all independents, identifying the legitimate from the otherwise would be particularly challenging. Most of the pirates took on some legitimate business dealings—if only to have a clean, used identifier for their starship. 

Alvon had agreed to talk to Director Hectir and then have Avra breach the subject with the Xorcerizts—if Avra would go for it, of course.

Ashira observed the Xorcerizts with fascination. They moved with a grace like nothing she had ever seen before. It was hard to believe that a combination of genetic manipulation and millennia had produced a race clearly half energy, half solid. She wondered if, like the Gaeitsu-aqin, in time, the Xorcerizts would have to use encounter suits to interact with other races.

As she observed the trio of Xorcerizts speaking with Alvon, she began to consider whether their skins were more or less encounter suits of a sort. 

She also was impressed by how much more confident Alvon was. The man speaking to the Xorcerizts was not the man the Dawnstrider crew had rescued from enslavement on Ajija.

Ashira felt someone step up behind her, and she turned to find Avra. 

“Oh,” Ashira said as calmly as she could. “You startled me.”

“I apologize,” Avra intoned, xerz voice low. “Your Majesty.”

Ashira blinked. It took her a moment. “I’m sorry?”

Avra stepped closer. “Your disguise is excellent. It surely works for Humans and the other races. But my memory is exceptional, and Yalifira perception differs in many respects from other races’. You are Ashira Aeshar, Queen of Shardaelia.”

Ashira didn’t immediately respond. She considered her options. She could lie, claiming that Avra was mistaken. She could walk away and not respond at all. Or she could string the conversation out and maybe draw in Jeck or another member of the Dawnstrider crew to walk it to another topic. 

This was Avra Pii K’tark’ah. Xez was not just some Yalifira trader or merchant; xez was a legend. Avra was known by every race in the galaxy, had contacts everywhere, and was trusted by the CSA as a neutral party—hence xerz role in the opening dialogue with the Xorcerizts. Dissembling served no one.

“Yes,” Ashira replied, looking around to make sure nobody else was within earshot. 

Avra’s expression was unreadable, but xez almost imperceptibly nodded. “Your death was a fabrication, then. I presume this was a deception perpetrated by Raja Lkhan Am. The mysterious attackers of the conference?”

Ashira shook her head. “No mysterious attackers. Both parties arrived to negotiate—and before I could even completely register that it was happening, Lkhan Am murdered Petra. I managed to get away before he could do the same to me, and stowed away in his ship. Before that, I watched his forces destroy my Royal Corvette, and I knew they then destroyed the satellite as well.”

Avra nodded. “You managed to evade capture and somehow became a part of this crew?”

“Luck, I guess,” Ashira said. “They had a major systems failure on approach to Protelnaun. I was disguised, looking for work as a ship’s engineer, to get offworld with the least chance of detection. I happened to meet Jeck and Deven, and they got me away from there.”

Avra looked around, making certain the conversation remained private. “You stayed, I presume, because you wanted to get to the bottom of the conspiracy that usurped your throne?”

“Yes,” Ashira said. “And I did not wish to do anything that might endanger my son.”

“That is likely wise,” Avra remarked.

“And the crew have become like a family to me,” Ashira said. Somehow, she sensed she could be completely open with Avra. She gestured to the trio looking out a viewport at the taskforce starships. “The Kingdom has suffered only the loss of myself and Petra, but otherwise seems to be well. But I concluded that any attempt to return may endanger Lii. So, I remain deceased.”

Avra again nodded. “You are wise in making such a difficult choice, Ashira Aeshar. Your secret is safe with me, and I thank you for your honesty. If my resources can be of any assistance, I would gladly offer them.”

“Thank you.” Ashira gestured toward Alvon. “Deputy Director Gargarm is working on it as well.”

“Of course,” Avra said. “I will offer my assistance to him too.”

Feeling safe, unable to help herself, Ashira said, “I do not know that I wish to return to being queen. My deepest interest in this is only to restore my heart and get back my son.”

“Yalifira do not make connections with our offspring,” Avra said. “Once in our life cycle we spawn, birth our offspring, and leave them to be raised at the Conclave. Perhaps it is because we do not breed that we do not bond like other races. But in my long years among others, I have developed a closeness to many, and I have experienced that bond between a parent and child. I understand your desire to restore that. I respect that that is your primary—and maybe only—concern.”

“Thank you,” Ashira said. 
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Chapter 3
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He knew his emotions were synthetic. But that didn’t lessen that he had them.

Director Hectir was looking out a viewport into the field. The grass and stream seemed perfectly normal...until you looked up at the bare rock that made up the sky hundreds of feet above.

Proxy One would serve only for a little longer as CSA Headquarters. A new, permanent base was being created and would be ready to be occupied soon. Despite what had befallen the headquarters at Gilmard, because of the nature of the CSA, a public, accessible headquarters needed to be available.

Hectir and his deputies, DDO Silvas vin-Aptu, DDG Canta Berna, and DDI Jeck Baryorn, had been debating, along with DDCSA Alvon Gargarm, the best place for the new headquarters—somewhere new or elevating an existing station?

One key element, though, was placement in a neutral starsystem. Because the CSA was an intergalactic agency beholden to no government, their headquarters needed to be somewhere neutral. Ordan had been a good city for the CSA to call home for all the right reasons.

Part of the debate was whether to again be in or near a city—or in a more isolated locale. While it was important that the CSA Headquarters be accessible, following the destruction of an entire city to get at the CSA, all of them were loath to repeat that.

Another idea being tossed around was whether to forgo a planet and city and instead set up the new headquarters in space. Like their current location, an asteroid offered a neutral location.

Most people, no matter their race, needed time on a planet. They needed the sunlight, fresh air, and sense of grounding that came only from being on a planet. Hectir, as an android, lacked this need. However, he had once watched a Human go mad after spending more than five years in space without ever visiting a planet. The Human had lost his mind, raving and ranting, until he had found an airlock and evacuated himself into the void.

Proxy One and the simulated ecosystem would help, but it was still not a planet. Hectir did not know the how or why, but there was something about an artificial ecosystem that, while it could stave off the madness, still only catered to the various races for a relatively short period of time.

Hectir had considered whether he should (but never actually taken the time to) analyze if there might be a scientific reason. Perhaps it had something to do with planetary gravity and a familiar atmosphere. But he just did not know.

After going over all the suggestions, Hectir would make the final decision about where CSA Headquarters would be. He took it all into consideration, and though he was capable of analyzing it in a matter of seconds, he delayed the processing exponentially so as to take a more sentient time. In this instance, a day or two after their last discussion on the matter, but an inexact time. Hectir was running it as a subprocess, factoring in all the variables and pros and cons of each option.

At his normal processing speed, the solution would have taken maybe fifteen seconds. Stretching it out had been a unique challenge.

Hectir could have come up with his answer but then delayed the response for a set time. This, however, was better. More humanoid. Less android. The inexact twenty-four- to forty-hour processing time offered his subordinates a level of comfort.

Though all his deputies were comfortable with Hectir as Director with a fifty-year limit placed on his programming, there was still an obvious distance between them. Save Alvon.

Alvon Gargarm was not just Hectir’s main deputy, but his friend. The oddly hued Human and Hectir had hit it off early on and continued to build their friendship.

Alvon had been happy that Hectir had survived, even if he had a wholly new android body. For his part, Hectir was still adapting to his new body, which Alvon, having been changed by the unusual radiation of the Wunatt’morvamitkirn sun, had a unique understanding of.

Sending Alvon to meet the Xorcerizts with Avra had not been easy for Hectir. But upon learning that the negotiation was going well, he felt better about it. They had spoken a couple times since the conversation had taken place.

Hectir, being an android, did not believe in coincidence. Yet he found himself unsurprised as, moments after his thoughts turned to Alvon, his Deputy Director sent him a signal.

“Alvon,” he said, seeing the image of his friend at a terminal far off in deep space.

“Hectir,” Alvon acknowledged. “It’s been busy, but I have some time before we hold another conference.”

“More discussions?” Hectir queried.

“The taskforce leaders want to meet with the Xorcerizts on one of their flagships,” Alvon said. “But they have invited Avra and me to join them, too. The Xorcerizts have offered to use their molecular bio-transportation stream system to send us there, but we both have declined.”

Hectir’s digitized avatar—which is what Alvon saw—raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

Alvon chuckled. “First, we are not comprised of the same amount of energy as they are, so despite their reassurance that it should work, especially at this range, we both are uncomfortable with the idea of our DNA molecules being stripped down and disassembled, transmitted across space, and reassembled.” He shuddered.

Hectir chuckled now. “Understandable.”

Hectir had watched the recording of the meeting between Avra and Nallatrum. The conversation had been enlightening and intriguing. The Multi-Phasic Universal Source Shield Generator was already being thoroughly scanned and analyzed by both agents on the satellite and agents at Proxy One. 

Alvon was giving the details of his brief private conversation with the Xorcerizts. “Nallatrum said that the Xorcerizts will be happy to work with the CSA, given that we are a neutral law enforcement body accepted across the galaxy. He expressed his sorrow that the Ditufgne struck Gilmard and destroyed Ordan. I assured him that we would not be transmitting our conversation across the HAEN, and he admitted that one of the things most baffling to the Xorcerizts is the Ditufgne’s motivation.”

Hectir considered that. “They think the primary motivation is revenge for the inaction of Project Outbound?”

“Partially,” Alvon said. “Araihs and Arryl, one of whom is a historian and engineer, and the other a biologist and engineer, explained that their scientific and scholarly community have come to a consensus about certain things, but not others. The lack of any evolution on the part of the Ditufgne, or any other creatures on their world, is unusual. In the hundreds of thousands of years they have been observed, they’ve not changed. Even though Humans and the other races we are familiar with have only changed very slowly, we have evolved. They said getting into the specifics of that was complicated, but they would be willing to explain.

“Apparently, Xorcerizt scientists agree that being isolated in a lone solar system in the void between galaxies may be part of it. The Ditufgne gain knowledge and advance technologically, but they do not evolve. They are the only race that Project Outbound encountered in the void between galaxies. All the other stars and planetary bodies they came across had nothing or just but primitive life. Because the Ditufgne were alone, first contact with alien races that would not share their technology—or help them to leave their lone starsystem—impacted their collective psyche. It was as if the entire race bore a grudge they could not let go of, despite being single-minded individuals.”

Alvon continued, “When the Ditufgne finally developed faster-than-light travel, they had a very, very long way to go to find their way across the void to our galaxy. It is also possible they were not entirely sure which of the galaxies they could see in the distance the people of Project Outbound came from. In the long and arduous process of trying to find their way here, they grew more bitter and angrier. Or so the Xorcerizts largely agree.”

Hectir took the cue. “This is where opinions among Xorcerizt scholars and scientists diverge?”

“Yes,” Alvon said. “There are three primary schools of thought and several other, less accepted theorems. The first is a form of racial hatred. The Ditufgne of sixteen hundred generations back became so hateful of the peoples of Project Outbound that it spurred all their advancements and their need to find their way to our galaxy and exact some kind of revenge. They had to fulfil their promise to make the races that made up Project Outbound suffer.

“The second is an idea of manifest destiny. Though it began as anger, once the Ditufgne learned they were not alone in the universe and that there were galaxies full of other races, they developed a sense of empowerment from their initial total isolation. They learned that they could be better than the races in the
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