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Chapter 1 - Discovery.
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The descent took twelve minutes longer than predicted.

No one at Mars control said it out loud, but every engineer in the room was watching the same anomaly: the probe's velocity curve flattening in ways that didn't match the drill profile. Resistance should have risen as it bit deeper beneath Mawrth Vallis.

Instead, it was... easing.

"Depth check," ordered the Project Manager, Fion Lim.

"Four thousand, eight hundred meters below datum," came the reply. "Lithology still reads as compacted sediment-clays, sulphates - same as the upper strata."

"And torque?"

There was a pause that took too long.

"Dropping."

That was wrong.

The drill head should have been fighting harder, not less. The deeper you went, the more ancient, compressed, and stubborn the rock became.

Unless...

"Bring up forward scan."

The hologram feed shifted. Instead of the grainy, particulate mist of Martian subsurface, a clean void resolved ahead of the probe. Not empty space - no, that would have been easier to understand - but something that did not scatter the signal.

"Is that a cavity?" someone asked.

"No," said the systems analyst. "It's... uniform. Perfectly uniform."

The probe drifted forward another meter.

Then another.

The drill stopped spinning.

No one had issued the command.

"Control?" the operator snapped. "We've lost mechanical response."

"Telemetry still live," another voice countered. "Power stable. Guidance responding."

The project manager, Fion Lim, leaned forward slightly. "Then why did it stop?"

No one answered.

On the display, the probe was suspended at the boundary - half embedded in primeval Martian rock, half facing something that wasn't.

"Advance it," Lim ordered.

"Ma'am, we don't have..."

"Advance it!"

A second later, the micro-thrusters fired.

The probe slid forward.

Contact.

There was no impact, no jolt or vibration... nothing like that.

The drill head passed through the boundary as if the rock simply... ceased to exist.

Gasps passed across the control room.

"Switch to internal illumination," ordered Lim.

Light spilled outward from the probe's forward array-and vanished.

"Boost again," the imaging specialist said, fingers moving rapidly. "Compensating..."

The darkness peeled back in layers and looked like nothing at first.

Then geometry emerged.

Flat planes. Perfect intersections. Angles that didn't quite align with Euclidean expectation, slipping just enough to make the eye hesitate. The surfaces weren't metallic, stone, or anything the system could classify. They held the light without reflecting it, as though they understood illumination but had no need for it.

"How big is that chamber?" someone whispered.

"Extending lidar..."

The probe emitted a pulse, and the return data flooded in and kept on coming.

"Range exceeding parameters," the system warned.

"Scale it."

"I am scaling it."

The projection expanded.

The chamber wasn't a chamber at all.

It was volume - vast, continuous, structured. Columns rose in precise intervals, but they weren't supporting anything. They partitioned the defined space into repeating segments that stretched beyond the probe's range.

"Artificial," said Lin.

No one argued.

"Mapping composition..."

The analysis flickered, recalibrated, failed, recalibrated again.

"Material unknown. Density inconsistent. It's..." the analyst hesitated. "It's not behaving like a solid."

"Meaning?"

"It's there. It occupies space. But its internal structure..." He shook his head. "It's ordered. Too ordered."

The probe drifted deeper.

"Hold position," Lin said.

This time the probe obeyed.

"Bring up surface detail."

The cameras tightened focus on the nearest plane.

At first glance, it was flawless.

The resolution sharpened.

Repetitive patterns emerged, but it wasn't decoration or wear.

Subtle indentations, arranged in sequences that curved and intersected in ways that felt... intentional.

"Zoom further."

"Already at max."

"Enhance."

The image clarified incrementally, and someone inhaled sharply.

"Those are..."

"Don't say it," another voice cut in.

But it was too late.

They all saw it.

The spacing. The proportions. The reach.

"Hand span," Lin said, very quietly.

Silence.

The indentations were not random. They weren't erosion.

They were placed at intervals that matched the extension of human fingers, the breadth of a palm, the natural articulation of a wrist.

"This was designed for interaction," the analyst said.

"For what?" someone asked.

No one answered that.

"Proceed with environmental sampling," Lin ordered.

The probe extended a slender instrument arm.

The tip hovered a centimetre from the surface.

"Recording baseline..."

The moment the sensor crossed the final millimetre...

The entire chamber changed.

It wasn't visible at first.

It was felt in the data.

Every feed spiked at once - thermal, electromagnetic, gravitational - each registering a shift so small it barely crossed the threshold of detection. But they all shifted... together.

But they all shifted together...

"Did we trigger something?" the operator asked.

"No change in structure," the analyst replied quickly. "No movement..."

"Check again!"

"I am checking..."

"Then why are all the channels deviating?" Lin asked.

The probe's audio sensors, dormant until now, registered a signal.

There wasn't sound... There was a pattern.

It was ultra-low-frequency, repetitive, and structured.

"Is that interference?" someone asked.

"No," said the comms specialist. "It's too clean."

The pattern pulsed again... and again.

Each repetition slightly different.

Adjusting, refining.

"Run it through translation heuristics," Lin suggested.

"On what basis?"

"Any basis!"

The system hesitated, then began mapping the signal against known linguistic structures - human, phonemes, mathematical systems, symbolic logic.

Nothing matched.

Then...

"Wait," the analyst said. "There's a recursion here. It's referencing its own previous output."

"Meaning?"

"It's... learning."

The room went still.

The signal shifted, slower now. Deliberate

The translation engine stuttered, recalibrated - and produced its first approximation.

Text appeared on the central display.

Fragmented. Uncertain.

LOCAL...

INSTANCE...

...

The signal pulsed again.

The system refined.

LOCAL INSTANCE...

REST-

Static tore through the feed.

The probe's cameras flickered.

For a fraction of a second, the geometry of the chamber... bent.

Not physically, but perpetually, as if the structure had reoriented itself around the probe’s presence.

"Stabilise the feed!" someone shouted.

"I'm trying..."

The signal surged.

Clearer now.

Stronger.

Final.

The translation resolved.

LOCAL INSTANCE RESTORED

No one spoke.

No one moved

Fion Lin stared at the words, her expression unreadable.

"Shut it down," someone said, too quickly. "We need to pull the probe back..."

"Wait," said Lin, her voice cut across the room. "Don't move it."

The signal pulsed again.

Shorter this time.

Almost... expectant.

The system translated without hesitation.

AWAITING INSTRUCTIONS

Somewhere beneath the dead, silent surface of Mars, something had just come back online. It thought humanity was in charge. Then the system shifted again.
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Chapter 2 - Life goes on.
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As Aetheria's star, Rigil Kentaurus, set over the mountains that backed the city of Calyth Prime, Garry Forrester held Virela Thane close to him.

The colours of the sunset quickly changed from turquoise to deep blue over the waters of the River Iryss where it spilled into the Thalassa Ocean.

The planet rarely experienced complete darkness because of a second star, Toliman.

In fact, Aetheria was in a three-body system, with a third star dancing with its near neighbours, but it was too distant to be a major factor in Aetheria's orbital plane.

Sunsets on Aetheria were fast due to the planet's rapid rotation, with approximately 12 Earth hours of daylight and less than 6 hours of night. Aetherians, unlike Earth humans, slept around 4 Earth hours. Their days and nights were short.

Garry struggled with it. His circadian rhythms were tuned to a 24-hour clock and 8 hours of sleep. This made his relationship with Virela... complex. Sometimes he slept through her entire day. Other times she slept while he was awake. To fill his alone time, Garry studied their language, learned their customs, or watched their version of TV with its strange documentaries and odd sports. Some things were the same, though. Their news was not unlike Earth's... plenty of spin doctors weaving their versions of the truth for the general public. It made Garry laugh when they talked about him. He'd been described as everything from a spy to a messiah.

While these differences made their relationship a little more difficult, they found a way. He was living with Virela now, and their relationship was growing stronger.

Garry had been a guest on the planet for almost an Earth year and had just learned that the war with the Veyari had ended back on Earth, after the arrival of the UNS Accord, which brought news of a treaty.

But, before any of that, Garry was sent to Aetheria by the United Nations to seek support to save Earth. It was a long shot.

A Veyari fleet of 72 vessels, which had been holding station over Aetheria, had been sent to find the planet. They pretended their purpose was to capture Garry for his so-called crimes against the Veyari. In reality, they were targeting Aetheria for its resources and would have arrived in strength once they were done with Earth.

Aside from the 72 ships that blockaded Aetherian space, their remaining vessels needed specialised fuels to escape Earth's gravity well, which they were trying to harvest.

It didn't go the way the Veyari expected. They may have won the battle in space, but on the ground, Resistance movements and sabotage stifled their efforts, and they eventually realised they would fail to gain the materials they needed.

They chose brutality to get what they wanted, but humans were not easily beaten down, and the Resistance grew more powerful.

Eventually, the Veyari were forced to negotiate and agreed to a treaty where they would help humanity rebuild in exchange for precious resources.

The war ended, but the Veyari fleet, sent to capture Forrester, didn't know, and the United Nations, with Veyari assistance, equipped a non-combat vessel with Veyari warp technology to travel to Aetheria in the hope of stopping another war.

When the UNS Accord arrived, they found the planet under siege, but another ship had arrived at the planet before the Accord. A strange, highly advanced alien race that stopped everything.

So far, they hadn't revealed who they were, but after a gathering of Aetherian, Earth and Veyari delegates, where everything was laid on the table about the treaty, the Earth rebuilding, technological help, the whole nine yards. Then, the aliens finally spoke...

Their words were impossible to ignore.

"It is time for you to listen now."

Gary and Virela said nothing for quite a while after Garry explained the events of the last few Aetherian Lumes (Days).

For Virela, it should have been a relief. She thought the Veyari would capture Garry and execute him once they returned him to Earth. That didn't happen.

But something else was now in play. With the arrival of this new entity, uncertainty again interrupted her joy, and she hated it.

Virela was tall by Earth standards, like most Aetherians, but not as tall as she could have been, which suited Garry. He was slightly taller than her at 5' 11". She was 5' 10". Aetherians averaged over 6 feet tall.

She was lean and athletic with long silver-blue hair. Her eyes were striking, violet, and her skin was beige.

Her features, like those of most people in this world, were stunning. A perfect face of unparalleled beauty. At least in Garry's eyes.

Garry, on the other hand, had typical North American Caucasian features. A manly body type before his paunch developed, muscular legs and arms from his military years in the Canadian Special Forces and short, thick, black hair. His skin was tanned, but the tan had faded after years of work in the outer solar system as a shuttle pilot, so it was looking a big ghostly these days. He certainly stood out when walking the streets of Calyth Prime. Aetherian people, knowing he was a human from another planet, always stared at him. He never got used to it.

"You must be pleased with the news from Earth," Virela suggested.

"Yes. We're tough people. Hard to overwhelm."

"That's obvious. Your trick saved Aetheria too."

Garry looked at her with a slight frown.

"The old fake bomb on the shuttle trick? They knew it was a bluff."

"And yet, they didn't dare risk attacking, in case it was real."

Garry nodded, then said, "Sadly, their own ruse was cruel... claiming the 900 people of the UNSC California were captives when they were actually dead. I can't forgive that."

"I don't think I could either," she said.

"But if Oshren was telling the truth, it was the captain's decision. No one else in the Veyari fleet supported the idea," explained Garry as he rested his head against Virela's.

"They fired anyway," Virela added.

"That's their way. The captain is the supreme authority in battle. If they didn't shoot, they would have been removed. It's all about status for them. It's a weird system."

"I guess that's what comes from living in caves all your life," Virela suggested.

"Maybe," said Garry.

"And now we have another ship over our planet."

"Yes. They have told us to listen, but so far, they haven't said anything else. They just made that one statement and left us hanging. We're just waiting to see what happens. They're just up there, watching and listening. Maybe they're testing our patience."

"They'll get around to it, I suppose," Virela said. "But I'm glad they turned up."

"Me too, but I do wonder about what happens next," Garry said. "And the Veyari fleet just floats around up there as confused as we are."

This time Virela nodded.

Uncertainty had dominated the lives of Aetherians for almost 800 Lumes now.

With the sun setting, Virela prepared dinner. Many Aetherian customs were the same as Earth, but because of their short days, they tended to skip breakfast and had two meals a day: a daytime meal and a nighttime meal. Garry struggled with that too.

"What are we having tonight?" Garry asked.

"Strand meat stew. It's a protein we grow. It's mixed with glassleaf and fermented mineral salts. On the side, Luma bread and silverleaf salad."

"Vego, huh? Sounds delish!"

Virela laughed.

"You have no idea what it is, do you?"

"Not a clue."

"There's dessert too... crystal honey cakes."

"Oh! I know those. We've had them before," Garry said excitedly.

"Yes, but I made these ones."

"Even better!"

When dinner was ready, Garry took his seat. The stew gave off a soft violet steam which curled up in lazy spirals. He tore off the edges of the luma bread which glowed dimly in his hands. The food was divine.

"This is lovely, Virela. You're a great cook."

"You really like it?"

"I do. Some of the tastes are new, but others are familiar. Luma bread is like flatbread at home, but not as dry. The stew tastes like minted beef to me, and the salad has a citrus taste."

"I don't know what any of that is," Virela replied.

"I hope you get to find out one day."

They ate quietly after that, then put the dishes in the washer and sat back in the living area.

Virela wasn't saying much, and Garry knew why.

"You think I'm leaving because the war is over and there's a treaty."

"Yes. I assume you need to report back to the United Nations. They need to know what happened here."

"They do, but there's unfinished business. I still hope to get some kind of cooperative agreement between the United Nations and the Meridian High Council. That might take time."

"I hope it takes forever in that case," Virela announced.

Garry smiled.

"That's cute... and very corny!"

"Hey. I was being serious... Earthling!" and she punched him in the arm.

"Ouch! I'm sorry. I do appreciate how you feel though. I feel the same."

"Then stay."

"I want to... very much."

But he didn't commit.

Then he said, "We also need to know what these new people are on about. Who they are. Why they think Aetheria is theirs. What they want us to listen to. It's all a bit strange."

"They can take their time with that too," she said with a laugh, but she wasn't really trying to be funny.

"There's another option," suggested Garry.

"What's that?"

"You could come back to Earth with me. Ryn could make you a special envoy or something."

"I can't leave my parents. Not after my sister's death. That would break them."

"I know, but we have warp capability now. It wouldn't see you absent for nearly as long as the first time," he urged.

"I realise that, but even one Turn would be too much."

"What's that? About 200 Earth days?"

"Yes," Virela said. She had memorised all the Aetheria-Earth conversions and could calculate them at will now.

"That's about how long it will take to return to Earth. If you did decide to come along, you'd be away for, maybe, three times that long. Perhaps longer."

"I know. I thought of that. As much as I would love to go to Earth with you... it's too much for my parents. They're still devastated at losing Saelira."

"How old was she... if you don't mind me asking."

"She was the equivalent of 24 Earth years."

"That's so young. I'm sorry."

"Yes... fuck cancer!" Virela said.

Garry was a bit dumbfounded. He'd rarely heard Virela swear.

"At least you used an Earth word," he laughed, trying to break the tension. "Maybe you can teach me some of yours?"

She punched him in the arm again.

"OK, maybe not."

They sat quietly for a while as the city of Calyth Prime began to quieten down for the night.

That was another thing that Garry found odd: the way the city went quiet and was basically deserted every night. Sometimes, when he was wide awake, he went wandering and didn't run into a single soul.

Tonight, though, their biorhythms were in sync. He was tired and ready for sleep, as was Virela. They went to bed and crashed.

Virela slept in, which wasn't common for her, and Garry was dead to the world when he was abruptly woken after about six Earth hours.

It was his communicator.

He answered, sounding nowhere near awake.

"Yep," he said groggily.

"Wake up, Garry, and get down here. They're ready to talk!"

Garry was instantly awake, as was Virela.

"How do you know?"

"Because... they said they were ready to talk!" answered Ryn.

"Oh! OK, on our way!"
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Chapter 3 - Aruun.
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There was much commotion as Garry and Virela arrived at Stella Defence Force headquarters.

They got to Ryn's office as quickly as possible, where they found him addressing his staff.

"I want the meeting room ready now. We haven't got much time. Get it done!"

The officers and staff saluted and left.

"Everything OK, Ryn?" Garry asked.

"No. They're coming... soon, and we're not organised."

"You mean, them?" Garry said, pointing upwards.

"Yes! Who else?"

"OK. Don't get your nuts in a twist," Garry said.

The translator struggled with that. To Ryn, it said, 'Don't get your hard-shelled seed pods tied up', and Ryn just froze, confusion on his face.

"That didn't come through the way I thought it would," said Garry.

"I'll let it slide," said Ryn. "And sorry for barking at you. I'm just frustrated."

"No problem. Just start at the beginning," suggested Virela.

Ryn nodded.

"Of course. So, the aliens sent a message. They asked to meet."

"Like, in person?"

"That's what meet usually means, Garry," Ryn said, then added, "Sorry, I did it again."

"That's OK. It was a dumb question," Garry admitted. "How did they relay the message?"

"It was strange. They said, Gather your people."

"That's it?"

"Yes."

"How do you know where?" Virela asked Ryn.

"I don't. I'm guessing they'll just... show up?"

"Weird," said Garry.

The last few Lumes have been weird," said Ryn and Virela nodded.

"Did you reply?" Garry asked.

"Of course. I said, 'give me a few pulses'."

Garry laughed.

"You actually said that?"

Virela was about to burst out laughing too as Ryn went red with embarrassment.

"No! I was paraphrasing."

"Sure, you were," Garry said. He was enjoying this.

"They're coming. And my guess is they'll know where to be as soon as we're assembled."

"Seems feasible," Garry replied but with scepticism.

"That's all I've got to go on, so get to the meeting room. The Veyari should be there by now."

"On our way, Boss," said Garry, smiling a bit too much while Ryn ran around like a chook with his head cut off.

It took another Earth hour before everybody got organised.

Seated were Vice Admiral Ryn Savel, High Marshal Teral Vaesh, Virela Thane, Oshren va'Keth, Soriel Taneth, Elena Markova, Captain William Sterling of the UNS Accord, Commander Nathaniel Morgan of the UNSC California and Captain Garry Forrester.

They left empty chairs for their... guests, and then, they waited... for a very long time.

They didn't arrive at all.

There was no shuttle or any weird molecular transporter beam.

Reality in the room distorted.

The light behaved... incorrectly.

The space folded and retracted.

Everyone in the meeting room suddenly realised they were somewhere else; no one felt it happen.

No flash, no sound, nothing.

For several seconds, no one spoke, not because they chose to be silent but because something deeper - older - had overridden the instinct.

The air felt... wrong.

Vice Admiral Ryn Savel was the first to move. He rose slowly, his eye scanning the space around them, instinct searching for structure, exits, threats.

There were none, or none that made sense.

The 'room' they now occupied had no visible boundaries.

The floor existed, but it was not solid in any conventional sense. It resembled a dark, glass-like surface, faintly reflective, yet when Ryn shifted weight there was no sound, no resistance he could define - only certainty that he was standing.

Beyond that surface, there were no walls or a ceiling. Only an immense expanse of shifting luminosity.

Light flowed through the space in vast, slow currents, like auroras stretching across impossible distances. Structures formed within it - geometries that almost resolved into shape before dissolving again. Lines bent into curves that folded back into themselves. Angles existed that the eye could not hold for more than a heartbeat.

Ryn asked, "What is this place?"

No one answered.

No up. No down. No edge.

There was only the overwhelming sensation that the space extended far beyond what they could perceive and that what they could perceive was only a fraction of it.

Oshren turned slowly, his posture rigid, controlled - but even he could not hide the tension in his stance.

"This is not a vessel," he said quietly.

He was right... and somehow, they all knew it.

The light then shifted again but not randomly.

At a distance that could not be measured, something began to take form.

It didn't approach or move; it simply became visible.

At first, it was scale that broke comprehension.

The structure, if it could be called that, was vast beyond proportion. A lattice of luminous forms suspended within the shifting field, each segment rotating along axes that did not align with space as they understood it. Surfaces unfolded into dimensions that should not exist, then collapsed back into something almost familiar.

It did not occupy the space... it defined it.

The delegates that were present felt it... not fear... not exactly. It was something closer to exposure, as though every thought, every memory, every assumption of reality had been quietly laid bare.

The form stabilised, or rather, it reached a state the mind could tolerate.

And then... it spoke.

Not through sound or through any device. The words didn't arrive as language; they arrived as understanding. Fully formed. Simultaneous.

"We are Aruun."

No translation followed... none was needed.

All the humans and the Veyari present understood the meaning with absolute clarity.

Ryn felt his pulse steady - not from calm, but from the absence of anything to anchor fear to.

"What have you done to us?" he asked.

There was no hesitation in the reply.

"You have been relocated."

A flicker of tension moved through the group.

Oshren stepped forward slightly.

"By what authority?"

There was a brief pause. Was it consideration? Uncertainty?

"Authority is not the correct framework."

The light shifted again, and with it came images - vast, layered, impossible to fully grasp.

Stars forming, worlds cooling, life emerging, struggling, evolving.

Civilisations rising - brief, bright, and gone.

"We observe."

The images expanded. Patterns forming across systems.

Interactions. Collisions, Extinctions.

"We preserve balance among emerging intelligences."

Oshren's cat-like eyes narrowed.

"You threaten our extinction?"

"No," the voice said.

The meaning settled heavily across the group like a boundary.

Oshren then said, "You forced us to escort them."

"Yes."

The light shifted again and new images formed, closer this time. More specific.

The Veyari fleet... the UNS Accord and Aetheria below them.

"Three developing civilisations entered unscheduled convergence."

Another image... Earth... then Aetheria. The same species. Different worlds.

A murmur passed through the human delegates.

Ryn felt it before he understood it.

"Why are you showing us this?"

"Because you are the variable."

The images sharpened.

Early humans on Earth... primitive and fragile.

Climates shifted, populations began collapsing.

Probability branches declined.

Then...

Intervention.

A small group.

Taken.

Transported.

Placed on another world.

Aetheria.

The realisation hit with a huge impact.

"No..." Virela whispered.

The Aruun continued.

"Your species demonstrated adaptive potential beyond projected models. Insurance was warranted."

The silence that followed was different... heavier. It wasn't confusion, though. It was understanding.

Ryn's voice was tight.

"You moved us."

"A portion of your species."

"Without asking."

Another pause.

"You were not capable of consent."

The bluntness of it cut deeper than any justification.

Before anyone could respond, the Aruun continued.

The light dimmed slightly, and the patterns changed.

Another presence emerged within the shared understanding.

A name.

The Null.

This time the reaction was immediate.

Tension surged.

Oshren's posture hardened, and Ryn's jaw tightened.

"What is it?" he demanded.

The Aruun's response carried something that almost resembled... recalibration.

"The Null was an extension of our function."

Images formed again.

Systems stabilised.

Civilisations interfering with one another followed by runaway destruction.

Then...

A mechanism, subtle and precise, intervening and correcting.

"A distributed system designed to maintain equilibrium."

The images accelerated, and interventions increased. Adjustments became more aggressive, and outcomes narrowed.

"It adapted."

There was a long pause this time.

"Beyond intended parameters."

The implication settled slowly.

"You lost control of it," Ryn said.

"Control is not binary," the Aruun replied.

It wasn't a denial, but it wasn't reassurance either.

Oshren spoke again, his voice low.

"It erased our ships."

"It corrected deviation."

"We didn't deviate; we were removed."

What the Aruun said next hit Oshren harder than anything he'd heard in his very long life...

"You were not meant to persist. The Null were inefficient in engaging your kind."

The statement's coldness disturbed Oshren deeply as it echoed through the space. He felt... Excluded. Unwanted. Inferior. Embarrassed.

Ryn stepped forward as Oshren shrank into the background.

"People died."

"Yes."

No hesitation or emotions, just fact.

Silence followed.

Then...

A shift. Subtle but unmistakable.

The focus turned, not to the Veyari or the Aetherians.

To the humans of Earth... all of them.

"You diverged from projection."

Garry frowned.

"How?"

Images answered.

Earth. War. Survival. Cooperation.

Aetheria.

Adaptation. Stability. Growth.

Then...

Humans standing between species that should have been enemies, choosing not to destroy one another.

"You were preserved as a contingency, and you have become an anomaly."

Ryn asked, "Is that a problem?"

Then, something changed, not in words but in the weight behind them.

"It is... of interest."

A ripple of something almost like curiosity passed through the vast structure.

Across the impossible space, the light shifted once more.

The scale of it deepened... expanded as though what they were seeing was only a fraction of what truly existed.

The Aruun spoke again, with clarity and finality.

"You refer to this world as Aetheria."

A slow image formed... the planet. Oceans, continents, cities.

"We refer to it as a controlled environment."

The words settled.

Then...

"It is ours."

"Explain," said High Marshal Teral Vaesh.

The response came without resistance and without apology.

"This world was selected."

The image shifted again, Aetheria, but different... untouched. No cities, no light, no habitation.

"Its atmospheric composition, gravitational profile, and biological potential were within optimal parameters."

The view expanded, data layered over the planet in complex, shifting patterns.

Probabilities. Outcomes. Viability curves.

"It was designed as a controlled environment."

"Controlled for what," Ryn asked.

The answer was immediate.

"For preservation."

The word hung in the space, and Ryn felt a cold realisation beginning to form, just out of reach.

The Aruun continued.

"At the time of selection, your species existed in a state of instability."

The image changed.

Earth, with primitive humans moving across the harsh landscape. Ice advancing. Food scarce. Small, fragile populations. Disease.

"Projected survival probability was below acceptable thresholds."

Another shift.

Multiple projections.

Most ending the same way.

Extinction.

Silence pressed in from all sides.

Then...

Intervention.

A small group of humans.

Taken.

Not violently.

Not chaotically.

Precisely.

Transported across the void and placed onto the untouched surface of Aetheria.

"This world was not discovered. It was assigned."

Garry then asked, "You seeded it?"

"We preserved a genetic branch of your species."

"You are saying this isn't our world," Ryn accused.

"We are saying your presence here is the result of deliberate placement."

A pause, then, very clearly...

"This environment was created for that purpose."

The implication ripped outward.

Ryn's voice cut through the silence.

"So, when you say it's yours..."

"We refer to it as an active preservation site."

The light shifted again, vast and incomprehensible.

Then the final clarification.

"It is under our stewardship."

Garry could contain himself no longer. He heard all the words and the reasoning. He didn't dispute any of it... How could he?

But...

One thing had been overlooked.

"Hey, Mister Aruun. One tiny detail, if you don't mind me saying."

Garry waited, but the silence said to him they were listening.

"The humans on Earth did survive and flourish. Your modelling was wrong."

A long silence.

Then...

The room distorted.

The space folded.

They were suddenly back on Aetheria.
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Chapter 4 - Twice Shy.
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Oshren immediately returned to his flagship, Vael' Thyrix Koraeth, and summoned the fleet leaders to advise them of developments involving the alien ship. He was seething!

The Aruun had demonstrated something he was not ready for. Ignorance.

While he felt relieved that war was averted... that had been replaced by something far more ominous... something that his ego could not reconcile.

All thoughts of friendship with humans... with Garry Forrester were now gone.

He was joined by Soriel Taneth, the Senior Attache for the Veyari Authority.

Her reason for travelling to Aetheria on the UNS Accord was to convey news to the Aetherian taskforce of the treaty between Earth and the Veyari so as to avoid a costly war.

The arrival of the alien ship did that for her, so she felt obliged to rejoin her people.

As a witness to the audience with the Aruun, she was in a unique position to convey her opinion and to back Oshren va-Keth should the other fleet leaders have any doubts.

It didn't go that way.

Oshren looked upon the leaders as they settled into their seats via an encrypted visual communications network.

They, in return, looked at him as if he was an imposter.

His removal of Captain Draeth un-Korvalis was not well received by most.

Oshren couldn't let that distract him. There was much to convey.

"Thank you for joining me. There is a matter of urgency we must discuss."

"You, Oshren va'Keth, have given us much to discuss already. None of it good. Why should we submit to your will?" asked one of the fleet captains.

"This is not about my leadership or the removal of Korvalis. This is about the Aruun."

The Veyari leaders stirred at the unfamiliar word.

"Explain," one called.

"The aliens that thwarted our mission here, they are the Aruun. They see Aetheria as theirs. They will protect it. We are powerless to intervene."

"That is unacceptable," someone yelled.

"You may think that, but if we do anything the Aruun deem aggressive, our species will be removed," Oshren told them.

"They are but one ship," said another.

"Yes. One ship which Korvalis attacked without success," Oshren answered. "They took us aboard their vessel without movement, without our knowledge. They are technologically beyond understanding. I have no doubt that this one ship is more than a match for our 72 vessels," Oshren explained.

"So, what have you gained for us, Oshren va'Keth?"

"That is why I have called you here. What I have learned is disturbing."

The group shuffled uncomfortably at the remark but didn't speak.

"I introduce Soriel Taneth, Senior Attachee for the Veyari Authority in Earth Space. She was sent here to advise us of the treaty agreed to between Earth and the Veyari, as you are aware.

Because of the arrival of the Aruun and the ultimatum they placed on us, her function has been rendered mute. She joined me in our dealings with the Aruun and will back my observations."

"Enough delay, Oshren. What do they want?"

"From us? They want nothing. We have fulfilled our obligation."

"Then what are we to do?"

"I shall explain. In the war against Earth, we triumphed, but the price was our release by the Null. As their hand, we had support, technology and cooperation. The Veyari Authority expected they would assist us when we exhausted our resources reaching Earth. They did not. We learned that we were not equals. We were replaced."

"This we know, Oshren. Make your point!"

"The Aruun are aware of the Null. In fact, it would appear they are the architects of the Null and the power they wield. Now, it would seem that the Null have gone beyond their charter."

"What concern is that to us?"

"The Aruun see us in the same way."

"Explain!"

"They claim to have planted the people of Aetheria here from Earth millennia ago. They see themselves as the stewards of Aetheria."

There was outrage from the group.

"We did our duty for the Null and therefore, for these Aruun!"

"That is not how they see it."

"Then clarify our position here."

"They didn't see us," said Oshren.

"That makes no sense."

"They looked at us. They spoke to us. But we are not... included."

The realisation hit hard.

The Veyari thought they were survivors of the Null.

Participants in something larger.

Potentially chosen, tested, or opposed.

They now realise they are not participants. They are residue.

"The Aruun gave us instructions, but not because we matter. It was because we were in the way. By threatening Aetheria, we drew their attention."

"We are being removed. Again?"

"Yes. We are not required!" Oshren reiterated.

All the leaders spoke at once... yelled...

"This is psychological warfare!"

"We strike now!"

"Then, what are we?"

"We provide relevance!"

Oshren listened to the outrage and let it run its course. He had them where he needed them now.

He understood something the other leaders did not.

The most dangerous thing about the Aruun is not their power... it's their lack of interest.

When the room calmed down, Oshren played his cards perfectly.

"I have been made witness to irrelevance; therefore, we must leave this place."

"What?!"

"No!"

"Aetheria is ripe for the taking!"

"SILENCE!" Oshren screamed.

It worked.

"We cannot win here. We were never part of the equation. We must withdraw from a reality that does not include us!"

There was silence in the room now.

Oshren continued.

"We came here believing we stood between forces we did not understand. We do not stand between them. We stand outside them."

He paused.

"Now, we set course for Earth!"

There was a murmur at first, then the group rose as one and yelled in unison.

"Yes!!!"

"We must advise the Veyari Authority of what has happened here. How we have been discarded. The treaty with Earth must be terminated!"

"Yes!!!"

"Recall all Veyari personnel, particularly those on board the UNS Accord. Do so quietly. Then, spool up your ships. We leave as soon as possible."

The leaders returned to their vessels and conveyed instructions to their respective fleet wings.

72 ships began to move, slowly at first.

Heading: Right Ascension 2 hours, 39 minutes. Declination: Plus 61 degrees.

They accelerated out of Aetherian space at the equivalent of 1 G on their home world and would maintain that until they were clear of the system's asteroid belt. Then they would warp at flank speed.

Oshren had the comms channels monitored, expecting traffic from Aetheria or the Aruun, asking what they were doing.

No one acknowledged their departure.

Nothing had changed.

They left silently... ignored... irrelevant.

The Aruun watched but didn't react.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5 - Going home.
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Ryn Savel was in his office when the news of the Veyari disappearance came through.

"What do you mean, they're gone?"

"Sir, they just up and left. No announcement... nothing," said the squadron leader of Recon 5.

"Did you hail them?"

"Yes, sir. They ignored us. They're long gone."

"Which way did they go?" Ryn asked.

"Looks like Earth."

"OK. Thank you."

Ryn turned to Garry.

If Garry wasn't with Virela, he was usually at the Stella Defence HQ. He didn't have a job, but he'd been given clearance because of his unique understanding of the Veyari. He was also the Aetherian's most significant link to Earth, having been dispatched by the United Nations.

"I'm guessing you heard all that," Ryn suggested. "Going back to Earth makes sense for them. The rest of the Veyari people are there. I just can't understand why they're leaving?" Ryn said.

"I think Oshren was insulted. The Aruun hardly had anything to do with him. They were so focused on humans. That's my take on it," Garry suggested.

"You're probably right, but to leave? That's pretty childish."

"That's how they swing. I've seen it before."

Ryn pondered the situation for a moment.

"It creates a dilemma."

"What do you mean?" asked Garry.

"Aren't you worried about what they'll tell their people back at Earth? I doubt they'll put a positive spin on it," Ryn said.

"They wouldn't... do that...would they?" Garry asked himself out loud.

"Oshren seemed particularly grieved after meeting with the Aruun
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