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    For all who have a great dream.  It's never too late to make that dream happen and to make it better than before.

      

    


Forward

This is what it’s about.

When the vision of what would eventually become PhiraSword started forming, the idea was for the big bad to do what they did, but the question popped up.  Why would anyone care?

I mean there was no investment, no real sense of danger.  The characters who were in that initial scene were basically nobodies.

This is where “Warriors” came from, at least for part of it.  The other was a pet peeve of mine about science fiction and the heroes in them, especially in military sci-fi.  The vast majority of them are decidedly male.

Even now, it’s a male-dominated genre.  Seriously, look at what’s out there.  Pretty much the ones considered the best have both an X and a Y chromosome as the leads.

Which just isn’t right.  So, among other little things you might notice, I gave women the chance to prove they’re every bit as tough as the guys, every bit as capable of being warriors.

And the idea for these volumes came out, collections of stories under a single banner.

You could collect them initially, true, but it’s only here, with the volume, that hardcovers can come into being.  Only with the volumes do they all stick together.

That’s what started this adventure.  Not some other esoteric garbage, just the idea that each character matters and that each one can make a difference.

And each one, when it comes to the prophecy as written on this first page of the volume and on the back cover, plays its own part.

So, if you are new to the world of PhiraSword, welcome.  If you wanted to see all the changes made with the entire volumes, welcome back to the Arboc Zone.

––––––––
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Book 1: Fallen Prophets
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Prologue
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As a shadow falls across

The Arboc Zone

And disbelief becomes the primary belief

Then shall a great darkness arise

And a hero shall be lost when two heroes fall.

At that time, the Champion must

Come forth, claiming life from the ashes

Who is both one and not one of the Arboc Zone

Seeing what cannot be seen

And claim the great Sword from its keep

And The Wielder shall smite the darkness by curing the wound

And sealing the fate of the darkness with

The bond of trust and compassion

And drive it from the Zone

And then shall the gods be revealed to those that believe

else the whole Zone be burned

And life destroyed

And if the Champion comes forth, the Offspring of the Champion shall rebuild the Arboc Zone.
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Chapter 1: The Beginning
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She could feel herself falling, not sure what was going on. Was she really here? The controls felt so familiar, like she’d seen them before, but from where? She grabbed them, trying to steady the craft as alarms blared out of nowhere, out of pure danger. She saw the world below, saw how fast it was coming up.... 

Risti stirred awake, her long, dark red hair following behind her head as she turned, recognizing what the alarm sound really was. “FARP!!!” 

The lookout alert kept calling to her as she struggled up out of bed, tying her hair behind her as she slipped on her uniform jacket, the white sleeves standing out so well. As she ran, the control center came into view. Across the floor, so many stations, each devoted to a particular duty. She didn’t bother with that as she ran to the nearest monitoring station and slid into her seat. “Rookie Risti!”  

The voice was laced with a familiar acid. “Toxil.” 

She muttered it under her breath and hoped he hadn’t heard. He had. “Foul language cannot be allowed in the control room, rookie.  Now stand at attention.” 

Her eyes rolled as she stood. Commander Mactor had an obviously superior look, as he often showed, showing such contempt for her and for what? As she stood there, she had to laugh, but only in her mind.

They’d heard of Mactor’s reputation — someone who was shipped from place to place, promoted multiple times although he never earned it. They were just rumors. But with 3 parts of him as second here, Wayan Commander Mactor proved worse. Yet she stood as he glared at her. “Rookie, the bylaws state that every monitoring position must be monitored constantly during a time of war. Yet look at...” 

A soft yet commanding voice behind him interrupted him. “That’s true, Wayan Commander, but where is this monitoring station located?”

It was the station commander, Commander Zappi. His aged appearance showed his wisdom as he stepped towards Mactor. The younger officer straightened. “We’re on Arboc, sir, but we are at war.”

Zappi stopped him. “Mactor, the Reactionaries have only attacked the outer worlds, away from Arboc. No official declaration has ever been made.” 

Mactor straightened more. “Commander, it is in the directives that, if hostility is detected, a warlike state must be adhered to.” 

Zappi clapped a hand on his shoulder. “And where is Arboc?”

Mactor thought for a moment. “Near the heart of Rim A.” 

With two rims in the Arboc Zone, the one designated as Rim A was simply the one that held the capitol world of Arboc.  Otherwise, there were no differences.  Zappi looked up and smiled. “And where are most of the Arboc Forces located?” 

Mactor didn’t need to think about that. “Around here.” 

Zappi’s smile turned to Risti. “So why sound an unnecessary alarm to get this Rookie out of bed and come up here?” 

That had him, and he knew it. It didn’t matter to either Zappi or her what their genuine relationship was, but it seemed to irk Mactor that he’d asked his daughter, recently graduated from the Arboc Forces Academy, to come here. It shouldn’t matter to anyone. Zappi was a well-respected Commander, someone who earned the loyalty of all who served under him. Even his brother-in-law, Johal, seemed to show that respect, and he was Commander of a carrier. 

Zappi looked at her for a moment. “Come with me, Rookie.” 

As he turned to walk away, Risti followed. What he wanted she didn’t know, but he went into his ready room, and she followed him in. “Close the door.” 

As she did so, he sat behind his desk. The hexagonal room was decorated with so many reminders of the family, including many images of her as a child. As she waited, he seemed drawn to the pictures. “Daughter, you know I love having you here. I love spending time with you.” 

Risti just stood at attention. She didn’t have permission to speak just yet. He reached up and took a picture of her mother, Ananda. “Ever since your mother died, it’s just been you and me.” 

She waited as he sat behind his desk again. “Yet I can’t help but want to keep protecting you from idiots like Mactor. That can’t continue.” 

He gestured to her, implying he wanted an answer. She weighed her words. “I would say I can handle it, sir, but I’m not sure how.” 

Zappi nodded. “It’s true that I won’t be able to protect you forever as I’m not a young man anymore.” 

Risti almost objected to his statement but kept silent. She was still new to this life, just recently graduated from the Academy, and she had to until she was asked a question or permitted to speak. Zappi clasped his hands in front of him on the desk. “Your uncle, Johal, has put in a request to have you transferred to the Vutomgerecten. I’m considering it.”

As he dismissed her, Risti’s thoughts kept mixing up in her head. So much came to mind. Did I do something wrong? Doesn’t my father want me around anymore? Still, the Vutomgerecten, one of the biggest ships out there, traveling all over the place. This was one of those that could generate its own farping starbridge. 

The thoughts kept coming, unable to separate themselves. As she went back to her station, under Mactor’s watchful eye, she couldn’t describe to anyone what she was thinking. 

Two rotations later, as Risti sat at her station, the alert sounded. An unauthorized starbridge was incoming, one that was not scheduled. At her station, she waited to see the transponder. 

Since the problems with the Reactionaries started, it had been declared that all vessels traveling within the starbridge network must have their transponders on and declare their intentions. The transponder flashed for a moment but then shut off. That was a distress signal, meaning the ship was in trouble. 

She alerted Mactor, who alerted Zappi. The visualization of the starbridge portal snapped on at the command, the hologram forming as it showed the exceptional and ancient construction. 

The hexagonal structure, still operational after who knew how many revolutions, flared to life. Plasma energy formed, filling the frame as it flowed outward for a moment, then left the portal with a glowing sphere in the middle of it. The energy flowing through it still impressed Risti so much.  The knowledge that created these nodes for the network that connected both rims of the Arboc Zone and how incredible it was to travel from one side of one rim to the other side of the other rim in the blink of an eye. The energy sphere exploded as the ship came through. “Run scan.” 

Risti did so as it started spinning. “No scarring, no power drain. Crystals all appear to be in shape. Pilot alive but...Sir, it’s going to crash.” 

Zappi gave the order. “You spotted it, Rookie. It’s your ship to oversee.” 

She triggered the emergency systems, calculating where the ship would come down, then headed out. 

Risti knew there were horrible things out there — people, events, even twisted accidents. As she hopped into her transport, she thought she was prepared. She arrived at the scene two marks later, watching as the fire control and medical personnel tried to open the ship. She recognized the markings. “Monastic Colonies?” 

She watched as they pried open the ship, extracting the pilot. Risti gasped. He had long hair, down to his shoulders, wearing the robes of a colonist. The marks on his robes told her he was from the Camp of the Ancient Order. The color showed her he was of the rank of prophet, a teacher of their belief system. And he was handsome. She couldn’t help but notice that as she leaned in closer. His eyes popped open, looking around confused. In a strained voice he declared, “The Shadow has fallen.”
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Chapter 2: Leoj the Prophet
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Three rotations later, Risti found herself again in the room in the medical center of the man they pulled from the craft. The medical center did all it could, and the nanos were at work in his body’s many internal systems. Although she didn’t know how to read the complex medical equipment, she’d seen that the scan of his brain had shown some damage. 

Yes, he was handsome, extremely so. But that wasn’t what brought her back. It was the statement. 

Everyone in the Arboc Zone knew the prophecy given by Jamson as he was about to create the Arboc Zone. That great prophet, speaking for the Gods of the Arboc Zone after the disastrous warfare of the Toaghs, set the whole new system in motion. It spoke of the great darkness that was supposed to be coming, one that would threaten everything. Before that, there was the shadow. 

She’d seen all the arguments all over ArbocNet, over what the darkness was, over the many revolutions. Some argued that it was purely metaphorical. Some argued it was the foundation of the hundreds of thousands of monastic camps, each one following its own belief system, after Jamson perished. 

That was over 3000 revs ago, 3207. Of course, it was so open to interpretation. So much confusion over such a simple prophecy. The Camp of the Ancient Order, as her mysterious prophet belonged to, studied it and all the others extensively. They believed it would be revealed over time what it all meant, so maybe part of the answer lay before her. 

He suddenly stirred awake. As he opened his eyes, looking around, he showed fear in his eyes before they settled on Risti. It took him a moment before he spoke. “I know you.” 

Risti smiled, then gave the Arboc Forces salute. “Rookie Risti, daughter of Zappi, at your service.” 

He looked down at his hand. “I can’t raise it. My name is Leoj. I’m guessing I’m in a medical center.” 

Risti nodded as she sat down beside him. “Yes, on Arboc. Your vessel crashed here.” 

He processed that for a moment. “Good. It’s where I wanted to be. I had to get here to get rid of it.” 

The way he pronounced the word chilled Risti’s bones. “It? What is it?” 

Leoj shuddered as best he could as the medic came in, likely with the alert that he was awake. “It’s a darkness, something that got into me, possessing my soul. It tried to control me, to make me go places. It was horrible.” 

The medic ushered Risti out, saying she needed to make sure Leoj was okay. She hesitated for a moment, wondering. Firsthand, how the Monastic Colonies spoke of spiritual darkness that can guide sometimes. Was that what Leoj was talking about? But she thought of the look in his eyes. It wasn’t the look of someone who’d lost their way; it was the look of someone who was being forced. 

As the medic came out, Risti asked her what was going on. She spoke of a strange alteration to Leoj’s brain structure, as if something had changed it. Although there was a lot of medical jargon, she understood some of it. The change was in the part of his brain responsible for decisions and directions. 

So, there was a physical change, a proof. As she went back in, Leoj smiled. “I guess I’ll be okay. The medic was nice and told me what was going on. The nanoes will need to keep working, and it’ll be a short time before I’m fully myself again, but I should be fine.” 

Risti didn’t want to bring it up, but she had to. She was Forces, after all. “There’s something the medic told me, a proof that something had happened. Can you describe it more and tell me why you called it the Shadow?” 

Leoj looked at her, and a shadow crossed over his eyes. “It was a crash on my homeworld, a crashed ship. H’gorah...” 

Risti smiled. Shortly before her acceptance to the Academy, she’d spent a revolution and a half on the H’gorah homeworld of K’ama’Gak. Even now, a few revs later, she loved the delicate balance they held with nature in their home, that dance between function and beauty. Their reptilian form was so adept at it. But Leoj went on. “The ship had a single pilot, deceased. I was the first there and saw and felt it.” 

He shuddered as he remembered. “The monster was enormous as it scuttled on its many legs; it was rapid before it jumped at me, latching onto my chest. Then it disappeared.” 

He sighed with anxiety. “No, not disappeared. It farping melded into me. At that, I felt such intense pain, saw so many of my mistakes played out before me. I felt it trying to convince me it was a god.” 

He looked into Risti’s eyes. “It told me to come here, but I fought it. I knew I was winning as it made me send the signal. It didn’t know what it meant when I turned it off.” 

Risti knew. She was the one who received it. “That’s when I knew I’d won. It knew too. The moment I crashed here, I felt such hatred towards me as it was forced to flee.” 

He looked into her eyes again, the pleading obvious. “How long are you out of the Academy?” 

She thought quickly in her head. “8 parts. Not quite a full revolution.” 

He nodded. “Then, I must request protection from you from this darkness. I believe it intends to kill me.” 

A protection request was nothing to be ignored. From any member of the Arboc Zone who felt they were in mortal danger; a Forces member was bound to that person to defend them no matter what. It meant they’d be together a lot more until this was over.
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Chapter 3: The Keep of the PhiraSword
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In the three rotations since Leoj requested protection from Risti, they had spent so much time together. It surprised her to hear that his initial intention was to join the Arboc Forces when he was 16 revs old, but an accident made him reconsider. He focused on trying to atone for the accident by devoting his life to the Monastic Colonies. 

When she asked what had happened, he grew silent. It was as if the memory still hurt him. She didn’t ask again. Still, he seemed to get more antsy. He was still at the medical center, still recovering, but it was clear he wanted to get out. That’s when she asked the medic if it was okay. 

After a few marks, the prophet was rigged to a portable medical transport, including a feed of nanoes to keep him healing. As he tried to stretch his legs out, the grimace on his face told her he realized the mistake. 

It hurt. She smiled as she asked where he wanted to go. Leoj looked at her with a faraway look, one of determination. “The most sacred site in the Arboc Zone.” 

During the first revs of Jamson’s attempt to reorder the Arboc Zone into what it is today 3207 revs ago, a mysterious structure reportedly appeared — one that still has everyone wondering about it. On the front of it was the symbol that was all over the place. A club-blade sword, a little longer than standard, with two very prominent wings sprouting from the hilt. 

Jamson introduced it as the PhiraSword, the primary focus of his prophecy. He declared that when the prophecy was fulfilled, the PhiraSword would save Arboc and save the entire Arboc Zone. Yet the Keep remained a mystery. 

Still, if Leoj wanted to see it, she had to take him. “It’s two travels away.” 

Leoj nodded. “Let’s go then.” 

As they went the two travels, Risti walking and Leoj hovering in his transport beside her, they continued to talk. He had her laughing a few times before he had to ask. “You seem a little old to be a Rookie. Why?” 

She didn’t take it as an insult. “After my mom passed, I was lost at the time of decision (That was 16 revs old). I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life.” 

After 12 revs of general education starting at 4, the decision was made about which of the five castes a young person chose to join. Then they were sent to the proper further education center for that caste. Risti had a slight smile as Leoj started naming the castes. He started with the most populated despite the Arboc Forced. “You mean it wasn’t the Merchant Guild?” 

Risti shook her head. “I just couldn’t buy what they were selling.” 

He stopped his transport for a moment, wondering if she was serious about that wordplay. When she said nothing more, he went on. “What about the Production Crede?” 

Risti chuckled under her breath. “Couldn’t make anything of it.”

He realized she was doing this on purpose. But he went on. “How about the Builder’s Union?” 

She laughed out loud. “I just couldn’t find a foundation.” 

He stopped, rolling his eyes at the terrible wordplay. It was a little funny, but he knew what was next. “And what about the Monastic Colonies?” 

That was his caste. At that, she grew serious, turned and faced him. “I tried for a while, but I realized I didn’t have the faith to get into it. When my mother died, I stopped believing in the gods.” 

She nearly turned away from him, not wanting him to see her shame in the admission. Here he was, a prophet, a teacher in the Camp of the Ancient Order, the one that claimed to follow Jamson’s original teachings to the letter, and she just admitted she didn’t believe. He reached up and grabbed her arm. As she turned, she saw the compassion in his eyes. “Risti, you might not believe in the gods, but they still love you and still want the best for you. I don’t know why they took your mother to the Peaceful Banks, but they’re only wanting what is best for you.” 

She felt herself tearing up at that. It seemed to be exactly what she needed to hear. “Thanks.” 

As she straightened up due to revs of practice, she saw their goal ahead. 

The Keep was in the middle of the Park of Remembrance, an area filled with many shaped fountains, all of which held the names of those who had passed on, specifically in the Forces. Similar fountains lay all over the Arboc Zone in the many worlds that circled in that grand Zone so unlike the others. 

As they entered the park, they both grew silent. The meaning and reverence of this place, built to remember so many who fell before, settled on them both. The shaped water used to represent how the ones who passed before never really left so long as they were remembered and how the flow of the water symbolized the flow of that memory silently held all the holographic names of the deceased. Risti knew where her mother’s plaque was — not on their current path — but she remembered. 

The memories ran thick as others paused at the various fountains, remembering those before. what Leoj would probably say — that it was the spirits of those who fell. Some in battle, like her mother, some because of other injuries. But they weren’t here for that. After a short time, going slowly because of the sacredness of this place, they came upon the Keep. 

The marble-white hexagon stood only two spans tall and only one across. The raised dais that held it, only half a span tall, spread out only a span from each side, creating another hexagonal platform. Leoj couldn’t get up there without Risti’s help. Yet the transport could rise. As she touched the controls, it floated until he could move to where the keep stood. 

He laid a hand on it, silent as he said a silent prayer. Risti just waited. As she did so, she thought about the strangeness of the keep. With only one seam on the front, splitting the PhiraSword symbol down the middle, and no other obvious way in, it seemed impossible to hold something. It would make sense that nothing could exist there of any size. The entire inner area would appear to be too small. 

Yet the echogram showed something impossible. It showed an interior that was exceptionally big. How could a greater area exist inside a smaller one? 

Leoj finished his prayer yet kept his hand on the keep. “After the accident I told you about, I had a dream. In that dream, I saw the PhiraSword floating before me, its wings flapping. It seemed to call to me, telling me my path was to be here, now.” 

Risti didn’t know what to say to that. 

On the trip back to the medical center, as it was obvious Leoj was growing tired, he finally told about the accident. “I was almost 16 and, of course, I wanted to be in the Forces, like many young men. My parents were Guild, so my sister and I often accompanied them. I was being dumb, playing with a cutter as if I were the Champion, swinging the PhiraSword around, when Chena snuck up on me. I didn’t even see her as I quickly swung around, lifting the blade in a quick stroke.” 

He shuddered for a moment. “There was so much blood. I cut her face badly.” 

Risti placed a hand on his shoulder as he went on. “She was fine, of course, patched up in no time, but I knew that, if I could be that careless, I had no business being in the Forces. I dedicated my life to being a follower of the gods, wanting to make up for it.” 

Risti’s voice was soft as she processed that. “And Chena?” 

He smiled up at her, touching her hand. “She’s in the Forces, wanted to make up for what I decided not to do. She’s in the command structure on the Vutomgerecten.” 

She laughed at that. “That’s my uncle’s ship. Who knows, I might run into her in the future.” 

But she never told him she would
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Chapter 4: Decisions and Desperation
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Two rotations later, Leoj was discharged from the medical center. Because of the protection, he came home with Risti to her and Zappi’s place of residence. He had healed enough to leave his transport, but not for long as he tired and hurt while trying to walk. 

He helped around their place as best he could since he was still healing. He never complained about the guest room, wondering often how Zappi and Risti could be Commander and Rookie at the post and father and daughter at home. 

Risti saw the deep respect Leoj had towards her father, saw it reciprocated and felt herself happy with the arrangement. Since she was his protector, Zappi informed Mactor not to expect her in until Leoj released her from her duty. Mactor couldn’t help but try to get under her skin. It was after one of those times Leoj asked, “He’s not that bright, is he?” 

Risti laughed at that. “No, he never has been. He somehow thinks he’s the gods’ gift to the Arboc Forces, making a difference in all those places he’s posted. But they just want to get rid of him. Nobody knows how he earns promotions, but maybe it’s just another way to get rid of him.” 

She had to share an idea with him. “I hope that one day, one of his boasts and one of his credit-thefts comes and bites him in the sug. And I hope I’m there to see it.” 

Leoj leaned towards her. “You know, you have the cutest smile.”

She felt her face turn bright red, almost as red as her hair.

Normally when off duty, a Forces member could remove their communicator and wristblaster. While the communicator sat on the non-dominant wrist, another piece that held a blue crystal that could connect instantly to wherever the wearer wanted to communicate, the wristblaster was another matter. 

Risti always marveled at it. This instrument, holding the red crystal that converted the motion of the universe into ionic plasma, focused it outward along the path directed by where she pointed her wrist. Each blaster, worn on the dominant wrist, was customized for each user, allowing them to arm it and fire it quickly. Many didn’t like it. 

The crystal focused the plasma along the top of the hand, although the newer versions had the crystal right on top to correct it. She hoped to get one soon. 

With Leoj in the next room, she had to keep wearing them as they slept. As she drifted off, she had two thoughts. First, the hope that she’d never have to use the one on her right wrist. The idea of ending someone’s life like that didn’t appeal to her. Second, her feelings for their guest kept getting stronger, and she hoped that, when the danger passed, they might get a lot closer. 

At the start of the next rotation, as soon as Zappi returned from his time in the monitoring station, Risti could tell something was wrong. “Everything okay, father?” 

As he looked at her, she saw a hollowness in his eyes, a sorrow she had no idea about, not until he spoke. “Where’s Leoj?” 

The prophet came out of the refresher. “Right here, sir.” 

Zappi suddenly raised his wristblaster. “I’m sorry.” 

Leoj raised his hands. “Sir, you can fight this. This cannot control you if you don’t give in to it.” 

Risti understood as soon as Leoj said that. Whatever darkness he’d fought earlier grabbed her father. “Father, don’t.” 

Zappi stammered. “Can’t stop.” 

Leoj tried again. “Sir, you can fight it. I fought this demon and won. You can too.” 

He went on. “Think of Risti. What would happen if you lost to it? What about your spouse?” 

Risti could see him fighting it, as if the universe flowed into his battle, but he was losing. The moment she saw him arm his wrist blaster, barely hearing the hum meaning it was about to fire, she leaped at Leoj, knocking him over as the blast sailed over them. Pure instinct drove her hand. The wrist blaster hummed, a deadly promise.
“Don’t make me,” she whispered, voice cracking like brittle glass.
Zappi turned, his own weapon glowing with lethal heat. “I’m sorry.”

The words had barely left his lips before her shot tore through the air—a streak of molten plasma that seemed to crawl in slow motion toward its target. It struck him squarely, and in an instant, every cell in his body screamed and died.

He collapsed face-first, the sound a dull, final thud. Risti’s scream ripped through the silence, raw and jagged. She lunged, but Leoj’s arms locked around her, holding her back.

Then the twitching began.

At first, it was subtle—a finger jerking, a leg spasming. But then the corpse convulsed violently, flipping over, as if something inside was clawing to escape. The skin bulged, stretching grotesquely, veins snapping like threads under strain.

Risti gagged as the body flipped over, its face a mask of slack horror. The bulges became writhing knots, pushing outward, tearing through flesh with wet, sucking sounds.

And then it emerged.

The thing that had worn her father like a suit. The darkness that whispered in her mind, the one that made her pull the trigger. It unfolded from the ruin of Zappi’s body like a nightmare blooming—half a span high, its many legs clicking against the floor in a rhythm that sounded almost...hungry. Its body was slick, glistening with fluids that steamed in the heat of the plasma wound.

It turned its head—if that twisted cluster of mandibles could be called a head—and fixed her with eyes that weren’t eyes at all, just pits of endless black.

Leoj’s voice shattered the paralysis: “Kill it!”

She raised her blaster, hands trembling, bile burning her throat. The creature moved, a blur of impossible speed, skittering toward her before veering away like a predator toying with prey.

Her shot missed. The thing vanished into the shadows, leaving behind only the stench of blood and something far fouler—something that promised this was only the beginning.

As it escaped, Leoj tried to grab her hand. “Stay away from me!” 

He held up his hands in surrender. She didn’t care. He was the reason she was an orphan now, a child of the Forces. Her father was dead. They’d be there soon, but she didn’t know what to say to them. Except for that strange brain anomaly, there was no proof. Nothing at all. 

Would they believe Zappi’d tried to kill Leoj? Without any proof that the thing existed, all they could rely on was his record  — an exemplary record. They needed proof. “C’mon. We’re leaving.” 

It took them a few marks longer before Leoj was on her personal transport. With it being small, they’d need the network, but if they didn’t act fast, the suspicion would fall on her for all the damage at their dwelling and for the death of her father. “Where’s your home?” 

Leoj, relaxing in the seat, not much pain there, told her. “Mondenombre.” 

At that, she cycled it on with the holographs coming to life as they lifted off. Who would she have to talk to at the station?  The question popped into her head as she hoped it wouldn’t be who she despised. As she clicked the comm on to request Starbridge activation, it was. Indeed, it was Mactor. “You identify as belonging to Risti, daughter of Zappi. We have Forces members on route there. Where do you think you’re going?” 

She shut him off. Farp it. Being Forces and the daughter of a well-respected Commander, she had private controls for the network as they reached the threshold of the Starbridge generator. She smiled as she punched it in and started cycling it. The automatic voice snapped over the comm. "This is an unauthorized activation. Please stop and return to Arboc.” 

She ignored it as the energy sphere formed, plunging her craft forward, closing her eyes... 

...Risti found herself walking towards her home, the color of a Commander on her jacket’s sleeves. As she approached, a couple of excited voices shouted, “Mother!” 

Two children, one with dark red hair, the other with simple brown hair, leaped out, running towards her. With gladness, she scooped them up as she finished the journey, Leoj leaning against the frame of the doorway smiling with his arms folded as he always had... 

...the transport came out the other side, and Risti opened her eyes. What was that one about? Every time a Starbridge journey was taken, an alternate reality opened up. The scientists of the Arboc Zone didn’t know exactly why, only guessing it had to do with the extreme speed the travelers were going and the subatomic nature of the Starbridge. 

But she was mad at Leoj now, not sure she’d ever be able to forgive him for what he made her do. 

Risti piloted her craft over the world, a world of greens and browns, under a yellow sun. It would be interesting for her since Arboc’s skies were sometimes green because of the yellow and blue stars orbiting each other so close the colors mixed. 

At Leoj’s direction, she set course for his home. Since many held the fact of vessels like hers coming in all the time, the home had a landing platform. She set her craft down, looking around as she shut the power off. As with most Monastic Colonies constructions, it was built with light stone. 

Risti got out, helping Leoj as she looked some more. While she had a PhiraSword pin on her jacket, showing what caste, Mondenombre had flags. The blue color indicated that, yes, she was in a place where the primary Monastic Camp was the Camp of the Ancient Order. 

Leoj still needed to take breaks as he walked with her to where the whole mess started. In the vehicle storage area they opened, she saw it. 

As with all H’gorah constructions, this vessel appeared to be perfectly natural, as if it grew rather than was built. Risti also saw it was wilting, meaning the ship was dying. She opened it up, knowing how to do so, getting in. As she looked around, she found what she needed. 

Turning what would essentially be the nav-computer on, watching the H’gorah script run across the screen, she touched the yellow and purple flower, hoping it worked. 

The writing turned standard, and she saw where this craft came from. “Where’s the pilot?” 

Leoj had sat, needing to do so with pain. At the question, he struggled back to his feet. “This way.” 

A few marks later, in a private home, one that Risti guessed was Leoj’s, she saw the deceased H’gorah. The dark, scaly skin showed where he was from, but this one clearly was dead. “We need to arrange for him to be sent back to K’ama’gak. Their funerary customs need to be fulfilled.” 

Leoj made a quick note as Risti looked at the body. It always seemed so strange. The H’gorah were an old, old race. Reptilian but warm-blooded, they were only a span or so tall. And they were highly intelligent. They seemed so at home in nature, able to turn it to their needs. The nanoes treatment was their creation, able to help fix most injuries and illnesses. They were so peaceful, so friendly. 

But what happened to this one?
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Chapter 5: The Vutomgerecten
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Leoj finished making the arrangements. “Where to now?” 

Risti informed him of what she’d found. “His carrier vessel is about two thousand LRevs outside the B Rim of the Arboc Zone. We’ll need transportation to get out there.” 

She sighed, hoping against hope that word hadn’t reached Johal about what had happened earlier. Even if it did, knowing Mactor, they’d likely be locked out of the Starbridge network. Still... “Do you have a spare transponder for the craft you crashed into Arboc?” 

The look on Leoj’s face told her he had no idea why she asked. “Uh, yeah. But why?” 

As he led her to the repair bay at his home, she explained. “It’s highly likely that our little craft already has a lock on it. I know what Mactor will do. Once he gets the idea to do so, he’ll get me in trouble with the Forces. If we don’t have my transponder on my craft active, we won’t be locked in.” 

Leoj handed her the transponder as they started back to their craft. “Where’re we going?” 

She could think of only one place. A part of her hoped her father had made the transfer request before she had to do what she did, so it’d be easier. “Well, how would you like to visit your sister?” 

It didn’t take long to switch out the transponders, as well as locate the Vutomgerecten. “The drift called Mezzonola.” 

Drifts filled her with such amazement. The huge constructs, built in the depths of space, held so much. All 5 castes were represented, so many various jobs among them. There were often many, many travels wide. They were where many of the larger vessels were built by the Union, places where they were tested and armed, and places where many vessels were also restocked.

But she didn’t know Mezzonola. 

As the Starbridge shimmered behind her, Risti’s breath caught—not from fear, but from awe. The drift didn’t just stretch across space; it pulsed with a quiet rhythm, as if the void itself had grown a heart. Its spires curved like the bones of some ancient leviathan, and between them, light flowed in veins of gold and blue, carrying energy like blood through a living body. Shadows moved within its translucent layers—ships docking, habitats rotating, gardens suspended in glass spheres—each motion like the twitch of muscle beneath skin. It wasn’t a station. It was a creature, vast and patient, breathing in silence while civilizations nested in its ribs.

She skimmed her craft along its edge, and the scale mocked her senses. Every tower she passed was taller than mountains, every corridor wide enough to swallow oceans. It wasn’t built; it had grown, layer upon layer, until it became a city that dreamed in the dark. Somewhere inside, people laughed, argued, fell in love, raised children—all like cells in this colossal organism drifting between stars.

Then, beyond that living expanse, the Vutomgerecten appeared—and even the drift seemed to pause, as if acknowledging a predator. Fifteen travels long, twelve high, fourteen across, the warship loomed like a blade forged for gods. Its hull was gray, but the color couldn’t hide its menace. Weapon blisters bulged like armored glands, seams encircled its girth like scars concealing something lethal beneath. It wasn’t alive, but it radiated intent—a machine that could unmake worlds if provoked. Compared to the drift’s organic sprawl, the Vutomgerecten was pure will, a titan carved from steel and fury.

With nearly two thousand people on board, it needed to happen. A vessel of that size needed to be resupplied once in a while. She tagged the com. “Vutomgerecten, this is Risti, daughter of Zappi, requesting permission to dock.” 

The voice came back. “Permission granted for Bay 24. Welcome, Risti, daughter of Zappi.” As Risti approached Bay 24, the plasma field shimmered like a membrane, and for a moment, she felt as though she were entering the mouth of something vast—whether beast or fortress, she couldn’t decide.

The hexagonal landing indicator showed her where to land.  As she did so, powering it off again, she looked at where she was. It was known that long-term space travel needed so many variations in food, in recreation and in so much else. 

This vessel seemed perfect to fit it all. Leoj looked out, then quickly opened the hatch as Risti saw. A young woman, exceedingly beautiful, stood there, her arms folded. She wore a jacket with blue on the sleeves, showing her rank. 

Yes, this woman was about her age, and Risti felt an instant drop in her self-esteem looking at her as she got out. Leoj hugged her. “Chena!” 

Oh, his sister. As that became clear, Risti saw the proof. On that beautiful face, one that Risti felt would inspire so many just by that smile, a scar ran down her right cheek. The light-haired beauty stepped towards her. “And who is this, big brother?” 

Such warmth. Risti gave her the Arboc Forces salute. “Risti, daughter of Zappi, ma’am.” 

Chena laughed. “Please call me Chena. I don’t stand on ceremony.”

With that, a look crossed her face, one that showed something mischievous. “Well, on most things.” 

Leoj, holding himself up with his sister’s help, warned her. “No, Chena.” 

She almost dropped him as she playfully whined. “But it’s tradition!” 

Leoj held up a hand. “No, not...” 

Chena laughed as they heard a soft vocalization. Risti turned, seeing an enormous feline coming out of the shadows, stalking towards her as if on the hunt. Seeing the round ears and the stripes along the back, Risti knew. She dropped to one knee, opening her arms. “Come on, sweetie.” 

The navemba stopped, a little confused, as Chena also appeared confused. “Come on, you know I won’t hurt you.” 

In two bounds it was to Risti, who held her neck, petting her head softly. A contented rumbling sounded as she did so. She looked up to Chena. “What’s her name?” 

Chena got hold of herself. “Kyryra, but how did you know?” 

As Risti got back up on her feet, she explained. “I spent a rev and a half on K’ama’gak. You get to know the native species fast.” 

And she did know them. Although navembas were huge, the only time they were a danger is if they hadn’t eaten in a while. The hunting instinct kicked in then. But if they had eaten, they were the gentlest felines. It’s why many had them not only as pets but also as security animals. If they saw you as family, they’d protect you with the fierceness of their nature. 

Risti continued to scratch Kyryra’s head, the navemba loving the attention. Chena laughed. “She seems to think you’re pretty great.” 

Then she got down to business. “The commander is waiting to talk to you. We’d better get going.” 

As they headed out, Risti couldn’t help but look around. Even the interior felt so open, so spacious. On the side of many walkways, she saw tracks of some kind. “C’mon. Let’s cut through engineering.” 

As they walked in, both humans and H’gorah seemed so intense about what they were doing. Yet Risti could feel it. Although many crystal containers sat around, at the back, covering the entire wall, the many spans across dark crystal pulsed with an energy all its own, it’s what that was about, the reason they were here. This vessel had the capacity to generate its own Starbridge entry, plotting the exit as well. The crystal was the one that powered the Starbridge generator. 

As they left, a liftsled came to a stop next to them. It held about 8 people from the looks of it, but with an open top. As they climbed aboard, Leoj taking a seat right away, Risti wondered about the open top. 

As it rocketed away, she had no doubt at all. The rushing wind felt so incredible, flowing over her skin and blowing through her hair. A few ticks later, it ground to a stop as another passenger got on. 

She was such an exotic-looking woman, about her and Chena’s age, but with flames adorning her jacket. Her look seemed to take in Risti all at once, as if deciding right then and there what her place would be in her mind. Chena greeted her. “Janna, how’re things going?” 

Janna? She’d heard of her, of course. “They’re good, Chena.” 

As soon as she said that, the sled started again, and Risti couldn’t help but gawk. Janna, holder of so many Arboc Zone training records — nearly all of them, Janna, who reportedly made enerball competitions next to impossible to beat, Janna, who would go into battle with no hesitation if she thought it was right. 

As Risti looked, she could
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