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The map on the previous pages details the spatial relationship between
the stars in our known region of the galaxy. The spheres of influence were
updated by Gennadi Samusenko on August 11" 2155. The positions are
based on hyperspace coordinates, which may be unsettling to some
students of true space astronomy. Defined long ago by Chenjesu
stargazers, the constellations are now accepted by all races of the old
alliance as the standard.

Due to the great difficulty in pronouncing the Chenjesu language, each
race has translated the names into their own tongue. When it came time for
Earth to adopt this system, the United Nations decided to use traditional
astrological designations, assigned at random. This has caused some
confusion, but it is considered preferable to the suggested alternative: using
the names of past politicians.



CHAPTER 1

GATHERING
THOUGHTS

August 5" 2155,Sol, 175.2 : 145.0

The monitors showed absolutely nothing whéere had
been an asteroid the size of a Shofixti Scout vessel just
seconds ago.

il guess we coul d cal l tr
proudly summed it up.

ABut where did it go?0 Duj
the radar. ACoul d zZied reenatlilrye
If you really wanted to, you could see a slowly expanding
ring-shaped cloud of dust at the center of the Hellbore

Cannonds firing sector.

i Mc Nei | , howdés our combat |
AWebre at about 20r &pbi ¢te
theydre charging a | ot faste
pointdef ense | aser system with
AWeol I test t hat next, o Z

Samusenko to steer the ship inside a cluster of smaller
asteroids.

There were averal laser turrets mounted on the point
defense module. They should be able to fire in all cardinal
directions simultaneously. Zelnick asked McNeil to try to hit
all nearby asteroids as quickly as possible.

it should be all a McNeilt S
explained as he tapped his console rapidly.
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I ndeed he wouldndét have to
with the main weapon. The laser turrets would automatically
follow their selected targets and, not surprisingly, they
woul dnét hatametst o | ead their

AfHere we go, 0 he decl ared a

Several laser beams immediately hit their targets with
surgical precision and quickly moved on to the following
targets. In just a few seconds there were only a handful of
asteroids in one pée left in that cluster. And then the firing
came to a halt.

AiThat 6s it t

Al mpressive, 0
his ship.

Al mpr e €aptaiv Wu, commented over the radio.

i S ¢ a CaptaimFwiffoadded.

Their Orz companions had no comments.

In addition to the Vindicator, their current fleet now
consisted of Wub6s Seraph, Fw
Nemeses named *Flamenco* and *Fox*, supposedly
captained by individuals referred to as *Heavytiavet*.

Trent and his crew were also aboard the Vindicator, along
with the captains and crew for all the ZBqt-Pik Stingers

left behind at Gamma Circini. It made things a bit cramped
in the crew module, but it was bearable since they knew that
it was oiry temporaryi their plan was to fly straight to
Gamma Circini after finishing their business at Procyon.

h batteries &
I n

e
Ze ick said

Gruber was in a bad mood on the morning of the day
when they were supposed to enter the vortex leading to
Procyon. He was walking slightly faster thasual as people
often do in that state of mind. If there had been trash cans
nearby, he would have thought about kicking them, but still
probably refrained from actually doing it. That thought made
him proud of his composure.
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Why the bad mood, he askedriself. It was only the
time of his monthly meeting with the psychologist. He had
always considered it a reasonable protocol for every crew
member to talk with a psychologist regularly. The
catastrophe of the first manned mission to Mars had proven
the imprtance of taking care of mental health on a {ong
duration space mission.

Still, there were some who thoroughly despised the
protocol, but Gruber was pretty
He had never felt t hat heo:
Eduardo Vargawas a particularly likeable psychologist.

Gruber soon reached Vargas
minutes early, but knocked anyway. Soon he heard footsteps
approaching the door and then it was opened.

i Ah, Adam, 6 Var g a shamgerbasis tise d
psychol ogi sts al ways seem to

Gruber nodded in a polite way, stepped inside and took a
seat in a designated chair as he had done four times before
already. Unlike the chairs everywhere else, this one was
really comfortable.

AHow arei ypuo fwarlgas askeod
down.

Gruber decided that he should make the most of this
conversation and gave an honest answer.

Al feel irritated. o

Hi s answer appeared to sur
observation it seemed like a positive surprideisTannoyed
him.

AWhat irritates you?0 Var g:
Gruber was feeling extremely uncomfortable already.
Al d&m not sure, 0 he said, fl

" for example those with the intention to kill the entire crew
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Var gas | aughed a littl e,
offended. He gave an understanding smadéhough he
obviously didnodét yet wunder st

fils this the first time our

Gruber rechecked his mind and then confirmed that this
was indeed the case.

i Wh at has changed since t
continued his inquiry.
This, i n Gruber 6s opinion,

psychologists. They never told you anything, only asked
questions. Of course a lot of things had changed. Their last
meeting was after they had left the Supox homeworld. After
that they had narrowly escaped destion in the encounter

with the KohrAh, but there had been some casualties. Also,
they might have met the Precursors, but forgotten all about
it Al s o, theyédd seen and he
and the victory over the WQuani and more impdantly

over the KolwAh i was nowhere in sight.

Gruber found hi mself t hin
listing-of-bulletins voice. He tried to shake it off. The listed
points were just all the ridiculously big things. There were so
many smaller thingson hismin t hat he coul d
of them.

il dondédt know, 0 he final/l
had happened shoul dnot have
regarding the psychol ogi st m
tell me . 0

Vargas smiled at him again. Heally seemed like a
positive type.

AWho are you thinking about

This sudden question caught Gruber by surprise and he
panicked a little. Was he thinking about someone in
particular? Probably not, but now, after a question like that,
he would inevitably think of someone. He checked who it

y
v
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was, hoping that there was nothing too embarrassing about
it e

He first saw Lydia, doing her own things somewhere in
the background as she always did. Then there was Zelnick
and the lone Orz trooper in tihangar, Lily as she looked in
the academy, great, then a row of officers: Samusenko,
Dujardin, | grandpa® RMhat then teblE are you
doing here?

ALydia, 06 he then answered
return to reality.

Vargas was prepared.

i Wh laas changed between you and Lydia since our last
meeting?0 he asked.

AiShedbs not here, 0 Gruber s:

After saying that Gruber started to realize himself that it
was indeed Lydiads absence
They weatcosedhid he mant them to be? He had to
admit that there was some kind of a connection between
them, though. Now that Vargas had found the problem so
quickly, which was commendable, maybe he could find out
something else about Gruber as well.

AWoulud lyioke her to be here
expected.

How uncool, Gruber thought of his answer to come.

AYes. O

And he was supposed to be a steady old man.

AWhy i snd6t she here?0 Varg
only one possible outcome.

Gruber sighed.

fi Bcea us e I wanted her t o s
answered. iShe wanted to sta

woul d have all owed it but
pl ace for her. o
AAnd why do you think you ¢

13



fBecausetili watdOls, ot h®r uber exp
dangerous things here and this is not her war. | wanted her to
live as normal a life as she could under these
circumstances. 0

Vargas had gotten to the bottom of it and they both knew
it.

ASo, 0 Var gas b etggatimer ratiet wele p
dondét they?o0

It took Gruber a second to understand what Vargas
meant.

AYoubre right, o Gruber agr e

Vargas kept on smiling the bastard.

AYou should call her, o0 he s
Gruber had to disagree right off that.
AAre you saying | shoul d

communications? Captain Zelnick would never appdoue

He then had to stop in migkntence. He looked at Vargas
who was looking right back at him, clearly thinking exactly
what he was thinking.

i Okso the captainwould aut hori ze it
continued. ABut it would mak
AThat would be a change, 0

think badly of it?0
Gruber was running out of ¢
an argument, but he sti¢lt like he was losing. He decided
to take the path of least resistance for a change.
AAlright, 0 he agreed. Al gt
check how sheb6s doing. o
| 6m sure youoll feel bett
en checked: efils® tolmewy® uan yni
Canét t hink of anything, ¢
i nking, whi ch meant t hat a
i Wh at do you think about o]
asked, moving on to another topic.
Gruber was finally able to relaxittle.

A
t h
fi
h

t

14



Al dm really anxious to see
Awhil e | have my doubts as
able to contact them, we hayv
AAnd what happens i f we suc
Gruber gave it some thought.

AThe weol | have a talk wit

himself some time.

Then he admitted to himself that he had very high hopes
and expectations on how much the Chenjesu could actually
help them. He had to say this out loud and continued.

AThe Chenj aslave shielé buulstd befieve
that they can tell us what w

AYoudr e l ooking for gui da
AWhat do you think about Cap

Again Gruber panicked a little. He checked his mind,
wanting to make sure that tleewvere no doubts about his
loyalty to Zelnick. He soon found out that he had nothing
but respect for the man.

Al di dnét mean that the ca
doing, 06 Gruber corrected. A
as my captain right now. Whateant was that the alliance

needs counselling. o
AOf course, 0 Vargas replie
was never any intention to

what do you think about figh
He sure knew what questions were the mosticdilff

ones, Gruber thought. The {Quan they had met outside
Alpha Eridani had given an impressive speech. Gruber knew
that listening to the enemy too much always carried the
danger of starting to see things their way, which would be
troublesome, since ia war you should always be fighting

for the good against the bad. But even though he had known
to be cautious, the speech had gotten to him. He now
considered the KobAh their main enemy and he felt, curse
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him, sympathy towards the @uan. He told all othis to
Vargas.

il see, 0 Vargas commented.
There are some who believe that theQiran really are
defending us from a greater

AExactly, 0 Gruber agreed, 1

Vargas took a deep breath.

AThere has amgl dwinm ibmmdre evi
Vargas pointed out. AAll the
only because we think they have. Yet there always are some
who di sagree with those who

Gruber wondered whether he
did agree with what he was sayinghere always is the One
Truth and soméarbarianswho disagree with it. Then, after
a few decades, it might turn out that tharbarians were
right. Of course that 1isndt
the circle goes on @ahon. Bu how did this relate to the
Ur-Quan? Are we now thearbariansand the UrQuan are
actually doing the right thing? No. Enslaving an entire
species could never be right. Althoutjie UrQuan did say
that they did that for our own gootd to keep usfrom
destroying ourselves and also to keep cagy else from
destr oyi mhpat?uAse.the BiQuan some galactic
fairy godmothers who travel across the galaxy saving
everyone? Do they consider themselves as shNoh®ruber
refused to believe that.

AT at hi believe in Ultima
to avoid the actual subject.

His evasion worked.

i Ha a , indeedo Vargas | aughe
lot of alien species and learned a lot in the process. What are
your thoughts about our new friendsdlane ne mi es ? 0

Gruberds first t houghts we
delegation at the starbase.
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fi | donot trust the Spathi,
clearly up to something. o

i Wh at about Captain Fwi ff
specified.

Fwiffo was a speciatase. He was the one who attacked
the unarmed shuttle back on Pluto and killed nearly the
entire landing team. Fwiffo was the enemy at that time.
Although he had proven his worth several times since then,
there still were some who ha

Alrutst Fwiffo, 0 Gruber answ
the rest, but it is in his own interests to stay on our good
side. I think of him as an i

AThat 6s what |l 6ve heard, y
had a chance to talk with him much, b& $eems like he
really is on our side. What

Gruber thought of the similarities between the Arilou and
the Orz.

iAAct ual |-BotPik bre ourZoaly allies who | trust
completely, d he explained. f
we&est. The Arilou and the Orz, on the other hand, are the
opposite. The Orz are very powerful, but they pretty much
come and go as they please.
with them adequately. i drm n
carei what kind of an alliane they have joined and what is
expected of them. o

He didnot |l i ke being this
being himself.

AThe Arilou are not that di
guestion their commitment towards our weding, but
when push comes thhso v e I dondét thinl

to bephysically by our side. They seem to live in a world of
their own and seem to know a lot more about the Orz than
theydédre telling us. o

17



Vargas obviously didnét war
as Gruber observetheir time was nearly up. These monthly

checkups werenot too |l engthy.
il can see you have a | 01
concluded. i Wh at do you t !

condition?o
This was the part where it would be embarrassing to give
the wrong answer.

fil see no problem in doing
up.

Vargas smiled.

i agree, 0 he said. AThi s cC
I 61 | notify yowpahouta tfheew e

Gruber stood up and was heading for the door when
Vargas spoke again.

AThese are very interestin
meeting new species and learning about their fascinating
cultures. o

Gruber grinned at him.

Al dm sure Captain Zelnickq
intrigue you. o

AWe can only hope, &Grubeashy as
the door behind him.

There were stildl a few hour
There was nothing for Gruber to do so he went to the
common room to pass time. He had gotten used to finding
Lydia there either teaching or learning something geait
had begun to amuse him.

This time, though, he only found Gennadi Samusenko,
the navigation officer, fiddling with a portable console.
Gruber motioned for him to carry on. He then sat down at
the same table, opposite Samusenko.

AYou came ohderte neet, 0a Sgomu s e n
Al did?0 Gruber replied.

18



il just finished updating
continued. il used all i nfo
the movements of other races anedrew some spheres of
influence. 0

Gruber took the consofeom Samusenko and studied the
map. There were some things that immediately caught his
attention.

i T h eQuéhrand the KobAh sure have |
he commented. AOf course th;
But thereds something el se h

He trusted that Samusenko would explain his rather
radical view of their new territory.

il know, 06 Samusenko said,
be. Their fleets arendét jus
have moved their entire armada away from home. é'her
canbét be too many ships guar

This was indeed an interesting view. With the current
forces of the Alliance, they might have a chance to strike a
killing blow at the llwrath.

AfSo you havenodt shown erhi s
checked.

ANo, 0 Samusenko answered,
seen this. o

They entered Procyon according to their flight plan.
There seemed to be no ships in the system. They set their
course towards the second planet, which was the homeworld
of the (henjesu, and then used the ansible to contact the
starbase.

They used video feed instead of the usual text messages
since they had important business to take care of. They
wanted to inform Hayes that they might have a chance to
make a joint effort againghe llwrath at Alpha Tauri, if they
could quickly rally Spathi, Orz and Zdept-Pik forces.
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Gruber also hoped to check on Lydia after all official
business had been taken care of.

Hayes answered the ansible.

fGood to see you, are you a

NYegdedni ck replied, fand w
Check this out.o

They sent the updated star map to the starbase.

AVery Magebs lacknbowledged the transfér.B u t
before we proceed, t hereds s

The way Hayes said it made it soundresely ominous.
He took a short pause to ma
attention and then continued.

ifiWe have a major situation
Spathi individuals suddenly vanished from this starbase,
taking their ships with them. At ldaso far nothing has been
reported stolen, but we have no idea where they all went and
why. |l s Captain Fwiffo stildl

So much for the sneak attack on the llwrath, Gruber
thought. Dujardin checked the radar and reported that the
Star Runner was $tiwith them. Zelnick ordered Katja to
call Fwiffo, whose face soon appeared on the
communications screen. Zelnick informed Hayes that Fwiffo
was indeed with them and then started to question him.

AFwi ffo, what the hell ar e
demanded in a very angry and accusing tone.

nYi kEewsfd screamed in terrofi | know noth
i nnocent , PLEASE BELI EVE ME!
iYou have t o know SOMETHI I
hi m, al though t he ansi bl e m
Fwiffo yet.

~

Al S WH-Wif désperately said while trembling and
searching for cover.

Zelnick looked at the Spathi as if impatiently waiting for
a confession. Fwiffo had no choice but to continue talking.

20



i Wh at has lnea psked, nsewhding awfully
sincere.

Zelnick cut him sme slack.

AYour people have disappeal
it simply.

i P h e wwifld sighed in relief.ii Ireally d o n 6 t k n
anything abouthat. | thought this was about copying the
slave shield technology. o

AHuh? What?o0

Fwiffo seemed to realize Head blurted out more than he
would have had to. He slumped a little and was forced to
continue.

AfoForever encased under an
ul ti mate goal of he éxplaingdd ®u h i
delegation studied the slave shield oveartk for the
purpose of creating one over

All the pieces suddenly fitted together.

AfWere you planning on dese
had the shield?0 Zelnick ask

A Er éFwiffo hesitated.f | honestly don
higherups dmn 6t real ly tell t hat k
me . 0

Zelnick told Hayes what Fwiffo had said.

AShould we visit Epsilon (
then asked.

The Spathi homeworld was at Epsilon Gruis. It was
somewhat off their planned course, but velgse to Alpha
llluminati where they were planning to buy fuel on their
return trip.

AConcentrate on your curr
Chenj esu Hayes sugyestedi When youodr
with that, we o6 | get back to

They agreed that this was the right course of action as
getting in contact with the Chenjesu was their top priority.
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Then they cut the ansible link since the video feed drained a
terrible amount of energy.
Zelnick tapped his fingers on the arm rest of ¢hisir.
Fwiffo was still waiting on one screen, looking like he was
on the verge of bursting into tears.
Fwi ffo?0 Zelnick addressed
Y e $wifto answered in an apologetic tone.
| forgive you, o0 Zelnick sa

o0t Ot 3N
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CHAPTERZ2

THE PROCESS

August 11" 2155,Procyon, 074.2 : 226.8

It appears that the Spathi have gloriously deserted our
cause. They are probably racing towards their home planet
right now, hoping to get the shield up before we arrive to
yell at them. And that is exactly what | suspect veegaing
to do.

Losing one member from the Alliance at this stage is a
big seth a ¢ k . But thinking about
in vain. I f we hadnot i nter
sided with the Hierarchy. So the outcome here is the same as
fwedd wiped them out compl et

A weapon that might or might not fire when activated is
no weapon at all. Likewise, an ally that might or might not
stand by your side on the battlefield is no ally at all.

| remember when we gave Fwiffo shore leave tls¢ la
time we were at Spathiwa. He returned to us of his own free
will, so he is someone we can trust. He is a coward, yes, but
a trustworthy coward.

Personally | think that we could leave the Spathi alone
and let them run away if they want to. However, [ fibat
the Alliance Command Council (meaning Hayes and
Zelnick) disagree and want us to stop the Spathi and
forcefully drag them to participate in this war.

The Vindicator reached the orbit of the second planet and
the ridiculously powerful hyperwave tremitter the Spathi

23



had delivered was ready to transmit a message through the
slave shield. The Chenjesu could send equally strong
hyperwave signals naturally so it was safe to assume that
they could make a connection. When the crew at the starbase
had exarimed the new transmitter, they had sent some
messages down to Earth, but there had been no way to know
whether anyone was listening.

There were some stupid, but at the same time
understandable assumptions that talking with the Chenjesu
would somehow solvall their problems. And what was
more, they could be some sufgenjesu now, if they were
really somehow merging with the Mmrnmhrm as Thomas
Rigby had deduced after their last visit to Procyon.

Zelnick had tidied himself up somewhat and was looking
like areal captain for a change. There was no point, though,
since they probably would just send simple messages and no
video feed. Gruber di dnot h
since the Chenjesu were known to be very easy to talk to.
There was no danger of adentally offending them and
they always went straight to the point. There were no records
of the Chenjesu ever making a joke.

They had agreed that their greeting message would be
short and end with a question. There was no point in
planning any farther ale since everything would depend
on the possible reply.

AHere goes, 0 Zelnick said a

Gruber |l ooked over the <cap
the message he had written was exactly the one they had
agreed on:

[Hello, we are humans representing The New Alliance of
Free Stars. Can anyone hear us?]

There had been some discussion on whether they should
use the word O6hear 06, but t he
pointless to fret over details that would probablylde in
the translation anyway.
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Just a few seconds later the console notified them of an
incoming message.
AThat was fast, o Zel nick

message:
AiWe can hear you. We do no
penetrated the slave shield orwhypBExai n t hi s i r

Zelnick turned to Gruber for counsel.

AWe should confirm that t h
Gruber advised.

Zelnick agreed and produced the message.

[Are you the Chenjesu?]

The reply was as fast as if they were talking face to face.

inYes, we are the Chenjesu.
What do you want?0

i We want t heir advi ce, ri
Gruber.

ARi ght, 0 Gruber replied. )
provide us. o0

Zelnick took a while to think about what to type.
Composing the message took him a few minutes.

[We need your help in our struggle against theQuan.

We visited your starbase and found the Mmrnmhrm relay.
We decrypted the data assuming it was meant for us and
therefore we know of your synthesis satee Canyou help

us in any way?]

This time there was a longer wait before the reply
arrived.

AThough vyour shipbs desi gl
understand that you are of human origin and so we will
share with you all the information we have. However, we
cannot provide any more assistanoghile our synthetic
hybridization process is inc

So far the conversation wa
opinion. The Chenjesu were alive andagerative and they
might have some good insight on how to defeat the
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Ur-Quan. At least they should be able to explain what
happened at the end of the war. How did th&Quan win so
suddenly?

[How long is the process going to tak&ginick asked.

The response was imminent.

AThe process wil/l take app
years. This extended duration is necessary because our
synthesis mechanisms are dependent exclusively on the light
of our sun for energy. o

ifWe should ask them about i
Gruber suggested.

Zelnick considered it a good idea and héayed the
question down to the surface. Gruber leaned towards the
back of the captainds chair
from Earth would be huge. As the Chenjesu (and the
Mmrnmhrm) replied, he began reading the message very
excitedly.

i We c a rack atlte shield until the hybridization
process is complete. We are also unable to give the required
technology to you. o

Zelnick turned to Gruber again.

AHow could we give them mo
speed things up a bité @oul
here in the orbit? Or a giant light bulb? Drag the planet
closer to the star?o

Gruber thought that Zelnick had a commendable way of

thinking.
nALl I of those i deas coul d v
he comment ed. i We n eieahd tke o a

Mmrnmhrmi for details.

Zelnick got to it. Maybe the hybridization subjects had to
think about it, since the reply took about a minute.

AWhat vyou describe is theor
pose a great danger to us. The process must be executed as
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planned or it may fail catastrophically. We could be
destroyed. We ask that you d
A shame, Gruber thought. But respecting this wish of the
Chenjesu was a given. He was sure that Zelnick felt the
same way. The captain was alreadyingthe next message.
[What happened at the end of the war? Why was the
Alliance defeatedscompletely?]
The following answer was exhaustive.

Even from the Chenjesubds p
stood their ground remarkably well. The efforts of the
humans got special thanks, although Gruber wondered if the
Chenjesu were just being polite. But then again, they were
known never to waste words so Gruber let a slight sense of
pride slip into his mind.

Indeed the balance of power had begun to shift in the
favor of the Alliance at the beginning of 2134. The
Hierarchy concentrated its forces on Rigel and the pressure
on the IndiMira line decreased. This suited the Alliance
since Rigel was heavily fortified and losing that system
seemed unlikely. The Aliamc Command Counhc
was that the Chenjesu and the Mmrnmhrm would keep the
Hierarchy busy near Rigel while the Yehat led a counter
offensive, pushing from Mira to Eta Vulpeculae to conquer
the Androsynth home system.

The plan seemed to work well ana ttbombined Alliance
forces got a foothold in the outskirts of Eta Vulpeculae. But
that was when everything started going downhill.

Reinforcements were urgently requested at Rigel and the
offensive at the Vulpeculae cluster had to be aborted. Gruber
had knavn t hat the offensive wq
known why. He also hadnét ki
caused the seemingly impenetrable defense of Rigel to
crumble.
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According to the Chenjesu, the Hierarchy had brought an
overwhelming new weapon intogy. At first the defenders
of Rigel had detected nothing more than bright flashes from
ten times their own weapon range, but soon their ships had
begun dropping like flies. When they realized what was
happening, approximately 20 percent of their forces had
already been destroyed. It was evident that they were going
to lose the system, but instead of retreating they took shelter
behind the planets in an attempt to force the unknown
weapon into sight. They knew that if the Hierarchy was
going to conquer theystem, they had to come closer. That
was also when the urgent request for reinforcements was
sent out.

However, the LhQuan were not stupid. As soon as the
defending ships were out of sight, they put their attack on
hold. They knew that they had a largetjmn of the Alliance
forces pinned down, so they took their time in the siege.
Meanwhile, as the Chenjesu soon found out, this new super
weapon was headed for Procyon, accompanied by a large
task force of UtQuan Dreadnoughts.

The def ense odtandrarcliance. difter tdei d
Chenjesu forces were defeated at their home, they finally
saw what the supaveapon was.

It was a huge starship an unstoppable battle platform
which the Chenjesu assumed to be of Precursor origin. It had
weapons and defensiaystems that made it invulnerable to
all Chenjesu technologies. The -Quan called it the
SaMatra, meaning 6great troph

The Chenjesu had no choices beyond submission and
devastation. Together with the Mmrnmhrm they requested to
be enslaved on the Cheau homeworld, which seemed to
be fine with the UiQuan.

They sent one last message to the rest of the Alliance,
suggesting that everyone should surrender and accept their
roles as slaves until such a time as they found a way to deal
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with the SaMatra. Tey di dn ot know whe
received their message. Gruber was not aware of it, so he
assumed that humans hadnot r

The Chenjesu didnot know w
after their surrender , but
wreckages found there were congruent with their
expectations.

irTher ebds oanted st hbuhgggitnly me
Zelnick said and then started typing.

[Why did the UrQuan fight the Alliance for so long
without using the SMatra?]

Gruber was also thinking about th@me thing.

it remai ns a my stheeChgnjest o
answered.

ASoéodo Zelnick began talkin
wiped out the entire UQuan armada, there would still be an
unstoppablesupegve apon to deal with.

He then typed to the Chenjeagain.

[Do you have any ideas on have can deal with the Sa
Matra?]

There was a long pause, followed by a sudden and
surprising reply.

APl ease dondt . o

After a few minutes the message was followed by an
explanation.

iAs s o0 o0 n-Qaas hat lefethislsgem, we began
the hybridization process for a single purpose: to make us
more powerful. When the process is complete, we will crack
the slave shield and emerge from our chrysalis like a winged
insect unleashed from its cocoowe will then be ready and

" The translation computer pointed out ttis actual metaphor the
Chenjesu used would not have delivered the intended meaning.
Therefore the computer chose a similar parable from the world of
carbonbased life forms.
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capable to singlhandedly deal with the WUQuan, their
battle thralls and their dreaded Sdatra. Even with your
Precursor ship, you have no chance against théVidaa.
Therefore we ask that you be patient and let us handle the
matter to avoid needlesdlyosi ng | i ves. 0

The Chenjesu didnot seem t
coul dnot wai t for 35 yeAar s.
would most likely win their war against the ‘Quan and
then Kkill all sentient life in the galaxy, including humans and
Chenjesu.

Zelnick then said aloud exactly what Gruber had thought
and then explained it to the Chenjesu. The Vindicator was
now the only hope they had and therefore they had better
come up with some kind of a plan.

AThe only way we can i mag
SaMa t r the Ghenjesu then begaf,i s by det ol
huge mattefantimatter bomb adjacent to the battle platform.
However, we lack the necessary technology to create such a
device and therefore cannot tell you how to make one
yourselves. The Sdatra is ako sure to be heavily guarded.
We suspect that even with the full might of the old alliance,
you coul dnét get -Mdtraote ese then o u
bomb. You need to create som

AHey! 06 Zelnick suddenly ex
depessed guys, the friends of the plargatures far towards
the galactic core?o

AThe Utwig, 0 Gruber said.

Zelnick then typed a message to the Chenjesu.

[We happen to know of such device. There is supposed to
be an ancient Precursor planeteering tool ovénoasand
hyperspace units towards the cpre.

il f [ remember correctly,
depressed Utwig individual said that they were considering
going to the second moon of the sixth planet of Zeta Hyades
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to end their egrandnother that if thdyo d
really have such a bomb, t he
AYou really would?0 Zel nni cl
Alt was just a figure of :
Abut I woul d. Al t hough bot!

already dead before Ilwaso r n. 0

Al thomkzZehmaitck began, but
a reply from the Chenjesu.

AWe have heard t he-hostderal@en r u |
race far towards the galactic core is in the possession of a
Precursor planeteering tool. We cannot confirmegé
rumors. However, it is the only clue we know of and
therefore you should pursue

ARumor s?0 Zelnick wondered
about ?0

He asked the Chenjesu themselves that very question.

AThat is al/l w e -pdinhtbevsourcéfe ¢
the rumors. o

It was strange. Had they stumbled upon the source of the
rumor by accident before hearing the rumor itself? Zelnick
then explained to the Chenj
rumors, but the Utwig themselves told them that they had
such a dei¢e i and also that they were told exactly on
which planet the device was supposed to be.

AThi s i the @henjesu, répliedi Securi ng
device must be your first priority. If you succeed in
acquiring the device, we ask that you give us as much data
as you have on it. We will provide you with assistance in
whatever way we can. o

The Chenjesu really had a way of making objectives
clear. Now they knew what their actual ultimate goal was
and also their first step in getting there.

Gruber checked the star map. Zeta Hyades was pretty
damn fari 1052 hyperspace units from Procyon, and that
was the short route through the battleground of th@uhn
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and the KohiA h . They coul dndét just
way to someplace else and askely if they could have the
device. Maybe if they could fix the Ultron they would have
leverage in negotiations. Gruber then suggested that Zelnick
would ask the Chenjesu about the Ultron and the Druuge
who had supposedly sold it to the Utwig. Zelnickezed and
typed in the question. Katja sent the Chenjesu information
on the Ultron.

i We ar e pl eased with thgour
Chenjesu commended. A di pl omati c sol u
Indeed if you can find a way to fix their important device,
you can ask for the planeteering tool in return.
Unfortunately this Ultron is not familiar to us. The data you
sent makes it obvious that it is of Precursor origin, but we
cannot say more. Perhaps the key to fixing it lies with other
Precursor artifacts.

The Druwge is a familiar race to us only by reputation.
They are supposedly ruthless traders who seek to exploit
every chance of ripping off the ones they are trading with.
We know that their main trade world is at Zeta Persei. That
would be a good place to staybur search for parts that
could fix the Ultron. o

Hearing the Chenjesu suggest the same thing they had
thought of themselves made Gruber feel confident and
proud. He was discussing their next topic of conversation
when the Chenjesu sent a new message:

fi S ¢enve are in the middle of the hybridization process,
your presence here is a painful intrusion. We will provide
you with advice whenever you need it, but we request that
you do not ask unnecessary (

AOh shit, o0 Zelnick e.aifShwu
we | eave them alone for now?

Gruber agreed that they di
ask right now so Zelnick quickly typed a farewell message.
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[Sorry and thanks! Thatodés e
come bacho you later. Goodbye for now.]

ARew, 0 Zelnick then said a
some reason this conversation was exhausting. How did it
go?0
il t hink it went fine, S i
hearing about the Sdatra was bad news, it would have
been a lot worse to find oabout it on the battlefield. Now
we know what we must do. 0

Zelnick began recapping their new objectives.

ifWe need to get the bomb
and also come up with some kind of a diversion so we get
the chance to use the bomb against theafled SaMatra.
And to get the bomb, we ol | |
which is not necessarily pos

AThat woul d be ideal, yes,
need to know where the $é4atra is, how heavily it is
guarded, and what kind of a dewithe bomb i namely,
can we just put it in the cargo hold and fly to the starbase
wi th it. And al so, just i n
should find out where exactly the bomb is and Hovis
guarded. 0

Zelnick seemed surprised in a comical way.

fi M. Gruber, are you suggesting we should steal the
bomb?0 he asked.

ADi dnodt you yourself say, O
plan to save the world, you have to push a few old ladies
down the stairs?o

i Ouc h, nice comeback, 0o Zel
talkth ngs over with Hayes. I d
the Hyades constellation on

AAgreed, 0O Gruber sai d. AT

should get in contact with him and tell him what we learned
here. We were also supposed to talk about whab twith
the Spathi.o
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ARIi ght, o Zel ni ck agreed.
starbase. 0
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CHAPTER3

ULTIMATE RETREAT

August 20" 2155,Epsilon Gruis, 241.6 : 368.7

As | suspected, Zelnick and Hayes wanted us to intercept
the Spathi delegation before thegached Spathiwa. If we
had left a day earlier, we could have caught up with them in
hyperspace. Now we were only able to see their spoor enter
the vortex to Epsilon Gruis.

The Vindicatorbés warp into
Spathiwa was currently at éhother side of the system,
almost 10 hours away. Zelnick contacted Captain Wu of the
Seraph.

ASorry, Wu, o0 he said, Abut
forward without you for a wh
In hyperspace the Vindicator could drag along several
other ships in itsnassive warp field, but in true space all of
the ships had to use their own engines. Even though the
difference in speed between an Earthling Cruiser and the
Vindicator was smaller in true space, it would still take over

a day for the Seraph to reach Spathfrom their current
location. The true space speeds of Spathi Eluders and Orz
Nemeses were al most equal t
ships could tag along.

AiUnder sWuaepleed,™t he Seraph wil
at her own steady pace. 0

Several hours lateghey could see Spathiwa. It looked a
| ot di fferent than | ast tim
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| ayer of Eluders in orbit. I
sight.

Zelnick asked Katja to try to make contact with the high
council, or anyone who wodlanswer the call. Their open
request was answered almost instantly. The video feed
showed a number of important looking Spathi individuals,
who seemed rather busy. Nobody paid any attention at first,
but then someone noticed the link was up.

i Wh a © o0 thehperceptive creature exclaim&T ur n i
of f! Doné6t answer them!o

And then the communication link was terminated. Katja
tried to call them again, but got no response.

The Vindicator approached Spathiwa from the direction
of its moon. They very soon undé&vod that the moon had
been abandoned. It was evident that the Spathi had taken
everyone and everything with them and relocated to the face
of Spathiwa with great haste.

ADo you think we <could | ar
ship?0 Zelnick asked.

Of course lhere had been no need to test if the Vindicator
was capable of entering an .
al so didnot mention it, but
written by Otto Steinbach just a few months earlier.

AAre you pl anni n e franindoofslofy i n
the high <council and giving
asked.

A Not a whacking, o0 Zelnick
smack on the head. 0

The Vindicator soon reached the orbit around Spathiwa.
Zelnick and Gruber were discussing some detaitzutila
landing party when suddenly, without warning, the light on
the bridge turned slightly red. Gruber knew right away what
had happened and he, together with everyone on the bridge,
looked out the window.
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A slave shield was cast over Spathiwa. The pléuaet
resembled Earth very much before and now the resemblance
was updated.

AThat 6s it, then, 0 Zel nick
Barely, but still, we mi ssed

Gruber considered the options.

AOn the bright side, o
coud have been down ther

Zelnick nodded in agreement. He then noticed
was still trying to contact the high council.

i think you can stop doi
AContact Fwiffo instead. o

Soon Fwiffobs sad face app

AWould you prefer to be on
now?0 Zelnick asked.

fYes | Rwiffar hodestly answeredii A h h , m
sweet Snelopyé | hope she wa

Al hope so too, 0 addedosed thk c
link.

ACaptain, 0 Katja said to g
Spathi get their ansible already? If they did, we could try to
contact them with it.

Indeed they could do that. An ansible receiver could only
be linked to one transmitter, batl the ansibles they were
planning on giving to other races would be linked to the one
on the starbase. So they cc¢
ansible and use it as a relay to call the one at Spathiiva
there was one.

They agreed to try that. Of cme, there was nothing they
could really achieve, apart from venting their anger. Zelnick
was already writing down some snappy insults.

They called the starbase without video feed. It was the
time of Hayesd6 sleep cycle
answer, ade did.

he p
e rig
that Katja
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fiLeonov her e, itds good to
going?o

Zelnick gave him a report and asked if the Spathi took
their ansible with them.

AAs f ar as we know they to
planning to &

The message ended nsdntece in a strange way.
Zel nick spread his hands in
posture. The link seemed to be still active. Suddenly a
picture appeared on the ansible screen as the visual link was
activated from the other end. They could see Leonov
strugglingwith someone or something. For a sghtcond,
and not longer, the scene seemed serious.

idl d you wefidondt need

idj ust a quick hello!d

The first voice was Leonov
Lydiads. They were obviously
ansb | e . It | ooked | i ke Leonov
much. Zelnick decided to observe for a while as Lydia
managed to squirm herself to the front.

AHel | o Cshejoytully rsdiddi | t i S ni ce
you. o

Leonov tried to get a grasp of Lydia, butléai. Gruber
wasnot too surprised.-agHgrls k n e
could be extremely tough opponents in wrestling. They often
possessed incalculable flexibility, allowing them to wriggle
and twist themselves out of almost any holds and joint locks.

fiHel l o to you too, 0 Zelnick
i nconveniencing Mr. Leonov,

Meanwhile Leonov had given up taking back his position
by force. His voice could still be heard from the background,
but Lydia seemed to ignore him.

Leonov:ii Ly driyva,dear, | have an important d
i Not a Lydiaarkaksurédfi w e wer e | usH
about you before you call ed.
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AReal |l y?0 Zelnick humored
| ooks?o0

Lydia |l aughed at the thoug
opinion.

ANdthi s t shefinally said., o

Leonov:ii We 6r e wasting energy. o

AiSo howdéds it going, coming
U-Quan?o

Apparently they had to assume that Lydia knew
everything they had reported via the ansible.

AWebre not r Zehitklpatientlylexplaired.y e
AFirst we needatmoa famd ¢éde

guarded. 0o
Leonovii Bi tt eé | assené Wichtigébo

It |l ooked l' i ke Zelnick di
Gruber noticed that Leonov had learned some random
German words, althougthe only outcome of using them
was that Lydia shooed him off.

AYou shoul d c on sliydieesuggesiedn d
most likely being seriousi By t he way, i s
Of ficer there?o

So he was now the 6ol d Fir
hopingtht# Zel nick woul dnobt star
same time he was glad that Lydia cared enough to ask about
him. Zelnick motioned for him to enter the picture.

AHow are you?0 Gruber aske:q

AThi s pl ace is a | ot shmor e
summed uphte inconvenient truthf | have been
many things. | think my English is a lot better now, but | still
teach German to others. o

Gruber was glad to hear she was enjoying herself.

AnWe all appreciate your h ¢
giveLeonovad t he ot hers too much
i Of ¢ o u rLylie repliedtas ibthe insinuation was
preposterousil| pol i tely asked to wu
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il |l i ke the way she think:e
position where the transmitter might or might ndemept
his speech. AFirst you ask 1
you want, you take it by force. | think that should be the way
of the Alliance. 0

Judging by Lydiabs widenin:
Zel ni ckds comment . Then Zel n

Ailt has been nice talking
some important business with Mr. Leonov. Could you let
him back to the transmitter?

AOkay-py &y et akhe happiyr said and very
literally let Leonov reenter the field of view.

Leonov waited for a while like an obedient dog for Lydia
to step back before talking.

ASorry a b beu finallyt apaogized when he
deemeditsafdi Sheb6s a nice girl, b u
at times. o

Gruber completely agreed, but most importantly he was
just happy that Lydia was making friends.

iSo what was i tteohokhaskked.y ou n e

Zelnick explained that they needed him to relay their
ansible link to the Spathi. It took Leonov a while since such
a task had never been done before, but, accotdihgm, it
was pretty straightforward. He also pointed out that it would
doubl e the ansiblebds energy
which neither Gruber nor Zelnick had considered. For that
reason they agreed to not use the video link unless
absolutely necesry.

AAl right , Leorodreportediid dy ,yoou wa
talk to me, start your me s ¢
Ot her wi se your messages are

Zelnick typed in the first message.

[Are you planning on coming outside the slave sheeig
time soon to continue fulfilling your promise to lis?

They waited for a response.
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After 15 minutes Zelnick ran out of patience.
AThereb6s no reason for wus |
Gruber . AfWe can just rendez
readyto warp out. The starbase can notify us if the Spathi
answer our message. 0
AExactly, 0 Gruber agreed.

They had calculated a location from where they could
warp to hyperspace with the Seraph as fast as possible. They
still had a few hours before reaching it

Gruber, Zelnick, Samusenko and Katja passed the time in
the canteen, telling stories about their lives before Earth was
slave shielded. All the good stories had already been heard a
long time ago though. Samusenko ended the s&tliig by
declaringthh. hedd go t o hi s-playingr t
game he always seemed to be playing. Soon afterwards
Katja stood up and left the room without a word. In such a
situation one should never
Gruber and Zelnick were alone togetlagain, not counting

the others in the canteen th
ASoéodo Zelnick began with
AHowds it going with you and

The captain obviously had waited for the others to leave
before broaching the subject. Gruber was surprised that
Zelnick knew enough about the matter to care.

ALIi ke a nor mal adult relat
AAre you familiar with the c

Gruber immediately regretted saying that. His intention
was to befunny, not offensive. Now he once again had to
hope that the captain would take his joke the right way.

i Hh a, not even a |ittle, 0 -

Gruber decided to be open and honest to patch up his
previous remark.

41



i But i n al lhes ecaadmtuismweds,, O0F
serious. o

Zelnick looked like he understood.

Aln that case, 0 the captai
me about your adventures with women when you were
around my age. 0

Talking about ancient history was a more comfortable
topic for Gruber.

AThere was only that one r ¢
he explained. AAnd you know
already. When it comes to women, you can fool around all
you want, but when you find the catch of your life time, you
havetofoa s on her al oneéo

Zelnick seemed to be in his thoughts.

AAre you thinking about Co
checked.

AAl ways, 0 Zmirldedly epiedab s ent

AiShe would be a catch, I g
ABut are you r e al daghable goalsfort h ¢
yourself? You remember the basic rules of goal setting
right?2090

AAre you saying that I 6 m |
Zelnick asked.

AWhat 20 Gruber was taken by

" Psychology contained countless controversial theories until the
late 21* century, when some basic functionalities of the human
mind were agreed upon. One of these undisputed behavior models
included certain criteria for optimglidefined goals. Thinking of it

as a running contest:

- One needs to know exactly where the finish line is.

- One needs to know exactly where one is oneself.

- One must be able to reach the finish line.

- One must be able to reach the finish line befoherst

- There needs to be an exact time limit.
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Zelnick was waiting for Gruber to continue with an
aggessive and hostile patience that can only be achieved in
certain circumstances. Gruber tapped his fingers on the table
for a while before giving his final answer:

Al have no further comment

Zelnick seemed to take the answer as a whitediagice
and moved on.

nSo, wer e you good enoug
sweet heart?0 Zelnick asked.
AProbably not, 0 Gruber rep

O mind. 0

di dndét seem t
did you h ook up v

ASo how
Zelnick asked.

Gruber felt a bitmsulted.

i What are you implying by
asked in turn.

Zelnick seemed to give it a little thought.

iSomeone too good for you,

Now Gruber gave it serious thought.

il dondot think she was out
say we wee in the same league, but she was at the top and |
was at the bottom. o

Zelnick scratched his head in a way that made Gruber
want to explain it better.

Altds | ikeéd Gruber began.
in a higher league and | was struggling to sbaythat
particular league. So she was in promotion games and | was
in relegation games. 0

Zel nick |l ooked | ike he dic
was saying anymore.
il dondét understand what vy«

and confirmed Gruberds assun

Gruber took a deep breath, during which he realized that
Zelnick probably had little experience with relegation
games.
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AiThe bottom l i ne i s what

explained. fiAccording to her
of the cards that are dedlto youé Al t hough
think about it, that doesnot
it ?0

il understand that principl

my mother say that sometimes with a little wink towards my
father. o

nAnd you di dnot hom Wazentalh) a t
right?0 Gruber said.

Zelnick laughed at the thought.

AYoubve got t hat right!o
circumstances my father cou

mot her in a million years. o
il can see your mot her i s
remaked.

ANow you | ost me again, o Z

sounds convincing. o
Gruber decided to push the limit of the conversation.
AYou havendét seen how a nol

he began, fAbut do you know 't

can often b seen with surprisingly nondescript men? With

Tal ana, you could be one of
fi | see, 0 Zelnick replied wi

being the captain of the flagship of a galactic alliance not
6descriptdé enough?d

ATake it as Gaubemplsumggeti @
as a joke. o

Alf wedre telling jokes, 0
one | heard recently. Do you
AProbably not as much as vy
replied, fibut go ahead. 0
Zelnick put his hands into his owoketelling position.

AAn 1| wrath, a Mycon and a
race to the ground. Who wins
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Gruber was surprised that
motioned for Zelnick to give the answer.

ifiThe Alliance, 0 Zelnick del
Gruber smiled little.
fiNot bad, 0 he commended. i

Zelnick gave him the gahead and now Gruber leaned
forward to deliver his favorite joke.

iSo, a ma n entered a shut
sitting there. She was very good looking so the man
approabed her and suggested @t

ilve heard this one, 0 Zel

It was disappointing, but also surprising to Gruber. That
joke had been the crown jewel of his jet¢@lection for
decades, ever since Lily told it to him the last time they
each other. He had never before encountered someone who
had already heardiita fact he shared with Zelnick.

AWhere did you hear that?o

AFrom my mother, o0 Zelnick

Gruber took a few seconds to put some things together.
Then acold drop of sweat emerged on his forehead and he
put the things together again.

AWhat 6s the name of your m
or discard his suspicions.

AHuh? Lily, 0 Zelnick repl i«

Now the coffin needed only one more nail.

AAnd her |rabsrtpushed theenatter. G

A Wel I *duh*, 0 Zelnick sai

Altés obviously Zelnick. o
Now it was Gruberds turn toc
ils there a chance thatds

he asked. i And tkhieafter theyugot m

together”c‘)

i Oh, right, o Zel ni ck real i

thlnklng reaIIy hard of something.
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fi | think that, o he continu
the name Roberts in this con

AAnd she gavebgotu, 6 h&r nheae
appropriate. 0

He looked at Zelnick directly in the eyes while asking the
final question:

ADo you know who el se s nz
also recruited to Star Control some 30 years ago to do highly
classified research, whosal seems to say a lot of the same
stuff as your mother and with whom, now that I think about
it, your face shares some si

i What are you talking abol
annoyed.

Gruber leaned back.

Al 6m tal king aboufartbatf dan
he answered.

Gruber could see from Zeln
the information and managed to connect the dots.

i Oh, crap, o0 Zelnick finall
understood.
ATel | me about it, o Gruber

AYoudre nad aweregal?ad Zel ni
For some reason that question hit a nerve.

ANo! 0 Gruber shouted a bit
which caught the attention o
1

were born on Unzervalt in 2
timelsawLi 'y was in 2122.0

Zelnick was obviously relieved.

fi | see, 0 he said. Al tods a s

Just then their communicators beeped at the same time.
The bridge notified them that the Spathi had responded to
their ansible message.

ALet 6 s tchoinst isnounee ot her ti me
and they both left the canteen and went to the bridge.
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Dear Hunams,

How are you? We are fine. However can we thank you
for |l etting us study your pl

Admittedly, it took us some time teeplicate the
technology ourselves, but we are simply delighted with the
results!

Yessiree, we sure love the idea of putting an impenetrable
shield around our planet! Now all those evil monsters that
were just about to atharest k wo

I guess this means we wonbo
against the lfQuan anymoré sorry!

|l 6m sure weol | never ever |
and thanks again!

Al 6m sure theydre right, o
finished reading the mesge.

ifnAre we not going to send

came up with, captain?06 Grub
i No, |l et 6s j ust mo v e on,
Samusenko, set course for Al

They were going to buy fuel from the Melnorme at Alpha
llluminati, which was a supegiant star very close to their
current location. Then, if no other pressing emergencies
arose, they could finally go to retrieve the Tobermoon and
the ZogFot-Pik Stingers from Gamma Circini.
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CHAPTER4

GALACTIC GARBAGE
DUMPS

September 6" 2155,Gamma Circini, 043.7 : 627.0

My captain is the son of a woman | almost married. |
donot know yet how to handl
| 6ve decided to ignore it. T

with humor and | can only wish | all do the same.

That was still all Gruber had to say about the matter. He
had made the mistake of not telling Vargas about it during
their last session a few days earlier. Now he had to wait
another month for the next scheduled meeting, because he
was urcomfortable with going to a psychologist on his own
initiative. And he knew that only idiots kept secrets from
their psychologists.

He decided to write a new log entry about more recent
and important matters.

We managed to reach the site where Trent &iedZog
Fot-Pik captains had hidden the Tobermoon and the four
Stinger vessels. Our primary task force has become quite
powerful already. In addition to the Vindicator and its new
Hellbore Cannon, we have two Earthling Cruisers, two Orz
Nemeses, four Zdgot-Pik Stingers and one Spathi Eluder.
't al most makes you hope for

e Al most .
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Once again Gruber 6s wr it
message from Zelnick. Apparently they had received a new
ansible message from the starbase and Zelnick relayed the
textt o Gruber6s communicator.

According to the message, Captain Halleck and the
Amateras had returned from Delta Gorno. Just like the
Melnorme had said, they were able to find a sole survivor of
the Shofixti civilization there.

The lone individual was an oldarrior named Tanaka,
who was orbiting his late homeworld in a barely functional
ship. He had been unwilling to -@perate at first, but after
some fidebated he had agreed
back to the starbase. The return trip had taken longer than
expected because Tanaka was unwilling to leave the cockpit
of his ship and its hyperdr
hyperdrive of the Amateras \
the Shofixti Scout vessel along as the Vindicator did with all
its escorts.

At the time of composing the message, Captain Tanaka
was sulking on the starbase and, according to the medical
staff, if the Shofixti race was going to be resurrected,
females would have to be acquired with haste. The
command council was already thinking ab@ diplomatic
mission to Alpha Cerenkov to discuss the Shofixti maidens
with the legendary Vux Admiral Zex, who supposedly had
them in his menagerie.

Soon after reading the message through, Gruber received
another notification from Zelnick. This time theaptain
requested his presence on the bridge, so Gruber went there
without delay.

On the bridge Gruber found out that the starbase had

called them with video feed and that Lydia was once again
their spokesperson.
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AYou shoul d hear whicksaid$oh e
Gruber and then asked Lydia to explain again what she had
told him just now.

A HI A cslrermmediately greeted himi.Mat t he ws
and | found out something interesting from that Precursor
stuff you wrote in your | og.

Gruber was interested toear what it was, but he was
also interested in knowing why Lydia looked like using the
ansible was a part of her everyday routines. He asked the
first thing first.

AfRemember that set of 10 c
point at the so called rainbow world§¥e found out that the
Precursors had a special purpose for those planets. Wanna
hear what it was?0o0

AYes, 0 Gruber put it simply

AThey are garbage dumps! (@]
sure about the garbage part, but they did dump something
there i or maybeeven dumped the planets themselves!
Anyway, because of the dumping, there is strong radiation
on the surface. And some people here told me that that must
be the reason why they | ook
right? You should go check out the planand see if you
can find something interest.i
now, right?o

True enough, one of the 10 coordinates pointed to Beta
Pegasi, which was a bit over 100 units away and right next
to Alpha Pavonis where the Arilou said they couldfim
crashlanded UrQuan Dreadnought.

i Weod |l ove to do that, o Gr
necessary radiation shielding. Thanks for the information,
though. o

<<Youdr e wshéanswearedinxGerman.

Now it was time to ask about the second thing.

i Wh gre you the one telling us this? Is Commander
Hayes alright with it?0o
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Hayes i s t Zelniek whisperad taGrubes.

Il tbés just me and Matthew
i Lydja@xplainedih And he didndt wan
A fair point, Gruber thoght.

f
n
t h

ALydi a, once again youodve
commended her.
fi Y a ysheorejoicedi That 6s al | I h a c

Captain Zelnick again?od

Gruber stepped aside and Zelnick took the stage.

AYes?0 he politely asked.

Without warning, Lydia blew a kssto Zelnick, waved
with a girlish smile and closed the link.

Everyone on the bridge waited for a second or two before
looking at the captain. There were some grins. Zelnick was
still standing and remained speechless for a while until he
said to everyone:

Aiwhat | have candét be taugl

Most of the operators laughed. Gruber, on the other hand,
felt the same uneasiness a
his daughteroés new boyfrien
Lydia had learned the concept of blowing a kiss. I Wward
to i magine the Androsynth d
quite sure why. He wanted to move on with business as he
had just remembered something important.

AnsSir, di dnot t he Spathi me
some ol d Pr eauwrns oird etde x thse? oc al
not mistaken, they said that according to the texts the
Precursors had built 10 waste disposal sites somewhere in

this region. Il think itds sc¢
correct, now that we have another source foroit
ANow that you mention it,o

really did say that. o

AnAnd we both know what t hat
Zelnick nodded and then continued the thought:

ADi gging through trash. o
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Six days later they were getting near the orbit offifse
planet in the Beta Pegasi system. Just as the coordinate set
promised, it was a rainbow world. And just like last time, the
view was spectacul ar. As th
levels were so high that landing was out of the question.

This time Dyardin checked the surface more closely with
the telescope. However, even after several hours of
observing, she had found nothing out of the ordinary. The
planet seemed like an ordinary rock, except for the pretty
colors. If they hoped to learn anythingey would have to
land. And if they were to send a shuttle down there now, the
people inside would probably fry from the radiation before
even reaching the surface.

ASo where do we get some he
Zelnick asked everyone on the bridg

il woul dnot be surprised i
sal e, 0 Gruber suggested. i NC
coordinates, we could also buy some crucial information
from them. 0

ALi ke the | oMattriao,nd0 04 e Itrhiec k
somemeanstodea wi t h it . o

AAnd while webre on the t o]
could tell us i f there is a
ARi ght , 0 Zelnick agreed, i
the Syreen starships are st a
AGood thinking, o Gruber c
AAt hough it seemed | ike they
if they had their ships. Webé
flght i's necessary and | don

May b e -kmowieg Melhokrme would know that as

weII,(‘) Zelnickatwad.t TRl dm sSpE

Talana would like td f
He stopped migentence and thought for a while.
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fidhave a pl atonic conver sa
finished the thought.
AfLetds just | eave it at t he

Two days later the Vindicator atitd escort ships entered
Alpha Pavonis, which was a green giant star. If there really
was a somewhat intact {Quan Dreadnought on the surface
of the seventh planet, they could learn a great deal by
inspecting it closely. And the real reason for going ukio
the wreckage was the warp pod, which the Arilou said was
still intact. If the Arilou lived up to their promise, they
woul d use it to construct
Vindicator. With it they could jump to quasispace from
anywhere in hyperspace.

The crew of the Vindicator had very little experience of
the so called quasispace where the Arilou seemed to hang
around. They themselves had entered quasispace by acciden
when a naturally occurring vortex sucked them in at
coordinates 043.8 : 637.3. Quasisp was filled with portals
back to hyperspace, but they had had no means of figuring
out where exactly they led that is, no means except
entering the portals. They knew only that one particular
vortex led to a location near Groombridge at the edgeeof th
charted area of hyperspace.

The seventh planet in the system was pretty close to the
location where they had warped in and it took only two
hours to reach it. However, they soon found out that there
was another one of those red probes orbiting the plése
the probe also took notice of the Vindicator, it dashed
towards them at full speed. It seemed to move in true space
even faster than the Vindicator. The bright side of the
encounter was that they could probably put the Hellbore
Cannon to its first @ test. When the probe was close
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enough for communications, it sent the already familiar

message:

i We ar e not hostil e and S
relations with your speci es.
nwel |, we got S 0me i nfo ot
wel |l , 0 Zel thénaddressat ithd probélfermally:

AThis is the flagship Vindic
Star s. Pl ease hold your fire
There was an immediate response again.

AWe wish to | earn more ab
dat a. o

A@?0 Zelnick said in surpr
exchange some information. What kind di

ASir, o Katj a interrupted

communications again. o

i Ho w unpredictabl e, o Zel n
AMcNeil, | etds Geren dm wwdrhks .H
AYes sir! o McNeil joyfully

The probe was coming at them with full speed well
within the firing sector. Zelnick ordered the other captains to
wait for a while.

AHere we go, 0 McNei l sai d a

There was a bright flash and a blast of energy was shot
into the direction of the probe.

A few seconds | ater one co
see a probe anywhere. | f t h
wreckage?b90

Luckily they had tested the Hellbore Cannon an
asteroid back at Sol so they were somewhat prepared for the
total destruction in front of them.

ANow | 6m REALLY gl adrwiflod m
summed it all up.

Al dondt think there wild.l |
pointed out.
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ACrap, 0 &aslheundetstood that they had just
| ost valuabl e wreckage. i We
firepower we have. And | hayv
fi A gr eTeedt coonmented.

AYou can s aWualsticerhmeategdai n, 0

AYour *dance?®* onedthe@andamaing u |
added.

i Wh ave e thed blue one from the DipPorPak trio

saidfil aindt never seen anyone
ifiLet 6s not get too carri
everyone down. AThe next ti
couldleaveitmeut rali zation to the

Soon they were ready to take a closer look at the planet.
Dujardin did the basic scans and the data was displayed for
everyone to see. Although the planet was far from the star,
the surface temperature was over 400releg centigrade. It
didnét come as a surprise, ¢
much hotter than for example Sol. What did surprise them
though was that, according to the biological scan, there was
life down there. It was even more surprising sinceglvesis
almost no atmosphere, just a thin mixture of unbreathable
gases.

The energy scan revealed the crashed Dreadnought on
rough, elevated terrain near the equator. Even with optimal
atmospheric conditions reaching the crash site would be
difficult.

AHoweawe supposed to | and

asked. AAnd by O6thered | me ;
canot handl e that kind of h
to mention the people inside
ACaptain, 0 Dujardin said t«¢
fiYes, Dani el |l e, go ahead
suggestion, o0 Zelnick prompte
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i No, sir, itds not t hat , o
another one of those probes

She showed the incoming probe on the tactical dispiay. |
had appeared from behind the planet and they had just a few
minutes to prepare themselves.

AnTrent , take care of it, 0 Z

Awil | dToent replied and quickly ordered the
other ships to move to an appropriate formation.
l'tos MWaKlathg weported.
Patch them through, o Zeln
'l I'isten to their | ast wo
he probebs message didnot
We ar e not hostil e and S
|l ations with your species.

Zel ni c keendtd kknntetested in reasoning with the
probe anymore.

AfJust how many of you are t

The probe gave a detailed answer:

AReplication status: ei ght
85 percent complete. Estimated replications since departure
from point of origin: 583 replications. Estimated
replications projected one year from this date: 7B#
replications. Estimated replications projected five years
fromthisdate: 454864 12 repl i cations. 0

AEh? Excuse me, what 20 Zel n

ASir,utt htehye ct ransmi ssion ag

ATry to contact them again,

Katja tried that for a while, but it was no good. The probe
di dndét respond.

Ailtoés getting dalreg @ainted aut. y
AShall we open fire?o

i Go adheZaed,ni ck sai d.

For a few seconds there was a lot of firing and then the
probe was in pieces and this time the pieces were bigger
than grains of sand.

g

A
we

T

A
e

r
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iGet the salvage team to d
Gruber.

A few hours later they were discusgi the possible
surface operation i n t he \%
Dujardin had pointed out that the surface was insanely hot
only in the daytime. In the night the temperature decreased
all the way to-200 degrees centigrade. And on this planet
night lasted for nearly 30 hours.

iSo we can step out of t he
clarified the i ddoams ddwivinee? a
Are they a threat?o

They all turned to Dujardin for answers.

AUnfortunately we dondt. kn
AThe biological s c-farms, put wek s
havenot been able to see an
imaging obviously does us no good when the temperature is
that high. From where weore
like an ordinary rockThe landing team will just have to see
for themselves. 0

ASee?0 Zelnick grabbed the
see anything down there at n

Dujardin seemed to regret |
say anything.

AHowds t he gr abyiaskgd? lde washttema
squad leader of the landing team.

Al tos pretty mu c h t he san
answered. Then she looked at Zelnick, who obviously
wasnodt familiar with the che
continued: Ailthabiss roagblyO timed thel 7
gravity we have here. o

The captain gave her an approving look.

fiJane, howdés t he l anding s
the shuttle pilot, calling her by first name as he always did
with women.
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ANot good, 0 she r dopdhidend. f
sever al kil ometers away. o0

She put a map of the crash site and its surroundings on a
screen. She then pointed at one location on the map.

AiHere you can see the wrec
ship had crashed uncontrollably, there would bdingtfor
us to investigate. 106d say t
its engines to soften the fall. Some parts of the hull might
even have stayed pressurized

il think thatos a safe ass

Asince the AriQaanési dt ahhir
survived the crash. o

ARi ght, 0 Jenkins agreed. S
| ocation on the map. fHere i
|l and the shuttle. That 6s f i
We might be able to drop the tearff directly at the site
without | anding, but wedl |l S
that possibility.o

Rigby didndt seem too happy
iSo we would jump off t he

unknown terrain, o0 heonbwergngn.
step and you fall down a steep slope. And if we succeed in
getting there, we would have to identify the warp pod and
detach it in Il ess than 30 ho

AYou donot have to worry a
sai d. fi $do eavh these with ybu and First Officer
Gruber will oversee the miss

Dougal Skeates was an-allound handyman who could
repair, dismantle and put together anything. Gruber, on the
other hand, had superior overall knowledge of alien races
and theircultures.

AAnd i f you run out of tin
can just come back here and
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fGetting back into the shu
mu c h out of the question, o
withthecargo. Wb ave to be prepared
AFive kilometers on rough
two, 0 Rigby once again r emi
to annoy Zelnick.

Ailf youdre so afraid of th
turn on the external lightsf the Vindicator so you can look

up to the sky and wave to us
Some of the people in the room dared to laugh a little.
AActually, thatés not a ba
use the Vindicator like people on Earth used Pslariong

ti me ago. o0

AWhat 6s that?0 Zelnick as§Kk:¢
nltos a star i n Eart hos :
declination is over 89 degr e
North Pole. o

fil see, 0 Zelnick said. i So

the st alwaysudwrei ng north. o
Gruber wondered why he was surprised that Zelnick had
understood.

ARi ght , o he replied. iAEvV el
fancy gadget s, theredbds ianl wa
case technology fails. o
A Wel | t hen, 0 wealpn itchki nbgesg aung
all, you should start prepar
only about three hours of da

Gruber and Rigby soon briefed the rest of the landing
team in the hangar.

Al d&m not too dea&gerhuttal pumdp
declared and many of the others nodded in agreement.

AiHow are we going to find
Robinson asked.
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AWe use a beacon, 0 Rigby ex
fly over t he site andselvesy en

we ol | drop the beacon there.
measur ement . 0
This seemed |ike a good id

beacon cast a tall pillar of light which could not be missed in
complete darkness.
AWhat about thel eotudet fieoamr

Bel ov asked. Al t  wil.l probat
safe route and we also need to find our way back. Should we
mar k our trail somehow?o0

There was a general agreement.

il remember reading this
Withersmon began, fabout some p

enter a forest and were afr
back again. Just like us now, right? So anyway, what they
did was, they left a trail of bread crumbs as they walked. Get

it? They then followed that r a i | on their wa
fi | assume the forest wasn?o:
out . fAnd would we have enou

iWe could use flares or br
Witherspoon defended her idea.

fi | donot t hink we hatvhate,na
Hawt horne shot the idea dow
long enough.

Hawthorne was of course right, Gruber thought. But the
idea was good. They just needed to get creative.

AHey, I al so remember a st
Al t was iagbhaanaze orearabyeinth of some kind.
The guy had a ball of yarn w
the same thing, right? He was able to follow the thread on
his way back. 0

ANot bad, 6 Belov commended
that would be dlfflcult inpitch black. If the thread were
il luminated, then |1 6d be sol
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There was a pause, which Skeates soon ended.
i We have that , o he sai d.

Kil ometers of it.o

There were several faces that were waiting for an
explanation.

NfThe ohrkeafle, 0 Skeates cont
It |l ooked | i ke some of t he

meant, but Gruber knew, and he immediately recognized the
brilliance of the idea.

The thread of lifeor life threadwas a nickname for the
wire attached to maintenance warkewhen they went
outside a ship. It was made of carbon nanotubes so it was
extremely thin, lightweight and strong. And because it was
so thin that you could barely see it, lights were attached to it
for safety.

Gruber wasndét sur e reelsofthé e
thread, but several kilometers of it should be a part of every
Cruiserobés equipment. He cal
i mmedi atel vy, but as it turne
Apparently, with the objective of saving valuable materials
in mind, the construction crew had left out much of the less
mandatory equipment when the Seraph had been built.

Gruber then called Captain Trent of the Tobermoon. At
least Tobermoon had been built before the current shortage
of materials so they should vethe thread. And they did.
Gruber requested that they sent over all the thread they had.
He then returned to the landing team and informed them that
this particular problem was under control.

ifSo what about the warp po
we suppose to transport something like that back to the
shuttl e?o

A Weol I have to decide that
answered. AfWe donot know th
case, because of the low gravity, we can carry quite massive
|l oads with some effort. o
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AAd one more thing, o0 Righby
have enough oxygen for about 20 hours, so everyone needs
to carry an extra tank. Wi tf
be a problem either. o

It seemed like all questions had been asked, so Gruber
announcedheir schedule:

AThe sun will set on the
weatherman assumed that the temperature will then drop
rapidly, reaching zero centigrade in two to three hours.
That 6s when we need to be in
We will then fave approximately 27 hours to do our job and
be back on the shuttle again. Anyone or anything left outside
when the sun comes wup will b

The mission would also require an extended duration of
rough labor without a chance to eat. The suit drag a one
liter water bottle.

AThi s wi || be a | ong and
continued. fBe sure to eat
check that your water bottle is filled and that your diapers
are clean. We wil!/ |l eave at

62



CHAPTERS

PITCH BLACK

September 18' 2155,Alpha Pavonis, 056.2 : 800.0

ltés been a while since th
nd this time 10611 have to
be using it for nearly 30 h

thefinal exam at the academy.

Investigating a somewhat intact wreck of an-Quan
Dreadnought is a huge oppor
candét take the entire wreck
extra careful in documenting everything we do. It would be
embarrassing if Dr. Chu and his pals were to ask about a
seemingly minor detail we missed, which of course would be
crucial to their research, and then we would have to fly back
here to check it out.

é
To tell the truth, | 6youact
canot tell from typed text i

anyone reading this will now know that mine were.

Gruber was in his quarters and just about to finish an
energy bar. He was looking at his space suit and chewing
away the last piece. Ensgrdpars had come a long way, he
thought. He really liked the American chocolate chip cookie
flavored one and would eat 1
their 2000+ calories.

It was time to put on the suit. There were only a few
standard sizes, but they semito fit everyone well enough.
Gruber used the second to largest size.
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He stripped down. You wore nothing underneath this suit
type. There was a very simple and effective cleaning system
so you didno6t have to worry
only requred maintenance was that the diaper part had to be
changed in case an emergency had taken place. It was not
uncommon and nothing to be ashamed of. Everyone knew
how an unfamiliar gravity and unfamiliar natural light
affected the stomach. The only real pesb was if your
lunch came out of your body from the top instead of from
the bottom. It was especially unpleasant in zero gravity.

The suit seemed to fit him perfectly. He checked the
helmet by putting it on. He then checked that he could get
the cyanide apsule out if needed. Everything seemed to be
in order so he took off the helmet for the time being and
made his way to the hangar.

All equipment they were going to take with them was
laid out outside the shuttle. There were several reels of life
thread, extra oxygen tanks, has#tkld flares, break lights,
hand guns, lots of tools, one flare gun, one beacon and a
hastily crafted contraption for carrying the warp pod. They
would never carry this much equipment in Edile
conditions. Still, it seemed to Gver that something was
mi ssing, although he coul dnbd
was.

il bet anyone 100 bucks w
Gruber heard Belovds voice
around and saw Belov holding a coil of rope.

That was it, Guber thought. You always needed rope in
difficult situations. You never know in advance what the
need would be, but it would definitely come.

The time was 23:36 and everyone was present. All
equipment was on board and the crew entered the shuttle.
Grubertook a seat next to Rigby and Skeates sat beside
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Gruber. When everyone had taken their seats, Gruber gave
Rigby the geahead and Rigby in turn notified Jenkins that
they could take off.

The sun had already set on their landing zone and the
surface temperate was rapidly decreasing. Gruber had the
weather info projected onto the visor of his helmet and
Dujardin was constantly updating it.

Then the bumpy part started. The atmosphere was a lot
thinner than on their last surface mission, so the bumps
w e r eaalfy that bad this time, but the extra oxygen tanks
still rattled a |ittle. The
high-pressure gas containers bumping into each other.

Gruber took notice of how little empty space there was
left in the shuttle. It was Ind to imagine the warp pod fitting
inside even without all their stuff, not to mention with it. In
any case their job was to bring the pod to the landing site
and worry about transportation later.

The bumps got less and less intense and finally
disappearedaltogether. The ride was then smooth and
pleasant as they had slowed down to an approaching speed
at conventional airplane altitude. Gruber looked out the
window but, not surprisingl
indeed dark outside.

They had scouted andnapped their landing path
beforehand, but Jenkins still had to play it safe since she
coul dndt see anything outsid

AWebre getting renkins anhoareedc r
through the speakers.

The surface temperature at thedarg zone was now +50
degrees and still decreasing rapidly. Rigby and Belov got up
from their seats and got ready to drop off the beacon.

AAl right, | c a n Jesking reported W
ATherebs no room to hover S
conditions. Lower the ramp and see if you can get a view of
the target. o
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Belov pushed a button and the ramp started to move.
Immediately after it had opened an inch, a strong wind hit
the inside of the shuttle. Belov and Rigby had to struggle to
hang on. Indeedjupi ng off the ship d
course of action. Gruber saw a glimpse of something as the
shuttleds search |l ights move

AAr e we ab oRigby askedJenkinstoeertibe
radio.

i Al malenkins cepliedd Y csliould see the wreckage
right abouté now. 0

As she said that, Gruber could also see something green
amidst the darknegdsthe hull of the Dreadnought.

Al ol | ma k e alenkink gaa@lit et noeva @
drop the beacon. 0o

Gruber could see the lights mogimver the site, which
was getting closer. Belov and Rigby would have to drop the
beacon in a few secondsé

Gruber coul dnodét see the groa
anymore, but Belov and Rigby probably could. They pushed
the beacon over the edge of treamp with their feet and
watched it drop. Soon Gruber could see a pillar of light and
Belov and Rigby doing a higfive. Then Belov closed the
ramp again and it got quiet once more.

i We n a iRigbydieclared,oer the radio.

After several minutes thshuttle touched down. Gruber
checked the temperature and it was +3. Their timing was
perfect. He checked his timer and told everybody to do the
same. They all confirmed that they had exactly 27 hours and
44 minutes until sunrise.

ALet 6s go s, tdreercsdd, indigating that g s
the ramp should be lowered.

AWitherspoon, Bel ov, Ahme c
per i meRigleyrordéred and the four of them took
positions in front of the ramp.
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The ramp was lowered and the first crew members hastily
steppedoutside holding their guns. Soon they disappeared
into the darkness and only the cones of their helmet lights
could be seen.

i We 6 r e Witlespbondeported, which was the cue
for everyone else to step outside the shuttle.

It was dark. The helmet light wer endt very
they couldndét see anything f
shuttl eds head | ights showe
towards their target. Gruber looked around. In one direction
there was a notable pillar of light rising towatte sky. It
was impossible to estimate the distance with naked eye, but
the beaconds signal i ndi cat e
long trek ahead of themselves.

Gruber tried to get familiar with the gravity. He jumped
as high as he could and landecew fseconds later. The suit
hampered his movement only slightly. The ground was
solid, but not too hard. He tried to run and found it easier
than aboard the Vindicator.

He then took notice of the air, if you could call it that. It
seemed to be filled withosme s or t of part
sand or dusti that he was sure of. Was it something
organic? There was supposed to be life there, so maybe the
whole planet was covered in airborne plankton of sorts.

ALIi sten uphe ewedrdyeonney, chear d
over the radio. The captain sounded seriofisWe 6 r e
suddenly picking up lots of heat sources appearing all
around you in the thermal image. There was nothing before
you | anded. o

Gruber grasped the handle of his gun. He could see others
moving in a similafashion.

iAre t hey mov Rigbgasked.war ds u:

i N oZelick repliedi They seem to be

Gruber was standing near Rigby and noticed him taking
out the flare gun.
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Al 6m f i r i Rigby reotifiddlewenryaneé and then
pulled the trigger.

A small ball of light was shot towards the sky. After a
few seconds the ball lit up extremely brightly, illuminating
the entire area.

It was difficult to tell from all the shadows and sudden
change in lightning, but Gruber thought he saw movement in
everydirection during the first second of light. There were
several voices on the radio at the same time, all asking if
others saw what they saw.

AThat fl ar e Zelinick sadddimeé tl h itnhge,
signatures disappeared near your location. It happened
exat | ' y when the flare was | it

Now everyone who had a gun was pointing it in a random
direction away from the shuttle. There was a moment of
silence and stillness.

Soon it became evident that nothing was going to be seen
moving around any time soon. Grubeok a look at the
terrain between them and the pillar of light. It looked
unwelcoming. There were lots of shadows on the ground
that gave the impression of chasms. They would have to
tread carefully.

AAl right, peopl e, weoORighy on
said after a while of observing.L et 6 s get movi
your eyes open. Robinson and Kilgore, take the... thing for
carrying the warp pod. Skeates, start unreeling the life
thread. Witherspoon and Ahmed, you have point. Shoji, you
stay here withJemkns. The rest of you

Clearcut orders, just what they needed, Gruber thought.
He also thought about how that thought would sound when
spoken aloud and noticed how it would mysteriously relay
unintended sarcasm.
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He grabbed some tool box&é®m the shuttle. Skeates
was tying the other end of the life thread to the landing
skids.

AiCaptain, c a n Rigby ahecked @aver thene 7
radio againi Pl ease continue to ke
you see from up there. o

ASur e tZéinick gepliéd. A T h e t her mal
actually looks pretty interesting. The heat signatures have
indeed disappeared only from a circular area around you
or more precisely from an area around the flare. | bet they
come back when the flare goes out, so keep your guad up.

The flare would stay up in the sky about an hour in Earth
like conditions. It was difficult to say how long it would last
her e. It felt a | ot safer nc
have enough flare gun rounds to have one in the sky all the
time. They would have to use their few flares only when in
need, like, for example, if a liglsensitive alien horde was
attacking them.

Gruber saw two people getting ahead of others.
Presumably Ahmed and Witherspoon had taken their places
as point lookoutsOthers were walking in a single line
behind them, keeping some 20 meters of distance. Gruber
took a random place in the line and found himself walking
behind Belov.

It was quiet. The air was so thin that you could barely
hear anything other than radio censations and your own
breathing. And when you listen to your own breathing for a
while, you become all too aware of it and then you have to
do it manually.

They were moving at a decent pace. Robinson and
Kilgore seemed to have no trouble carrying the darg
contraption and there hadnot
yet. Gruber estimated that if all went this smoothly, they
could reach the crash site in just two hours.
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And then the flare went out. Everything was dark again.
Unsurprisingly their pace droppé¢d about a half of what it
had just been. Gruber saw th
lights moving in all directions around them. Everybody was
on the lookout for the aliens.

AThey ar e c o mi Zanickbaaromknceda g a
AThere ar e nevappeasng bll amung yoa, t u I
some of them pretty close. 0

Now the cones of light moved even faster. Gruber was
also constantly checking over his shoulder. He also
happened to look up to the sky and noticed that the stars
wereno6t as vVvi si bWwaoldlesltmusibed t
the particles in the air, he thought. Then he looked back and
saw one particularly bright star in the sky, which was
probably the Vindicator. If you walked towards it from the
crash site, you would end up at the shuttle. Just like the
Polaris, he thought.

AThey ar e r e marZelaidklcommentecat i
AThe heat signatures just ap
they havendt moved an inch a
| ocations of some of them ri

Gruber got a series ofgximity coordinates projected on
the screen of his helmet. None of them were close enough to
look at with the helmet light, so he just focused on walking
forward.

Three hours later he was still doing that, although now
their destination was only a fewmdred meters away. There
had been uphills, downhills, crevices, ominous natural
bridges over the crevices, cliffs and more than enough
unpleasant ground. Gruber felt extremely tired and he dared
to guess that he wasnot t he
reach the crash site and there they could rest for a while.

They were climbing what was presumably the last
upward sl ope. Gruber |l ooked
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light in the distance. The life thread was clearly visible,
shaking around the terrain, obedlgntollowing the path
they had taken. The return trip would be a lot easier.

Finally they reached the top of the hill and saw the source
of the pillar of light, the beacon. It illuminated some of the
nearby area, including the wrecked Dreadnought.

Gruber lad never before seen an-Quan Dreadnought
up close. Although this one was not in one piece, it was still
a formidable sight. The shig
but a lot bigger than an Earthling Cruiser. Gruber felt
uneasiness, which could also described as fear. Although
he knew it was ridiculous, he toyed with the idea that a live
Ur-Quan was still inside, in which case entering the wreck
would be like entering a den of lions.

There had never been a chance to study th€udm
physique. Gruberonly knew that the UQuan were
carnivorous severaheterlong caterpillars.

ifSkeat es, how mu c Rigby dskeed a d

i Pl e skegtes deplied.

A Go o Righy replied.A# Ah me d, take th
Skeates and circle the site
Ahmed hadplenty of ground to cover. It was difficult to
say exactly, but the wreckage looked like it covered an area

about the size of an Olympic stadium.

Skeates, with his hands now empty, walked up to Gruber.

i Wh at do you hmaskee. of it S |

ANot hi, Myubey epliedi Let 6s go see
anyone home. 0

A few hours later they had a pretty good idea of the
shipbs exterior. The part t
seemed sealed. Gruber and Skeates agreed that one mostly
intact part in the shape ofcglinder had to be the warp pod.
Skeates was already working on separating it from all other
parts.
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The pod was a bit bigger than they had hoped. It
woul dndét fit in the shuttl e
the shuttle were empty, that is, if all teeats were taken off
as well, then the pod might just barely fit inside.

The rest of the team were investigating the wreckage in
their own way and Gruber was thinking about getting inside
the bridge. They had brought special tools which could be
used to beach the hull, but Skeates was currently using
them, so Gruber decided to watch him work for a while.

AThis piece of junk is goi
Skeates pointed out as he was cutting through a metal beam
attached to the pod, and Gruber had teag

It took many hours to cut the pod off completely in an
organized fashion. Once it was done, Skeates helped Gruber
burn a hole through the hull. Gruber immediately noticed
that the ship was in decent condition from the inside and that
searching througit would take time. If they wanted to get
the warp pod to the landing site during this night, they
coul dndét wait. They had to s

They determined that four people were enough to carry
the pod with the unnamable contraption they had brought
with them They agreed that eight people would be required
so they could take turns carrying it. Gruber would stay with
the wreckage as long as possible and try to learn anything he
could. He would have plenty of time to search the inside of
the ship. Witherspoon as the lucky person who was
assigned to stay with him.

Gruber and Witherspoon watched the others slowly but
surely start their unpleasant journey. They moved so slowly
that Gruber wondered whether they would make it to the
shuttle before the break of dawwhich would be in 15
hours and 19 minutes. For a very short moment Gruber was
relieved that he didnoét have

After the carrying squad had left the crash site, Gruber
and Witherspoon entered the wreckage through the hole in
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the hull. Gruberlit a flare and immediately wished he

hadnot . There were <carcasse
dried up. At first gl ance G
species they belonged. It we
Ur-Quan.

Gruber had stacked up on brdikts which he now used
to get some light in the interior. He was still holding the flare
which burned much more brightly than the break light®
brightly that he had to constantly keep it outside his field of
view or his eyes would have to take tinee ddjust to the
darkness again. Or actually, he had learned a long time ago
that in situations like this you should always keep your other
eye closed. That way you would only lose your night vision
in one eye.

AnsSir, t ake Withérapank sudddy called i s |,
out to him. She was pointing her helmet light at a hole in the
wall.

When Gruber got closer he noticed that the hole was
actually a closet of some sort and that there was another
body inside. Unlike the others, this one was much better
preservedand they could without a doubt say that it was a
Spathi. Gruber reported his finding to Captain Zelnick.

i Roger Zélnicla tepliéd.iLet 6s not t
about it.o

The late Spathi was holding on to something. It was too
badly damaged to tell whatwtas, but the scene resembled a
scared child squeezing a teddy bear. Of course the crew had
to know that they were going to crash. Gruber experienced a
brief feeling of sadness.

Ail't | ooks Ilike the crew wa
the UFQ u a nWijthiersppon commented.

Gruber turned around to face her, but to his surprise she
had already moved to the other side of the room. She was
now making a 3D model of the interior for the science
di visionds convenience.
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ATher e has-Quarocarbass harensonibwhe , 0
Gruber assured himself out |
to fly a battleship without a native captain.

He climbed on a raised platform and tried to imagine the
area in use. Where would the captain be? Looking around
the room he made an observatioh at wasnét o6k
lover elevation: All the bodies were leaning on walls
towards the bow of the ship. It of course seemed logical,
since there probably was quite a blow in the crash. At least
humans would die instantly from a shock like that, butesom
aliens might be more robust.

Gruber noticed an important looking section at the front
of the bridge. He wondered how he had missed it earlier,
since the raised platform lead straight to it. If | was the
captain of this shiplwo@dbeber
hiding.

As he approached, it looked more and more like there
was nothing there. He entered the section, which could best
be described as a chamber, and looked around. From there
you could see outside, but also, in a surprisingly convenient
way, the whole bridge. It was definitely the command
chamber. But where was the commandingQuian? Gruber
| ooked around one more ti me

A Cl a ihe ealled to Witherspoon over the radio as if
shouting to another room.

i Y e sheanswered.

~

Al f ounQuanrhed Ur

The chamber was shaped like a sphere and there was
some kind of a perch near the ceiling. That was where the
unmistakable carcass of the commandingluan was.

il had no i dea t hWVeherspoore r e
commented.

Indeed the orpse seemed to be almost 10 meters in
length. It was in such bad shape that it was difficult to
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ascertain its diameter, but Gruber assumed it was near his
height. He thought about the discomfort of meeting an
Ur-Quan in a wellit alley.”

i Woul d yyoung indigidual, anind going up there
to gat her s benaskedsWitmespoensvtho was
10 years younger than him.

Witherspoon seemed to contemplate her chances.

AHow am | supposshelaskeh get |

ATry | uG@Grpbernsgggestedi | K you could
make it.o

Indeed with such low gravity one might just reach the
ledge, which was about four meters high. Witherspoon gave
it a go, but came a bit short.

Al ol | b Grabertsaidyanduheldout his hands.

Witherspoon laid her left footonGue r 6 s hands.

i Re a dGyuBed checkedi Oneé t woé THRE

He pushed Witherspoon up with all the strength he had,
which was a mistake in 0.17 g. The boost was much stronger
than they had anticipated and Witherspoon overshot the
ledge, hitting the ceiling. Heever, she managed to grab the
ledge on her way down.

AKnow your own sghe eommenthd |
once she had pulled herself up. She then took samples of the
dried and decayed tuan flesh.

AfThat 6s it | 6she scoo redidfi ¢ 6 rd o
getingner vous being near this t

After hours of going through everything inside the wreck,
Gruber and Witherspoon sat down outside to take a break.
Gruber took a sip of water and noticed that his bottle was
almost empty. He followed the life thread witls leyes and

" Less light is better in this case. Being eaten atizlot less
unpleasant wheyou only feel it, not see it.
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saw a few lights moving in the distance. It looked like the
warp pod team had passed the half way mark.
AiCaptain, how does tGrgbert he
checked with Zelnick.
AThe captainSamuseskodyg, vei
i Ther e bebnano changes whatsoever in the heat
S

i gnatures. They remain stat
i Ro g e r Grubbraeplied
AnCl air e, howos heh ¢hen Z2dked mo

Witherspoon. He heard a sip and gulp sound over the radio
and then a very clearlgxpresseahh.

il t 6s shedansveered

They had 9 hours and 54 minutes before sunrise. Leaving
three hours for the hike back to the shuttle, they still had
al most seven hours to invesH!
gave a low oxygen warning and thégth changed their
tanks.

ARi gby, howo6s i tGruperthengskedi t h

iWwel | |, sir., it os not Righy act
replied, sounding exhausted. We st i | | have
kilometers to go, but at least the worst part is now behind us
What about you??9d
Not hi ng n e VBrulderotrutmfudlyp amsweredo
edl | stay here for anot he
ad back. o
Knock yourselves out. o
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CHAPTERG

THE DESCENT

September 18' 2155, Alpha Pavonis VII, 056.2 : 800.0

Six haurs and 35 minutes later Gruber decided that it was
time to wrap things up. In addition to their used oxygen
tanks, Gruber was carrying a tool kit and Witherspoon a
container of all the samples they had collected. They had
used all their break lights andr@er had one flare left.
Gruber was exhausted from all the work, hunger, thirst and
lack of sleep and had to assume that Witherspoon was too.
They had well over three hours for the return trip, which
should be more than enough regardless of their fatfjoes
the life thread showed them the way. All they had to do was
follow the light.

As they walked down the first slope, Gruber found
himself breathing heavily. It had been ages since the last
time he had been awake for so long. He had passed the point
when he was no longer feeling sleepy, but not awake either.
He had a strange sensation of not paying any attention to his
surroundings. He didnét noti

Gruber snapped back to consciousness after an unknown
amount of time and checked his surroundings. He was sitill
following the life thread and carrying the things he should be
carrying. He was standing on an approximately three meter
wide strip of rock witha chasm of unknown depth on both
sides. He looked back and saw Witherspoon following him.
He checked the time. It was one hour and 13 minutes until
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sunrise. He had no memory between that moment and
leaving the crash site. He looked towards the shuttle and
estimated it was about a kilometer away.

Then he felt a bump on his back.

Witherspoon bumped into him, losing her balance and
falling down on her back. There was a series of huffs and
gasps on the radio before she spoke:

ASorry sir, I iwans b6t paying

Gruber extended his hand and helped her get back up.

iltés a good thing yGruberdi d
said, pointing at the ravine.

Then he realized that since Witherspoon had just taken
his hand, one of her hands had to be empty. And she had just
been carrying something in both of her hands. Gruber
checked her left hand and saw the empty oxygen tank there.

AWher ebds t hGruberasked.ai ner ? 0

It took Witherspoon a few seconds to understand the
question. Apparently she was at least as tired as Gruber was.
She checked her empty hand and then looked around. Cold
sweat emerged on Gruberés fo
ground around #m, hopelessly hoping that the container
hadndét fallen down the chasm
them were quickly checked.

A Oh ¢ Withersp@on summed it up.

Gruber looked down the chasm on the right side of their
route.

fi S h iWitherepoon continuedi Shi t ! o

For some reason a cursing woman sounded extremely
uncool in Gruberés opinion.
di dnot believe in thought c
things like that, right? Like, how uncool would a man look
wearing a skirt? Or avoman racer in the speed glider
championships? Actually, there was Lucy Berger in 2123,
but she was only slightly above average, although she did
win two races in a row at the end of the season. Was she still
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alive? Maybe. Was any of this relevant to tberrent
situation? No.

Gruber snapped awake, cursed his lack of sleep and
looked down the chasm again. With his helmet light he
coul d see t hatitenh metevsaopsn lettried o
to get the container into the light cone and, to his big
surprise, he succeeded. The container indeed was at the
bottom of the pit. Gruber showed its location to

Witherspoon.

Al ©dm so sogshebegamidi rc.anl g do
and throw it to you up here
climb back wup. o

Wi t h e r s p bthinkingwlaaslynedher, although the
container could indeed most likely be thrown all the way up.
The walls of the ravine on the other hand looked
unclimbable.

i We coul d use t he IGrulbee t
suggested, surprising himself with such a oeable idea
under the circumstances.

iAnd Bel ov b r ®Vithgrbpbon excitadlyp p e
remembered.

Before Gruber could stop her, she had jumped down.
Gruber estimated that with such low gravity she should be
okay with dropping down from that height, buwto u | d n 6
be pleasant. Fearing the worst, he watched her land. It
wasnodét pretty, but at |l east
reassured him she was okay.

ANext time wait unti IGrubee a
criticized her.

Witherspoon grabbed the damer and got ready to
throw it to Gruber.

i R e a clyezhecked.

i R e a &Gruheoreplied.

Then she threw the container upwardseaning directly
upwards and it landed back in her hands.
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fi S o r shg said and tried again.

This time the container hit thevall of the ravine two
meters below Gruber. Witherspoon walked to the container
and tried once more.

The third time was the charm, although the throw missed
Gruber by several meters, but at least the container was now
out of the pit.

AAl right i fleowehr é&vihdespaba sajdo
and Gruber got to it.

He grasped the thread and pulled it, but it felt like it was
stuck. He pulled it again with force, but only got a few
meters of it. With fear in his mind and adrenaline in his
blood, he pulled witrall his might until he was certain that
he could get no more of the thread.

ARi gby, dohegsked copy?0

iAWher e aRigby gneweredii We only ha
hour | eft. o

ACheck my c Graberd daid andesent dis
location to Rigbyfi We n e e d op8 leete asvqaickly as
possible. o

AOk, | 06l Righpsaidd anth wamsileént on the radio
for a while.

AThe rope lhesadiidot wamrse, @f't
site. Apparently Belov used it for something there. He said
something about a bet, but lddn 6 t ask furthe
situation?o

A terrible feeling of hopelessness hit Gruber.

ifSend someone hleroaered iRighy.t q
AAnd try to find any kind o
need to pull Witherspoon up from a-tr@ter pit and the fie
thread is stuck. o

il sRagby,reépliedil t 6s going to be
just barely have time to run to your location and back again.
| 611l send someone over. o
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Gruber tried to estimate how far low the loose life thread
would take him. There was a lover 10 meters of extra, but
since it was at the middle of the thread, it would go down
only about five meters. He threw the extra thread down the
ledge. It reached only about half way.

ALower , | ¢ a Wwibherspooa sa.h it vy «

ATher e i s Grober explaimedi, [0t 6 s st u
there any way you can get a

Witherspoon tried to jump, but was nowhere near
reaching it. Two more meters would make all the difference
in the world. Then Gruber had an idea.

AfHol d on f o rhe tald VEiteersppandand
grabbed the thread.

He started climbing down the wall of the crevice with the
thread. It was surprisingly easy in low gravity. When he
reached the end of the thread, he let one hand go and
extended it downwards.

AiCan you r eaedskdmy hand?0
Witherspoon tried to jump again, but still fell some way
short. Gruber put his other hand back on the thread and

extended his legs.

AHow about now? Can you r e:

Witherspoon tried once mor
from his position, but héelt a tap on his feet. Apparently

Witherspoon was cl ose, but C
a few more times and finally
foot.

ANow cl| ihmb sap ,dg although t
any need to tell her that.

It seemedo go very well. Witherspoon was already up to
his knees. She took a hold
herself up to his l|evel. T h e
just above the shoul der é
€Gruber di dnot understand
right hand losits grip. Witherspoon managed to stay on his
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back, but the sudden jolt |
as well. The world paused for a second as he realized that he
coul dnot hold them both wit
slipping and slipping andée

€ He asmying on the bottom of the pit on his back.
Witherspoon had somehow gotten on top of him. He
remembered there being a fall, which seemed to last for an
eternity.

There seemed to be something off about the world
something dark. Witherspoon got up andulgr could
barely see her in the darkness.

i Udo h ,slie ominously begam Yo ur hel met
broken. 0

Gruber confirmed that it was indeed the case. The only
thing he could see was what
the life thread illuminated. He themticed that his back was
aching. He tried to get up and eventually succeeded, but did
so with great pain. He then saw the life thread hanging just
barely out of reach, taunting them.

i Now wWithéerspaon asked with a hint of panic in
her voice.

Grubertried to think for a while. As a positive side effect
of everything that had happened during the past few
mi nutes, he wasno6t at all ti

il can b o o&uber suggastedi p u 6 t i k
did inside the Dreadnought . 0

AWhat ab dithersppan asked.

AWedl !l figure somethindge out
said and put his hands in a boosting position.

Witherspoon stepped on his hands.

AfOneé twoé THREE! 0

There was an indescribabl e
Witherspoon jumped. He felbn his back, which caused
even more pain. As the pain faded enough for him to open
his eyes he saw Witherspoon struggling to climb up the life
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thread. He watched her in silence until she was out. Then
Gruber saw a cone of light sweeping the bottom of the p
ASir, ar e Witherspoon hskeadiel? 6c an 6t

youé there you are! Are you
Gruber was still lying on his back.
il thi nk heGadhibihmhek emdm,so a t er

my back. 0

ACan you get up?ao

Gruber answered by trying. It was ary long answer,
but in the end, a positive one. He was on his feet, but

couldndét stand straight, muc
ATher eds s o m@itherspoor reporied fgomo
ground levelii | can see |ights movi
getyouoat of there. O

Gruber wasnot at al | sur e.
was 45 minutes to sunrise and they were some 30 minutes
away from the shuttle. And

move very fast in his current condition. He started to look
around for anytimg that could help.

ACaptain, doGryberaskedead me?0

He had to wait about 10 seconds for an answer.

il 6 m HRHeaniclefinaly replied.i | heard fr«
that you have some sort of a

iThe problem just g Gtubera
explainedi | 6 m stuck at the botto
with no |Iight and a signif
up on my own and | dondét t
pull me up before sunriseteér. So, if you have any ideas,

l 6m al |l ears. o

Zelnick took his time answering.

i We can Bkedimallyyepliedidf he r avi ne
in is pretty | ong, but | 6 m
anywhere. There also seems to be one of those stationary
heatsources very <c¢close to you
Youdbre not going to die down

i
h
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Gruber seriously considered the possibility.

il dondt want t o, b u heshid. c an

He found himself already moving towards the heat
signatre. If he was going to die, he at least wanted to find
out what these mysterious, elusive heat signatures were.

Now he was so far from the life thread that he was in
almost total darkness. The faint light of his helmet display
was still operational, enadhfy him to see a wall a split
second before bumping into it.

AAm | at t he hheaskedZdnigkn at ur e

AYoudr e r i g@ZdniclorepliedifoWwh aotf ii & ,

Then Gruber remembered his last flare. If the aliens were
afraid of light, they wold probably run as soon as he lit it,
but he was so close that he might be able to catch a glimpse
of them. He sharpened his senses and then lit the flare.

fi B wa ahb bluited in fright.

i Wh at Zelsickiddmanaled.

i Ther eGhubet Was at a loss of wds.A Somet hi |
justé 1 6d say raracmeittohthergmund i g
Thereds a half a meter or so
just was. 0

He | ooked inside the hol e,

AsSir, B e | he heard Withdrspaorecalling.
Gruber limped back to the life thread. There were two
sources of light up on the ledge now.

ASir, we have Betlavsaglda | t i ¢ b b k
25 minutes to get here and
sunrise. Thereobds already 1lig
Gruberhad to face the facts.

il woul d never make it to

| i k e he puotiit simply.

i Wh at s h o u Widhersp@on ablke® ia a frantic
voice.

Something suddenly struck Gruber. He was certain that
he could never explain how thieought came to him, but he
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had an idea. A long shot so out of the box that there was a
chance it might actually work. He checked his oxygen level,
which was 52 %. That would give him some ten hours. He
could kill for an additional tank.

il have bhegadifidHeoay, omuch oXxy g«
two have | eft?0

Al hav eWitlheBpodn,raplied.

il restocked bef orBelovrepliegd f t
in turn.
AWitherspoon, do you stildl

somewher e wiGtbeiasked: e ac h? 0

i Y e she replied.

AFil |l that tank up with the
h av e&rubegrorderedd Then t hrow the ta
run to the shuttle. o

The lights disappeared from the ledge. It probably meant

that the two were doing as told.

ifAre we going to Wiherspooh e a
askedi You o6l |l fry the minute th
AYou wi | | Gruber@xplainedido,ud y ouodl
back next night, with rope, and rescue me then if my plan
wor ked. [ wonot f heyfirst nanutes,| e a
since | 6m down her e, right?

mi dday. 0

fiBut t h 8elowh leegah., Gvuber could hear the
sound of oxygen being moved from one tank to another.
AThe temperature wil still
downint hat pit. o

Gruber saw the two lights emerge at the ledge again.

AHer eds Withaspdomsaith,ld 6s f ul |

The tank was thrown down and Gruber let it hit the
ground. The tank would definitely withstand the impact.

AsSir, what ar eWitharspoorgagskedimga t
tone that indicated it was her final question.

Al am goi n @rubeorepled.r r ow, 0
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iGood | uc kBelovimesimed hinsii We, 60l | CC
get you in 30 hours. o

Then the lights disappeared from the ledge and Gruber
felt more alone thahe had ever done in his life. He checked
the time again. It was 24 minutes to sunrise. Witherspoon
and Belov would have to make haste. Gruber, on the other
hand, had all the time in the world. He slowly limped to the
spot where he had seen the creatatect into the ground.

He was still holding the flare. He sat down beside the
hole and waited for the flare to go out. He looked up and

saw the sky brighten. Mornin
AGruber, what har depoud dei mg
aski Theaserfemperature is alr

Al &m just Grubel teplieddi | t 83 r b@ €
rough night. o

AAnd itds g
pointed out.fi | hear
somet hing. 0

The thought amused Gruber.

ANot méerepbedfrl, am going to t
of the native | ife of this wu
AYoudr e a c Eenickystated thek obviaun., 0

fi | c a n 6 Gruberedefended himsaeilf.

His flare went out, but the sky was already bright enough
to somewhat lighten the bottom of the pit. He took another
|l ook at the hol e. 't didnodot
Gruber could see it curving at a depth of about two meters.
He could definitely squeeze himself in.

AWi ther spoon antdh 88 ed lBehtickmadal,e
informed Gruber.

The news made him happy. He checked his sunrise timer,
which showed zero. He looked up at the sky. The air rippled
at ground level.

Al tos already +50 d Betnicke e s
reported.

oing to DBewicka |
d you were goi
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Gruber saw the shuttfy over him. Even though he was
the only human on the face of Alpha Pavonis VII, everything
seemed fine. He hooked up the full oxygen tank.

iCome get meGruberre@ifodedZelnick.s , 0

AHave f un &ankkreptiedflb et 0dond
We stil need you here. o

Gruber enjoyed the compliment. Then he climbed down
the hole.

It was cramped and dark after the first few meters. The

hole bent and twisted i n mart
to get as deep as possible. At some point he found himself
climbing upwards | egs first

stop. It was not a pleasant position to be in for 30 hours, but
probably better than staying outside.

He tried to calm down to save oxygen. When he finally
stopped trying, he calmed down. Just lyitigere in the
darkness he finally had time to realize how hungry, thirsty
and tired he was, and also, how much his back really ached.
It was going to be a long 30 hours, he thought. Then he
closed his eyes.

He woke up after an unknown amount of time. Heddn 6 t
feel the hunger anymore, only thirst. The pain in his back
was still there, but he felt less sleepy. Maybe he had slept a
while? He checked the time.

Indeed he had sleptfor 14 hours. He felt a lot warmer
than during the night. In fact, he was stigg Of course, he
realized, it was midday. The sun was shining straight into
the hole. He then concentrated on every second. He was
going to survive, even if it had to be one second at a time.

é

é
é
é
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He didndét <count t heOtsemhds , |
he suddenly realized that his plan might, after all, work. He
had even managed to change the oxygen tank in the hole.

According to his timer, the sun had set. He was thirstier
than he had ever been in his life, but he was alive. Now he
had to waitwo more hours for the temperature to cool down
enough.

A bit over one hour later he suddenly felt something
touch his feet. Whatever the thing that dug this hole was,
Gruber thought, it was coming up now, and he was in its
way.

The <c¢creat ur e midd tHoughtlt justevenn t
onwards, pushing Gruber ahead of him. It was still too early
to get out, but Gruber had no choice in the matter. He felt the
temperature rise as he ascended and just before it got
unbearable, he surfaced.

He was too weak to meva muscle. He just felt the urge
to talk to somebody.

ACaptai n, alheaskgdmver thehadio. e ? 0

AGrubke! heard Zehivoockdseall
crazy!o

APl ease come get me , sir. o

And then he passed out.
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CHAPTER 7

COUNSEL

Unknown date, hopefully September 2155
Unknown location, hopefully somewhere near Alpha Pavonis

For some reason there were beetles everywhere. Gruber
observed their movements for a while and soon came to the
conclusion that they were in the middle of a battle.

*pOW*

Samething solid hit Gruber on the back of his head. He
turned around and saw one of the beetles holding a wooden
paddle.

*crash*

Something hit him on the head again and, judging from
the sound it made, it was made of glass and broke on impact.
He turned aromd again and saw an annoyingly grinning
beetle holding a broken bottle.

He stepped on something wietor ratheri he found
himself standing in a puddle. Then it all became clear to
him. He was standing in a puddle in the middle of a bottle
paddle beetle lihe. It made sense, it really did.

Something touched his feet underwater and then one of
the beetles spoke:

ils he supposed to | ook so
Another voice then echoed in the sky:
Ailt was a close call, but |

Now there were no more beetles, obiight light.

AHIi s eyes are open, o0 the fi

The light dimmed slightly and suddenly Gruber could
sense gravity. He was lying on his back.

89



i Adam, can you hear me?0 th

The correct answer was yes,
strength to say it.

ABlink once if you can hear

He tried to blink and succeeded. He noticed that he was
now able to take note of his surroundings. He was in a
brightly lit room and there were two people standing next to
him. One vas wearing something red and the other one
something white.

ANot hing to worry about, 0 t
AHeo! I recover fully in a fe

It surprised Gruber how much effort it took him to keep
his eyes open.

Al doubt hedltlodme , @bltehet &
continued. Al 611 |l et you kno
The person in red clothing left the room. Gruber saw no
reason anymore to resist the urge to close his eyes. As he did

so, he decided to take a little nap.

It felt that he lad been lying there for ages, but still there
had been no feeling of boredom. There was a memory of
several lights, sounds and liquids. He had noticed different
people coming and going, but only one of them had
examined him. At some point he had realizeat the was in
the infirmary of the Vindicator and that Senior Medical
Officer Karan Mehul had been taking care of him.

A sudden sense of consciousness flowed through Gruber.
Mehul was standing next to him, facing the other way.
Before Gruber could stop hsgalf, he groaned and grunted to
get the doctorés attention.

AAh, vyoubtllyawfaikealdol WMehul sa
around.

He then leaned over Gruber, pointed something bright at
Gruberds |l eft eye and asked
and the requeswas followed by orders to look down, left,
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right and straight forward. The sequence was repeated for
the other eye as well.

ANow open your mouth, 0 Meh
flat right in front of Grube
Gruber wanted to comply, but he managedopen his

mouth only slightly.
AAs wide as you can, 0 Mehul
Gruber struggled and little by little he made progress.
AThat ds enough, 6 Mehul t hei
Gruber was disappointed. He was sure he could have
done better. Mehul then put thertgihe had been holding
into Grubero6s mout h.
ATry dalp 0sdyhe doctor reques
How stereotypical, Gruber thought.
Afa@acough* *cough* *cough?®*
ACl ose enough, 6 Mehul deci ¢
He offered one end of a long straw to Gruber, who
c o u |l denwhat was at the other end. Gruber reluctantly
took a sip and an unfamiliar liquid filled his mouth. It had
zero taste, but somehow it completely moistened his mouth
which, he now understood, had been really dry.

AnTel | me your name, 0 Mehul
Gruber wa curious to see how well he could talk now.
AAdam Gruber, o he replied

pleased with himself.

AWhere are you?0 was the n
AAboard the Vindicator. o
AWhat vyear is it?0

i2155. 0

AWhat is the current date?:«
Gruber felt thequestion was unfair.

AfThat depends on how [ ong |
AVery good, 06 Mehul replied
you were brought here. Do yo
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Gruber thought about it very carefully. He could
remember everythin up to the point when he was in the
hole and something had pushed him to the surface. After that
he could remember heat, thirst and the need to pee, but
nothing concrete before some random flashes of the room he
was now in.

AYes, 0 he trufiwhetbkeyareswe.!

the ship, where are we going
Al 6m sure the captain is e:
Mehul said and took out his communicator.

AHe can talk now, 0 Mehul sa

back into his pocket.
Gruber suddenly remerabr ed Me hul 6s att
towards Captain Zelnick.

ADo you stil!/ guestion the
the doctor.

Mehul seemed a bit embarrassed.

ANo, 0 he said. AiYou were r |

we can put that behind us. 0

Gruber was reéved to hear that.

AiYes we can. o

Mehul gave him a strange, yet satisfying smile.

fLet 6s t al k busi ness t hen,
youdbve recovered from the d
conditions, therebds nothing
probablyfeel weak for a day or two, but you can get back to
work as soon as you have the

Gruber tried to rise to a sitting position, but the attempt
was fultile.

ATake your time, o0 Mehul su
gain from rushing it. khink you can get out of here in 24
hours. o

Gruber relaxed his body and prepared for a long wait.

AYou donot need my attenti
| eave now, 0 Mehul continued.
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Gruber nodded in agreement and Mehul left thamoo
Very soon afterwards Zelnick entered.
il heard you were awake, 0
of your death were greatly e
AOnly slightly, o0 Gruber r e]
Zelnick took a chair and s:
i We cauwrrer ent |l y heading towar
Gruber recalled that Apodis was a small constellation
inside the larger Draconis constellation and that Alpha

Apodis was a supsgiant.

iSo wedre selling the coor
away?0 Gr ubfelr scuhpepcokseed .t he p
Epsilon Draconis afterwards?

Epsilon Draconis was one of the systems that were
supposed to contain a rainbow world.

AThat is correct, o Zelnick
to check Epsilon Draconis as well before sellitige
coordinates, but that would require several days of needless
transit time. o

ALet s not forget, o0 Gruber
Spathi the area around the Draconis constellation is
supposed to be hostile terri

fYes, the teaddaohdy, ofZelhmi
not worried about that, since even Fwiffo said that they are a

weak race. Wedll just do our
That comment waso Zelnick n Gr uber 6s op
AYou know how it always go

i ke that, o0 he remar ked.

Zelnick smirked at the thought.

AHIi story i s behind wus and
yet, 0 he quoted.

That comment struck a nerve.

AThat ds your motheroés | ine,
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Just then the door opened and Rigby ent¢hedroom.
For whatever reason he was holding something which
looked like a flower pot.

il asked Rigby to join us,¢
studying the plants that sav
AAnd | 6ve been thrilled to

have aspemien r i ght here. o

He showed the pot to Gruber. Instead of dirt, it was filled
with something rockier. Gruber assumed it was the soil from
Alpha Pavonis VII.

ANotice this part here, 0 Ri
hole in the soil. It looked just barelgd small to fit a finger.

Rigby then handed the pot to Gruber and turned off all
the lights to completely darken the room.

i see, or rat her , | don
comment ed. ASo | assume t hat
hole now. 0

Just then aim red light was turned on.

AThey seem to sense only a
Rigby explained. ALook <cl ose
Gruber looked at the hole and indeed something was
emerging from it. At first it was just a stem that protruded
further and further, ot after it was about 15 centimeters tall,
the stem suddenly divided into several branches. The plant

then looked like a mast of a sailing vessel.

fSee the web?0 Rigby asked.

Gruber looked closely and, yes, there was something
between the branches. Inddetboked exactly like a mast
it even had sails.

Al o6l | turn the lights back
instructed.

It was good that Rigby gave the heads up, because
otherwise Gruber might have missed the event entirely.
Immediately after the lights we turned on, the plant
retracted back into the hole faster than lightning.
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I nteresting, 0 Gruber C O mme
As |1 d&m sure youbdbve figure
Aduring the day these plant :
unbearale heat on the surface. When night falls, they reach
out from their holes and set up this web to catch airborne
pl ankton. o

AThat 6s pretty much what I
AiSo whatoés at the other end
Rigby seemed to be beaming wihthusiasm.

0t D

il was hoping youdéd ask th
out a pen and a notepad from somewhere. He drew a
horizont al line on the firsi
he drew a snaky twin | ine do

plant digs fori t sel f. 0 He drew seve
lines, each connecting to the others beneath the surface.

AThis is the network of tur
colored one of the tunnels and continued the coloring above
ground as wel | . filddts frem ybus o]

perspective. 0 Then he did tF
the stalks were all connected below the surface.

ASo ités the same plant, 0
Al ndeed it is,0 Rigby agre:¢
ATheydre not al | t he s ame,
ANot t he usamnd,osrea.0 B
AwWhat do you mean?o
AThi nk about eart hwor ms, o |

two, both ends may continue to live. Are they then the same
or not? Thatdés philosophy. 0

Gruber could see where the story was going.

AiSo are you s ayjplamtg ard pieces of a |
just oneé progenitor?o

Al d&m quite sure of that, o |
of several samples and they were all identical. It appears that
no matter how small a piece you cut off, it always manages
toliveifitcanfeedand scape t he heat of
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It was a scary thought. A liflorm like that would be
extremely difficult to kill.

iSo what we have here i s 1

said.

AThat 6s a pretty accurate
ed. inAnd i mtd, enet danimalb. €l'ses a

S have a strong resembl a

Awhat would happen iféo Zel
threw these things at our enemies? | mean, like on the
homeworlds of some Hierarchy races? Would these plants
beabk t o take over entire ecos

Gruber gave the idea some t
conclusion.

AfThat 6s bi ol ogical warfare,
Zelnick looked like he had never heard the term before.
Ails that bad?06 he innocentl
Al tos agadsnsbof thke rald al
expl ained. AAl'though sending

Spathiwa was an equal deed, so whoever did that was not
above this kind of action. o

Zel nick | ooked |l i ke he wasn
AWhy is thathdoabkddendl n
allowed to nuke an entire planet into oblivion, but sending in

new dominantlifedk or ms i s not ?0

It was a fair point in Gru
to have a discussion about the matter in the command
council.

Al t henkrehsons ar e mai nly
guessed. ANow t hat I t hink

why such a | ine has been dr
another lifeform that has no say in the matter? Or maybe it

i s just considered unfair?o

Zelnickobv ousl 'y wasndt buying i
iSo we can eat our enemies
candét have our dogs eat t hem
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Gruber was pleased with Zel
AYou make a strong case, C:
The following silence indicated the need foreavtopic.

AWe got the warp pod, 0 Ze
Skeates itbs pirapiece gf real Higklagss c e ¢
equi pment . o
Gruber hadnot even consi de
warp pod wasndt with them. S
feel better.

AThat 6s why we went down t |
ARIi ght, o Zel ni ck agreed.
brought from the wreckage, together with the 3D scan data,
have already allowed us to get a pretty good idea of how a

Dreadnought functions. Whewe get back to the starbase,

Dr. Chu and his pals wil!/l h a
Aiwhat 6s our plan with the
mean, what purchases are we

Zelnick gave an ominous laugh.

il havendt quite afdingurteedd .t |
hoping we could decide on th

Gruber was glad that his opinion was valued.

Al think the top priority
onthe SaMat r a, 0 he sai d. AFirst
make sure it even exists. If it doese weed to know what it
is exactly and where we can find it. If that goes well, we
then need to know how to deal with it. If the Chenjesu were
right about everything and we really need a matter
antimatter bomb, we need to ask the Melnorme how to repair
the Ultron to get the bomb from the Utwig. That is, unless
they know of another bomb we could get our hands on, or, if
they can sell us the technology to build such a bomb
ourselves. 0

Zelnick seemed to agree on everything.
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AThat al | s oundAfsnd otgh ecnalt, e
Syreen matter: Where are their ships and how can we
convince them to join our ca

AThereds that, too, 0 -Matraub e 1
is the toppriority here. If we get our tanks full of fuel and all
the information | desdoed, then we could ask about the
Syreen. 0

AAnd the radiati on shiel di
woul d be cool to explore the

Cool i ndeed, Gruber thought
what they might find on a Precursor dumpt Bu the other
hand, they might just as well find nothing. It was a gambile,
but an interesting one.

it |l ooks | i ke we have pl e
Gruber summed it wup. ASome o
to save for later. There are still an addiabd 500 credits
coming from the coordinates of the rainbow world at Epsilon
Draconis. 0

Just then the door opened and Belov entered the room.
He noticed the captain and immediately took half a step
backwards.

ASorry, I di dnot mead. t al i
come back | ater. o

i Nah, come on in, o Zelnick
Al 61 | j ust take my | eave t

chance to get out. Gruber had already forgotten that the man
was there, sitting in the shadows, holding the pot.
Belovtookcauh us steps towards Gr
Altés nothing i mportant, si
need your opinion on a bet |
Gruber made a gesture indicating that he was all ears.
AWhat bet?0 Zelnick asked.
Belov quickly straightened his posé and replied to the
captain in a formal manner.
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nSir, when we were prepar.i
VII, | waged 100 credits that we would need rope down on
the surface. Ahmed took that

Belov started to look uncomfortable as he continued to
explain the details.

AWhile we were on the <cras
something unnecessary, just for the sake of the bet. Ahmed
saw through my attempt and
guestion about that. But then you, first officer, got stuck in
that pit and wewould have needed the rope, although I

di dndét have it anymore sSinc:
Ahmed thinks that it doesnbod
actually wused in that need,

about whether the rope waoube used, only if it would be
needed. 0

Belov gave an apologetic look to Zelnick. Apparently he
considered Gruber ame of the guysut the captain was an
authority to fear and respect. It was just as it should be,
Gruber thought.

AiSo, er,oudéd) ofil cwmasi hopin
be the judge on this matter, since you were the one who
needed the rope. o

Gruber laughed, but only inside his head. On the outside
he put on a serious face and acted as if he was trying to
make a serious judgment.

Al d®hink about it, o he said.

Belov took the cue, saluted, and hastily left the room,
obviously regretting setting foot there in the first place.

i | can see that the work o
of duties, o0 Zelnick comment e

AYou dondétalkinoow tihte, oh Gr ub e
dondédt get paid enough. o

ABut what do you think?06 Z
one. 0

AWhat is?0 Gruber asked. A
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AYes, 0 Zel nisgylbbusai dnaif Whatdc
Once again Gr ubl:ngamaosedialt what6 t
the captain clung onto.

Al said 106l think about it
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CHAPTER 8

TWO DOCTRINES

September 28' 2155, Alpha Apodis, 258.2 : 850.7

AThat s extortion!o Zelnic
Melnorme announced for thieformation on how to destroy
the SaMatra.

AOur pri cesegartda drbdeeraster
Ultramarine stated the undisputed fact.

They had had 64 credits upon arrival, and then they had
sold the coordinates to the rainbow world in Beta Pegasi for
500 credis and bought fuel to fill their tanks, bringing their
credit balance to 504. Then they had bought information.
Zelnick and Gruber had agreed that they should first simply
ask where the Sklatra was. The Trade Master agreed to
reveal that piece of informiah at a steep cost of 350 credits,
but they hadndét made the pul
find out the prices of all SKlatrarelated pieces of
information that they wanted. However, they would have to
come up with a strategy to deal with the-Ngatra by
t hemsel ves, s i BOO@00Ddmedits. di dn 6

AExcuse me for just a seco
Gruber.

AWhat now?0 he asked the fi

Gruber preferred smaller individual purchases.

A350 credits ispaoibitt 0ot be
ifWe should fir s4iMatra s aven reahand h :
located in this quadrant. That information might come
cheaper . o
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ASo 1611 as k tohfalse puestiandike f o r
that, 0 Zelnick suggest efdp gi
him if he disagreed.

Gruber di dnot di sagree, s
Melnorme answered.
i We can tell y eMatra vish ig tthise r

qguadrant or not for 10 credits. Do you wish to make that
purchase?o0

AfThat 6s affordable, 0 Zel ni c
Gruber nodded.

AYes, 0 Zelnick then said to
ATheMdatar a i s currently stat
Trade Master Ultramarine said.Your credit ba
494.0

Gruber wondered whether there was point in such a
purchase after all. Of cose they were also able to confirm
that the SaMatra was real for a mere 10 credits. If they
coul dnot think of a better
credits, they could use most of their balance to learn the
SaMatrads exact | ocation.
ATherebs wamet hionZelnidk $aidiom, o
Gruber.i Somet hing thatés been r
past few mont hs. 0

i t aQuoauntd st hientUernt i ons?0
did you know?d Zelni ck
s been harassiregl medas
though | hate myself for it
Ur-Quan might actually be defending the galaxy from the
Kohr-Ah . 0o

AWhy t-heaslkilfig?0 Zelnick as
fiBecause they are the enem
Gruber e X p anp icasee df .that finformation is
affordabl e, we can purchase
Zelnick turned to the trader again.

w
0
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ACan you conf i-Quan have toldhusais t
true?0 he asked.

AThat depends on whthetTradeh ey
Master replied, once again vyerskillfully keeping the
customer from feeling stupid for asking a stupid question.

AThey say t hat t hey ar e
expl ained. ARThey say that t
from a greater evil and that it is in our best interest to remain
under a sl ave shield. o
il stleeetrader said and kept a small pausaVh a t
youdre asking is a matter o
we do not sell. However, what we can sell you is lots of
information on what led the UQuan and the KohAh to
the warthey are now fighting. Knowing all that, you would
then be more qualified to make the judgment for yourself. |
will gladly sell that historical data to you for a modest fee of
160 credits. o

In Gruberdés opinion it wa !
knowledge.f t hey made that deal,
informationon SaMat r adés wher eabout s

AnvVvery well, we shall ma k e
the trader without asking Gruber.
i An excel | the Trade Masterccemmeanded

Zelnick.n We atrieatiinng transfer of
Katja got permission and accepted the data transfer.
Gruber took the chance to criticize the decision.
ACaptain, I dondét think thi
sai d. AWhil e | am persoatal |
we just bought, I think we should prioritize solid, useful data
at the moment. 0
Zelnickbés face seemed sur pi

il appreciate your advice,
canbét defeat our enemy i f we
the hisory of the UrQuan is much more valuable to us than
160 units of fuel .o
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Katja notified them that the transfer was complete.

AYour credit the Trade Masterisaid. 3 3
AWhat else can we do for you

AOh crap, | miscal cubElapedd, ¢
hi mself in the forehead. Al
credits for the location of the 94a t r a. 0

Gruber took a deep breath
unnecessary.

iAWedl I j ust get some info
Zelnick now checked with @ber.

ARi ght , 0 Gruber replied.

Zelnick turned to the trader again.
Al am interested in buying

AWhat a c otherraderjogoonsty eepliédi | a m
interested in selling new te

iSo, uhéo Zel nick likemamattdr t o
anti matter bomb. How much wo

i 20000 0 0 c r teedtiadersrepbedii Do you h
an additional 200996 6 6 credi ts on anot |

Zelnick checked his pockets very thoroughly to make a

point.

i No, no | daidragifthe Had jisserealizéddt.n s

Gruber silently commended the captain on the
performance.

ALooks | ike we wonot be bu
Zelnick continued and then ¢
you know what this is?0

He showed an image of tiecked Ultron.

fiYes, we have | ot s of i nf
w e | the trader boasted.

AiCan you tel!]l us how to fi x

A Abs ol the teabey joydusly repliedi The cos't
that information is 150 credits. Do you wish to make th
purchase?0
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Gruber considered it a fair deal. They could get their
hands on a mattantimatter bomb with 150 credits instead
of 21000000. Of course they had no guarantees that fixing
the Ultron would actually get them the bomb, but it seemed
like the alds were good.

AYes, 0 Zelnick replied. Pl
The traderds smile widened.
AYou already know that the

thetraderbegai | t i s a Precursor re
in its current state. It is evidenhat neither your nor our
technology can replicate the necessary spare parts.
However, the Precursors built their devices to serve multiple
functions and therefore you can use other Precursor
artifacts to fix this one. We took the liberty of scanning the
data you have on the device and we can conclude that you
are able to fix it with three specific relics:
- the Rosy Sphere, which is in the possession of the
Druuge at their central trade world in Zeta Persei

- the Clear Spindle, which is in the possession of the
Pkunk at their homeworld in Gamma Krueger

- and the Aqua Helix, which is in the possession of the
Thraddash at their sanctuary in Zeta Draconis.

If you have these three relics, you will be able to easily
repair the Ultron without any further instructions.oif
credit balance is now 184. Is there anything else we can do
for you?o

Everyone on the bridge checked the star map at the same
time. Zeta Draconis was very close, only about 25 units
away and Gamma Krueger was at 052.2 : 052.5, just a bit
over 150 unitdfrom Sol. Zeta Persei, on the other hand, was
on the far side of the quadrant. When they had first heard of
the Druuge, they had agreed
that far without a very good reason, but now they probably
had one.
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AShoul d wee sstavoef tthhee cr edi t
checked with Gruber.

Gruber agreed and Zelnick wrapped things up with Trade
Master Ultramarine.

filt has been a pleasure c
Z e | n the tkaded concluded on his part the same way all
Melnorme always seemed to doWe | ook f or wa
next visit.o

Then the transmission was cut.

i Mr . Samusenko, set course
ordered. AWedll|l get t heat. OAqu
fAyaey e, sir, 0 Samusenko rep
inKat | a, send all the info
commanded.

AAffirmative, sir, o the con

Zelnick then turned to Gruber.
AfLetds go througluantidhe dwawn,
he said. NfnGet Rigby and come

The Melnorme had conveniently prepared the package
for human file structure, S «
converting it. They made the data public so everyone on the
ship could read itbut Zelnick, Gruber and Rigby were
having their own private reading session. In a few hours
Gruber felt he had understood the big picture.

Nearly 25000 years ago there had existed an alliance of
star faring races called the Sentient Milieu, which was very
much like the Alliance of Free Stars. Its members co
operated to enrich their cultures, to provide a safe creche for
emerging sentient species and, not least of all, to defend
themselves against external hostilities. There were seven
notably active memberin the Milieu: the Yuli, the Drall,
the MaelNum, the Faz, the Taalo, the Yuptar and, the most
famous of them all, the LQuan.
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The UrQuan had evolved on a harsh world on the other
side of the galaxy. They were solitary predators whose way
of life resenbled that of praying mantis or polar bear on
Earth. They had a very limited set of social behaviors, most
of which dealt with sex. Just like humans, theQiran had
to compete for survival against many physically superior
species and thus evolved intelige and tool use. But
unlike humans, they also had to master their fierce
territoriality to build a cooperative planetary culture. Just
when they had begun exploring their solar system in crude
atomic vehicles, they were discovered by the Taalo. After
some convincing, the UWQuan once again conquered the
hunting beast within themselves and, instead of ripping the
Taalo apart, joined the Sentient Milieu.

However, the UlQu a n coul dnoét compl
the predator instincts that they had evolved overphst
millennia. For some reason the Taalo were the only race
whose presence they could tolerate. TheQuan were
therefore the solitary scouts of the Milieu and the Taalo
relayed all communications they had with other Milieu
species.

After the UrQuan hadjoined, the Sentient Milieu
flourished for several thousand years and at its peak it
included the membership of a hundred worlds. Much thanks
to the bold UrQuan adventurers, the Milieu had discovered
countless ruins and relics of the Precursors. They wiel|
on their way in piecing together the ancient mystery when
darkness suddenly fell upon them.

On one routine planet fall, an Quan scout encountered
a small creature, later known as a Dnyarri. Before the
Ur-Quan could defend itself, the Dnyarri haskd its strong
psychic powers to take over
the UrQuan to take the Dnyarri aboard the ship, along with
several hundred others of its kind. Then theQuan scout,
having no say in the matter, returned to the capital planet o
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the Milieu. Within hours, every resident of the planet had
fall en under t he Dnyarri 6s
Dnyarri-compelled starships had spread the creatures across
the Milieu.

One race in the Milieu was able to fight back. The Taalo
were siliconbased lifeforms whose physique most
resembled that of a rock and they were natural immunes to
the Dnyarriés psychic compu
permit anyone to exist outside their control, so they ordered
the Milieu to attack and destroy the Taalori®oplanet the
moon of the second planet in Delta Vulpeculae, one of the
few milieu worlds located in the same region of space as
Sol.

ADo you remember what the (

interrupted t heir sil ent r
ment i on eyrouad fob pdalo and Orz at Delta

Vul pecul aeb. They also cl ai:
and 6play time jokesd whatev

Zelnick and Rigby nodded to acknowledge that they
remembered the Orz saying that, but at the same time they
relayedte i r wi sh to continue rea
did.

The Taalo were indeed wiped out by theQlran, but
according to the Melnorme data, they had managed to create
a device which would give other races psychic immunity
like their own. Judging by thdestruction of the Taalo, it is
safe to assume that the devi
or was never put to test. There was no mention of the fate of
the device in the data.

With the Taalo gone, there was nothing to stand in the
Dnyar ri 6s tuvesaofthe Dhyarri doeimion passed,
what was once the Sentient Milieu deteriorated and
degenerated into a great ga
serve the Dnyarri with the demanded speed were ruthlessly
wiped out from existence, which was the fatehaf Yuli and
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the Drall. The agents of this genocide were always the
Ur-Quan, who were the most psychically sensitive race and
thus most easily compelled, making them the favored slaves
of the Dnyarri.

As years passed, the Dnyarri genetically altered the
Ur-Quan to split them into two stdpecies. The green
Ur-Quan were the scientist, technicians and administrators
and also responsible for maintaining the limited
infrastructure of the Dnyarri civilization. The black-Quan
were the basic laborers and soldier

After nearly 2500 years of Dnyarri dominion, a chance
discovery by a green Wuan named KzeZa finally led to
the violent overthrow of the slave empire.

Kzer-Za was a researcher, specializing in repairing the
mental damage inflicted by loftgrm expoare to the
Dnyarri é6s psychic eampullsiifoe
the Dnyarri had already become lax in their dominance.
They occasionally, by accident, permitted their slaves
moments of selflirection. KzefZa was able to use those
moments to figure outhat when a slave was just about to
die, the Dnyarri had to release their control or they would
die themselves. Kzeéfa also realized that the Dnyarri would
have to temporarily release control also when the slave was
experiencing extreme pain. Kz&a then had to find a way
to share these findings with all other-Quan.

Kzer-Za waited for the right moment and then injected
itself with a dose of acidic poison, sending incredible waves
of pain through its body. In the few moments before the acid
killed it, Kzer-Za was able to transmit its discovery across
the planet and into space as well.

Before the Dnyarri knew what was happening;Qiran
everywhere were torturing themselves with anything they
could get their talons on. During the few seconds of freedom
they sought out the nearest Dnyarri and crushed it.
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As the UrQuan gained longer and longer periods of
freedom, they developed new tools and weapons against the
Dnyarri. The most gruesome of these devices was the
Excruciatori a device inserted directly intthe brain to
generate a constant stream of agony. The Dnyarri could not
make the necessary mental connections anymore and were
slain by the thousands. The-Quan slave revolt was won.

The UrQuan then faced two decisions: First, how to
punish the few fghtened Dnyarri still alive on their
homeworld. Second, how to ensure that theQuan would
never be made slaves again.

The first decision was mad:¢
Dnyarri, as that would have been too kind a fate. Instead, the
Ur-Quan genetially altered the Dnyarri to strip them from
their sentience, bringing them down to dumb animals. The
Dnyarri would then be further debased by being forced to
serve the UQuan for all eternity, doing the most demeaning
task the UtQuan could imaginé to act as translators and
make physical contact with other species.

The second decision was not made so easily. The green
Ur-Quan, who had started calling themselves the &zer
wanted to establish the Path of Now and Forever, meaning
that all other sentiergpecies would either be made slaves of
the UrQuan or be forever imprisoned on a single planet.
Another view was introduced by a black-Quan named
Kohr-Ah, who proposed the Eternal Doctrine, meaning
simply the systematic eradication of all AOnN-Quan
sentient life from the universe.

fThese positions seem a bi
Zelnick asked.

A Of course, o0 Rigby said. A
that point they had all been suffering from the 4stop
agony of the Excruciators for years tdebd the Dnyarri, not
to mention several millennia of slavery. Most of them were
likely mad, and | do mean insanea d . 0
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Al t appears that that 6s wt
green KzeiZa and the black KobA h began, o
observed nADo yonmwofhewleng agm that me
was?o0

Rigby and Zelnick looked through the data.

il think thatOOWasyemo g halgyc
reasoned.

AWow, 0 Zelnick remar ked, f
War was a |l ong one. So how d

Al thinkrtt hoef Itahset dpaat a c oV e
and continued reading.

Neither side submitted. Before the others could stop
them, the followers of the Eternal Doctrine had started
executing their dogma and b
to ashes. When they were calb to do the same to the
MaelNum, the followers of the Path of Now and Forever
confronted them. Thatods wher
conflict were fired.

For decades they were engulfed in a bloody conflict and
it seemed likely that they would cqhetely annihilate each
other. But then the Kzefa made a discovery that changed
everythingi they found the SMatra, a Precursor battleship.
With the SaMatra they sliced through the opposing forces in
days and the followers of the Eternal Doctrine, where
now calling themselves the Kolh, were defeated.

However,the KzeZz a di dndét d-@Als Theyy
accepted the possibility that they were wrong and that the
Kohr-Ah were right. The KokRAh were directed to fly
through the stars, travelling coterspinwise in the galaxy
whereas the KzeZa would travel spinwise. They agreed
that when the two forces met, they would engage in ritual
combat with the SMatra given to the winner.

iSo this iIis the war they a
concluded.
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il f t PMeh Kvamr, 0 Gruber <Epecu

will stand aside and |l et the

AWe canét | et that happen,
way we coul d -Za® Shpuldtwé stait calizge r
the green ones Kz&t a by the way?bo

Gruker thought about what one of the greerQiran had
said during their battle three months earlier.

AThey said pretty clearly |
he reminded the captain. i of
from attacking the KokAh. And yes, | hink we should call
thegreenonesKzeta from now on. O

ABut what hap@fNamed tRé gtblye als

They all checked the data once more.

AHere it is,0 Gruber said :
the others.

The KohrAh had arrived at the Ma®&lum homeworld
slightly before the KzeFa. As they were about to start
raining death, a plea came from the surface. The /Naei
asked why the KokhAh were going to kill them. Something
about the words obviously struck the Keki, as they went
to great length in explaining their reasoning. As they were
doing so, the KzeEa arrived and the fighting started. The
MaeFNum were then able to escape amidst the confusion.

iWait a mi nute, 0 Zel ni ck
MaeFNum used are quoted here. See? Hérbkat Yu are
doing to us is wrong! Why do you do this thiag?

AiHow can there be a quote?
kind of sources do the Melnorme have? This data looks like
they were there themselves. 0

The following silence indicated that there were no
guesses, lualso that there was no point in questioning the

reliability of the Melnor meb
AThis was a sad tale, o Zel
we gain from it?o
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APl enty, 06 Gruber rushed to
the UrQuan, both green and blackre weak to psychic
manipulation. And we just happen to know some folks that
are pretty adept at psychic

AThe Dnyarri?0 Zelnick gue:

AThe Syreen, d Rigby conti ni

ARi ght, 0 Gruber agreed, dn:¢
actually dominate the Uuan in the Great War. | wonder
what the difference between them and the Dnyarri is. We
should definitely ask them. 2o

inYes, |l et 6s fly t her e ri
suggested.
Al second that! o Rigby excl

Gruberrubbed his forehead for a while. He had known
that his captain was more interested in women than saving
all sentient life in the galaxy, but now they had a xenotech
like that as well. Not that Gruber himself would mind
checking with the Syreen, keepingsttictly business rather
than pleasure. Of course after they had taken care of the
official matters, they would have a few hours of spare time
during whicl®d

Gruber was suddenly able to snap out of it.

il think there are a few
region first,o he reminded t]I
AThe Aqua Hel i x, sure, o0 Ze
somet hing el se?9d

A memory of something important struck Gruber just
then.

AThe talking pet! o he remer
Zel nick and Rigby obviousl
an enthusiastic outburst fr¢
away what Gruber was after.

AThey are the Dnyarri, rigl
ARi ght, o0 Gruber said, iand
Arilou asked us to do?0

113



AAh, 0 Zelnick and Rigby rea

AfThe Aril ou sai d, o Zel ni ck
witnessed the crash landing of the Dreadnought we
examined at Alpha Pavonis and found that the talking pet
had survived, although barely. They then took it to the
Umgah, since they themselves lacked liescience skills
to save the wounded creature. And we were supposed to find
out how the creature was doi

Just then something struck Gruber, not like a frying pan
in the face this time, but instead like a bolt of lightning. It
was a thought that seabld shivers down his spine.

AAnd the SpatlBrubaerdbehan s
he had just realized, but he was so excited that he dropped
his portable console to the floor. He reached down for it.

fid They said thdt 0

*thump*
He hit his head on thelike as he was getting up.
idThe Umgah are acting | ik

managed to say as he stood up, rubbing the top of his head.

Gruber noticed that both Zelnick and Rigby had their
mouths open.

AThe Dnyarri, o Rigby mumbl
the UrQuan had dumbed down the Dnyarri to a harmless
l evel . 0

AAnd then the Umgah got t |
reminded him.

The Umgah specialized in ba&ngineering. If the
Ur-Quan could do something to alter the genes of a species,
the Umgah could unda tenfold.

ifiWe need to recruit the Dny

Rigby was more cautious.

ABut sir, didndt you pay at
ilf we meet with the Dnyarrtr
their mercy. They could take over our minds whendve
woul d pl ease them. o
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fi Oh, right, o Zelnick said.

Rigby looked like he was cooking up a major idea.

AWe could try to make Excr |
he soon suggested.

Gruber had to intervene.

il advise against ti mpleémin
he said. AWe could first che
Vulpeculae in case the mind shield is still there. Even if it
wasnot , we mi ght | earn somet

al so send a scout to the Un
happeningbeor e going there with

ARi ght , of course, 0 Zel ni «
carried away there. o
il got the i mpression, 0 Ri

incredibly evil and powerful not something to be toyed
with. We need to beery caeful. And if the UrQuan find
out that the Dnyarri have returned, if that really is the
caseéo
Rigby didnét have to -Quamt i
probably still had Excruciators or something similar at hand.
il believe that u she UrQuab h e
would work only once, 06 Grube
All three of them tapped their fingers on the table.
ASo what now?0 Zelnick ask:eé
iNow, O Gruber began, i we 1
Precursor relic from an unknown, hostile alien race called
the Thrad a s h. 0
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CHAPTER 9

VIOLENT RHINOS

September 27 2155, Zeta Draconis, 277.6867.3

Maybe the Thraddash will give us the Agqua Helix if we
just ask nicely. Or maybeoh Maybe they will open fire at
the first sight of us, which is what a Hierarchy battle thrall
should do. That course of action would actually make our
job a 1 ot easier since we
morality issuesHowever, 1 the Thraddash are as weak as
the Spathi claim therto be, Captain Zelnick might hesitate
to use deadly force.

There should be no room for mercy or hesitation. We
should simply be glad if the enemy was weak and seize the
opportunity to strike a blow against the Hierarchy. We were
also weak when we joinedetfAlliance, but we still managed
to play a major role in the early days as suppliers of war
material. If the Hierarchyhad wiped us out then, when we
were unable to properly defend ourselves, the blow would
have been devastating to the Alliance even thaugh di d n
have any decent ships.

We should also consider the possibility of recruiting the
Thraddash. It is hard to imagine why any race would
voluntarily become slaves (like the Mycon did), so they
might be willing to join us in our revolt. And even liey
woul dnét dare to go that far
sympathetic to our cause and at least negotiate on the Aqua
Helix.

One final note of negettingcarried-away: We have no
idea what kind of an artifact the Aqua Helix is. What does it
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look like? What does it do? Is it even something we can take
with us? Would th&hraddash rather destroy it thdet it

fall into enemy hands? | dare say all these questions will be
answered soon.

Zeta Draconis had eight planets. Upon first glance they
c 0 u | dbtecd dny ships in the system, but there had been
several spoors in hyperspace. If they took care of their
business in a reasonable amount of time, they should have
no trouble evading unwanted encounters afterwards.
However, zer o Thr texaclywhhtthpyr e s
had wanted since they di pane the kn
Aqua Helix was, if it even was on a planet. They wjes
told that the device was on a Thraddash shrine isyhEm
and there was no rule against building shrines in space.

ASmow what?0 Zel ni ck as ke
searching all these planets
iWe can scan a planetds s
eadings, 0 Dujardin remindeoc
ind any signs of an active
AAny suggwelsdrieonwe ot art ?20 Z
opinions.

Gruber thought that their best bet was to start from the
habitable zone, where life was most often found. Although,
now t hat he checked, t her e
inside the habitable zone in tegsem. Maybe they should
start from the innermost planet then. He suggested this
course of actiomo the captain and got no objections.

r
f

Several hours later, as they were getting near the first
planet, they received an ansible message from the starbase
Hayesand his paldiad agreed that meeting with the Pkunk
was a priority that coul dnot
so they were preparing send the Arilou ora diplomatic
mission to Gamma Krueger. They had also agreed that since
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the Arilou could travelso fast to distant stars, they could
make the trip to the Druuge trade world in Zeta Peasei
well to negotiate on acquiring the Rosy Sphétayesalso
wanted to boast that they were now producing Cruisers at a
steady rate. Everything seemed to be ireardé
eincluding the | arge fl eet
planetof Zeta DraconisThe ship type was unknown to the
computer, but Fwiffo was able to verify thiney werethe
Thraddash. Soon after they were seen from the Vindicator,
they broke off from dsit and scatteredrhen the Vindicator
was hailed on an open frequency and they answered the call.

The alien that was soon projected on the commuinitat
screen | oo k e ldhak oftbettergword. Gfuber
rememberedome old animation videos he hadrseelong
time ago where the characters were animals acting as
humans, dressed in human clothes. If in one of those
animation shows there had been a bad guy who was a rhino,
it could have looked ectly like what they were seeing on
the screenlt wasevensmokinga cigar.

A So, wh athedatien satdl in @ Suéprised torfieA n
unknown alien species? How wonderful, someone new to
fight! We are the Thraddash of Culture.18hat have you to
say before we begin combat?d

Gruber and Zelnick had agreed thatthes houl dn o6t
their true intentions right away.

iSIl ow down a bit, we mean
AWhy do you wish to fight wus

AHARG! HARG! theHWRdaash laughed.
AStupid, we ak al i e-Quan Gbmbatar e
Thralls! It is our obligdion to destroy all noiHierarchy
forces. Al t hough, -Quane@mbatf \

Thralls, we would still attack you. You see, we know well the
value of a good fight. Either you win and prove your
superiority or you lose and are vanquished. If the
vanguished is lucky, it may survive to learn an important
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lesson from its defeat. This is the way of the Thraddash! We
fight and learn and improve! All other cultural schemes are

inferior. This is a proven f
Zelnick whispered to Gruber:
Al dondtanhrekrweéet them. o

He then continued the conversation with the Thraddash.

Als this your homeworl d her

ASNORT! Wh a t theaThrdddashg dortidued
laughingil t amazes me that a mol
a starship. Take a good look at that planBies it look
habitable? NO! Our homeworld orbits the glorious stad D
é

Wai t a minutel! You puny we
muscle so you try to trick
work! Ha! | caught you in the act. HARG, this is NOT our
homeworld, dolt! Here, on the dark continent of Funt, high
on a mountain, in an ancient shrine, resting in a special
ceremonial cradle, glowing with its magical blue light, is the
Aqua Helixi the most revered of all Thraddash relics, the
signofanyCultue 6 s authority!o

If there ever was the time to be a smooth talker, now was
it, Gruber thought. Idiots like the Thraddash could blurt out
highly valuable information without even realizing it.
Captain Zelnick would just have to find the right words.

AAqual iHx , eh?0 Zelnick hum
i mpressive. What does it do?
AHdbo, so you have the dhnaddashr a
commendedi The Aqua Heli x has be

our Cultures, except for Cultu@ and t hey dc
count. It glides us, motivates us and rewards us. We know
the Aqua Helix is great because all our previous cultures
have known this to be truel
WHY would we spend so much blood and passion over the
litttle thing? It would be a colossal aste! An absurd
travesty! HARG! Actually, this is what Cultu®esaid during
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their twoweek period of dominance before Cultaewiped
them out, thus proving Cultu@ wrong and once again
proving that our cultural sc
To Gruber it sound® like the Thraddash were just like
that voodoo shop keeper in New Orleans who was selling a
priceless Precursor artifact for 5 dollars, only this was the
other way around.
iYou tal k about di fferent
AWhat do you mean by that?od
TheThraddash took a long puff from its cigar.

il am absolutely certain t
t hat has ever come out itof
declared.ii | wi || gladly tell you

works, even though talk is usually forssés, weaklings like
those of Culturd. 4 . 0

The alien placed its arms / front legs behind its head and
leaned back.

OFor ten thousand years, W¢
died, learned and improved. Then, along came Cultdre
which insisted that all thig this perfect method was
wrong! They claimed that each time we violently
transformed to a new Culture, we inevitably blasted
ourselves back at least five hundred years in development.
Hmph! Some people just cannot accept the cost of progress.
Indeed, the FOOLISHNESS of Culture4 6 s peac
whining was revealed when they were conquered by
Culture 15 after only a ten year reign. And did the change to
Culturel5 set us back five hundr

The Thraddash hit its fist on the table.

ATwo, mayubned rterdr eyeeahr s, t ops

NfThose i diots, o Zel ni ck pr
Thraddash. iSay, could we go
Agua Hel i x?0

The Thraddash seemed to contemplate the request.
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inOkay, g Gt thentrepleedlii Wie can f i g
you have enlightened yourself at the sheer magnitude and
wonderfulness of tide WAIT A MINUTE! You were

pl anning on stealing it, wer
ANEréo Zelnick searched for
The Iie di dnot wor k.

AYou are just |1i6Kthe ThHradddashv i |
furiously accused.

Then the screen went blank as they cut the transmission.
The Thraddash fleet then took a tight formation, which in
Gruberdés opinion |l ooked offe

APrepare for battl e, o Zel n
fleet was already ibattle formation and everyone was ready
for everything.

A Weo6l I t est Trehteaidranddoadérenve s
nukes to be launched at random targets in the enemy fleet.
Wu did the same and soon four nukes were seen speeding
away from the Cruisers.

AThare 15 enemy ships in t
AThey are all/l of the same t°
the Stinger. So far their sp

As if on cue, right after she had said that, all the enemy
ships broke formation by stormingto different directions
with amazing speed. The nuke
keep track of their targets and therefore they missed entirely.
As a safety precaution, when that happens, the nukes are
automatically deactivated to avoid unwanted cotidte
damage. They drifted harmlessly towards the planet and
would probably burn in the atmosphere, if the planet had
one.

iAMcNei |, fire away i f you
to the weapons officer.

" Meaning that they were preparing for an attack, not that the
formation offended Gruber in some indescribable way.
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fiYes sir, o McNeil responded
The enemy was still pretty far away and outside the
weapon range of everything e
ASir, take a | ook at this, ¢
view from the telescope on t
from where the enemy fleptu st st or med away
The area was filled with some sort of flaming mass
arranged in several straight lines, probably 15 of them.

ASo when the enemy uses t

Gruber specul ated, fAthey | ea
AJudgi ndhef rteermper ature of t
t he hul | of ficer began, nl o6
t hem. | fear they could burn
nOkay, t hat Sshoul dnot be

acknowledged the information.

Just then four of the emy ships used their boosters
again and this time they were all storming right towards the
Vindicator.

ATheydre fast!o Dujardin r
flyby. o

Trent had already reacted and fired another nuke at the
enemybs pat h.

AMc Neil 20 kKl ni ck chec

il got it, o0 McNeil replied,

The shot from the Hellbore Cannon hit the first enemy
ship directly, wi ping it ou:
also targeted at that ship so the nuke exploded where the
ship had been. The shockwavesped two of the incoming
ships off course, but the last one now had a clear shot at the
Vindicator.

ABrace for impact, o Zelnni ck
fired at them.

*thump* *clang* *bong*

The sound of hits echoed throughout the hull, but that
was al. There was no notable shock or anything.
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Al wasaki 20 Zelnick demandec«

ANot hi ng, sir, o |l wasaki r
penetrate our shields. 0

Just then the enemy ship that had fired at them used its
booster again and curved away Mieg the trail of fire right
in front of the Vindicator. They had about one second to
dodge it, which obviously wa
through the fire and flames.

For a splitsecond the bridge bathed in the yellowish light
of the flames anthen they had gotten through.

il wasaki 20 Zelnick demande

AWebr e good, O | wasaki rep
damage. | advise against doi

The rest of the enemy fleet was attacking the escorts of
the Vindicator. It seemed thahe Or z coul dné
boarding troops against such small and maneuverable ships,
but their turrets were fast enough to keep up with their
targets. The Zodrot-Pik Stingers were engaging four of the
enemies one on one and seemed to be doing a find job o
Trent and Wu had no trouble fending off the enemy as their
point-defense lasers were enough to take out the weak
projectiles shot by the enemy. They could also occasionally
hit the enemies directly with the lasers when they got too
close. For some ason the enemy mostly ignored the Star
Runner, which probably suited Fwiffo just fine.

There were bright flashes every now and thevhenever
a Thraddash ship was destroyed. Dujardin counted down
from 15 to keep track of how many enemies were remaining.
The battle was going smoothly without losses or surprises
until she had reached 4.

AA new ship just appeared
Dujardin reported. Altdéds one
The probe went straight to the nearest ship, which
conveniently blnged to the Thraddash, and attacked it with

its lightning weapon.
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ASir, the Thraddash are hai
ATheydre fighting a | osing
wi || be wiped out in a few

whattheyhave t o say, maybe they

The presumably same Thraddash individual was soon
displayed on the screen again.

ASo i t @ shoutedin &ndangry and accusing tone.
AYoudbre the one behind this
known that it thes cowards like you to send robot
emissaries of death to do their dirty work. Ha! Now that
we 6 v e caueantded, ywauican rarswder what it is
about Epsil on Draconis that
seen your probes st udouslytpite f
some jammers down there since our scanners malfunction
when we go near the planet. SPEAK, ALIEN! REVEAL THE
TRUTH! CONFESS YOUR CRI MES! 0

AOkay, 0 Zelnick agreed, b
confess?o0

AHARG! H A R G the Hhradiash laughed aga
AYou act all hi gh and might.y
attack, but you wimps will soon run out of luck. Even if you
managed to get out of this system alive, you would still be a
poor second to the WQuan in terms of power. No! We will
notsurrené r t o the | ikes of you!

Meanwhile, a nuke shot from the Seraph destroyed the
probe. The Thraddash ship it was attacking was already
inoperative, but in one piece.

ABwahaha, you incompetent f
o w n thedThraddash snickered.

ACaptait hereds a new fl eet
other side of the planet, o D

AwWhat kind? How many?06 Zeln
ASo far theyodre alll t he sa
ships. Therebs more and mor
Therleddgl3aftheninow 14. 0
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Zelnick reported this to the other captains, although most
of them had already noticed. There were now only three
ships of the original Thraddash fleet left and one of them
was disabled. Two of the Zdept-Pik Stingers intercepd
the |l ast functional enemi es
fleet turned to face the new enemy squadron.

ASo you finally ntha Thradgdash o u
who was still linked commented.L et 6 s see how
are destroyed when the tablegar t ur ned. 0

Zelnick then cut the transmission.

ils the whole fleet visi

i think so, 0 she replie
the same ship type as the on

ALetds do it | i keclradst t i me

b1l ¢
d

After about 15 minutes the Alliance of Free Stars was
still without casualties, but the Thraddash fleet was down to
four, including the previous
PointDefense laser system was tested against the weak
enemy projeclesi just to avoid the unpleasant noise that
came from getting hit.

One blast from the Hellbore cannon reduced the number
of enemies by one more. Three Zégt-Pik Stingers chased
one enemy ship in a planned manner right to the hands of the
fourth Stinger or more accurately, right into its tongue
lance, which was an inadvisable place to be. One Orz
Nemesis then landed three hits in succession on the last
functional enemy and the battlefield fell silent.

i Wh at shall we do wi t h t h
asked Gruber.

| t was a nhew situation to
able to fight back, they were usually simply executed, since
there rarely was a chance to take prisoners. But now, with
t he Vi ndicator 6s advanced I
might be al® to interrogate the enemy.
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il think we should try to
suggested.

AAl'ive?0 Zelnick said in s
of f something |ike that?o

Gruber figured that the enemy ships were so small that
they could fit one inside he Vi ndi cat or 6s s
they could just cut open the hull and use electrical tazers on
everyone i nsi de or , i f taze
captives at gun point to enter the cages in the containment
area. And i f t he operaterthey coutdi | |
simply be shot. He proposed this to the captain.

AHow brutal, o Zelnick comm
we take?0
AWe need only one alive, 0 C

I n Gruberds opinion Zelnic
hesitation, but he still nodded agreement.

AEven though the enemy hasrt
far, o0 Gruber began, Awe sho
being on a tight schedule here. In my opinion we have three
tasks ahead of us and we should start working on them
simultaneouslyThe first priority is of course securing the
Aqua Helix. We should send a landing team down to the
surface as soon as possible. Our secondary objective should
be scavenging all the debris from the battle, which we
should al so st ar tay that getting thei g |
live captive is of lower priority, but there should be nothing
stopping us from starting wo

Zelnick was nodding as if he would agree with
everything Gruber suggested.

AThat sounds colnetidsidcda, toh an

The captain then addressed the radar operator.

fiDani el l e, can you | ocate t

ALetds see now, 0 she repli
ités on a mountain on a dal
continents visible from here and one thfem is indeed
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darker than the others. | 6l
continent for unusual ener gy
She put a view of the scan results on the main screen.
There was one highlighted area.

Al dare say thatds our tar
Al mpressive, 0 Zel nick c omn
landing team and get them down there right away. This time
youdre not going, since youd¢
Iwasaki, take care of the scavenging. Samusenko, get that
disabled shipintoourstr age bay. 0

AiYes sir,o0 all three men s:

A few hours later the shuttle had taken off and a damaged
Thraddash ship was inside 1t
Gruber and Skeates were inspecting the enemy craft, which
wasnot not ab lthe shuttleg Geveral ¢trdwa n
members were ready to shoot at anything that came out of
the ship. The ship hadnot r
anymore and they still had no idea how many Thraddash
individuals were inside. There were no visible windows in
the craft through which they could see inside.

Gruber and Skeates agreed that they would drill a small
hole into the shipbés hull ar
gas from the medi cal bayos
Mehul, the gas should have some effectall carbon based
life-forms that breathed. And since the Thraddash were seen
smoking a cigar, they probably breathed.

If everything went according to their plan, they would cut
open what they thought was a door to the ship after injecting
the gas and #n find an unknown number of unconscious
Thraddash inside. They would then drag one to a cage in the
containment area and execute the rest.

Skeates tried the drill on
it should. The Thraddash technology seemed primitive,
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samewhat similar to what humans had when they first joined
the old alliance.

The drilling made a terrible noise, which of course gave
everyone inside a heads up that something bad was about to
happen. When the hole in the hull was ready, Gruber
inserted a tim hose and turned on the gas pump. They then
waited for 15 minutes, during which they heard a few
strange sounds from inside the ship.

Al think itbébs safe to open
all sounds had stopped. He then signaled the team with the
laser cutters to start their work.

Gruber stepped back as two men worked on the cutters
and four men with tazers took positions near the door. Four
more crewmen were a bit further away, ready to shoot at the
doorway with lethal weapons in case of an emergehhey
were also prepared to open the cargo hold doors if things got
completely out of hand.

iAAl most there, 0 the man wi
few minutes, figet ready! o

As soon as he was finished, the door panel fell to the
floor and the cutter t@a dashed away from the ship. Gruber
grasped his tazer tightly as he watched the sleeping gas pour
out of the ship. He halfxpected a swarm of armored
Thraddash soldiers to storm out and start shooting, but
l uckily that didnét happen.

After the air had clared, the tazer team stepped inside
the ship while Gruber waited outside. Soon the leader of the
team reported that there were two bodies, either dead or
unconsci ous. Foll owing Grube
of the bodies outside the ship and tied rtheim and leg
equivalents. Gruber then checked, to the best of his
knowledge, whether the aliens were alive. He quickly
concluded that they were. He reported the situation to the
captain via the communicator.
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il t hought you wer e Zgnck ng
said.

AThat 6s still t he plan, 0
per mission webol | kill the ot

Zelnick had a troubled look on his face.

AThi s d o e s ndhe hbesigated.ii Srhiogh ti
unconscious captives seems like something that bad guys
do. o

Gruber had expected Zel nic
push a button on the bridge and destroy a ship full of enemy
individuals, but when you have one of them right in front of
you, it feels more personal. Pulling the trigger gets
significantly easieafter doing it for the first time, though.

AiThere are no good guys an

educated t he captain. AThe.r
opposing side, both doing what it takes to win. And if they
dondét, they |l ose and die. o

Zelnick process# Gr uber 6s point of
AWell , if you t hhefinkllyagteedc a n
AThat és what | think, o0 Grul
Zelnick sighed.

AYou have my prmeofthens&i on t o

ARoger that. o

Gruber then tucked the communicator backo imis
pocket and took a rifle from one of the crewmen. He walked
to the unconscious Thraddash body closest to him, pointed
the rifle into the back of its head and pulled the trigger.
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CHAPTER 10

INTERROGATION

September 2§ 2155, Zeta Draconis, 277.6867.3

The biclab of the Vindicator was accessed from the
shuttle hangar, meaning that they had to drag the
unconscious body of the Thraddash for about 200 meters to
reach its cage. As with all heavy things, it got more and
more heavy along the way. Somewhere between the crew
module and the Hellbore Cannon module they gave up
trying to haul the body with their bare hands and got one of
the loaders to do it in the pneumatic exoskeleton.

The cage prepared for the Thraddash waa room that
obviously wasnbot optimized |
you wanted to do all sorts of tests with the captive, like poke
it with long sticks, there were advanced tools for that.

After the body was finally shoved into the cage, Gruber,
Rigby and Vargas stayed in the room to discuss strategy
while waiting for the creature to wake up. Someone else had
taken Ri gbyds place in the
mission.

AThere should be only one i
suggest ed.ohiinan psychokbgy,nhg beist results

are achieved when the interr
ABut itds in a cage, 0 Rigby
AWell yes, thereds that, o

add any unnecessary threatening elements, such as several
interrogators or someone constantly pointing a gun at the
prisoner . 0

Al n human psychology, 06 Grub
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i Of cour se, 0 Vargas sai d,
opportunity to study alien p
Knowing Vargaso6 field of i
Gruber how excited the man was.

ASo who wil!l be the one asl
il am, 0 Gruber sai d. il k
achieve and basic interrogation was a part of the Star
Control of ficerds training p

ARi ght , 0 Vawea®dd | agprbesed.ve
room. o0

Just then the Thraddash moaned and grunted.

ALooks | ike itbés waking ur
Rigby that they should exit the room.

Soon Gruber was alone, looking at the slumberous alien
behind bars.

ACheck one two. o0

AiCheck three four.o

He heard Rigby6és and Varga
He looked at the camera in the room and gave a thumbs up
to indicate that he heard the checks. He then placed a chair
in front of the cage and sat down to wait for the alien to
cometo its senses.

The Thraddash tried to stand up but failadsuming it
was bipedal, and stayed on all fours.

AWhat is this place?0 was i

fiYou are a prisoner, 0 Grut
cell . o

The alien growled and grasped one oé thars in the
cage. It pulled itself into a standing position and tried to
shake the bars loose. Gruber sat motionless, knowing that no
amount of brute force would break the bars.

Soon the Thraddash also realized that what it was doing
was pointless. It #n took a few steps back and rammed the
bars. It tried that a few times, but it was no use. The cage
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remained undamaged and for some reason Gruber found
himself enjoying the show.

AYou puny weaklings, o0 the T
break from tryingtot r ash the ©pl ace. i
|l i ke you resort to such cowa

fYou fl eet i s destroyed, 0O
AfWere you able to observe t
di sabl ed?o0

The Thraddash sat down and calmed a little.

iNo,roesiponded. A* SNORT* But
were severel!lo

Gruber smiled at the captive.

ARThere were no casualties
answered.

il suggest you h\amasiisuggedted. | |
Al dm sure it will foaeratlhatt .

Gruber considered it for a while and then agreed.

AAl't hough, o he <continued,
repairs. o

AHARG! HARG! HARG! 0 the Th
 oudl y. fi | knew our Reeunk &
you. You do have some backimin combat though, | give
you that, but still nowhere near as much asth®Ura n . 0

AHow did you c-Qmanacr Gssbéh

The Thraddash took a cigar from somewhere, put it in its
mouth and somehow lighted it.

AThey enslavddfuy, yeéalts, ag)
AWhen they first came into o
gusto. We zipped in to fire our Mark 6 blasters and then
were supposed to zip back out to prepare for another attack
run. SNORT! 0

The creature took a long puff frons icigar.

AUnfortunately, bef ore we
either blasted to smithereens by theQu anés f usi
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or were picked apart by the swarms of-Quan fighter
vessels. o0

Gruber tried to imagine th
one thng:

AWhy didnot you escape Wi
asked. Alt | ooked to me | i ké
your ships. o

il ndeed we <can, now, 0 t he
back t hen our ships wer en

afterburner. It was alb 10 years ago that Maintenance
Engineer Reeunk invented the afterburner effect when he
accidentally stuck his cigar in the aft fuel valve of the ship
he was working on. WHABOOM! 0

The alien used its front legs to help describe what
happened.

A The skhff like atfaogmut of hell, and Reeunk was
fried to a crisp. Yes, we remember Reeunk with much
fondness. We have of course refined the device over the
years and equipped our entir

i So t-Quan défeated you and you chose the role of

fighting slaves, am | right ?
AfiThere was no choice, 0 the

would choose fallow sl avery.
It was a successful insult, Gruber thought, although it

probably wasnét intentional

A What happened aft erGrubgro u
asked.

Al wi || gl adl y tell you,
ifbecause that was when the ¢
Immediately after the enslavement we realized that a change
was in ordefi a new Culture had to be established. So, of
course, we bgan a thermauclear exchange to decide who
would lead this new Culture. We were all quite disappointed
when the UtQuan in orbit above our homeworld launched
waves of fighters that intercepted all our missiles. They
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explained that slaves were not pernttte engage in such
destructive conflicts. So my people, being superior,
introduced a supdr et h al poi son into
and air, thus ending the con

The alien took another long puff from its cigar and blew a
circular slape with the smoke and then continued.

i T h e-Quéhr were not particularly happy about this
resolution, and killed all of our leaders. Under other
circumstances that would have started a larger -inter
Thraddash war, but the Quan appointed new leaders,
apmarently chosen at random, and explained that further
di sobedi ence would result in

The Thraddash then stumped its cigar into the floor and
concluded the story:

AFrustrating, huh?o

Gruber had to ask the obvious:

il f y obeen BnaUQean battle thrall for 50 years
already, why di dnot you pa
between the Alliance of Free Stars and the-Quan
Hi erarchy?2o

This question apparently struck a nerve.

iwe wanted to,o0o the Thradd
with its fist, i Oh , how we wa
thralls the UrQuan enslaved in this part of the galaxy, so we
thought we had priority. But instead, the-Quan thought
we were too weak to hold our own in the upcoming battles,
sotheyleftuhere to 6guard the fl a

The alien then stood up and walked to the side of its cage.

il f only we had been stro
troublesome. You see, another reason thUra n wo ul ¢
take us with them was because we kept picking fights with
the new battle slaves like the Umgah blobbies or those
religious idiots, the || wrat

Gruber agreed with the tpuan.
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Al 6d l'i ke to know how t he
c ul t Margas,cammented.

Gruber saw no harm in asking about Thraddash history,
since ateast this individual seemed rather proud of it.

AHave you always been thi:c
t heé Culture 14 i f I reme |
exception?o

First the Thraddash was just surprised, but then it burst
into laughter.

AHostili HARGHARGRG! 0

It took the Thraddash a while to regain its composure
enough to continue.

AiWe are not hostile, o0 the
unwarranted aggression! *SNORT* If you want to know
about hostility, let me tell you about Culture 12. Thesrev
SO hostile that while they were on their way to their first
great battle, Jugkah the battlemaster stepped on Gnusko the
tacticianods foot , causing |
Gnusko turned on Jugkah and sliced his body in half! This
mi f fed Jupshkvhohtbok it tponothemselves to
mur der Gnusko and his elite

The Thraddash was obviously enjoying telling the story,
judging by the wide smirk on its face.

AThe REAL troubl edestda rJtuegdk
master sergeants Muuhd and Pudt startgdiag about how
to kil Gnuskoi si mp|l e cruci fixion,

Tattood technique. The argur
and his five hundred troops were slaughtered by Pudt and his
gang. o0

There was a pause in the story as the Thraddash lit up
andher cigar.

AThis probably all/l woul d h
great day of learning for Culture 12, were it not for the
surprise arrival of Cul ture
and his <cronies. They wiped
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beginning the dng and glorious Culture 13. Indeed the

following Culture 14 is a black sheep among our cultures in
history, but they also taught us a valuable lesson and
reinforced our resolve. But as you see, Culture 12 was
hostile, unlike us in the glorious Culture ¢ho merely

want to kill you. o
Gruber appreciated the honesty of the Thraddash.
AfThat 6s brutal,h 0 he remar
compliment.

This made the interrogation subject laugh again.
Brutal ? You donot know tF
ve hearyd otfheCud ture 3! 0
i s i s gvargaa tcommentadfi K e @ p i
ng. o
How brut al WAS Culture 3

continued. ACulture 3 was S
tortured, enslaved and in general brutalized THEMSELVES!
You see, Culte 2 had made a virtue of stoic resistance to
pain, stubborn fortitude, that sort of thing. So when
Culture3 came around, they had a problem: How were they
going to impress everyone as

The captive leaned towards the bars of its cage.

fiTheir answer? They would arrive at a battle, stand on a
tall hill where everyone could see them and chop off one of

fi
ouod
A Th
al ki
fi Ho

their own | imbs! Then theyodd
shaking it at their enemies.
ADid it work?06 Gruber asked

Alt did!o the Thraddash pr.
hell out of their opponents! They ran like crazy! You could
tell who was a real war hero back then by how few arms or
|l egs they had left.o

The subject stumped its cigar into the bars.

i Wa r para@&degsui we di fferent
Al nstead of sturdy ol d warr
reviewing stands, they tended to roll, and at a good clip, too.
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To you, an inferior alien, this may seem bluntly stuipithe
product of a sick, primitive societ, e h ? 0

AYes it does, 0 Gruber trut!
Ai* SNORT* You coul dndét be m
agreed. ACul ture 3 was, as Y

third Thraddash Culture. It was far from the tempered
perfection you see before yourselves righa w. 0

Gruber nodded in agreement as there was some sense in
the first part of what the alien was saying.

il have a question for y 0
suddenly said.

Gruber made no actions towards shooting the alien before
it could ask the questiosp it asked:

AWhy do your probes al ways
after they are done with their misdeeds, hmm? Do you have
a secret base there?. .. Ha!
probe factory somewhere near Vega and use it to send
endlesswavesfo destruction upon yo

The expression on the alierl
hostile one.
AHow admirable!d it concl uc

Gruber recalled all pieces of information they had on the
source of the probes. The Z&gt-Pik had calculated a line
on which the source must be, the Arilou had said that they
came from a world with no surface and now they were told
that the probes often fly in the direction of Vega. Gruber
checked the star map. In addition to Vega, the only star in
that direction on the linevas Beta Corvi, which was right
next to Vega. Now they knew where to look if they wanted
to get rid of the probe menace. He was so thankful to the
Traddash that he decided to let it think that the probes were
indeed human design.

i YOou seem to fihagawreedi toual,
commended the captive.
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il have also figur ed -pimtut v
Fkank, o t he Thraddash cont
creatures you are after all, you must have executed him.
That 6s what | woul ddove done.

Gruber kept a pausduring which he hoped that Vargas
would give him advice. He was just about to tell the truth
when he heard Vargaso6 voice:

ATell the truth.o

So he told the truth.

ifServes him right for gett
remarked.

ASo your buddyubwas bFRkjamk, 0
have a name?0

The captive leaned towards the bars again.

i do, 0o it replied. AAnd |

i do, 0 Gruber answered.

It seemed like neither of them were about to reveal their
names any time soon. Gruber suddenly had a etang
feeling of bonding with the captive. That was the one big
mistake you could make with a prisoner of war. He felt he
had to get out of the room so he made his way for the door.
As he had just opened the door, the Thraddash spoke:

Al f youbrdlgoneng jtustk ki | | I

Gruber looked back at him from the open doorway.

ANot yet, 0 he said.

Suddenly the Thraddash threw itself towards the bars
again.

ATHIEF!' 6 it shouted and tr|
bars.

Gruber was puzzled for a momertut then looked
behind him and noticed Belov, Witherspoon, Ahmed and
Cuvelier carrying a large blue object which had the shape of
a helix. The Aqua Helix, no doubt, he thought and closed the
door.

138



il see your mi ssion was a
landing crew.

They set the helix down on the floor.
AYes it was, o0 Witherspoon ¢
AA walk in the park, o Bel o\

NnTher e wer e no guards, 0 W
defense systems, and there was a landing site right next to
the shrine whereweofund t hi s thing. o

Gruber inspected the artifact. Just like most Precursor
relics, it looked like a piece of modern art with no specific
purpose. Rigby then came out from the room where he had
observed the interrogation and joined the crew around the
Aqua Helix.

AiSo this is upposed to fi
stated. Al dondét see how. o

AYoubre neither a Precurso
Witherspoon reminded him.

AThat i s true, 0 Gruber sai
Captain Zelnicktotake aloakt t hi s . 0

S
0

While Rigby and Vargas continued interrogating the
Thraddash, Gruber was briefed on what exactly the landing
team had found down on the surface.

The Agqua Helix had indeed been inside a shrine. It was in
a large cylindrical room where the wallgere filled with
scripts that bore resemblance to old Egyptian hieroglyphs.
The landing team had recorded a complete 3D model of the
room, so they would all have plenty of time to try to make
sense of the scribblings. Of course it would be a lot quicker
to have their Thraddash captive to work as a translator.

Gruber relayed the information to Vargas via the
communicator.

il donét think we can get
n o wVatgas replieddi I t st i | | hasndét g
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of realizing that waook their treasured relic. Whatever the
device is capable of, t he Th

Gruber was with Zelnick and Skeates as they inspected
both the Aqua Helix and the Ultron wreckage.

il donot see how these ar
Zelnick said after a while.
been a slot or something in the Ultron where we could have
just inserted the Aqua Hel i Xx

Skeates felt the smooth surface of the Aqua Helix.

i Wh at did the Mel nor me sa
Skeats asked.

Gruber displayed a recording of the conversation from
his communicator.

fTo be exact, o Gruber poin
need to have all three artifacts athbn fixing the Ultron
will be easy. o0

Al really dono6t s eé&mbkethis an
one work with that one, 0 Sk
and the Ultron.

All three of them soon concluded that there was nothing
more to gain from looking at the artifacts, so Skeates
returned to his duties and Zelnick stayed behind toese
with Gruber.

AThe scavenging i s finish
everything we came here to d

Gruber hadnét had the chanc
probesdé origins so now he di
Vega?0 Zelnick repeated a
hptre&d ty far out . o
267 units, o Gruber sai d.
proxi mately 11 days one wa

Altds good to know where t
menace becomes a priority,©o
shoul dnot t ake t hpoint Iltlonk ge a

3
€

A
AT

fi
ap
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should prioritize checking out the Umgah and the possible
Dnyarri. o

Gruber agreed with the captain. Even though the probes
needed to be dealt with eventually, right now was not the
time. They had more pressing matters at hand.

AWe jaedt tnefigure out how
Gruber reminded the <captain
carelessl vy, we might fall u

ourselves. 0

Zelnick seemed to do some serious thinking.

ADo you have any ideas?0 he
ANot nroiwg hot Gr uber admi tted.
way ahead of us and plenty
home star, Beta Orionis, is actually about as far as Vega
282 units to be exact. o

AAnd we even have the Thra
on t he nicksaidand tdok but his communicator.

A Mr . Samusenko?0 he said t
fTake us to Beta Orionis. o
iNo, we need to stop at Ep
reminded the captain.

i Oh, right, t he rai nbow w
imM. Samusenko, make that Ep:
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CHAPTER 11

ANCIENT EVIL

October 10" 2155, Beta Orionis, 197.8 : 596.8

October 2° 2155: Captain Zelnick came up with a
cunning plan on how to safely check what the deal is with
the Umgah: We will use the captured Thraddash ship.
Skeates was sure that the intact ship we captured could be
adequately fixed for flight, thanks to the vagbly of spare
parts we salvaged from all the wreckage. The only problem
is the pilot. We will have to convince our captivprobably
at gun poinf to do our bidding.

And now we have confirmed that there is a rainbow
world at Epsilon Draconis. Not thahére had been any
doubts about it l 6m | ookin
with the Melnorme.

October &' 2155: Vargas has been successful with his
interrogation techniques. According to the Thraddash
prisoner, the UrQuan base of operations is in the Crateris
constellation. Now we need to send scouts into that area to

find out if WMatrmaisébs where t he

The captive was also surprisingly willing to help us
execute Zelnickébés plan. Of ¢
was death.

October §' 2155: The Thraddash ship looks horrible, but
according to Skeates it is airtight and will fly. He was also
kind erough to install a circuit breaker, which will disable
the entire ship with a push of a button from the Vindicator. |
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still think this is not enough. We must prepare for the chance
that the ship will return with a Dnyarri on board. And we
also need to maksure that the captive will want to return.

October ¢' 2155: Thanks to the simple yet brilliant idea
of Captain Trent, we have installed one of the nuclear
warheads of Tobermoon into the Thraddash ship. The
trigger is given to all three human captains:ldek, Trent
and Wu. If there is any reason to believe that a Dnyarri is on
board the Thraddash ship as it returns, any one of the
captains can detonate the bomb. | find it difficult to believe
that the Dnyarri could control all three of them from such a
distance without even knowing they are there. Also, if the
ship is not back in 12 hours, the bomb will be detonated.
Just to make sure, we strapped the prisoner into the ship so
it candét bail out .

Now we are all set. There is equipment for recording
everything on board the Thraddash ship, which Skeates has
named Torch (probably because of the flaming afterburner).
The captive knows what itods
the recordings even without its consent.

The ship is away. Thanks to the afterburnérshiould
reach the first planet, the Umgah homeworld, in five hours.

One final note: Ever since we arrived in this system,
every crew member with esper potentiklas reported

feelingé bad. According to
physically wrong with thepbut they all themselves describe
it as a Aterrible, sickening

" After spending some time with the Syreen, screeningsgchic
abilities was madpart of the health checks of &tar Control
recruits.So far humanity has found no use for this information, but
maybe somedayé
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Eleven hours had passed since the Thraddash ship left
and there was still no sign of it returning. The few Umgah
ships they had seen had comp
fleet inthe outskirts of the system.

The condition of the crew members with esper potential
had gotten worse. None of them could stand anymore and
they had all been taken to the infirmary for hydration since
they had vomited all over the place. Even though Gruber
didnoét ffeel i, he did have
nothing happened in the next hour, they would remote
detonate the nuke in the Thraddash ship and fly straight to
Sol. Gruber found himself almost hoping that the ship
woul dndét return.

Suddaly Katja reported that they were receiving an
ansible transmission from the starbase. They always sent a
report to the starbase whenever they entered a new system. It
was rare for the starbase to call them, especially since it was
only 11 hours since thelast chat. And what was more; the
starbase requested a video feed, which was an ominous sign
in Gruberds opinion.

The 1ink was soon establ i:
anyone anymore that the speaker for the starbase was Lydia.
There was something diffare about her appearance, but
Gruber couldnodot put his fing

i He | Lydia greeted Zelnick with a friendly smile.

Al ém sorry to trouble you, |
Gruber, please?0

So she had changed her way of speaghin, Gruber
thought. Maybe it was for the best.

Zelnick agreed to the request and Gruber stepped into the

limelight.

AWhat 6s the matter?0 he ask
ifWe need your c o.ydia got straight o r
to the pointiSpeci fically, nelelogn e e
entries. This relates to the
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The request was something Gruber had not expected.

Al already gave Matthewson
nYes, but we need t hedydidat a
insisted.

That didnot ma ereber,aathoughsie n s
probably did to Lydia.

ABut | got the new one aft
AwWhat do you need that for 2?0

Lydia seemed impatient.

AOh trust me , t hat 0 she said.l o ¢
AfLetds just say t hatng Gamyone e
send the data over now?o

Gruber reluctantly took his communicator from his
pocket and attached its contents into the ansible feed.

AThere, did you get it?20 hi

Lydia looked away from the camera and asked something
of someone else in tteom. Then she turned back to face
Gruber.

fYes, thanks! o

She didnot say anything f
continued to look intensely at the screen with a smile on her
face, clearly expecting Gruber to say something.

Awel |, what e fimplly asked Binca k ?
Gruber couldnodot think of any
AEr éo Gruber hesitated for
These were obviously not the words Lydia was waiting

for.

ANo, n odhe shidhia frustaatio® Oh, you a
cluel ess! o

She then pointed bottehforefingers towards her head.

AThi s! o

Gruber wasndét sure what s h
Her eyes? Her forehead? He was probably at the part where
he had to notice what was different about her appearance.
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As Gruber took his time replying, Zelnick daenly
whispered to him:

ifiHer hair, mané She used to have
Did she, Gruber t hought . H e
Lydiads hair, so he decided
il ot | ooks nice, 0 he hastil

having time to think whether her hair really looked nice.
He then observed that Lydia now wore her hair down and
it was cut to shoulder length.
AfDonodt g ellydia lsaid aneé dloséd the link,
obviously not satisfied with
iSmoot h, dommdeatédn i c k
Gruber thought about it for a while. The hair really did
suit her.

AiCaptain, I can see the Th
suddenly reported.

AnHel | | it os about ti me, O Z
you contact it?0

Al dOm sending am fiaarvi t hei sm
responded, 0 the communicatio
AActuall vy, i tos not even

noticed and put the radar on the main screen.

Indeed if the Thraddash ship kept its current heading, it
woul d mi ss t Heet enfireln dts corse avasd s
currently about 30 degrees off. Zelnick then hit the switch
that should disable the Thraddash ship.

fiSamusenko, i ntercept it I
showed a |l ocation on the maj
t hi s?0 deledwitihteerCruisdr captains.

AYes and | 6ve got Wyrepliednger

i Same Trentsaid. O

AiKat | a, t he recordings?o0 .
package from which they could see what had happened to
the ship.
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fWe need torgdthecltasaenrsffer
expl ained. iThe range @G tF
kil ometers. o

Hundreds of thousands of kilometers later they were
ready to receive the data package. Just like all the Umgah
ships they had seen, the Thraddash shipnloadcompletely
ignored theni or maybe that was because it was disabled.

fiSamusenko, keep our di st a
the recordings, 0 Zelnick con

AiAye aye, sir,o0o the naviga
the velocity of the Vindicator to met that of the Thraddash
ship.

ifWebve go

I

the data, 0 Kat|
ifGreat |, S i

t :
et o go through t
Some fifteen minutes later they were certain that there
wasnot a Dnyarri or anythin

Thraddash ship, unlessne considered the Thraddash
captive itself unwanted. But on the other hand they were
now also certain that there was a Dnyarri on the Umgah

homeworld.

All the Umgah ships in orbit of their homeworld had
ignored the Thraddash ship as well. As instructéu
Thraddash had hailed the Umgah homeworld on approach.
After an unusually long wait, the call was answeirawht by
the Umgah, though. It was the talking pet, the Dnyarri. It
simply instructed the Thraddash to leave, but since the
Thraddash d/i fdsh éehoughe at mgpmehow
convincingly commanded the Thraddash to go home. The
Thraddash had then immediately turned the ship around and
taken off towards the edge of the system at full speed.

AThatdéds pretty scary, o0 Zel

il think ybed péahnl wowel | |
summed it up.
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etds get our prisoner b a
p into our storage bay ag

About an hour later Gruber was in the storage module,
waiting for their prisoner to be unstrapped from the cockpit
of its ship.

nSir, the creature i s mu mi
reported from the temporary doorway into the ship.

Gruber stepped into the ship to check it out and soon
heard the Thraddash captive
repeating one sentence:

i We talree pol ite and courteou

Gruber signaled Belov to continue uncoupling the captive
from the ship, but at the same time tying it up again for the
walk to its cage.

ACan you hear me?0 Gruber a

To everyoneos igsoeth quessiom.,, i t

AHel l o and good day, o0 it g
today? We are just fine, thank you. Are your mates and
of fspring well? How simply m

The captive wasnot really |
it was looking in the direatin of his eyes, which made
Gruber feel uneasy.

AWhat is the number of the
Gruber asked to check if the captive had any sense left.

The alien seemed to give it a serious thought.

AfWe are the polite anndlycou
replied.

Gruber stepped back.

ATake it to its cage, 0 he s

When Belov reported that the Thraddash was
successfully put behind bars, Gruber was already in the
conference room with Zelnick and Rigby. All the captains in
thefleet were virtually present in the meeting.
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iWe know there is a Dnyarr
Gruber began, fand we need
against both UQuan sukspecies. However, since
approaching the Dnyarri is too dangerous, we cannot
negotiate with it. We have learned that the Taalo had created
a device against the Dnyarri
donot know i f the device is
worked. In any case, if it still exists, we can most likely find
it at themoon of the second planet in Delta Vulpecuiae
which used to be the Taalo homeworld. We also know that
the Orz like to, uh, hang out on that planet, so they might be
able to tell us more about t
Maybe captains *Heavy* antiWet* could shed some light
on the subject?0

Gruber motioned that the two Orz captains were expected
to speak now.

AOr z wi |l | oneefthétwaQzholograms said.
An*Silly* campers |ike *word
too much fun Orz plagt Taalo *playground*. Taalo *slide*
well and play *time jokes*. o

ACampers want thehother @Oryg Fologrami n ¢
interrupted or continuedi Taal o t hings ar e
*colorful*. For better *enjoyment* Orz bring things to
alliance *house*. Dy ou want ?0

Gruber wished that Lydia was there to translate. Now it
was he who had to guess what the Orz meant. He explained
to Zelnick that he thought that the Orz were offering to bring
some device, hopefully the Taalo mind shield, to the
starbase.

AY®s Zel ni ck answered the O

AAnot her topic we have on
the SaMat r a, 0 Gruber decl ar ed.
Ur-Quan war is centered in the Crateris constellation. We
also know that the UQuan battle platform, the Sdatra, is
stationed somewhere in this quadrant. Everything we do will
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be in vain if we cannot destrape SaMatra and therefore

|l ocating it wi || be our t o
search the entire constellation with the Vindicator. We need
some moresubtlesout i ng met hods. Al |

Gruber sat down to indicate that anyone could speak.
i We c¢an dne of théh Zog-ot-Bik holograms said,
or more precisely, Dip from the Voyager said.

AYeah, wedr e r e dhePiy fromdhe d
Seeker boastedi Our deep space scout
adept atavoidingUQu an patrol s. 0

AThe furthest coordinates
coreward are Grefnutork, Ahho, Badab i n ghe ®ik
from the Tracker said.

i Tha&bes®Ms6229i n your coor the nat
Zog from the Tracker translatedi. Al t hough t he
constellation is even further, we can notify our leaders that
we should send scouts there.

To Gruber it sounded like a good idea. The -FadPik
sphere of influene was well inside UQuan territory, so
they had the best probability to pull off a mission like that.

AiShoul d we send s o mgzpoasked. t he

APi ck me! thdPRikcflom theeTradeler eagerly
exclaimed.

ASure, 0 Zelnickoagwerdt Mfav
finding volunteers. o

150



CHAPTER 12

TIME JOKES

October 28" 2155, Sol, 175.2 : 145.0

452 hyperspace units and 18 days later the Vindicator
was back at the starba3éne Traveler had diverged from the
Vindi cat or 6 supgdosee ® reach thel Zémta s
Pik homeworld in Alpha Tucanae at about the same time the
Vindicator reached Sol. Both of the Orz ships had stayed
with the fleet instead of flying to their supposed homeworld,
but there was every reason to believe that thedwwad
already reached every Orz in the galaxy. There had been no
changes in the condition of their Thraddash captive, who
was still only repeating the same polite phrases.

A lot had once again happened at the starbase while they
were gone. The Arilou hadceturned from their diplomatic
mission to Gamma Krueger and they had brought with them
a delegation of Pkunk emissaries. Another one of the Arilou
ships had left for Zeta Persei earlier to negotiate on the Rosy
Sphere with the Druuge. They were expectedetarn in a
week or so.

The Pkunk, who had made themselves at home at the
starbase, were avian creatures. They seemed extremely
cheerful, but also like they were living in a world of their
own.

The UrQuan warp pod was handed to the Arilou. They
seemed seurprised to receive it that it was almost insulting.
They said that they coul dnot
the starbase and would have to take the warp pod to their
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home to do that. They estimated that the process would take
about a week.

All the data and samples from the Dreadnought wreckage
were handed to Dr. Chu, who seemed overjoyed with the
present. He would probably not be seen much in the next
few days.

The starbaseds supply of b
production capacity. Only their da of more exotic
resources prevented them from building Cruisers one after
the other. The contents of t
once again a huge help, even though the Thraddash ships
wer e relatively primitive a
valuabk for the most part. Still, everyone knew that if you
were going to recycle something, it should be metal, since
the process of refining minerals into metals demanded a
huge amount of energy.

There were two new Cruisers ready nowsadora and
Anna 53.

fiAma 53?20 Gruber asked, Sir
name for a starship.

Al know, I know, 0O Hayes
circumstances andé | l et Lyd

t hat ship. Apparently Anna
know what the number ithough. A few Unzervaltians on
the other hand insisted that we naswenething Isadora to
honor Captain Burton. oo
AThat makes sense, 0 Gruber
ABy the way, Lydia has bee
said. fShe said she and Mat't
a breakthrough, although she refused to tell me what it was.
Apparently she wanted to hea
Al 6l | go see her after web
who are the unlucky sons of bitches that will have to captain
Anna53 and Isada& ? 0
Hayes handed Gruber two files.
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ALuka Sharov for |l sador a
Anna53, 0 he answered.

Gruber knew Sharov pretty well, but van Rijn was
familiar to him only by name.

il know Shar ov wi || ma k e
comment ed. IAd®K |i rmtaor evam Ri j
knowd fi

He had to stop there, bec:

Famke was a mané6s or a Wwoma
file.

Mher background, 06 he conti
t hough, I do trust your judg
Al d&m suoed ydayeds replied

more thing | need to tell yo
AOnly one?0 Gruber checked.
Hayes nodded.

il wasnot sure whether to
commander began, Abut j ust

here, saying they hadeee , er é o6col or f ul

hauled a big rock into the middle of the hangar and then
t heir ship took of f . No w, I
arrangement you have made, but in any case | had the rock
moved to the storage room for now. Does that rmea

anything to you??o

Gruber was amused at the mental image of the scene.

ilt might , o he replied. fi v
against psychic attacks I 61
think we should put the rock

Gruber called Lydia and agreed to meet her at
Matthewsonds | ab. As he stefg
himself thinking of all the wild theories and revelations
Lydia would no doubt present him.

What the hell would she need the data from my new
communtator for? How could that be related to what
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happened in Groombridge? | F
new about that. Is she going to analyze my writing to find
out if | did indeed write the mysterious Precursor part?

He looked at the mirror in the bagkall of the elevator.
There was a restless old man there.

What are you so afraid of? This is Precursor research
and shebds done a splendid |jc
in uncovering the secrets of the most advanced race that
ever exi styodthiledhy ar enodt

He gave an apologetic look to his reflection.

| t thad, i snot it? Youbre wor .
intellect makes others question her origins.

The elevator reached level 9 and Gruber had to stop
thinking in the second person.

If she wassuspected of being an Androsynth, she would
no doubt have fewer friends afterwards.

He saw the familiar faint
computer screen amidst the darkness of his lab.

No, thatés certainly true,
Then he suddenligealized it.

| seeé 1 6m afraid that she
|l 6m worried that revealing
Pandoraés Box which wil!/ ul t

He hoped to see another mirror so he could tell himself to
getreal. Unfot unately he didnot S
choice but to enter the room where Lydia and Matthewson
were.

Matt hewson | ooked I|ike he |
spot since Gruberdés | ast vic
one with his chair. Lydia, on the othband, was looking
very pretty. The new hairstyle really suited her. As she saw
Gruber , she stood up and,
embrace him.

<<I missed you,>> she said while hugging him.
<<Strange, huh?>>
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