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   April 9, 3622
   Nezad System (V’kit’no’sat territory)
   Stellar Orbit
   Chaos was now the functioning state of the V’kit’no’sat empire. Races were split apart from one another and even within, with hundreds of factions forming and moving to secure resources in preparation for the ultimate betrayal to come. Few were left that were considered to be trustworthy, and individual planets…even individual cities were breaking apart and hunkering down. No one seemed to be interested in starting the civil war with direct fighting, but there were already conflicts occurring with stun weapons where one side would oust another from a position of power, whether it be a factory, defense station, ship, or even planet.
   Most were doing so in the name of self-defense, but tensions were running high as more assassinations were cropping up throughout multiple races almost as if they wanted insanity to follow, though the experienced and savvy galaxy-spanning empire was still refraining from doing that. They knew what a full civil war would result in, but there was now no hope in discovering who the traitor was except in waiting for them to strike.
   But no one would, not directly, so smaller proxy wars were taking place as the V’kit’no’sat map, while looking every bit as firm and dominant to outsiders as it had been for millennia, was being redrawn drastically from within though no one else knew it.
   What chance there was of identifying the traitor, or traitors, and having the rest of the empire stomp them flat was now considered to be naught given the capture of the planetary defense station on Terrax and the subsequent investigation that provided more problems than answers. The weapons were in fact unlocked, which Mak’to’ran’s fleet had discovered the hard way, but who had unlocked them had not been logged…or more likely erased after the fact, but what really made everyone go nuts was the fact that the Zen’zat had been rekeyed for FULL ACCESS to the defense station’s database.
   Only two races had full access, and that was the Oso’lon and the J’gar, meaning whoever had unlocked the weapons had also unlocked records and knowledge that the other V’kit’no’sat races did not have full access too, and that was blamed in part for the failure to conquer the bastardized Star Force as quickly as had been expected. The planet and system were now back in V’kit’no’sat hands, but the rest of their empire was proving every bit as hard to conquer and they were having to suffer egregious losses in order to make progress.
   That infuriated Mak’to’ran even more, with him continually cursing Itaru and their stupidity. Had he been reassigned to the invasion he would not have treated the Humans so lightly. They were very dangerous opponents even with a slight technological disadvantage, but time and again the arrogance that was poisoning the V’kit’no’sat had the empire sending more than enough troops and ships to get the job done, but was losing many of them in the process due to sheer sloppiness.
   The troops were not fighting poorly, but they were being deployed onto missions that were sloppily selected. Mak’to’ran blamed the leadership, for those actually doing the fighting were behaving as true V’kit’no’sat should and taking the fight hard against the enemy in order to break their resolve even if it cost them their lives…but they were being wasted, for this Star Force was not going to break. They were going to have to be conquered, but in order to do it properly they would have to be evaluated at a strength equal to one of the lesser races in the V’kit’no’sat and the arrogant would never accept that the heresy could have gone that far.
   Thus those commanders being sent were either approaching the battles cautiously and chipping away where they could without suffering heavy losses, or hammering their targets and achieving victory at great cost.
   To make matters worse the Oso’lon and J’gar were forbidden from participating, taking out the two strongest races from the invasion force, but there was no foolishness in that, for one of them had to be the traitor and after several years and the inability of the other races to hack their way in past the coding the Humans had input to sabotage the database, a single ship from both the Oso’lon and J’gar were dispatched to Terrax with their specialists and under observation they both attempted to find the answers the others couldn’t…all the while watching each other closely so that no evidence could be covered up.
   All those in Terraxis behaved aboveboard, but answers they could not find even with the override codes the two primary races brought with them. Someone had unlocked access for the Zen’zat and covered their tracks so well there was nothing left to find, and the physical damage done to specific components had to be replaced before full access to the defense station’s database and systems could be restored.
   What was lost in those components was unknown, but the many redundancies that no Zen’zat mind could access were also cleaned…save for the events of the planet’s fall to the Rit’ko’sor. The one bit of evidence they did find was that the J’gar had locked down the weaponry, absolving them of the negligent charge at least, but either they or the Oso’lon had at some later point gone back and unlocked not just it but the entire closely guarded trove of V’kit’no’sat secrets held in all planetary defense stations because some of the information was too sensitive to transmit over the Urrtren.
   And the fact that neither the Oso’lon nor J’gar tech specialists could discover the treachery of the other led to the theory that perhaps both were colluding against the rest of the races.
   That thought was beyond scary, but Mak’to’ran suspected there was something much more sinister happening here. If both the Oso’lon and J’gar wanted to take over the empire there was little they had to do, for they already controlled it. An invasion from the outside made no sense…which left the other V’kit’no’sat races with no answers and plenty of justified paranoia, for the first attempt made to kill the bastardized Hadarak had ended in total failure. Not only were the Hadarak more powerful than expected, there were also other unidentified races there to help Star Force defend them.
   The assault force had been forced to retreat, but had lost nearly half its ships in the first attempt. Mak’to’ran hoped a second would not be tried until they could learn more, but if the arrogant still held sway over Itaru then no matter how many factions formed they would still be able to gather fleets from the pieces of the races that they maintained control over. Unfortunately that meant they’d probably not come in with the overwhelming firepower that the empire could easily summon and that Mak’to’ran believed was necessary. Not now with so many hoarding ships to defensive duties while waiting for the unidentified traitors to finally strike in the open.
   The Hadarak boarder had been diminished down to a bare minimum to hold the lines, which was dangerous considering the beasts were not stupid and regularly prodded and poked the defenses to seek out weakness, and once they found it they’d push…and if that happened now they didn’t have enough strength there to keep them from successfully invading another system or two.
   And where had those ships gone? Some of them were right here in front of Mak’to’ran as his Kafcha dove into Nezad and passed by the defense fleet of Lir’nen as they blockaded the system that held a single world they shared with the larger Bav’tor. Both races were minor members of the V’kit’no’sat and relatively intact with regards to the splintering going on in others, but the two were also being used as proxies in the limited war that was already three years old between the two.
   When Mak’to’ran entered the system his ship ran into some 3 dozen Lir’nen ships, but before they could even respond he redirected it away from them at a speed they couldn’t match, breaking the first part of the blockade and heading in a roundabout route to the planet of Kabbter, but he wasn’t silent while doing so.
   “Attention all


 
 loyal V’kit’no’sat within the Nezad System. I am Mak’to’ran, emissary of the sane and just, enemy of the foolish and treacherous. I led the first assault on Terraxis and suffered from the heresy first hand, but rather than return to counter a formidable foe I was recalled to Itaru to be used as an excuse for the misdeeds of the treasonous amongst us. I do not know their identity, but I have seen many who support a poison that has seeped into the very fabric of our empire. A poison that values appearance over substance, arrogance over confidence, and ego over superiority. Whether or not the two are linked I cannot say, but both are a threat that is even now tearing us apart from the inside out.”   “We need not even be conquered by the forces assembling beyond our border, for we are rife with distrust and treachery within. Assassinations abound, but even more disturbing are the Stun Wars that have broken out. While you may not be killing one another, you are still wasting resources and weakening the bonds of brotherhood between us. I care not for what disagreements the Lir’nen and Bav’tor have had. The V’kit’no’sat are in peril and you foolishly fight the wrong opponent.”
   “If I showed you who the traitors were then you would rally to oppose them, which is good reason for them to have covered their tracks so well. Even now those we cannot trust are backing you. The Oso’lon for the Lir’nen and the J’gar for the Bav’tor. Do not deny it, for we have tracked your supply convoys. Both of their loyalties are in question, yet you accept aid from them in order to turn against your brothers?”
   “No. This insanity must stop. And if you will not stop it yourselves, then I will claim domain over this system. You have 2 hours to stand down all combat and report yourselves to me for negotiations. Failure to do so will result in my confiscation of this system from both parties. Either way this pointless combat ends. Choose wisely. I await your response…or lack thereof.”
   The message was transmitted as they traveled, then Mak’to’ran parked his Kafcha in extreme high orbit over Kabbter as a Lir’nen fleet sat between him and the planet with a much smaller Bav’tor task force huddled over a tiny section of planetary orbit and well within range of the planetary defense weaponry of the largest city on the planet that the biped/quadrupeds still held. The ships from both sides were holding off from combat, though there was some battle damage visible on several vessels but no debris fields and the updates Mak’to’ran was pulling from the local Urrtren showed him the stalemate that had resulted after the forcible seizure of several Bav’tor cargo ships.
   The fight had been brief and they’d been overwhelmed, then the ships had been boarded and captured before being taken out of the system to another location. Since then nothing had entered or left without Lir’nen approval while the Stun War was being carried out across multiple battlefields on the tropical planet below with the Bav’tor being at a slight advantage territory wise, though several cities were showing ruined areas that had been evacuated before being trashed.
   It was a waste of infrastructure even if lives hadn’t been lost, though there appeared to be a great number of prisoners on both sides being held in containment pens. Those he’d have to deal with sooner rather than later.
   The responses from the two sides didn’t take long to come in and Mak’to’ran negotiated with them in turn, but neither was bowing to his demands. Other contacts followed from various regions on the planet where he found more leeway, but they were in a precarious position. They couldn’t stand down their defenses unless the opposition did, else they’d be overrun, and right now the battles taking place were being advertised as a defensive purge to remove the other race from the planet in order to secure it against a future betrayal of massive proportions.
   It was the same reasoning Mak’to’ran had encountered before, and thanks to his experience in recent years he knew how to handle it and pick out those who were legitimately concerned and those who were using the concern to fuel other agendas. In a flurry of communications the Era’tran quickly identified and labeled who was useful and who was an impediment that would get in the way, sizing up the situation and lining out what he was going to do with the planet going forward by the time the two hours were up and his support fleet arrived shortly thereafter.
   Two additional Era’tran Kafchas came out of the same jumppoint in the face of the Lir’nen ships, essentially being an even match with the smaller vessels until additional ships followed from five different races.
   More followed in Mak’to’ran’s rebel fleet that he’d been collecting over the years crewed by loyalists and almost entirely seized from the arrogant…and he was about to add some more of the latter.
   There was a standoff at the jumppoint until the Lir’nen suddenly decided to withdraw and regroup with other vessels at the planet, but two of the ships didn’t make it that far. Both decelerated to a standstill as the others moved around stellar orbit, and soon Mak’to’ran got affirmation signals from both Lir’nen warships.
   “Take them,” he said in a pithy statement to the Jam’ju leader within his fleet. The small quadrupeds were about the same size as the Lir’nen and would be able to move through their shipboard hallways where the larger Era’tran and others couldn’t, and their hard exoskeletons were a good counter to the crew’s head-mounted bioshields.
   “It will be done,” the Jam’ju’s hologram answered after a delay, then Mak’to’ran belatedly saw boarding craft flying over to the two stalled ships without taking any fire…meaning the Zen’zat onboard the Lir’nen ships had successfully disabled them, but how long they could keep the Lir’nen under wraps was unknown. They needed reinforcements and would soon be getting them…as would those on the other ships in both the Lir’nen and Bav’tor fleets.
   Mak’to’ran watched as more and more stood down at various places in the system, with his people sending boarding parties across the system to them or ordering them to come closer as the rebel fleet screened for those vessels against the ones that did not have Zen’zat onboard or those that were holding to their racial loyalty above their higher duty to the empire.
   Those ships he would not be taking today, but if they wanted to start a fight they were going to be badly outnumbered.
   “To those warships insystem that have not come under my command, I suggest you leave now. I am claiming possession of this system and no interference from you will be tolerated. You will not be fired upon unless you take action against us, but if you do not wish to help reforge the V’kit’no’sat then this is not the place for you. Take the time to wisely consider your next actions as you stay out of our way beyond the third orbit. Come lower than that and you will be deemed a potential threat.”
   Not long after the Bav’tor leadership contacted him again, with the Iguanodon all but shaking with rage as its red eyes and yellow scales only amplified the visage of hatred being transmitted via hologram.
   “You have no right, Era’tran.”
   “Dominance is my right. I am V’kit’no’sat, and I am here to salvage this planet and what little loyalty still remains. I am not here seeking your death, nor am I here to cull. There is treason hidden among our territory, and I am here to secure this piece of it. Those with confirmed loyalties will take the lead. You will step aside or be thrust aside.”
   “How did you get the Zen’zat on our ships to betray their oaths?”
   “Their oaths are to the V’kit’no’sat, not you.”
   “Are the Lir’nen also to be removed?”
   “They are.”
   “At least your betrayal is balanced. You may have most of our ships, but you will not take the surface without a fight. And if you come down here, we will not hold to stun weapons.”
   “I have no intention of killing any of you, Bav’tor, but if you shed our blood that promise is rescinded. You may live to learn from your mistake or die in your stupidity. Regardless this system will be returned to the V’kit’no’sat.”
   “You don’t have enough ships to assault the surface, unless the Lir’nen were working with you. If they aren’t, then you


 
 r rebellious faction will not be able to…” the Bav’tor said, flinching to the side as something off screen occurred. A moment later the mass of yellow scales stood up on its rear legs and ran off, leaving the hologram still transmitting as Mak’to’ran heard the telltale sounds of stun weapons.   The Era’tran’s lips curled in a cruel, yet satisfied expression as he waited and gleaned what information he could from the live feed while simultaneously dealing with other matters. He left it open while he attended to the Lir’nen, then put them on hold as a Zen’zat appeared in view.
   “I am Tremar,” the small biped said as he withdrew his helmet to reveal a smooth face topped with stark white hair. “I and other loyal Zen’zat have secured the Bav’tor leadership. We have casualties, but all prisoners taken are alive and unconscious per our duty to the V’kit’no’sat. Assuming this comm is to the rogue forces in orbit, I request you take our prisoners into custody before others can come to their aid.”
   Mak’to’ran triggered his image to transmit, for he’d been connected in blank mode during the duration of the overthrow.
   “I am Mak’to’ran,” he said, seeing the Zen’zat straighten a bit at the mention of his name. “You have done well, Zen’zat. Once the planetary defenses are secured we will send drop pods with transitional overseers. Until then we cannot risk the loss of life even if the shields are lowered.”
   “Understood. We’ll hold here until you are able. Others are making a play for those facilities, but I do not know of their progress. Most of our local comm channels went down a few minutes ago.”
   “I will keep this line open. I suggest you secure the transmitter before it can be compromised.”
   “We will try, but our numbers are thinned. They did not use stun weapons when we attacked them.”
   Mak’to’ran huffed in obvious displeasure. “Your loyalty to the V’kit’no’sat is both commendable and most welcome given the current state of the empire. Your efforts will not be wasted.”
   

  


      
    “Never mind us. We will do our duty. Restore the empire, Era’tran. That is something Zen’zat cannot do.”
   Mak’to’ran’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the Zen’zat’s slightly disrespectful, but appropriate challenge.
   “We intend to.”
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   April 18, 3622
   Nezad System (V’kit’no’sat territory)
   Kabbter
   Having stayed on his ship for the duration, Mak’to’ran oversaw the quick and relatively easy takeover of the planet. Many of the inhabitants were sympathetic to his goals and did not resist while others actively helped, but it was the Zen’zat that were the primary arbiters of the transition. As it turned out they, like many on other planets, were very reluctant to fight each other and the various races in this Stun War, seeing it as a violation of their duty to the V’kit’no’sat. No side had been sanctioned by Itaru so they were left without a clear line of authority…at least until Mak’to’ran had arrived.
   He might be a rogue, but he was an Era’tran and his reputation and stated goal of reforging the bonds of unity in the V’kit’no’sat automatically snapped most Zen’zat to his command when he entered a conflicted system, for they were in a no-win scenario and they saw him as leading an honorable path out of it.
   Mak’to’ran didn’t disappoint, and rather than put in Era’tran overseers, he had brought both Lir’nen and Bav’tor from other systems that had proved loyal and quickly supplanted them in the leadership positions in both colonies on the planet as well as their own captured warships, returning most to the possession of the planet while keeping a few and manning them with volunteers to join the rebel fleet that would soon have to run or risk being caught by the Itaru hunter fleets.
   They still hadn’t been able to catch or pin down Mak’to’ran’s ship, but the others in the rebel fleet were not as fast and could not outrun the hunters. Keeping them useful but safe was tricky, but an experienced naval commander knew ways to get it done and one of those was to keep scouts in the nearest systems to watch the jumplines.
   One of them had just arrived, giving him an approximate arrival time of a fleet of 12 Oso’lon-allied vessels, all Kafcha-class. Mak’to’ran had enough ships here to make a fight of it even without the help of those now returned to the planet, but his mission was to reunite the empire, not whittle it down with pointless combat. To that end he immediately dispatched every other ship in the rebel fleet on a jumpline opposite to where the hunters would be incoming, but he stayed behind to continue to coordinate events on the surface until the 12 ships arrived and quickly moved out to the planet to intercept him.
   Mak’to’ran did move his ship to an outgoing jumpline to another small planet, barely larger than an asteroid, but it would be enough gravitational pull to redirect off of. Sitting there in orbit he waited for the hunters to come out of their microjump then contacted them directly. Seeing that he was poised to outrun them again they held position and chose to respond to the comm.
   “Tell me, Zep’sha. What is the point of chasing if you aren’t going to get any faster ships?” he taunted, with the diplodocus glaring back at him through the hologram.
   “You can’t run forever.”
   “I have been for nearly 2 decades and you refuse to alter tactics. I don’t anticipate any difficulties going forward.”
   “What would you suggest?” the Zep’sha scoffed.
   “Switch sides,” he answered pithily.
   “Your treason will not be tolerated, let alone augmented. Stand down and return to Itaru as ordered.”
   “For what purpose?”
   “Because it is commanded.”
   “We have true traitors in our midst. How can you be sure your orders do not originate from them?”
   The hunter hesitated before speaking, and that told Mak’to’ran a great many things.
   “Itaru is more than just one race. The condemnation of your insolence is unanimous.”
   “So the Era’tran condemn me as well?”
   “They stick to their racial loyalty, as typical.”
   “Then it’s not unanimous. Your arrogance is not an excuse for lying. If Itaru is not united, do not claim it to be so!”
   “The order issued is valid even if not all Elder representatives agree. You are to return.”
   “Are you aware of the assassination attempts made against me?”
   “No, nor do I care. Our orders and yours are clear.”
   “There are factions that want me dead, and many more that want me silenced. My returning to Itaru only helps my enemies. It does not aid the V’kit’no’sat. I am loyal to the empire, and if Itaru is not then their orders no longer possess authority.”
   “You are delusional.”
   “And you are blind. The empire is fractured, Itaru has no real control, and we are on the verge of a lethal civil war even if the treason of Terraxis does not come to light. When I am seeking to unify, what message does it send when Itaru tries to silence me?”
   “That Itaru is still in control and that no rogue may replace them.”
   “Am I responsible for the fracturing?”
   “On a large scale, no, but you are encouraging dissidents.”
   “Perhaps Itaru should spend less attention on me and more on the state of the empire.”
   “Perhaps they would if you heeded their order and returned.”
   “Do not throw such weak lies at me. It is insulting. If you are going to lie at least try and make them convincing. Have you no shred of pride left in you?”
   “We serve the empire, not our pride.”
   “You young fool. Without pride we are nothing. Pride is rooted in truth, and there cannot be dominance without truth. Assertions of superiority are worthless if they cannot be backed up, and the willingness to verify comes from pride. With no pride you are little more than a slave.”
   “Pride blinds. We are loyal and do what is required of us.”
   “Pride prevents what is ‘required’ from violating the bounds of honor. Following orders cannot be our top priority. Maintaining the integrity of the V’kit’no’sat and our mandate to fight the Hadarak will always come first, and if Itaru stands in the way of that, then it must be ignored.”
   “Never. Itaru defines our priorities, not you.”
   “This priority was the founding principle of the V’kit’no’sat. Even Itaru does not have the authority to override it.”
   “There you are mistaken.”
   “Tell me, fool, what is a greater priority than fighting the Hadarak?”
   “Maintaining the empire, which includes enforcing Itaru’s orders.”
   “The dominant do not maintain, they overcome. They rise above. We are constantly growing and improving, not maintaining. You advocate stagnation.”
   “You advocate anarchy.”
   “No. I advocate we turn our unified attention back against the Hadarak as we probe to find the heretics within us. Having our fleets here in defensive posture accomplishes nothing and risks much if the border is vulnerable to penetration.”
   A side prompt alerted Mak’to’ran to another comm channel opening, but not from the planet. It was coming from another of the hunter ships.
   Using his Sav-enhanced mind he opened a textual transmission with them while continuing his vocal conversation with the Zep’sha. The ship in question was Sevn’orr, which was one of the few amphibian races, but unlike the Dan’chey this race didn’t like to live on shorelines. They were equally comfortable dry or fully submerged, giving them a huge advantage as a civilization as well as ties to both the Oso’lon and J’gar. They had sided with the Oso’lon, but these long-necked quadrupeds also had good relations with the aquatics and shared many worlds with them.
   So far they hadn’t taken part in any of the fighting, lethal or stun, and theirs was one of the more stable races that was strong, but not particularly fast to act. Their backing Itaru made sense, but the messages being exchanged between the unnamed individual and Mak’to’ran indicated that th


 
 ey were very displeased with the situation and that this individual had been sent to make contact with him by their leaders.   Mak’to’ran knew it could be a trap, but there were ways to protect against such things and as he continued to berate and size up the Zep’sha…who was showing signs of wavering ideologically but was in no way going to disobey orders…he arranged for a rendezvous over a year into the future and far from this system.
   After that the banter continued until he grew tired of it and gave the order to make the microjump. The hunters immediately backtracked to the star and tried to intercept his ship there, and while they did get there first they couldn’t get close enough to fire any disabling weaponry. Mak’to’ran slipped through their grasp again as he accelerated on an interstellar jump so fast they had no hope of catching up and seeing where he would go next at the destination system…which meant he had effectively lost them again, assuming they didn’t have scouts ahead.
   As for Kabbter, the hunters couldn’t do anything to them. The system defense fleet was larger and they had no authority. Mak’to’ran had already made a complete overthrow of the locals and had brought enough loyal people in that he could trust to insure that those deposed didn’t regain their positions. The planet was now out of the Stun Wars and it would be a long time before anyone from the Bav’tor or Lir’nen leadership could react to the change in power…and by that time the planet would be firmly in Mak’to’ran’s little rebellious empire, even if they didn’t advertise that fact.
   The idea was to make the necessary changes and then have these worlds he was altering blend into the existing framework, essentially going dormant from a rebellious point of view, but quietly holding themselves together and preventing outsiders from coming in and destabilizing them again. If sufficiently high ranked Lir’nen or Bav’tor came to Kabbter there would be a problem, but if they only communicated by Urrtren or by courier the messages, then any orders they contained stoking further conflict would be ignored or reworked to maintain the allegiances of the two races sharing the single world.
   They would not be wasting resources in a pointless war, though in truth this was but a very minor planet and not worth much effort, but every dot on the galactic map mattered to loyal V’kit’no’sat and Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to skip over any of them. If the major fighting started to happen, then small worlds such was this would suddenly become important when the primary worlds got trashed and if the V’kit’no’sat were going to have to be rebuilt from the ashes of a civil war, the more little bastions of stability that Mak’to’ran could arrange beforehand the more he’d have to work with in the aftermath.
   Right now Kabbter was on its own, but in a much better situation than just a few days ago. Feeling satisfied with his mission there, Mak’to’ran continued through several system jumps before coming across the checkpoint for his rebel fleet…or at least part of it, for he had ships operating across the galaxy and the few put into play here were a drop in a bucket that continued to fill.
   When he arrived at the rendezvous there were only six ships, but he soon received the standard report indicating that all had arrived without incident and the others had proceeded onward according to previously logged orders. Those here were the head counter that reported to Mak’to’ran to insure no one was lost and the five recently acquired ships, four of which were Lir’nen and one was Bav’tor. They had plenty of Zen’zat on them as well, and it was time to take them to what would be their new staging base.
   Mak’to’ran dismissed the Kret’net Domjo to return on its own, with it immediately switching its identification codes to match a ship not labeled as a rogue, thus allowing it to move freely throughout V’kit’no’sat space. Mak’to’ran never traveled under such subterfuge, and so far none of his rebel fleet had been targeted. Whether that was by skill, luck, or lack of commitment on the part of Itaru’s minions he wasn’t sure, but the more public he became the greater emphasis there was on capturing or killing him and not his phantom fleet.
   That was the hope at least, and right now he had 5 more ships to work into the fold and crews that were mostly new. They now had veteran commanders, but in order to sustain them all they had to have sponsors and such sponsorship had to occur outside of public view. Kabbter would provide cover as far as crew assignments went, logging those individuals onboard as being present on the planet and the ships would not be labeled as missing by the local authorities, though word would inevitably get out through the Urrtren as the arrogant visibly counted ships and spotted inconsistencies.
   None of the five ships had engines the equal of Mak’to’ran’s Kafcha, so he was forced to travel slowly as he escorted them through obsolete systems that were not actively monitored while avoiding those that were. Thanks to the gravity drive efficiency and power of V’kit’no’sat ships, even the slowest of them had access to far more jumplines than the other races in the galaxy, making it hard to pin them down to an area unless you had an enormous number of scouts in play with access to the Urrtren to spread information faster than the ships could make jumps.
   The small flotilla didn’t encounter any through the 7 additional jumps they made, the terminus of which was a rendezvous with a V’kit’no’sat cargo ship. It was half the size of a Kafcha and was carrying both supplies and equipment necessary to service the crews. The Zen’zat were completely replaced by others, bringing those new volunteers into a network that would reassign them to other places across the galaxy and taking advantage of the fact that they were present in all territories serving all the races. Them not having their own territory was a huge advantage in this situation and the reassigning of them was something that the Era’tran handled more than other races, giving them the perfect cover to continually spread out and quietly test the allegiance and tensions of every system and starship in the galaxy.
   Those Zen’zat replacing them were those that needed to disappear or were not interested in infiltration. Many were not, but simply wanted to serve the V’kit’no’sat and Mak’to’ran’s rebel forces seemed to be the only faction that was holding to unity while others were greedily scrambling to grab up everything they could before the main fight broke out.
   That still worried Mak’to’ran. These traitors hiding in their midst. No matter how much time he spent thinking on it the only two races that could be responsible were the Oso’lon and J’gar…and yet he could easily rule them out given their positions. The possibility of someone else obtaining access to the Zak’de’ron codes seemed more plausible, but that would indicate a knowledge level that no V’kit’no’sat race possessed…at least as far as was known. The Era’tran could do things now that the others were not aware of, and even Mak’to’ran hadn’t know that until Hamob had informed him, but usurping the mantle of the Zak’de’ron was something he still couldn’t wrap his mind around, especially since the Oso’lon and the J’gar would be the ones most capable of doing it…yet they didn’t need to because they had their own priority coding.
   That meant he had to work a problem within a problem, but the one threating to destroy the empire in the here and now was the arrogant and their corruption that was fueling this paranoia and internecine.
   To that end he departed immediately, allowing the new ships to integrate the way others had been doing for years as he took his Kafcha off towards his next mission to another system that needed an attitude change. He’d rendezvous with another assembled rebel fleet near to it, then go in alone and size up the situation. Each one was different, but the growing trend was clear.
   Many of the V’kit’no’sat, regardless of race, were fed up with the pointless fighting. They wanted to fight the traitors, but until they could be identified they were not interested in pressing old and current disagreements to the point of armed conflict…and they really didn’t like the change of territory these Stun Wars were seeing. Races were already restricted by Itaru to the amount of territory and population they could wield and it was obvious to many that greed was fueling these conflicts more th


 
 an paranoia at the leadership levels.   A lot of people wanted a firm hand steering them in the right direction, and Mak’to’ran was providing that. He’d enter a system that was on the verge of murdering one another and suddenly half the population would snap into line, making it all the more obvious that Itaru had lost the respect of the empire and no longer had enough loyal forces to compel their edicts…which was why so many factions were springing up. Everyone knew the score now, and some of the factions, particularly Yaquik’s Hjar’at, were now wielding more influence than Itaru without technically defying them.
   The Hjar’at and others still had representatives that made up Itaru, but between the obvious alliance between Yaquik and the Era’tran and the fact that the Hjar’at stubbornness was legendary, Itaru knew better than to give them an order that they wouldn’t follow. Right now the appearance of lack of open rebellion was something they could use to try and shore up support amongst smaller races and loyal systems, but with every year that passed Itaru was less capitol ruling an empire and more a strong yet splintering faction in competition with all the others.
   The Era’tran were the most prominent race outside the Oso’lon and J’gar that was still intact, and fear of their unified military and tightness with the Zen’zat kept anyone from attacking them directly, as was their reluctance to attack others. So there was a workable stalemate on Era’tran borders with many negotiations happening openly and behind the scenes to benefit from that, with Hamob and the Era’tran leaders busy with reshaping portions of the empire while Mak’to’ran was working almost independently and functioning as the lightning rod for instability, pulling it away from Era’tran territory and attracting rogue elements from other races that had no interest in joining another race…but a rebellion made up of a multitude of races mirroring the original V’kit’no’sat empire was another matter entirely.
   So he rarely returned to Era’tran territory, with their supplies and ships coming out to him when needed, often through dead drops, and it was to one of those he went to enroute to the next mission rendezvous. He picked up a few personnel and supplies in a cargo module left behind on a planet filled with primitives so pathetic that the V’kit’no’sat didn’t even bother to monitor them.
   



      
    One of the Era’tran carried a message packet from Hamob, which Mak’to’ran immediately took to his private chambers and input into the holographic pedestal.
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   June 8, 3623
   Hapiwo System
   Outer Asteroid Belt
   When Mak’to’ran’s ship entered the system there were no other vessels detected in the unclaimed wasteland. Hapiwo barely ranked high enough for a name, and only had one due to the fact that some of the locals used it as a transit point. To the V’kit’no’sat the system was essentially off their navigational charts because longer jumplines allowed them to skip over it entirely when moving through this area and there was no inhabitation here, just a far out series of asteroid fields that contained no valuable substances worth the expense of mining them.
   After making sure there were no ships here to detect his presence, Mak’to’ran’s Kafcha transited out to those far off clusters of rock where they found a single ship hiding behind one of the larger asteroids. As agreed, the Sevn’orr had sent only a single vessel, Tiamat-class, which was only 4 miles long and no threat to a Kafcha. They were here to talk, not fight, and a drop pod soon crossed the gap between ships and landed onboard the Era’tran vessel.
   Two crocodile-like Sevn’orr walked out with their long necks raised up to match his head height as the elusive Era’tran came forward to meet them while his escorts kept a respectful distance.
   “Your trust in us is appreciated,” the slightly larger one on the left said, with its body robe dragging lightly on the hangar deck as its thick tail swayed back and forth behind it to offset the wobbly nature of its movement. The Sevn’orr were not nimble, as far as V’kit’no’sat were concerned, and operated as heavy units with a powerful tail swipe or head butt attack, but otherwise had no significant psionics. They were larger than Era’tran, and considerably so, though most of their mass was lateral rather than vertical. Befitting their nature they did possess Nakane, but offensively they had little to offer unless their opponents wanted to fight, during which they’d trade damage and hope to soak up more than their opponent could.
   Mak’to’ran wasn’t worried about them. Against an Era’tran they were hard to take down, but the Era’tran could always turn and run. Their straight line speed was a joke, especially when you got past their limited sprinting ability. They could move quickly for a few steps, but there was no way they could outrun an Era’tran with their waddling strides.
   “Speak,” Mak’to’ran said simply, unsure as to what this would be about, for even Hamob hadn’t been able to provide him with much insight as to what they might want.
   “What is your relationship with the Era’tran? Do you stand apart or with them?”
   “Both.”
   “You cannot be both,” the other Sevn’orr said firmly.
   “Your names,” Mak’to’ran demanded.
   “Vidfer and Doranj. We need to know if you can negotiate for the Era’tran or if you are a rogue entity.”
   “I am a rogue entity, but one that also speaks for the Era’tran.”
   “So your alliance of rebels has Era’tran support?”
   “We are separate so not to draw a noose around their neck, but there is no strife between me and the Era’tran. I speak for them when needed.”
   “What are their goals?” Vidfer demanded. “Their actions have been defensive, but do they intend to pursue this Stun War?”
   “They intend to honor the bonds that forged the V’kit’no’sat. There is no wish to unilaterally lead. We are an empire of cooperation and mutual purpose, and despite the actions of others we will not alter from that premise unless it becomes necessary to go it alone.”
   “And if the Era’tran are attacked?”
   “We will respond accordingly.”
   “And if it’s the Oso’lon that come after your worlds?”
   “Death before dishonor,” Mak’to’ran said with finality. “They may win, but we will hurt them so badly they will regret the victory.”
   “And your rebels?” Doranj added. “Will they fight with the Era’tran?”
   “My personal forces will fight for any loyal V’kit’no’sat, regardless of race. If the empire is to fall, I will gather as many pieces as I can with which to reforge it in the aftermath.”
   “You believe there will be anything left worth salvaging?” Vidfer said in a tone saturated with regret.
   “I am acting preemptively to secure what I can, as are others. How much is lost is not a fixed future. Our actions are altering it with each year that passes.”
   “The Oso’lon and J’gar are forced into inaction, but when they do act they will annihilate whoever stands in their path.”
   “They are not that strong,” Mak’to’ran cautioned. “Nor are they united. Fear of being labeled traitors binds them together, but the cracks are there like in every other race.”
   “Apparently not with the Era’tran.”
   “Our cracks were dealt with earlier, but they did exist. Fortunately our leaders foresaw the problem and eliminated it. Now we stand in a favorable position, but not one that we are going to exploit to further weaken the empire. We intend to save what we can of it.”
   “So we have heard. What are your long term goals?”
   “To return us to our mandated purpose…fighting the Hadarak.”
   “We are far from that now. The border fleets have been minimized and ship losses are already mounting. We are near to igniting a broader conflict, and we still do not know who the true traitors are.”
   “Soon it will not even matter,” Doranj added.
   “It matters,” Mak’to’ran said, almost in a growl, “but we cannot exclusively pursue that mystery. I do not expect to discover the traitors until they choose to act. What little hope we had of unraveling this at Terraxis was destroyed by the revelations from the planetary defense station. Whoever is doing this has an unprecedented amount of knowledge and power, and they appear to have covered their tracks to such an extent we will not be able to discover them on our own merits. This presents a problem of unity, and we cannot take the Hjar’at’s path to solving it.”
   “We concur, though their growing stability is envied. What is your current standing with them?”
   “Yaquik and I are allies. The rest of the Hjar’at stand apart.”
   “Yaquik’s faction is growing in strength rapidly. Given time they will dominate the Hjar’at.”
   “That is my read as well.”
   “And the Era’tran alliance with him?” Vidfer asked, twisting his snake-like neck around a bit while keeping his head level.
   “The Era’tran support loyal V’kit’no’sat. Yaquik and his people are loyal.”
   “And will the loyal conquer those who are not?”
   “Only if necessary. The more fighting that occurs the weaker the empire gets and the greater the likelihood of a Hadarak breakout. We cannot afford to let that happen.”
   “If the V’kit’no’sat self-destruct there will be no one left to contain the Hadarak. Preserving the empire must be the top priority. Not one of us can hold them at bay even at full strength.”
   “I am endeavoring to do both simultaneously. We cannot afford to waste the hard fought gains of past millennia in a few years of stupidity. We must hold the line and reforge the empire.”
   “You say ‘reforge’ rather than ‘reunite.’”
   “You cannot unite broken pieces. The arrogant must be purged and bonds reforged. To attempt unification while the arrogant remain is folly.”
   “And what of the traitors?” Doranj asked.
   “We must draw them out.”
   “How?”
   “There are ways that I will not discuss, but the simplest method is to return to purpose and see who does not. Traitors do not behave as the loyal do, and the chaos within the empire is too easy a shield for them to hide behind.”
   “You believe stability will reveal them?”
   “Stability is their enemy. A fractured empire is a vulnerable on


 
 e, so they will stoke the division. If we begin to eliminate it, they will be forced to act or abandon their plans for an overthrow.”   “If that is their aim…”
   “If,” Mak’to’ran agreed. “If not, I fear something far worse…though I cannot currently imagine what such a thing would be.”
   “Nor can we. If you are correct then true unity is our only defense. Conquest is defeat no matter who wins a war.”
   “And most know it, which is why stun weapons are being used for the most part.”
   “Ships can’t be stunned,” Vidfer pointed out. “Even captured they suffer damage.”
   “Save for some of the coups you’ve arranged,” Doranj added. “How have you convinced the Zen’zat to aid you?”
   “They are loyal to the V’kit’no’sat. I behave as V’kit’no’sat should while everyone else plays the fool. They follow their oaths, not me.”
   “As it should be.”
   “What did you call me here for?” Mak’to’ran asked directly.
   “We have our own internal problems, but we have not suffered as much as others. We need to consolidate our own territory, but how to do that without starting an internal war of our own is problematic. We are here because we wish your help.”
   “How so?”
   “You have become a symbol of defiance against Itaru and hated by many, but you were betrayed at Terraxis and are not suspected of being part of the treason, even if the Era’tran are.”
   “That is why you asked my allegiance? The Era’tran are not responsible.”
   “So you say, but you personally are more trusted than them. If you take leadership of the Sevn’orr most will follow you, as will we so long as you hold true to the V’kit’no’sat.”
   “Leadership? Are your people so dysfunctional you cannot solve this from within?”
   “Not without massive losses of equipment, at the minimum. We have to break with Itaru, and many of the loyal are resistant to that, fearing we are trying to take the Sevn’orr away from the V’kit’no’sat. You are a symbol of unity with a proven record. If we relinquish to you, and you hold true to purpose, we believe our race can be rectified in short order.”
   “The arrogant will not go down easily, and they will not use stun weapons.”
   “So we have heard, but their numbers cannot be that great.”
   “I cannot stay in any one place for an extended period of time. Itaru’s pursuit will catch up and force a conflict.”
   “Command does not necessitate proximity. Loyalty is not constrained to borders. We ask for your intervention.”
   Mak’to’ran turned to the left, taking a few steps then swinging his tail around and striding the other way.
   “What you ask is…complicated. I can’t just show up and right your race. The arrogant have to be identified and removed from every system.”
   “When you unite those truly loyal, the arrogant will identify themselves,” Doranj said confidently.
   “Through sabotage and assassination. The successes I’ve had were because they did not know my forces were coming. We cannot surprise your entire race…at least not quickly.”
   “We are patient when needed, and any assistance will be preferable to the conflict we know is coming. The division amongst us must be dealt with before we can look to exterior threats and distrust is, and rightly so, too high. Any move will precipitate a harsh counter reaction unless the one leading it is trusted.”
   “I am hated by many.”
   “Not within the Sevn’orr. We have stood in allegiance with the J’gar and Oso’lon since our inclusion in the V’kit’no’sat, but we were forced to choose by outsiders that would have turned on us if we had tried to remain neutral. Choosing the Oso’lon has driven a rift amongst us, even if we are reluctant to aid them in any great way. You can undo that and give us a new allegiance, if the Era’tran are truly with you.”
   Mak’to’ran stopped pacing and looked at both longnecks. “You want the Era’tran to be your deterrent, and by allying with us you can step away from both the Oso’lon and J’gar.”
   “The suspicion of their treason runs high. We need to distance ourselves from it for our own sake. You and your rebel fleet can be the bridge to allow us to do it while maintaining enough sovereignty to eliminate worries of an Era’tran takeover. You are in the perfect position to restore unity and direction without using a heavy foot. Your strategic mastery is evident, and we ask that you assist us now. In return, we will abandon Itaru and back the Era’tran and you so long as you hold to purpose.”
   “This is not something easily done,” Mak’to’ran warned.
   “Which is why we required a meeting in person. We have many onboard our ship that will be useful, including those from both sides of this divide. This is a united plea,” Vidfer said, glancing at his counterpart. “We are on opposite sides of the conflict, but united in the belief that you are the means for the Sevn’orr to escape this insanity and return to form.”
   “Will you help us?” Doranj asked, and with obvious trepidation in his voice.
   Mak’to’ran raised a hand and triggered his Saroto’kanse’vam, with his claws glowing red.
   “Even if we do not hold to Itaru’s edicts?”
   Both Sevn’orr sneered at the face of the treason, but rumor of his augmentation had reached them before and it was little more than a habitual reaction that both quickly squashed.
   “Itaru is now irrelevant.”
   “Yet very powerful,” Vidfer countered. “But I agree that their rightful authority is waning. Why have you taken the forbidden psionics?”
   “Itaru has betrayed many races, the most obvious of which were the Rit’ko’sor, and if they will not learn from that mistake then they will not learn at all. Our races are not equal, but we are brothers and all should be treated accordingly, not squashed under the bureaucratic heel of the Oso’lon and J’gar.”
   “You intend to sanction more psionics?”
   “We do not have the power to sanction anything.”
   “But if you did, what path would you take for the psionics?”
   “Balance is necessary, and some changes should be made to rectify it, but pathways for individuals of merit should be created. Very few Era’tran will have these,” he said, deactivating his claws. “They will have to be earned by the elite, not a right of birth.”
   “For what ultimate purpose?” Doranj asked.
   “The Oso’lon and J’gar have hoarded psionic privileges for themselves and those they favor. This gives them yet another advantage. If there is to be a civil war, the Era’tran will defend ourselves and small upgrades such as this will be needed.”
   “You were given Sav in lieu of the offensive psionics,” Vidfer noted. “To obtain balance.”
   “I am still no match for a Hjar’at,” Mak’to’ran admitted. “And that has been tested.”
   “Who is?” Doranj argued.
   “Races taking new psionics on their own volition will create further chaos,” Vidfer warned. “How many of your people will have these eventually?”
   “Very few. The elite of the elite, for use on special missions.”
   “Similar to Ultras,” Doranj pointed out.
   “I will not argue that point,” Vidfer relented. “But widespread adoption is troublesome.”
   “We are not reckless,” Mak’to’ran assured. “We know the danger inherent in psionic imbalance, and you can see it in the Oso’lon Lachka.”
   “Agreed, but they are a founding race. It is right that they have an advantage.”
   “Even if they are the ones responsible for Terraxis?” Doranj argued.
   “No. That would alter matters. Perhaps it is best if the Era’tran are enhanced to counterbalance them.”
   “We are not that strong,” Mak’to’ran said regretfully, “but we are focused on building towards the future while everyone else is consumed with paranoia and the opportunity for conquest. If the Sevn’orr are interested in stability then we will attempt to aid you, but I can


 
 make no promise of results or level of assistance until I have further information. As I have said many times, we will hold to all loyal V’kit’no’sat, but what you ask will take a great deal of planning and guile.”   “We will follow your lead. Ask of us what you will,” Doranj said, with Vidfer nodding his agreement.
   Mak’to’ran huffed, not wanting to go down this path so soon but realizing the opportunity it presented if he was able to pull it off.
   “Very well. Bring your people onboard and we will climb this mountain a step at a time, but if you cannot maintain secrecy there will be grave consequences for your people. I need the element of surprise. Deny me that and this will get messy.”
   “Still less messy than what we could accomplish on our own,” Doranj said firmly. “Do what you can, then we will do the rest. And when the Sevn’orr can stand on their own again, you will have a firm ally to face the future of the empire, no matter what may come to pass.”
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   May 18, 3626
   Ywit System (Sevn’orr Capitol)
   Havat
   Lexitorac walked across the hard white pavement under the fierce sunlight that blanketed half the planet and lingered in the sky for weeks before the night cycle would begin. As a result there were wild temperature swings that extensive terraforming had only succeeded in diminishing rather than eliminating. The amount of energy hitting the planet was something that couldn’t be easily ignored, but energy shields worked wonders and part of the stellar radiation was being absorbed and transitioned over to the far side of the planet to keep the waterways there from freezing over until they slowly rotated around into the heat again.
   The gravity here came in at an impressive 5.3g, making it uninhabitable for most races without augmentation, but this was the world that the Sevn’orr had fled to in their distant past when their original homeworld had been destroyed by the Hadarak…which had been even larger with a gravitational rating of 6.1 though with slightly less landmass. At the time there were fears of the lesser gravity weakening them, and rightly so, for since joining the V’kit’no’sat many of their people were put onto worlds where there were shared facilities. Those operated with a meager 0.9g, and despite being able to adjust their private quarters to whatever gravity they liked, there was a deleterious effect on strength when inhabiting a shared structure or smaller world.
   



      
    Sevn’orr were the strongest V’kit’no’sat race with regards to gravity tolerance, though theirs was a joke compared to the Hadarak that thrived in the intense gravity of black holes. Still, Lexitorac occasionally wondered how they felt traveling through space and then landing on tiny planets after being used to so much gravity elsewhere. Did they weaken as well or were they immune to the transitions?
   For the Sevn’orr the gravity difference was both a weakness and an advantage. When in normal V’kit’no’sat gravity they appeared to be super strong and fast…but compared to others they were still incredibly slow. Their strength held up, but Sevn’orr biology was built to resist the heavy gravity and could not take advantage of the lesser worlds without modification.
   Due to the fact that there were so few planets of 5g or higher that were not gas giants, the Sevn’orr had to painstakingly search for and acquire worlds where they could exist in their natural habitat, otherwise they were forced to live in artificial enclosed structures or move about on gravity plates set below the surface of otherwise habitable worlds. Sevn’orr didn’t favor enclosed spaces, and it seemed that the galaxy didn’t favor them, holding instead a multitude of smaller worlds that other races desired.
   A decision had been made long ago that in order to expand their territory to sufficient levels a split in their race had to be created in the form of a biological variant that could thrive in the lower gravity. Their creation had been extremely controversial, for the conversion was not a procedure done to living and willing subjects, but something imposed upon those yet to be born.
   The result had been, unexpectedly, a great success. The altered version of Sevn’orr were half their size, weak, but very fast. They were deemed Sevn’ach, and once fully organized were sent out to colonize numerous valuable worlds that the Sevn’orr weren’t willing to suffer through the construction process for.
   The Sevn’ach originally built cities on the smaller worlds and the Sevn’orr would later come in and inhabit them alongside their smaller brethren, but eventually there were Sevn’ach-only worlds added and when that trend began in earnest the size and industrial strength of their combined civilization exploded. They grew so fast and so far they eventually attracted the attention of the J’gar, who made contact and learned the plight of their homeworld, then offered to incorporate them into an alliance whose express purpose was the defeat of the Hadarak…which at the time had seemed impossible.
   So many systems had been retaken from the Hadarak that the Sevn’orr now knew that they could be fought…out on their periphery, at least. Go deeper into their territory and their numbers grew, along with their defenses, but to totally wipe them out would mean traveling into black holes where they nested, and to date the V’kit’no’sat had not found a way to effectively fight them there. It was too extreme of an environment, and one in which they were the most fearsome.
   The Sevn’orr homeworld was not located deep in their territory and was one of the worlds reclaimed, but the damage done to it by the Hadarak had collapsed a portion of its surface. It was no longer a sphere, and the once fertile surface had been reduced to ruin. When one looked at it you could see the giant chunk eaten out of it, and as a result its rotational spin had been altered along with many other devastating consequences.
   The Sevn’orr still claimed that system and the planet, but they didn’t inhabit it. Their homeworld was ruined, but they weren’t going to let the Hadarak feast off it any more for pride sake, though the Hadarak border was close by and they’d tried to return multiple times.
   With that system a constant reminder of the power and danger of the Hadarak, the Sevn’orr had kept the largest percent of any V’kit’no’sat race’s fleet on the border constantly hunting down Hadarak expansions and viciously tearing them apart, for they knew that if they allowed them to linger they’d literally grow stronger and be much harder to remove later. The worlds that they already held were extremely hard to reclaim, and for that reason few assaults were launched against anything other than new incursions.
   Havat was not close to the border, making it a safe capitol against the Hadarak though not so safe against other threats…but ever since joining the V’kit’no’sat those other threats had ceased to matter, for those large enough to be a problem had been eliminated and the others had simply been outgrown with the influx of technology and knowledge granted to the Sevn’orr. To put it bluntly, they’d ascended beyond most of their competitors, but rather than focus on the peons that were no longer a threat to them, they were interested in doing as much damage as possible to those who had destroyed their homeworld.
   A few cities on other worlds had kept their gravity to match that of the homeworld, but most Sevn’orr artificial gravity was set to match Havat and it was a recurring question how much strength that conversion had lost them…and how much natural speed had developed in compensation.
   Lexitorac moved slowly but firmly across the pavement that was still getting baked despite the reduction in stellar radiation hitting the surface, but the heat diminished quickly as his feet hit the shallow water on the edge of the Satu. The inclined bank deepened sharply until Lexitorac had most of his weight supported by the water with only his neck and a tiny bit of his back held above the surface as the current tugged him to the right.
   He swam out into it and got a huge boost of speed with it carrying him along so fast he didn’t even need to swim down the twists and turns of the otherwise lazy riven that carried him across the landscape between a mix of thick trunked trees and tall buildings. The Sevn’orr floated mid current, only moving enough side to side to stay in the super-accelerated flow as numerous flying craft passed overhead.
   A telepathic prompt from behind him alerted Lexitorac to the presence of a school of Zen’zat swimming up on his tail and passing to the left. They were the elite of the elite who had painstakingly trained their bodies to adjust to the higher gravity. Most Zen’zat that served the Sevn’orr were assigned to the Sevn’ach, but it was said that amongst their ranks the Zen’zat greatly honored those that were able to live in the higher gravity, for it gave them such a strength advantage when returning to ‘normal’ levels that they were respected above and beyond their skill ranks.
   Lexitorac returned the telepathic prompt, recognizing their presence and making sure not to swing his tail into them as they swam past using their armor rather than their pathetic arms and legs to propel them onward. For some reason they were never content to let the current carry them, and as long as they could survive in this gravity the Sevn’orr didn’t mind accommodating their haste.
   The tiny additions to their arms and legs pulled them past the huge dinosaur and onward, returning them to the middle of the current that took them even further took ahead, but Lexitorac was not in a rush today, nor on most days, for his duties were already complete and he was heading towards a commons area when an alert was broadcast across the planet, which was also displayed above the Satu everywhere the computer tracking saw a passenger was floating.
   A holographic image appeared that matched the pace of Lexitorac, but it wasn’t of a Sevn’orr…rather it was an Era’tran that bore an identification marker beneath its image that he immediately recognized.
   It was Mak’to’ran, the rogue leader that had been defying Itaru and assembling his own multi-race faction ever since the treason of Terraxis had been revealed…and according to the supplemental information around his image, he was here and in orbit along with an escort fleet of Sevn’orr warships.
   “I have been asked by your race to take temporary command of your civilization in order to remove the traitors amongst you and to seal the divide between those who still feel obligation towards Itaru and those recognizing that the empire has fallen. The V’kit’no’sat are no more. We have degenerated into competing factions that seem bent on taking us into a full civil war. So far most of the treachery has been at the hands of assassins, but the Stun Wars that you are seeing are the beginning steps towards large scale lethal


 
 combat.”   “When one’s capitol is threatened, do not expect the defenders to restrict themselves to stun weapons, and likewise do not expect any losers to allow themselves to be conquered while not fighting back with their full power. If we do not face this problem head on, the civil war will escalate and destroy the fractured pieces of the empire. I have been gathering many of those pieces in order that we may reforge the V’kit’no’sat and salvage what we can before total destruction.”
   “The Sevn’orr are wise enough to recognize that action must be taken now, but due to the lingering divisions they have requested a neutral arbiter. I have agreed to act as such, and have already helped many worlds root out the true traitors and bring both the loyal and misguided together again with a new allegiance…or rather an old one, for I hold to the mandate of the V’kit’no’sat. We were created to fight the Hadarak, and that is what we must return to. Before we can do that in force we must save what we can now, hold the defense lines as much as possible, then rebuild after whatever amount of warfare that comes runs its course.”
   “We are going to lose much, so I am here to help you reduce those losses. I have no doubt that assassins lurking amongst you will suddenly reveal themselves to do damage. Confront them, fight them, and remove them from your race whether by their deaths or their capture. The Sevn’orr must be united in order to face what is to come, and I am here to bring you a path forward independent of both Itaru and the Oso’lon.”
   “My arrival here will spread across the Urrtren, delivering them a recorded message and activating transitional agents already in place on every Sevn’orr world. I am here because this is your capitol and this is the heart of your civilization. I assure you, I am here by invite. I am not here to conquer and the only non-Sevn’orr ship in this system is my own. I have no influence other than what you give me, and you have given me much. I have experience on many worlds doing this sort of thing, so I ask your cooperation and patience. What is about to happen will happen quickly, but the enemies of loyal V’kit’no’sat are sure to strike. Defend yourselves and your brethren. This poison must be drawn out now, no matter how violently it resists.”
   “I can promise you that my orders are that all traitorous elements be captured. We will not kill any Sevn’orr unless they force our hand. If an assassin appears and harms any of you, the promise of taking them alive is rescinded for those individuals. If you do not harm your fellow Sevn’orr, you have nothing to fear from me and my agents. We are here to save the Sevn’orr, and we are beginning now.”
   Suddenly the sunlight increased in intensity and the Satu river began steaming lightly, creating a wave of haze that was moving back across Lexitorac as the current propelled him through it. He pulled his long neck back a bit and looked up, confirming that the screening shield was down. Why they would do that he didn’t know, but then his question was answered as drop pods began to emerge from the ships in orbit.
   The sunlight screen was configured not to interfere with starships passing through it, but a quick reconfiguration could turn it into a shield or even a weapon if the thermal energy was redirected to specific points. The planetary shields appeared to be down, and it looked like some of Mak’to’ran’s agents were already on Havat and insuring that the landing of whoever was coming down could not be interfered with…which probably meant the orbital defense batteries had also been commandeered in the previous minutes.
   “Bold you are my friends,” he said, staring up at the sky through the steam clouds. “Come. Come and make us whole again.”
   Mak’to’ran watched from the command deck of his Kafcha as his trained Sevn’orr troops, many of which had already been on operations with him on worlds held by other races, led a large number of hunters down to the surface of the capitol and the other two major planets in the system through the planetary defenses that had been successfully disabled…though incidents were already being reported as at least two assassin groups had tried to forcibly take control of defense guns and shoot down the descending craft.
   They had failed, but blood had already been spilt and this operation had barely begun. He needed speed and surprise, but there was no way to determine if he had achieved the latter. Assassins being so close to those two facilities was a bad sign, for it was unlikely that they had all been stationed there. Some word must have gotten out when the ground teams made their moves, and the drop pods needed to make their first landing prior to any of the weapon systems being retaken, for even one would be able to kill many and shut down the landing over a large region on the planet.
   But as he watched no such seizures occurred that were not of his own making. His troops landed and reinforced the ground teams, permanently claiming the weapons, shield generators, power stations, comms and every other piece of major infrastructure on the planet.
   That was the most critical part and Mak’to’ran breathed a sigh of relief, but the resistance he had expected did come as fights began to break out in many locations and in a wide variety of circumstances. Not all were assassins, with some reluctant Sevn’orr locking doors and holding down a variety of locations in defiance of the takeover, but with Mak’to’ran’s troops using stun weapons only there was no backlash from the majority of the planet and within 30 hours the coup here was done and over with…with a huge number of prisoners that now had to be sorted through, for not all of them were assassins or the arrogant.
   Some were just in the wrong place at the wrong time, but that was a mere inconvenience. The rest of the planet, while vocal about what was happening with varying degrees of support and condemnation, did not devolve into fighting. Mak’to’ran had his chance to make this work, even if a large part of the Sevn’orr on the planet were not happy about it.
   Plans made in previous years were now unfolding with Mak’to’ran troubleshooting where needed as massive changes in the Sevn’orr planet were being enacted, most of which were personnel related, but also data and comm protocols. At first he used them to block out knowledge of strikes being made against additional assassin and arrogant cells that were subsequently discovered, but simultaneously he was using them to spread information about what was happening across the empire and within the Sevn’orr, making it clear where the truth lay and cutting to pieces the lies that had been coming out of Itaru and the Oso’lon in particular.
   5 days after arriving, and with only a few other systems already following suit in the domino effect that was planned to follow as the comm lag spread throughout the Urrten, the Sevn’orr officially declared their independence from Itaru’s authority and graciously pulled back their allegiance to the Oso’lon in the power struggle between them and the J’gar. That move cemented the support of most Sevn’orr behind Mak’to’ran, for they historically had close ties to both and picking sides had not felt right. Being neutral put the population in a much more honorable state of mind, now only having to worry about defending themselves against dishonorable attacks on their territory rather than being complicit in moves against the J’gar whether they actively participated in them or not.
   Sevn’orr territory was huge and spread across the galaxy, with the coup yet to happen on most of those worlds, but the center of their civilization was now loosely under Mak’to’ran’s leadership and it was fortifying with each day that passed.
   Now he had to get them squared away and able to operate without his direct oversight before Itaru’s hunter fleets learned of his presence here and came to claim him. He needed the Sevn’orr neutral and apart from the chaos plaguing the empire, and if his presence here forced a fight that would hurt his efforts…meaning he had to leave soon to start bouncing around Sevn’orr territory and out to other locations for more missions that Hamob sent his way or that Mak’to’ran chose of his own volition, but going forward his distant leadership of the Sevn’orr was going to be his utmost priority.
   And he doubted Itaru or the Oso’lon would just shrug off the loss without some form of payback.
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   That payback cam


 
 e swiftly. Less than 2 years after Mak’to’ran instigated the successful coup on the Sevn’orr capitol an Itaru-organized fleet of multiple races hit the Era’tran. They couldn’t find Mak’to’ran’s rebel fleet so they went for their obvious backer, attacking 18 different weak to moderate Era’tran-shared systems with overwhelming numbers.   They didn’t have enough in terms of fleet strength to get through the planetary shields over the Era’tran territories, but the other races sharing those worlds let their ground troops down, then they moved around the planet to assault the Era’tran underneath the shield generators…which were augmented and had their edges push so far down they actually dug into the bedrock, blocking the approaching armies.
   It was a stalling tactic, and a dangerous one, for the Itaru armies got physical access to the shields when they came up on them. Once they brought down additional equipment, they were able to start destabilizing the shields at those contact points. The Era’tran could have counterattacked them then, but the numbers were so disadvantageous they didn’t try, rather taking what time they had and preparing the battlefield on the inside with all manner of traps and secondary shields.
   Before the shield was fully destabilized the Era’tran lifted it, for fear of it collapsing entirely and allowing the orbiting fleets to fire on them directly…which they tried anyway, hoping that it had been weakened enough by the ground troops for them to get through, but most of the ships backed off when the planetary defense guns started shooting them. Apparently they weren’t interested in dying in order to poke a hole through, so the overhead shields held and began to restabilize as the Itaru ground troops were able to pass the threshold and get inside Era’tran territory while their neighbors remained conspicuously absent from the attack.
   



      
    The Itaru forces attacked using lethal weapons to hit targets, but stun for when they got in a position to make a kill. The Era’tran, however, did not. Forgoing the current belief that the Stun War was an acceptable way of fighting without seriously hurting the overall strength of the V’kit’no’sat, the Era’tran fought tooth and claw every step of the way and started inflicting massive casualties, forcing a pullback on all the worlds until their commanders decided what to do.
   Even using stun weapons they should have been doing better given their numbers, but the preparations made to the landscape and the cagey way the Era’tran were fighting were making this a far more even fight than expected. As a result 7 of those attacks were withdrawn and the fleets instead established a blockade of those systems. The others eventually decided to attack with full weaponry, those some pieces of their assault forces refused to push forward, not having previously agreed to kill in order to remove the Era’tran from these systems.
   Even without their assistance the Itaru forces held a significant advantage, led by the arrogant who held all dissent against Itaru as an offense worthy of death, and that’s what they wrought, at extreme penalty to themselves, as they tore through city after city. The Era’tran fought a moving retreat, utilizing their Sav-enhanced minds to outthink their opponents on multiple occasions, but the number of troops involved was too great and they couldn’t hold them back forever when they the enemy was willing to take losses of this magnitude.
   Three systems were totally overrun, those being the ones with the smallest amount of Era’tran territory. Those with larger amounts took longer to overcome and allowed reinforcements to arrive, at which point the blockading naval fleets went at it with no holds barred. The Era’tran were incensed, knowing that this was the first move in an effort to cull them and responding appropriately. Itaru would claim an overreaction on their part and a betrayal of their V’kit’no’sat bonds to be killing one another over territorial disputes, but few were listening beyond the arrogant as the entire empire caught its breath, suspending many of their own conflicts as they watched to see what would become of this…and which side they should come down on.
   This wasn’t the Oso’lon or the J’gar, this was Era’tran versus Itaru, and most people did not fully understand that dynamic. Memories of the Rit’ko’sor rebellion came back with a short-lived panic…until they realized it was Itaru initiating the fighting and not the Era’tran. The Era’tran were on the defensive only, not hitting any other worlds and not even attacking the neighboring races in the systems under assault. The latter were essentially neutral observers taking holos and broadcasting them across the Urrtren while this ‘small’ conflict sorted itself out.
   In the end the Era’tran were removed from 10 of the 18 systems and pulled out what few people they had left on two others rather than leave them totally exposed. The remaining six held onto at least a foothold long enough for the Era’tran fleets to start showing up en mass along with, surprisingly to many, Hjar’at support as the two races fought the Itaru forces and killed most of them that failed to flee. Prisoners were taken at the end, and while the Era’tran had been forced out of 12 shared systems that was but a small wound to their overall civilization…but it also proved that Itaru had misjudged them greatly, and with both the Oso’lon and J’gar staying out of it entirely for fear of bringing more ire their way, the prospect of fighting a united Era’tran and Hjar’at scared off so much support that Itaru failed to raise a second assault fleet to finish what they started.
   Rather they began organizing a defense of the key, huge multi-racial systems where their support was the greatest while essentially relinquishing massive chunks of the empire to the various factions that had unofficially broken off…and that decision only emboldened the chaos to come, for Itaru’s symbolic rule of the V’kit’no’sat was now also at an end.
   What was left was not an empire, but a power vacuum with the two strongest races paralyzed by their potential Terraxis taint, unable to get involved save by proxy, and their surrogates did not hold the same intimidation factor, nor the same amount of fleet resources.
   The result was everyone went their own way, pursuing defense, offense, alliances and rebellions. Some races held together and others fractured into pieces, some all the way down to individual systems, as cries came through the Urrtren to Mak’to’ran and his rebel fleet for some form of leadership and protection as the Stun Wars increased in volume, with the only saving grace being that beyond Itaru’s arrogant no one pursued their conquests with full aggression and prisoners were simply relocated to another world of their choosing. Territory was the objective, not the deaths of other races, but what Mak’to’ran had feared came to pass as almost all the races withdrew their Hadarak border fleets to defend their own territory against internal aggression.
   8 races kept troops there in addition to the Oso’lon and J’gar, whom the Era’tran and Hjar’at quickly negotiated with to send nearly their full fleets there to fill the gaps. That would be a temporary solution that could not permanently persist, for even the occasional combat with Hadarak was costly in terms of resources that no two races could replace fast enough even if they suffered no personnel losses.
   But the two primary V’kit’no’sat races agreed, because they knew the need to hold the line more than the others did, having been part of the trio that created the V’kit’no’sat for this very purpose…but moving their fleets away from everyone else was also a calming factor, for if they were busy holding the line they couldn’t be poised to start a civil war to overthrow the empire…not that there was much of one left. In fact it was a perfect opportunity for the traitors amongst them to act, but whoever it was didn’t overtly, perhaps fearing a rallying cry against them reuniting everyone again.
   Whoever was responsible was still playing the waiting game, or perhaps was behind one or more of these emerging factions, but they wouldn’t have the power of the J’gar or Oso’lon to help them, if indeed the list of traitors did include at least one of them. So the desperate move to reinforce the Hadarak border brought badly needed ease to the paranoid fears that had been plaguing the empire and focused very real fears on the Stun Wars that were already in play…and would not be reined in now that the two largest fleets were out of the equation, save for the pieces of them that quietly began migrating to Itaru-loyal worlds to increase their defenses.
   Mak’to’ran saw that as the arrogant assembling themselves and consolidating their power…which hopefully would draw them out of the vast reaches of the empire and leave those systems unplagued by their stupidity. Unfortunately there were numerous other motivating factors driving the Stun Wars, but having this one at least reducing was a help in the short term.
   In the long term, however, Mak’to’ran saw a bitter fight coming if the V’kit’no’sat were ever to be whole again. Right now that didn’t matter. The empire was dead, and whatever he was going to reforge wasn’t going to be located on Itaru. It was going to be built wherever loyalists could be located and recruited.
   “I have included the full prospectus with this message. Delete it after committing it to memory,” Hamob’s hologram said. “As it pertains to you, I have need to ask you for an even greater responsibility than we had discussed before. The Era’tran cannot become conquerors. If we are to reforge the V’kit’no’sat we must do it now, not after we secure territory. An alliance between Era’tran and Hjar’at is still suspect to those influenced by lies. They must learn the truth via our actions, and our actions must be of steadfast defense.”
   Mak’to’ran growled approvingly, sensing where this was going.
   “We cannot assert ourselves in order to combat the arrogant and otherwise unscrupulous in other races sufficient to the task before us. The empire is too vast. We must help to guide our brothers back to purpose, but we cannot force them. The Era’tran cannot force them. You, however, are another matter. You wield influence and leadership as weapons along with a multi-racial fleet, and I would encoura


 
 ge you to continue utilizing agents from the races you are attacking as overseers afterwards. We must dispel the myth that greed is fueling our actions, and I fear that any conquest by the Era’tran or Hjar’at will be seen as driven by such.”   “We are and will continue to hold our territory and defend those in alliance with us, but you must be the change agent. You will lead the assaults where necessary, and if applied appropriately I predict you will be able to conquer more worlds through diplomacy than direct action. I trust in your judgement. Continue to use it to full effect, for every year that passes the idea of the V’kit’no’sat diminishes. It is becoming a lie of the past, and we must demonstrate that the lie was a betrayal of the arrogant, not of what the V’kit’no’sat truly are.”
   “You must become our sword and rally the systems, individually if necessary, to us. We are maintaining our territory in Itaru, and currently it doesn’t look like we’re going to be fighting there. If it should happen, that is not your concern. We will deal with it. But indications suggest that it is going to be neutral ground as the arrogant try to ply their lies and wage a war of propaganda. They know they can’t forcibly rule the empire, so they are moving to secondary agendas. That leaves you free to operate and go where you will. Stay evasive, but I believe you are now beyond their attempted reach. Assassins would be their likely attempt to get to you. If that happens, the V’kit’no’sat could be lost. You have a legitimacy that cannot be gained by another given present circumstances. Do not allow yourself to be destroyed or we are severely hindered.”
   As Mak’to’ran read through the plans the Era’tran had cooked up, which were lengthy and encompassed a lot of areas he hadn’t even begun to delve into, the impact of what Hamob had said about him being destroyed began to sink in. He knew he was a symbol and rallying point for the rebellion and an ambassador for the Era’tran, but that’s not what Hamob had been referring to.
   It took some self-reflection to realize that he’d become more important than that, perhaps a great deal more. Mak’to’ran couldn’t know, looking from the inside out, so he heeded Hamob’s warning. If he was becoming such an intense focal point Itaru would gain greatly from eliminating him. He’d always assumed they would if they got the chance, but from what Hamob had inferred they might be willing to sacrifice an entire fleet of ships on a suicide run to get him…and that meant he was going to have to rethink a lot of his activities.
   No, he wasn’t going to hole up somewhere and lead from afar. He had to be up front and personal, but there were ways to add layers of security and the most important of them all was not letting other people know where you were going. That meant they’d only have the local assets and agents in place to use against him, assuming he left before reinforcements could arrive. Mak’to’ran had been operating that way already and it appeared that it was going to be necessary indefinitely.
   He was also going to need an anonymous set of armor…or one that he could toggle on/off with his identification. He had to be able to move around the surface of planets if needed without drawing attention, and as long as other Era’tran were in the rebel fleet he could disappear as the leader and become one of them. Such a thing was risky, almost to the point of recklessness, but his experience had taught him that the safest place to be was where the enemy didn’t see…even if that was standing right beside them.
   But the additional attention was a double edged sword, one that he could use to greater advantage if he could get a handle on how he was being seen. It wasn’t a matter of manipulation, but in determining how much credibility he had and how much leverage that would buy him in negotiations…leverage that could avoid fights and further loss of materiel and lives, for despite Itaru’s apparent pullback the reports of assassinations had not declined and they were not fully revealing themselves in any one circumstance. They were operating in pockets, waiting to be dislodged and detonated like a bomb in most cases, but Mak’to’ran had also discovered evidence of more surgical removals of isolated individuals rather than attempts at short term, massive purges.
   There was a long list of victims that was going to be getting even longer, but on many worlds where that insanity had already played out unity was returning along with functionality. Now though, with Hamob’s recent revelations, Mak’to’ran was going to have to take his efforts beyond a rebel fleet and start organizing a true alliance.
   Industry, safe trade and travel, and securing the Urrtren relays was going to take priority, though fortunately no one had struck at the Urrtren yet, but he sensed that would be coming soon. What little grip he thought he’d had on the flow of events had just been shattered with the news that the devolution of the empire was progressing far faster than his limited intelligence had informed him. If Hamob had not been feeding him periodic information, what tidbits he’d been getting off the Urrtren would have left him unprepared for what was coming.
   “Not enough time,” he mewed, reviewing the mass of data again before finally deleting it. “Not enough time.”
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   January 14, 3636
   Vviot System (Fi’ti territory)
   Navirashonmety
   Mak’to’ran’s rebel fleet didn’t encounter any resistance when they entered the system, for all the Fi’ti warships were in orbit of the single world they exclusively held while their Zen’zat operated some mining operations on the others that were airless save for one, Dargonziat, but the air there was dry and they’d left that to their Zen’zat as well. It held a sizeable shipyard for the smaller vessels that Zen’zat operated and were built specifically for their diminutive size, all the way up to Domjo-class warships.
   The Fi’ti lived on the waterworld of Navirashonmety, which had all of 2% of its surface area occupied by land and those scattering of islands were covered with airborne infrastructure in addition to many other spires rising out of the oceans that held small cities on top of them, though most of the Fi’ti civilization was beneath the waves.
   Unique amongst the V’kit’no’sat, the Fi’ti were the only race to straddle the aquatic/avian divisions. The seal-like swimmers had skin patches that concealed massive wings that they’d unfurl once above the waves and take to the air with, looking like giant kites and slow moving until they pulled in their wings and dove for the waves. They were very quick descending and could use gravity to their advantage, angling into decent agility then struggling to gain altitude again.
   That made them almost a joke to the other avians, and as far as aquatics went they were undersized. Given that they lived on waterworlds they had found their allegiance with the aquatics in most cases, but they were reluctant to share worlds and as a result had less territory that the other races, but most of what they had was theirs and theirs alone.
   This system only had a Dak’bri and 4 Wur’ki assigned to it, with the latter ships being less than 3 miles wide and manned exclusively by the Fi’ti Zen’zat, probably having been built in this system along with others that had been sent out to their other systems. Natural resources here were plentiful, but narrow in selection. Imports were necessary for some requirements of starship production, but the bulk of the raw materials were available here and the Fi’ti’ had made good use of them so far, save for the fact that most of the ore in the system had yet to be collected. The mining operations were sufficient to supply what they needed, but had the system been under Era’tran control a much more aggressive industrialization would have been pursued on the extraneous planets.
   The reverse was true beneath the waves of the primary world. Era’tran didn’t expand much in the water, but the Fi’ti did and the sensor readings coming from the planet indicated heavy work going on beneath the seafloor as the population of some 3.9 billion Fi’ti and nearly 10 times that number of Zen’zat had been beefing up the planetary defenses in recent decades, and wisely so, for the loyalists here had taken control of the system and been recruiting others. Now it stood as a bastion of stability and sanity…but in the V’kit’no’sat’s current state that seemed to dr


 
 aw trouble more than repel it, so they’d reached out to Mak’to’ran and asked for his assistance.   With this fleet came more Fi’ti vessels from other parts of what used to be the V’kit’no’sat empire that had joined recently at Mak’to’ran’s request. He’d made his intentions for the Fi’ti clear and they’d abandoned their other worlds in order to travel with him here, in what was going to become the rebels’ official capitol system.
   That had shocked many, for they rightly saw the flaw in that logic…the rebels had persisted because they couldn’t be located and overwhelmed. Tying themselves to territory was a massive mistake, and Mak’to’ran would have agreed before, but things were different now. Itaru had withdrawn nearly all influence back to what they saw as their core systems and other races/factions now held sway over local regions. This system was not too far from the Hjar’at, but was still outside their domain.
   But it was very close to a black hole that was the intersection point of 7 different major traffic routes…and over the following year the incoming traffic would be heavy with Zen’zat ships, for Mak’to’ran had sent word throughout the galaxy that any Zen’zat wishing to serve the V’kit’no’sat rather than a racial faction should make their way here, where the empire was going to be reforged one system at a time if necessary, but the disunity plaguing the V’kit’no’sat would not be allowed to exist any further.
   



      
    And come they would, along with additional defense fleets from the Hjar’at, Era’tran, and Sevn’orr that covered the construction of a Barkod-class defense station in null orbit around the pair of stars at system center. The superstructure wasn’t even a tenth complete yet, but as more and more Zen’zat arrived they were assigned to the project and the mining efforts supplying most of the materials while the rebel fleet covered convoys from other loyal systems that were also contributing to the construction of what would be the new Conclave.
   Technically the Elder Conclave was still on Itaru with representatives from all races there, but Mak’to’ran couldn’t let that stand. If he was to reforge the V’kit’no’sat he had to establish a new center to counterbalance Itaru, though this system was a joke in comparison. Knowing that, he didn’t label it the Elder Conclave nor advertise it as such. It was what he called a Yeen Conclave, with the word ‘Yeen’ meaning ‘seed’ in the V’kit’no’sat language, and an admission that this was just a beginning, but one that the loyalists could rally around.
   The Era’tran sent a delegation, as did the Hjar’at and the Sevn’orr, but they were not tasked as ambassadors or representatives. They were sent with the understanding that they would serve Mak’to’ran, for until true unity could be restored it was his leadership they were relying upon to glue them together, so there was no point in pretending that anyone other than him ruled this new alliance.
   At the same time the Era’tran and Hjar’at were pursuing their own courses. They were part of the alliance and yet not, which was odd to some but when one understood the complexities of interstellar civilizations you realized that unity was a matter of allegiance rather than physical bonds. Each star system was in itself a separate empire connected to the others by trade and laggy communications. Knowing that, Mak’to’ran could begin to grow the reborn V’kit’no’sat a piece at a time while everyone else continued doing what they were doing and the two agendas would most likely not be at cross purposes.
   The mass defection of Zen’zat from across the galaxy only increased as word continued to spread, and the factions they were coming from were not happy about it, including Itaru, but Mak’to’ran was assembling so many ships that the defense fleet holding his capitol now contained ships from more than half the races in the V’kit’no’sat and with the augmented planetary defenses to run to, removing the rebels would be a task that would require a sizeable fleet…and even if they succeeded, the Mak’to’ran’s forces would just run and scatter like before. An enemy could take their capitol, but they couldn’t kill them so long as they continued to operate like a rebellion and Mak’to’ran wasn’t about to give up that advantage as a fallback point.
   He didn’t spend much time in Vviot, still roaming around the galaxy with his rebel fleet while those from the major races sat and held the new capitol that was ironically located well outside the galactic core and on the opposite side from Terraxis, putting them about as far from that treachery as possible without being all the way out on the rim border.
   Operating under his direction, the new Conclave formulated basic economic plans to begin linking the list of systems already loyal to Mak’to’ran and including as many factions as were willing, each on their own terms, for most trade had shut down when the empire split, and some races fared worse than others when having to internally supply all they needed to operate.
   No V’kit’no’sat race was dependent on trade to survive, nor was any system. That would have been a sign of inferiority but while basic survival was always covered by local resources, larger projects required external support. The sheer size of V’kit’no’sat ships meant they required enormous amounts of material and work to construct, not to mention the infrastructure projects present in every race that made the warships look small in comparison. Much had been built up in the past, making the scope and magnificence of the empire a wonder to behold, but replacing such things was a slow process when they were destroyed or something new was wished to be created, and often resources were drawn from hundreds of systems simultaneously in order to build the giant constructs in a relatively short amount of time.
   That was essentially dead now, save for what a race or faction could summon within itself, but a greater problem was that over the course of the life of the empire, territory had not been allowed to be conglomerated amongst any race. Everything was spread out, so even the Era’tran didn’t have a chunk of the galaxy to call their own or any real borders to manage. Theirs was a civilization of thousands of systems spread across the great swirl of the galaxy as if a Zen’zat had grasped a handful of sand and threw it far and wide.
   Most economic projects drew from those systems nearby, with one race purchasing or trading with the others in order to reduce the length of the supply lines. If you had to ship material across half the galaxy for a project it would either take an enormous cargo fleet or an incredibly long amount of time, thus the fracturing of the empire had hurt it more than one would otherwise think, especially with certain travel routes being blocked.
   Mak’to’ran’s forces were close enough to the black hole to keep it clear, and once he had enough ships gathered he placed a second defense fleet on station there permanently even though he didn’t possess the Barkod. That belonged to the Oso’lon, but there was no issue with the two being in the same system, for it was huge given a gravity well of that size, and Mak’to’ran’s rebel fleet wasn’t blockading it…they were there to insure just the opposite. He wanted a free flow of ships and acted to intercept anyone trying to poach small fleets passing through.
   In doing that he was aiding the Oso’lon, who had long ago been tasked with doing the same, and most factions wished for the free flow to continue. If not, huge detours would have had to be made and the travel routes would have grown even more painfully long.
   That little bit of stability made many factions grateful, and they redirected other traffic that way in order to avoid other troubled areas even if this was a huge detour, for losing ships was far more problematic. Even the factions that Mak’to’ran was pulling Zen’zat away from and taking their worlds with his continuous ‘help’ to local loyalists were in favor of his actions in what was known as Satuani 192.
   Like the Satu that linked various parts of a city, the black hole routes were the fastest means of getting from one end of the former empire to another and were referred to as ‘Satuani’ rather than having individual system names. All Satuani linked to at least 1 other black hole within jump range, though many could be connected together into a circuit…but unfortunately that circuit did not span the galaxy. There were also missing chunks where ships had to move through conventional jumps at what was a crawl compared to the speeds a ship could manage jumping off a black hole.
   So it was that Satuani 192 became known as the capitol of the rebellion, for Vviot was so nearby that a few normal jumps didn’t matter, and rather than it being seen as a point of conflict it was marked on everyone’s continually readjusting navigational maps as a point of stability…for the rebels were not interested in conquest, but rather protection and everyone knew it. Hated as they were by some, the rebel fleet at Satuani was a welcome sight as fleets of cargo ships from hostile factions passed through without escort and the reliability of Mak’to’ran’s word and the ability for his fleet to follow his orders without fail spread enough good will across the galaxy that the influx of Zen’zat continued nonstop, bringing with them many ships and specialists that he put to good use.
   Within a few more years he was able to spread out to three more Satuani, securing them and even two of their Barkod stations without a fight. The third he negotiated for, offering up a number of Zen’zat ships in trade and stretching out the ‘safe’ network of black hole jumps that then allowed unfettered trade to flow unrestricted within that small region of the galaxy, returning a bit of normalcy in the midst of the galactic chaos.
   Meanwhile elsewhere planets were changing hands, and not always shared ones. Full blown assaults were ha


 
 ppening between factions, but with few deaths. Once ships were disabled or planetary defenses taken down, stun weapons were still being used when appropriate and the defenders lost few people…only equipment, infrastructure, and territory.   The attackers were willing to sacrifice more than that, especially when going after fully protected worlds. Breaching planetary shields was costly, and the defenders didn’t hold back with anti-orbital fire save for holding off the last few shots that would completely destroy ships. Still, many died in orbit in order to force a breach and establish a foothold in a weird set of battle ethics that had factions, sometimes of the same race, willing to die to take each other’s territory but not that interested in killing one another.
   Mak’to’ran put feelers out to try and get a handle on why, because if people were interested in not weakening the V’kit’no’sat they wouldn’t be throwing themselves against planetary defenses, and the responses he got back from many planets and races was that they were fighting to survive. No one wanted to be the destroyer, but they weren’t going to tolerate misdeeds against them while waiting for the traitors behind Terraxis to work whatever subtle strategy was behind the current chaos.
   So there it was. That phantom threat still driving the division within the V’kit’no’sat. Mak’to’ran needed to get to the bottom of it but the troops attacking Star Force, ironically the most united given the importance of their mission, still couldn’t identify who was responsible…and the Humans were putting up far too much of a fight, though their inevitable demise was already underway. More of their systems were falling, but no insights as to the identity of their sponsor were surfacing.
   It was rumored that the ‘Uriti’ might hold some clues, or at least those overseeing the altered Hadarak. Mak’to’ran was no longer referring to them as Hadarak after seeing addition combat footage. They did not fight the same way, making him realize that whatever had been done to them changed them into something altogether different, and even the severe wounding of one by a rogue J’gar fleet that attacked without Itaru backing was not enough to neutralize, let alone fell it.
   Era’tran biologists were studying what data had been retrieved and were convinced that the armor on the Uriti was harder than Yeg’gor, yet it was also flexing. Hadarak armor could flex in places, but the hardest parts, from which Yeg’gor had been created to match, could not move. These Uriti had no soft spots, for all of their bodies could bend at least slightly, yet were virtually impervious to weaponsfire in a way that made them superior to Hadarak…even if they were still diminutive by comparison.
   Would they grow larger given time? That was an assumption that was almost unanimous amongst the Era’tran scientists, so the longer Star Force and its numerous allies held the Preserve the stronger the Uriti would grow, though it didn’t appear that they were spawning any new ones. That little caveat was a source of major concern, but after four separate attempts to attack and at least gain data from the efforts, the V’kit’no’sat could not hope to destroy them without sacrificing a fleet the size of which could not be assembled given current circumstances…and even if all had been normal in the V’kit’no’sat, an assured fleet loss of that size would have made such an operation almost impossible to launch.
   They needed to separate the Hadarak, and so long as they stayed and fought together it would be a very hard fight, but what would require an insane number of ships was the unknown capabilities of Star Force’s allies, some of which were fielding technology that the V’kit’no’sat scientists still could only guess at.
   Without being able to size them up, sending less than truly overwhelming forces would risk defeat, so Mak’to’ran knew the days of assaulting the Preserve were over. That was a fortress that Star Force was going to keep, all the while their other systems were left vulnerable.
   Mak’to’ran doubted that any information could be recovered from those in the Preserve concerning the identity of the sponsors unless prisoners could be taken, and given the level of security they’d shown thus far he assumed contingencies would be in place to prevent such knowledge from getting out.
   Sad to say, this constant mystery as to who the sponsors were was something he and the V’kit’no’sat had to live with, making it a lingering poison that could not be denied.
   His own forces were mostly above suspect, but there was always lingering doubt. The Hjar’at were seen as safe now, for no one expected them to be smart enough to have engineered this…unless they were working with another, at which point the mental invasions would make no sense. Going to that depth of personal invasion was abhorrent, but the fact that the Hjar’at had deemed it necessary to absolve themselves was a welcome reassurance. Nearly everyone assumed with confidence that they were not the traitors, but there were still 192 other races that were suspect, though Mak’to’ran knew the Era’tran were not involved.
   Or did he? Could he have been played this entire time by Hamob or others?
   It was something a master strategist had to at least think through in order to avoid a potential blind spot, but his gut instinct told him no…though it also told him that no other race was responsible either, for there was no advantage that he could see. Whatever Star Force was intended to be was still a mystery, and without knowing the particulars of it he couldn’t trust his reasoning when it was based off assumptions rather than facts.
   But if the Era’tran were somehow involved, they’d given him the perfect opportunity to counter them. The one mind in the galaxy that he could be assured was not corrupt was his own, and he unilaterally commanded this rebellion. He would not take orders from traitors, and he was sure Hamob knew that.
   So no, the Era’tran would not be involved unless there was some master play here far beyond his reasoning. He wasn’t the eldest Era’tran but he wasn’t young enough to be so outclassed. Something else was happening and he needed to figure it out to heal the V’kit’no’sat…but he couldn’t. So how was one to build an empire without concrete bonds of trust?
   Then again, maybe the entire point of Star Force was to create that perpetual seed of doubt, and to be honest, it had done more damage than all the warships the Humans had created. It had succeeded in destroying the V’kit’no’sat empire, or rather pushing it over the cliff it had been edging towards for some time.
   So if this was what the traitors wanted, when would they take the next step?
   Not now. Not anytime soon. They’d let the carnage continue to escalate, for the Stun Wars, while doing damage, were sparing a lot worse from happening. If someone wanted the military might of the V’kit’no’sat neutralized before they made whatever move they were planning, this was the slow way to get around to it.
   And right now, with the little bit of stable empire that Mak’to’ran was building, the best way he could fight the traitors wasn’t to identify enemies to destroy, but in creating new strength to replace what was being lost. That meant economic and masterbuilding skills that were not his specialty. Fortunately that’s what the Conclave was for, and within it would be specialists of every variety and they would be tackling the non-military challenges that Mak’to’ran tasked them with.
   And going forward, he expected them to be very busy…even before their Barkod was fully constructed.
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   March 22, 3642
   Teeq System (Bez capitol)
   Innoxmakthra
   Mak’to’ran’s drop pod set down in a desert on the equatorial continent amidst many others that contained his personal guard. The local Bez were keeping a respectful distance with the tips of some of their cities visible on the flat horizon, but this was as neutral of a meeting place as one could find on the planet. They needed to talk face to face, but the Bez did not want to come onboard his ships for fear of security concerns. What exactly they wouldn’t say, but they wanted a neutral location and this desert had checked out by Mak’to’ran’s advance teams, clearing it of any potential sabotage.
   So Mak’to’ran and one of his three Hak’mar, which was the equiva


 
 lent of an apprentice/regional governor, walked out away from the drop pods as three Bez approached from their distant position. Several miles had to be crossed before they met up, so the Era’tran ran easily across the hard packed and sun bleached ground as what looked like their mirror images approached. The Bez were bipedal with approximately the same skeleton as the Era’tran, but soon the differences became noticeable as they closed in.   Their skulls were elongated into a narrow snout and their bodies were a bit thinner with longer arms, but the biggest difference didn’t show up in the wavering heat shimmers until they got close, because Mak’to’ran was viewing it straight on. Along their backs was a huge, narrow fin that contained the biological mechanisms for multiple psionics, and it rested on a frame that was slightly larger than the Era’tran, so when the spinosauruses came to a stop a few steps away they looked down on Mak’to’ran slightly.
   All three wore armor, as did the two Era’tran, but all had it retracted into ‘jewelry mode’ so that most of their bodies were visible. The Era’tran’s deep red skin clashed with the yellow of the Bez that also had decorative streaks of white that were natural, unlike the bioluminescent tattoos Mak’to’ran bore.
   “What is this about, Renni?” Mak’to’ran asked the Bez he’d known since his time on the Hadarak front.
   “Thank you for coming. Inform your people that we are going comm silent.”
   “As you wish,” he said, telepathically contacting his escorts and warning them, then he nodded and his armor comm and data feeds suddenly cut out as the Venkof psionic in the Bez’s fins put out enough interference to isolate the 5 from any potential eavesdropping. “Who are you afraid is listening?”
   “Someone on your side. We’ve gone to painful lengths to assure security on our end. Who is this?”
   “Tu’vo. He is one of my Hak’mar.”
   



      
 
 “You have Hak’mar now?” Renni said sarcastically.   “I can’t be everywhere at once.”
   “Of course not, but how serious are you about this reforging of the V’kit’no’sat? The rest of the galaxy seems bent on going their own way.”
   “Or destroying each other,” one of the other Bez added.
   “The disposition of my fleet should attest to the desire for unity,” Mak’to’ran quipped.
   “So I noticed. What I want to know is what kind of strength do you truly wield?”
   “Growing by the year.”
   “I need more than that.”
   “My influence is strong, and I know better than to try to micromanage. I have been helping races purge disloyal elements then leave them to their own purposes. No one likes having assassins roaming about.”
   “No,” Renni said, his tone growing dark. “We’ve had plenty here already, but you are safe. I have made sure of that.”
   “You want to negotiate. What exactly?”
   “How much do you know of the Praetaro faction of the I’rar’et?”
   “The I’rar’et have broken into 3 major factions and dozens of smaller splinters. The Praetaro are isolationists wanting no allegiance.”
   “They want no allegiance, but they do want territory. They have been attacking us frequently.”
   “That seems counterproductive,” Mak’to’ran said, referencing the Bez’s unique combat kit.
   “We have few Zen’zat remaining, they have many and are claiming Ter’nat systems to deny us more.”
   Mak’to’ran frowned. This was the first he’d heard of the Ter’nat refuges being involved.
   “What have they done?”
   “Taken custody of those within our territory, save for three. I do not think they are altering them, only securing the recruits for themselves…with changed oaths.”
   Mak’to’ran swore a string of curses he hadn’t used in a long time.
   “Exactly,” the third Bez said. “And we don’t have the naval power to stop them. When they come to ground it’s mostly a standoff. They can’t get to us and we can’t get to them, but we’re being weakened and others are eyeing that weakness. Others that won’t fight with the I’rar’et, but they’ll coordinate their assaults around them. You know we don’t fight well alone on the ground.”
   Mak’to’ran exchanged glances with Tu’vo. For all the similarities between the Era’tran and Bez, the Bez were clearly the inferior even with their psionic fin. They were slower, had less muscle mass, and couldn’t roll over with that fin sticking up off their backs. They were big and strong compared to a lot of other races, but not very nimble. Combat usually saw them standing in place and firing weaponry in their armor as if they were a fixed turret, whereas Era’tran would move, ram, and wrestle as needed. His arms might be short, but they were strong enough to lock onto an opponent if they got close enough.
   The Bez’s arms were more lanky, and while they could accomplish the same thing their fin off balanced them somewhat. If they got knocked down, all it would take was someone stepping on their fin to pin them…assuming the Jumat tissue inside it didn’t blow the foot off. They could only release it to the sides, but it was a way of peeling enemies off and worked well against Zen’zat, so the Bez were still formidable opponents, but they worked much better in support of other races and in particular the Era’tran, whom they considered cousins even though the two races had no contact prior to joining the V’kit’no’sat.
   In addition to the comm jamming and lateral Jumat, the fins were also able to produce a dome shield form of Nakane that would extend out far enough to cover multiple other Bez, though it was of more use covering Era’tran, Zen’zat, or other races that didn’t have Nakane. It was particularly useful against air strikes, which was why the more powerful I’rar’et were checkmated when it came to ground combat.
   Add in the Rentar that Bez also possessed, and they were very useful support troops when used in conjunction with V’kit’no’sat deployments…but with the V’kit’no’sat now unofficially disbanded they had to stand alone with their Zen’zat, and compared to many other races that was not a good matchup. The Bez weren’t pushovers, but they had tactical weaknesses that could be exploited, just not by the I’rar’et.
   “We’ve secured nearly all our worlds,” Renni continued. “Our race is better than 80% unified and the remainder is being worked on, but our prospects going forward are grim if we stand alone. Itaru has abandoned us and we cannot trust the Oso’lon or J’gar. We’ve worked well with the Era’tran in the past, and you have a special relationship with the Zen’zat. I asked you here to negotiate an alliance for the entirety of our race, but if word of the nature of our discussion leaks out our enemies could decide to strike quickly and secure what territory they can before it becomes much harder to obtain.”
   “Your caution is wise,” Tu’vo agreed. “There will be no leak from us.”
   “There cannot be,” Renni insisted. “Until we have a course of action fixed, word of us even discussing the matter would destabilize the fragile unity we are building. Your arrival here is being noted as a diplomatic envoy. We have not said that it was us that requested it.”
   “What are your concerns?” Mak’to’ran asked, sensing where this was going.
   “There are still factions amongst us ready to rise up, if we…”
   “No. What are your concerns with me and the Era’tran?”
   Renni looked down at Mak’to’ran’s arms. “Show me your Saroto’kanse’vam.”
   He did as requested, flaring the glowing red talons for the three Bez to see with all three of them making gestures of displeasure.
   “Do you have them too?”
   “No,” Tu’vo said. “I have not earned them nor do I expect to. They are for the elite only.”
   “Your Hakja?”
   “Perhaps someday,” Mak’to’ran said. “Right now only a few of us possess additional psionics, and I have more than Saroto’kanse’vam.”
   Renni glared in a disbelieving way. “What else have you added?”
   “Jumat and Nakane.”
   One of the Bez hissed, taking a step back, but Renni just looked perplexed.
   “Why? If your entire race will not take these, why only a few?”
   “Because too many psionics is not a good thing unless they are earned. We learned this a long time ago by watching the Zen’zat. The few that have more than we do are an asset, not a liability. Give all Era’tran too many and problems could arise.”
   “Why do you have them?”
   “Because I am the most hunted individual in the galaxy.”
   “Probably true,” the Bez on Renni’s left said, “but it still feels wrong.”
   “If you are to reforge the V’kit’no’sat, who will determine psionic assignments?”
   Mak’to’ran looked his longtime friend down the snout. “There are some obvious miscarriages that need addressed, but beyond those a system for individuals earning others will be devised. A very hard system, but one that will reward those willing to ascend to such heights. The Conclave will carefully make alterations to what the V’kit’no’sat previously were, but we know not to change much, for drastic alterations are not needed.”
   “Who have you promised upgrades to?”
   “A few. The Dan’chey, especially.”
   Renni huffed. “Nakane?”
   “Yes, but not necessarily all of them. At present we are discussing a mid level upgrade, one not too difficult to obtain, but there is no reason for their civilians to possess it.”
   “This concerns me, Mak’to’ran. It concerns me greatly.”
   “I understand. I have been forced to abandon precedents in order to chart a new course forward. I have had time to contemplate and analyze for years. Thrown at you immediately I expect a refusal. The whole of the V’kit’no’sat is an accumulation of wisdom and experience. It does not need changed, only tweaked in a few places where the corruption of Itaru was holding us back.”
 
 
   “These are…unprecedented times. I do not like what you say, but I hear the ring of truth in it.”
   “There is a great opportunity for ruin,” the Bez on his right warned.
   “That I am well aware, but if I am not to act who can?”
   “None. You alone hold the influence necessary. Everyone else is suspect in some form. So long as you hold to your current course you can bring many back together, but if you start tossing out permissions for additional psionics it will turn many away.”
   “It takes more than permission,” Tu’vo added. “The knowledge to create these is not easily come by.”
   “But others will try, if they haven’t already,” Renni said, not having thought that through before. “If we don’t reclaim order, we may be seeing far greater changes in psionics forthcoming, and who would have the strength to cull them back? I do not like this, for the Era’tran are strong enough already, but if you are restricting them to your most elite troops while allowing others to do so as well…if earned…then there is equity there. Do you have a list yet?”
   “Not a firm one, and we aren’t currently developing any crossovers. What I have has been in the works for a long time.”
   “Before the fall?”
   “Wiser minds than I foresaw it coming.”
   “Next time assign them to Itaru…if we ever get it back.”
   “It is only a piece of the empire. The rest is far more important.”
   “It is Itaru,” the Bez on the left objected.
   “Is it now?” Tu’vo countered. “The infrastructure remains, but is the spirit of the V’kit’no’sat there?”
   “We still all have Elders there, do we not?” Renni said, looking at Mak’to’ran. “But we are willing to acknowledge your Conclave as having operational authority if we can come to terms. We will not abandon Itaru, but we will not pretend to follow their lead anymore. Hopefully the neutrality there will remain. Do you counsel us removing ourselves from those territories?”
   “No,” Mak’to’ran said firmly. “The arrogant would simply claim them and grow stronger. If Itaru is to ever return to us we need to keep as many footholds there as possible.”
   “Good. In that we are agreed. What help can you give us with the I’rar’et?”
   “Neither my forces nor the Era’tran will allow Ter’nat worlds to be claimed. I will assert control over them on behalf of the V’kit’no’sat and maintain their previous protocols. If the I’rar’et will not comply, they will have a united Era’tran to deal with and even if they were still united that would not be enough. Our strength has always exceeded theirs, and that has not changed.”
   “And can you convince Zen’zat to return to us? Most have left.”
   “To go where?”
   “To you, I assume. We have not tracked them nor tried to restrict their leaving for fear it would make the others revolt. Those loyal to us have agreed to stay under those terms and help us defend, but they have no interest in conquest. In fact they find the division in the empire vexing. They are sworn to defend the V’kit’no’sat, and there is no more V’kit’no’sat…other than the hope you bring.”
   “What exactly do you wish to negotiate?”
   “Full inclusion, which I do not believe even the Era’tran have committed to as of yet?”
   “I have had to keep my distance from them for symbolic reasons, but we are united, just not integrated.”
   “How much integration can your…what are we going to call it? You are not truly rebels.”
   “We are reforging the V’kit’no’sat, small as we are, so taking another name would undercut that goal.”
   “So be it. The Bez wish to rejoin the V’kit’no’sat as a whole while we deal with remaining internal problems. If we don’t, we will be picked apart. How much of the old empire can you offer?”
   “The Conclave is a functional body, but has no decision making power. I alone hold that during the transition. If you can trust me…and I can avoid getting killed…we will piece this together as we go working off the original empire’s model.”
   “You hold full power?”
   “That’s why I have been given these,” the Era’tran said, igniting his talons again.
   “Do the Era’tran answer to you?”
   “We function as a team, and this is my role. I do not hold operational command over my race any more than I would over yours. Itaru was never meant to micromanage.”
   “Something that was forgotten in recent millennia. Will this Conclave handle economic reunification?”
   “It already is.”
   “And what about joint fleets? You are fielding one out of necessity, but will we reestablish the standing ones? Who is handling the Terraxis issue now?”
   “Itaru is still leading that one, though the Oso’lon and J’gar are mostly out of the equation.”
   “Leading or feeding?”
   “I am told it is mostly independent. Itaru is not micromanaging and I do not think it could now. We all want answers as to who is responsible for this treason, and for that reason there is a unified fleet.”
   “Are you involved with that?”
   “I am not. The Era’tran are.”
   “Is your reforged empire going to be?”
   “No. We do not have the resources to spare. My task is to save as much of the empire as I can. Others will deal with Terraxis, but if you wish to contribute I presume you will be allowed.”
   “We have ships to conserve as well, and our greater priority would be the Hadarak border. We have had to pull back 90% of our fleet there to try and slow the I’rar’et. If you can return some stability, we will send some of them back, but not all.”
   “I will hold to you that,” Mak’to’ran promised. “The various factions out there are not united, and those that have allegiances are too consumed with smaller predations than to mess with me and the Era’tran. If and when the Hjar’at are able to reunite, I do not see anyone taking us on without some type of rejoining happening to oppose us.”
   “How much of a risk is that?”
   “Now, almost zero. Given time that may alter as factions fall and others gain power.”
   “Or until the Oso’lon and J’gar decide to get into the mix?”
   “They are busy holding the Hadarak back, but they cannot shoulder that burden alone indefinitely.”
   “They can withdraw those fleets quickly if they wanted. Do not assume they are pinned there.”
   “They are by the weight of the responsibility,” Mak’to’ran pointed out.
   “If they are traitors…”
   “They do not want to have to take back worlds from the Hadarak, traitor or no.”
   “What would they care if they had Hadarak of their own? Do not assume they will act wisely. There are so many examples of stupidity amongst those who were thought to be wise to allow yourself to be so deluded.”
   “They are on the border because we asked them to. They hold the line while I reforge the empire. That is the loose agreement we have come to.”
   “You are allied with them both?” Renni said disbelievingly.
   “We have an understanding, not an alliance. They know that suspicion taints both of them, so they cannot lead, but they can fight the Hadarak and having their fleets distant and taking losses diminished the threat they pose.”
   “And if you succeed?”
   “Then I will command a unified fleet powerful enough to overthrow them both if necessary. They both want their innocence proven, but until we can discover who the traitors are this is the best path forward for them.”
   “The idea of them taking orders rather than giving them is too ironic to process.”
   “They are still giving orders to their allies,” Mak’to’ran added. “Their influence isn’t gone, but they can’t use their power as a rallying point. They’re boxed in and have to rely on surrogates who are also suspect because of that relationship. I am not, and they have found that I can be negotiated with. I tasted the treason first hand and I do not want the in


 
 nocent blamed for it. I want the real traitors found and culled.”   “At the minimum,” Renni said, stretching his neck skyward for a moment. “There are many details to iron out, but in principle will you accept us or are we too large a burden to bear this early? I cannot make an announcement and have it fall through. If we make this move, it has to stick.”
   “We are in a position to make use of it, and my allied fleet is larger than I have let be publically known. We will get the I’rar’et off you and the Ter’nat, and you will join our assault forces afterward.”
   Renni looked to his two companions, engaging in a private telepathic communication.
   “Accepted. We hereby request full membership in the reborn V’kit’no’sat under your leadership.”
   “I acknowledge your request and immediately confirm. You are returned to the V’kit’no’sat as of this moment, with subsequent integration negotiations forthcoming. Tu’vo will remain here and handle the remainder of those after I depart. I presume you can keep him alive?”
   “We will. Tell me, did you anticipate this request?”
   “Partially. I did not expect this level of interaction, but it is welcome.”
   “Sav,” Renni said with mock scorn. “Any chance you’ll be sharing that one?”
   “Perhaps for individuals.”
   “I’ll hold you to that, you smart bastard.”
   “That are worthy…” he added, drawing a sneer from his friend.
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   February 3, 3644
   Ennixo System (Ter’nat Refuge)
   Stellar Orbit
   Mak’to’ran’s Kafcha arrived in the system at the head of a fully Era’tran fleet, some 218 ships in total and most of them on the larger side, immediately sending a stand down message to the I’rar’et ships popping up on sensors. There were over 500 of them, but most were small and more than two thirds were cargo vessels. There were no Ter’nat vessels, for they weren’t permitted any. There were 7 inhabited planets in Ennixo and what little traffic there was between them was accomplished by V’kit’no’sat overseers, but what ships Mak’to’ran would have expected to be here from different races were gone. Only I’rar’et remained, meaning they had run off all others and were harvesting Zen’zat for themselves…and training them to be loyal to the I’rar’et alone.
   



      
    That could not be permitted, and he was grateful that the Era’tran had allotted him command rather than sending someone else to lead their fleet. It put an end to any question of whether or not Mak’to’ran’s ‘rebellion’ was sponsored by the Era’tran, but most suspected anyway and Itaru was not in a position to do anything about it anymore. They were busy trying to hold on to their most valuable systems without ticking off too many factions for fear of them turning against them en mass, which was beginning to happen with this faction of the I’rar’et.
   Messing with the Ter’nat was unacceptable and was uniting many to oppose the Praetaro faction, including the other I’rar’et. What they’d done had crossed a line and incensed everyone in the local regions, but even after having several reclaimed from them the Praetaro were not backing down in the other Ter’nat systems and now he saw why.
   They weren’t just taking custody of the Ter’nat worlds and claiming the Zen’zat that they produced for themselves, for there was no way so many cargo ships would be needed. Zen’zat level individuals were rare amongst Ter’nat and exited their worlds at a trickle, meaning this many vessels here at once were removing more than just Zen’zat…they were taking Ter’nat away too, and Mak’to’ran knew instantly that they were trying to get enough to start their own private Ter’nat colonies where the rest of the V’kit’no’sat would not see when the ones they’d claimed were retaken in short order.
   “Not one of those ships leaves this system,” he ordered his fleet. “Disable only for the transports. Kill the warships if they do not submit.”
   A slew of mental commands to his command deck staff followed, with them organizing and dispersing the fleet off to their individual targets. Some of the ships stayed in stellar orbit to intercept any fleeing vessels, but most of them jumped out to all 7 planets while demanding the I’rar’et stand down.
   Some of them did, and they were not fired upon, but boarding parties comprised mostly of Zen’zat were dispatched and the I’rar’et crews disposed under the threat of destruction if they did not comply. The other I’rar’et ships tried to flee with their cargo ships and the Era’tran forced a fight in multiple locations, focusing on disabling the cargo ships and picking them off one at a time until the last few made it to stellar orbit and ran into the waiting forces there.
   None made it out of the system, but a few of the warships did. Two of them did not, sticking around too long in the exchange of fire and having their gravity drives destroyed. When they continued fighting Mak’to’ran let them be torn apart until no more weapons were functioning, then he called a halt to the carnage in the hope of retrieving some of their Zen’zat. They would tell Mak’to’ran what they knew, or where to get that information, for there hadn’t been time to replace them with new recruits and their oaths of loyalty were to the V’kit’no’sat, not the I’rar’et, and no amount of loyalty to that race would cause them to stand in the way of maintaining the Ter’nat as they were supposed to be.
   Recovery teams were sent out to those wrecked ships and a few I’rar’et were recovered in addition to several hundred Zen’zat. The smaller techs and warriors knew how to hide during battle, whereas the flyers stupidly clung to the air that was easily vented. Mak’to’ran didn’t like fighting any of the V’kit’no’sat races, but the loss of these I’rar’et he didn’t regret. Tampering with the Ter’nat was a treason that only the insane would have considered attempting in the past, but with the fracturing of the empire it seemed that the boldness of traitors was at an all-time high.
   Technically he also belonged in that group because of his illicit psionics, though the difference was that what he was doing was for the V’kit’no’sat, not for personal or racial greed, but that fact underlined how much had changed in the empire so fast. It also imparted the depth of wisdom that Hamob possessed. He had foreseen most of this coming, and while Mak’to’ran hadn’t had cause to use his new psionics much, just having them as backup was a comfort.
   He had to survive, now more than ever, and Hamob had known that from the beginning.
   When the captured Zen’zat from both surrendering and destroyed ships arrived onboard another Era’tran Kafcha, Mak’to’ran transferred over to it and met the thousands of them in the same room. They’d been disarmed, but that much Lachka would still be a problem if they worked together…but that wasn’t going to happen here. Era’tran had initially created the Zen’zat and cared for them more than any other race, and when he entered the otherwise empty hangar bay the Zen’zat moved aside to clear his path as much out of respect as it was prudence, for if he stepped on one that would be enough to kill them outside their armor.
   “The faction of the I’rar’et that you have been serving has committed treason. They have interfered with the Ter’nat and I am here to remedy this betrayal as others are doing so across the galaxy. I have learned that the I’rar’et have been taking Ter’nat away from their refuges. I need to locate where they have gone and the ship databases have been purged. Tell me what you know.”
   Bewoll System, one of the Zen’zat answered telepathically.
   “What is at Bewoll?” he asked, but no one answered.
   “Have any of you been there?”
   Again, no answer.
   “How many shipping runs have been made?”
   This was to be the first to Bewoll, another Zen’zat answered. We do not know what is there, but it was labeled as a Zen’zat facility.
   “How are those boarding the cargo ships being selected? There are too many for traditional methods.”
   Volunteers.
   Mak’to’ran huffed in disgust. Zen’zat were not volunteers, they had to prove their merit and those that did not wish it would never train hard enough to even approach qualifying. To ‘volunteer’ meant standards were not being followed.
   “Why did you stay with the I’rar’et? I put out a call to all Zen’zat to join the new V’kit’no’sat. We are rebuilding what was lost, and your oaths require you to assist the V’kit’no’sat over any racial loyalties.”
   There was a chorus of telepathic responses, most of which were saying they never received his call. A few others claimed that their freedom of movement was being restricted, though they didn’t know why.
   “The truth has been kept from you, little Zen’zat. The empire has fallen, and I have been tasked to rebuild it. The Hadarak border has been all but abandoned, but the Oso’lon and J’gar have moved the mass of their fleets there to hold it. Distrust of them is high, but I do not believe they could all be corrupted. For the moment they are behaving as V’kit’no’sat should. We were created to fight the Hadarak, not each other, and while they hold the line I am leading what some have called a ‘rebellion’ made up of individuals, ships, and systems that have abandoned racial loyalties and wish to reestablish the empire.”
   “I have been receiving many Zen’zat from across the galaxy. Apparently the I’rar’et are blocking communications so you could not hear the messages. Itaru is no longer the functional capitol. A small system named Vviot in Fi’ti territory is and a Conclave has been established. One day we will reclaim Itaru, but for now we must operate in reliable territory. There are many traitors about, some in ideology rather than deeds, and they lay in wait to ambush the loyal. Assassinations are occurring across the galaxy and I have been leading my fleets to purge individual systems of them.”
   “This is not a culling, for these individuals must be drawn out to be identified, and it is a hard, sloppy war but one that we are winning. With every system we gain, a piece of stability returns. The full Era’tran race is allied with us, and the fleet I brought here is from them. I stand alone as leader of the new V’kit’no’sat during this transitional period, and we have a long fight ahead of us to reforge the empire. I require your assistance and your knowledge of what the I’rar’et have done. If they are trying to create a private refuge to recruit Zen’zat from, it cannot be allowed. A Zen’zat’s loyalty is to the V’kit’no’sat. One that is trained and


 
 oath taken to the I’rar’et alone is an abomination.”   “I do not want to have to hunt down and kill those who should have been our brothers. It is our responsibility to see that they are trained properly, and I need information in order to do so. Tell me everything you know of Bewoll and anything else you think could possibly be of use.”
   What of Terraxis? one of the Zen’zat asked.
   “We have reclaimed it, but the mystery of who their sponsor is remains. We cannot wait to discover it before reforging the empire…but that is my burden to bear, not yours. Give me your knowledge, your strength, and your loyalty as you swore to do the day you became Zen’zat. Do your duty and I shall do mine. Confirm,” he said, sending out a telepathic prompt that the Zen’zat were trained with.
   They responded, and with his Sav-enhanced mind he was able to count and assure that they all had communicated an affirmation. They were loyal Zen’zat, and he would not waste time worrying if one or more were plants. So far he hadn’t discovered any arrogant Zen’zat, and if there ever was such a thing the loyal Zen’zat would deal with it.
   “You are prisoners no more and are hereby assigned to the Era’tran fleet,” he said, mentally triggering one of the interior hangar doors to open. “Go. Log everything you know of the I’rar’et and what they have done with the Ter’nat, then retrieve your armor. There has been too much division amongst us. Loyalty is what binds the V’kit’no’sat together, and I will not question yours further.”
   Mak’to’ran spun and exited through another door as the Zen’zat moved en mass, but before he left they combined their telepathic power and issued a cheer…one that was both encouragement and gratitude. The Zen’zat wanted the empire united, but more than that they were excited. They now had a path forward in which to honor their oaths. Zen’zat didn’t lead, V’kit’no’sat races did, but above them Itaru led them all. Now, by his own admission, Mak’to’ran had become Itaru…and the Zen’zat had just accepted that wholeheartedly.
   The captured I’rar’et were not so agreeable, even those that had chosen to surrender, and they had to be hauled out of the system as prisoners along with those on the Ter’nat planets. A few Era’tran ships were left behind to take over their duties and word was sent out through the Urrtren that this system was back in V’kit’no’sat hands…but Mak’to’ran’s V’kit’no’sat. Those who were members of it would have access to the Zen’zat it produced, but others would not.
   That wasn’t accepted well, but there were so many Ter’nat systems that the few Mak’to’ran had reclaimed for the empire were not a significant number. Others where the I’rar’et had been removed by different factions were returned to ‘shared’ status in order to avoid drawing the ire against whoever had freed them. No one came after Mak’to’ran’s newly claimed Ter’nat refuges though, due largely to the fact that many races were involved and with both the Era’tran and part of the Hjar’at in allegiance, the few systems he’d laid claim to weren’t worth fighting over just yet.
   If a few factions rose to dominance that might change at some point, but right now everyone was looking out for themselves and the I’rar’et picking off Ter’nat refuges was a threat to all. So long as Mak’to’ran didn’t move to claim more than what he was taking back from the I’rar’et he wasn’t going to get challenged on it…but Mak’to’ran was going to start claiming more, though on a timetable that didn’t shock anyone else into reflexive action and in sectors where he was consolidating power. Races might be spread across the galaxy, but his new V’kit’no’sat were starting to own little pockets of territory here and there and the forthcoming invasions were going to start filling in the gaps regardless of whether or not those systems requested his intervention.
   There were loyalists everywhere, often having to hide their true allegiance to avoid drawing the wrath of others, so when Mak’to’ran began conquering individual systems and building up to even small factions he had a hostile population to contend with…but one that came with a buried core of support that was able to finally manifest itself. That, combined with an influx of loyalists of the same race from other portions of the reborn V’kit’no’sat, was enough to marginally put these worlds under his control, and once that was secured, as he had seen on other worlds, stability would increase as assassins bled themselves out and the promise of the V’kit’no’sat was slowly restored.
   Mak’to’ran was not suspected of the treason of Terraxis, and after dissidents began to see that he was honoring the true V’kit’no’sat ways, albeit with a few new wrinkles, their ire lessened and with the growing discord across the galaxy they began to become loyalists again, if only out of necessity, as they watched the great empire they’d worked so long and hard to build get whittled down further and further in what was still the Stun Wars, for the most part, and that reluctance to move into a full civil war was all that was keeping the old empire from ravaging itself in short order.
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   June 13, 3644
   Bewoll System (Unclaimed territory)
   Stellar Orbit
   Mak’to’ran’s Era’tran fleet arrived in what had previously not been a V’kit’no’sat system, but with the breakdown of the empire it appeared at least this faction of I’rar’et was violating the territorial restrictions. They weren’t advertising it, for once queried the Urrtren relay, which was obviously a new construction, wouldn’t give Mak’to’ran full access. Particularly the geographical functions. As far as the data network was concerned this location didn’t exist, but the standard news updates were still flowing through.
   The local feeds were shut off, but still transmitting. Apparently the I’rar’et had locked them so only their ships could access the local data net…which was another violation, but after what they’d done with the Ter’nat Mak’to’ran was learning not to be surprised. This was just more evidence that the empire was dead, for even the smallest of these violations would have incurred severe penalty in the past.
   Now, if any order was to be restored, it was up to him and the Era’tran.
   He looked down at his talons, realizing the depth of truth in that. The Oso’lon and J’gar had given themselves psionics that others didn’t possess, and he realized that was somewhat appropriate when you had to lead. Now that he was in their position he had a different point of view and found himself in partial agreement…but not on the cheating of races who deserved them. Giving yourself a few extras was one thing, but preventing others from having what they needed was unacceptable no matter how elevated a race or individual became.
   They have gone astray, but I will not, Mak’to’ran promised himself. Hamob didn’t give himself all three psionics because he didn’t need them. I do because I am on the front lines where reality acts as calibration. Perceptions may be skewed from a safe vantage point, and Hamob knows this. Those who direct from afar must guard against such biases forming, but fortunately I do not have that problem nor will I so long as I lead from the front. Others can handle the support and coordination duties...and Hamob probably chose me in part because of my preference for going directly into the action rather than trying to solve problems from afar.
   I am glad he does, especially regarding those problems he foresees into the future, but that is not my path. I truly am handpicked for this burden, and if I am to carry it I cannot hold to Itaru’s restrictions any longer. I must take what works and build on it, but I cannot be hesitant any longer out of loyalty to what we once had. The empire is dead, and I am the one that must rebuild it. Help I will have, but I have to lead. Hamob knows this, he always knew it, but it was something I had to learn for myself and now I have. So what does this change?
   Mak’to’ran contemplated that as his fleet continued to come out of the unguarded jumppoint. The few I’rar’et ships in the system were clustered around a single inhabited planet, though there were four other planetoids that were also of agreeable climate for the Ter’nat. They obviously hadn’t had time to build up the system, but this would make for a decent refuge 

 
 if allowed to develop.   Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to allow that…or should he?
   If Itaru was to be forgotten, then he had the power to sanction whatever he wanted, including territorial expansions. Up until now he had kept everyone in his alliance within the old protocols for fear of things devolving without a common and familiar set of standards to use, but was that wise now that he’d gained some small stability?
   Mak’to’ran realized he had a lot of assumptions to think through, but if this system was already on the Urrtren and housing at least some Ter’nat, why not just keep it after they took it from the I’rar’et? It could be the first Ter’nat expansion he authorized and would serve as a visible example of how he was now in command and not Itaru.
   His first inclination was to send a message to Hamob, but that wasn’t really necessary. The elder Era’tran had said they’d honor whatever actions he took, so the decision was his and what was the point of destroying or abandoning what the I’rar’et had built here? Might as well put it to use.
   Mak’to’ran updated his orders to the fleet, instructing them to preserve as much infrastructure as possible in addition to recovering the Ter’nat. They were not traitors, but merely cargo that did not have a choice in where they were taken. They held no responsibility for the I’rar’et’s actions, but the Zen’zat here were another matter. They should know better, if properly trained, which meant there might be a few of them that were not properly trained at this point. Rather than destroying them, Mak’to’ran intended to retrain them. For the I’rar’et…well, he’d see how many actually surrendered. Hopefully there wouldn’t be many.
   When his fleet was fully assembled and accompanied by a few extra Zen’zat-only ships obtained from defections to his alliance, it made its microjump to the inhabited planet and immediately ordered a stand down for the I’rar’et ships. All but three heeded that demand, with those running hard and fast to get back to the star. Seeing their positioning and speed he let them go, for his primary objective was reclaiming the Ter’nat intact.
   



      
    Now that he was in orbit he was getting a lot more data on the surface infrastructure. There was a single defense shield covering a small portion of the planet and a pair of anti-orbital batteries that were also powered up. Both of them opened fire on Mak’to’ran’s fleet, drawing no response as the warship’s shields simply absorbed the incoming fire.
   “Do not make me question your intelligence,” Mak’to’ran transmitted to those on the surface. “Your defenses are pathetic. Stand down and you need not be killed. Turn over all Ter’nat and Zen’zat intact and I will allow all I’rar’et to leave the system onboard one of your ships after interrogation. I have no need for taking prisoners and do not want to bother unless necessary. If I have to fight you, that will change…assuming you live. Cease fire, lower your shields, and prepare for an orderly handover of infrastructure,” he said almost casually.
   The firing continued, forcing one of his ships to climb to a higher orbit before its shields were breached, but once it went out of range the planetary gunners apparently saw the futility in their defense their weaponry fell silent. A few minutes later the defense shields dropped and several I’rar’et in different locations signaled that they would comply.
   With a thought Mak’to’ran sent the order to dispatch the landing teams. First went the Zen’zat gunships, then drop pods with even more and a few Era’tran commanders as he observed from orbit. When a landing zone was secured he left the command deck and headed down in his own drop pod, wanting to inspect what the I’rar’et had been building personally.
   He walked out in full armor, not bothering to transmit a false ID signature. Ter’nat were no threat and all the I’rar’et and their Zen’zat had been collected and confined in this area as well as all of their aerial ships having been confiscated across the planet by advance strike teams. Mak’to’ran was in no danger, so he began to roam around the holding pens where the Ter’nat were being held in tiny cells, some 5-8 individuals in each.
   They looked underfed, and with a quick comm he confirmed that there were large stockpiles of foodstuffs still in cargo crates in warehouses and some on landing pads that hadn’t yet been moved. It seemed that this planet was understaffed and the I’rar’et were shoving Ter’nat here faster than the infrastructure and staff were ready to handle…probably in response to Mak’to’ran’s retaking of the refuges.
   The Era’tran moved on, finding the inhabited areas where traditional Ter’nat structures, albeit small ones, had been erected and inside of which millions were moving about apparently unaware of their ownership change. The I’rar’et probably hadn’t announced anything to them other than the move order and Mak’to’ran confirmed that as he telepathically interrogated dozens of them without their knowledge. They did not have the Ikrid blocks that the Zen’zat did and their minds were so simple he could handle multiple ones simultaneously, finding that they knew nothing at all save for when they had come here.
   Most within the past 3 months, and when they’d arrived the city had only been partially constructed. Now there was a fully functioning one and multiple expansions, inside of which Ter’nat life continued as it normally did…slow, pointless, and self-absorbed. The various competitions used to select Zen’zat were only in limited effect, and no simulated wars had begun yet.
   The latter served two purposes, the first being to give combat experience so the V’kit’no’sat could assess their skills, with the second being an impromptu military available if a Ter’nat world was ever invaded. Such things didn’t happen anymore but there was always that threat, and even though they were just Ter’nat they were part of the empire and needed to be able to defend themselves or at least help their custodians defend them in an emergency situation.
   Ter’nat did have stockpiles of small arms, aerial craft, and very basic versions of Zen’zat armor. Era’tran didn’t consider any of that to be a problem, and on some more advanced Ter’nat worlds there were even training missions led by Zen’zat offworld to deal with tiny threats outside the empire that would normally not rise to the V’kit’no’sat’s level. Ter’nat couldn’t leave the refuges without escort and rarely ever did even then, but while most Ter’nat were lazy and maintained only for their ability to reproduce, there was some small amount of sophistication in their societies…most of which did not appear to be present on this planet as of yet.
   Mak’to’ran was going to have to arrange for that, and quickly. If Ter’nat were left to their own motivations they would devolve into a chaotic mess. Overseers had to be present to handle leadership, and with proper training the Ter’nat could carry out orders, but in previous tests the Era’tran had done with allowing the pathetic race to lead itself they had failed spectacularly.
   When an individual was located and deemed to have potential they were elevated into a different tier then allowed to stay there or progress forward based on merit, resulting in a very select few at the highest level that were looked at to potentially be Zen’zat…but they had to undergo additional training and testing before proving themselves worthy, though field experience greatly shortened their path to being accepted.
   When they were accepted, the scrawny Ter’nat were altered, both physically and mentally, as they gained muscle mass, mental upgrades similar to Sav but in a much more primitive fashion, and many other alterations just to compensate for their race’s weaknesses even before the size and sense enhancements were applied. The end result was a different race. Zen’zat were not Ter’nat, they were something else meticulously created individual by individual, and without all the preparation and sifting beforehand, the physical and mental enhancements were wasted. Ter’nat had potential…the Era’tran had seen it long ago…but only in the best their race had to offer after heavy modification.
   The Ter’nat race, en mass, was next to useless and simply grouping them together and letting them reproduce was not enough, and from what Mak’to’ran was seeing here the I’rar’et did not fully understand what they were trying to do. They may have assisted on refuges across the galaxy, but apparently they hadn’t learned from the experience. They were replicating some aspects here but skimping heavily, and the Era’tran knew from a long history of experimenting with Ter’nat that that was a quick route to failure.
   The amount of competent Zen’zat any Ter’nat colony produced was a result of the care and attention applied to the population. It was not an automatic process.
   Mak’to’ran sighed, which sounded like a long slow growl that spooked the Ter’nat nearby as he walked down one of their narrow streets…too narrow. It was alright for the Ter’nat, but not for Era’tran. The I’rar’et didn’t intend for any Era’tran to be here so they’d apparently altered the standard architectural protocols to accommodate themselves. That was something that would have to be rectified, but Mak’to’ran still thought it would be more economical to fix this planet than abandon it.
   As he roamed and inspected with growing distaste at how the I’rar’et had botched this colony from the start, his mind wandered to the Humans. There had been a lot of information recovered about their civilization and their population was most definitely not Zen’zat…but they weren’t Ter’nat either. No experiments had ever been done with upgrading the base Ter’nat population, and the Era’tran had been very interested in how they operated and particularly in their history of development. Files concerning that had been shared with Mak’to’ran, and after reading through most of them to date he knew that there were still more questions than answers.
   He knew that they’d require a functioning colony in order to do the necessary tests, but what they had learned so far was interesting. The Humans were still pathetic and the Archons that rose out of their unorganized mess were the equivalent of Zen’zat, though in even lesser numbers. That was probably due to the fact that there was a very high level of self-determination within Star Force uncoupled from guidance. Freedom was necessary to determine those who wished to be Zen’zat, but while a Ter’nat couldn’t be forced into that path, for


 
 loyalty couldn’t be programmed, they did need a heavy hand directing them at all times prior to their ascension…at which point their true training would begin and they’d take their place as servants of the empire.   For a long moment Mak’to’ran considered his own new sanctioning ability and the possibility about sending an expedition to capture some of the Humans so he could start a Human colony in order for comparison testing against the Ter’nat, but he sadly dismissed that valuable research because even touching a Human without intent to kill would be construed by many as tarnishing his reputation with the stench of the treason he was currently immune from.
   A pity, for the V’kit’no’sat could learn much from this heresy. Perhaps these Humans could produce identical Zen’zat at higher rates, which would require less colonies for the empire to maintain.
   But there was no empire now, and if such a project was to be undertaken he could not do so while jeopardizing his ability to reforge the V’kit’no’sat. Yet another reason to hate the arrogant, for they were costing the empire yet one more potential advantage. A united V’kit’no’sat could wade through the treason and salvage some benefit from it, but with the distrust that had fractured the empire Mak’to’ran couldn’t act so boldly. He mission was to reforge, not expand, and this potential line of expansion would be counterproductive. If it had been compatible he would have sent ships immediately, for he needed all the advantages he could get for his growing splinter of an empire, but sadly this was not the case with the Humans.
   These Ter’nat, however, he could salvage and the Urrtren relay itself was a significant piece of infrastructure. He’d lay claim to it all, but it would take more than a combat fleet to right this. Mak’to’ran was going to have to assemble a full renovation team and he didn’t have a lot of those resources that weren’t currently being used…but he did have allies and the Era’tran were the ones that still took a majority stake in the guidance of the Ter’nat. He knew they’d respond with as many personnel and resources as needed to handle this…and he didn’t need to ask for Itaru’s approval.
   Mak’to’ran realized he was going to be using his sanctioning ability quite a bit going forward, and now that he’d gotten over that mental hurdle and disconnected with Itaru’s standards entirely, a galaxy full of opportunity and pitfalls expanded in his mind. He wandered around the Ter’nat colony for hours, inspecting it as his mind was distant. When he finally returned he had settled on numerous new courses of action, accepting that his new V’kit’no’sat would either keep up with the changes or splinter apart in self-destruction…but if they were to be true V’kit’no’sat they would rise to the challenge, and if not then they deserved to never recover what they once had.
   The dominant did not make excuses. The dominant made things work, and if his alliance was truly to become the V’kit’no’sat once again then being conservative was inappropriate. Experimenting with the Humans would be overreach at this point, but if he was going to lead the V’kit’no’sat through this catastrophe and back to their mantle of stewardship over the galaxy, he couldn’t be beholden to the memory of the past.
   Mak’to’ran was the V’kit’no’sat now, and he needed to start acting like it.
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   January 1, 3645
   Vviot System (V’kit’no’sat temporary capitol)
   Conclave Barkod
   “We have done well thus far,” Mak’to’ran said to the full assembly of diplomats and the highest ranking bureaucrats in the Conclave main audience chamber, currently sealed off from the rest of the station for the duration of this address, “and the recent inclusion of the Seon faction of the Brat’mar has given us a badly needed increase in strength in the Ollokon Sector. This Conclave is functioning properly, without discord and working for the mutual benefit of all. This is how the V’kit’no’sat are meant to be, but there is still one glaring absence here that I am going to rectify.”
   “We are V’kit’no’sat. Our empire was created to do the impossible…fight and one day destroy the Hadarak, cleansing the galaxy of their plague and saving countless races from extermination. More than that, they are destroying worlds with the inability to replace them. For all our knowledge and longevity, we have not seen the creation of new planets save for on a few occasions, and those have been the collision of smaller objects into a communal gravity well or the densification of nebula to the point of spherification.”
   “Likewise we do not know the origin of stars beyond a similar process. What occurs when the hydrogen has fused and the stellar radiation disappears? We’ve seen it happen in isolated systems, but what about galaxy-wide? We have not found a cyclical process of rejuvenation, but rather a very long life cycle without an apparent origin. If planets are being destroyed we do not get new ones to replace them. If races are eradicated, we do not get new ones rising up on dead worlds. The origin of life and of this galaxy is a mystery, and only a fool would assume that such things are in a natural balance that will right itself.”
   “Left unchecked, the Hadarak consumed worlds across half the galaxy before we rose to counter them. We do not know if that was the length of their maximum expansion or if they would have spread everywhere if given enough time. Our fortune was the density of planets and races in the galaxy, for the Hadarak could not consume them quickly. Likewise, existing races have the ability to advance, adapt, and branch out, creating spurs and with help transition to other worlds. How long has it been since we acquitted that responsibility?”
   “The answer is very long, because we are not taking back worlds from the Hadarak. We are not taking the shattered remains of broken planets and fusing them into new worlds. We have held the current line. We have maintained…when did we cease to be conquerors and become curators?”
   “In order to counter the Hadarak we must advance, adapt, and grow. We must become their true counter or this galaxy is doomed. No one else has the strength to cull them, let alone destroy them, and the larger their numbers grow the faster they spawn. You know this if you’ve been trained appropriately, so why has it been forgotten? Why have things of lesser importance taken priority? The Hadarak are our primary foe, and right now the Oso’lon and J’gar are expending huge amounts of resources to hold them at bay while the rest of the former V’kit’no’sat races play power games. We here, now, are not strong enough to hold the Hadarak back and defend ourselves against our wayward brothers or we would be doing so, but when will that change?”
   “It will change when this conflict has come to an end, and to do that we have to keep fighting and hope the two founding races can hold on long enough. Suspicions of treason aside, they are doing their duty. We must grow strong enough to aid them, and we cannot do so if we hold to the maintenance policies of Itaru. Up until now we’ve had other concerns to worry about, and our population and system control is small compared to the whole of the empire, but we are no longer fringe. We are no longer rebels. We have legitimacy, and the more V’kit’no’sat we are the more our wayward brothers will remember their duty.”
   “But there is one function we have not been utilizing, and I am correcting that now. Our races have been hindered with growth restrictions, both in terms of population and territory. Though it will invoke the ire of others, I do not care. It is time to return to being true V’kit’no’sat, and until the Hadarak are defeated we should not even think of putting restrictions on our growth.”
   “That said, we cannot get sloppy and misuse the resources we have. Nor can we wildly go running around the galaxy grabbing as many worlds as possible or reproducing faster than we have resources to cover. Given that I am the temporary leader of the V’kit’no’sat, I am hereby using my authority to alter current territorial quotas and population restrictions. Those who prove themselves worthy with the resources they have will be granted permission for limited expansion. If used appropriately more will follow. I am NOT granting unlimited expansion rights. The Conclave will still regulate such matters, but not to suppress. It will regulate in order to or


 
 ganize our growth in the most efficient and effective means possible.”   “We are V’kit’no’sat, we should not fear strength. We should not fear numbers. We need both, as much as we can get, and as fast as possible to reinforce the Oso’lon and J’gar…and if we are able to do so we will not stop there. We will grow as large as necessary to defeat the Hadarak, impossible as that task may be. Why we ever stopped trying I do not understand, but I can assume the arrogant were involved in that hindering. Many of our people will die in the fighting to come, both against our brothers and the Hadarak, but we knew and accepted this from the moment we were hatched or born. We do not waste our lives, but doing our duty is more important than simply living…for if we fail, the galaxy and everyone in it is likely to die.”
   “Death before dishonor. Death before stagnation. Death before weakness. We are strength incarnate, and we will remember it again. If we are not worthy and we all die, then so be it! We are V’kit’no’sat. We hide from nothing. We adapt, we train, we learn, we grow, and one day we will destroy the Hadarak or die trying. There is no middle ground. Each race committed itself to this course when membership was granted. Each Zen’zat commits to this when they are ascended. Oaths cannot be rescinded. This is our duty. This is our path. Those who stray from it are beyond contempt and will be destroyed.”
   “Many of you are younger than I, and perhaps you were not taught properly. That will be remedied shortly. I will do my duty and lead the V’kit’no’sat as is proper. You will remember or learn the way of the V’kit’no’sat or you will be replaced by others who adjust more quickly. This Conclave cannot be lax, it cannot be hesitant, it cannot be focused on ‘maintaining’ while the inner core of the galaxy continues to burn as the Hadarak feed. There are still races in there that have yet to be attacked. Our complacency imperils them. We have to push against the Hadarak, and push hard. The more of them we can kill the less they will be able to resist. We must force them back to their black holes and imprison them there while we discover a means of terminating them. Waiting and holding the line is unacceptable, and had Itaru been doing its job we never would have had this stagnation settle upon us.”
   



      
    “You will shake it off now, and effective immediately the following systems are to be claimed and construction began by each race represented in this Conclave,” Mak’to’ran said, mentally signaling the appropriate data to be displayed to each terminal. “One system for each, with more to follow as appropriate. It is sad to say that a single system is an expansion, but we have forgotten what real expansion is like and must learn again. Do well with each of your assignments and you will earn more.”
   “Simultaneously we will also begin expanding Ter’nat refuges. We need more Zen’zat. Many more. They are soldiers, and techs, and medics, and whatever else we need them to be, but they are not personal servants. They have a place in this empire, but they can only do their duty when we do ours. They do not lead, we do, and if we are leading properly many of them will die. They must be replaced and doing so is far more complicated than hatching more Era’tran or Sevn’orr. Ter’nat are an investment made that will reap Zen’zat later, and it is an investment we will be making heavily now.”
   “We will also be acquiring current Ter’nat refuges when able, but even if we were to recover them all it would not be enough. The entire V’kit’no’sat population must increase by a factor of 10 at minimum.”
   That number shocked all those here, for Mak’to’ran wasn’t referring to their newly reforged V’kit’no’sat, he was referring to the total of the former empire.
   “Why does that set you aback?” he rebuked, looking around the large chamber. “Why do you see it as unreasonable? It will be a long and arduous expansion, but what is new about that? When the V’kit’no’sat began we were less than 1% of what we were just a few decades ago. Who said our growth had to plateau? Who said we could rise no further? And why have you succumbed to their madness? We will grow, and while other races may die because of botched expansion, we have no fear of that so long as we do our duty. This Conclave will design, detail, and coordinate appropriate expansion profiles that I will sanction…and when we start behaving as V’kit’no’sat are supposed to be, we will end this civil war and get back to fighting the Hadarak as we are meant to do.”
   “In the short term we may draw unwanted attention due to the expansion. Many still believe Itaru rules, or that their former edicts should at least be adhered to. Let us dispel that myth here and now, not by being reckless or greedy, but by doing the job they failed to do. Leadership is about more than one person, but I will bear this responsibility alone until we can reassemble more of our former strength. You will assist me as you have been, and I will continually increase what is being asked of you.”
   “Make no mistake. We are the only hope for the V’kit’no’sat and the galaxy. We must prove our worth, and we must not hold back. We have a duty to do, and we will not be shy in doing so going forward. It is also sad when doing our duty will draw our former brothers against us, but so be it. Death before dishonor, and if they wish to stand against us and hobble our ability to fight the Hadarak then they are traitors and will be dealt with accordingly.”
   “That does not mean we are wasting time fighting them if they do not seek combat with us. Itaru has poisoned the trust that held us together, and it will take evidence of competence and loyalty to our mission to win back many of those that have been betrayed. We will grant them time to do this, and only fight those who strike at us and imperil the acquittal of our duty. We will not become petty, squabbling over position. V’kit’no’sat have no ego. We are dominant because it is self-evident. We need no awards or recognition. The galaxy need not even know we exist, for they are irrelevant. Our fight is with the Hadarak and any who stand in the way of that fight. The rest are not our concern.”
   With that Mak’to’ran left the center pedestal and began to walk out, leaving the Conclave to conduct its business as he returned to his, but the telepathic activity in the room spiked as an affirmation chant began. To those with only ears there was silence, but to the V’kit’no’sat granted with the mental powers due their position, every single person in the chamber began shouting in rhythmic chant…a very old chant seldom used now…and one that affirmed their allegiance and the righteousness of their cause.
   The word V’kit’no’sat meant ‘Hunter of Hadarak’ and for the first time in many millennia, in this infantile Conclave, it returned to its true definition and true purpose. They would be the hunters again, but before they could acquit that duty they had to rebuild their strength…and hope the allegiance and might of the Oso’lon and J’gar held out until the V’kit’no’sat were ready to return to holy battle once again.
   www.aerkijyr.com
   
      Aer-ki Jyr, Star Force: Mak'to'ran (3) 

 
      
 Thank you for reading books on GrayCity.Net 
 

Share this book with friends 
 


cover.jpeg





