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   When Mak’to’ran landed on the planet he immediately felt small. While most V’kit’no’sat worlds saw huge structures compared to the other races of the galaxy, those of the Oso’lon were the largest as befitted their size. Walking out of the dropship he passed by ranks of the quadrupeds in full armor who, if stretched out laterally, would be more than five times his height. That meant they liked to have a lot of room to spread out, but their head height was also greater than that of the Era’tran.
 
   However, while that difference wasn’t too great, the Oso’lon had by far the most Ultras of any race, and in fact how many each had was strictly limited. The Oso’lon didn’t limit their own in such amounts, so despite the size of the guards he now strode between, Mak’to’ran could occasionally see the huge Ultras moving around the city on streets, stairs, satu, and other pieces of infrastructure built to accommodate them and all the smaller Oso’lon…but as he began to realize for the first time in his life, the Oso’lon didn’t actually have an Ultra division.
 
   There were many different sizes, far wider in range than the Era’tran or any other race had. He doubted this was a recent development, meaning that the Oso’lon had been giving growth enhancements to more than just their Ultras or this was a natural progression of their biology left unchecked. Originally the Era’tran and many others would have kept growing to unlimited size, often with negative side effects. 
 
   That was why the V’kit’no’sat had made alterations to all races so they would grow to within a restricted range of size while allowing artificial growth enhancements to create a select number of Ultras. Now that he was here, it looked like the Oso’lon were not enforcing that edict on themselves and Mak’to’ran wondered how long this had been going on. It wasn’t possible that it had always been this way, otherwise the Era’tran and others would have found out, but then again none of them had, to his memory, been allowed access to this world. It wasn’t one of their capitols, but rather a private one where no other race had even a single diplomatic tie.
 
   The Oso’lon had requested that he come here to conduct negotiations, and by the size of the fleet in orbit Mak’to’ran was beginning to suspect this world might be to the Oso’lon what Holloi was to the Era’tran. He was certainly at their mercy, despite the flanking Era’tran and pair of Hjar’at that were serving as his bodyguards, but these were Oso’lon…and one never truly had an advantage over them, even if you had superior numbers. 
 
   So Mak’to’ran walked amongst the longnecks relying on trust to keep him alive…trust and their need of him, for he was literally the single link holding the shattered pieces of the empire together in some semblance of order. If the Oso’lon killed him they’d be left on their own to hold back the Hadarak, a task that they could not possible shoulder despite the immense power of their race.
 
   The temporary leader of the reforged V’kit’no’sat was led through the surface of the city before being taken underground…deep underground into chasms that were just as huge as the surface. So deep that they even entered areas where the rock was exposed on the walls and was causing waterfalls running over it to turn into steam from the planetary heat leeching through, giving the subsurface realm a permanent haze of humidity that translated into clouds in some places that dropped occasional bouts of rain.
 
   In fact, the subsurface appeared to be more natural than the surface of the planet, including many of the ‘streets’ being nothing more than trails in the dirt. Some of those trails led into caves set into the walls, and when Mak’to’ran’s escorts led him into one he could feel the heat radiating off them. It wasn’t too much to tolerate, but it did tell him how close they were to the planetary core and how many miles of rock were now between them and the surface, making this location almost impervious to orbital bombardment.
 
   The cave stretched out into a tunnel that eventually opened up into another huge chasm that was split like a ‘Y’ but with so much airspace that I’rar’et could have flown around freely. Mak’to’ran doubted they would be allowed in here, and as soon as they walked out past the cave exit the escorts stopped them and told him that only he could proceed further. His bodyguards must remain here along with them. Only Mak’to’ran could proceed to what they called the Sanctum.
 
   Mak’to’ran huffed once at his Era’tran, not even bothering to send a telepathic message. The gesture was enough, and he slowly walked with heavy steps down a slight incline towards a river in the distance partially wrapped in trees as he followed the dirt path to the right, taking him out of sight of the others and leaving him alone for several minutes until he came to a purely artificial structure that sat across a bridge that spanned half the diameter of a small lake the river fed into. Above it was a huge vertical chamber with nooks in the walls that he recognized as being used by flyers, but there were none here. Everything appeared to be empty, but that was just an illusion.
 
   It took him until halfway across the bridge to realize his Ikrid was being blocked, meaning he wasn’t able to sense any minds around him. It wasn’t another mind inside his doing the blocking, so he assumed it was a blanket technological effect that would also prevent telepathic communication. That hindered the V’kit’no’sat greatly, but it also suggested that this place was protected and Mak’to’ran felt that he was now walking on hallowed ground. 
 
   When he got across the bridge and entered the central structure he could see that it had no ceiling, but was a series of ramps and levels that were open to the air as well as having water channels cutting through it, including some curious water ramps that seemed to defy physics. Mak’to’ran tried to use his Pefbar to get a look at them but found it was also blocked, causing him to start to feel extremely vulnerable. He flipped on his Nakane and was glad to see his bioshields still functioned, so he still had that defense in addition to the armor he wore in retracted mode, but operating without his primary psionics was disconcerting.
 
   The architecture of the site was funneling him towards the center in a way that allowed for other redirects but minimized them, making it clear there was only one important place to go, so Mak’to’ran allowed himself to be directed there without having any information about what he was supposed to be doing here. It was completely empty as far as he could tell, though without his psionics there could be someone behind any of the giant pillars and walls and he wouldn’t be able to tell until he saw them with his eyes. 
 
   The central island of artificial construction wasn’t overly large, so Mak’to’ran came to the epicenter soon enough and found himself standing in a triangular courtyard large enough to hold over a hundred Era’tran…but there was no one here. Mak’to’ran stood near the center and walked around a bit, looking and listening, but finding no trace of anyone.
 
   “Why am I here?” he said loudly, with his voice echoing oddly off the surrounding bits of walls and columns that left many gaps at varying distances that made for a sniper’s paradise. 
 
   “To do what must be done,” a familiar voice said as one corner of the triangle depressed and was flooded, allowing the J’gar Didact to swim in and look at Mak’to’ran over the lip of the pool.
 
   At the same time the footsteps of a large, but not quite Ultra Oso’lon turned Mak’to’ran’s head as the quadruped walked into the triangle from another entrance. It was dark brown in color with spots down its back and tail that were a mix of green and red, set into a pattern that was immediately recognizable as belonging to the leadership herd, though Mak’to’ran didn’t recognize this individual until he spoke, then the importance of this location became obvious.
 
   “Mak’to’ran, leader of the new V’kit’no’sat,” the Oso’lon Primearch said, looking down at him from his head height that was twice the Era’tran’s as he walked over to another point of the triangle and the floor altered to produce a flat pad on which the Primearch then sat down on, looping his tail forward until it pointed parallel alongside his right flank. “Your work has not gone unnoticed, but what you ask of us is beyond your station. The Era’tran are not our equals.”
 
   “Apparently we are your superiors,” Mak’to’ran bit out, drawing a shocked look from the Primearch. “For we followed protocol. You apparently have not.”
 
   “Explain,” the Primearch said evenly as the Didact merely looked on as he floated on the water’s surface.
 
   “You are not obeying size restrictions.”
 
   “Those here are not required to,” the Didact answered. “There is no violation.”
 
   “Are they designated as Ultras?”
 
   “No,” the Primearch answered. “And there are things of the V’kit’no’sat that you are not aware. We cannot make everything public knowledge, including certain facets of protocol. There is too much at stake, and your being here represents how low we have fallen.”
 
   “Enlighten me,” Mak’to’ran said, pacing slightly at the center of the courtyard. 
 
   “There are tiers of knowledge within the V’kit’no’sat. This you already know. What you do not know is that there are tiers beyond the Elder Conclave. The founding races of the V’kit’no’sat protect and secure the most sacred tier, upon which the future of the galaxy rests. The Era’tran, nor the Conclave, are privy to this tier. Only the elite Oso’lon and J’gar are, hence your being here violates protocol.”
 
   “Events have altered protocol,” the Didact added, “thus you are here now. This is the place where the sacred tier functions, when necessary. As you have no doubt already noticed, there were once three,” he said as the third corner of the triangle opened up and a large but low perch was formed, obviously meant for the aerial counterpart that was the Zak’de’ron, now missing from the V’kit’no’sat.
 
   “You are not a replacement for them,” the Primearch said. “Where we were less than them, you are less than us, but you are correct in asserting that there must be three again. Not because we are unable,” he said, glancing at the J’gar, “but because we are both implicated in a treason that appears to not exist. We cannot find it within either race, which is of some comfort, but without being able to find it we cannot expose it for others to see, thus suspicion remains and the empire persists in a fractured state while the Hadarak scout. They sense weakness, and I fear we will soon be engaged in a full war with them unlike we have seen since the fall of the Zak’de’ron…”
 
   “And without their strength, we may not survive,” the Didact finished. “If we do not act, the V’kit’no’sat could be destroyed.”
 
   “Along with the rest of the galaxy that we are sworn to defend,” the Oso’lon said, dipping his head slightly. “Your race is not ready, but you must become so as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Then you agree?” Mak’to’ran asked skeptically, for the Oso’lon had refused to join the reforged V’kit’no’sat as the J’gar recently had.
 
   “To your pathetic recreation of Itaru? For appearance sake only. The reforging of the V’kit’no’sat must occur here, and from here all else will flow. Where we were the inferiors to the Zak’de’ron, you will be the inferior to us in this triad, but we will not make the mistakes they did. You will be granted equity when you are able to grow into it. We will become three again, and the sooner we begin the process the better, but it will require a great deal of effort on your part…and not in terms of leadership. In terms of ascension. You must learn and grow, and that is not an easy task for those who are inferior.”
 
   “Which is why we will guide you,” the Didact offered. “As fast as we are capable, if the Era’tran so agree.”
 
   “You wish me to speak for them rather than for the V’kit’no’sat?”
 
   “You never spoke for the V’kit’no’sat,” the Primearch verbally reprimanded him. “Your alliance is illegitimate without the Oso’lon and J’gar. We are the heart of the V’kit’no’sat, and without us it cannot survive. You must become the third heart.”
 
   “This inner tier is worthless to the others if it is unknown,” Mak’to’ran countered. “It could not hold the empire together before, do not assume it can do so now. My reforged V’kit’no’sat are the key, and I will not discard it to repeat your mistakes.”
 
   “To what do you refer, Era’tran?”
 
   “Betraying the Zak’de’ron was a colossal mistake, and that mistake has poisoned the empire ever since. Terraxis merely accelerated the decline that was already seeping into the empire. Unless we address the root cause, we will carry that poison forward with us.”
 
   “What do you suggest?” the Didact asked.
 
   “Admit we were wrong. That we weakened the bonds of loyalty between us with that betrayal, and that in order to reforge those bonds we must do so without taint.”
 
   “Taint is the only reason we are agreeing to this ascension,” the Primearch pointed out. 
 
   “V’kit’no’sat do not destroy one another,” Mak’to’ran said, with a small amount of ire working its way into his voice. “That is our deepest bond, and it was broken during the Zak’de’ron war. Then to make matters ever worse, you enslaved the Zak’de’ron by remaking them into the Les’i’kron. You labeled it a culling when it was not. Such deception stokes the poison eating away at us. We must be aboveboard in the reforging or we are doomed to failure.”
 
   “Secrets exist for a reason.”
 
   “Secrets and lies are separate entities,” Mak’to’ran lectured the Primearch. “And this is more about arrogance than anything else. You are not the Zak’de’ron, not even now, so stop pretending you are.”
 
   “We made no such claims,” the Didact countered.
 
   “You are impersonating them. Most of the coding in our equipment comes from them. You simply copied it without fully understanding it. We are still standing on their mantle and claiming it is our own. I know this, because the Era’tran have begun our own efforts to study and learn from the remnants of the Zak’de’ron. To aspire to attaining their level rather than faking it as you do.”
 
   The Primearch stood up so fast that it was essentially a double thump of his legs as he got to his feet and sent a ripple of energy out towards Mak’to’ran…who met it with one of his own. The two Jumat waves met and canceled out, with Mak’to’ran activating his Saroto’kanse’vam and staring the larger Oso’lon down as his claws burned a fiery red.
 
   “Arrogance corrupts you!” Mak’to’ran accused. “You horde psionics, territory, and secrets in a delusional attempt to pretend you are their equal. They consume you, and so long as that is the case you are unfit to lead the V’kit’no’sat.”
 
   “We will see who is unfit, Era’tran,” the Primearch said as he activated his armor with a wave of green battle plates covering his entire body.
 
   Mak’to’ran responded by activating his own armor, covering his body with blood red plates as the Oso’lon came off its pedestal in a confident, almost lazy manner as if it was going to intimidate the Era’tran into submission. 
 
   Mak’to’ran held his ground until half the distance elapsed, then he took off running as he pulsed a Jumat field around his body that he used to counteract the first blast the Oso’lon threw, but the second was much more powerful and knocked the Era’tran head over heels backwards, but he recovered quickly and gained several meters until the same two-hit encounter occurred again…then again and again, with Mak’to’ran getting knocked down but getting closer with each repetition.
 
   When he was almost to the Oso’lon the larger V’kit’no’sat angrily abandoned the attack and pivoted in place, swinging his giant tail around so fast that Mak’to’ran nearly got hit, but with his years of high gravity training he was able to leap high enough to get over the slap and came down just shy of the right hip of the Primearch, grinding his armored feet into the ground as another Jumat blast hit him, but he clawed his way through it on sheer muscle power and got to the green armor where he encountered the Primearch’s shields.
 
   His Jumat allowed him to press through slowly, taking several shots in the face from the hip-mounted weaponry, but in order to fire another Jumat blast the Oso’lon dropped them entirely, hoping to move him away, but a quick dig of his talons into the stone-like floor allowed Mak’to’ran to hold his place during the hurricane-like blast, then he surged forward and got onto the green armor where he began to slowly burn his way through.
 
   Normally the Oso’lon would have also used its Lachka to pry him off, but with Pefbar being blocked that was not an option. He literally couldn’t see to use it, and Mak’to’ran was not going to let go of his hold on the right rear hip as he also fired energy blasts from his armor into it while taking the point blank shots from the Oso’lon’s own cannons.
 
   Seeing his disadvantage, the Primearch rolled over, with Mak’to’ran unable to move that much mass. He had to let go, and when he did the Primearch threw another huge Jumat blast, far greater than Mak’to’ran could hope to emit, and knocked the Era’tran clear as the quadruped got to its feet and reestablished its shields. 
 
   “Enough!” the Didact roared in such a way that it broke the concentration of both Mak’to’ran and the Primearch before they could reengage. “Are you so insecure that a mere insult prompts you to fight?” 
 
   The Oso’lon was the target of the scorn and he turned his long neck towards the aquatic. 
 
   “Dominance must be maintained. These Era’tran do not know their place.”
 
   “Nor do you, Oso’lon. Stand down,” he said, with the words literally reverberating in the water so much that ripples could be seen on the calm surface.
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   The Primearch whirled around, his anger now directed at the J’gar, but he didn’t attack him. 
 
   “And what is my place?” he asked, heavy with scorn.
 
   “Here,” the Didact said simply. “Remember where you are standing, and remember that this above all places is where we should not be fighting one another.”
 
   “He is unaware of the significance. His presence and his stupidity defile the Sanctum.”
 
   “He was not the one who struck first, and the fact that he is still standing after exchanging several blows with you is proof of his worthiness. Now stand down.”
 
   The Oso’lon blew out a gust of air through its nostrils, then reluctantly collapsed its armor back down into the thin, jewelry-like exoskeleton that ran the length of its spine. 
 
   “He speaks of protocol, yet his psionics are proof of his hypocrisy. He has taken those forbidden to him.”
 
   “Forbidden by whom?” Mak’to’ran demanded, also retracting his armor now that the short battle had stopped. “Those who gave us the psionics in the first place were the Zak’de’ron, and betraying them goes far beyond breaking protocol. It is the single folly that continues to weaken us, and we must forever abandon it by recognizing our mistake and making amends.”
 
   “Amends to who?” the Didact asked before the Primearch could respond. “The Zak’de’ron have been destroyed, and the Les’i’kron are nothing more than devolved cousins.”
 
   “What is done cannot be undone,” Mak’to’ran said, looking back at the Oso’lon. “And there may have been some valid cause for the actions taken, but the breach of trust when we turned against the Zak’de’ron continues to poison us to this day, heightened even more by the Rit’ko’sor rebellion. If we can turn against our founders, then why should any race have confidence in our common bond? Why shouldn’t they be looking out to defend themselves against another such betrayal?”
 
   “You were not even hatched when the Zak’de’ron were destroyed. Do not speak to me of events you did not witness.”
 
   “I did not see much, but I was there at the end. And regardless of what secrets you keep, it matters not when the masses do not know them. They only see the betrayal, no matter how much rewriting of history you have done. Each act increases the poison that erodes our bonds, and the fact that I have amassed an alliance greater than your civilization is proof that the V’kit’no’sat want to be united. They cannot trust you or the J’gar, but they can trust me because I am untainted and I have a track record of loyalty, both to the V’kit’no’sat and the troops under my command. Your record is one of deceit. Are you so arrogant you cannot see that?”
 
   “They are,” the Didact said, drawing a strong look for the Primearch.
 
   “You had best explain that,” the Oso’lon said, clamping down on his reflexive anger until he had ample cause to act, for the accusation of the J’gar about the sanctity of this place was weighing heavily on his mind. He had crossed a line, but that did not excuse the actions of the Era’tran.
 
   “You and I share respect across geography. You are of the land, we are of the water. The Era’tran are of the land, thus you see them as subservient. There is more competition between you than between us, and you do not see it. You expect them to obey you because they are of the land, yet you do not treat them as brothers. They may be lesser, but they are V’kit’no’sat. And I believe Mak’to’ran will agree that such treatment was part of the reason the Rit’ko’sor rebelled.”
 
   “I cannot say for certain,” the Era’tran cautiously agreed, “but their aim was to hurt us. They knew they could not win, but that was not their point. They wanted to strike back.”
 
   “And strike back at what?” the J’gar pressed, addressing the Oso’lon.
 
   “You blame us for their betrayal?”
 
   “We set a very good example for them to follow.”
 
   “No. We succeeded in destroying the Zak’de’ron.”
 
   “We had all the races helping us. They accomplished more on their own than any of us did singularly. They were far more powerful than we had given them credit for, despite the fact that they violated protocol to amass such numbers. The Era’tran is correct. The deeper poison within us is distrust. Terraxis is born from it. It is not the original source.”
 
   “We did what was necessary at the time. I do not regret it.”
 
   “Nor do I,” the J’gar agreed. “But we must own the aftermath, not deny it.”
 
   “And you think that elevating the Era’tran will solve this?”
 
   “No. The distrust will remain. We must make new bonds to replace those that were broken,” the Didact said, looking at Mak’to’ran. “We cannot do that quickly, but quick action must be taken. He is the temporary bandage that we must work beneath, but if we do not create the necessary bonds here and now, all other efforts will be fraudulent, which is why I find your position untenable.”
 
   “We must become the Zak’de’ron,” Mak’to’ran added. “We must strive to attain their level. The Era’tran have already begun to do this, though we are far from achieving it.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” the Oso’lon asked suspiciously.
 
   “Secret projects, many of which I was not made aware of until recently. Usurping the mantle of the Zak’de’ron is not sufficient. We must earn it. If we do not, then we will never replace them and their void will haunt us.”
 
   “You claim knowledge that the Oso’lon do not possess?”
 
   “Some, yes.”
 
   The Primearch looked at the J’gar. “What do they have?”
 
   “Bits of research that even we have not attempted. It is not much, but it is a start. And with our assistance it will grow. Our three races must create in secret what we have claimed to possess in arrogance while he leads us.”
 
   “The V’kit’no’sat do not have a leader,” the Primearch lectured with venom. “It goes against our very structure.”
 
   “One race being destroyed rather than culled goes against our very structure,” Mak’to’ran spat. “We cannot rest on the accomplishments of the past. Your legitimacy is gone. We must take from the past what is valuable and adjust as necessary as we plot a course into the future…as I have already been doing.”
 
   “He does not know all he should,” the Didact cautioned, “but he is the only hope for a quick reconciliation. It is not sufficient, but it will buy us time to reforge the unspoken bonds and attain the level of the Zak’de’ron in truth to match our lies.”
 
   “We never should have lied in the first place,” Mak’to’ran added. “Keeping secrets is one thing, but lying puts a level of distrust between us. We must be bonded as a single civilization, not an alliance of races. The Zak’de’ron cemented that bond because they elevated us all. Now that they are gone, we must forge a new common bond.”
 
   “You? I find that incredibly lacking.”
 
   “No. I am temporary. An equity must be established, and one piece of that is allowing individuals of merit a pathway to additional psionics similar to the structure of the Zen’zat. One’s race will not hold them back from greater power, but one’s race will still set their default psionics.”
 
   The Primearch looked at the J’gar. “You are in agreement with this?”
 
   “The benchmarks are in question. The premise we agree with.”
 
   “You wish to allow other aquatics Saroto’kanse’vam equal to your own?”
 
   “We are not so fearful of it as you.”
 
   “Such additions will unbalance the empire. That you should fear, J’gar.”
 
   “What empire?” Mak’to’ran asked. “The old V’kit’no’sat have been destroyed. Do not delude yourself to believe otherwise. Cling to it, and it will only crumble further. You no longer control Itaru. That alone should be proof enough of the destruction.”
 
   “Those traitors will be dealt with in time. Right now our primary responsibility is to hold back the Hadarak.”
 
   “And how will you deal with them? Fight a costly war that will weaken all? That is not a solution.”
 
   “It is a solution,” the Oso’lon disagreed. “Just not an inviting one.”
 
   “You still distract from our true purpose. The Hadarak are not an inconvenience. They are the reason we exist. We have not taken a Hadarak world in recent memory. Why?”
 
   “You know how costly such invasions are. You have fought them directly. Do you not already know the answer?”
 
   “The answer is because the Zak’de’ron are no longer leading. Those who usurped them are, and they do not hold the Hadarak as their primary focus.”
 
   Mak’to’ran and the Primearch stared each other down after that, with no telepathic interaction due to the inhibiting fields that blanketed the Sanctum, and the J’gar let them continue without interruption until the Oso’lon finally broke the silence.
 
   “You are unfit to lead, but there is some wisdom in your words.”
 
   “The only leading I wish to do is where necessary. If the Elder Conclave does its job, I will not have to be seen or heard. I will be on the Hadarak front leading a renewed invasion as we were meant to do. Fighting the Hadarak is the purpose that binds us together. When we destroyed the Zak’de’ron and abandoned that mandate we were instantaneously fractured.”
 
   “Neglected the mandate,” the Didact corrected. “Not abandoned. Had we done so, I have no doubt the Oso’lon fleets would be pummeling Era’tran worlds right now.”
 
   “Possibly,” the Primearch added, matching the slight sarcasm in the Didact’s words. “But your point is taken. We do not, however, have the strength to resume invasions of the Hadarak. We are barely holding them at bay as it is.”
 
   “Which is why we must unite through new bonds, not conquest,” Mak’to’ran pressed. “To preserve as much of the old empire as we can while we forge the new one…which I have already been doing.”
 
   “We must continue his work,” the Didact agreed. “But it will take all three of us. Era’tran, J’gar, and Oso’lon.”
 
   “We are still short aerial leadership. The Les’i’kron cannot take the place of the Zak’de’ron.”
 
   “We do not need an aerial,” the Didact countered. “We need dominance. Two land dwellers of great power working together is a sign of dominance rather than subjugation and conflict. That will do more for unity than preserving geographical divisions, and the methods Mak’to’ran have been employing are working. We must learn from and expand on them as he and the Era’tran are enlightened as to what the V’kit’no’sat truly are.”
 
   “What we are is broken,” the Oso’lon admitted, “and not because of recent events. The Zak’de’ron promised equity and never delivered, and the way they advanced us made us dependent on them. When we tried to take their place we had…difficulties.”
 
   Mak’to’ran frowned, sensing there was more behind his words than the obvious.
 
   “Specify.”
 
   “They maintained balance in ways we did not understand,” the Didact answered. “The wars we fought after they were gone were no accident. They had established alliances and agreements with races beyond the V’kit’no’sat, and their mere absence caused chaos. They were holding together the galaxy in ways we did not know, and still do not fully understand. We initially did not press against the Hadarak because we were trying to clean up the inadvertent mess we created when we eliminated them.”
 
   “But more than that,” the Primearch continued, “the way they treated the races within the V’kit’no’sat was not obvious. They held dominance in defiance of their promises, but they also managed to suppress the internal divisions. When they were eliminated the V’kit’no’sat became unstable and we were forced to take measures to try and preserve the illusion of unity so that we did not collapse in the aftermath. We have found that our skill in holding the V’kit’no’sat together is not the equal of those that created the empire, but if we admitted that it would only spur more rebellion.”
 
   “What is this place?” Mak’to’ran asked.
 
   “This is where the Zak’de’ron forged all our races. It is the birthplace of the V’kit’no’sat and where the leaders of all races conducted the most sensitive research. This is the heart of the V’kit’no’sat while Itaru is the operational center, and it is where the Zak’de’ron told us the truth of the Hadarak.”
 
   Mak’to’ran’s head came up. “What do I not know about them?”
 
   “That they cannot be defeated,” the Oso’lon said firmly. “They can only be contained.”
 
   “I don’t believe that.”
 
   “You were not meant to. The empire had to believe it was possible in order for us to retake what the Hadarak had claimed, but the heart of their territory is a place we cannot go. We can never defeat them with finality, but if we hesitate, if we do not pursue them vigorously, the attrition will wear us down and they will eventually spread again, undoing all we have worked for. The V’kit’no’sat must believe that there is a way to end them, otherwise we will not fight hard enough to contain the menace.”
 
   Mak’to’ran paced to the right a few steps, then flipped his tail around as he walked back, creating a long circle before he looked at both the J’gar and Oso’lon. 
 
   “That was the balance that was lost. They maintained the illusion so we would be focused, but once you realized the truth you were not so eager to waste resources on a hopeless effort. That is why we have not continued to take worlds from them, because there is no chance of ultimate victory. They created us to do their fighting for them, for they could not have the same zealotry while knowing the truth. They needed us…they needed both of you…to remain ignorant and committed.”
 
   “Else the Hadarak would resurge and we would be destroyed or forced to flee to the rim,” the Didact admitted. “They told us what we needed to know, not the truth. We did not have the strength of will to face the truth, but we did have the strength of will to pursue a distant victory. They maintained the illusion to get us to do what was necessary where honesty would have failed. They required us to be inferior, and had they shared their full knowledge with us we would have become unable to fulfill our purpose.”
 
   “The V’kit’no’sat cannot be a union of equals,” the Oso’lon said firmly. “We inherited a lie, and we have not had the same success with it as the Zak’de’ron did. They were master manipulators, and our proclivity to equality has proven to be disastrous in their absence. We have assimilated some of their methods, but we are not them. The best we could do was try to hold the empire together and keep the Hadarak from regaining any additional territory. We are ill suited to press further into them knowing that there can be no final solution.”
 
   “Why?” Mak’to’ran demanded. “Why is the final solution impossible? Do you assume the Zak’de’ron knew everything? Perhaps the solution lies beyond even them. They are gone. This is our galaxy to defend now, so we do not need to follow in their footsteps. We can hold the line…that has been proven. We can take worlds from them, regardless of the cost. It is simply a matter of patience and consistency. That leaves the question of a final solution. The Zak’de’ron may have lied to us, but it was a lie that encouraged us rather than weakened. It was a way to make us stronger, so tell me, after we had pushed into the deep core what would they have done?”
 
   “Hold the line there,” the Didact answered.
 
   “Do you know that for certain? How do you know if you discovered all of their plans?”
 
   “We found enough records to indicate why they created the V’kit’no’sat initially,” the Primearch said with a deep sadness. “It was a promise based on a lie, and one created to make use of our naivety.”
 
   “But it succeeded,” Mak’to’ran pressed. “The Hadarak have been driven back. Forget the Zak’de’ron then. We are the V’kit’no’sat. Perhaps created by a lie, but a lie we have made into a reality. If the Zak’de’ron did not think the Hadarak could be defeated, then our path forward is clear. We must not only rise to the level of the Zak’de’ron and assume their mantle, we must exceed them in order to find the final solution to the Hadarak. If you assume that is not possible then you are admitting they are forever superior to us.”
 
   Mak’to’ran looked at both individuals who were far older than him, only now realizing the burden they had been carrying. It had been poisoning them, this lack of hope. This betrayal of purpose. And now he saw how essential not only the Era’tran were, but that he was in the future of the V’kit’no’sat.
 
   “I will lead,” he said firmly. “Not because I am wiser, or elder, or superior. But because I have not lost hope. The Hadarak are strong and numerous, but they are not immortal. They can be eradicated from the galaxy. How to do that we do not yet know, but the answer lies out there for us to find. The purpose of destroying the Hadarak bound us together before and it will do so again now…only this time it won’t be a lie. The others need not know of the Zak’de’ron’s treachery. Let them remember the promise they made of one day destroying the Hadarak, but we three must admit to ourselves that there is a chance, even if it is a small one, of ultimate victory. You do not have to lead the search for it, I will, and in that function I alone will replace the Zak’de’ron.”
 
   “You will facilitate the lie?” the Primearch asked. “And hope that we will fall prey to it again?”
 
   “No,” Mak’to’ran said flatly. “I admit that we are currently inferior to what the Zak’de’ron were, but I do not assume that we will forever be inferior. The Era’tran are working now to catch up to where they were. If and when we get there, do you assume we will simply accept that parity and not press forward? We are V’kit’no’sat, we live and breathe dominance, so start acting like it. If we are not dominant now we must become dominant in truth. Abandon the lies and set yourself on the course to attaining the strength you pretend to now possess, then when we actually accomplish it we will do something the Zak’de’ron never did.”
 
   “We will actually try to destroy the Hadarak once and for all,” Mak’to’ran said with such sincerity a part of him was surprised when the words were not etched into the stone beneath his feet.
 
   The Primearch and the J’gar exchanged glances. 
 
   “He believes, but is it based on a lie or a potential truth?” the Oso’lon asked.
 
   “We cannot be sure of a potential outcome, but I think he is right in assuming we don’t have to be. We must be loyal to the cause of pursuing it with no promise of success.”
 
   “If we only act when the outcome is certain, then we are cowards,” Mak’to’ran pressed. “The bold venture into unknown territory willingly and seek out challenge. Defeating the Hadarak is the greatest challenge within the galaxy, and if we knowingly accept that where the Zak’de’ron did not, then we will be superior to them in that respect. Not out of ignorance, but by simply making the choice to pursue it to our eventual victory or demise, no matter how many millions of years it may take.”
 
   “There is much he still does not know,” the Primearch said evenly.
 
   “Yes,” the Didact agreed. “But I find myself with a tiny glimmer of hope once again. The Hadarak are not immortal. We may not be able to defeat them, but they can die. And if they can die, then it is possible to find a way to make it happen. It is so small of a possibility that I cannot bring myself to pursue it, but I am curious. Why are you so determined?”
 
   “I have spent most of my life in combat, and my loyalty has never failed. You may think it was loyalty to a lie, but it was not. It was loyalty to a cause. If the Zak’de’ron abandoned that cause then good riddance to them. The cause still exists, and we will pursue it to our victory or destruction. That is what the V’kit’no’sat are. That is our identity. It is my identity, and I will not betray it…nor will I betray any other with the same identity. That is our bond, and I will not abandon it.”
 
   “Heresy has its advantages,” the Primearch said, referring to Mak’to’ran and the Era’tran. “Their boldness has not been diminished.”
 
   “And that is what we need. Our goal has become containment and preservation of the empire. That must be accomplished in order to pursue the destruction of the Hadarak. We can focus on the latter while he leads the efforts to search for the means to do the impossible. I believe that is a workable balance for us here. Do you concur?” the Didact asked.
 
   “Problematic, but workable,” the Primearch mostly agreed. “But I wonder if his zeal will fade with further information.”
 
   “The greater the challenge, the more dominance is required to overcome it,” Mak’to’ran quipped. “And I seek to continually become more dominant.”
 
   “So be it,” the Primearch said with finality. “This will not be an easy melding, but it is a path forward where we have had none. The Oso’lon will do our part while preparing for your failure. Preservation of the empire and holding the line is our priority.”
 
   “Not all need to lead,” Mak’to’ran advised. “I will personally accept this responsibility and cause. If there is a way to defeat the Hadarak, I will find it.”
 
   “And we will strengthen the V’kit’no’sat so that if you find a solution we will be in a position to enact it,” the Didact concluded as the perch on the third point of the triangle disappeared into the floor and a pedestal smaller, but otherwise identical to what the Oso’lon stood on, appeared. “Take your place, Era’tran.”
 
   Mak’to’ran huffed agreeably, setting his mind and very core to the quest before him, and walked over to the symbolic place of parity, seeing the symbol for the Era’tran emblazed on top of the cushioned pad when he stepped up onto it and spun around, looking out at the other two across the center of the triangular courtyard.
 
   “Now,” he said, settling into his place. “Tell me what else I need to know about the true V’kit’no’sat.”
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   October 5, 3692
 
   Jari’mot System (Oso’lon territory)
 
   Kabot
 
    
 
   It took 3 years of negotiations, updates, revelations, and internal wrangling between Mak’to’ran, the J’gar, and the Oso’lon before they announced that the Oso’lon were joining the J’gar in in the reforged V’kit’no’sat. They were not returning to Itaru, for that region was still not obeying anyone, but they publically joined the Conclave in Vviot, instantly giving it a legitimacy that now rivaled Itaru. 
 
   There were still Oso’lon and J’gar in Itaru, some of which were not totally in allegiance with the rest of their race, but they’d never completely severed themselves. More of a ‘agree to disagree’ situation while their combined fleet was busy holding the Hadarak front. The arrogant in their ranks were still there and helping their brethren carve out a larger and larger chunk of the most populous region within the old empire, but now that both the J’gar and Oso’lon civilizations had joined Mak’to’ran’s alliance there was suddenly a split into which everyone else immediately fell.
 
   Those suspicious of the J’gar and Oso’lon went separate ways. Some trusted Mak’to’ran and accepted his leadership so long as the Oso’lon and J’gar didn’t supersede him, while others saw the joining of those two races as an admission of combined guilt, which drove them towards Itaru. None of the worlds already in Mak’to’ran’s alliance left, but many in the Non-Aligned Confederation abandoned their neutrality and loosely aligned with Itaru out of fear of being overpowered by Mak’to’ran’s now dominant forces.
 
   The rest of the NAC remained independent while pieces started cautiously talking with Mak’to’ran...while keeping their distance from the Oso’lon and J’gar. They demanded an explanation as to the source of the Terraxis treason and Mak’to’ran answered honestly that he did not know, then cited that the only way to figure out who the traitors were was to draw them out by forcing their hand. If they wanted to destroy the V’kit’no’sat then a reforging of the empire was something they couldn’t let occur, so Mak’to’ran was going to put the pieces back together while waiting for them to strike. If the J’gar or the Oso’lon were at fault, it would be easier to identify the traitors when they took new actions against the V’kit’no’sat rather than trying to investigate a past buried so well many doubted that the continued eradication of Star Force would ever produce the answers they sought.
 
   A decent portion of the NAC accepted his plan and rejoined what was now considered by many to be the legitimate empire, while the bulk of the NAC held off and negotiated with Mak’to’ran terms for them to stay independent and neutral while Itaru was becoming actively hostile and territorial. Several small worlds in their region that chose to join the V’kit’no’sat were assaulted and Mak’to’ran had to face off against the Itaru faction for the first time…and they weren’t using stun weapons.
 
   It was the beginning of a very bloody and, he feared, long war…but he could not and would not abandon the loyal systems no matter where they lay within the galaxy. So fight they would. 
 
   As that was ramping up the integration and elevation of the Era’tran continued. Mak’to’ran now had enough senior military commanders that he could trust to follow orders and skilled enough to not require his direct oversight, so as the fight with Itaru began in a handful of systems in or near their claimed territory, Mak’to’ran was bouncing around the former empire’s territory and stitching back together more and more pieces of it while the rest of the Era’tran began to take over the leadership triad duties from him.
 
   That was why Hamob was now arriving on Kabot along with many other high level Era’tran and a small defense fleet. Normally the Oso’lon defended this system in their entirety, but with so many key Era’tran being gathered together in the same place concessions had been made. The J’gar likewise had a small defense fleet here, but the bulk of the ships and population remained Oso’lon. 
 
   As Hamob walked along with a handful of other Era’tran across the bridge into the Sanctum he marveled at the serenity and quiet importance of a place he had never knew existed prior to Mak’to’ran’s summons and subsequent report. Much had been hidden from the Era’tran that was now being revealed, prompting him and others to come here and deal with it directly while Mak’to’ran continued to be the symbol of the reforging and out doing visible things to further it. Meanwhile Hamob would remain on Kabot indefinitely as he negotiated, conferred, and learned from his Oso’lon and J’gar counterparts. 
 
   The Oso’lon and J’gar had been hiding much from them, and based on what Mak’to’ran had already told him there was a leadership vacuum that had been covered up for a long time. That would have to be replaced with action, and he honestly didn’t know how the Oso’lon and J’gar were going to respond to him. He’d had extensive contact with both races, but this hidden inner core to the V’kit’no’sat was something else entirely. Hamob wasn’t sure what he’d find, but he was going to discover the nature of it today.
 
   When he got across the bridge to the artificial island there were already dozens of others present, gathered in clumps at various locations, but Mak’to’ran had told him to go to the center courtyard and report to Min’gar, who was acting as Mak’to’ran’s second and defacto ambassador from the Era’tran. Hamob found him and two others mingling with a pair of Oso’lon when he entered, then spotted a J’gar on the other side when vision allowed, for this entire area was covered in psionic dampening fields that limited his abilities considerably.
 
   “This is the one I spoke of,” Min’gar said when he saw Hamob approach. “I think you will be surprised by our progress.”
 
   “That remains to be seen,” one of the Oso’lon said as he looked down at Hamob with his tiny, high head. “What secrets of the Zak’de’ron have you uncovered that you believe we have not?”
 
   Confrontational already, it seemed. This was not going to be pleasant, but it had to be done. The Era’tran had to come forward with what they’d learned and put the Oso’lon and J’gar in less of a dominant position…but he doubted they were going to take the news well.
 
   “Much,” Hamob said neutrally as he walked up next to his kin and triggered an arm gauntlet to produce a hologram between them and the Oso’lon detailing the list of secrets he’d kept safely confined to himself and a few select others. 
 
    
 
   Two years later…
 
    
 
   The Timrit System was a mess. What has used to be four planets were now two and the pieces of the others scattered in erratic orbits around an average yellow star that had a fleet of J’gar ships guarding it. There was no local population. Not on the planets, not in any space stations, nothing but the warships and a scattering of remote sensors placed in innocuous places around the system that linked in to the Urrtren. 
 
   The two planets were lifeless and cratered, but had once been lush with life and home to a Lir’nen colony before the Zak’de’ron were overthrown. In the aftermath the colony had been lost along with other territory as the Hadarak took advantage of the V’kit’no’sat’s internecine and pushed out against their severely weakened fleets. This system hadn’t been hit by them previously, rather one of those that had been skipped over in the masses of star systems in near the core of the galaxy, but ever since that renewed push Timrit had been a highway for the Hadarak. No one knew why, but it was one of their major jumpline connections to the nearby region that sat on the front of inhabited and heavily fortified systems the V’kit’no’sat owned and operated while keeping their population sparse.
 
   The fleet here was meant to scare off any Hadarak trying to move beyond, and if necessary fight them here rather than over an inhabited world. Long ago the pair of destroyed planets had been victimized by the Hadarak, but had it not been for cleaning efforts the system would have seen the remains of numerous Hadarak and hundreds of thousands of V’kit’no’sat warships from past skirmishes. It was not believed that the Hadarak could communicate across the stars other than via courier, and it was from monitoring their movements and history that it had been concluded that they operated on probes.
 
   Every so often combat would be initiated to probe for weaknesses, and to do that a Hadarak would move out into contested territory. If they encountered enough resistance they would retreat. Too little and they’d win, settling down and claiming the system. But if there was no one to fight they would simply move through to other regions, so fleets like this one were put here to stop their progress, either by winning or losing fights, and to plug holes on the front to keep the Hadarak bottled up to predictable jumplines…otherwise, with so many stars in the galaxy, they’d never be able to contain them.
 
   When the Hadarak came there was plenty of warning, for its jump was at such a slow speed the V’kit’no’sat sensor stations that were sending out constant beams along the popular jumplines could get reflective bounces hours in advance before they thinned out so much to be useless. As soon as Hadarak was detected on approach the J’gar fleet reported it through the Urrtren and moved to the jumpline to wait for it, knowing that they had to hit hard and fast before it had a chance to recover. Slinging its mass from star to star took a great effort, and even though it wouldn’t mind smashing into the star at slow speeds it couldn’t survive a high velocity impact. 
 
   They also needed to provoke it into coming after them rather than submerging into the star, so having their ships at the jumppoint was strategic for multiple reasons. The J’gar commander knew they were in for a nasty fight, even if they’d had twice the number of ships they currently had, but it wasn’t until the Hadarak arrived did they know that this was no normal probe. The Hadarak in question was large…far larger than the small ones that normally did the probing, measuring larger than a Mach’nel and massing so much it was literally a small planet 429 miles in diameter around the center, but this one was elongated an additional third and an easy silhouette to recognize.
 
   The V’kit’no’sat computers tagged it as one they had encountered before, cataloged as #729, and one not seen since the Rit’ko’sor rebellion. It was a tier 3 Hadarak and more than a match for the J’gar fleet, but they were going to have to hit it hard enough to make it stop here. Retreating would only allow it to move on to another system, so a bloody deed was going to have to be done this day, and the J’gar commander was cursing the current state of the empire for leaving them with so few ships, most of which were going to have to go to their deaths just to buy time.
 
   When the Hadarak slowed it came under immediate fire by the combined fleet, but it did not stop. It moved straight through them down into the outer layer of the star as if they were inconsequential. That was odd, but the J’gar commander soon realized the truth of the matter as the jumpline sensors, now clear of the mass of the Hadarak, were detecting another mass approaching a few minutes out.
 
   That meant there were two Hadarak entering the system, meaning this was not a probe or a search for resources. They only traveled in pairs with a purpose, so the J’gar commander immediately ordered his fleet to back off. They couldn’t put up enough resistance on their own to force the Hadarak to plant themselves here, so any meaningful fight would require reinforcements…and many of them. He ordered a strafing barrage on the second Hadarak as it passed them by, intent on putting a few scratches into it while they could before it could unfurl and come after them, but he soon reversed that order and initiated an immediate retreat from the system.
 
   For there was yet another mass on the jumpline behind the second, meaning there were now three Hadarak entering the system…at least. 
 
   This wasn’t a probe or a colonization attempt. This was a full blown invasion, and when the remote sensors finally reported in the final numbers it was not three, nor four Hadarak, but five. They all dipped into the star for a quick recharge, then encountering no resistance they moved on, jumping out again in sequence and braking the front the V’kit’no’sat had held for millennia without having to fire a single shot. 
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   January 21, 3695
 
   Artos System (Brat’mar Regional Capitol)
 
   Stellar Orbit
 
    
 
   Mak’to’ran had just entered the system enroute to meet with the largest chunk of independent Brat’mar in the NAC for discussions involving their eventual return to the V’kit’no’sat when the warning came through the Urrtren. 
 
   The Hadarak front had been breached, and not one, but five were past the monitoring line heading who knew where. Four tier 1s and a tier 3…with the tier 3 being one he had personally fought against and driven off in the past.
 
   And drive them off was about all they could do, for killing a Hadarak was almost impossible. They would take heavy damage before retreating down into a star or making a slow jump to another system, denying the V’kit’no’sat the kill in almost all situations. Then they’d heal up and come back years later, as this one was now, though it was measuring an additional 42 miles in diameter since the last time Mak’to’ran had fought it. 
 
   Reading through the information his anger snapped, as did his tail, with it crushing the console behind and to his left on the command deck with a Zen’zat scurrying out of the way just in time to miss being hit. The Era’tran tipped his head back and bellowed a long high-pitched reverberation of a roar that had the Zen’zat covering their ears as Mak’to’ran let loose the emotions surging forth within.
 
   This was the cost of the arrogant. They had weakened the V’kit’no’sat with their internecine to the point that the Hadarak had sensed a change. 5 in one group was no accident. They were here to push and push hard, and Mak’to’ran doubted they would be the only ones. When word spread amongst them more would come and hit different locations, starting a wave of attacks that even the unified V’kit’no’sat would not be able to hold at the line of containment. Breaches would occur and planets would be lost before they could damage them enough to turn them back…but in their weakened state it was possible that the Hadarak might permanently claim territory.
 
   If that happened, their boldness would grow beyond measure and they’d start coming out of the core by the thousands. This could be the beginning of the end, and all due to the incompetent fools that didn’t deserve the name of V’kit’no’sat. 
 
   Mak’to’ran had no more time. They had to push back and push back hard now, and that meant stripping fleets from strongholds across his territory. If the arrogant attacked them once that happened…
 
   But Mak’to’ran had no choice. He had to bring the full might of his reforged V’kit’no’sat to bear…but he wasn’t going to abandon the loyal worlds currently under assault by Itaru. Those fleets he’d sent to defend/rescue them would not be pulled off their mission, but every other major fleet was going to be called in to the front immediately.
 
   “Take us out of the system,” he ordered as he mentally connected to the ship’s systems and composed the message that would rally the might of his reforged V’kit’no’sat against this invasion. “Maximum speed. The Hadarak are upon us and we must respond with without delay. They are testing our weakness, and if we cannot sufficiently match them the empire will fall and the galaxy with it. Inform the Brat’mar, and tell them I expect every loyal V’kit’no’sat world to send ships to assist us. If we fail, I do not expect to live long enough to punish them for their disloyalty. The Hadarak will do that in due time,” he said ominously as his crew listened and obeyed, but with a deathly silence hanging over the ship. 
 
   They knew the implications of what he had said and ordered. They’d barely survived the invasions following the Zak’de’ron War, and the empire then had been much larger than it was now. 
 
    
 
   The Hadarak moved through two additional systems, one uninhabited and another populated by 3.4 billion non-V’kit’no’sat. The Hadarak did not target them nor any of the planets in the system, merely passing through to get to the Iesclak System where there were two planets heavily populated by the Zep’sha. The long necked cousins to the Oso’lon had been given this system because of their ability to heavily fortify it, but they did not have a large fleet present…at least not as large as necessary…and the over 26,000 starships present only contained 4,038 warships.
 
   Plus planetary and system defenses, which were tailored specifically to fighting the Hadarak, among which were Teo’naq weapon platforms located in low stellar orbit that drew a significant portion of their energy from the star itself. That energy was harmless to the Hadarak, but once transformed within the Teo’naq stations became Arsuen…a rare type of energy that wasn’t as effective against traditional targets as an Ardent or Tar’vem’jic, but one that reduced the energy absorbent nature of the Hadarak’s outer shell. 
 
   It wasn’t very effective, but nothing was against the beasts. It was better, and knowing that the Teo’naq would be destroyed they had constructed them for remote control with little defenses, maximizing their attack power while knowing that they could not survive weaponsfire from the Hadarak minions for long enough to be useful. Hence they were the biggest sticks in the Zep’sha arsenal, and the system has some 9,392 of them in total, each measuring 7 miles wide and 52 miles long. 
 
   When the Hadarak arrived they moved, capable of travel significantly faster than the Hadarak themselves but slow compared to warships, and aligned their needle-like profiles tip first towards the first of them as it braked against the star’s gravity.
 
   Brilliant blue beams encased within green auras leapt out and hit the tier 3 Hadarak repetitively, digging shallow furrows into its pale black ‘skin’ that was harder than Yeg’gor armor and yet somehow still flexible, evidenced by the warping of its elongated shape as it decelerated shy of the star and angled slightly off centerline in order to move towards the Teo’naq and the defense fleet firing from behind the system defenses. 
 
   Before the second Hadarak arrived the first began to unfurl. It’s shape warped enough that huge enclosures split open, exposing weaker internal areas that the V’kit’no’sat targeted, but even those were rock hard and absorbed a great deal of weaponsfire as huge chunks of the Hadarak shot out and began to free-fly. They were targeted by the V’kit’no’sat immediately and began to break up…but not all of it was weapons damage. The tightly packed globs of Hadarak material were pulling apart on their own merits and spreading out into Cov’ri, a type of Hadarak minion equivalent to a small starship and capable of speeds their parent could not approach.
 
   They were faster than most of the V’kit’no’sat ships and raced towards them and the Teo’naq, not firing any weapons but intending to ram. Many were shot down, but about a third made it to their targets and smashed into shields, bypassing the countermeasures against collision due to the energy fields they were emitting. They negated the dampening shields the V’kit’no’sat typically used to prevent collisions and allowed the Cov’ri to hit the hard shields, weakening them as the globs of tissue broke but didn’t fracture. They smooshed against the V’kit’no’sat ships, now unable to move on their own, but transitioning to their primary function.
 
   They became IDF emitters, blanketing the area around them with engine crippling energy fields and slowing the V’kit’no’sat ships as the Hadarak got closer. Meanwhile more Cov’ri were being grown inside the Hadarak at a remarkable rate as other types of minions were set loose and got to the V’kit’no’sat before the Hadarak did.
 
   The weaponsfire from the fleet shifted to the swarms while the Teo’naq continued targeting the Hadarak in select locations, starting to burn through a section of its incredibly resilient skin as they overlapped firepower and poured a nearly continuous stream of damage into the same location, overloading its absorption abilities and causing decent damage.
 
   But as several Teo’naq lagged behind as their engines were disabled by the Cov’ri, De’mo’tap began hitting shields and literally sucking energy away from them as the V’kit’no’sat weapons shot them off, ironically giving them more energy than they could handle with their weapons, but even a few seconds of contact severely weakened the defensive shields in that area. When large numbers of De’mo’tap hit a single ship, the shields essentially evaporated under their collective draining attack, then when individual De’mo’tap were at saturation they would release it in the form of a single small energy weapon attack…then begin draining more to recharge.
 
   Between the drain and the little stings they were a nightmare in numbers, and the tier 3 Hadarak was spilling them out by the millions. Eventually the predictable happened and many V’kit’no’sat ships were disabled enough that they could not pace the others in their fighting retreat and the Hadarak slowly loomed up upon them, coming into ‘close’ range and latching on with massive energy fields that drew them in closer as massive tentacles leapt out from pockets beneath the Hadarak’s skin and made physical contact with the vessels.
 
   They latched on and dragged them down, then used enhanced gravity fields to crush the V’kit’no’sat ships against the Hadarak’s skin, that was far harder, until they broke into scattered bits that the Hadarak then pulsed away from itself with a reverse gravity field.
 
   That was why the V’kit’no’sat could not get within a certain range of the Hadarak, for they literally had no chance of fighting them in that close until the Hadarak was so damaged as to be weakened to the kill point…but even them some of them had proven lethal in their death throws. 
 
   Overcoming the Hadarak meant first you had to destroy their minions swarms, then attack them directly and hope they didn’t run away before you could finish them off…but with the arrival of the second Hadarak and the release of its minions, the V’kit’no’sat commander of the defense fleet knew they had no chance of winning this fight. 
 
   So he had them focus their attack on the minions and tried to draw them further away from the Hadarak so he could have more time to rescue inhibited ships before they drifted into kill range…but eventually he stretched the distance too much and the minion swarms broke off as the tier 3 changed course after the fifth Hadarak arrived. Two of them did not even engage, merely moving around the star to an outgoing jumpline and departing, leaving three behind that moved towards the two inhabited planets. The pair of tier 1s to one planet and the tier 3 to the other as the V’kit’no’sat continued to snipe at them from range.
 
   They shrugged it off in addition to the firepower now hitting them from the surface batteries. Tar’vem’jic and heavy Arsuen hit and did damage, but not before the tier 3 descended slowly and made physical contact with the planetary defense shields, throwing its mass against them as shots from around the perimeter of the impact point passed through gaps and savaged the exterior with shallow damage craters that were beginning to add up.
 
   But the planetary shield couldn’t hold up against that much mass for long, and when the Hadarak enhanced the gravity fields to add additional pressure they snapped, allowing the Hadarak to descend to the surface within 30 seconds where it smashed all the V’kit’no’sat cities beneath in a single moment and continued to dig deep into the planet as a massive concussion blast spread out in a ring around it, with the closest city shields unable to hold up against the impact wave. 
 
   Beyond them there were surviving cities where the snap evacuation of the impact point was ferrying evacuees, but as the earthquakes wracked the surface and the Hadarak settled in, it sent several digging tentacles down beneath it reaching for the molten levels of the planet through the solid crust as apertures on the Hadarak opened up and spilled out hundreds of thousands of infantry minions.
 
   They spread out through the devastated cities looking for resources to exploit and V’kit’no’sat to kill, with ground troops moving to meet them now that the Hadarak had landed. It couldn’t use its close-in fleet killing powers with its minions in play, or rather wouldn’t, and the V’kit’no’sat knew that it was here to harvest resources from the planet. The longer they could delay it here the more additional systems they would spare, so given no other choice the V’kit’no’sat ground troops went the opposite direction of the evacuees and sought out the minions to kill all the way up to the Hadarak itself if possible, for there was also a small opportunity here to smuggle explosives inside.
 
   The Hadarak usually lifted off before that took place, but on a few cases in the past small teams had been able to pull it off and wreck the minion growth areas inside, saving the others from fighting millions of them into the future. That was small compensation, but significant if the flying minion swarms filled the sky and low orbit as they now were, preventing orbital bombardment of the target that was so large that it was sticking up above the atmosphere even as it dug its tentacles deep into the crust to make passageways for direct seepage, like a tree extending roots down into moist soil, but more than that to allow the minions access to multiple layers of the crush for them to begin mining operations of their own that would extend an army of ‘ants’ out to collect far more material that would be funneled back via tunnels and transports as the biological army fed the Hadarak as they slowly picked apart the planet.
 
   Shortly after the tier 3 landed one of the tier 1s made it through to the surface of the other planet with its counterpart withdrawing to the star and submerging beneath the surface. It was the more damaged of the two, but the V’kit’no’sat couldn’t attack it there with much effect, so it was safe to wait and make repairs as the other two spawned more and more minions and began the slow digestion of the planets they were now attached to like ticks. 
 
   The V’kit’no’sat defense fleet, now missing many Teo’naq, kept on the periphery of the minion swarm and picked at it, fighting many skirmishes as the two sides played a constant navigation game that would soon be augmented by even larger minions once the Hadarak got enough resources from the planet to produce them. Fortunately the first of the reinforcements fleets began to arrive within 2 days and the V’kit’no’sat started to chew away at the minion fleet while landing additional ground troops far from the Hadarak and its protective swarm.
 
   The planets were gone and the V’kit’no’sat knew it, but it would take time for the Hadarak to wreck them and until that fully happened attacks on the ground could slow their progress and attacks in orbit could negate the minion production by killing them as fast as they could be grown anew…or that was the basic strategy, but a tier 3 was so much larger than a tier 1 that they didn’t have a chance of countering it without massive reinforcements.
 
   Those were promised to be coming, but now was the most important time as the minion swarms got set up, so all incoming ground troops from orbit went to fight the tier 1 while those ground troops already on the planet now infested by the tier 3 were left to delay its consumptions by whatever measures they could as the number of minions there were growing at a rate far faster than they were being destroyed once the resources began to flow in from the magma taps…then even more as the crust resource flows snowballed.
 
   Right off the bat the V’kit’no’sat were losing and losing badly, but as had occurred in past millennia it was the level of resistance they put up that would determine how far the Hadarak would dare push, so even as troops on the ground and in orbit died, they died with one mission firmly implanted in their minds…do damage. 
 
   That was all that mattered now, and the more reinforcements they got the more damage they could do…but not to the minions. It was damage to the Hadarak themselves that provoked them to withdraw. Their minions were expendable, though living people in and of themselves. They were spawned and subservient to the Hadarak, linked into a very powerful telepathic web of control that required the V’kit’no’sat to use their armor’s Ikrid inhibitors else they become overwhelmed or killed by the massive telepathic aura of the Hadarak. Even the Zen’zat had to use inhibitors, else the headaches that would result from their own blocks would become so great that they would be unable to function.
 
   But as they had done for millions of years, the V’kit’no’sat did not back down. They faced the nightmare head on and fought it, inch by inch, scratch by scratch, with the number of their own dead stacking up on top of those instantaneously lost when the Hadarak hit the planet. But no number of deaths would dissuade them. This impossible fight is what the V’kit’no’sat existed for, and everyone in the system knew it and responded accordingly. 
 
   Living wasn’t the objective. Stalling and driving off the Hadarak was.
 
   And that was going to take a lot of bloodshed to accomplish…which was why the V’kit’no’sat required such an expansive empire in the first place. They had to have the population to spend in these battles if necessary and the weaponry for that population to use…and they did. And they would come in droves from the reforged V’kit’no’sat, fighting and dying for as long as necessary.
 
   The question was how committed were the Hadarak to this invasion and how much damage were they willing to take?
 
   And how much it would cost the V’kit’no’sat to push them to that point?
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   April 27, 3695
 
   Amcigor System (Hjar’at territory)
 
   Terrolmas
 
    
 
   Mak’to’ran’s ship had arrived a few days previously to meet up with the gathering fleet that was already 12,000 warships strong and gaining numbers quickly as more trickled in from across the nearby region. The Hjar’at fleet was amongst them, with many new vessels that had initially been tasked with defending this key system now prepping to go to war against the Hadarak while the yards continued to produce more at an astounding rate…now amped up considerably as other races in the reforged V’kit’no’sat began shipping in additional resources for them to use.
 
   There were four major planets in the system, but the bulk of the shipyards existed in their own orbit in the middle zone around the pair of stars at system center, one of which had extensive mining apparatus pulling solari and other important resources out of the radioactive maelstrom. Small ships were constantly moving between those platforms and the shipyards as more than 9,000 slips were active with partial hulls constructed and another 2,000 waiting for the necessary resources to begin fabrication.
 
   The reason this fleet was assembling here was simply a matter of location, and it wasn’t the only one. Waypoints all along the border with the Hadarak were being used to rally and meld the numerous ships the V’kit’no’sat possessed into hundreds of fleets that would be moving to different objectives, for more Hadarak had been detected on approach and a few had already blown past existing defenses. So far they were making pushes into three regions…Bovok, Gavsor, and Evvcha…which represented over 8,000 inhabited V’kit’no’sat systems in addition to hundreds of thousands more belonging to native races and others that were uninhabited. 
 
   That meant this fight was already taking place across a vast track of territory and the real slug fest hadn’t yet started. The Hadarak were so slow the V’kit’no’sat would know they were coming days, if not weeks, before reaching their targets, but once they arrived they were almost impossible to stop and required huge amounts of ships to damage, let alone kill a Hadarak. If Mak’to’ran skimped and sent too small of fleets to reinforce then he’d be sending virtually all of them to their deaths and defeat. He had to assemble an overwhelming number and send them in to pound the Hadarak so fast that they didn’t have time to whittle them down. Only then would the Hadarak consider retreat, but not before they had tested the assembled strength through at least a few rounds of combat.
 
   Such battles were going to have to take place in dozens of systems, for so far there had been 48 Hadarak detected and probably more on the way. The V’kit’no’sat had a speed advantage, but pulling in vessels from across their empire took time while the Hadarak only had a few system jumps to make to get to the nearest targets. 
 
   Mak’to’ran needed more time, which was why he’d already ordered massive recon efforts into Hadarak territory. That was risky, but if his ships kept moving they should be able to avoid the Cov’ri. If they lingered they’d be tracked down and disabled, then ultimately destroyed. That was why there weren’t many scouting missions sent into Hadarak territory, and most remote sensors dropped there were found, even if stealthed. However the Hadarak worked they could sense things that the V’kit’no’sat could not, and to date no effective cloaking fields had been able to protect even the smallest V’kit’no’sat ship against detection. 
 
   That meant beyond the front he had no knowledge of where the Hadarak were or how many of them were moving towards detection points. Mak’to’ran needed more of an advance warning, so he was sending thousands of their fastest ships to dart in and out and gather data, giving them a fair chance of survival, but even the slightest misstep or bit of bad luck would lead to deaths. Regardless, it was necessary so he could get his growing fleets in the proper position to counter the Hadarak, and hopefully intercept them in a few neutral systems before they reached V’kit’no’sat planets.
 
   He didn’t have enough ships in this group to move yet, and waiting for more while the minutes ticked away and the Hadarak crept closer to their target systems was beyond frustrating. Normally there would already be large fleets stationed nearby ready to respond, but they’d been stripped down or entirely removed during this insane civil war. The Hadarak had caught them off guard without even knowing it, and now they were going to get routed in several systems before Mak’to’ran’s forces could intercept the Hadarak and force a fight in space. 
 
   It was going to take another week at least to get the necessary ships here, but an unexpected group of arrivals appeared on the system sensors as Brat’mar and Tido’cor ships started appearing by the dozens, none of which were part of the reforged V’kit’no’sat, and they were sending hails requesting a direct conversation with Mak’to’ran.
 
   The system defense ships pinned the new arrivals in low stellar orbit without resistance, then Mak’to’ran’s Kafcha moved out from the planet to get within realtime comms range where he accepted a holographic communication from four individuals simultaneously. One was a Brat’mar, one a cat-like Tido’cor that had a knife-like tail and was barely larger than a Zen’zat, but the other two were from different races. There was an I’rar’et and a Kar’ka that did not belong on any of the ships, procing Mak’to’ran’s curiosity.
 
   “Speak,” he said simply once all were looking at him.
 
   “We seek terms,” the Brat’mar said.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Immediate reabsorption into the empire without repercussions for past actions.”
 
   “On behalf of what faction?”
 
   “The Non-Aligned Confederation.”
 
   Mak’to’ran’s eyes narrowed. “All of them?”
 
   “All,” the Brat’mar repeated. “There is no time to do anything but fight the Hadarak, and if we can get terms from you will not just send ships to the fight, but will fully reintegrate with the empire so we can present as strong of a united front as possible. You know the Hadarak will not turn back for anything other than overwhelming strength.”
 
   “Quite right. What terms are you seeking?”
 
   “We wish to reserve the right to independence if it is discovered that either the Oso’lon or J’gar are responsible for Terraxis. We wish no association with them, but now that the Era’tran are sharing leadership it is not clear where the empire stands.”
 
   “Then let me make it clear. If I can find evidence of anyone responsible for Terraxis I will move against them immediately. So far I cannot find the sponsor, in any form, and I will not penalize our brothers based on suspicion alone. Until proof of treason is found, I will treat them with the respect that all our races deserve.”
 
   “Optimistic,” the I’rar’et commented. 
 
   “Necessary,” Mak’to’ran countered. “If we allow ourselves to be torn apart over mere rumor, then we deserve to be destroyed, for we are fools. My people are on the lookout for any information regarding Terraxis, but we may have to find a path forward without an answer. I choose to default to the common bonds between us. I will trust until given reason not to. Not the reverse.”
 
   “We do not agree regarding the Oso’lon and J’gar, but we believe you are worthy of the trust. If you can promise us that we will be free to split apart again if the Oso’lon or J’gar are found to be guilty, then we will rely on your trust.”
 
   “What will you do if one of them is implicated?” the Tido’cor asked.
 
   “They will be culled,” Mak’to’ran said flatly. “As will anyone who is responsible for that heresy.”
 
   “Even if it fractures the empire?”
 
   “Bonds of trust cannot be poisoned by sanctioning betrayal. If I can find those responsible, I will deliver the justice required. You have my promise of that.”
 
   “And what if both the Oso’lon and the J’gar are responsible?” the Brat’mar asked.
 
   “They will not be absolved. That is a scenario that I do not like considering, but if it should come to pass we will cull them both.”
 
   “Even if it releases the Hadarak?”
 
   “We cannot function by sanctioning treachery. If the Hadarak are to be released, we will face that scenario while holding to our honor. We will not compromise it to contain them.”
 
   “So you would forfeit the purpose of the V’kit’no’sat to pursue the traitors?” the Kar’ka asked.
 
   “Never. We will fight the Hadarak until all are destroyed, and if we must retreat to the rim to rebuild and push back later, then so be it. I do not want to face that scenario, but treason will not be ignored. The only chance of one day defeating the Hadarak and cleansing their stain from this galaxy is to be united. I will not forfeit that destiny in exchange for a temporary hold. We fight with honor or we die with honor. The honor is non-negotiable.”
 
   “Can the Era’tran live up to that burden absent your new peers?”
 
   “Only time can tell, but I personally do not believe the Oso’lon or the J’gar are responsible. They have too little to gain. Terraxis is a mystery that will lead to unexpected conclusions if we are able to discover it, but I do not have the luxury of looking now. The Hadarak are the primary concern.”
 
   “Would you delay evidence of the Oso’lon or J’gar’s treachery until the threat is repulsed?”
 
   “At this point I do not care. The empire is fractured and the Hadarak sense our weakness. I will fight both the Hadarak and the traitors, but I do not know who the traitors are so I will waste no time on them.”
 
   “Nor should you,” the Brat’mar agreed. “We wish a promise of peaceable severance should the traitors be found and are not able to be culled as necessary, perhaps out of concern for the threat of the Hadarak.”
 
   “It will not come to that, but I give you my promise. Should I fail in my duty, I give you now permission to leave without penalty for the severance, but no promise of further actions dependent on possible misbehavior.”
 
   The four representatives exchanged glances, then the Kar’ka spoke.
 
   “We had wondered if you would add that stipulation. Had you not, we would have questioned your sincerity. Formalize what you have said with the necessary credentials and we will rejoin the V’kit’no’sat as quickly as possible. There are still issues to work out with our respective races, but those are internal matters. Supply chains and shipping lanes will be reestablished immediately.”
 
   “Done,” Mak’to’ran said with a nod of his giant head. 
 
   “Then we immediately detach the arriving fleet to your command.”
 
   “How many are coming?”
 
   “26,938 ships, minus those we are on. We will return and confirm in person what will be sent out over the Urrtren. The reunification must take place with haste.”
 
   “And so it shall. Go. With your incoming ships I will be leaving shortly for the front. Waste no further time with talk,” he said, cutting the comm and sending numerous mental messages through the ship’s computer to the crew and others more distant, arranging for the reintegration as well as for the trickle of reinforcements to be directed to follow them. 
 
   Then Mak’to’ran took his Kafcha to the outgoing jumppoint at the head of the line and his reinforcement fleet began making their jumps out even before the last of the NAC ships had made theirs in. 
 
    
 
   Moving 218,000 ships through a single jumppoint took time, so Mak’to’ran’s fleet was in reality a long convoy chain moving from system to system until they arrived at Iesclak where the pair of planets were currently under assault by the giant Hadarak implanted onto their surfaces. The third Hadarak was no longer here, having jumped out of the system days ago with impunity as the fleet that was here was busy pestering the swarms and not making much progress on the tier 3, but having broken through most of those protecting the tier 1.
 
   Mak’to’ran immediately assumed command, though kept his distance as his relief fleet came through the jumppoint at a relatively slow pace. That gave him time to get updated on the situation on the ground as he also took notice of the messages waiting for him coming through the Urrtren from numerous people in other systems warning him that he was too valuable to risk and that he should not be in this system or any other with Hadarak actively in it.
 
   Mak’to’ran huffed with disgust. V’kit’no’sat were warriors meant to lead, and this was a fight he was going to head up from the front regardless of what anyone else thought. He needed the realtime information here, but he wasn’t going to take his ship into direct combat against the Hadarak…though the swarms were another matter.
 
   Mak’to’ran’s ship held off with a few escorts as the rest of the ships were sent to reinforce the other reinforcement fleets that had arrived previously, often having to fly through the debris fields of the V’kit’no’sat ships that had already been destroyed while the swarms made a habit of recovering their dead biomatter so it could be recycled and grown into new minions. It was a weakness he had often exploited in the past, but right now the pitched fighting was in too localized a place to worry about recovery on either side. 
 
   With the influx of ships the wall of V’kit’no’sat began to press a little harder against the tier 1, with Mak’to’ran sending most of their ships to fight it. Those above the tier 3 were just trying to thin the swarm there with no chance at successfully assaulting that Hadarak. It was too big, and Mak’to’ran needed to do as much damage as possible, meaning he had to strike hard at the ‘smaller’ target that still measured 108 miles in diameter. 
 
   His fleet far outmassed it, but the weapons on his ships were almost comical when hitting the Hadarak…which was why he didn’t try targeting the Hadarak. He had all his ships over the tier 1 focus on the swarms, and after two days of pitched fighting he finally had clear skies and an opportunity to shoot the Hadarak directly…but he didn’t. Instead he sent ships down to bombard the surface and assist the ground troops. If he laid into the Hadarak it would withdrawal, probably over into the star, or perhaps even dig itself down into the planet and that would make matters worse. 
 
   There was no good way of going about this, so he had to rely on his previous experience fighting these monsters and buy time. That meant keeping the minion swarms over the tier 1 beat down, even as they grew more of them, while fighting the ground war tunnel by tunnel and avoid hitting the Hadarak directly. A few more months and the number of V’kit’no’sat ships here and elsewhere across the front would increase exponentially…until then they needed to slow down the feeding of the Hadarak.
 
   So Mak’to’ran kept a fair amount of ships over the tier 1 for aerial/orbital suppression and ground support bombardment, then sent the rest to try and reduce the swelling numbers of minions over the tier 3 that was soon to reach critical mass where the reproductive efforts within the Hadarak had enough incoming raw materials to spawn so many so fast that there was no way to stop them save for throwing an enormous fleet into the maw and have them cancel each other out. 
 
   If Mak’to’ran tried that now he’d lose all his ships, so he kept them on a leash and chipping away at the number of minions even as they grew on this side of the planet, but on the other it was a different matter. The ground and aerial minions were trying to spread out and were being blocked by the ground troops and intact cities as a far smaller number of orbital minions were preceding them to provide cover. 
 
   Those were targeted heavily, forcing the enemy ground forces to push forward under Mak’to’ran’s orbital bombardment or dig in and wait while more were sent out around the curve of the planet to get to them. 
 
   Time. It was all about time. These two worlds were lost and he knew it, but how long he could delay them here would determine the fate of others. Also, how many minions were lost did affect the Hadarak in a strategic sense, for they were in constant telepathic contact with them all. It couldn’t extend from one system to another, but all those here were felt and guided by the Hadarak and in past battles Mak’to’ran and others had learned that if you could rack up an insane number of minion kills it would sometimes cause them to withdraw prior to them becoming heavily damaged. It seemed to annoy them more than anything, blocking their progress, though technically they didn’t need the minions to feed off of planets. 
 
   The minions made it much more efficient, but either of these Hadarak could force themselves down through the crust into the molten cores and absorb some of it directly, though it was far inferior to the process they used within stars. In fact Hadarak rarely dug that far into planets, so if Mak’to’ran could keep frustrating these two without prompting them to leave he could win some badly needed days. 
 
   But during those days the infrastructure of the enemy would literally be growing across the landscape and below ground, and with every mile of advancement more and more resources would flow in and the biological factories inside the Hadarak would spew out more minions until they reached a point of development where the Hadarak would actually spawn additional factories on the planet. 
 
   Neither one had reached that point here yet, but if they did the minion population would explode shortly thereafter, though it would be much worse coming from the tier 3. Tier 1s were a nightmare of their own, but a tier 3 was just too much to handle save for the largest of V’kit’no’sat fleets. 
 
   And this one he had encountered before, when it was slightly smaller, but even then they couldn’t stop it. Just scratch it over and over and over until it finally got bored and left. They hadn’t done serious damage, and why each of them pulled out was up to speculation. They never knew for sure, other than the fact that if they weren’t hit hard they would continue to spread out further and further rimward until all the territory the V’kit’no’sat had won back from them over the millennia would be lost again…and when a planet was broken in half, they rarely were able to be put back together. 
 
   There was a long list of those that had been lost before the V’kit’no’sat pushed them back, and it looked like these two were going to be added to the list if he couldn’t get enough ships here fast enough to counter the minion explosion that was so certain to come that there were countdowns visible on the command deck detailing the progress of each Hadarak’s deployment and growth, with the well documented ‘doomsday’ lines marked and the time to reaching them estimated and counting down with looming certainty.
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   May 3, 3695
 
   Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat capitol)
 
   Bradsho
 
    
 
   “They are pulling massive numbers of ships off their uncontested worlds,” Nim’so said eagerly as he paced around the Oso’lon council chamber. “They haven’t yet withdrawn from our current conflicts, but they are leaving themselves no reserves. They are open to a debilitating counterattack.”
 
   “Because they are moving to blunt the Hadarak,” Ma’set said angrily. “As we should be.”
 
   “And waste this opportunity? Have you gone mad?”
 
   “If the Hadarak are not stopped, nothing else we do will matter.”
 
   “We will hold our own worlds, beyond that we have no responsibility to fight the Hadarak,” Nim’so said, drawing shocked looks from most of the other 18 Oso’lon in the chamber. They weren’t the lead Oso’lon in the system, who were located on Wendigama near the Elder Conclave, but they were the leaders on Bradsho, the third largest planet in the system that contained over 2 trillion inhabitants made up of the land dwelling V’kit’no’sat races.
 
   “What are you saying?” one of them asked, displeasure evident on his face.
 
   “I am saying we take this opportunity to hobble them and reestablish our dominance. Not a single strike, but a coordinated assault that will strip them of all power they claim to wield. They have left themselves vulnerable. If they were truly dominant they would not make such an obvious mistake. We will enlighten them as we reclaim their worlds.”
 
   “And force them to either come back and fight us or fight the Hadarak?” Ma’set all but spat, looking across the wide plaza where the long-necked Oso’lon were mingling inside an anti-surveillance canopy. 
 
   “Exactly. But by the time they could return we will have hurt them so badly that even if we have to withdraw it will be worth it. We must destroy the illusion that they are the V’kit’no’sat and reestablish our dominance.”
 
   “I don’t believe this,” Ma’set said, looking at the others. “Our empire was founded to fight the Hadarak. They are invading and you want to ignore them!”
 
   “If they come into our territory we fight them viciously, but we no longer control all of V’kit’no’sat territory. We have no obligation to defend what the others have claimed unless they submit to our rule once again.”
 
   “If the Hadarak break through anywhere they will spread,” another Oso’lon added. “The line must be held unbreached everywhere.”
 
   “Not true. If they expand elsewhere it will take millennia before they can come to us. We will have time, though I admit parts of the galaxy will have to be sacrificed…but if we cannot reunite the V’kit’no’sat and purge it of the traitors then the whole of the galaxy will be lost. We must fight for the future, even if there are unpleasant short term losses.”
 
   “I can’t believe you are uttering those words here,” Ma’set said angrily. 
 
   “We must make the hard choices where others will not. What is it you fear happening, Ma’set?”
 
   “If we attack Mak’to’ran’s forces, we will lose many of our own along with destroying theirs…who then will hold the Hadarak back? We are weak enough already. Grow too weak and they will surge forth in numbers we have not seen since the beginning of the empire. We cannot afford to lose all of those gains.”
 
   “Which is why we must strike quickly while they are vulnerable. Hit them so hard and so fast that they have no choice but to submit. We can reunify the empire within a handful of years.”
 
   “By betraying those who are actually behaving as V’kit’no’sat should?”
 
   “They defy Itaru’s orders. They are not V’kit’no’sat,” another said vehemently.
 
   “They are acquitting our highest responsibility,” Ma’set said, spinning to face the one who had spoken. “We exist to fight the Hadarak, and if we choose internecine over our duty, then it is we who are not V’kit’no’sat.”
 
   “Careful, Ma’set. Your words are sounding close to treason…but it is no matter. The fleets are already assembling for the strike. Even if our ships do not aid them, the weakness will be exploited. Do you want them going with the Oso’lon not leading? That will weaken our position greatly.”
 
   “The Conclave has decided already?” another Oso’lon asked.
 
   “The decision has been made. It will become official within the day, and we must participate or draw further suspicion upon ourselves. If we hold back, some will question if our loyalty is to Itaru or the Primearch, and we cannot expand that cloud of distrust. Our ships must go…all of them. We must make this as effective a strike as possible, and a deathblow to the traitors if they are unable or unwilling to abandon the Hadarak front.”
 
   “No,” Ma’set said firmly. “We will not.”
 
   “The decision is not yours alone, and if you are not loyal to Itaru then perhaps we should be discussing your hidden agenda.”
 
   “So I hold loyal to my oath to fight the Hadarak and you accuse me of treason! What madness is this?”
 
   “We cannot fight the Hadarak divided. Itaru must regain control first, then and only then can we fight the Hadarak. Until we reestablish dominance over the galaxy any combat against them is a waste of resources…and if we cannot even be united here, then what chance do we have of saving the galaxy?”
 
   “Save it? You would see it destroyed to salve your own ego,” Ma’set said as he noticed the approach of other Oso’lon outside the security field. 
 
   Do you feel that? Va’cad asked him telepathically. We are being contained. Da’her’s prediction is coming true. 
 
   We cannot let it. 
 
   If they mean to make sure this invasion occurs without resistance, they will not listen to reason.
 
   That leaves us with but once choice.
 
   That it does.
 
   Are you with me?
 
   Death before dishonor. I am with you.
 
   But will the others?
 
   Irrelevant. With or without them, we cannot let this come to pass and we cannot let ourselves be taken out before we can act. Go now.
 
   Ma’set turned and ran towards one of the exits as Nim’so continued to speak. Va’cad headed to another one simultaneously with everyone else turning to look at what was happening. 
 
   “Stop them!” Nim’so yelled, seeing that they were about to escape his trap before it could be laid.
 
   In respond he got a telekinetic slap across the face from Ma’set as he sprinted outside and saw two Oso’lon nearby in security armor headed towards him…but from the imprint of their minds he could tell they were young so he didn’t try to outrun them. Rather he turned and headed directly towards them while issuing a warning.
 
   “Stand aside or be moved aside!” he yelled as both of them activated their armor. In that moment of transition the experienced Ma’set summoned and quick launched a Jumat blast into both of them, disrupting the armor flow over their bodies momentarily. That let him get close enough to drop an Ubven field on both of them while he simultaneously released a Saven mind flash. 
 
   The Ubven locked them in position like statues while the Saven blinded their mental focus long enough to keep them from using their own Ubven to negate the field and allow them to move through it. By the time the Saven wore off Ma’set was upon them and bodily slammed into one on the flank as he passed, smashing him against the Ubven field enough that it partially caved in…then when that Oso’lon negated it using his own Ubven it took the support out from under him and the quadruped fell the rest of the way over on its left side as its armor finished covering and forming on its body.
 
   Ma’set sprinted on with the other Oso’lon still on its feet and pushing its way through the field while trying a Lachka attack…but Ma’set’s strength in that psionic was superior and he turned it back on the security guard, pushing the field back and underneath its front feet and tripping him like he’d been hit with an invisible log as he ran on into the cityscape as a few more security guards appeared behind them near the council exits as other Oso’lon came out and were immediately contained.
 
   Va’cad?
 
   I’m out.
 
   Same. Go to the Conociv. I’m heading for the spaceport. I have to get to Wendigama before they lock down travel.
 
   The Conclave will not listen to you.
 
   I’m not going to talk to them. I’m going to rally as many loyal V’kit’no’sat that remain and stop this attack before it launches.
 
   The others won’t let you. 
 
   Then we have to eliminate them.
 
   What are you saying?
 
   We have loyal V’kit’no’sat moving to stop the Hadarak and we are going to do our duty. Anyone who tries to stop us is a traitor and will be dealt with accordingly.
 
   If you follow that thought through to its conclusion, we waste ships and personnel here. 
 
   I know, but it’s where we are at. We cannot let the attack commence…no matter what the costs.
 
   We may not live through this, but I concur. Do not act recklessly. We will need every advantage we can get.
 
   Summon all the allies you can and we will test the devotion of this madness, Ma’set said just before getting out of telepathic range as he continued to run through the Oso’lon city heading for the nearest spaceport.
 
    
 
   Va’cad left the Oso’lon city entirely, traveling across the planet to a region known as the Conociv where the Zen’zat were located in the highest concentration. Few other races went there and the Oso’lon’s presence was immediately detected, with the tiny bipeds asking to his intentions as he ran through their city headed for the Tew’zat, telling them nothing more than his destination.
 
   The Zen’zat did not interfere, but there were many of them in full armor waiting outside the massive facility where the most elite Zen’zat oversaw their subservient race throughout the galaxy…though now it was sparsely inhabited, as most senior Zen’zat had left to join with Mak’to’ran’s forces. That said, there were still some powerful Zen’zat here and the Tew’zat still functioned as the operational headquarters for all the Zen’zat within the Itaru region.
 
   Those present were waiting for him in the main audience chamber where they received the few visitors that came to give them orders in person, though such things were rare with the efficiency of holo communications. 
 
   “I require your assistance,” Va’cad said as he skidded to a halt with a series of footsteps that sounded like feint thunder to the tiny Zen’zat clustered behind a low wall and several elevated daises. 
 
   “What is your command, Oso’lon?” a Zen’zat named Opro said, with his grey sparkling eyes looking up at Va’cad’s head that still arched above his elevated position.
 
   “Treason is abound. There is a plan to launch an attack on Mak’to’ran’s worlds while his fleet is dispatched to fight the Hadarak. They may no longer be loyal to Itaru, but they are fulfilling their oaths. Striking them in their weakness is a betrayal we cannot allow to pass. Our ships must go to fight the Hadarak, not our brothers. Do you understand the importance in this?”
 
   “Clearly,” Opro said evenly. “What are your orders?”
 
   “I call upon you to fulfill your oath to the purpose of the V’kit’no’sat and ignore any orders from the Elder Conclave that require you to betray that oath. We must stop the fleet from leaving, though in doing so the Conclave will most likely deem your actions as treason. I require you to do your duty and help us remove the true traitors from Itaru. Any who oppose us must be fought. Those who do not will be ignored regardless of their loyalties. The fleet cannot be dispatched and we have little time to stop it.”
 
   “I have been waiting for sanity to prevail,” Opro admitted. “And I do hate waiting. I’d much rather fight for it.”
 
   “The ships that do not listen must be disabled. We cannot allow even a small attack group to launch.”
 
   “Then this must go beyond this system.”
 
   “This is where the order will originate. It is here we must stop it.”
 
   “Respectfully, I disagree. We must do more than that.”
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “We know who is loyal to fighting the Hadarak and who are loyal to themselves. Authorize us to act and we can do more than you imagine.”
 
   The Oso’lon looked down at the Zen’zat, wondering if this was loyalty he was hearing or the admission that they had their own agendas. 
 
   “Can you get word to those who are loyal?”
 
   “We can, but word alone is not going to be enough. We need to preposition to take control or eliminate strategic positions. Those who do not hold the V’kit’no’sat as their priority will not simply submit. They will fight and die rather than give up what they believe is their destiny.”
 
   “Their destiny?”
 
   “They seek control rather than brotherhood, and will strike down any threat to that control that emerges. If you act without preparation, the loyal could be overwhelmed…for the disloyal have many preparations in place against revolt.”
 
   “Including orders to the Zen’zat?” Va’cad asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I am not well suited to such things, Opro. I had not planned on revolt, but the fleet cannot be allowed to leave. If you have skills and knowledge of such things, put them to use.”
 
   “Time is critical. I need authority to act independently on behalf of the Oso’lon.”
 
   “We will take responsibility. Do what must be done before we commit the greatest of betrayals.”
 
   Opro raised a hand and snapped his fingers…with most of the other Zen’zat immediately surging into motion and scurrying away like ants as they sprinted for tasks that Va’cad could only guess at.
 
   “I will need a personal message from you validating this to show to those who are loyal. They will not take the word of Zen’zat alone.”
 
   “You will have it. What else is required?”
 
   “When dealing with the traitors…what weapons are we to use?”
 
   “If the fleet is dispatched, V’kit’no’sat obeying their duty will be attacked and killed while vulnerable because they are fighting the Hadarak rather than defending against us. If there are deaths to be had, let them be the traitors amongst us. Use lethal force as you deem necessary on those who act against us. Those who you suspect but do not act, subdue with stun weaponry only.”
 
   “And what of those blindly following orders?”
 
   “At your discretion, but the fleet cannot be allowed to leave.”
 
   “Understood,” Opro said, satisfied that he now had clear operational orders. “This will be bloody, but I agree that it is necessary to uphold our honor and our oaths. The Zen’zat will fight and die as needed to accomplish this. We only ask that you do not waste it. Once this revolt begins, there is no going back.”
 
   “It is a sad day when the Zen’zat are wiser than their superiors. You do credit to your post. Eliminate the treason within us and we will join our brothers on the Hadarak front where we belong.”
 
   Opro touched a few buttons on his dais and a holographic cage appeared around Va’cad. 
 
   “I need that message now.”
 
   “Brothers, an unsavory duty has fallen upon us,” the Oso’lon began. “I call upon you to aid the Zen’zat in the actions required. I have given them authority to do what must be done, but time is short and we must ask quickly before those amongst us who favor their personal aggrandizement over the purpose of the V’kit’no’sat move against us. They have already begun moving against Oso’lon leadership and had I not acted quickly I would not be free to rally those who still hold to their oaths to take action now. The Zen’zat are with us, for their duty is clear and they have no hope of racial agendas. They are the servants to the V’kit’no’sat, and today they are fulfilling their duty in a way none of us had ever anticipated be necessary, but now it is.”
 
   “A massive invasion fleet is soon to be assembled and launched against Mak’to’ran’s vulnerable worlds as he and those loyal to him are holding to their oaths and countering the invasion of the Hadarak…as we should be doing. Forget the divisions of recent years. We are V’kit’no’sat. We were created to fight the Hadarak…and those in Itaru who command that we ignore our duty and strike at our brothers who are doing theirs must be removed from power. Regretfully I do not think we have the numbers to remove them gently, and I do not think they will be so kind to us. They will label us traitors and kill us as has been done to others who defy them.”
 
   “They have defied the V’kit’no’sat with this betrayal, and it is time to make your loyalties known. I do not know how many are loyal and how many are not, but the fleet must not leave. Do what has to be done. We cannot allow a betrayal of those who are fulfilling their oaths, no matter what else has occurred in recent years. Our place is on the front fighting the Hadarak, either with or alongside them, but given that isn’t an option at this moment, our place is clear…removing those who are preventing us from fulfilling our duty.”
 
   “The Hadarak are upon us and treason abounds. See to the fulfillment of your individual oaths and let history write itself. I do not know how this ends, but I will stand by and watch no longer. This madness must end, and end now…before it destroys us all.”
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   May 4, 3695
 
   Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat capitol)
 
   Wendigama
 
    
 
   Mextre was on the command deck of one of three Voro’nam Kafcha above the planet at the very heart of the V’kit’no’sat empire, transitioning through a lazy orbit over top the Elder Conclave on the surface far below along with thousands of other warships and hundreds of thousands of civilian vessels. Right now there was a realignment going on that Mextre was only now noticing, for his ship apparently wasn’t one of those tapped by the rebels as ripe for the picking, but word was spreading rapidly now across the system as many vessels were forsaking their allegiance to Itaru and repositioning into various groups, some of which had made it known that they were going to go to the Hadarak front to assist in the fight despite the Elder Conclave forbidding it.
 
   Apparently the Conclave had decided on another course of action, with an immediate attack to be launched on Mak’to’ran’s systems that were now devoid of the majority of their fleet as he was rushing resources to fight the Hadarak. Mextre acknowledged the opportunity there for a knockout blow, but it didn’t feel right. Mak’to’ran’s forces should never have defied Itaru, and even now that the majority of the Oso’lon and J’gar civilizations were with them…which brought with their power the taint of Terraxis that so many abhorred…they were doing their duty as V’kit’no’sat and fighting the Hadarak where Itaru was not. That did not feel right at all, but as of now his ship had received no deployment orders, though he figured they would be coming in at any time.
 
   Mextre would do his duty, for even if Itaru was temporarily ignoring the Hadarak they would not do so forever, and Mak’to’ran had sealed his fate when he defied the Elder Conclave. It would not be a pleasant fight, but it would be a short one if the fleet went in unison. Right now it seemed they would not, with massive chunks of the combined fleet in Itaru publically defying the order and either standing down or prepping for their own unsanctioned deployment to the Hadarak front.
 
   Yet no one had contact him. No one had said a thing, leaving him to observe as reports of small scale fighting onboard many of the ships began to make their way onto the comm grids. Some said the Zen’zat were actively rebelling against the ship’s crews, but he knew that could not be possible without collusion. Zen’zat controlled many functions onboard his Kafcha, but they couldn’t take control of the ship from the Voro’nam. At best they could sabotage it and delay its deployment, but so far his Zen’zat had not shown any sign of disobedience and he’d had his crew do a quiet check to confirm that. Whatever rebellion was spreading through Itaru had not reached here, leaving Mextre wondering…
 
   He was never able to finish his thought as a tiny orange beam streaked across the holographic displays from Wendigama’s surface and hit a ship in orbit…an Era’tran Dak’bri sitting within one of the fleet groups assembling to leave to go fight the Hadarak.
 
   Mextre couldn’t believe his eyes, then as another beam leapt up and hit another ship…a Voro’nam Kafcha like his own…puncturing its shields with a single hit and burning a hole straight through the hull as the fleet under assault reacted almost instantaneously, firing a few return shots down to the planet that splashed against the defense shields that popped up only over a few small regions as the fleet raced for higher altitude to get out of the firing range of the planetary defense guns that had just opened fire on them.
 
   And those beams were Tar’vem’jic coming from two different planetary defense stations…no, make that three as another beam leapt out and joined the others as they hammered several ships in the rebellious fleet and hurt the Era’tran vessel so much that it failed to flee, drifting upwards on what thrust it’d managed to produce before its engines had been wrecked. Two more Tar’vem’jic blasts hit it and blew it apart, sending an icy chill up Mextre’s spine from tail tip to the armored dome on his head. 
 
   “Get us out of range of the planet’s weaponry!” he yelled as his crew snapped into action. “Find out who controls those planetary guns. Not all in range were firing. I need to know who has control. Itaru or the rebels.”
 
   “The Voro’nam ship hit is badly damaged. Reporting casualties of at least 2,000.”
 
   “Who authorized those guns to fire!” he demanded.
 
   The answer didn’t come for almost a minute, then there was a deathly calm on the command deck as the system began to light up with ship and surface combat popping up everywhere like a chain reaction that had just been set off.
 
   “Itaru authorized it,” another Voro’nam on the bridge said with anger in her voice. “They’re ordering all rebel ships to be targeted and destroyed.”
 
   Mextre turned on her as if she was insane. “What did you say?”
 
   “We’re ordered to fight and destroy any vessel disobeying Itaru’s command. They’re sanctioning it as an immediate cull.”
 
   “Not just that,” another Voro’nam said, still studying comm data coming in. “They’re launching purging attacks on the surface. Some of the planetary defense stations are refusing to comply.”
 
   “What is happening?” he asked, aghast.
 
   “We’re being queried by Wendigama as to our status.”
 
   “So we either kill our brothers or be killed?” he roared. “What madness is this?”
 
   “I don’t think we have much time to decide. The other ships are realigning on attack vectors for the nearest rebel fleet.”
 
   Mextre looked at the display holograms as the system lit up in combat everywhere, with most of the ships fleeing from planetary orbit to avoid the surface defenses, but some did not and moved into regions where the rebels apparently held control with the curved mass of the planet blocking the firing lines from the other weapons emplacements.
 
   “This is a full blown civil war,” he said with disgust. 
 
   “Join with us,” a Zen’zat said from behind him, prompting Mextre and the others to turn and look at him curiously, though there was lethal intent in some of their eyes. “We have to stop this before we are all destroyed.”
 
   “Who is us?” Mextre demanded.
 
   “Zen’zat are loyal to our oaths to serve the V’kit’no’sat, and the V’kit’no’sat exist to fight the Hadarak. If Itaru does not wish to honor that oath then we will serve those that will. Help us stop this carnage before it goes even further. Itaru is the one that began this, we are only…”
 
   The Zen’zat didn’t finish speaking, for Mextre lifted him up telekinetically two meters off the floor then the Voro’nam flipped his tail around so fast that he hit and drove the Zen’zat across the command deck into a low wall where an audible snap was heard.
 
   “Do not speak to me, traitor!” Mextre said, walking over to the Zen’zat who was crawling a few meters with an apparently broken back and no armored gauntlets on to protect him. “You are the cause of this insanity.”
 
   Mextre stood over him and raised up his foot, then sent it smashing down on the Zen’zat’s head even as the tiny biped tried to use his own Lachka to block it, but the pathetic strength in his body wasn’t enough and the Voro’nam felt the skull crack and his head squish underneath his weight. He twisted his foot and ground it into the deck as he looked at the rest of the Zen’zat cowering near their stations or the exits.
 
   “Kill them all,” he ordered. “We cannot take any chances.”
 
   “No,” another Voro’nam said, stepping forward before the crew could act on his order. “He was right. Itaru is to blame for this.”
 
   “This carnage is upon us,” Mextre all but growled. “It cannot be stopped now. We must choose our side, and the Voro’nam will not side with the rebels.”
 
   “You just saw Wendigama shoot one of our own ships!”
 
   “I do not know what happened there, but our loyalty is clear. We are V’kit’no’sat and the Elder Conclave decides for us. They have decreed the rebels must die, and these Zen’zat are most likely all corrupted.”
 
   “If you want to destroy them, you will have to go through me,” the other Voro’nam said, activating the armor that he wore despite being on bridge duty. Mextre had none, but two others on the bridge did.
 
   “Take him,” he ordered, with both activating their armor and moving against the rebel sympathizer. 
 
   But they never got to him. All the Zen’zat bolted, those with armor activating it and attacking while other Voro’nam crew members rammed the two guards into the walls as the other slipped by and got to Mextre. Fighting against an armored opponent when you had none was not good, but Mextre was stronger than all on the bridge so he didn’t back down. The two collided, butting heads and grappling with their psionics for a moment before multiple stun blasts hit Mextre at pointblank range and rendered him unconscious.
 
   The defender of the Zen’zat spun and went after the other two armored ones as they shot the rest of the bridge crew helping him…but not with stun weapons. They delivered lethal shots as the Zen’zat jumped on their backs and fired their tiny weapons into their shields, attempting to at least distract the larger V’kit’no’sat enough to spare the loyal ones a few hits.
 
   The defender got to them as quickly as possible and took them both on in a battle that wrecked the command deck for the next 7 minutes, but ultimately left all three with broken armor and visible wounds, but he accomplished enough damage that the Zen’zat were able to finish off the traitors as more of the tiny bipeds appeared on the bridge in full armor while others came carrying regenerators that they immediately applied to the wounded and dead Voro’nam, trying to save them before they passed beyond recovery as the rest of the ship began to hear what was going on.
 
   Fortunately the Zen’zat had taken control of communications, and with the help of the loyal Voro’nam they swayed most of the crew who fought the others in a lopsided internal battle that ended as soon as the ship came under attack from an Itaru-allied fleet that had apparently taken their lack of action to be a sign of disobedience.
 
   A few of those fighting inside stopped when it became clear that they were under attack, but there was so much space inside the 36-mile long dreadnaught that some areas didn’t even hear the weaponsfire when it began to penetrate the shields and hit the hull. Deck after deck was cored, losing atmosphere as the Kafcha was surrounded and unable to flee. As any good V’kit’no’sat would, the Voro’nam ship fought back and did considerable damage to the smaller vessels surrounding them, but their previously flanking Voro’nam Kafcha were no longer here to defend them. They had been deployed elsewhere while a fleet of Itaru-loyal vessels not of Voro’nam ownership hammered the vessel whose only crime was sitting still in orbit and not doing anything.
 
   Eventually the internal fight was won, but it was a moot point as deck after deck was ravaged from the exterior and the Kafcha was eventually destroyed, then pummeled to the point where there would be no survivors left to recover. After that task was done the hunter fleet move to another rebellious vessel that was refusing to choose sides and carried out the same one-sided battle as Itaru burned with conflict and the Elder Conclave saw fit to make sure that there would be no mixed loyalties remaining when this came to a conclusion. There could be no dissention tolerated. You were either fully behind Itaru or against it…and if against it, you were going to be exterminated.
 
    
 
   Four Sess’nat swam to the ocean floor on Itaru, with their shell-less, turtle-like bodies forcefully pushing through the deep water in the utmost urgency to get to the reclusive domicile of one of the eldest Sess’nat that had little contact with even his own race. Save for a few peculiarities, he shunned contact with the outside world and kept to himself…doing what no one knew, but given the current situation these Sess’nat were going to breach his privacy and demand that he take action.
 
   When they approached they were met with no security devices. No sensors, no locks, no weaponry. They swam in through the short tunnel that was open to the sea water save for a filtering energy field that they passed through harmlessly as they sought out Da’bran with their Ikrid in as respectful a manner as they could. 
 
   They couldn’t sense his presence and swam through half his large domicile before he appeared in mind’s eye, coming out of an enclosure that must have been psionically shielded. When he did, his mass surprised the younglings. They knew that he was a Sor’ku variant, but they had never seen one so large. Their race had four variants, with these interlopers belonging to the Ha’vi and Uen groups, but what that meant was little more than some physical differences regarding their neck length and body shape.
 
   Da’bran gently floated out into the large, secondary chamber and looked at the four calmly, sensing their fear at the unannounced entry.
 
   “Da’bran, we apologize,” one of them said, using his voice rather than telepathy as an act of contrition, sending sound waves out from pouches on his face that reverberated separately from his mouth. “We had no choice. Itaru is in flames. V’kit’no’sat are fighting V’kit’no’sat and not along racial lines. We beg your help to stop this.”
 
   “And how do you think I can stop it?” he asked slowly, regarding the other Sess’nat as if they were hatchings.
 
   “Your influence must still count for something…no matter how little sanity there is left.”
 
   “The irrational do not listen to counsel.”
 
   “For our own race,” another pleaded. “We cannot be fighting one another. Command them to stand down. We beg you.”
 
   “You would have me defy the orders of Itaru?”
 
   “Itaru has betrayed us.”
 
   “So Mak’to’ran was correct?”
 
   “I do not know…”
 
   “Yes,” another said. “They are fighting the Hadarak, and when some here sought to go help them Itaru ordered them stopped. They fired Tar’vem’jic at the gathering ships who had done nothing other than state their intention to fight the Hadarak. Itaru sees only its own authority. They will sacrifice the galaxy to the Hadarak to maintain it.”
 
   Da’gran sighed, blowing out tiny air bubbles from the gills that ran the length of his neck in a gesture of annoyance. “So be it. Why you can’t maintain our race without my constant intervention is beyond me.”
 
   “Thank you, Elder,” the last of them said, with all offering telepathic echoings of that statement. 
 
   “Hatchlings,” Da’gran muttered as he swam past them forcefully and made his way outside while mentally interacting with his domicile’s systems. Before he made it halfway to the surface a ship appeared, coming up from below and opening its hatches for him to swim inside. He left the others behind without so much as a word as the aquatic warship’s crew made space for him in the command deck.
 
   There was no talking as Da’gran assumed control of the ship, making it his impromptu headquarters as others nearby in the ocean gathered to him, forming a flotilla that no one in their right mind would assault from underwater as he reached out to nearby cities and races, using his long held influence to bring them to heel and stop some of the fighting that had already occurred. He cited that he was not acting on behalf of the rebels or Itaru, but that this nonsense had gone on long enough and that he was asserting his own authority over the ‘hatchlings’ that had proven themselves unfit to bear the name V’kit’no’sat.
 
   Wendigama had 3 oceans of moderate size connected by wide, artificial channels but he knew not to go there. Da’gran stayed deep in the water and made heavy use of the comm channels, finding…as he suspected…a myriad of aquatics not having a clue what they should do and waiting for even the most meager display of leadership to rally to. He provided more than that and quickly got Wendigama’s oceans under his personal command even as the Elder Conclave…or what was left of it after many representatives walked out…ordered him to submit to their authority or be destroyed.
 
   Da’gran laughed at them and cut the comm channel, then began powering up the heavy defenses spread across the oceans, ready to shoot down the first ship foolish enough to try and enforce that shortsighted order. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   8
 
    
 
    
 
   July 9, 3695
 
   Iesclak System (Hadarak Front)
 
   Stellar Orbit
 
    
 
   Mak’to’ran’s Kafcha fired on the smaller of the two Hadarak along with over 50,000 other warships as it traveled across the system, fleeing the planet it had been on and racing towards the safety of the star as the V’kit’no’sat fleet continued to pour firepower into several select regions on its surface that had previously been breached. Shooting anywhere else was a waste of time and he held all ships in his command to strict firing orders that he himself was entering into the fleet combat systems. They had to do more damage before it got to the star, otherwise it would sink beneath the surface and out of their range to kill it.
 
   He knew they weren’t going to be able to kill it before it got there, but he wanted it so damaged it wouldn’t come out again for months. Sadly, the internal structure of the Hadarak wasn’t vulnerable to the pressure and star’s radiative danger…rather the reverse. They liked the pressure and energy and both would stoke the Hadarak’s insanely fast regeneration, limited only by the natural resources it had available. Many things could be found within stars, but there was a reason the Hadarak landed and consumed planets, and it was a question of how many resources it had already soaked up that would determine the extent of its repairs here.
 
   Mak’to’ran watched as the beams hit the wounded areas and did little damage. Even the internal structure was resistant to weaponsfire…but not as much as their thick ‘skin,’ with each shot landing in the targeted zones doing 7 times as much damage as a hit on the armored exterior. That was still pathetically small compared to how effective the V’kit’no’sat’s weaponry was against the minions and Mak’to’ran needed to throw as much destructive energy into the tier 1 Hadarak even as reinforcements from the tier 3 raced across the system to help defend it.
 
   Mak’to’ran’s fleet was peeling the necessary ships off to intercept the minions, and without the Hadarak following to back them up Mak’to’ran wasn’t worried. They could do damage on their own, but their main threat was in slowing down his ships enough for the kill blows to follow. Right now the tier 3 was still on its planet and exponentially expanding its influence there beyond Mak’to’ran’s ability to confront. The planet was lost but it was still going to have to be contested, else the Hadarak would move on to its next planet sooner rather than later…but right now it was the vulnerable, smaller Hadarak that he knew he had to punish as much as possible. Such opportunities did not present themselves often.
 
   During the chase he received a message through the Urrtren that he ignored, but after the wounded tier 1 Hadarak finally limped to a splashing entry into the star and escaped the V’kit’no’sat guns, he got back to it as his subordinate commanders handled the contact with the minion swarms following them that were doomed to die with no support. The Hadarak rarely recalled such attacks, choosing instead to take the time their deaths bought to grow more to replace them.
 
   Mak’to’ran’s leadership wasn’t needed for this smaller fight, so he brought up the message from Hamob and played it out in full, seeing the updated intelligence reports and the elder Era’tran’s insistence that he return immediately. His first gut instinct was to ignore such a cowardly suggestion, but Hamob had sent his reasons along with the information so Mak’to’ran could judge for himself.
 
   It seemed there was some amount of fighting going on in Itaru and spreading to a few other systems aligned with them, and Hamob’s contacts were begging for help as well as warning the reforged V’kit’no’sat of an attack en mass against their now lightly defended systems. The fighting in Itaru was meant to stop the attack from happening and the arrogant were not responding graciously.
 
   Mak’to’ran knew he was in a horrible position. If he pulled his fleets back to fight Itaru then the Hadarak would roam free and disaster would follow. If he didn’t, then many systems would fall and the industrial strength that was currently sustaining the V’kit’no’sat would be badly wounded. Most of the heavily industrious worlds in the empire were in the possession of Itaru, leaving him with far less to work with in regards to building new ships. The combined fleet he now commanded was massive, but the ability to replace the losses was a huge weakness without Itaru and its ilk and the arrogant knew it. A strike against what industrial strength they had would be crippling…leaving Mak’to’ran with a no-win scenario.
 
   But that wasn’t what was happening, for at the end of Hamob’s lengthy explanation he realized he was only requesting that Mak’to’ran return…not the fleet. He said there was a huge opportunity here but time was limited and that Mak’to’ran must return now.
 
   Had it been anyone other than Hamob he never would have left the current battle in this condition, for they were losing so many V’kit’no’sat in necessary combat that it felt wrong to leave, but he knew this was strategically essential and said as much when he quickly contacted his senior commanders. As soon as they heard of an impending strike by the treasonous Itaru faction they gave him no argument when he said he had to leave but was keeping the rest of the fleet here to fight. He was thankful for that and got underway immediately, taking only his own Kafcha.
 
   For while V’kit’no’sat were fighting and dying here, he wasn’t going to waste one hour elsewhere…let alone in transit as he headed for the rendezvous point Hamob had suggested and Mak’to’ran confirmed in the message he sent that would arrive long before his ship did.
 
    
 
   Updates intercepted him through the Urrtren on his journey back, with him seeing more and more fighting going on in Itaru along with the ultimate request for Mak’to’ran to go there. That request hadn’t come from Hamob or anyone else in the reforged V’kit’no’sat, but from those in Itaru itself. Hamob told him he’d guessed something like this was going to happen, which was why he’d asked Mak’to’ran to come back immediately.
 
   Both Era’tran traveled onboard the same Kafcha as a small but formidable fleet escorted them around the galactic spiral, through enemy territory all the way to the V’kit’no’sat capitol system. Mak’to’ran expected a huge fleet waiting for them on arrival, but there was nothing aside from a handful of ships in stellar orbit as his fleet came out of their jump against the smaller of the system’s two central stars.
 
   Only then did the updates follow and Mak’to’ran realized that those in Itaru had been censoring the information. 
 
   “What is this?” he asked, with Hamob stepping up beside him on the command deck.
 
   “The consequence of arrogance.”
 
   “You knew?”
 
   “Yes. But I had no data to share. Only the word of a few of the survivors that I still hold in high respect.”
 
   “Who sent the request?”
 
   “Da’gran. Last I knew, he was on Wendigama. I suggest we go there now. There’s not much left to stop us if they wanted.”
 
   Mak’to’ran knew the stupidity of that statement, for there were thousands of ships out there that could cause them trouble, but they were but a fraction of what had once been here…or rather were still here, now reduced to rubble clearly visible on sensors as it lay scattered across hundreds of locations. 
 
   “Not yet,” he said, sending a mental order to take them around the star to where a pair of massive defense stations used to be…and were now reduced to trash. But it was trash that was still partially operational, at least as far as life support was concerned. “There were Era’tran here. We’re going to check if any still remain.”
 
   “Understood, but do not delay long. This is still an unstable region. We need to begin spreading our influence.”
 
   “We will begin here,” Mak’to’ran lightly insisted. 
 
   “We don’t have enough room for survivors,” Hamob said, referencing the trillions of people in the system, many of which were now dead.
 
   “That’s no excuse for leaving behind those that could be saved. And if there is still fighting to be done, we are not going to stand by and watch. I will show no patience for this insanity while our brethren are fighting and dying on the front.”
 
   “It looks like it is mostly concluded,” Hamob said sadly as more information began to come to their attention. Large tracts of the various planets were showing damage, not in a major way that orbital bombardment would have resulted in, but it was widespread small-scale damage that appeared to be from ground combat and some aerial/orbital strikes against key facilities, with large chunks of the planetary shields on Wendigama and the other planets currently offline.
 
   “Itaru has never been this exposed,” Mak’to’ran all but cursed. 
 
   “Dispatch what ships you need to the recovery, but please find Da’gran immediately. This is worse than I feared,” Hamob said distractedly as he studied a separate console. 
 
   “Agreed,” Mak’to’ran said, giving the necessary orders and splitting his small fleet of 62 warships. He took 5 along with him, then sent the others out in groups on various cleanup tasks as his Kafcha traveled to the capitol within the capitol that was Wendigama.
 
   When they came into high orbit and he was able to get close in sensor scans from his own ship his jaw dropped in utter shock. The surface of the planet had most of the buildings still standing, but they were almost all damaged. Huge and small chunks were knocked out of them with pyres of smoke everywhere as ground combat was still continuing in a few regions, but for the most part the planet was deathly still with so many bodies visible in the streets that he knew there weren’t many remaining, else they would have been cleaned up by now.
 
   Mak’to’ran’s ship got clearance to enter low orbit and assurance from the remaining planetary defenses that they were allied to Da’gran, who now had operational control of the planet and whose loyal forces were current still in combat against the remnants of the arrogant. The Sess’nat wasn’t available for holocomm, but sent a message indicating where he wanted them to land. 
 
   That wasn’t what Mak’to’ran wanted to do, fearing this might be a trap…or at least an opportunity to strike at him in some last ditch bit of revenge, but the Era’tran dismissed the notion quickly. Itaru was wrecked, and as long as he went down with escorts there was nothing left here that could harm him with his warships overhead and gaps in the planetary shields for them to exploit if necessary. 
 
   Rather than going down by drop pod, he brought his Kafcha into the atmosphere and set it into a hover just over one of the oceans, on the rim of which Da’gran had indicated that they should meet him. Mak’to’ran didn’t bother with a drop pod, merely walking out of one of the hangars and falling the last few hundred meters to the ground and slowing his descent with his armor’s limited anti-grav. He came down with his blood red battleplates fully deployed, as did his escorts, which included four Era’tran, two Hjar’at, and 18 others from various races. He was not here as the leader of the Era’tran, he was here as leaded of the V’kit’no’sat and they all had a stake in protecting the single most important point of unity that remained within the empire.
 
   The point of the rendezvous wasn’t a building or facility, but an empty bit of shoreline that hadn’t been hit by weaponsfire. Mak’to’ran, with his escorts flanking all around him in a protective sphere, walked across the sandy dunes to the water’s edge where a small group of Oso’lon and other land dwellers were standing with their feet in the water next to several aquatics wading in the shallows, including two J’gar and several dozen others, but Mak’to’ran saw no Sess’nat until he came to the water’s edge, then several hundred of them appeared in the distance as they came to the surface and swam towards him.
 
   Da’gran and his own escorts.
 
   Hamob walked by Mak’to’ran and down into the water himself, retracting his armor’s helmet as a Sess’nat swam up and retracted his own.
 
   “Hamob. I am relieved to see you here.”
 
   “Likewise,” the Era’tran said as they exchanged some private telepathic assurances and information swaps. “Seeing all this, I am surprised you survived.”
 
   “The aquatics were less foolish than others. I was able to rally most here into some sanity, though many still died in combat. Those who wished to attack you would not relent and had to be destroyed. In the end they were shooting anyone on sight that was not one of them, and this is what resulted. The combat is not finished yet. Can you assist?”
 
   “Most of our fleet is on the front, but we have a few ships already taking action.”
 
   “Send them to the combat directly. My allies are beyond fatigued at this point. Where is Mak’to’ran?”
 
   Hamob looked back and angled his head towards the other Era’tran still fully encased in his armor. 
 
   “Come here,” Da’gran said, with Mak’to’ran hesitating slightly before walking down to the water’s edge, but he would not step into it as he too retracted his helmet. The Sess’nat responded by walking up the shallows until he all but stood on his flippers before him, but still had to look up at the Era’tran’s huge head.
 
   “What have you done here?” Mak’to’ran asked.
 
   “What had to be done. What we should have done before most of the loyal V’kit’no’sat left to join you. The Zen’zat were the key to our narrow victory, else you would have had a significant assault force hitting your systems now, though I can’t vouch for those beyond Itaru. The fighting has occurred in almost all the systems that remained allied to Itaru, and some of those conflicts are not yet finished. There may still be a threat to your worlds.”
 
   “Our defensive fleets have already been alerted. We will be able to weather whatever scraps are left here.”
 
   “There may be more than scraps elsewhere, but I leave that to you. We have done what was needed to keep them from striking you, and on behalf of Itaru and many other systems we apologize for our lack of vision. Your defiance of the Elder Conclave was in fact wisdom, and we should have seen it before the traitors brought us to this. The Zen’zat sacrificed themselves en mass to ensure their fleets could not leave, and in payment for that the traitors turned on the civilian population. We could not save most of them. Itaru is now gutted, but it is yours. Your reforged empire is the legitimate one, and the survivors here ask for immediate reabsorption…with penalty if necessary, but we cannot be divided in the face of the Hadarak threat. We therefore surrender Itaru to you and ask that you move your Conclave here and take immediate possession.”
 
   “Do you speak for all those remaining here?” Mak’to’ran asked.
 
   “I do. Those remaining few who think otherwise are fighting and dying in the last refuges of rebellion.”
 
   “What is the situation in the oceans?”
 
   “Damaged, but in far better condition than the land.”
 
   “I have heard your name in legend only, but now I count myself grateful that your reputation was not over-exaggerated and that you survived to summon me here. I lead the V’kit’no’sat, and while that is an unusual position for us, it comes with advantages. I need not consult the Conclave. All those here are officially absolved from previous misdeeds, contingent on unfettered cooperation from this point forward. We have an immense task before us and we cannot afford to waste time with recriminations. What has happened here is more than sufficient punishment to cover any previous crimes or lack of foresight.”
 
   “And those still in combat?”
 
   “Is there anything else you need from me immediately?”
 
   “Other than for you to send the necessary messages through the Urrtren, no, you have done enough with that absolvement and I thank you for it. We never should have put you in the position of being a rebel, but you bore it well.”
 
   “It was more him than you,” Mak’to’ran said, glancing at Hamob. “He will stay here with you and begin necessary restructuring while I take what troops I have to finish the fight here.”
 
   “It will take more than that in the other systems. Not all of those fights are being won. There will be a lot of cleanup needed.”
 
   “Itaru first,” Mak’to’ran said calmly. “Once centered here we can deal with the rest. What happened to the Elder Conclave?”
 
   “All were killed, as far as I have been able to determine. Even those that withdrew before the fighting began were hunted down by the traitors and eliminated as a matter of principle.”
 
   Mak’to’ran sneered. “Are those that remain inclined to surrender?”
 
   “None have that I have been informed of.”
 
   “So be it,” he declared, reactivating his helmet and turning away from the shore. “Then they will die with the rest of them and we will finish cleansing this system in blood.”
 
   Hamob watched him and the others go, leaving only the Era’tran Elder behind as drop pods were flown down and picked up the V’kit’no’sat leader as more came out of the Kafcha and headed for the battlefields that remained.
 
   “He will not be in danger,” Da’gran promised. “The traitors have little left to fight with. And neither do we.”
 
   “Enough to save and refurbish,” Hamob said more optimistically. “The buildings do not matter to me as much as our unity, which is now restored.”
 
   “It will not be for those who fought here. Many are numbed by the betrayal. Those who survived are damaged in ways that a Kich’a’kat cannot fix.”
 
   “I understand, but those wounds can be healed with time.”
 
   “Not all. This planet carries the stench of betrayal too thick to eliminate entirely.”
 
   “Forthcoming hatchlings will not bear it.”
 
   “I am not worried about them. We are supposed to be better than this. I regret not keeping a closer watch on my race as you have.”
 
   “If they had been worthy V’kit’no’sat they would not have needed your constant oversight.”
 
   “My not realizing they were inferior is fault on me.”
 
   “No,” Hamob said firmly as he looked around at the carnage in the distance. “They brought this on themselves. Our responsibility lies in picking up the pieces.”
 
   “I do not absolve myself for this. I let hatchlings do the unthinkable because I underestimated their corruption. That will not happen again.”
 
   “No, it won’t,” Hamob agreed. “We’ll both make sure of that.”


 
   
  
 




 
   9
 
    
 
    
 
   March 4, 3696
 
   Teor’cho System (Itaru faction territory)
 
   Vidia
 
    
 
   In the weeks that followed his arrival in Itaru, Mak’to’ran spent most of his time personally fighting the remainder of the arrogant until they could get more troops there from other systems. After that he backed off from personal combat and led the reunification efforts at Hamob’s request while others directed the majority of the fighting. Itaru was so beat up that there wasn’t much for Mak’to’ran to do other than give the survivors a focal point to rally around…and rally they did. 
 
   Gone were the arrogant, having died or woken up to their stupidity. Half the capitol lay in ruins and the Hadarak were pushing out from the core. The V’kit’no’sat empire was severely weakened and the inevitable fall against the forces of the heretics responsible for Terraxis was a moot point now, for unless they were able to stop the current invasion the Hadarak would destroy the V’kit’no’sat for them.
 
   Most of the survivors recognized this fact in addition to the realization of how far gone the arrogant were when they chose to move against Mak’to’ran rather than fight the Hadarak. There was a lot of self-reflection going on as basic repairs were begun in the stable areas and reports from the front continued to spill in. Thankfully the Urrtren relays hadn’t been hit in the fighting, so connectivity with the rest of the empire remained…with it becoming clear that while the arrogant in Itaru had been decimated there were others throughout the Itaru faction still in power and currently fighting a civil war against the ‘rebels’ amongst them…with the arrogant winning some of the fights.
 
   So Mak’to’ran had assembled scraps of ships from across the empire, lowering basic defensive fleets dangerously thin, and pulled together an armada that he led out from Itaru to aid the rebels and put an end to the arrogant once and for all via conquest. He hated wasting resources on infighting, but this had to be done and done quickly, else in the long term the V’kit’no’sat were doomed. Already more Hadarak were coming forward to test additional areas, and if they sensed enough weakness they would start coming out in numbers that would break the V’kit’no’sat’s hold on the galaxy.
 
   Thankfully there were many other commanders capable of fighting the Hadarak, some more skilled than Mak’to’ran, that had immediately volunteered to go into the combat zones and lead the pushback, some of which had ‘retired’ from active combat long ago. Beyond the Itaru faction the empire was pulling together quickly and only a month ago the Conclave on Vviot had moved, returning to the V’kit’no’sat capitol in Itaru and becoming the sole Elder Conclave. The original one had been destroyed in the fighting and Mak’to’ran was glad he wasn’t going to have to try to integrate the two. The carnage that had taken place was unbearable, but it did leave him with a clean start to work from.
 
   Currently Mak’to’ran was directing the battle of Vidia from orbit as his limited fleet bombarded a heavy planetary shield whose anti-orbital weaponry had temporarily been disabled thanks to ground teams that had landed on other parts of the planet. He had to get through the shields before they came back online, otherwise his fleet would have to pull back and a very costly ground war would have to be waged…which was something Mak’to’ran did not have the patience for. 
 
   Some 4,923 ships sat in orbit and pounded away, but without the luxury of a Mach’nel aiding them with Tar’vem’jic. All those possessed by the V’kit’no’sat were now on the Hadarak front trying to slow down the invasion as much as possible, including those recovered from the arrogant in recent weeks. That hadn’t been Mak’to’ran’s doing, but rather rebels from within that took control or lowered weapons and shields at the right moment for Mak’to’ran’s troops to get onboard and take control. Had he been forced to fight them he would have lost most of his armada, but thankfully there was enough loyalty left within the empire to bring them together quickly as more and more resources flowed to the Hadarak front.
 
   Vidia was one of several fights remaining, but there was no victory waiting for the arrogant. The best they could hope for was to hold out and force a stalemate. They had no fleets to push out into other systems with, but Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to let them hold onto what they had and try to spread their poison through the empire again. They were an infection that had to be purged here and now, no matter how long it kept him away from the Hadarak. 
 
   As he monitored the orbital bombardment another ship entered the system. It was an Era’tran Dak’bri bearing Hamob’s insignia, drawing a bit of curiosity from Mak’to’ran. Hamob was supposed to be in Itaru, and if he needed something from him he would have sent a message through the Urrtren. Him being here in person said either something was seriously wrong or there was a matter to attend to that was too sensitive to send across comm channels.
 
    Seeing that the shield was almost breached he ignored Hamob temporarily and personally targeted the myriad of locations exposed once the energy barrier started to show holes. Such things were tricky to do, not knowing how long the shield would be weak and, more importantly, how long the planetary defense weaponry would be down. Using precision weaponsfire, Mak’to’ran clipped power relays, comm centers, and made disabling but not overly destructive wounds to the shield generators and larger guns before turning over the mop up work to his subordinates, then he took a drop pod away from his fleet as they continued to rain down firepower onto the planet.
 
   He met up with Hamob’s ship in a slightly higher orbit and went onboard, with the Elder Era’tran not saying what the purpose of his visit was and that he had to speak with the V’kit’no’sat leader in person.
 
   Mak’to’ran didn’t find that surprising, so he went straight over and met Hamob in the hangar bay where he immediately began to pick up some signs of agitation. If he hadn’t spent time with him before he wouldn’t have noticed, but Hamob was definitely uneasy about whatever he had to tell him.
 
   What has happened? Mak’to’ran demanded telepathically.
 
   Nothing negative, Hamob assured him. But there is uncertainty in the future that I need you to support or we could be embroiled in another war.
 
   Against who?
 
   You will see soon. I have revealed most of my secrets to you, but this one I dared not risk until the empire was reunited and you were in firm control. However, with the Hadarak winning at present, I believe we need to take the chance now. It will not make a great difference, but it could make a small one…and we need every advantage we can get.
 
   What is it? Mak’to’ran asked as the two began to walk out of the hangar. 
 
   Something you will not like…and something many may call me a traitor for.
 
   I am used to being called traitor. Tell me.
 
   I will show you, but I need your promise that you will not engage in combat.
 
   Is there a threat onboard?
 
   Some might think so, but no, there is not. I need your word you will think, not engage.
 
   I will hear you out. What have you brought onboard?
 
   You will see soon, Hamob said cryptically, then he refused to comment further as they continued through the ship to a secure area with guards outside. The pair passed them by, moving into a virtually abandoned section of the ship that felt eerily empty…which was when he realized that he couldn’t feel the rest of the ship either.
 
   “Psionic dampeners?”
 
   “Yes,” Hamob confirmed. “You will see why they are necessary shortly.”
 
   Mak’to’ran took him at his word and followed without further question up until they came to a closed doorway, then Hamob looked at him warily. 
 
   “Do not engage,” he reminded him. 
 
   “Why would I?”
 
   “Because you have before,” Hamob said, mentally opening the door and walking in. 
 
   Mak’to’ran followed him, seeing a barracks area with numerous alcoves on either side where Era’tran would be berthed along with large padded seats in the center of the large open area that were currently empty…except they weren’t, and several tiny heads popped up from the other side at the sound of their entrance.
 
   Reflexively Mak’to’ran activated his armor, expanding out and covering his body in battleplates before he even realized he did it as Hamob stepped in front of him.
 
   “Stand down. They are here under my protection,” the Elder Era’tran said as four much smaller bipeds hopped over the cushions and cautiously walked up behind him. They were not wearing armor, and Mak’to’ran clamped down on old reflexes while lowering his own, staring past Hamob at the four milk/white-skinned bipeds as they locked eyes with him, tipping their heads sideways and back again in annoyingly familiar fashion.
 
   He looked at Mak’to’ran. “Explain.”
 
   “I’ve been in contact with them for many years,” Hamob admitted, drawing a shocked look from Mak’to’ran. “I had a few scout ships pushing into Hadarak territory on assignments for the work we were doing delving into the mystery of the Zak’de’ron. I wanted confirmation of several assumed facts concerning the Hadarak but the Elder Conclave never would have given permission. One of my ships came across an inhabited system within Hadarak territory. They have several, and have been holding off their attacks repeatedly…on their own. You know they had some legitimate reasons for what they did, so I attempted to open up a line of communication and they responded cautiously. We’ve had a dialog ever since, and even before I sent you out to become the rebel leader we needed, they have wanted to rejoin the V'kit'no’sat.”
 
   “Rejoin?” Mak’to’ran said, looking at the tiny Rit’ko’sor. “For what purpose?”
 
   “Errors were made on both sides,” Hamob interjected. “But we are still brothers, and a reuniting will strengthen the V’kit’no’sat in the long run. You can do this, because you hold leadership of the V’kit’no’sat and are trusted.”
 
   “Do what?” he demanded, walking around Hamob and looking down at the closest of the Rit’ko’sor. “Speak.”
 
   “Our rebellion was not a rejection of the mandate of the V’kit’no’sat, but of the bad leadership. Ever since the Zak’de’ron were purged the V’kit’no’sat were tainted. We did our duty to fight it, and now that the old order is gone we wish to rejoin the empire on the original terms.”
 
   “How have you survived in Hadarak territory?” Mak’to’ran demanded.
 
   “With blood,” the Rit’ko’sor said sharply. “We knew it was a place you would not go, so while our race was regaining our honor we also took several systems from the Hadarak. They were not in them, but somehow they knew when we arrived and have sought to continually repel us. We have fought and won each time, but at great cost. We acquired 8 systems and have not expanded beyond that…and you have not probed deep enough into Hadarak territory to find us. We had our freedom.”
 
   “At the cost of nearly your entire race,” Mak’to’ran countered.
 
   “There was no other way.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “We have always been loyal V’kit’no’sat. It was the empire that turned against us…or more pointedly, we who turned against those who created the empire. The Zak’de’ron were the bond that held us together, kept our purpose pure. We betrayed them under false pretenses, to our continual shame, but we regained our honor when we rejected the other betrayers. We are loyal to the true V’kit’no’sat, and if the empire is returning to purpose, we wish to rejoin it and help to one day destroy the Hadarak.”
 
   “I cannot believe you still survive there,” Mak’to’ran admitted. “What strength do you possess?”
 
   “Enough, but our population is low. We cannot assist much in the present, but if we are allowed to come out into the galaxy again we can regrow quickly if not hobbled.”
 
   “8 systems is nothing,” Mak’to’ran decreed. “You cannot field enough ships to continually fight the Hadarak.”
 
   “We learned new ways to fight them.”
 
   “How?” 
 
   “They cannot jam our communications, and no one else of consequence is in Hadarak territory. We rebuilt our fleet specifically to fight them, and in order to preserve our limited population we fight using unmanned vessels.”
 
   Mak’to’ran’s head flipped to Hamob immediately, but the Elder Era’tran shot down his question before he even had time to ask it.
 
   “They are not the Terraxis sponsor. Until I found them they could not risk exposure. They have not left Hadarak territory since the Rebellion.”
 
   “Their techniques are superior to yours,” another Rit’ko’sor said bluntly. “We had to adapt and learn, as did the heretics that Hamob has told us of. Fighting the Hadarak with manned vessels is foolishness, yet remotely controlled vessels have a weakness against other races. The V’kit’no’sat waste more people fighting the Hadarak than they would lose against other threats that exploited comm weaknesses, and you have not learned. You repeat the same strategies and only adapt when forced to. We have been forced to day after day in order to survive, so we are in a better situation to advise how to fight them than you are. We can contribute in that regard immediately.”
 
   “Are you aware how many Rit’ko’sor I have personally killed?” Mak’to’ran all but growled.
 
   “Less than the number of Era’tran we killed,” another of them said, glaring up at the much bigger biped. “We are both covered in blood, and we wish to cleanse ourselves of it by building a new future rather than living in the past.”
 
   Mak’to’ran turned away, walking sideways past Hamob as he visibly struggled with the situation presented to him. 
 
   “I should shoot you,” he whispered.
 
   “If you think it would help,” Hamob offered sarcastically.
 
   “This was your plan all along?”
 
   “Part of it,” he admitted. “The Zak’de’ron are gone. We have to replace them. And by we I mean the Era’tran. If the Oso’lon or J’gar advance, then that is a welcome thing. But you and I both know they are stuck in their ways. If we are even going to begin to match the level of the Zak’de’ron we cannot be held back by our new peers. We must exceed them. If the Zak’de’ron were still here, they could pardon the Rit’ko’sor. If we are to replace them, we must begin to take on their responsibilities and powers.”
 
   “The Era’tran cannot do this from their current standing,” Mak’to’ran said evenly, “but you think I can?”
 
   “Yes, you can.”
 
   “The others will not agree to it.”
 
   “Would the Zak’de’ron care? Or would they just order it so.”
 
   Mak’to’ran huffed. “We may aspire to their level, but we are far from it. You know this better than I do.”
 
   “Agreed, but the empire is hurt, the Hadarak are unleashed, and Terraxis remains a lingering poison. You are all that is pure and unblemished. You are the heart of the V’kit’no’sat now, regardless of what the Oso’lon and J’gar say. Terraxis still clings to them like a noose. You are their alibi. You have the leverage, and now you must use it for the benefit of the empire.”
 
   Mak’to’ran sneered and turned back to the Rit’ko’sor, walking directly up to them and wishing the psionic dampeners were not in place, else he would have forced his way into their minds to test their strength…and if lacking he would have gained the answers to their true motivation. 
 
   “If you have held off the Hadarak all these millennia then you have skill worthy of respect, but the scars from your rebellion are still fresh.”
 
   “More for us than you, I can guarantee that, large one.”
 
   “Perhaps so. Do you have surveillance of them beyond your systems?”
 
   “We do.”
 
   “Can you tell me their current strength and locations?”
 
   “Somewhat. They move around a great deal, and every now and then a large mass of them will come out from the deep core as if on patrol. They do not go to the front. They come near it, passing through both wrecked and intact systems, but they do not feed on them. They make their rounds and return.”
 
   “How large?”
 
   “Tier 3 and above. Twice we have detected a single tier 6 with them.”
 
   Mak’to’ran’s body felt an icy chill run through it. As far as the V’kit’no’sat knew, there was no such thing as a tier 6. 
 
   “How large?” he repeated, this time with different consequence.
 
   “Too large for us to fight. For some reason those patrols never passed through our territory, and unless they enter ours we avoid all conflict with them. Perhaps they underestimate our strength or do not fear us, but they do test us with their smaller ones. Or maybe they are testing themselves in some form of ritual or training.”
 
   “But their greatest power is still lying dormant within the core?”
 
   “Yes. And if it comes out there will be nothing you can do to stop it. I have personally seen one that is planet-sized. We have been trying to develop weapons capable of fighting that, but nothing of consequence has arisen. That said, we have made developments, or rather improvements, to other weaponry.”
 
   “Equal to what we possess?”
 
   “Greater.”
 
   “You have advanced that far in exile?”
 
   “We stole the blueprints for what you would not share during the war, then improved upon them. We’ve had ample opportunity to field test them in battle.”
 
   “How much of an improvement have you made?”
 
   “We’ve increased effectiveness against their armor by 23%.”
 
   Mak’to’ran took an involuntary step back. “Then you have accomplished more than the empire has in your absence,” he said, glancing at Hamob. 
 
   “We have become lax,” the Elder Era’tran agreed, “without the Zak’de’ron leading us.”
 
   “No longer,” Mak’to’ran decreed. “I will not let that mistake continue, and if you can vouch for them, I will make this reunification happen...as painful as it will be.”
 
   “I would not have brought them to you if I felt otherwise,” Hamob said evenly. “We both need this.”
 
   “Treat us fairly and we will do likewise,” the Rit’ko’sor said. “But we will not be trampled on again. Hamob has convinced us that the Era’tran and you, specifically, will not allow that to happen.”
 
   “Has he?” Mak’to’ran asked, starting to feel the old animosities slacken a bit. As he and Hamob had discussed, the Rit’ko’sor Rebellion was not wholly uncalled for. “I know Rit’ko’sor well. You are not to be trusted, given what you accomplished…yet to have survived against the Hadarak as you have is no small feat. It is something that we have never done. For that reason I will regard you as you are, not as you were. If you wish to rejoin the V’kit’no’sat on honorable terms, then so be it. We will need all the help we can get to deal with this Hadarak invasion.”
 
   “And those honorable terms?”              
 
   “Will be discussed now,” Mak’to’ran said firmly as he glanced at Hamob, once again acknowledging his wisdom. “We have no time to waste.”
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   November 19, 3696
 
   Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat capitol)
 
   Wendigama
 
    
 
   No smoke rose from the capitol, but the damage from the fighting still remained. Priority in repairs had gone to the planetary defenses, leaving the wrecked buildings clustered into regions visible from orbit as the debris and deconstruction was resulting in small clearings within the cityscape.
 
   One non-defense structure that had also been given priority was the Elder Conclave. The original facility had been destroyed during the fighting and the one Mak’to’ran was walking into now was freshly built and inhabited by those leaders from his rebel Conclave with a few additions. Each race represented here was having to go through its own reconciliation with their various factions with only the Era’tran and a handful of others with fully intact leadership. Even the Oso’lon and J’gar were having to reincorporate those survivors from the Itaru faction…but no Era’tran had joined them, though many had stayed and died to hold territory here.
 
   They’d been caught up in the fighting and contributed greatly to the rebels, but they’d always been under the leadership of Holloi. Their race was united, the others weren’t, and that gave them a bit more authority in the transition as everyone scrambled to reunite as fast as possible to counter the Hadarak as a single empire rather than an alliance of factions. 
 
   Mak’to’ran walked with a phalanx of Era’tran and Zen’zat escorts with him in the lead and the others fanning out into a narrow ‘V’ that encompassed the 14 Rit’ko’sor that he was taking into the Elder Conclave. Everyone knew they were coming, for the revelation of their existence and the infighting that resulted from it had already passed, but Mak’to’ran and the Era’tran were adamant that this was going to happen and even the Oso’lon and J’gar reluctantly accepted his decision…though with the taint of Terraxis still on their heads they didn’t have the leverage to try and overrule him. 
 
   The other races were mixed about the reinclusion until Mak’to’ran had revealed that the Rit’ko’sor had knowledge and technology specifically tailored to fight the Hadarak. That had swayed some, and those that remained wholly opposed to the reabsorption of the treasonous race had it personally explained to them by Mak’to’ran that he was in command of the empire and he was making the decision…and that they would dishonor it at their own peril.
 
   No one wanted to cross him, so while the Rit’ko’sor drew an amazing amount of attention on approach to the Elder Conclave there were no security breaches. No assassination attempts or mischief, though Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to be able to guard them forever. That said, this initial transition was going to be the most jarring so he was going to walk them through it personally and dare anyone to defy him. Hopefully that would keep the races in line long enough for the reality of the situation to sink in as the Hadarak pushed into more and more systems with a growing line of V’kit’no’sat evacuees fleeing the border worlds.
 
   When they actually got to the Elder Conclave the Hjar’at guardians admitted him and the Rit’ko’sor with his escorts staying outside and adding to the guard. Mak’to’ran walked in with mixed feelings. In the past every time he had been here he had been awed by the sanctity of the location. This was the heart of the V’kit’no’sat Empire and the place where decisions of great magnitude were made. He’d been respectful and admiring of it…but now he was not. It was a functioning and necessary body, but one that he now outranked. 
 
   Additionally, he knew that the highest level decisions were not made here as the triad within the V’kit’no’sat worked on its own to guide the empire into the future while the Elder Conclave provided more of a maintenance function…though few knew that. The Yaern’ek led the Era’tran knowing that the wisest leaders were giving them instruction, but the Elder Conclave did not. Many secrets that Mak’to’ran now knew were kept from them, and for good reason, but at least they knew that he outranked the Conclave, so the deception was less than it once was.
 
   The Oso’lon and J’gar had perpetuated a lie and held ultimate power for themselves, but as the Zak’de’ron had learned, the true power of the V’kit’no’sat lie in their masses who were represented here in the Conclave…and Mak’to’ran was going to work towards the true unity that had been promised them, but before they could get to that point the Era’tran had to attain the mantle of the Zak’de’ron.
 
   Mak’to’ran doubted the Oso’lon or J’gar would get there. They were obsessed with maintaining what they had rather than reaching beyond. They were comfortable with the lie of superiority over the Zak’de’ron, but the Era’tran were not. And today was going to be one of many steps going forward where the Era’tran gradually took over. Not to crush the other races under their feet, but to elevate and bring them into a community of brotherhood that Mak’to’ran had thought he’d hatched into. The parts of reality that were a lie were going to be removed and replaced with something real…and the Era’tran were the only ones capable of doing that.
 
   In truth, Mak’to’ran was the only one capable of bringing the Oso’lon and J’gar to heel. Him and the fact that Terraxis was still a mystery and suspicion remained. That said, they were not inclined to relinquish control, so Mak’to’ran was going to have to remake the empire piece by piece over time, and reabsorbing the Rit’ko’sor was the first step in that…for they did not want the Rit’ko’sor back. They wanted them tracked down and annihilated.
 
   But they didn’t get what they wanted, and this would be just the first of many things that the Era’tran would overrule them on, further diminishing their dominance within the empire as they had no choice but to give ground or face a revolt against them if they behaved as if they were the traitors…and fighting against Mak’to’ran would do that, for he was the single individual that was seen as incorruptible within the empire.
 
   And he was going to milk that for all it was worth until the V’kit’no’sat became what they’d been promised to be long ago...assuming they survived that long. 
 
   Mak’to’ran led the way into the Elder Conclave, walking slowly as the Rit’ko’sor ran to keep pace as they wound their way through the large pedestals on which the Elders rested, separated by races. Mak’to’ran took the Rit’ko’sor to their pedestal, with the 14 of them leaping up on top of it and making themselves at home as they used their reinstated genetic code to interface with the computer systems and bring up a myriad of holographic displays of data that they had been denied for millennia.
 
   There were several groans of disgust audible in the chamber, but no one made any outward comments of resentment. Mak’to’ran knew those would be bouncing as telepathic communications back and forth between individuals as private communications, but so long as they didn’t interfere with the Rit’ko’sor this would progress smoothly…at least as long as he was here.
 
   Mak’to’ran left the Rit’ko’sor on their pedestal then walked to the center of the chamber rather than to the other Era’tran. There he mounted an elevating tower that pulled him up above the head height of all the others, allowing them to see him easily from all positions across the 6 mile wide chamber, though when he spoke a hologram of him appeared on all the pedestals, for as large as most of the V’kit’no’sat were, fitting them all in here made it difficult to see in detail over the distances involved.
 
   For Mak’to’ran’s part he liked his new position, above everyone else and somewhat disconnected. He wasn’t a manager like most of these Elders were. He was a warrior who preferred to be on the front lines, but in the fight to rebuild the V’kit’no’sat this was the front lines, and before they could ever think of defeating the Hadarak they had to destroy the distrust and inequity within the empire, so he had more types of combat ahead of him than ever before in his life…and that suited him just fine.
 
   “Today a lingering fissure in our empire is resealed,” he said, addressing the entire Conclave as he looked out over the expanse and down at them, with the tiny Zen’zat attending the Elders barely visible. “I, like many others, fought and killed Rit’ko’sor during their rebellion. The memories of those days I will forever carry with me…as I should. We were in a war against our own brothers, which is something that should never occur within the V’kit’no’sat. Returning the surviving Rit’ko’sor to us cannot undo the damage done, but it can right a lingering wrong. They are part of us, and it is a part that we have been missing for some time.”
 
   “For those of you who say they cannot be trusted, I will ask you this…who sponsored Terraxis?”
 
   Mak’to’ran let that question hang in silence while seeing the Oso’lon twitch with discomfort at the subject while the J’gar were submerged in their pool and out of sight. 
 
   “That answer I cannot give you. I have searched long and hard, but cannot discover their identity and we no longer have time to look for them. We must unify now, else we could be forever divided while the sponsors hide in anonymity and use that to further harm us. What I can tell you of them is that the deepest poison within the V’kit’no’sat began long ago when we turned our backs on those who created us. The Zak’de’ron…a name most of you are unfamiliar with due to rewrites of our history. They are the forbearers of the Les’i’kron and responsible for creating the V’kit’no’sat to defend the galaxy against the Hadarak.”
 
   “We turned on them out of greed and vanity, annihilating them and creating the Les’i’kron in their place to fill the void…but the distrust never was replaced. We had destroyed, not culled, one of our own and ever since there has been suspicion amongst us of it happening again. When the Rit’ko’sor rebelled, their fight was not a wholly unjust one. What they did was not right, but what we did to them was also not right. We denied them true brotherhood and they struck out against the poison within the V’kit’no’sat…poison that also spawned Terraxis. So I ask you this. Which of us held to the ideals of the V’kit’no’sat? The empire or the Rit’ko’sor?”
 
   That did not go over well, with massive telepathic and vocal objections, though Mak’to’ran had expected nothing less.
 
   “The fighting between us was the result of the first betrayal and the poison it created, gradually eating away at the bonds that are the basis for our empire. Those bonds must be reforged, here and now. The Rit’ko’sor are returning to us at their request, and I am granting them full membership again. Let the past remain as it is while we build into the future. Do not forget it. Do not rewrite it. Learn from it or be doomed to repeat it. We have now fought 3 internal wars…all of which are a disgrace. We are V’kit’no’sat. We are meant to fight the Hadarak, not each other, and while I lead that is exactly what we will do.”
 
   “We will seek out any further poison amongst us and purge it when we find it, but we will not wait until it is found to reforge our bonds of trust. I am trusting the Rit’ko’sor and they are trusting me to reveal themselves as they have. If anyone betrays them you will be betraying me…and I will deal with you accordingly. I do not expect you to forget the past, nor to forgive, but do not poison future hatchings with a conflict that is now over. They will grow up as equals while those of us who lived through the rebellion remain. We should not forget, but we should not make them reflect us. We are V’kit’no’sat. We are meant to be one. Let the hatchlings be one and know nothing else, and as we grow those of us that fought each other will be in the minority. Then, perhaps, we can reflect the younger ones and perhaps forgive…but we will never forget. That is the price of betrayal and a poison that we must carry, but never act on again.”
 
   “Three times now we have fought one another, and I will personally assure that it does not happen again. If there is any evidence of treason, bring it directly to me and I will deal with it. You can trust in me while you slowly relearn how to trust one another, and that begins with reintegrating the Rit’ko’sor.”
 
   “Their population is small, but what they’ve accomplished against the Hadarak is greater than what all of us combined have done. They bring with them knowledge and technology that we lack, and we have already begun refitting ships with the enhanced weaponry. Likewise I am designating new worlds for the Rit’ko’sor to colonize and begin rebuilding their massive population…as well as new worlds for the rest of the races to expand into. Our empire has to grow in order to one day defeat the Hadarak…and make no mistake, that is still and always will be our top priority, no matter how impossible it may appear.”
 
   “We must grow, we must learn, we must adapt. We cannot simply maintain. I will guide you forward, as will others who have the foresight to move the empire into the future while others seek to keep it rooted in the past. All of you must learn, self-analyze, and jettison the stagnation within you. We are at war and have no time for games…and those inclined to play them will removed from this Conclave. It is not a privilege to be here, but a great responsibility. You will acquit that responsibility or you will be removed…not through death, but through disgrace or your own resignation. If you cannot handle the responsibilities then step down and allow one who can to replace you. Do not wait and force me to do it.”
 
   “As for building the equity that we have been lacking, the psionic restrictions of races is being altered as of now. A few of you will get additional psionics best befitting your biology, but the greatest change is that the elite troops in each race will be able to earn psionics they were not born with. The requirements will be difficult, but a pathway will be established for those that are worthy to gain greater power…and the more powerful we become the more we can press into the Hadarak.”
 
   “But there is no time for that now. The pathways are being established but it will take time for individuals to make their way through them. Many things are building towards the future, but we have a present threat that we must face head on. There will be no fighting amongst us that I do not personally sanction. All races will send their entire fleets minus a minimum amount for defensive measures against other threats in this galaxy to rendezvous points along the front where I and other commanders more skilled than me will unite them into V’kit’no’sat fleets and do what the empire was created to do…fight and kill Hadarak.”
 
   “We will lose many ships. We will lose many planets before the Hadarak are driven back. But we will lose far more if we do not send our full force against them here and now. Those who have been in combat against the Hadarak know this, for only with overwhelming force can we effectively fight them.”
 
   “So I command you now. Send forth your fleets while you repair your territory and increase your numbers. We will take losses that must be replaced, so I am issuing an immediate cessation of population limits until this invasion is blunted. After which we will detail an acceptable growth plan for all races to guard against overpopulation…but right now such concerns are foolish. We are at war, and it is time to fight,” Mak’to’ran said, igniting his Saroto’kanse’vam with the red glow visible across the Conclave even without the holographic relays. 
 
   “I am V’kit’no’sat, and I expect all of you to behave as such going forward. If I have to return from the front to deal with those who are not…I will not be forgiving. Defeating the Hadarak now will be difficult. Destroying them once and for all will require an empire that does not make mistakes. An empire that is fully unified and willing to die alongside each other without hesitation. An empire that is focused on our purpose and one that is far superior to what we are today. We cannot match their power now, for we are pathetic by comparison. If they threw their full strength at us we would be wiped out, but they do not. They hide in the galactic core…and that is where we must ultimately go.”
 
   “To do that we must become better, and I will not tolerate anyone who accepts the status quo. Our destiny lies in combat with the Hadarak…today and into the infinite future…and it is time we accepted and embraced that fact.”
 
   “The term V’kit’no’sat means ‘hunter of Hadarak’ and that is what we are going to become again. The Zak’de’ron are gone, but we will become the V’kit’no’sat we were meant to be…and I will kill anyone who stands in the way of that. I will suffer fools no longer. Stand up to the challenges we face or stand aside, for we are going forward into the maw of an uncertain and dangerous future, and we will not be flinching. We may fail and die, but we will not surrender. The Hadarak must be destroyed and only true V’kit’no’sat have a chance of accomplishing that impossible feat…therefore true V’kit’no’sat we must become.”
 
   “And that rebirth will occur in battle. The Hadarak are upon us and I will waste no more words here. The Elder Conclave will do its duty and I will do mine, therefore I am heading to the front immediately. Act wisely, act quickly, act bravely. Doom or glory is upon us, and our actions today will determine what tomorrow will wrought,” he said, triggering the tower to lower. 
 
   Before he got to the bottom a telepathic chant broke out, one he hadn’t heard for a long time. It was like a song, but one without words, only a pulse. 
 
   And that pulse increased as he got to the chamber floor and walked off towards the distance exit, then on impulse he began running and the pulse increased even more into a cascade that had his blood boiling with rage and pride, for it was a call to war and the bloody deeds that must come to push back the Hadarak, but now it contained something new. A hope of ultimate victory someday in the distant future, and Mak’to’ran was going to pursue it to the end of his days, however they came about.
 
   Halfway across the Conclave Mak’to’ran roared and pulse his Jumat, throwing ripples of air across the delegations closest to him with the already deafening telepathic pulsing ratcheting up another notch as the larger land races added a physical stomp to the rhythm that matched every fourth step of Mak’to’ran’s as the sole leader of the V’kit’no’sat raced out of the Conclave and straight to a waiting drop pod that took him up to orbit where his Kafcha was ready to speed him back to the front where fellow V’kit’no’sat were already fighting and dying to try and turn this Hadarak invasion back.
 
   And soon, Mak’to’ran and the might of the unified V’kit’no’sat empire would be joining them.
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