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January 3, 3668


Vviot System (V’kit’no’sat
temporary capitol)


Stellar Orbit



 

Tew’chor’s ship was small compared to those guarding
the system that he entered, for he only had a Wur’ki and the Les’i’kron vessel
was only 3.2 miles long and narrower than most V’kit’no’sat racial designs. All
Les’i’kron ships had a snake-like look that split into two offshoot branches at
the fore, giving the design four points in total with the ‘tail’ stretching far
to the back with a curve that put the highest point in the center top with the
points slightly angling down. It was an intimidating sight, but Wur’ki vessels
were mere skirmishers and not the heavy hitters that were patrolling stellar
orbit upon his unannounced arrival.


He was alone on the ship, with only a few dozen
Zen’zat that he’d taken with him when he’d left the Itaru-controlled region,
which now was the second most powerful out of the 38 factions that had more or
less stabilized. Mak’to’ran’s declared reforged V’kit’no’sat were a much weaker
4th, but from what Tew’chor had seen through the propaganda circulating through
what used to be the united empire, only Mak’to’ran’s faction was actually
trying to put it back together. Everyone else was more interested in taking
their piece of the banquet table and securing it rather than ensuring that all
were fed. Many were stealing from others to inflate themselves, and propaganda
only went so far with individuals as old as Tew’chor.


He was a 19th generation Les’i’kron, born after the
reconfiguration that history said little about. Whatever had been their old
civilization was gone now, replaced by their current one that was solidly with
Itaru. The Les’i’kron had not fractured much, and the splintered pieces barely
amassed a tenth of their population, with the mass being firmly in league with
Itaru. Plans were being made to recover the others, in one form or another, but
no one was interested in costly wars that would open them up to aggression from
others, so now that all the weaker systems and factions had been swept up there
was only a nibbling here and there over a few contended systems…save for
Mak’to’ran’s forces that were actively fighting the Had’so
faction that was a combination of 5 different races headed by a sizeable chunk
of the Manso.


But that wasn’t why Tew’chor was here. To date no
Les’i’kron had joined the reforged V’kit’no’sat, and he wasn’t sent as a
negotiator or representative. He had come without permission on his own
mission, being the Prefect of a world in the Baypen
System. His world was part of the Non-Aligned Confederation, which was now the
largest and most powerful faction in the old empire. They wanted no war, but
had banded together for mutual protection and after several nasty fights the
other factions had learned not to mess with them, for it didn’t matter what
races were involved, all of the NAC systems knew that if they didn’t cover for
each other they’d be picked apart…and once it was shown that they could
successfully defend themselves their numbers had grown to amass 18% of the
former empire.


But there was no unity, with self-preservation being
the only bond that held them. What had been the V’kit’no’sat was no more, and
as each year passed that fact became more and more a reality as various
factions explored the new opportunities it afforded. For Tew’chor that meant a
choice. Sit and wait as he had done throughout his life until Itaru found a way
to reclaim his planet and fully reunite the Les’i’kron under their rule, or
take the limited freedom he had now and seek out someone who might have an
answer for him to the question that had been haunting him since his hatching.


When his Wur’ki entered the system it wasn’t attacked,
but it was met and questioned by the patrol ships. After a brief explanation he
was granted access to the Conclave and went onboard without any Zen’zat escort,
riding over in a drop pod then walking out onto the hangar deck with his golden
scales drawing immediate attention. He walked on all four legs, his wings
tucked up tight to his body as his neck stretched out in front of him. Shorter
than an Oso’lon but longer than most of the V’kit’no’sat races, he swung it
left and right along with his blocky head as he looked around, seeing odd
glances from the Zen’zat that were present in the bay.


The same curious looks kept occurring in the other
races he passed by as he made his way through the Barkod-class station. No one said a word to him, verbally or
telepathic, but given his size that was almost the equal of some other races’
Ultras, he took up a lot of space and his coloration made him hard not to look
at. Very few Les’i’kron were gold, and those that were had been around for a
very long time. It was something in their genetic code that altered their
coloration at various times in their life, but as far as Tew’chor had researched
no one knew why. 


That was not the question he was here to get an answer
to, though it was emblematic of the holes in their civilization that were
conspicuously ignored and ever since his scale color had altered he’d been
treated with a respect that no one could give him an explanation for. It was
simply a natural reaction that begged further inquiry…yet the Les’i’kron were
not interested in pursuing such things. 


“Speak,
Les’i’kron,” a Brat’mar in the Conclave said when Tew’chor walked into
their chamber. 


“I have a
request,” he said, taking the guest podium at the center and walking in a
circle that spiraled his tail around his front legs as he laid down but with
his neck craning up. 


“Make it.”


“I wish to speak
with Mak’to’ran.”


“Concerning
what?” the Era’tran representative asked.


“It is a matter
that could hold great importance…or possibly be irrelevant, but it is something
that I will only speak with him about.”


“He is not here
presently.”


“Then tell me
where he is and I will travel to him, or I will wait here until he returns.”


“Why should he
be bothered by you?” a Kar’ka asked.


Tew’chor rotated his neck around and glared at the
smaller V’kit’no’sat, who visibly twitched by the threat contained in it,
though the Saroto’kanse’vam on Tew’chor’s tail did not light. Les’i’kron were
not the equal of the Oso’lon or J’gar, but no other V’kit’no’sat race outranked
them and in combat Les’i’kron had a reputation for being able to fight the land
dwellers on the ground, let alone their all too lethal air strikes. Only the
Hjar’at’s battle roll was more feared, and if given an opportunity a Les’i’kron
could kill an Oso’lon with a single, well placed tail strike. 


“Because I ask
it,” Tew’chor said simply. 


“You come as an
individual?” the Era’tran asked.


“Indeed I do.”


“I will relay
your request to him immediately, but I cannot guarantee a reaction.”


“That will be
sufficient.”


“Is there
anything the Non-Aligned Confederation wish to discuss with us?”


“They care not
for you so long as you do not move against them. Beyond that there is no
faction, only disconjointed crumbs of an empire.”


“Which we are
attempting to reunify,” an Ari’tat noted.


“My mission here
concerns something greater. Until it is dealt with, do not discus unity with me.”


“What is greater
than the unity of the empire?” the Brat’mar asked, suspicious. 


Tew’chor stared the three-horned quadruped in the face
across a fair distance, but telepathically they exchanged a few sizing pokes
that had them interacting on even footing. 


“Potential
treason.”



 

7 weeks later…



 

“Les’i’kron,”
Mak’to’ran said as the maroon-skinned Era’tran walked into the private audience
chamber on the Conclave after returning from his field work.


“Era’tran,”
Tew’chor replied, standing and facing the taller biped with his neck rising
enough that they could see each other eye to eye.


“What treason do
you bring me?” 


“I bring you a
mystery that you must not reveal or my life may be forfeit.”


“You have my
silence…barring breaches of honor. Speak.”


“You have
Saroto’kanse’vam?”


Mak’to’ran answered by flaring his glowing red talons.



Tew’chor raised his double bladed tail spines off the
floor then ignited them, drawing an odd look from the Era’tran.


“They are white.
I thought they were the same color as the Hjar’at.”


“They’re
supposed to be. Mine changed with my last scale shift. No one could give me an
answer as to why, and I was discouraged from pressing our geneticists for an
answer.”


“Discouraged by
whom?”


“Everyone.
Les’i’kron society has black spots where no one will look, and when someone
stumbles into one there is an almost autonomic reaction. It is too repetitive
and relentless to be cultural. I have found no variation in it…save for myself.
I was born different. I do not know how. I have had to hide that truth my
entire life and learn to avoid the black spots. I fear if I lingered in one too
long they would kill me without hesitation. Something is wrong with the
Les’i’kron, and I suspect it has to do with the reformation after the culling.
There are almost no records from before that time and no living members. Not
one. And I cannot find evidence of there ever being any. It’s as if the
Les’i’kron did not exist beyond a certain point and our ancestors were but a
figment of imagination.”


“What is your
specific request?”


“You have gained
the knowledge to grant yourself Saroto’kanse’vam. You are also trying to
restore the V’kit’no’sat while others are showing nothing but greed. I am loyal
to the V’kit’no’sat, and have had to tolerate lesser thinking in the
Les’i’kron. The way they are is not an advantage nor does it serve our purpose.
It is a hindrance, and I fear there may be a genetic inhibitor of some type. I
have come to you to ask for a genetic analysis of myself to compare against
other Les’i’kron. My mind is free, theirs is not, and I have never been able to
determine why. I fear there is some form of treachery involved, or it could be
my imagination…yet I’m willing to risk my death to discover what it is. I hope
that will underscore the importance of my request.”


“Tell me more of
these ‘black’ areas in the Les’i’kron.”


“They are both
perspective and cultural. Taboos would be the antiquated word, yet such a thing
would leave individual variations. I have discovered none beyond myself, even
in the slightest way. There are questions that will not be asked. Answers that
are ignored. A focus on something that I do not share. Our entire civilization
is bent on something…but I do not possess that something and have had to fake
it in order to survive. I have discussed the matter with the Zen’zat, and they
have backed up some of my suspicions, but they do not have the mental strength
to breach one of our minds.”


“You have?”


“On three
fortuitous occasions. Their minds were rigid in identical fashion. Constrained.”


“Define
‘fortuitous.’”


“Two were dying,
the third was…distracted. I could not do a deep scan, but their surface
thoughts were varied save for certain areas. At least in comparison with myself.”


“Show me.”


Tew’chor opened his memories and telepathically
transmitted them to Mak’to’ran, with the two engaging in a prolonged, silent
exchange that left the Era’tran more confused than before. He’d never had
contact with a Les’i’kron mind, but he could have swore
Tew’chor possessed Sav…though he knew he didn’t. 


“I have had
little contact with your race, so I am not one to judge, but your mind is more
complex than I imagined. Far more…yet far less.”


“Meaning what?”


“I was born
during the culling and fought in some of the last combat.”


“Are we
different than our ancestors?”


“They did not
have Saroto’kanse’vam.”


Tew’chor frowned heavily, with his eye ridges moving
far forward on his elongated head. 


“Why would we be
given an advancement after a culling? We have had Saroto’kanse’vam as far back
as there are records.”


“History has
been altered, and only those of us who lived through the events know the truth.
Your claims are…curious. Let us take a scan and see what we can find. We can do
so in the Era’tran portion of the Barkod where we can keep this silent.”


“Lead on.”



 

The scan came back clean, no anomalies noted, until
the Era’tran scientists began digging a little deeper. Tew’chor was fully
functional. No damage or malfunctions of any kind, but the way in which he was
built was different than standard Les’i’kron. He had denser brain tissue and a
few other deviations from Les’i’kron norms, but nothing wrong with him. In fact
he was better, brain wise, and showing neural activity that was halfway between
Sav and no Sav. 


Mak’to’ran asked his geneticists to confirm whether or
not the psionic was present and the answer they returned was that some aspects
of Les’i’kron genetics were not visible to them. They possessed the most
intricate and dense genetics and to date and even the combined knowledge of the
V’kit’no’sat hadn’t been able to fathom it all, though they speculated that
whatever the source of these deviations were was sourced in those unknown
areas.


But as to the question of Sav…this
Les’i’kron did have it, yet he didn’t. That wasn’t possible as far as
Mak’to’ran knew, for his Sav had been part of him
since his hatching. Era’tran had their Ikrid locked down until they earned it,
but in order for their minds to advance appropriately Sav
was simply part of their base coding. Mak’to’ran had never not had it, though
in the case of Zen’zat a few had made the transition. Their upgrading occurred
with detectable patterned enhancements that were easy to spot, yet this
Les’i’kron had none. It was almost as if an alternative Sav
had been created following different protocols…which in and of itself was
perplexing. 


So Mak’to’ran went about testing Tew’chor with mental
drills, trying to confirm whether or not he had Sav
from the experiential side…but even that showed mixed results. He was not as
quick as he should be in some areas, yet far faster than possible in others.
After several days of testing Mak’to’ran could not get an answer, and the more
his geneticists dug into the coding the more inconsistencies arose.


Mak’to’ran had other business to attend to with the
Conclave, so he let his people work the problem up until he was ready to leave
again on another mission…but after reading their assembled report he postponed
it indefinitely, for this Les’i’kron was truly an anomaly. His surface genetic
code was fully Les’i’kron, the type used for identification and security
purposes, but the finer details of it were not quite right. Mak’to’ran thought
he might have an answer for that, but if his guess was right it would open up a
far greater issue…and one that he alone could not handle, no matter what
confidence Hamob and the Era’tran had placed in him. 


Mak’to’ran hadn’t known the Zak’de’ron long enough
before their destruction, and given the historical deletions that had occurred
since then, only one who lived through those times could offer proper
perspective on this riddle.


But as Tew’chor had suspected, this could also be
treason. Itaru treason, if it was what Mak’to’ran suspected, and a treason that
many other races already knew about. The Zak’de’ron had been altered after the
culling in order to create the Les’i’kron, but perhaps the depth of that
alteration had never been fully explored…and if what Hamob had told him about
the complexity of Zak’de’ron genetics was true, then there were possibly parts
of Les’i’kron coding that were at work within Tew’chor that no one had seen
before.


And without any Zak’de’ron around to ask, the next
best option was to take the Les’i’kron to those who had altered them…possibly
erroneously…or to those who were seeking to attain the level of advancement
that the Zak’de’ron had previously attained.


To that end, Mak’to’ran sent a vague message to Hamob
through the Urrtren along with the unmarked genetic scan under heavy
encryption, then he took Tew’chor onboard his Kafcha and departed for the
Era’tran homeworld of Holloi to get to the bottom of
what Mak’to’ran suspected was a combination of past treachery and Itaru
meddling with genetic codes that they could not fully comprehend. 
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March 13, 3668


Jamtren System
(Era’tran capitol)


Holloi



 

When Mak’to’ran arrived at the planet he did not take
a drop pod down to the surface, rather he transferred over to one of the 38 defense
columns where the Yaern’ek operated. They were the visible management of the
Era’tran civilization that interacted with all other races and kept the day to
day operations functioning smoothly while leaders like Hamob dealt with problem
solving from the shadows. Most Era’tran understood this, but when you had
something that needed to get done you went to the Yaern’ek, and if they
couldn’t handle it they would know which of the elders to direct you too.


Hamob had instructed him to come here, for they were
not going to let a Les’i’kron onto the surface of Holloi
even if he could handle the gravity, so Mak’to’ran personally escorted Tew’chor
onto the massive orbital station over 700 miles long that held plenty of
internal space for the Yaern’ek and many others to go about the business of
running the Era’tran civilization while Holloi was
spared that hectic existence.


The presence of a Les’i’kron wasn’t a first here, for
there were ambassadors from the other races still present in the defense
columns, but not in this one. Column #17 had no diplomatic sections so the
entire population consisted of Era’tran and Zen’zat save for an occasional
skilled visitor helping with some project…which was what Tew’chor was labeled
as. 


There was no conflict with bringing him onboard, but
the large dragon pacing behind Mak’to’ran definitely drew attention moving
through the corridors and internal Satu. Only a few
telepathically asked Mak’to’ran what was going on, to which he replied that
they were conducting a genetic study. They seemed to accept that, though it was
well known that nearly all Les’i’kron were ardent supporters of the Itaru
faction.


But then again, the Era’tran still controlled territory
in Itaru without having any loyalty to the arrogant, so the current disposition
of the V’kit’no’sat wasn’t something that could be accurately divvied up by
regions on a starmap. 


Eventually the pair came to a secured section of the
station and were passed through by a waiting guard. They entered through an
aperture that quickly sealed, leaving them both in an audience chamber where
six other Era’tran stood in a ring, one of which was Hamob, and four who wore
the ornamental clothing of the Yaern’ek. The other was not recognizable to
Mak’to’ran, but he sensed a powerful mind behind the unfamiliar visage. 


“Speak
Les’i’kron,” one of the Yaern’ek said amicably.


“I come here
seeking answers. I do not have a statement to make.”


“Answers to what
questions?”


“Has something
been done to the Les’i’kron and why am I immune to it?”


“If you claim
immunity that assumes an answer to your first question.”


“Let me clarify.
Did the V’kit’no’sat do something to the Les’i’kron following the culling to
make us less rebellious?”


“Yes,” the
non-Yaern’ek that Mak’to’ran did not recognize said plainly.


“That is a
violation.”


“Also yes,”
Hamob added. 


“Then why was it
allowed?”


“There are
things about the pre-culling era that you are not aware of that warranted…some
would say,” Hamob amended, “…the
measures taken. What have you observed concerning yourself that has allowed you
to identify this?”


“My mind is free
to question areas of content that are unconsciously restricted for the others.
I have not encountered any deviation in the content nor a single individual who
did not behave in an identical matter to certain stimuli. Variation of norms
would not allow for this, thus some form of forced alignment must be in play.”


“Logical,”
the other Era’tran agreed. “What have you
done to investigate this?”


“I have searched
for anomalies within myself and found none. Experiential evidence says there is
a difference, genetic analysis does not concur, and I do not believe this to be
a Core issue. I alone cannot be so different than all the others.”


“And what did
the others have to say of this?”


“I sensed danger
in response to the taboo reflexes, so I could not go into depth. Even light
entries into the subject matter produced strong reactions, enough to allow me
to map them, but I could get no assistance from anyone. I had to hide my
curiosity in order to function within Les’i’kron society, for my brothers are
blind to certain things. Their unrelenting protection of that blindness
suggests coercion of some sort. What can you tell me of what has been done?”


“When the
Les’i’kron were culled,” a Yaern’ek began…


“Stop,”
Hamob insisted. “Let us not repeat the
lies here.”


“As you wish.
When the Zak’de’ron were annihilated, the V’kit’no’sat did not want to suffer
the loss of our most powerful aerial race, thus the Les’i’kron were an
allowance that let your race survive and retake it’s proper place within the
empire…though a lesser one than it formerly had. Penance, but it allowed you to
live when the Zak’de’ron deserved to die for what
they’d done.”


“And what of our
minds?”


“Your race was
diminished in mental capacity, but also given Saroto’kanse’vam in compensation.”


“Diminished how?”


“Unknown. The
Oso’lon and J’gar handled your rework.”


“But we intend
to find out now,” the other elder said. “Step into the chamber.”


Out of the center of the room a medical station
emerged from the floor into which the large Les’i’kron walked inside.  The light cage had numerous holograms
activate that gave the assembled Era’tran information regarding Tew’chor’s medical
data as an analysis of his genetic code began once he made physical contact
with the machinery.


Who is he?
Mak’to’ran asked Hamob.


Pavon. 


He recognized the name as being one of the Era’tran’s leading scientists, but one that was almost
never seen in public. Very old and mysterious, but one cited for many
advancements while being too busy with other work to bother taking credit for
them. Definitely a shadow leader, Mak’to’ran knew little about him. 


“Your neural
activity is not Les’i’kron standard,” Pavon
eventually noted. “Yet your brain
structure is.”


“How is that
possible?” a Yaern’ek asked.


“Software,”
Hamob answered, also digging through the data. “An inhibitor?”


“I believe so,”
Pavon agreed. “And
a crude one. Our technology is beyond this now. They must not have updated the
changes.”


“Sloppy,”
Hamob decreed.


“If there have
been no other instances they probably didn’t think there was a need.”


“There hasn’t
been a rebellion of even the smallest kind within the Les’i’kron since the
rework,” a Yaern’ek added. 


“Here,”
Hamob said, highlighting a segment of coding that Mak’to’ran did not understand
the significance of. “They never even
tried to alter them.”


“Probably afraid
of systemic consequences,” Pavon agreed, picking
up on the discovery and making several holographic adjustments to what Hamob
had shown him. “The Zak’de’ron
coding is too advanced, so they contained it…and that containment is only
partially present in this one. Compare.”


Another brain scan popped up and highlighted next to
Tew’chor’s. They were nearly identical, but there was an undercurrent in the
stats that, when isolated, were traced back to genetic code that created the
basic mental software that a mind operated off of…and bits of Tew’chor’s was
missing.


“Only the
rework?” Hamob asked.


“Yes. Everything
else is intact. I do not know how this could have occurred.”


“Have you ever
sustained significant injury?” Hamob asked.


“On four
occasions.”


“Detail them.”


“Severed tail,
parasite infection, radiative poisoning, and kinetic trauma.”


“Which was the
earliest?” Pavon asked.


“The kinetic
trauma. The other three were suffered during combat with the Hadarak on
different occasions.”


“Davur?” Mak’to’ran
asked, referencing the infection.


“Yes. The pain
it entails is beyond explanation.”


“Few have survived
it.”


“Irrelevant,”
Pavon noted as he continued to work using a series of
holographic buttons and a lot of telekinetic input mixed with a direct neural
interface. “How young was the kinetic
trauma?”


“2.4 years.”


Everyone looked at Tew’chor in dismay, for at that age
he would still have been in a hatchery and they were among the most guarded
locations in any race’s civilization.


“Explain the
circumstances,” Hamob said, keenly interested.


“There was an
explosion. 204 of us were killed, 1093 injured or recoverable. I was one
briefly dead.”


“What kind of
injury specifically?”


“I don’t know. A
wall blew out into us and I was thrown with the debris against another wall. I
only know that from holographic replay. I have no memory of the incident.”


“What was the
cause of the explosion?” the Yaern’ek asked.


“We were not
told.”


“Power conduit
failure,” another Yaern’ek said, having just pulled up the file from the
Urrtren, as everyone gave that a skeptical look. 


“A cover up?”
Hamob floated.


“Possibly,”
the Yaern’ek admitted. 


“Genetic,” Pavon said after a long pause. “Look at their profiles.”


The genetic coding of the individuals killed in that
blast were arrayed in a floating clusters around the chamber and over
Mak’to’ran’s head, but he couldn’t pick anything out of them as the technical
genius of those assembled here far outweighed his own. 


“Generic
modifications off a premade template,” a Yaern’ek agreed, “to hide their true identities.”


“Not identities,
composition,” Pavon insisted. “He is too old.”


“Meaning what?”


“There was not
natural reproduction until the 48th generation.”


“That is not
true,” Tew’chor corrected. “I am 19th
generation and I reproduced multiple times prior to the 48th.”


“Those
hatchlings were replaced in the egg stage. Your offspring were killed before
they developed.”


The Les’i’kron hissed, with all 7 Era’tran reactively
flinching as they looked in his direction. 


“We don’t know
everything,” Hamob explained, “but we
have learned that the rework of your race was a gradual one. Individuals could
be created, but reproductive combinations had complications. It took 48
generations for them to work the problem out.”


“They killed our
hatchlings?” he all but spat. “For
what purpose?”


“Unknown,” Pavon answered, but Hamob wasn’t content with that answer.


“It is
speculated that they couldn’t maintain the suppression on your genetic code,
and the power of the Zak’de’ron resurfacing was too
great a threat to risk.”


“A threat to
who?”


“The
V’kit’no’sat.”


“If we were
completely culled, what threat could we pose?”


“The Zak’de’ron
were superior to all the V’kit’no’sat races,” Hamob said bluntly. “They attained technological, biological, and
intellectual levels we have yet to catch up with.”


“This makes no
sense. If the Les’i’kron are a threat, why allow us to live? What else is going
on here?”


“Arrogance,”
Mak’to’ran said from behind Tew’chor. “They
wanted to subjugate the Zak’de’ron as a living
testament to our victory. You were made to be equal,” he said with a
discontented growl.


“We were told
the culling was the result of us overstepping our authority and trying to
splinter off in rebellion. Is this true?”


“No,” Hamob
said firmly. “The Zak’de’ron created the
V’kit’no’sat along with the Oso’lon and the J’gar, but your ancestors were
always the dominant partner. They built virtually everything the empire has,
then the empire betrayed them because they refused to become ‘equal’ with the
others. It was a massive mistake that we still have not yet recovered from to
this day.”


“That is
debatable,” a Yaern’ek differed.


“Do not speak of
things you do not know, hatchling.”


“The empire has
recovered from those losses.”


“I was not
speaking of combat losses. We lost the wisdom and knowledge of the Zak’de’ron
that built the V’kit’no’sat. We have not come close to replacing that.”


“As you say. I
was not there to witness it.”


“You’re saying
that we were superior,” Tew’chor said slowly, “then forcibly primitivized after the culling
and had our hatchlings murdered up until their process of suppression was
perfected?”


“More or less,
yes,” Hamob admitted.


The Les’i’kron’s tail spikes
flared into white brilliance, then his scaly appendage curled forward like a
scorpion but stopped just short of damaging the equipment surrounding him. His
rage could visibly be seen on his neck muscles, but his mind was almost blank
from Mak’to’ran’s point of view. Whatever emotions he was feeling he wasn’t
transmitting and the Era’tran wasn’t going to try to poke his way inside to
find them.


“Why?” he
asked quietly. So quietly it sounded dangerous.


“Even suppressed
you are powerful,” Hamob said, deactivating the holograms around him and
stepping forward. “And somehow you have
broken through some of the programming in your mind. How long have you noticed
this difference?”


“All my life.”


“Then you were wise
to hide it. If they had discovered your increased intellect, they would have
killed you long ago.”


“You assume
that’s why they killed my hatchmates?”


“I assume there
was some noticeable problem. Ever since the Zak’de’ron
were destroyed, the empire has been rewriting history to hide the truth on many
things.”


“Can what has
happened to me be replicated in the others?” Tew’chor asked bluntly,
getting ahead of the flow of conversation.


“No,” Pavon said regretfully. “Their adult minds are fixed. Only training can alter them now, save for
a total reset. Yours developed differently from the outset, and I believe it
might be due to the way the Kich’a’kat repaired your body initially. The
technology has been copied from what the Zak’de’ron
originally gave us, and it is possible it had an effect on your body that your
compressed genetic code allowed that was not anticipated. A slow, virtually
invisible effect.”


With a thought Tew’chor dismissed the medical cage and
it withdrew back into the floor as he spun about and paced around the chamber,
his head low to the ground as he thought. His tail flicked back and forth, but
it had returned to its normal state despite his obviously irritated emotions.


“The Oso’lon and
the J’gar only, or were others involved?”


“Such things
were not advertised, but I do not believe any other race had the genetic
knowledge to accomplish this,” Hamob stated with one caveat. “However, all races were complicit in the
annihilation of the Zak’de’ron. They had to be,
otherwise the Zak’de’ron might have been able to win
the war.”


Tew’chor’s head came up and locked eyes with the
Era’tran. “We were that powerful?”


“Yes.”


“And if our
current hatchlings were able to develop uninterfered
we would be a threat again?”


“The genetic
coding is fixed now,” Pavon explained. “Les’i’kron are not Zak’de’ron.
You, in a way, are both due to an unforeseen error. There is no threat in the
others anymore.”


“Because our
minds have been programmed to follow the V’kit’no’sat? Itaru created a slave
race, didn’t they?”


“You are not
Zen’zat,” a Yaern’ek pointed out.


“Their minds are
free, ours are not, so who are the slaves here? If I went back and told them
all of this, they wouldn’t even care. They’d cover it up because they’ve been
programmed to do so. I have been in danger all this time. If I had shown
deviation I would be dead, either by the claws of the Les’i’kron or by
assassins from Itaru. This is not the equality of the V’kit’no’sat that I have
devoted my life to. This is treason.”


“It is,”
Mak’to’ran agreed. “And a treason that
has to be purged.”


“Meaning what?”
a Yaern’ek asked.


“We must end the
lies and be V’kit’no’sat…not imposters pretending to be so. The V’kit’no’sat
created this problem, and if we are going to reforge the V’kit’no’sat we must
solve it. The arrogant cannot be allowed to survive in the Les’i’kron genetic
code, else it will spawn synchronicity in others.”


“We cannot alter
the adult population,” Pavon warned. 


“And the
hatchlings?”


“Without knowing
exactly what the Oso’lon and J’gar did, we could cause developmental problems.”


“Then let’s ask
them,” Mak’to’ran said bluntly.


“No,” the
Yaern’ek said firmly. “We do not have the
resources to tackle this problem given current circumstances, and those who
perpetrated this will not be interested in undoing it. We cannot let the Zak’de’ron return.”


“We cannot let
mind-controlled V’kit’no’sat exist,” Mak’to’ran pushed back. “They are a threat to any who do not abide by
the parameters of those who programmed them, as well as the basic fundamental
of our empire. We are equals, not slaves. This cannot be allowed to continue.”


“How do we stop
it?” Hamob asked.


“The hatchlings.
The Les’i’kron are already divided. If we start a pure faction, in time it will
grow and replace those who are tainted. When we are in a position of leverage,
we can alter their offspring as well. Given time those of free mind will exceed
those enslaved. Their race can be restored without the Zak’de’ron
returning.”


“I cannot
guarantee that,” Pavon warned. “Without knowing exactly what happened to
this one, we will not be able to replicate it.”


“How are his
offspring now not free?” another Yaern’ek asked.


“How recently
have you spawned?” Hamob asked, referencing the egg laying procedure that
only required one Zak’de’ron, but the eggs would
remain dormant until another fertilized them. There were no males or females,
for all Zak’de’ron were identical, and that method of
reproduction in the Les’i’kron had not been altered.


“18 years.”


“Assuming your
hatchings are not free of mind, then either your genetic code is passing on the
suppression or it’s being implemented in the hatcheries. We need to find out
which.”


“If this is
occurring in the hatcheries, how would it be implemented?” Tew’chor
demanded.


“Monitoring to
detect anomalies,” Pavon said without hesitation,
“then alteration of any who did not fit
prescriptions. There would only be a rare few now, coming from those of you in
the earliest generations.”


“But those in
the hatcheries would have to be complicit?”


“To some extent,
yes.”


“I am a Prefect.
I can access all files contained on my world. If there is complicity in my
hatcheries I will find it, and it must be there if my offspring are flagged.”


“Or,” Hamob
said gently, “your offspring are being
destroyed and replaced by others.”


“If that is occurring,
there will be dead Les’i’kron adults shortly. Take what scans of me you need to
continue your investigation, then I will return to probe the source.”


“It is best if
you stay here,” Hamob said. “You are
in danger in Les’i’kron territory.”


“I have always
been. This is nothing new, save I have knowledge I previously lacked. I thank
you for your assistance, but am appalled that any V’kit’no’sat race would allow
this to occur to another.”


“We did not do
this,” a Yaern’ek said firmly.


“But you had
knowledge of it and did not tell us. You let us exist as slaves.”


“We did not know
the extent of the changes beyond the physical,” Hamob said. 


“And if you did,
would you have informed us?”


“There would be
no point.”


“No, there
wouldn’t, because my race has been engineered to enslave itself,” Tew’chor
said, spinning around angrily and heading for the door. 


If he is truly Zak’de’ron, then he is a threat, one of the Yaern’ek
said telepathically as the Les’i’kron disappeared through the doorway.


We should not
fear Sav, Mak’to’ran pointed out. “Nor should we fear superiority, else we
become the arrogant.”


“They were
suppressed for a reason,” Pavon added. “And this one, if he finds a way to undo what
has been done, could spawn another rebellion.”


“With just cause.”


“We have enough
problems already,” the Yaern’ek reminded him.


“I know better
than you of that fact. Tew’chor has been wronged. The V’kit’no’sat must stand
clean of treachery, and burying this again will taint us. There must be a
resolution.”


“By creating a
splinter Les’i’kron race?” Hamob asked skeptically.


“What would you
advise?”


“Offer him
sanctuary, determine if there are others like him, and under no circumstances
potentially unleash an angry Les’i’kron race against the empire…even if they
trashed Itaru in the process. We must maintain as much as possible, even if it
would hurt our opposition. Further conflict only diminishes that which we are
trying to preserve.”


“And if he is
determined?” Mak’to’ran asked, sensing a dark undercurrent.


“If he incites
rebellion,” a Yaern’ek said, “termination
should be considered.”


Mak’to’ran lit his own Saroto’kanse’vam, reminding the
Yaern’ek of his rogue status. 


“I cannot, and
will not, reforge the V’kit’no’sat by repeating the mistakes of the past. That
Les’i’kron is under my personal protection. The Era’tran will not take action
against him under any circumstances without my approval. Is that clear?”


“Do not overstep
your place, Mak’to’ran,” Pavon warned.


“My place is
that of a rogue and the uncontested leader of the new V’kit’no’sat. If there is
a way to overstep that, please enlighten me.”


“Without the
backing of the Era’tran…”


“I do not need
the Era’tran at this point, and the fact that you would even suggest that line
of thought is…”


“We will not
move against Tew’chor,” Hamob interrupted. “You have my promise.”


“Accepted,”
Mak’to’ran said, still irked at the whiff of theoretical betrayal as he too
turned and left the chamber, confident that Hamob’s
word was good.
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March 15, 3668


Jamtren System
(Era’tran capitol)


Holloi



 

The following two days had more detailed scans taken,
building on the work the Era’tran had done before the Les’i’kron had even
arrived, but without an answer to the mystery of how the mental alterations had
been made and how Tew’chor was immune to at least some of them, there was no
urgent need for him to stay at Holloi while Pavon and other geneticists chewed through the newer scans
with no promise of progress any time soon.


The next logical step, therefore, was to have Tew’chor
return to his world and investigate the hatcheries there to see if alterations
were still being made to the eggs. Mak’to’ran took him back to Vviot, and during the journey they discussed many things.
The Era’tran shared what little he remembered from the Zak’de’ron war and the
Les’i’kron told him much about their current civilization. 


What Mak’to’ran had known of them was more or less
accurate, but the depth of what Tew’chor told him detailed a society filled
with the arrogant…but lightly so. More fearsome was their loyalty to the
V’kit’no’sat and the purpose of maintaining the empire against the Hadarak and
other exterior threats. They had no reason to suspect ulterior motives in the
other races, with the current state of the empire being unfathomable. They did
not know how to respond other than to follow the orders of Itaru. It was the
heart of the empire and with everyone splitting off, staying loyal to it was
all that was allowing them to hang onto their sanity.


Tew’chor led one of the few planets that had not stuck
with Itaru, but that had not been his decision alone. Those Les’i’kron in the NAC
were holding to their loyalty by refusing to participate in the Stun Wars
unless in self-defense, which they saw as an attack by rebels against the
V’kit’no’sat. The wars of conquest Itaru was waging did not sit well with them,
nor did the suspicions revolving around Terraxis, and taking no action and no
sides seemed to be the best expression of their loyalty. 


If and when the Itaru forces made a move against his
world, it was going to be a fight that none of the Les’i’kron wanted, but they
would not capitulate. He doubted Itaru would send other Les’i’kron against
them, for there was no way to predict what would happen then, but it was well
known that Itaru wanted all
Les’i’kron on their side and as Mak’to’ran learned more about them he began to
understand why.


First off, they were manipulatable.
There were easy avenues to influence their decision making evident in talking
with even Tew’chor. He wasn’t young, but culturally he had been indoctrinated
into unitization. V’kit’no’sat abhorred such things because it inhibited
self-sufficiency, but the Les’i’kron had adopted a partial version that had
them identifying as a group with just enough individual leeway to allow them to
avoid the worst failures of pocket stagnation. Tew’chor had been living in that
bit of leeway and play acting the rest his entire life to the point that he’d
essentially indoctrinated himself to various cultural blind spots that
Mak’to’ran knew he could use to manipulate him in the short term.


But that would sacrifice the long term, and the more
Tew’chor opened up about the inner workings of the Les’i’kron it became clear
that the Oso’lon and the J’gar had not created them to fill a void. They were
backup if there was ever a need so great that the rest of the V’kit’no’sat
could not handle it, for their training regimens were extremely limited. They
were not growing strong like the Era’tran Hakja, for
they were not trying. The strength they had was from minimal effort gradually
accumulating over the years, physically and psionically, and that was due to
the guidance from Itaru.


It wasn’t an order, but rather a recommendation that
they naturally followed. If threats against the empire increased, the
Les’i’kron would then likewise increase their training to compensate as was
expected of proper guardians. The term ‘guardians’ was a recurring theme,
indicating that the Les’i’kron were to remain passive until they had something
to react to, and Mak’to’ran took that as a sign that even with all the
alterations made to them Itaru still couldn’t fully control their power.


But such potential, if managed appropriately, could be
construed as an asset and Mak’to’ran, with his Sav-enhanced
mind, could see the leash they were wearing was adjustable. If Itaru gave them
cause, they would become aggressive. If they called for restraint they would
reluctantly comply, though not on a day by day basis. This was a
civilization-wide attitude that could be adjusted, and if there was a big enough
threat to throw them against Itaru could unleash far more power than the
Les’i’kron had shown to date because they had been taught not to advance the
same way the rest of the V’kit’no’sat races were.


If and when an individual or their civilization suddenly
decided to take training seriously, there would be a huge and sudden
improvement over the course of the following years. That was completely
impractical from a tactician’s point of view, for fleet strength and a host of
other things took centuries to properly build up, but if you had a long scale
conflict to fight the Les’i’kron could potentially gear up and display far more
power than an outside observer thought they were capable of. 


Itaru hadn’t subjugated the Les’i’kron. They may have
tried and failed, ultimately managing to suppress them until a situation
required loosening the leash, but Mak’to’ran believed their mental bindings
were meant to keep their focus away from subject matter Itaru didn’t want them
considering. They couldn’t make them less than they were before, so they’d
hobbled them and then genetically misdirected their focus so they wouldn’t
start pulling themselves together again. Simple curiosity would have revealed
much of what happened to them, but according to Tew’chor the Les’i’kron showed
none within the blind spots of their civilization.


Itaru had been playing a dangerous game and it was
becoming clear why they could not afford to have the Les’i’kron go rogue and
potentially start charting their own course forward. They were bred to be
hunters kept on a leash, and without the leash what would become of them was
potentially very scary. They were not Zak’de’ron, not
even close, but they were more dangerous than Mak’to’ran had ever realized.


But V’kit’no’sat were the dominant because they didn’t
fear strength, so to Mak’to’ran he saw them as mistreated brothers not allowed
to fulfill their potential and needing true guidance. Whether or not their
mental binders could be removed did not matter, they needed help and Itaru’s leash had to be removed. Tew’chor seemed to be the
bridge needed to work the problem from the inside out and Mak’to’ran made his
intentions clear before returning the Les’i’kron to his ship.


Tew’chor headed back home with badly needed
perspective and Mak’to’ran headed off on his next mission not bothering to stay
in the capitol system for more than a few hours. What would come of this would
play out in the long run with the Era’tran continuing to work on the genetic
problem trying to figure out what Itaru had done to the Les’i’kron and how much
of it could be undone…if desired. 



 

Three weeks later Mak’to’ran was leading another fleet
against a system that contained three racial populations. Ne’bo, Wi’jass, and
Zon’tu. All were minor members of the V’kit’no’sat, but even a minor member was
the equivalent of a major superpower compared to the rest of the galaxy and
possessed hundreds of worlds at minimum. This system contained 5 worlds, four
of which were shared and the fifth was exclusively Zon’tu and one of their
regional capitols. 


As such it was the Zon’tu defense fleet that accounted
for most of the vessels meeting Mak’to’ran’s ships high over the planet as they
fought a mobile battlefield trying to drag the invaders within range of the
planetary defenses. That was not the best of situations but it was necessary,
for taking the planet was the goal here and the Zon’tu had not responded to
Mak’to’ran’s demands to surrender…nor had the Ne’bo and Wi’jass in the system,
for all three races were part of the Bakor Alliance
faction along with some small pieces of the Kar’ka and Lir’nen. 


This was the first assault on the Bakor,
prompted by their own assaults on two systems that had stood alone up until the
previous year. Both of those were shared systems that had been dominated by the
Kat’vo and had been bastions of stability and reason. They had not joined
Mak’to’ran’s reforged V’kit’no’sat yet, but he had been reaching out to them
and he had expected their inclusion sometime in the near future. The Bakor had struck them first, but the lack of an official
alliance with Mak’to’ran made no difference to the Era’tran. The Bakor had crossed a line and now they were going to pay for
it.


If Mak’to’ran could hammer them here it would increase
his negotiating power elsewhere and help him to secure other systems without
having to invade them, for most fighting within the empire was now lopsided
affairs. No one wanted a fair fight that would grind on, so they were picking
on the weak hoping to add to their holdings rather than spending them to
acquire territory.


Mak’to’ran also had to consider this, but reforging
the V’kit’no’sat was more complicated than just acquiring resources. It was
about reforging bonds of trust, and predation of one race against another had
to stop. With Mak’to’ran showing that such things would not be tolerated within
his reach, other systems had been coming over to his side regularly and he
would have let the Bakor keep their independence had
they not hit those two Kat’vo protectorates. 


The idea of the stronger races taking on the lessers also annoyed him. That was not how the dominant
behaved. They would intervene if necessary, but never out of predation. Now
that he had a reason to hit the Bakor he was doing
so, but it was because they had shown their leaders unfit for independence.
He’d replace them with others while folding them into his growing empire, but
he would not strike a system without cause. Reunification was not conquest, and
he would not let his growing empire drift into that as others were. Do that and
his alliance would become nothing more than another faction, not the
V’kit’no’sat being reborn. 


The fighting to get a foothold on the surface was
intense, but Mak’to’ran had brought more than enough ships to punch their way
through. He didn’t lose any of them, but he did lose people on the damaged ones
that he managed to escort out of the fighting. That was an impressive feat on
its own, but with every ship hit his mind calculated the loss to this fleet and
his overall forces. Invasions like this were necessary, but he had to be choosy
about how many of them to undertake, when, where, and why. This one was
justified and necessary, but attempt too many with too few ships and these small
loses could turn into routs even if the mission was accomplished.


That was happening elsewhere amongst the other
factions, even with the Stun Wars motif keeping a lot of people alive as they
lost ships and buildings at an alarming rate. Those factions that fought less
were proving to survive longer, with the trend towards defensive stability
continuing to permeate V’kit’no’sat territory.


But Mak’to’ran knew that would only see factions
hoarding resources until they had enough to launch a major assault against
another, perhaps only a single system, but they were not going to live together
peacefully given the current situation. The Stun Wars would continue on, but
only days later when Mak’to’ran’s ground forces were just beginning to march
their way across the Zon’tu regional capitol did he received an update through
the Urrtren indicating that on the other side of the galactic core the
Garas’tox were in the process of bombarding a planet of land dwelling races
into oblivion.


They weren’t invading or plucking defenses from the
planet of Zaoron, they were directly targeting the
cities once the planetary shields were down as they were systematically
annihilating the inhabitants. No stun weapons were being used and no prisoners
were taken. This was an attack of pure butchery that stunned the rest of the
V’kit’no’sat, Mak’to’ran included…along with the fact that the Garas’tox didn’t
lay claim to the planet afterwards. There was a sizeable, habitable ocean in
the southern hemisphere, making it attractive to the aquatic Garas’tox, but
apparently they didn’t want it. They’d attacked to destroy the planet’s
inhabitants and infrastructure, then simply left it in a state of smoking ruins
as they pulled their ships out and went elsewhere.


On top of that, Zaoron was
part of the Non-Aligned Confederation…but they had no planet to rescue. They
had an enemy to fight, but many within the NAC had no appetite for a war of
rebuttal, and that resulted in the Garas’tox essentially getting away with it.


Then it happened again, this time against a system
from another faction, with the Garas’tox leaving none alive and the planets in
ruins before word could spread through the Urrtren and reinforcements could
arrive. The Garas’tox fleet being used was large and had enough firepower to
get the destructive work done in only a few short weeks, but Mak’to’ran knew he
had to be ready to respond to this if and when they hit one of his systems,
which he assumed they would, given the pattern he detected after their fourth
hit.


They were removing systems on certain trade routes,
limiting the number of V’kit’no’sat worlds on them and giving the Garas’tox or
their friends more influence there while increasing the distances others would
have to travel to send reinforcements. As Mak’to’ran expected, blockades
started appearing on certain routes as the Garas’tox began gaining an actual
region of influence rather than holding to the scattered nature of their
territory that the V’kit’no’sat had demanded of all the races previously.


Should a faction acquire possession of a region, it
would make them far more formidable and the Garas’tox were not being subtle in
going about their forming their own independent empire…or rather two thirds of
the Garas’tox, for their race was not united in this. Thus far they hadn’t hit
another aquatic and Mak’to’ran assumed that was going to continue going
forward, for so far the aquatics and land dwellers had been segregated for the
most part, but without the need to land ground troops to take worlds the
Garas’tox could now start attacking whoever they wanted, for starships were
starships and it didn’t matter what kind of race was inside, the physics of
space combat and orbital bombardment remained identical.


Mak’to’ran watched over the following months, waiting
for others to reciprocate, but oddly there were none…yet. The Stun Wars
continued while the Garas’tox continued to move around the Neddop
Region and annihilate systems at will, with the NAC not willing to mount a
reprisal attack force, sticking with their defensive mandate that was totally
inadequate to counter this type of strike and burn warfare. 


Talk on the Urrtren, which all races were still
respecting enough to leave intact, including the Garas’tox, was centered around who was going to step up and do something about this.
All allegiance to the old empire was gone with these Garas’tox, and it was
clear they were intent on a full breakaway and consolidation of their current
power, including the evacuation of some of their smaller, far flung worlds with
people and resources flowing into Neddop and two new
colonies set up on worlds the V’kit’no’sat had previously not owned.


One was possessed by another race, but the Garas’tox
annihilated them as well before claiming their world and guarding it with a
massive fleet to discourage any intervention. Itaru refused to concern itself
with a frontier region, and it wasn’t long before people were calling out for
anyone to do something about the carnage.


Mak’to’ran realized it had to be him, though he wasn’t
set up well for a fight against an aquatic. If he was to be the leader of the
new V’kit’no’sat then it was going to fall to his new empire to deal with
threats and violations such as this. If Itaru wouldn’t hold the V’kit’no’sat
races to even the most minimal of restrictions then it was, in many races’
opinion, abdicating whatever authority it still possessed. When the Garas’tox withdrew
from their holdings in Itaru, defaultly declaring
their independence without even the courtesy of an official announcement, the
arrogant did nothing but invite the other somewhat loyal Garas’tox in to
replace them, thus maintaining the appearance of Itaru unity when the core of
their race had packed up and left for Neddop.


At that point Mak’to’ran made his move, putting out a
call for loyalists from any faction to join the culling force that he was
assembling. The Garas’tox had to pay for their many crimes, and while
Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to annihilate them in parody, the aquatic race’s oceans
would be clouded with the blood of their treason as they were brought to heel. 
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November 15, 3669


Teqwisor System
(Garas’tox territory)


Naviyo



 

Mak’to’ran stood onboard the command deck of his
Kafcha as a mixed fleet from the reforged V’kit’no’sat hammered the planetary
defenses of the Garas’tox waterworld below them. Concurrently he had 4 other
smaller fleets hitting Garas’tox expansion colonies that, without massive
defense fleets, would be nothing more than mop up operations. They were easy
affairs if you had the fleet resources to commit to removing them, but this
assault was not. Naviyo was a heavily defended world owned solely by the
Garas’tox, and if this culling was going to be legitimate then Mak’to’ran had
to hit them where it would hurt.


Fortunately he had one big asset in his fleet that was
going to allow him to get through the planetary shields without a massive loss
of ships. Irruit,
the only Mach’nel the Sevn’orr possessed, was under his command. Currently, all
other Mach’nel in the empire were being used to guard systems, hoarded as fixed
emplacements and bargaining chips meant to entice support or leverage compliance.
The threat of their power was their greatest asset…but that is not what they
were meant for and Mak’to’ran was putting this one to its proper use as it
blasted into Naviyo’s planetary shield with its
orange Tar’vem’jic beam supplemented by the combined firepower of the fleet
that had just finished pounding the Garas’tox naval defense.


The remains of it had scattered, leaving defense
stations easy pickings for the Mach’nel to remove at range, but it could not
take down the shields on its own. That would require more firepower, and the
18,492 warships that Mak’to’ran had assembled from 38 different races were
providing that and them some, enabling him to eat
through the layers of shields in short order as multiple Tar’vem’jics
on the surface damaged or killed his bombarding ships quickly. Their numbers
would sustain them, but his fleet was having to accept some deaths in exchange
for this hammering of the shield. It wasn’t the first time Mak’to’ran had led
his people to their deaths, but every time he had there was a legitimate
purpose that benefited the empire…and today was no different.


His fleet knew it too, and there was no hesitation in
the ship placements or rotation. Those vessels large enough to survive a
Tar’vem’jic hit immediately pulled back while others would move in front of
them, minimizing losses, but the smaller vessels’ shields were being punctured
with ease and their usually large masses reduced to junk under the assault of
Tar’vem’jic far larger than what the Mach’nel carried. 


The Garas’tox had brought themselves to this carnage,
and the price they were exacting on Mak’to’ran’s fleet would be repaid in
blood. A culling was not a reprimand. Far from it. A culling was a very serious
matter enacted as a last resort, but the outright slaughter the Garas’tox had
been committing left no negotiation possible aside from their surrender and
forfeiture of massive amounts of territory and resources. Mak’to’ran had
offered that prior to the fighting, but as expected the Garas’tox had refused,
sealing their fate, and now that he was losing ships and their crews to the
planetary defenses there was no going back. They were dying to accomplish this
culling, meaning he and they were committed to what had been deemed necessary
for the empire.


This was as serious a matter as any, and far more
important than the Stun Wars. Those had people dying for the sake of greed, but
no one in Mak’to’ran’s fleet was here for that. They were here to do their
duty, and when they did punch through the shield and land troops on the planet,
stun weapons were not going to be used. The Garas’tox were forcing Mak’to’ran
to bleed his fleet to reach the planet, and they were going to pay recompense
in like manner. 


But it would not be an easy fight. Breaching the
shield was the most costly part of the assault, and once the final energy layer
was down his fleet quickly targeted shield generators and knocked them out, ensuring
that the protective barrier couldn’t be reestablished over their invasion
corridor, then they hammered the Tar’vem’jic batteries that were within range.
Four of them were in weak bunkers that required some pounding to eliminate, but
the fifth was in a planetary defense station. Mak’to’ran did not want to
assault one, but he had no choice. Every other approach to the planet held 2 or
more such defense stations, making this the weakest angle of assault.


That was why the Garas’tox had added more Tar’vem’jic
batteries, in order to discourage invasion from this direction, but the savvy
naval commander that Mak’to’ran was knew that the additional firepower could
not sustain itself after the shields went down, and whatever extra losses he
took from those batteries would be lessened during the orbital bombardment to
follow as they were soon eliminated leaving only the single Tar’vem’jic in the
planetary defense station to deal with…along with the other weaponry it
possessed, though the big gun was the primary threat due to its range.


Once the weaker Tar’vem’jic bunkers were destroyed along
with some other lesser weaponry, Mak’to’ran pulled his fleet back up into high
orbit and out of range of all but the single Tar’vem’jic, then the Mach’nel
descended down all the way to the atmosphere. Unlike the J’gar’s
egg shape, the Sevn’orr vessel was three claws coming forward and circling
together until they almost touched, with the middle and upper claw being the
thickest. This left an open space inside their grasp that was a void and
exposed the ‘belly’ of the ship, and this design was the same for all Sevn’orr
vessels, which was fortunate, for inside it and the heavy defense shields it
possessed, the Mach’nel was cradling thousands of drop pods as the defense
station fired upon it across the horizon at a very low angle. 


The Mach’nel had rotated so its mass was between the
defense station and its cradled troops, so even if the shields fell its mass
would protect them. Had Mak’to’ran sent it down in any other region at least 2
defense stations would have had firing lines on it, meaning one could have
targeted a gap and potentially punched through the shields. That was why he’d
forced the orbital fight over this section of the planet, because it ensured
his ground troops could get to the surface untouched. 


Once they were below the line of sight and brushing
the top of the atmosphere with the moon-sized Mach’nel, the drop pods were
released along with a few warships that had come down with them. Those warships
accelerated ahead and targeted smaller surface defenses, some of which were on
artificial islands and others that were rising up from below the water from
mobile craft or deep water spires. There was no land on the planet to put down
on, so the drop pods gently hit the water and floated there…or at least that’s
what it looked like. In truth they were hovering on anti-grav
with their lower edge dipping into the water as V’kit’no’sat troops swam out.


Most of those troops were not aquatic, and those that
were spread out in a defensive halo around them as the awkward swimmers headed
for one of the artificial islands. Weaponsfire from the few warships overhead
targeted Garas’tox craft below the surface, firing energy weapons into the
ocean that fought against the water to reach the necessary depth. The result of
each shot was a huge plume of steam of dislodged water, though the surface effect
was far more impressive than the damage actually done to those below, for the
ocean itself was a huge physical shield protecting most of the Garas’tox
infrastructure that lay on the ocean floor or dug deep beneath it.


Then one of the warships got out in front of the
swimming troops and partially submerged, taking fire from the island’s
defensive weapons and giving the swimmers a blocked angle to approach from.
Using its shields artfully, the naval crew created little corridors of air that
the swimming troops entered and then ran through, stepping on nothing but the
energy matrix as they ran up to the edge of the island whose own shields had
been taken down by a single shot from the Mach’nel as it retreated back up to
high orbit, for it couldn’t hold position and slug it out with a planetary
defense station indefinitely.


When the troops got to the island they ran up a slight
incline in the shield corridors to get to the upper lip, then they were in
shallow water only a few meters deep as they trudged their way across the
shallows firing on those few batteries that the warship hadn’t already toasted.
Some had been held back and were popping up out of the wet deck plates to
attack them, but the armored troops handled them well and pushed their way up
to the next tier that was completely out of the water. 


From there it was a land war against nothing but
automated defenses and some Zen’zat…who wisely backtracked after doing some
sniping work. 


Some of the V’kit’no’sat troops continued up to higher
elevation on the 32 mile wide island, but a group stopped just above the water
line and began cutting through the armor. It took hours to accomplish without
the help of the warship, but per Mak’to’ran’s orders they were not to overly
damage the facility. The single cut they made was a narrow line transcribing an
entry portal some 230 meters in diameter then the warship used a mooring beam
to lift it out, releasing a gush of internal water that quickly emptied out as
internal shield generators stopped the outflow.


Into the breach aquatic Dan’chey and Sevn’orr went,
attacking the internal shields that were not meant to be defensive, but rather
protect against water loss for the part of the island above the ocean level.
The Garas’tox could not move around the interior if it was not water, so with
every internal shield the V’kit’no’sat troops breached a bit more ‘land’ was
created, claiming it for the invaders as the rest of the assault force claimed
sections of the surface of the island for the mass of troops to be flown up to and
land on now that the anti-air in specific areas had been eliminated.


The water was far more deadly, for the defenses there
were not so easily destroyed, so the aquatic troops swimming around the
partially submerged warship took care to cherry pick their targets in
conjunction with the naval firepower as a defense force began to rise up from
the ocean depths. Both craft and armored Garas’tox by the tens of thousands
came at the underside of the warship as its weapons fired through the water,
churning it up into a maelstrom and killing many, but the thousands of targets
could not be stopped from getting to the shields.


There they used special equipment to destabilize them
on contact as the troops that made it through clustered between the naval guns
where they could not shoot, then when shield breaches were made they began
cutting into the warship hull as it sat patiently, shooting what it could as it
provided cover for the aquatic V’kit’no’sat troops to get up to the surface of
the island, for none of them were purely aquatic, per Mak’to’ran’s assignments.
He knew better than to fight the Garas’tox in the water on their own turf, so
he was only going to hit them where they were at a disadvantage…which meant in
the air. 


Eventually the warship had to leave, for the air
spaces in the ship were being flooded as the Garas’tox worked their way
inside…then hastily fled as the ship pulled up and the water began to drain
out. The Garas’tox, like all the aquatic races, could breathe oxygen through
water or the open air, but as good of swimmers as they were, they were complete
klutzes on land, so they abandoned the ship along with the water and dove back
down into the ocean as it rose up a few dozen meters and held position there,
exposing the underwater weaponry on the island to any troops still in the
water…but there were none. All the V’kit’no’sat troops were now on top.


Slowly, over the course of several days, the inside of
the island above the natural waterline was emptied of water leaving only the
Garas’tox Zen’zat capable of fighting back and many of them did not,
surrendering to the V’kit’no’sat troops citing that their oaths did not allow
them to fight a non-faction, accepting the legitimacy of the new V’kit’no’sat
as the reincarnation of the old and to which their loyalties were affixed, but
many loyal Zen’zat had already left their factions to come over to Mak’to’ran’s
forces in previous years, meaning a good portion of the Zen’zat on this planet
were dedicated to the Garas’tox, but they were no match for the land forces
that Mak’to’ran had sent down to the artificial island.


It was soon his…or at least the upper parts. The
island stretched below water for three miles before it hit the bedrock, but
with all the Zen’zat techs accompanying the troops they were able to take
physical control of the environmental controls that they could not hack and
began replacing the water with air until only the lowest levels remained wet.
When those areas were reduced to a containable amount, the Sevn’orr went in and
fought the Garas’tox and Zen’zat in the remaining water levels. 


It was tough fighting, but the lowest levels could not
be drained without being onsite. Mobile shield generators were used to create
little pockets of air here and there that vexed the Garas’tox to no end, giving
the amphibious Sevn’orr an advantage as they offered the Garas’tox surrender
options then promptly killed those that did not accept, still angry at the
losses that had occurred in orbit and the few deaths occurring within the
island, for the Garas’tox could not be taken down without some V’kit’no’sat
losses.


In the end they lost control of the island, with some
336 prisoners taken and held in a water pen made up of part of a level. The
rest of the island interior was filled with air and fixed that way for when the
Garas’tox got around to cutting their way inside and trying to reflood it. Meanwhile Mak’to’ran saw to securing the skies
and taking out more and more defensive emplacements that showed themselves on
the surface, expanding his ring of influence while monitoring the movement of
the Garas’tox forces in the ocean. He wasn’t even going to try to hunt them
down and force a fight, rather he was going to go after their infrastructure.
If they wanted to evade capture or death, then they’d be left on a mostly
useless planet.


His highest priorities were the planetary defense
stations, of which there were 9 of varying sizes. All of them had their upper
surfaces in the air, with most of their mass in the shallowest of water so they
could sink into the bedrock for additional protection. That left the deep water
areas less defended, which was where Mak’to’ran’s forces currently had their
foothold, but he had to take or break those key defenses, otherwise this
culling would be blunted and word of the new V’kit’no’sat’s incompetence would
spread, for he hadn’t disabled the Urrtren relays and knew the entire empire
would be watching from afar to see what happened here.


Taking planetary defense stations was not something
V’kit’no’sat were used to doing, but there was limited experience during other cullings and both the Rit’ko’sor Rebellion and the Zak’de’ron War. Such knowledge wasn’t advertised, but older
commanders like Mak’to’ran either knew from experience or had exchanged notes
regarding such things. The Garas’tox had built in the shallows to reduce the
amount of armor needed on the flanks, for the water wouldn’t provide much
protection against heavy weaponry that would just vaporize it. It was useful
against the lower power weapons, especially kinetic, but bedrock was the best
natural defense and they wanted their defense stations sunk in it as much as
possible.


But they also needed the tips of the defense stations
above water so it didn’t interfere with their weaponsfire to orbit or the air.
That meant the ‘neck’ of the defense stations below the water line also had to
be coated with heavy Yeg’gor armor…though not as thick as there was up top. If
Mak’to’ran could get warships in low and fire laterally he would have a better
chance of blasting through to the interior, but he knew that was a fool’s
errand. The was no easy way to take a planetary
defense station, but on occasion there was a way to use the water to his advantage.


What he had planned was going to take a long time to
implement, but if successful he would get all the planetary defense stations
without losing a single ship in the assaults.
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January 12, 3670


Teqwisor System
(Garas’tox territory)


Naviyo



 

With the blockade of the planet holding and
Mak’to’ran’s V’kit’no’sat forces dominating the air and a handful of surface
locations, it looked like the Garas’tox were going to be able to hold off the
assault. They were weathering it beneath the waves and just waiting for the
invaders to come down to them and fight in their element, but Mak’tor’an wasn’t having that and the first major effort in
this culling was looking like an embarrassing failure. 


That was what little talk on the Urrtren was saying as
it worked its way back to the Teqwisor System thanks
to the communications lag. Those watching and commenting were noting the
complete inability of Mak’to’ran’s ‘faction’ to engage the Garas’tox and enact
a proper culling, as well as pointing out that he wasn’t even trying. The
Era’tran knew that such statements would continue to escalate until this whole
invasion became a debacle that would undercut what legitimacy his reforged
V’kit’no’sat had amassed to this point, as well as his reputation as a military
commander…which had already taken a hit after Terraxis. 


But Mak’to’ran wasn’t worried. Appearances were not
the same as reality, and what he didn’t want the Garas’tox seeing no one else
would know of either, in particular the drilling teams coring through the
bedrock beneath the ocean.


The island infrastructures that Mak’to’ran had
attacked and seized were not random targets. The first had been a foothold on
the planet to work out from, then the others had been near to but outside the
weapons range of the planetary defense stations so long as you hugged the
surface, for the curve of the planet protected you from the straight line
firepower.


Those nearby structures reached down all the way
through the ocean shallows to the seafloor as most Garas’tox buildings did, and
once you got beneath the water you were once again outside the natives’
preferred fighting environment…and that’s where tunnels were being fast drilled
and flooded with air pulled down from the surface all the while each bit of
seized infrastructure was being covered with a sensor null field. That looked
like Mak’to’ran didn’t want the Garas’tox knowing exactly what forces he had in
play and where exactly they were, so the umbrella-like shroud now covered all
the locations that he had taken from the Garas’tox and left a little lingering
doubt in those watching as to what exactly he was planning.


Mak’to’ran kept moving out and hitting more buildings
that had tops above the ocean surface, making it look like that was his agenda
while avoiding the huge amount of underwater combat that would be necessary to
take the planet from the 4.5 billion Garas’tox, but in truth that was little
more than a distraction as the null fields hid the progress of the drilling
teams until they got within close sensor range of the planetary defense
stations…and all nine of them simultaneously.


That left several hours of prep time for the defenders
if they noticed immediately, which Mak’to’ran was assuming, but his tunnels
were so deep that none of the weaponry on the defense stations could target
them. Nor could the aquatic troops do anything about it, for the V’kit’no’sat
diggers were below the water and near to the molten material deep in the planet
that each defense station was tapped into for supplemental power generation.


His diggers didn’t go that deep, but within 49 minutes
of one another all nine teams made contact with the heavily armored hulls of
the deepest third of the planetary defense stations where they did NOT have
Yeg’gor protecting them. That meant his diggers could core through it with the
proper equipment, which he’d supplied them with, and as soon as they made
contact with the hulls Mak’to’ran gave the order for his troops on the surface
of the captured islands to move down into the tunnels and begin moving towards
their true targets, safe from the mass of aerial and submerged defensive
weaponry the installations possessed.


The troops got to the drilling teams only minutes
before they broke through, then using an environmental shield to keep the water
from spilling out into the tunnel, there was a hurricane of air being pulled
through the long corridor that dislodged the troops slightly as that same
shield pulled the air through it and forced it into the water.


That caused chaos within for the Garas’tox troops
waiting near the breach point as it was expanded out into the full width of the
tunnel. When that was complete and the air was continuing to be forced inside,
the V’kit’no’sat amphibious troops went in along with many elite Zen’zat, the
latter of which did little fighting and made use of the chaos to slip past and
out into the interior where they began locking down various areas by sabotaging
surveillance equipment, defenses, and hacking into what they could…and the
Oso’lon had offered some limited override codes to assist them in the culling
that they had privately sanctioned. The J’gar had not, but the Oso’lon codes
allowed the Zen’zat to bypass a lot of security, including some of the
environmental controls that saw certain areas start draining the water out and
replacing it with air from the surface.


This was happening in all the planetary defense
stations simultaneously to make the most of the element of surprise, and before
the Garas’tox knew it there were air footholds at the base of the defense
stations where the bulk of the interior mechanisms were…and once the Zen’zat
got into the heart of those they were able to take over large chunks above
without even setting foot or fin there. 


Entire levels were drained, leaving the Garas’tox to
waddle around until they found a water level to get back into as the Sevn’orr
handled most of the frontline combat. Comfortable on both land and water and
with a size that made them difficult to kill, they had a workable approach that
they fought hard to exploit, for the Garas’tox were not helpless even with the
air bubbles racing through the watery levels. The limited fighting was intense,
but because there were only a few hours of warning at best, a large amount of
troops had not been able to get back inside the defense stations, for most of
them had been arrayed further out nearby the invaders’ footholds.


And with the Zen’zat controlling a lot of the systems
with the Oso’lon overrides, the exterior entrances had been locked down so more
couldn’t keep moving inside to assist, forcing a fight between the invading
V’kit’no’sat and those already inside, and the more room the invaders got the
more troops were able to come in from the tunnels and expand the fighting. Even
non-aquatic troops were fighting in chambers where the upper half was in air
and the bottom half was in shallow water, sometimes above their heads or no
higher than their knees. It wasn’t ideal for either side, but the V’kit’no’sat
were determined and the Garas’tox were taken offguard
so fast that they weren’t able to effectively organize against the speed of the
takeover, for they did not understand the nature of the hacking.


Override codes were not something that were flagged as
intrusive, and with the water rushing out so fast they didn’t have a lot of
time to think. Mak’to’ran’s forces kept them reacting and running as he
monitored from high orbit through the defense stations’ own comm systems that
his Zen’zat now had access to. They transmitted encrypted status reports that
others couldn’t quickly decipher and he replied in the same, troubleshooting
where necessary and overall pleased with the professionality and vigor his new
V’kit’no’sat were hammering away at the Garas’tox with. They believed in the
cause they were fighting for and their unity was evident as they did not
operate as separate races. They fought as one integrated whole that the V’kit’no’sat
were meant to be.


And when they fought in such a manner, no one was
going to be able to stop them.


The attacks took no more than 6 hours in total, and at
the end a few of the Garas’tox surrendered but 98% of them did not and were
killed in the assaults…but none were revived. Cullings
were meant to be bloody and this one was no exception. You either submitted to
the penalties or you died, and all nine planetary defense stations were pushing
bloody, gore-filled water out into the ocean as they were converted to fully
air-breathing.


The infrastructure inside didn’t fit that in all
cases, but there were some levels for the Zen’zat that had already contained
air up near the top and planetary defense stations were by necessity capable of
holding all the various races. These had been biased towards aquatics, but not
all areas were designed for them initially, though they had been converted for
water later. When those conversions were undone and the aquatic areas drained save
for a select few used as prisons, the defense stations once again became a
bastion of V’kit’no’sat dominance rather than home to only one race.


And within a single day, the embarrassing inability of
Mak’to’ran’s ‘faction’ to effectively fight the Garas’tox suddenly transformed
into a complete reversal and one of the most stunning defeats an aquatic race
had ever suffered against land dwellers. Reaction to it through the Urrtren
would not reach the system for weeks, but the Garas’tox on the planet were
completely dumbfounded. One moment they were holding not one, but nine
planetary defense stations that were going to bleed Mak’to’ran’s forces to even
take one of them, and now Mak’to’ran had claimed them all taking no naval
losses and only a handful of infantry casualties.


But Mak’to’ran wasn’t waiting until the rest of the
galaxy saw what happened, and as soon as he reinforced the planetary defense
stations and secured them all, he brought his fleet in close to the planet,
down through the existing breach in the planetary shields, and had them begin
firing on targets across the planet with the Mach’nel coming down to duel with
a few more Tar’vem’jic batteries…but without the planetary defense stations in
support it now ruled the sky and soon the water, for Mak’to’ran transmitted a
destruction schedule to the Garas’tox, demanding that the cities beneath the
waves either surrender or evacuate by the given times. If they did neither he
didn’t care, for he was going to destroy them whether they were inhabited or
not.


Many of the ships in his fleet could fire down through
the water in the shallows and hit targets on the seafloor with adequate
effectiveness, though defense shields beneath would last a long time with all
the water that was being vaporized and thus bleeding off energy above them, but
even that did little to stop the V’kit’no’sat as multiple warships would come
in over an area and use their shields to pull back the water over their targets
with bits spilling in on the edges where the barriers did not perfectly meet the
ground. That little water vaporized as the weaponsfire came down nearly
unstopped and hit the now dry targets beneath.


In the deeper water that wasn’t so easy, and there
were some city defenses that could shoot back up and damage his warships if
they hovered nearby, so he didn’t bother to risk them like that. Rather, he had
the Mach’nel park overhead in orbit and use its Tar’vem’jic to fire on the deep
water targets with its beam cutting straight through the water with plenty of
energy left over to destroy whatever was beneath.


At first the Garas’tox did not evacuate, and
Mak’to’ran didn’t hesitate to fulfill his threat. He attacked and pounded the
first cities until there was little left but rubble that the ocean water
quickly cooled and buried as the V’kit’no’sat ships moved on to the next on
their list with several groups operating simultaneously in addition to the
Mach’nel. Within the first week 130 million Garas’tox were killed, then they
did begin evacuating en mass out to open water as
they watched their cities get blasted from above. The planetary defense
stations that were meant to prevent a disaster like this were silent and now in
enemy hands, leaving them nothing to do but flee or surrender.


The surrenders didn’t start to occur until more than
half of the planet’s infrastructure was junk over a month later, and even then
they only occurred in small groups that began to realize that without adequate
food production the masses of Garas’tox in the open water would eventually
starve to death. Those cities that did surrender were required to evacuate
while some of Mak’to’ran’s people came down and took possession, reconfiguring
security and some hardware to give them actual possession, then select
Garas’tox were let back into begin working specific infrastructure and to start
emergency deconstruction of areas that would be reconfigured into food
production and other basic necessities. 


The highly industrial and elegant planet was being
reduced to a survival project and the Garas’tox knew it, which was why they
were the ones working furiously to make the changes in order to keep their
people alive in the coming years until this culling was complete, for until it
was the system would be under blockade with no promised help coming…and the
invaders had stated plainly that they were not going to provide anything that
the Garas’tox lost because of their refusal to surrender.


Yet most of them still did refuse and the bombardment
continued with the moon-sized Mach’nel drilling down deep into the bedrock to
destroy the cities there. None were safe save for a few very deep mining
facilities and those were later assaulted via troops when needed, leaving most
of the planet wrecked without the massive aquatic war that the Garas’tox had
expected. 


When defeating a superior enemy, often the key to
victory is in not letting them fight in the manner of their choosing…which in
this case was in the water, and Mak’to’ran was making exquisitely good use of
his in-close naval bombardment to circumvent that now that the planetary
defense stations were no longer a deterrent. 


Other worlds would learn from what he had done and
prepare, so he didn’t expect such an easy time assaulting other planetary
defense stations, but the key was to always get them via surface combat if
possible and avoid the losses that a naval assault would entail. How he would
deal with them in the coming months he would decide with each and every
invasion, but for right now this total overrun of Naviyo was sending a chilling
effect throughout the empire for anyone considering following the Garas’tox’s example. Mak’to’ran’s ‘faction’ was no longer
referred to as such amongst many others following this first planetary cull,
with growing numbers picking up the V’kit’no’sat label when referring to them
from then on.


Most did not, but more planets and even a couple of
smaller factions decided to abandon their independence and sought out the new
V’kit’no’sat capitol for terms of reunification…which were not so simple with
the various races having splintered and the arrogant still running rampant on
many worlds. Still, negotiating was preferable to fighting and Mak’to’ran had a
large and growing Conclave to handle such things as he continued the effort to
reforge the V’kit’no’sat on all fronts. 


The mop up work his other fleets were doing was coming
along well, but he wasn’t going to sanction a culling attack against a serious
target without his personal leadership. His new V’kit’no’sat were still too
young for that, and given that he was the single point drawing everyone
together meant his presence carried extra weight, now even more so after this
jaw dropping planetary culling, so once the last of the Garas’tox cities here
yielded to the threats or weaponsfire he left a small blockade force in place
as more of his ships arrived to replace his warfleet.
They were here as overseers and managers now while also to enforce the
blockade, but his mainline ships were not going to sit here wastefully. There
were assigned to him from other factions to fight, and fight they would so long
as the Garas’tox would not yield. 


Two days before he left with the fleet he got a
message from the Conclave. Not from the representatives there but from his
personal staff regarding a matter discovered via the Urrtren. A warship
carrying Tew’chor had left his world enroute to the new V’kit’no’sat capitol to
consult with Mak’to’ran again…but it had not arrived. Upon review of records,
one of the Urrtren relays had captured a distress signal from the ship as it
passed through and was attacked.


The Les’i’kron vessel was destroyed, with Mak’to’ran
able to watch only a little bit of telemetry due to the jamming that had been
in effect, but enough of a beacon pulse had gotten through during the
navigational evasion to identify the attacking ship by class. It was a Dak’bri
and far larger than the Les’i’kron Wur’ki that Tew’chor had been on. Mak’to’ran
was slightly surprised that the Wur’ki couldn’t evade the attacking ship, for
engine wise the basic blueprints had them at nearly the same speed, but the
kill was confirmed and transmitted via the Urrtren and the Les’i’kron were both
protesting and threatening the new V’kit’no’sat for the betrayal.


For the Dak’bri that had attacked, while unidentified
as to the exact ship, was clearly identified by the blip of sensor records that
got through the jamming as an Era’tran vessel. 


Cold rage built within Mak’to’ran that did not subside
as he withdrew from the Garas’tox world and traveled with his fleet back to a
staging system where he left them refurbishment and rotational orders while he made
a detour at top speed heading back to the Era’tran capitol of Holloi without bothering to send a message to Hamob. 


This was something he and his advanced psionics were
going to have to deal with in person.
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May 14, 3670


Jamtren System
(Era’tran capitol)


Holloi



 

When Mak’to’ran arrived at the planet he confirmed Hamob’s location and sent only a single message informing
him that he was coming down and needed to speak with him in person. He didn’t
listen for any reply and ignored the Era’tran security patrols when he put his
drop pod down directly on Hamob’s front door, then
exited the boarding ramp and felt the elder Era’tran’s
mind in his own. 


The jewelry-like armor he wore deployed, covering his
entire body as Mak’to’ran activated a seldom-used jamming system that blocked Hamob’s Ikrid along with his own, blinding his telepathy
but neutralizing the powerful mind from disabling him. On approach an entrance
manifested itself and led him straight inside, sealing behind him as Mak’to’ran
came within sight of Hamob standing on the other side of the bowl-shaped room
with the central pool between them.


“You gave me
your word,” Mak’to’ran growled as he continued walking forward and down
into the water.


“I did not break
it,” Hamob said, backtracking slightly. He wasn’t wearing armor, and
without his Ikrid to use as a weapon he wouldn’t stand a chance against the Hakja in combat. 


“Tew’chor is
dead,” Mak’to’ran said, summoning a Jumat energy field over the front chest
of his armor and holding it there for a moment, shimmering with visual
distortion until he stepped out of the water on Hamob’s
side, then he released it and knocked the elder Era’tran off his thick legs. He
fell on his right side with a thud, then a series of force fields activated and
penned Mak’to’ran in as Hamob got back on his feet.


“We did not kill
him,” he insisted.


“Do not lie to
me,” Mak’to’ran said, covering his entire body with the same shimmer then
pressing through the shield with an effort as a large piece of ornate
decoration was telekinetically pried off the wall and flew through the air to
smack Mak’to’ran in the head where it broke into multiple pieces.


“Listen to me,”
Hamob insisted. “If I had betrayed your
trust I would not have left myself here to be found, nor let you inside. I did
not lie to you.”


Mak’to’ran finished his shield penetration and stepped
within 20 meters of his fellow Era’tran…then in a blur of motion shot himself
forward and head butted into Hamob’s chest…but he
didn’t hit squarely, for the other Era’tran dodged to his right, causing the
impact to spin him around to where he flanked Mak’to’ran. Hamob continued his
awkward spin and whipped his tail in the direction of his turn to smack the
attacking Era’tran in the flank…but another Jumat blast responded a split second
later, much larger than before, and sent Hamob flying dozens of meters to where
he hit the incline and rolled down into the pool dragging bits of furniture
with him. 


“The
V’kit’no’sat cannot be rebuilt on foundations born of treachery,”
Mak’to’ran lectured with an angry voice. “Tew’chor
came to me in confidence, and I brought him to you in the same. He is dead
because of my miscalculation. He is dead because I trusted you.”


“No!” Hamob
said, equally angry. “He is dead because
someone else wished it, and they altered the Urrtren records to put the blame
on the Era’tran.”


Mak’to’ran stopped walking forward, frozen in an angry
confusion. “Explain.”


“I knew of
Tew’chor’s death before you did, and have been frantically trying to figure out
what happened. I had to go to the Bastik System
personally to inspect the Urrtren relay to find evidence of tampering after
confirming the location of every warship we possessed. None were unaccounted
for, and somehow the Urrtren relay was told to mark the attacking ship as
Era’tran and overwrite its passive sensors. It was not an Era’tran vessel that
killed Tew’chor.”


Mak’to’ran’s Sav-enhanced
mind worked fast. “Define ‘told.’”


“Bits of
transmitted sensors from the Les’i’kron Wur’ki made it through and were amended
seamlessly. Only upon inspection of the machinery was I able to pull a
tampering imprint, carefully designed not to show on any transmitted status
records from the relay. I do not know how that is possible, but it was done. I
have no answers, which is why I did not contact you, but I have been tracking
down any potential corruption within the Era’tran and have found none. Few knew
of Tew’chor, and none of them broke security. That much I have confirmed.”


“Someone
obviously knew,” Mak’to’ran countered, holding his position.


“The skill level
of the relay hack is something Era’tran cannot accomplish,” Mak’to’ran said
ominously.


“The deep
traitors show their hand again?”


“I cannot say
for certain, but that possibility is weighing heavily on my mind.”


Mak’to’ran deactivated his Ikrid jamming and retracted
his armor, with Hamob visibly settling. 


“Do not
apologize, your response was appropriate,” the Elder said, obviously
frustrated. “We are both being played for
fools.”


“Were you able
to recover debris?”


“Yes. It is consistent
with a Les’i’kron Wur’ki, but it was thoroughly pulverized. Whoever attacked
wanted to make sure none survived to be recovered, nor sensor records. There
was no debris found from the attacking vessel and nothing of use from the
Wur’ki.”


“Have you tracked
the Era’tran ship?”


“It left on a
jumpline and traveled to an Era’tran world, but no vessel arrived. The records
were phantoms, but perfect ones. Only our own equipment confirms that the entry
record is faulty. Anyone else studying the Urrtren data will confirm that we
are responsible and not believe any arrival data provided by us.”


“This reeks of
Itaru, but who has the knowledge to accomplish this?”


“The vessel had
to be stealthed to avoid detection upon leaving and entering, for while there
was a phantom leaving the system there is no trail of one arriving when
backtracked through the jumpline. This is not sloppiness, but a message. We are
being played, and anyone intelligent enough to discover the Urrtren
manipulation will know it. Those who do not will either take the data at face
value or believe us to possess a stealth warship.”


“Do we?”


“We have held to
protocol. Nothing larger than Wur’ki is so designed. If we fight, it is out in
the open and boldly so, but others will doubt us now.”


“Who is spreading
this?”


“Oddly none are.
Only the Les’i’kron have directly accused us.”


“Itaru has said
nothing?”


“The Les’i’kron
world Tew’chor came from is part of the Non-Aligned Confederation, and they do
not share information with one another.”


“Then someone wanted
him dead more than us discredited.”


“That is too
simple an assessment. This treason is complicated and deep. Deeper than I can
currently fathom. I had hoped to have more information before you arrived, but
I do not.”


“Who can do
this?”


“Someone who has
advanced more than us in secret. I do not have any warranted suspicions.”


“I would like to
hear the unwarranted ones.”


“Only the two
obvious ones…which cannot be the culprits.”


Mak’to’ran’s body tensed sharply, then he threw his
head back and yelled a long, loud rumble of frustration. “How do we fight what we cannot see!”


“We cannot until
they reveal themselves, and they will not do so until it is to their advantage.
We must progress regardless and weather the taint.”


“The taint must
be removed if we are to reforge the empire.”


“Thus our enemy
wins with a simple assassination.”


Mak’to’ran snarled. “Can you learn anything of the method of hacking?”


“Only narrow
down what was not used and theorize. So far we have no working prototypes for
replication.”


“What of the
proximity sensors?”


“They were not
compromised in the same method. Either they were wiped in such a way that I
could not determine, or the overrides were sent via comm and then deleted after
the fact. I suspect the latter but cannot confirm.”


“Then the entire
Urrtren is suspect.”


“Yes,” Hamob
said simply, though the implications of that were beyond reckoning. It was the
Urrtren that bound the empire together, and without it they could not
effectively function as an integrated whole. They’d devolve to factionalization no matter what loyalties they held.
Communication was essential, and sending courier ships was too slow to
facilitate the interconnectivity that they needed. The Urrtren was so important
that nobody was sabotaging or destroying the relays, treating it as a piece of
infrastructure to be fought over and a spoil of war rather than a target to be
eliminated.


“Whoever has
done this either learned of Tew’chor from the Les’i’kron, from his contact with
us, or by monitoring the Urrtren…and if it was the latter they had to know what
to look for, meaning they were probably the ones who helped engineer the
degeneration of the Zak’de’ron and fear it being undone.”


“It cannot be
undone in whole.”


“Are you certain
of that?”


“Totally.”


“Why?”


“Parts of the
original Zak’de’ron genetic code were made dormant and
could be reactivated, but other parts were deleted. Those cannot be
rediscovered.”


“Unless you had
access to the original code.”


“The original
code was purged from databases.”


“What?”


“During the rewrite
Les’i’kron code replaced Zak’de’ron code in all
databases to hide the alterations. How much so I do not know, but I have found
discrepancies in my previous studies.”


“You told me you
were studying Zak’de’ron code?”


“I am.”


“Where did you
procure yours?”


“Various
sources, but even they had deletions. There is still a wealth of information in
them, but they are not complete.”


“Two?”


Hamob nodded. “That
is what I suspect. One by the V’kit’no’sat, and an earlier one by the Zak’de’ron themselves that no one ever realized.”


“Then the
Les’i’kron coding is…”


“Potentially
flawed.”


“The initial
revisions were corrections?”


“That had to be
covered up when the flawed ones were eliminated. It is possible that Tew’chor
had a flaw they did not pick up that circumvented their suppression. Our
geneticists are still unclear about that, but we have actual samples to study
rather than relying on Urrtren data. That much is secure in multiple places and
we will not lose it.”


“Are there parts
of his coding that don’t match Les’i’kron norms?”


“Yes. And they
don’t match his official genetic code either.”


“How does that
work with genetic reconstruction?”


“Devices sample
the genetic code directly rather than relying on a saved profile except in
select situations. I have been going back over records and finding genetic
anomalies in Les’i’kron throughout history above and beyond any other race. I
believe it is technological in source.”


“They sabotaged
them because of the inaccuracies.”


“It would seem
so.”


Mak’to’ran half spun around as his mind raced. “Are any other races showing symptoms of
this?”


“I have people
checking the others, but we at least are clean.”


“The cost of
lies,” Mak’to’ran noted. 


“I will pursue
this and all other paths that unfold. You need to return to lead the culling
against the Garas’tox. You do not know how much your victory in Teqwisor has altered the state of the empire. There is a
legitimacy with you born of dominance, and that dominance must continue. Let me
grapple with the elusive traitors while you lead us back towards unity.”


“While the
Les’i’kron remain enslaved?”


“They are
diminished, not enslaved.”


“It is a form of
slavery.”


“And one we
cannot rectify in the present. Once the empire is reforged it is something we
can deal with.”


“Except we
won’t, because we may end up unleashing a former enemy. Be honest in that our
enemy has done you a service.”


“I gave my word
and intended to honor it. The Era’tran did honor it. But to the honestly you
request, yes, they did us a service. The Les’i’kron are stable and loyal to the
V’kit’no’sat. Free their minds and there is no knowing what will become of
them. Also consider that they are stable in the current form. Uncovering what
is suppressed may not be enough with the deletions. We could cause the death or
rebellion of many by tampering with their current state. The Les’i’kron are not
the Zak’de’ron and we should not try to recreate them.
If there are any more individuals in the same condition as Tew’chor we will
deal with them privately.”


“Assuming they
aren’t killed by the other Les’i’kron first.”


“It is not our
problem.”


“I lead the
V’kit’no’sat. Therefore it is my
problem.”


“Then I suggest
you prioritize, for you can’t deal with all problems simultaneously and there
is nothing about this one you can do now.”


“And you wish me
to pursue the culling?”


“Do you believe
your time is best spent elsewhere?”


“I can
multi-task,” Mak’to’ran said, spinning around with disgust as he headed out
of Hamob’s residence and back into his drop pod,
promptly leaving both the planet and the system.



 

Mak’to’ran didn’t return to the rendezvous point with
his culling fleet, but instead used the speed of his enhanced Kafcha to travel
to Tew’chor’s former world of Toyva. When he arrived
he was not met with a warm greeting, but rather a fleet of Les’i’kron warships
that were more than a match for his own vessel, though none of them had the
maneuvering capability to run him down. He sat in stellar orbit at a distance
exchanging messages until Tew’chor’s replacement agreed to hear him out.


The two did not meet in person, but Mak’to’ran’s ship
was allowed to move into low planetary orbit so the pair did not have to suffer
time lags in their private holographic transmission.


“You claim you
did not have him killed?” Jaas’me asked
irreverently. 


“I did not. He
sought me out to track down potential treason by Itaru and I kept knowledge of
his arrival a secret. He returned to you unharmed, correct?”


“Then when he
traveled back to meet with you again you had him killed.”


“He never
reached me.”


“No. An Era’tran
vessel intercepted him enroute.”


“All Era’tran
vessels have been accounted for. It was not one of our ships that killed him.”


The Les’i’kron sneered. “We have the Urrtren records.”


“Upon
considerable inspection, we have discovered a level of technological tampering
that is beyond the ability of the Era’tran.”


“What sort of
tampering do you refer to?”


“Altering of the
sensor recordings to indicate an Era’tran ship where there was none.”


“Are we to
assume Tew’chor’s vessel destroyed itself?”


“No. There was
another vessel there that attacked and killed him. They altered the records to
put a false generic identification over their own.”


“Who?”


“Unknown.”


“Why come here
to tell us this?”


“Because the
level of technological knowledge necessary to produce this alteration in the
Urrtren is akin to that used at Terraxis to unlock the planetary defense
station and give the Humans full access.”


Jass’me hissed again. “The Oso’lon or the J’gar?”


“I do not
believe it could be either. I have no answer to the mystery of Terraxis or this
assassination.”


“You come to us,
taking time away from your Garas’tox culling, to give us no information?”


“I would prefer
to have answers, but I do not. Tew’chor came to me with a request and I was
unable to protect him. All I can do is tell you as much of the truth that I
know. You may not believe me, but I am giving you my word for whatever you
think its worth. Tew’chor was valuable to me. His death is a loss that I did
not order nor did the Era’tran execute.”


“What was the
treason he spoke of?”


“Something
involving your hatcheries. He returned to investigate it. I assume he was
coming to me with additional information gathered.”


“What
specifically was he concerned about that involved you?”


“He believed the
Les’i’kron were under surveillance and needed an outsider to deal with the
situation, so he came to me.”


“To do what?”


“Get answers.
Some I was able to provide, but they led to more questions that he returned
here to explore in private.”


“Why will you
not speak of what he was after? Do you doubt my loyalty?”


“If he did not
wish to speak of it with any Les’i’kron, then that is a choice I will honor.
His reasons were his own, do not expect me to know them.”


“And what would
you have me do with this limited information?”


“That is not my concern,
but I will offer you a warning. Tew’chor believed that Itaru was going to move
against this system eventually. We believe they want all Les’i’kron under their
command and will not respect your sovereignty.”


“That we are
already aware of, Era’tran. You did not need to come here to point out the
obvious.”


“One side effect
of his death and framing the Era’tran is a distrust of the reborn V’kit’no’sat.
If the Non-Aligned Confederation fails and you do not trust us, then Itaru is your only other path forward, correct?”


“You suggest
they framed you to drive us back to them?”


“I cannot say
for sure who is responsible, but the results are the same regardless. We are
not your enemy, and if you choose to leave the Non-Aligned Confederation you
are welcome to join us. I am not asking it of you, I am informing you in person
so you will know that that pathway is not closed.”


“Our leader is
killed and you come here recruiting! How gullible do you think we are?”


“Very. Itaru has
played you for a long time.”


“And you seek to
continue their ways?”


“No. I am simply
giving you the facts as I know them. What you decide to do is up to you. If
Tew’chor were here we’d be having a very different conversation, but he’s not.
There’s just ignorant you. Do what you wish. Without Tew’chor I have little
interest in your world, but the offer to rejoin us stands,” Mak’to’ran
said, ending the transmission.


But a few moments later a comm prompt caught his
attention and he reestablished contact with Jass’me.


“Tell me, Era’tran.
If you truly wish to rebuild the empire, tell me what treason you discussed.”


“A possible
manipulation of the Les’i’kron to keep them loyal to Itaru…and one that they
wouldn’t want to be exposed.”


Jass’me hissed again, but it
was part satisfaction that Mak’to’ran had actually answered his question as the
Les’i’kron ended the transmission this time, after which the Era’tran vessel
promptly left the system and headed back to the culling fleet that was waiting
for his return before they launched their next major assault.
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Varlo’sop System 


Tunha 



 

Mak’to’ran was in the middle of his fourth major
culling attack against a shared world where the Garas’tox dominated the oceans
and a combination of Brat’mar and 4 minor races owned the two small continents
that made up 22% of the surface. The invading V’kit’no’sat forces had no
quarrel with those on the land, but they had taken a few foothold bases on the
shoreline to mount their underwater assaults from that were grinding forward at
an agonizingly slow rate because Mak’to’ran wouldn’t force combat in areas
where his troops were at a disadvantage. 


The techniques he’d used in previous attacks had been
learned from and defenses formed, making his job harder now despite the fact
that he’d attracted double the amount of aquatic population to the new
V’kit’no’sat than he had before. Taking down the Garas’tox as he had on Naviyo
had broken up the mostly solid block the J’gar had formed around aquatics and
the destruction of the myth that land and air power couldn’t effectively fight
them beneath the water.


With a new force capable of aquatic combat, albeit in
an unusual fashion, allegiances had begun to shift and many aquatics that had
grudges against the Garas’tox or simply didn’t tolerate the slaughter they had been
exacting had either joined Mak’to’ran’s reforged V’kit’no’sat or loaned forces
to him for the purpose of this culling. The fact that he wasn’t trading their
lives for immediate gains had garnered even more support, as well as the all
too clear presence of the commander himself leading these heavy assaults
instead of organizing multiple ones simultaneously and overseeing them from
afar.


Currently Mak’to’ran’s issue was getting to the
remaining planetary defense station the Garas’tox still held. The other he had
already taken and was using to guard his troop and supply convoys as they came
up and down from the surface, for the Garas’tox had a sizeable naval force in
the system that had avoided direct conflict. They didn’t want themselves to be
destroyed and leave Mak’to’ran with complete naval superiority, so the Era’tran
had to guard against any attack runs they might make and keep a close watch on
all his smaller craft and exposed troops on the surface…not to mention the fact
that the Garas’tox warships could bombard the ocean around the Garas’tox-held
planetary defense station from orbit where they were holding position, daring
Mak’to’ran to come after them and face the Tar’vem’jic fire from the surface.


Mak’to’ran had to take out the defenses station from
below, which meant aquatic fighting to get his digging teams in place and that
was what was taking so much time, for he couldn’t just run his underwater army
up within range and start digging. They’d be countered from above and from the
Garas’tox army in the water, so his approach was taking on new wrinkles as he
adapted to his foes and improvised in addition to pulling up data from long
forgotten aquatic battles in an effort to glean any useful insights.


Mak’to’ran was patiently mulling over options as he
monitored the progress on the planet below when sensors picked up ships
entering the system. They were few but large and belonged to the J’gar, who had
been absent along with the Oso’lon from almost all affairs within the empire as
they held the line against the Hadarak along with a small but growing fleet
from the new V’kit’no’sat to try and take some of the burden off them while
they tried to put up enough resistance to convince the Hadarak that there was
not weakness for them to exploit…and so far it had been working.


The J’gar ships did not make contact until they made
planetary orbit and Mak’to’ran sent word to allow them passage, for his fleet
controlled most of the system and was maintaining a blockade on anyone coming
in or out. When they got to his position they contacted him demanding a private
audience, to which Mak’to’ran agreed so long as they would come onboard his
vessel and not vice versa. To his mild surprise they agreed, so he had his
Kafcha reconfigure one of the cargo bays for water and had the J’gar drop pod
release a single individual into it, with Mak’to’ran walking out on a platform
just above the surface of the water as the huge aquatic four times his mass
broke the surface and raised its long, thin neck up higher than Mak’to’ran stood.


Its top of its ridged body floated in air, with two
massive wing-like fins and a long, thick tail keeping it upright, underneath
which four tentacle-like legs drifted lazily. It’s body was pale blue in color,
but had many bioluminescent patches that glowed a deep purple in the dark room
with nothing but running lights on the platform where Mak’to’ran stood. Both
individuals could see well with their Pefbar so the illumination was frivolous,
but the J’gar liked low lighting and seeing as how they had agreed to come
onboard Mak’to’ran had ordered their preferred accommodations set up for this
impromptu meeting.


“If you are here
to convince me to end the culling, you are wasting your time,” Mak’to’ran
said, looking at the smaller head hovering before him.


“Far from it.
Your culling is appropriate and your execution exemplary thus far. Going
forward you will receive more resistance as the Garas’tox adapt to your methods.”


“They cannot
rebuild their infrastructure so fast, and I do not intend to let them have
centuries to rework it.”


“Never the less,
there are Garas’tox worlds you will not be able to take without excessive
bloodshed, either in orbit or within the waters. The J’gar want to end this,
but we carry an unwarranted taint that must be addressed first. We have made
exhaustive efforts to locate any potential traitors without our own race, but
have not encountered even a shred of suspicion, let alone evidence. Those
responsible for Terraxis must be another, though we are now skeptical that it
is the Oso’lon who are responsible. Evidence is sparse and logic untenable.
This is a mystery that must be solved, and yet we cannot solve it. So we have
investigated ourselves heavily to make sure we were not at fault, and we are
now convinced that the treason originated elsewhere.”


“I cannot take
your word for that.”


“The
investigation was not meant for you, and involves many matters that you are not
cleared to know of. It was for us to be certain that we are not at fault.”


“And now?”


“We need to find
a way to reconcile. The Garas’tox would never have dared come this far if we
were not incapacitated by this taint. We seek a way to remove it if the
traitors are not able to be identified.”


Mak’to’ran growled slowly, but his ire wasn’t directed
at the J’gar, rather the predicament they found themselves in. 


“That has been
on my mind for many years, and I do not know of a way short of the Hjar’at’s
path to do so.”


“That will not
work on us. Our minds are too powerful. You could never penetrate deep enough.”


“That I know, and
the betrayal of trust required would do more damage to the empire. The Hjar’at
are stubborn enough to make it work, but it has temporarily weakened their
resolve. Success will heal their pride, but I do not think the other races
would respond the same way. Invasive loyalty tests are not an option. What
would you suggest?”


“Nothing that
would be sufficient in our estimation, so I am here to ask you what you would
require.”


“Are you merely
a messenger?”


“No. I am Didact of the J’gar. This is a matter too important to be
left to intermediaries.”


Mak’to’ran involuntarily stiffened. The Didact of the J’gar was their supreme leader, but one that
was never seen. Much like how Hamob and other elders worked from behind the
scenes, the J’gar Didact was even more elusive and
operated under no name other than the title. Why the J’gar were so secretive
had never been revealed, but assuming this J’gar wasn’t lying, the Didact being here, alone, and within Mak’to’ran’s ship
totally vulnerable was a huge act of trust…not to mention why he had not wanted
to communicate with the Era’tran over a comm line.


“Didact?” he asked,
both skeptical and in awe. “Why would you
need an investigation when you rule?”


“I lead. I do
not rule. And given the size of our holdings there is much that could be
occurring without my knowledge. Such subterfuge has not occurred, but we had to
make sure.”


“Then I need
answers from you concerning things you may not wish to speak of.”


“I am here
because you are deserving of trust and have the intelligence necessary for a
conversation of equals. Ask your questions.”


“What was done
to the Zak’de’ron when you transformed them into Les’i’kron?”


The Didact’s head snapped
back a fraction in reaction, but a calm steadiness replaced it as he leaned his
neck forward a bit more than he had before. 


“The
assassination of the Les’i’kron Tew’chor.”


“He brought me
information that was disturbing. I need to know the truth, not the propaganda
that has replaced our historical records.”


“Propaganda is
necessary for lesser minds to grasp. More complicated matters are too intricate
for those without Sav, and inherently they will come
to believe something based on the words that will end up at best being
incomplete, but more likely some form of lie despite us speaking the truth. It
is best to construct a lie to that is more honest than the ones they would
erroneously manufacture themselves.”


“The lack of
trust that engenders is divisive.”


“But necessary.”


“Why not upgrade
all V’kit’no’sat with Sav so such duplicity is not
necessary?”


“Because they
are not deserving of it. There is a necessary hierarchy, and pure equality will
not be possible even with Sav, for the racial
differences are too much. Even with Sav, Era’tran are
not on the mental level of the J’gar, but you are close enough that we can
interact effectively…and in turn you can interact effectively with the lesser
races.”


“Correct me if
I’m wrong, but isn’t that attitude the reason why we destroyed the Zak’de’ron?”


“It was, amongst
other things, but in their absence some of their wisdom has come to light.”


“We erred.”


“We did,”
the Didact admitted. “And we have paid a high price for that betrayal on numerous occasions.”


“What of the
Les’i’kron?”


“They were
constructed to serve multiple purposes, one of which was pure ego. Destroying
the Zak’de’ron was us taking down a superior, but by subjugating them we
believed that would make us equals by exchanging roles. In order to do so we
had to strip most of their psionics from their genetic code while adding their
Saroto’kanse’vam. Removing their Sav was not possible
because they did not have the upgrade. It was simply natural and from that
state they developed our upgrades. In order to degenerate them to a sufficient
level we had to crudely chop away much of their mental capacity…but we also had
to ensure they would not rebel, so we input mental programming to cement their
loyalty.”


“Tew’chor’s
programming did not activate,” Mak’to’ran revealed. “He hid his mental state from the other Les’i’kron, citing that they
would have killed him had they known. What part of the programming was that?”


“He was an
anomaly?” the J’gar said, aghast.


“And one that I
intended to use to restore, at least in part, the Les’i’kron. Then someone
kills him and blames the Era’tran.”


“Was it not an
Era’tran ship?”


“No. The Urrtren
was altered to make it appear as such. What did you do to them to make them
kill their own?”


“Loyalty is
measured in many ways, and we did not want to have to enforce it. Thus we
programmed an inclination to enforce it themselves, with any small anomalies
being discouraged by others.”


“And large ones?”


“There have been
no large ones since the inception of their race.”


“Are you still
making alterations in the hatcheries?”


“No. The
Les’i’kron are what they are now. They need no looking after, but this Tew’chor
is alarming. If he is an anomaly and has been reproducing, there could be
others.”


“You will not
kill them,” Mak’to’ran said firmly.


“You could not
stop us if we wanted to, but do not concern yourself with that worry. That is
not my intent.”


“What is?”


“To discover the
flaw.”


“And correct it?”


“If necessary.”


“Such betrayal
only weakens us further.”


“Correction does
not always mean purging, Era’tran. The Les’i’kron are a powerful race and
charting their own path forward. They are a key piece of the empire that we do
not want to see unravel.”


“That key piece
is a pawn of Itaru now, thanks in large part to your programming.”


“Itaru is not a
threat. It is those you call the ‘arrogant’ that are. They have gathered in
Itaru, but they do not rule there. Many of the J’gar also fall into that
category, but I am not one of them.”


“Are you
helpless to deal with the others?”


“Our
interactions are not easy for a groundpounder to
contemplate, but I can assure you we are not fracturing. It is more a
difference of opinion how to proceed.”


“And the J’gar
there allied with the Itaru faction?”


“Assisting only.
There is too much taint on them to do much else.”


“Then who is
leading the faction?”


“They have no
leader. They are a paranoid group that moves in unison.”


“Much like the Zak’de’ron thought of us?”


“Perhaps, but
they are gone and we are here. You and I must chart a course of action.”


“There is only
one thing to be done short of exposing the treason.”


“You have a
plan?”


“For the moment
I am the key. The V’kit’no’sat are reforging around me, but this is not a
stable arrangement, nor is the false equality the arrogant wish to force upon
all. On that point, why did the J’gar agree to not recovering our colonies lost
during the Rit’ko’sor Rebellion?”


“The galaxy is
too large for us to control, and it was feared that we had pressed too far out
into the Rim. Reworking the post rebellion territory seemed wiser than reckless
expansion.”


“The dominant do
not fear strength. After reconstruction was complete we should have begun
expanding again.”


“To what end?
Full conquest of the entire galaxy? We can’t patrol all the systems around our
current territory.”


“We do not need
to, but there are threats out there that we have no knowledge of because we
have no presence on the Rim and apparently we have not been looking. How has
that been allowed to happen, Didact? Why did you
allow it?”


“I was not Didact then. I have only been so for the past 300 years.”


“Was the other
killed?”


“Died. The
particulars of which are hidden even from me. I hold great power, but I do not
rule the J’gar.”


“And you cannot
find answers if you look for them?”


“I did not
deserve the promotion when I attained it, and I have been reluctant to push too
hard. Now, given what has become of the empire and the revelation of Terraxis,
I no longer have the luxury of timidity. What answers I could have sought
before have long since been eradicated, but I can assure you we have looked
into everything trying to determine if there was a link to Terraxis. There has
been a malevolence within the J’gar, quiet, behind the scenes, but it has been
nothing more than corrupt individuals covering for one another. They are part
of the arrogant and have been dealt with. I hold a mandate by all J’gar to find
the corruption and destroy it, by any means necessary, and I have done so…but
the treason of Terraxis no J’gar is responsible for. I cannot solve what is not
within our race.”


“Is there
evidence of an exterior power influencing the arrogant?”


“I have
searched, but there is no evidence of one beyond mere ideology. Individuals
advanced beyond merit are susceptible to it, which is why the Zak’de’ron probably held us back as well.”


“Not enough,”
Mak’to’ran pointed out.


“You spoke of a
possible solution. What have you conjured?”


“Something you
will not like, but something that is necessary. Originally there were three
that led, the strongest of which is now gone and the remaining two are tainted
with suspicion. Other than myself, the V’kit’no’sat have nowhere to place their
trust.”


“And your remedy
to this?”


“There must be
three again.”


The J’gar shook his head sadly. “The Les’i’kron are what they are. They cannot be remade into the Zak’de’ron. We made sure of that at the time.”


“I am not
speaking of the Les’i’kron. My interest in them is dealing with an injustice.”


The J’gar’s neck pulled back
slightly as he finally understood Mak’to’ran’s unspoken demand.


“The Era’tran…”


“We must become
the third. We are not of the sky, but that is irrelevant. With the J’gar and
Oso’lon tainted by the possible treachery of Terraxis, a third equal partner is
required to stabilize the leadership…along with select elevations of others
according to merit where they have been hobbled by the arrogant in the past.
Equality cannot be forced, but it can be cultivated with time and scrupulous
effort.”


“How do you see
this occurring?”


“We are already
taking steps on our own to rise to this position,” Mak’to’ran said,
flashing his Saroto’kanse’vam on, and in the dark of the chamber they glowed
far brighter than the Didact’s bioluminescent
patches. “But we would require a sharing
of knowledge with you and the Oso’lon to bring us up to speed.”


“And sanctioned
psionic upgrades?”


“No. Only select
individuals will get these and others, as will those in other races that earn
them. Too much is given based on hatching and too many who warrant more power
are restricted because of their race. A pathway must be established similar to
the Zen’zat for deserving individuals. The Era’tran are seeking no mass
upgrades.”


“I cannot make
the Era’tran an equal simply by edict. Growth takes time.”


“It does, but
the Era’tran are already part of the reforged V’kit’no’sat. If the J’gar and
Oso’lon join us rather than us rejoining you, parity can be accomplished
through the reunification…but we will require accurate historical records and
technology that you have been hoarding in order to generate parody…and once
that occurs we will share with you a few things that you do not know.”


“You claim some
parity already exists?”


“Yes.”


“Then perhaps
there is more wisdom in your plan than mere greed would suggest.”


“Without the
Era’tran there would be no reforged V’kit’no’sat.”


“Obviously,”
the Didact admitted, “but this will not be accepted easily.”


“Do you see
another way?”


“It does not matter
if we cannot make it happen. Great care we must take, and the Oso’lon must also
be in agreement.”


“So you agree?”


“You may have Sav, but I still can think faster than you. Elevation of
the Era’tran will alter the empire in many ways, most of which can become
positive if handled properly. How to do that is the question.”


“Then it is
fortunate that you came in person so we may plan without delay…but I do have an
invasion to continue and that requires a great deal of my time.”


“We will
expedite the conquest of this world. I have brought sufficient troops to
spearhead any necessary aquatic combat, though the Garas’tox may simply
surrender after I have spoken with them. Either way, your focus must become
removing the taint from us so we can reunify the empire, and if that requires
elevating the Era’tran, then that must become my focus.”
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November 2, 3669 


Previously in
the Bastik System



 

Tew’chor was traveling back to Vviot
to meet with Mak’to’ran again, having been unable to find anything amiss with
the hatcheries on his world and hoping the Era’tran would have some more
answers for him by this point, when his Wur’ki came under unexpected attacked.
One moment the system was clear and they were passing through, the next they
were taking hull damage before they even had a chance to put their shields up.


Tew’chor wasn’t on the command deck at the time, but
when he got there half his ship was wrecked and he found his gravity drives
disabled by an IDF. They couldn’t run and they couldn’t fight, but worse was the
fact that the alien ship attacking them was something he was totally unfamiliar
with. Constructed of huge coils wrapped around one another, it was slightly
smaller than his Wur’ki but possessed so much firepower that the Les’i’kron had
no idea who it could possibly be. 


It wasn’t V’kit’no’sat, but the number of races that
had power equal to their own were so limited to be laughable. Whoever this was
had completely come out of nowhere, and even as his ship was being blown to
bits the thought of Terraxis came to mind. Was this the mysterious traitors,
and if so were they allied with one of the factions or was this a race allied
to Star Force and quartered in their Uriti Preserve?


Tew’chor probably didn’t have long to ponder such
things, but he couldn’t help it. Something huge was going down here and warning
the empire was the only play he had left. Using their backup comm systems he
sent out repetitive bursts trying to get through the jamming to the nearby
Urrtren relay that functioned as a bridge between other systems while this one
lay empty. They were too far away from it to show up as more than a tracking
dot, so the Les’i’kron had to send their own telemetry to it and Tew’chor
wasn’t sure if they succeed or not by the time all their emitters were scrapped.


But the ship wasn’t destroyed then and there. Rather
the weaponsfire stopped as one of the coils on the ship unwrapped and rammed
into the hull. Soon he got reports of boarding troops and quick dawned his own
set of armor, latching it onto the various portions of his golden-scaled body
before mentally activating it and having the pitch black material spread out
covering him everywhere. If the attackers were boarding the ship they wanted
something and he was determined to deny it to them…or at least kill one of them
before he was destroyed, though the confines of the ship wouldn’t allow for
much flying.


Tew’chor was the only Les’i’kron on the ship, but his
Zen’zat met with the invaders first and through their Ensek he was able to see
the invaders. There were two of them, quadruped, and almost looked like
Les’i’kron save for their long necks and lack of Saroto’kanse’vam. Tew’chor
didn’t know what they were, but the crimson armor they wore became his primary
target as he saw one of his Zen’zat lifted off the ground and ripped in half
telekinetically.


With a fury born of desperation and rage, Tew’chor ran
forward while bringing his tail up over his back and igniting his
Saroto’kanse’vam. He intended to jump on and eviscerate one of the boarders but
he never got the chance as his mind was suddenly invaded by a pressure so
strong it disoriented his balance and he fell, trying to push back against the
powerful mind working against his. 


Meanwhile he was partially aware of the Zen’zat still
fighting, their Ikrid blocks coming in very handy right now. Tew’chor’s armor
had a technological backup function that he could activate if his own mind was
too weak to withstand attack, but he was so overwhelmed he couldn’t find the
mental trigger for it. Disoriented as he was, he blindly surged forward,
lashing with his tail and cutting through something as he felt resistance. He
repeated the attack again and again, not knowing where his opponents were until
what was left of his formidable mental barriers crumbled and the attackers
rendered him unconscious…



 

“Be still,
Les’i’kron,” he heard a voice say aloud and in his mind as Tew’chor
struggled to wake up, blinking eyes that did not want to focus as a powerful
presence was still strangling his thoughts. “We are not here to kill you.”


“Release me,”
he demanded, but only slowly did the pressure lesson and his vision cleared. He
was still onboard his own ship with bits and pieces of wall and Zen’zat
cluttering the floor of the main connective chamber that was large enough to
accommodate minimal flight. He did not remember getting this far from the
command deck, but the slashes in the floor testified that he had been fighting
here and not moved, though how long he had been unconscious he did not know. 


“You are
uninjured, do not make us change that status,” one of the two attackers
said as the pressure on his mind vanished and Tew’chor was in possession of his
senses once again. He looked down on the smaller attackers, wondering how they
had managed to disable him as his tail flashed into brilliance again out of
sheer anger. 


“What have you
done?”


“Your ship is
damaged and will be destroyed shortly. Your Zen’zat are also dead, but you will
be coming with us alive.”


“You’ll have to
make me,” he said, curling his tail up defensively and ready to strike as
he reinforced his mind while reaching for the mental trigger in his armor. His
telepathy cut out, now blocked, but so too was that of his attackers. They
wouldn’t be hobbling him again in such a manner.


“We are here to
rescue you, brother. There is no need to fight.”


“You are not
Les’i’kron,” he hissed. “Why do you
call me brother?”


One of the two attackers had his armor melt across his
body in an eerily similar way to V’kit’no’sat technology as it reduced itself
down to a series of rings on the alien’s feet…but they were the same feet, same
legs, and same scales as his own. Somehow this was a long-necked Les’i’kron,
and Tew’chor knew that whoever they were they had to be involved with Terraxis
and the alterations made to subjugate his race.


“We are
Zak’de’ron, ancestors of the mutated Les’i’kron. We are your true form, and one
which you have partially regained on your own merits.”


Tew’chor took a step back, uncertain as to what was
happening given how impossible what he was hearing was. 


“The Zak’de’ron did not have long necks.”


“Your records
have been altered, though there are enough lingering traces to pull together on
the Urrtren for those sufficiently curious. Yet you have been designed to not
ask questions, haven’t you?”


“Explain this,”
Tew’chor demanded.


“We will, but
not here. Come onboard our ship. You are now dead to the V’kit’no’sat, and they
cannot know we exist. We have revealed ourselves to recover you, but now we
must cover our tracks.”


“And my Zen’zat?”


“They are
V’kit’no’sat, you are not. They are all dead, as will be this vessel, but you
will survive unless you are too corrupted to think clearly. When I was in your
mind I sensed otherwise, so please come with us willingly.”


“You kill my
Zen’zat then ask?”


“They had to die
and you would not willingly allow that, thus the choice was not brought before
you.”


“What have you
done to my race?” Tew’chor said, not budging an inch. 


“The question is
what did the V’kit’no’sat do to your race. During the war we were but eggs held
in stasis and the only survivors. The V’kit’no’sat destroyed our race then
created the Les’i’kron from our remains to serve them. It was no culling, it
was a full overthrow and annihilation. Only a small, secret program allowed us
to survive. Everyone else was successfully hunted down and destroyed. Your
history has been rewritten to obscure the fact that we created the V’kit’no’sat
and they betrayed us…then they tampered with a genetic code they could not
fully understand to create you.”


“Yet you are
different,” the other Zak’de’ron continued. “Your mind is Zak’de’ron.
Primitive, confused, distorted, but your mind is your own. The Les’i’kron have
been eviscerated, but somehow you regenerated…partially.”


“And you want to
know how?”


“We already
know, and sadly it is not something that can be replicated. Your existence is
an anomaly. You are not Les’i’kron, not fully, and you are not Zak’de’ron. You are something in between, but there is
enough of us in you to be recovered. We came here to save you.”


“While killing
my Zen’zat?”


“They are loyal
to the V’kit’no’sat?”


“That is their
function.”


“The
V’kit’no’sat are our enemy, therefore their Zen’zat are our enemy. They would
not willingly change sides.”


“And you believe
I will?”


“I believe you
want to know the truth, and we have taken great risk in revealing ourselves to
you.”


“And I cannot
leave with that knowledge?”


“Indeed, but
there is nothing for you to go back to. You were never truly one of them.”


“And you wish to
take me where?”


“Away from here.
Far, far away.”


“To the Rim?”


“We won’t need
to go that far.”


“For what
purpose?”


“To bring you
home. Though you are not fully Zak’de’ron, you are the only elder we have save
for one, and even if you are inferior to us you have survived so long amongst
the enemy that you deserve to be free of them. We came here out of respect. The
method used is to fake your death and hide our existence.”


Tew’chor deactivated his Saroto’kanse’vam and lowered
his tail, but kept his armor deployed as he thought fast. It was clear they
weren’t giving him a choice, but whether he went willing or not was the
question…and they were right. He did want answers. The death of his Zen’zat
still infuriated him, but if they weren’t recoverable then there was nothing…


“Revive those
two,” he said, pointing a claw towards a pair of Zen’zat that had been shot
rather than ripped apart.


“No. They stay
as they are. Better to die here than live as prisoners, and we have no wish to care
for them.”


“They are mine,
and if they are recoverable I wish it so.”


“Only you may
come. That is not something we can negotiate, nor is it up to us.”


“I will take
responsibility for them.”


“You have no
idea what you are saying. You are not yourself. Regardless, we are not allowing
it. You will come with us or you will not. The choice is yours.”


“And if I choose
death?”


“You won’t.
You’ve wanted answers your entire life, and we offer them. More than the
V’kit’no’sat ever could.”


“How long was I
unconscious?”


“Long enough for
us to vet you.”


“If I had not
passed inspection you would have killed me?”


“Yes, but we
would not have attacked had we not been sure. The crude analysis of your
genetic code was confirmation enough.”


“Obtained from
who?”


“The initial
scan you gave the Era’tran. It was transmitted via the Urrtren to their
homeworld.”


“How did you
possess it?”


“We created the
Urrtren,” the Zak’de’ron said simply, letting
Tew’chor run through all the permutations of that simple fact.


“You can monitor
all traffic?”


“That is how we
discovered you. You have hidden well over the millennia, and you deserve both
answers and your freedom. We offer it.”


“My Zen’zat.”


“Were we in your
position of ignorance I could understand, but we know what the Zen’zat are. We
helped to create them, and their loyalty is hard to break. If they are
V’kit’no’sat, they must die. There is no other way.”


“Why? Why must
the V’kit’no’sat die? If you are truly the originators of the empire, why not
reconquer it?”


“A mistake was
made once. It will not be made again.”


“What mistake?”


“Sharing power.
They took what we gave them and used it to destroy us. Never again.”


“There has
already been too much killing. The empire is obsessed with it. That is a
mistake you should also learn from.”


“There is much
you do not know. Let us show you, then level what criticisms you will.”


“Very well…since
I apparently have no choice. If I am to die fighting, I can do so just as well
elsewhere,” Tew’chor said with a hint of sarcasm. 


The second Zak’de’ron
retracted his armor, showing that they both were red scaled. When Tew’chor
retracted his, the black material pulled back to reveal the golden scales that
seemed to catch their eye.


“What is the
significance of my coloration?”


“Only a Zak’de’ron who has endured great torment and overcome it
will be endowed with the golden scales. Given your lackluster record, it is
assumed that your battles has been internal ones, and the gold is indicative of
your Zak’de’ron mind prevailing against the mutations.
Our inspection of your mind has confirmed this.”


“How many of you
have golden scales?”


“None that still
live.”


“So I outrank
you?”


“No. The gold is
a mark of excellence, not status. You have no idea how much you have been
denied. Your struggles have been at an infantile level, but that does not make
them any less important. You had no direction other than your instincts. In
some ways that is more impressive, but you are not our equal, let alone our
superior.”


“Are all Zak’de’ron minds so strong?”


“We were working
together, but individually I am still stronger than you. As is he.”


“I sensed only
one mind, not two.”


“We were using a
psionic the V’kit’no’sat do not possess called Pa’no’semak. Our minds are
joined as one, but even if we had not used it, yours is malformed. The
V’kit’no’sat prevented much of it from forming for they feared our power.”


“Sav?”


“Our natural
state recreated for partial use in others. Yours is a partial reclaiming of
your birthright. We can return the rest to you.”


“You said the
damage done was irreversible for the others. How can I recover what they
cannot?”


“Developmental
progress. We could restore them, but it would require a total reset. They would
lose all experience and become hatchlings in mind once again. Your mind has
enough structure to avoid that. More questions you have and we will answer, but
we cannot linger here. We must destroy this vessel and cover our tracks.”


“I sent a signal
to the Urrtren. Did it get through?”


“What we wanted
of it. The records will be altered and your vessel will appear to have been
destroyed by the Era’tran.”


“The Era’tran?”


“The more
discord we can create the better, but that is not our purpose here. Recovering
you is, now come with us.”


“And leave your
armor here,” the other one said. “Bring
no V’kit’no’sat technology with you.”


“And abandon my
only defense?”


“It will not
allow you to defeat us. We are also physically superior. If we want you dead
you will be. We are not so reckless to allow otherwise. Come with us, brother.
Leave the V’kit’no’sat behind you. Your future is with us.”


“Will you cut
off my tail as well?”


“After we
stretch your neck,” the Zak’de’ron joked. 


“So be it,”
Tew’chor said, deactivating and lifting the various pieces of jewelry off his
body telekinetically and dropping the mostly linked mass in a pile on the floor
next to the lower torso of a severed Zen’zat body. “If there is necessity in this, make me see it.”
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When Tew’chor walked onboard the Zak’de’ron
ship he immediately felt an eerie familiarity, so much so he stopped walked a
few strides in. The dragon in front of him turned its neck back.


“What is wrong?”


“I know
this…somehow. I’ve never seen it, but it feels familiar.”


“Bits of genetic
memory the V’kit’no’sat did not successfully remove. More may trigger now that
you are here. Come.”


Tew’chor followed through the connective dock that
sealed up behind them and visibly bent as the ship reformed. The straight
hallways ahead of them was now curved and they followed it through a labyrinth
with no visible exits, then the Zak’de’ron ahead of him stopped in front of a
piece of wall and a doorway formed with the material melting aside much as
V’kit’no’sat armor transformed. He followed inside to where there was a larger
chamber that would allow a limited bit of flight, for there was a hollow area
with multi-tiered perches around the perimeter.


There was another red-scaled Zak’de’ron inside who
looked Tew’chor’s much larger mass over. 


“Welcome,
brother. Have a seat while we attend to matters here and ask what questions you
like. We will be leaving soon.”


“Why are you all
red scaled?”


“We are young.
All of us are red scaled during our formation, then when our attributes are
calibrated our scale color will adjust accordingly.”


“How so?”


“The prominent
skill set determines the coloration. Blue scales are a powerful mind, yellow a
powerful body, and grey powerful psionics. There are a few other possibilities,
such as your golden scales, but those three are earned once the minimum
requirements are met. None of us has risen to that level yet.”


“How old must
you get?”


“Several
thousand years at least. It is a matter of skill and development, not time.”


“How many of you
are there?”


“Only a few million. We are all young save for our
sole elder, for we survived the destruction of our race as eggs and were born
only a short time ago.”


“The culling
occurred almost 900 millennia into the past.”


“Our elder is
over 3 million years old, though he spent most of those 900 millennia in a form
of stasis while the V’kit’no’sat believed us to be annihilated. We had to
disappear from existence so we waited, us in our eggs, until the time was
right. When we hatched we began work to rebuild the essential parts of our
civilization before a second generation of eggs were laid. We are through 6
generations now and our population will increase exponentially going
forward…but we have little experience and genetic memory can only take us so
far. We are no match for the V’kit’no’sat yet, nor will be for millennia to
come. We must keep our existence hidden, which is why your ship is being
destroyed in such a way that your missing body will not be noticed.”


“You intend to
attack them?” Tew’chor said, a bit shocked.


“For you the war
is over, a part of your history. The V’kit’no’sat believe so as well, but so
long as one of us draws breath we will not rest until we correct our mistake
and undo the treasonous empire that we spawned.”


“How powerful
are you? The empire may be fractured, but it is too powerful to defeat.”


“Too powerful to
defeat quickly. Given time they will fall and we will win the war they
mistakenly think is over.”


“You are not a
backup survival plan…you are a long term assault force?”


“Both, but we
only hide so long as necessary.”


“Yet you risked
coming to get me?”


“The Les’i’kron
are an abomination. You will learn why shortly. You have fought your way out of
their enslavement, meaning you are in part Zak’de’ron.
You are one of us, and as soon as we suspected that we began planning your
retrieval.”


“Why not
reconquer? If you destroy the V’kit’no’sat what will become of the Hadarak?”


“We have no
plans to unleash the Hadarak on the outer regions of the galaxy that we have
protected for millions of years. The cost of recovering the territory that was
lost would be too great, and the races destroyed could not be recovered without
proper samples. No, we are going to destroy the V’kit’no’sat, but we will not be
reckless about it.”


“How then will
you contain the Hadarak?”


“The elder will
decide that. For now our priority is rebuilding. We are but a shadow of our
former strength, and hopefully Mak’to’ran can reforge the V’kit’no’sat enough
for us to kill them later. If they are so incompetent to fall apart and unleash
the Hadarak on the galaxy, our shame will be increased beyond measure.
Hopefully we taught them well enough that they will persist and maintain the
front until we can destroy them.”


“Including the Les’i’kron?”


“Most likely if
they fight alongside them. They did not participate in our annihilation because
they did not exist then, so we hold them with less and greater contempt, for
they are a bastardized version of us. A living mockery of what we were. If they
were recoverable, such as you, we would make it a priority, but all of our
research indicates they are beyond hope and now a different race that is
fanatically dedicated to the empire we are going to destroy.”


“There is much
wrong with us, but we do not deserve that fate for being loyal.”


“Such things are
in the distant future. If there is a way to save them we will, I can promise
you that.”


“As they are?”


“Perhaps. Our
hate is reserved for those that hold their leash.”


“Most of those
in the V’kit’no’sat now were not hatched until after the Zak’de’ron
were gone. Do you hold them responsible as well?”


“If they assume
their predecessors mantle, yes.”


“And if not?”


“The Rit’ko’sor
had the right idea.”


“They were
annihilated as well. Is that the only way the V’kit’no’sat races can regain
their honor?”


“There is much
you do not understand yet, and your loyalty is commendable, but once you learn
what actually happened you will not view them the same.”


“What
specifically do I not know?”


“Everything. We
will tell some, but the elder wants to meet with you personally and he will be
able to answer what we cannot.”


“Your elder is
not onboard this ship?”


“No, but we will
travel to his current location.”


“His name?”


“Zeno’dor.”


“How many of you
are onboard this vessel?”


“Do you really
have to ask?” the Zak’de’ron tested.


“I sense four,
but this ship feels odd. There could be regions shielded from my Ikrid.”


“The ship’s hull
is running with a psionic blind so we can get close to those with Ikrid and not
be detected, but there are only four of us onboard. This is a small vessel. The
one we are taking you to is not.”


“Vessel? We are
not traveling to your world?”


“We have many
worlds, none of which are highly populated. We must hide, so our cities are not
expansive or obvious, and those few worlds where we can build freely are far
from here. In order to monitor the V’kit’no’sat we must move amongst their
territory, and to do that we need a hive. Does that term strike a memory?”


“It does not.”


“You will see
when we arrive,” the Zak’de’ron said as he mentally activated a hologram
that showed the ship they were in and the Les’i’kron vessel outside as it was being
pummeled by weaponsfire with the pieces then targeted for further destruction.
“This will be your place of death as far
as the V’kit’no’sat know. I suggest you mentally leave your former life here
and embrace the unknown ahead of you.”


“That would be
easier if my Zen’zat were not killed along with the ship.”


“Your objection
is noted, but the Zen’zat are the most fanatical race within the V’kit’no’sat.
They cannot be converted, therefore they must be destroyed.”


“If you truly
began the V’kit’no’sat, can you not simply return and assert command over them?”


“If your history
had not been altered, yes. But they do not know of our existence, nor do we
look like Les’i’kron. They serve the V’kit’no’sat that were founded by the
Oso’lon and J’gar. Zak’de’ron do not exist, therefore
we cannot return to that which we did not found…and our patience only goes so
far. If the Zen’zat stood down and did not fight we would regard them
differently, but that will not happen. They will be the first to fight and die
to preserve the empire that we must destroy. We did not start this war, but we
are going to finish it.”


“You mean
restart it?”


“No, finish it.
It was not a culling, it was an annihilation. So long as we live it is not
finished. Tell me, if they learned we still lived what would they do?”


“Honestly I
cannot predict that.”


“We know what
they would do. They are already assassinating those within the V’kit’no’sat
that do not behave as they wish. They would never tolerate us, just as they do
not tolerate splinter factions of their own races. Once part of the
V’kit’no’sat you can never leave it. Is it really so hard to imagine that they would
try to finish what they started?”


“Given the rifts
in the empire, your return to dominance may be welcomed by some.”


“We do not have
the strength to reveal ourselves now, and this rift will end itself one way or
another before we are able. Regardless, the V’kit’no’sat must be dismantled and
their arrogance will not permit that. Do not think them victims. They tried to
destroy us all and failed. When we strike again we will have the advantage, as
well as the memories of what transpired. We do not forget. We will not forgive.
We will win what they think has already been won.”


“Can you?”


“We can, but it
will take great guile and an even greater amount of time to accomplish.”


“You said you
monitor the Urrten?”


“Yes.”


“You use it to
surveil the empire?”


“More so than
you think possible. There are aspects to it that the V’kit’no’sat do not
understand. They simply copy the technology, and with it our access protocols.
We know more about their own empire than they do.”


“Do you know
which faction is responsible for the treason of Terraxis?”


All three Zak’de’ron in the chamber began laughing, a
combination of roars and hisses that were very similar to Les’i’kron mannerisms
but with a signature feel that Tew’chor had not encountered before.


“What did I say
that is so hilarious?”


“The Humans told
you the truth. There is no faction supporting them. They were abandoned on
Terraxis, recovered the planetary defense station, and have built everything
you have encountered themselves. There is no sponsor. The V’kit’no’sat are
fracturing over paranoia alone.”


“That is not
possible. They have psionics other Zen’zat do not. They have access to the
database and defense station weaponry. They hold the leash to weaponized
Hadarak. They could not have done that on their own.”


“They did,”
the Zak’de’ron confirmed, “though the planetary defense station was not fully operational when
they found it. Our elder was awoken earlier than planned by an accidental
encounter with the Humans that prevented our destruction by others. They did
not know who we were, but in order to ascertain what had happened over the
millennia before returning to V’kit’no’sat territory, the elder traveled to
Terraxis to inspect the database in the defense station…where he confirmed that
all our other plans to win the war had failed. We were the last hope remaining,
and our existence was not even suspected. We had our anonymity, and with a bit
of trust in the most elite Humans and some rewriting of their sensor records,
our existence remains a secret. In exchange we unlocked the database for them
and gave them full command over the planetary defense station. Beyond that we
have had no contact with them and everything they have accomplished, including
their discovery and acquisition of the Uriti, has been of their own doing.”


Tew’chor’s eyes widened with utter shock. “You are their sponsor!”


“No. They do not
take orders from us, and their psionics are something they have developed on
their own. They are outperforming the Zen’zat and we have been studying them
closely to determine why, but we are not directing them. They kept my egg and
others from being destroyed by primitives, so a debt was owed and paid. The
fact that such help has led to the paranoia that is fracturing the V’kit’no’sat
is a welcome irony.”


“And now you
seek to blame the Era’tran for my death. Are you trying to collapse them now,
or do you want them to survive and contain the Hadarak before you are able to
replace them? You seem to be contradicting yourselves.”


“If they are
even remotely competent, our small tampering will be nothing more than an
annoyance. They managed to destroy our race, so we know they are not
incompetent. Mak’to’ran is proof that they are reforming, as we knew they
would. Their identity comes from their association with one another.
Independent they would not function well, and their reluctance to fight all out
wars with one another is proof of that. They know the Hadarak stand to surge
forth if the V’kit’no’sat fall, and no matter how far the stupid amongst them
have permeated, sanity will restore itself eventually. We have elevated them
too far for them to topple so easily. It will take a far greater effort to do
so, and we have not yet begun to try…”



 

It took several weeks to get to their destination,
during which Tew’chor asked, and was asked, many questions. Odd bits of
memories he had never known before kept popping up randomly, usually in
response to something he saw onboard the ship or telepathic images sent to his
mind from the others when words alone could not explain something. Of the
things he’d learned was that much within the Zak’de’ron civilization mirrored
the V’kit’no’sat…but that was because the V’kit’no’sat had mirrored them, with
the Zak’de’ron being responsible for almost everything
they had.


The other races had eventually begun to contribute
some elements on their own, and the Zen’zat were one of them. The Zak’de’ron
had done most of the genetic design, but it had been the Era’tran that pushed
for their inclusion, having a confidence that the Zak’de’ron did not mirror
initially, but once their inclusion began to show promise the elder race had
taken Zen’zat for themselves and held them out exclusively…meaning theirs
didn’t serve the empire, but rather the Zak’de’ron only. That had been a
sticking point with the V’kit’no’sat, but the reason for the restriction was
that the Zak’de’ron had trained their Zen’zat
differently…and as a result they had uncovered more of their hidden psionics
buried within their extensive genetic code.


The Humans on Terraxis were proving very good in
hunting down these new psionics and the Zak’de’ron were using them to fill in
huge chunks of research data on the Zen’zat, though they were not going to
repeat their mistake with the V’kit’no’sat in any way, shape, or form. Tew’chor
was convinced that they could go and recover Ter’nat and start their own
Zen’zat population again if they wanted, but anything V’kit’no’sat seemed to be
tainted for their civilization and despite the supposed great advancement by
the Humans they were not doing their research for anything more than curiosity’s
sake.


When the Zak’de’ron ship
arrived at the ‘hive’ Tew’chor saw that it was a Mach’nel-sized vessel without
the Yeg’gor armor or heavy defenses. Instead it was a mobile city in which the
Zak’de’ron lived while moving about V’kit’no’sat territory…though staying away
from any inhabited system. It moved through backwater jumplines
where there was no surveillance while sending out Wur’ki-class vessels like the one Tew’chor had been retrieved by to
do their closer surveillance.


The Zak’de’ron vessel melted
against the side of the mass of lumpy hull that had multiple coils on it.
Tew’chor wasn’t sure if those were docked vessels or part of the design, but
there were no hangar bays to land in and no drop pods to cross over on. The
ship simply docked with the hive and connected a corridor into it that the
semi-Les’i’kron walked through and out into a mostly open air interior with
huge columns rising up and crossing laterally that had several other races
present…including a bipedal equivalent of the Zen’zat virtually the same size,
but one with much lesser mental capacity.


“They are
servants of the Zak’de’ron,” his escort told him
as they took flight.


“You are
recreating the V’kit’no’sat alliance with other races?”


“No,” he said
firmly. “These are servants and will
never be equals. We will not make the same mistake twice, but we coopted other
races into our service before we created the V’kit’no’sat and there is no
reason we will not do so now.”


“Those look like
Zen’zat.”


“They serve the
same purpose, but are not so far along in their development. They are known as Bo’ja, and come from a race called the Voku.
They are useful where Ter’nat are not, but we are taking the cultivation of the
Bo’ja slowly.”


“And the others
here?”


“They all serve
their purpose.”


“Security
concerns?”


“All you see
here stay here. They have pledged their lives to our service whereas their
former races have not to a level that we can trust with the full truth of our
existence. None know the name of Zak’de’ron, but we
are known by other aliases. In order to regain our strength we are using other
races, but we are not being reckless. We are hidden and we shall remain hidden.”


“And when the
Humans are conquered?”


“They have not
betrayed our confidence, nor have they shared their knowledge with the public.
If they had we would already have intervened and removed it from them.”


The two dragons flew through the giant ship, weaving
around what looked like floating buildings and between ‘vines’ that were
connective tubes that allowed the Bo’ja and other
non-flyers access to the heights. Nearly half the surface area inside the
hollow was covered with plants and there was a light organic scent to the air that Tew’chor found refreshing. 


“What is the
vegetation for?”


“Supplemental
food production so we don’t have to risk continuous supply shipments, along
with other periphery uses. The oxygen content is high enough that we don’t have
to cycle the air much. This way,” he said, giving Tew’chor a telepathic
redirect to a plant-covered spire that looked the same as the others, but
apparently this one was not, for when they landed there were more servants here
than anywhere else along with many Zak’de’ron…all smaller than Tew’chor and
red, with both facts signifying their youth.


But a powerful mind was nearby and walked out onto the
large landing platform that rode beneath a roof that was the spire continuing
upward. There was more than ample room to move or fly around, but technically
they were now inside though missing any walls of significance in front and
behind them. Coming out one of the side walls was another Zak’de’ron,
but this one was a deep grey and larger than Tew’chor, with him immediately
realizing that this was their elder Zeno’dor. 


The two stared at each other for several seconds, then
the elder dragon stood up on his rear legs and spread his massive wings out as
wide as they could go before flapping them heavily in a mannerism that Tew’chor
somewhat recognized, though it wasn’t something the Les’i’kron did.


“You are a work
in progress,” Zeno’dor said bluntly, “but are Zak’de’ron
at heart. With your permission, we will correct the rest and make you fully Zak’de’ron.”


Tew’chor recoiled slightly. “Meaning what?”


“A physical
alteration and a cleanup of your mind. There is enough of you intact that we
can restructure off of without you losing your identity.”


“And if I
refuse?”


“The choice is
yours, and the offer will stand permanently. We will force nothing on you. We
wish only to help you.”


Tew’chor looked around, both visually and with Pefbar.
“What have they done to us?” he
asked, referring to the Les’i’kron.


“Hobbled you
into a lesser form, but from your coloration they did not succeed in stripping
all of the Zak’de’ron from you. You have partially
emerged from their enslavement on your own arduous merits, and we are offering
to bring you the rest of the way into the light of day.”


“To help you
destroy the V’kit’no’sat?”


“We do not need
your help with anything. There is little you can tell us about them that we do
not already know. You are here because you are meant to be one of us and we
could not stand leaving you to suffer with them.”


Tew’chor sighed, realizing that if he’d come this far
there was no point in holding back. He had no power here and the Zak’de’ron could
do with him whatever they wanted…but he was being treated as a guest and from
the minds of those around him, mostly the servants, he could sense a great deal
of respect and awe when they looked upon him. 


“Very well,”
he said, raising his tail and igniting his Saroto’kanse’vam, “but is there a way I can keep this?”


“That can be
arranged, but you may not want it later. The choice remains yours.”


“I’ll keep it
for now, but as one of you mentioned before, it seems I need my neck stretched
a bit.”


“Nothing so crude as that, I can assure you,” the elder said with
a touch of humor. “You are home now,
brother. Be at ease and let us repair your body and restore your genetic
knowledge. There is much of the Zak’de’ron you do not
know, and that ignorance will be their last constraint upon on you.”


“Then let’s
eliminate it now,” he said boldly, stretching out and flapping his own
giant wings twice with confidence as he leapt up off the ground a couple of
meters energetically. “I am tired of
being ignorant. If I am meant to be one of you and the V’kit’no’sat are meant
to be destroyed, then show me the full truth. I am tired of lies.”


“You will
receive none of the latter here. Come inside and enter the regeneration
chamber. It will take some sleep to enact the changes, but when you wake you
will be fully Zak’de’ron…with your tail ornament kept
intact.”
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Tew’chor woke in stages, not knowing where he was but
feeling that he had been asleep for a long time. He was laying down on a cold,
hard floor that later became soft…or was that a failure of perception, for his
mind was in a fog and clearing slowly. He knew better than to move yet, for
already he was feeling odd, but as the seconds rolled by the oddness exploded
into a myriad of strange sensations and even his thoughts felt different. 


Soon the fog started to rapidly recede and Tew’chor
opened his eyes…finding that his sight was now different. At first he thought
it was an after effect, then a bit of genetic memory kicked in and he knew it
was a different spectrum of light he was seeing. He raised his head a bit and
his head exploded in new sensations as his neck moved in a way it had never
done before.


That was because he now had more of it, and as he
began to stir slightly, flexing muscles and curling his toes, he remembered why
he was here and how the Zak’de’ron were going to make
him more like them.


Easy brother,
take it slow, he heard a voice speak
into his mind. Breathe easy, you’ve been
ascended to a level you’ve not experienced before. You will adapt, but there is
a lot for your mind to process. 


Tew’chor did as instructed, moving slowly and not
attempting to stand for quite a while as his new reality hit him. His memories
of the past remained, but what he was feeling now was as if a giant weight had
been lifted off of him and he was finally able to see clearly. It wasn’t just
the new genetic memory flooding his mind, but the way his thoughts processed.
He was smarter and could feel it, though his body was very weak. That would
pass in time, but what the Zak’de’ron had just done to
him was more than making some genetic upgrades…Tew’chor felt like he had just
been rehatched.


When he did stand it was on familiar legs, but his
neck was now so long and supple he could turn his head completely around to
look behind him where he saw his tail was now different too, but as promised
his Saroto’kanse’vam were still there, though they didn’t look right.


“We made some
upgrades,” the elder dragon said as he stood off to the side in the medical
chamber, with the two of them being the only ones present. “It will not be such a weight now, though you
may want it removed later. We are more agile than Les’i’kron and it will slow
you down.”


“Later,”
Tew’chor said, walking in a slow spin that had his neck leading and his tail
following, though the two actually overlapped a bit. “This is unacceptable.”


“What is?”


“This is too
much. How could they deny us this?”


“The Les’i’kron
are tools to them. They did not even share an equivalent level. They wanted
them subservient, but in truth they did not understand how much of a devolution
they caused.”


“It is
unnatural, not a devolution.”


“True.”


“This cannot
stand. We must free the other Les’i’kron.”


“If it were
possible we would. Search your memories.”


“For what?”
Tew’chor said, igniting his Saroto’kanse’vam experimentally and seeing that the
two tail spines now glowed a deep green. 


“Gaps. We could
not save everything. How much do you remember from before?”


Tew’chor did not respond initially, understanding that
the task he was being asked to perform was not a simple matter. Finding a
memory was one thing, but finding the lack of one was another…yet he knew what
to do and tried to reconstruct a timeline and other forms of linked memory,
finding most there but encountering some blank spots. There weren’t many, but
there were indeed some things that he tried to remember but could not.


“Most.”


“The key to your
transformation was the work you had done previously to free your own mind. The
compromised sections had to be erased in order to be corrected. Unless the
Les’i’kron can overcome from within the only way to save them would be to
completely remake them. They would lose all memory and become adult hatchlings.”


“That would be
preferable to their deaths. They deserve to be freed as I have been.”


“They will fight
against us when the time comes.”


“We must find a
way. They are victims of the V’kit’no’sat. I see that now clearly.”


“Good. But we
cannot act in any overt way. Looking for others like you that have escaped
their attention is our first priority. I assume you can help us with that?”


“Of course. What
else would you ask of me?”


“You and I are
the eldest. Even with your memory losses you have experience the others do not,
and they have experience as Zak’de’ron that you do
not, but your golden scales speak the loudest. You will be a valuable addition
to our race once you get acclimated.”


“Valuable for
what task?”


“Vengeance. But
ours will be long in the making and what we eventually do must not destabilize
the galaxy. We have a massive challenge before us.”


“How does
Terraxis fit in?”


“It is being
used by the V’kit’no’sat as a staging colony for the destruction of Star Force.
We do not plan to intervene.”


“That is not
what I meant. Gratitude is not sufficient for what you have given them. My
memory says you also created a Zen’zat.”


“Completed, not
created. They are already Zen’zat genetically, absent the growth enhancements.
The one you speak of is the one who woke me. I owed her a debt.”


“But you have
something more planned for them?”


“Perhaps. Right
now they are in the process of being exterminated.”


“Not as fast as
they should be.”


“Your genetic
memory is serving you well, and you are adapting admirably.”


“I’ve always
been a quick learner. You’re developing a number of lesser races to serve you,
but not the Humans?”


“We are,
Tew’chor. You are not Les’i’kron anymore. You are Zak’de’ron.
Adjust your terminology.”


“Mirror.”


At his request the elder dragon caused a holographic
wall to form that allowed Tew’chor to look at his new visage. His face had
altered considerably, but there was enough familiar lines there that he could
see the old him, as if it were the foundation for the new. He unfurled his
wings, finding them altered as well. They were slightly smaller, but then that
was appropriate given the fact that his mass was less than it was before…but
what he felt inside them shocked him.


“Anti-grav?”


“Yes. The
V’kit’no’sat removed it.”


Using a mix of genetic memory and improvisation,
Tew’chor activated the tissue in his wings and the lesser bits across the rest
of his body that were biological gravity drives, and without even flapping them
once he rose up to hover in the air unsteadily as his balance was something he
was going to have to work on, but a few small corrective flips of his wings
leveled him off.


“Why do we have
two methods of flying?”


“You will find
out once you hit the open air.”


“Agility
advantage?”


“That is
understating the matter.”


Tew’chor landed again and pulled his wings back up
against his body where the widely spread scales on the top side came back
together to form an impervious wall that nearly hid their existence. His
Les’i’kron wings had no scales on them and had always been a weak spot when on
the ground, but now that too was not an issue.


“I...we have
psionics the V’kit’no’sat do not?”


“Many. We wove
some of them into the Zen’zat genetic code, activated only if they proved their
worth. That is one advantage Star Force has. They have delved deeper and
activated many. We do not know how they have made them so widespread, but they
stated they had learned to ‘share.’ Regardless, they are tapping into the
latent potential the V’kit’no’sat never did.”


“Our Zen’zat
were different?”


“Yes. We kept
them separate and they did earn greater ones under our direction.”


“And these Bo’ja?”


“In time they
will replace the Zen’zat, if they prove their worth. You already have, to some
extent, but there is a great deal more you need to learn beyond the genetic
knowledge granted you. Know that no matter how many servants we acquire, we
will always retain full command. Our attempt at sharing resulted in our
destruction, and if some way cannot be found to transform the Les’i’kron we
will not have any relationship with them. They are tainted abominations. Those
servants we have here know their place, but the Les’i’kron may feel they
deserve a higher status if they discover our link.”


“Yet I am here.”


“You have been
saved. We do not expect they will be, and we cannot accept them as brothers in
their current condition. At this moment, they are enemies.”


“Do you intend
to fight the V’kit’no’sat directly or use an army of servants?”


“It is our war.
We will fight it and they will serve us in that task. We will not sit back and
throw them at the enemy.”


“Good. Tell me
who now holds the Les’i’kron’s leash?”


“Their true
history has mostly been lost to time, but it was a group of individuals from
many races that conspired to subjugate them. Their alterations were meant to be
self-governing, so in truth there is no leash save for the sad state of what
they are now. You broke that leash, and with luck there may be another out
there to find.”


“What would you
have me do now?”


“Introspection
and training. Your body is weak from the transition and you have new abilities
to explore. After that you will learn what it means to be Zak’de’ron,
and once you do you will take your place amongst us preparing for the day we
reveal ourselves to the V’kit’no’sat and have our revenge. That will not be
soon, and when we do there will be no going back. The war they think is long
over will resume, and they will prosecute it until either we are dead or they
are. We must prepare accordingly.”


“No option of
surrender or subjugation?”


“They are
V’kit’no’sat. They will not tolerate such things.”


“And if we make
them?”


“Such things can
be explored when we regain dominance, but do not expect any compliance.”


“I ask because
the fight will be with those that had not yet hatched during the first war.
Attitudes may be different.”


“The past will
quickly be remembered, and the flaw of the V’kit’no’sat has not been eliminated.
Their incessant desire for equity without merit poisons them.  They have not pushed further into the Hadarak
since we left them. They are a living testament to failure that must be
deleted.”


“And we must do
so with enough strength remaining to hold back the Hadarak on our own?”


“You see the
level of difficulty of the task before us?”


“I am beginning
to. What of these altered Hadarak?”


“A mystery
still, but one we have studied from afar. Three allies of Star Force have the
ability to detect our ships at close range, so we have not been able to do a
proper analysis, but whoever altered them did so long ago and was wiped out by
a galactic revolt prior to us forming the V’kit’no’sat. They stayed beyond the
Hadarak boundaries, so we have little knowledge of them aside from rumors.
However they altered them is beyond our knowledge, but it is imperative that we
sample one once the V’kit’no’sat manage to confront them successfully. We will
not risk exposure by hunting one, and they are moving as a pack now. They will
not become isolated. A major fight must occur to destroy them, then we will get
some answers…if Star Force does not succeed in holding off such an assault. The
internal conflict the V’kit’no’sat are enduring has resulted in them
underestimating the threat of Star Force.”


“It is not that,”
Tew’chor said, finally able to contribute something to his new civilization. “It is arrogance. They do not believe that
Zen’zat alone could accomplish so much, so they send enough resources to topple
more than what they expect, but their expectations are so low that there is
much lost in the sloppy victories.”


“Battle will
teach them eventually what their egos will not allow for in study. The
stubbornness of the V’kit’no’sat has not waned. They will eventually go after
the Uriti, and when they do we will be waiting and watching.”


“And if the
V’kit’no’sat learn the secret to controlling Hadarak?”


“If the creators
of the Uriti possessed such a secret they never would have been defeated. They
have created mutants, not conscripted the current ones. Still, if the
V’kit’no’sat discover something useful, we will act accordingly. There are ways
to strike at them without revealing our identity and we could have done so
already if we wished, but they must hold the line against the Hadarak for now.”


“So we study,
plan, and prepare without hobbling them? Framing my death on the Era’tran could
destabilize them further.”


“Less so than
having no one to blame, and with the Les’i’kron firmly allied with the Itaru
faction there will be no military reaction to the revelation, for they are defacto enemies at the moment, and the Era’tran are growing
too bold. Undercutting their reputation is a side benefit that will not destroy
them, but preserve a bit of disunity. We do not want them as strong as
possible, just strong enough to give us the time we need to grow.”


“A dangerous
game, that is.”


“We have a path
forward and we will take it, no matter how dangerous.”


“I owe you my
life. I do not fear the danger, and will walk it with you to whatever end may
come.”


“Remember what
they did to you. Never forget that, and let the rage fuel your commitment in
the years to come. I have memory of the war to do the same, while the others do
not. The V’kit’no’sat must be destroyed. Never let yourself think otherwise.
Time passed does not diminish the necessity of their removal.”


“I need no
further lecture. I understand now, as their treachery against me is laid bare.
We will have our vengeance, I only ask that we find some way to help the others
if possible.”


“If possible we
will, you can be assured of that. And the Zen’zat?”


“They fought
against us in the war?”


“Our own did
not. All others did.”


“Why?”


“They chose
loyalty to the group over loyalty to the dominant.”


“And the
Ter’nat?”


“We do not care
about the Ter’nat. They are so pathetic they are irrelevant.”


“Then return the
Zen’zat to their origins…if they submit. If not, destroy them all for the work
they have done. They may not lead, but that does not absolve them of what they
do.”


“And the matter
of your Zen’zat being killed?”


“I do not like
wasting loyal servants. I would have preferred giving them a chance. If they
refused, then that would be another matter.”


“I would accord
our own servants the same lenience, but we could not risk bringing potential
spies amongst us. Even a single message sent could reveal us, and we have no
appetite for housing prisoners here. Yours is a clean break from the
V’kit’no’sat, and from their servants.”


“Distasteful,
but done now. I am fully with you.”


“Learn to fly
again, then you may say that with pride,” the elder said as a doorway
formed in the wall that led down a short corridor to the open air interior of
the hive. 


Tew’chor huffed and walked the length before perching
on the edge. His wings were weak, he felt it, but he also had the flight
psionic he now knew was called Yen’mer. Between the two he was confident he
would not fall, but this was going to be a learning experience from the first
wing beat.


Stepping off, he let himself glide downward sharply as
he angled his direction and leveled off, then he began meekly flapping tender
wings as he lifted part of his weight with his new psionic. It was crude
flight, but the first he had ever made on Zak’de’ron
wings and the first made with a clear mind. He had been reborn, and rightly so
he had to relearn to fly, but aside from his weakness, that was not going to
take too long to remedy for within a few minutes he had managed to produce
level thrust from his Yen’mer and that allowed his wings to work their way into
a rhythm.


Beat after beat he flew, flying in and around the
columns and tendrils through the open air sections as he gained speed, feeling
truly alive for the first time in his long life and relishing every breath he
now took. The future lay open to him now, and dark as it may be with the
unavoidable conflict looming, he would fly into it eagerly and grateful. His
brothers had come to rescue him from a nightmare and he intended to repay them
for that…as well as those who had created the nightmare in the first place. 


And their payment for that would be massive.
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