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    March 29, 128797 
 
    Jamtren System (Era’tran capitol) 
 
    Holloi 
 
      
 
    It had been 238 years since Mak’to’ran’s death, and every one of them had been a downward slide for the V’kit’no’sat despite the fact that there was a long trail of dead Zak’de’ron across the galaxy marking their ‘successes’ in the war. If one was to measure by destruction, then the V’kit’no’sat had been winning…but the Hadarak did not wait for them to finish. More and more systems were being chewed up in their expanding purge and now even the bordering V’kit’no’sat systems were taking sporadic hits. Some had held, some had fallen, but nobody truly cared when the entire empire was in decay. 
 
    Mak’to’ran had held them together by many means, but first most was by purpose. Now with him passing that purpose was gone and all the V’kit’no’sat had left was vengeance, but vengeance wasn’t enough. Most of the planets in both warring empires had not changed hands, but their fleets had sought out each other and engaged the heaviest of targets early, leaving the V’kit’no’sat with less than 20% of their original strength now, and who knew how much the Zak’de’ron had left, but it wasn’t much. 
 
    Mario’topa was a Zen’zat assigned to Jamtren, the most secure Era’tran system within the galaxy. He had not been involved in any of the fighting, but had been watching events through the Urrtren as they filtered back across the galaxy. Oddly enough the Zak’de’ron had not taken it down, for perhaps it served them better by instilling despair in the millions of V’kit’no’sat worlds that had not yet been touched to see what had become of the others. 
 
    And Mario’topa felt despair. He felt it deeply, as did most others. If they survived this war the Hadarak would kill whoever was left. The mighty war machine the V’kit’no’sat had devoted millennia building up was now mostly spent, leaving more planetary defenses than warships and forcing the galactic map to stall its changes as the requirements to take new territory were overwhelming the mobile assets of either side. 
 
    It was a war of attrition and cunning now, and the V’kit’no’sat were outmatched, he thought. Mak’to’ran’s war plans had worked brilliantly, striking at the heart of the Zak’de’ron worlds and bypassing their servants. The information gathering operation prior to that had been massive, and Mario’topa had seen much of it as one of Mak’to’ran’s personal Zen’zat. He’d known the Zak’de’ron would sacrifice their servants to no end, so the dragons had to be targeted directly and immediately, but to do that they had to know where they were and Mak’to’ran seemed to have a sense of where to look. An extensive hit list had been composed, and when the targets were delivered to the fleet for the first preemptive attack, the Zak’de’ron had been caught completely off guard. 
 
    Their worlds burned, and so many of their race died it was thought that the war was going to be over far quicker than even Mak’to’ran had predicted in the best of outcomes, but the Zak’de’ron servants did not waiver, either because their leadership had not been completely destroyed or because of the discipline instilled in them. Regardless, the backlash had been just as bad for the V’kit’no’sat as key systems were targeted and annihilated in orbital bombardment with the Zak’de’ron rarely taking possession of them afterward. 
 
    Jamtren had not been targeted, but the Hjar’at capitol of Mavro had been the first hit and obliterated over the course of 2 years of fighting. The Zak’de’ron had spent so many resources doing it that Mario’topa could not believe their tenacity. Either they had far more ships hidden away in the galaxy than the V’kit’no’sat thought, or they valued that system for reasons beyond what the V’kit’no’sat understood. 
 
    The Hjar’at had always been the most militant of the V’kit’no’sat races, and when their leadership had been decapitated first off in the war it had a chilling effect on all the others. When the Zak’de’ron were finished with Mavro, there was nothing left to retake. Every world, every outpost in that system had been torched and ground into rubble. Not even the planetary defense stations had been spared. The Zak’de’ron had completely erased all technology from the system, leaving only ash and crater as testament to what had previously been a system of 903 billion Hjar’at and Zenzat. 
 
    After the initial purge of most of the Zak’de’ron population, things got worse and worse for the V’kit’no’sat, but it looked like they would be able to win the eventual war of attrition. As fleets were destroyed more ships were being made to replace them and the V’kit’no’sat had far more factories and population than the Zak’de’ron’s servants had, so it seemed the trend would snowball in their favor. It might have too, but that hard fought victory was denied to them when Itaru came under unexpected attack 189 years into the war. 
 
    Not a single Zak’de’ron ship was there, or even close to the capitol system. A great deal of its defense fleet had been pulled away for offensive operations, leaving the most heavily fortified system to rely on its static defenses that no-one in their right minds would attempt to take. It had seemed a worthwhile gamble with little downside, for the Zak’de’ron didn’t have enough ships to take it anymore, and the reinforcements flowing out from Itaru into the warfront were claiming many worlds while saving several of their own. But the cunning of the Zak’de’ron was not to be underestimated, and when the bulk of Itaru’s defense fleets were away fighting the war, the war found its way to Itaru in another form. 
 
    The independent Oso’lon and J’gar had struck the system together, using most of their galactic fleets for the invasion and losing nearly all of their ships to do so, but after 13 years of grinding war the last of the moons in the system…Solen’aic…finally fell. It was not obliterated the way the Zak’de’ron were doing to their conquests, rather it was taken, as were the rest of the worlds, including Wendigama, though at the end of it all there wasn’t much left to claim. 97% of the V’kit’no’sat population in the system had been killed and there wasn’t an intact planetary defense station left operational to steal, but the Oso’lon and J’gar now had the prize of all prizes, and no one was in a position to exploit their weakness and take it back from them, nor to strike their own worlds. Everyone was depleted, making any major moves in the near future impossible. 
 
    The Urrtren had remained up in Itaru for the entire decade-long battle, but the day it finally went dark in that location was when a handful of Zak’de’ron ships arrived to take their place in the newly rebuild Elder Conclave. They held a joint declaration with the Oso’lon and the J’gar, declaring the original V’kit’no’sat triumvirate had been reestablished in the ashes of Itaru, and from it the empire would be reforged to fight the Hadarak and hold at least a piece of the galaxy for their own against the unrelenting wave of carnage creeping its way into the broken empire. 
 
    They also indicated that the V’kit’no’sat races were being recalled to join them, without penalty for past actions on either side. The Zak’de’ron were absolving all who joined them from their treachery in this war and the previous one that had nearly destroyed them, because of the present Hadarak threat. Fighting each other would leave them all dead in the end, and only together could they survive. Then one of the Zak’de’ron by the name of Nil’horn demonstrated an act of telekinesis…without using Lachka. Various sensors were there to make witness, though they could easily be faked and everyone knew it. Still, this Zak’de’ron was claiming to have rudimentary Essence skills, which was something no V’kit’no’sat had, and after witnessing what Eldorat had done with such power, the effect of the potentially fraud display gave them a glimmer of hope regardless. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron alliance with the Oso’lon and J’gar was now reforged, and the Zak’de’ron had access to the magical power of Essence where the V’kit’no’sat did not. It made sense, in a way, that if they were to fight the Hadarak…who had Essence powers…or fight Eldorat’s masters who had the same, then they would need to fight with it as well…or forever be helpless against them. The Zak’de’ron were claiming only a small potential, but one that would grow with time and training. It was hope, and either out of misplaced loyalty or despair, several races and fractions of others were answering the call of Itaru once more. 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s alliance, his true V’kit’no’sat, were crumbling and even being denied their name as the Zak’de’ron reclaimed it for themselves. But the bad blood in the galaxy could not be overcome with such diplomacy, and most of the V’kit’no’sat worlds were defiant. There was no more coordination between them, though the Era’tran tried to maintain some cohesion with their neighbors, leaving the war as a free for all with sections of the Urrtren going dark and forcing information to reroute around the blackouts, further increasing the data lag.  
 
    Mario’topa didn’t expect it would last much longer, but the Zak’de’ron were probably leaving up the remaining pieces so the V’kit’no’sat worlds would know they had no hope of winning or remaining independent. What little strength the new triumvirate had was very publically going out and picking off small defiant worlds and conquering them. These they did not destroy, but beat down the defenses and seized the planetary populations to conscript back into their empire whether they liked it or not. They hadn’t tried taking on a major world for lack of resources since Itaru’s fall, and perhaps that was because they didn’t want to risk a defeat, but now that appeared to be changing. 
 
    Mario’topa had just received intelligence reports from Zen’zat scout ships loyal to the Era’tran that the Itaru V’kit’no’sat were sending an invasion force to Jamtren, and the leading elements were only 18 jumps away. They would be here within a few weeks, and like they did with the Hjar’at, the Zak’de’ron were going to try and take out the heart of the Era’tran race by destroying or capturing Holloi, the most sacred planet they possessed, and one that they’d reclaimed and restored from the Hadarak long, long ago after a devastating loss. They’d vowed never to lose it again, and it looked like the Zak’de’ron and their traitorous cohorts were intent on making them break that vow. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be an easy fight for them. Not just Holloi, but the entire system hadn’t been touched in this war to date. The defense fleet was small, but the fixed emplacements were many and the planetary shielding was robust. They’d have to punch a hole in it and mount a surface invasion to take the rest down, for there was no way they had enough firepower to simply overwhelm the planet. 
 
    Mario’topa sensed this might be the end for him and his masters, but he did not think it would be a slaughter. This would be an actual war, unless Itaru had far more resources than his scouts had told him. They might even be overreaching on this occasion, though he doubted it. If the Zak’de’ron were pushing this forward they must have believed they had enough to win, though like Itaru it might be a war that stretched out a decade or more. 
 
    If that was the case then he and the others would kill as many of the Zak’de’ron and the traitors as they could before they fell. There would be no surrender, and the Era’tran would not submit to Itaru now. None of their worlds had, and perhaps that was why Itaru was targeting them first. They had to break their resistance before it could inspire others to do the same. If the Era’tran, who had once led the new V’kit’no’sat, succumbed to the power of reborn Itaru, who else could effectively resist them with everyone hoarding what ships they had to defend their worlds or strike at those Zak’de’ron ones that were vulnerable in order to exact what little revenge they could here and now before the end finally came. 
 
    Or perhaps others felt that victory was still possible. Mario’topa did not know, but the numbers running back to embrace Itaru were an ongoing insult to all the Era’tran and Mak’to’ran had sought to build. He didn’t know what the Era’tran leadership was doing now, for he was out of the loop and stationed on planetary guard duty. It was a worthy task, but one far lower than he once held. If the Era’tran were to survive, Holloi had to stand. Even if the rest of the system fell, Holloi had to remain. Without it, the Era’tran would become outcasts again, and Mario’topa would not live to see that happen.  
 
    For without the Era’tran, the real V’kit’no’sat were lost. It would take millennia for Itaru to reconquer and absorb them all, perhaps longer, but it would be inevitable. And if this newborn triumvirate was true to form, they would not allow any former V’kit’no’sat world to remain independent. All would be reabsorbed or destroyed. Psionics were too powerful to be let loose into the galaxy, and what leniency Mak’to’ran had given to the Rim was now being undone. Itaru didn’t stand a chance against Star Force, but anyone else with V’kit’no’sat legacy was going to be on Itaru’s target list, and it seemed they thought they had the strength to start with the biggest and most heavily defended system left in the empire. 
 
    One way or another, this was going to be a hell of a fight. But the timing was horrible. The Era’tran needed more time to rebuild, and that was exactly what Itaru was intent on preventing them from having. Mario’topa’s beneficiary race had become a rival to the Zak’de’ron, Oso’lon, and J’gar, and it seemed they had no intention of sharing their restored power with the Era’tran. They would either retake their place as a subservient race or die free. 
 
    The call had already been sent out for all nearby Era’tran and allied ships willing to assist in the defense of Jamtren to rally here, but Mario’topa knew there wouldn’t be many that could come, for there weren’t many left in the galaxy, let alone in the surrounding region. The V’kit’no’sat were gutted, the Zak’de’ron and Itaru were gutted. There weren’t many warfleets left in the galaxy to fight with other than scraps and the few new ships coming out of the shipyards to be staffed with inferior crews, though those crews were highly sought positions. If one was going to die in this war they’d much prefer to do so in combat rather than survive to be captured and enthralled to Itaru, so the volunteer lines for military service were flush. Available ships were the main problem, though the shipyards here were working overtime to pump out replacements as fast as possible. 
 
    That left Jamtren with a small, but comparatively large fleet to supplement the planetary defenses. And if they pulled back inside the planetary shields as Mario’topa suspected they would, Itaru’s forces would have to bleed themselves dry to get at them. Which left the Zen’zat both dreading the coming fight and curious to see what the enemy would bring to the Era’tran. If they had underestimated them, then maybe they’d have a chance of holding and embarrassing Itaru early into their new reign…but Mario’topa’s gut told him otherwise. They were going to drop the hammer…for they had to. If they were leaving the Urrtren up for the rest of the empire to see, they had to win and win big to intimidate others into submission in order to scare them back into line before the Hadarak killed them all. 
 
    Jamtren had run out of time, and in a few weeks the fighting would start. Until then everyone would have a time of peaceful dread to consider their fate and how to face it. Though he could do little as a Zen’zat, Mario’topa would do his duty and fight to defend Holloi until the end, and try to stretch out that end as far as possible.  
 
    If the planetary shield held in most locations, Itaru’s forces would be constrained to surface fighting and the multitude of forests on the planet would give him and the other Zen’zat better cover than urban fighting. If they could eliminate the enemy’s largest weapons, they could make this fight an even affair…and giving the Era’tran and even fight was equivalent to a flag of surrender. They became inspired when victory was palpable, almost as much as the Hjar’at, which was why neither race could be allowed to prosper. They would only grow stronger and rally the more timid races to their side, but Holloi was not a place for the timid, and its 2.3g environment would take a toll on the invading forces if the fight could be pushed beyond the fleet and into the personal fighting that everyone on the planet would prefer over orbital bombardment. 
 
    He knew that was how it was going to go down, for even if Itaru had scrounged up enough ships to put a hole in the planetary shields they would not waste what they had bombarding the others and exchanging unnecessary fire with the surface batteries. Once they had their breach they would pour Zak’de’ron servants down onto the planet to die taking ground while their masters watched from afar, for no Zak’de’ron had been observed in personal combat since the start of the war. However few of them were left were keeping safely anonymous while their loyal troops died en mass to obtain their objectives. 
 
    Though he didn’t wish a larger fight, he hoped the Oso’lon would be sending troops of their own. The J’gar were aquatic and wouldn’t be fighting on land, but if the Oso’lon came down then maybe he’d have a chance for some personal revenge, for after all that had happened since the rebellion against the Zak’de’ron so long ago, it was beyond the height of treason for these insufferable long necks to rejoin with them and turn their back on the rest of the V’kit’no’sat. Leaving Mak’to’ran’s forces had been bad enough, but joining the most vile’s ranks and destroying Itaru in order to rebuild that which had been destroyed for a reason was insanity.  
 
    Did they actually think the Zak’de’ron wouldn’t betray them again after they rebuild their position in the galaxy? How stupid could the Oso’lon be? Or did it no longer matter, and was any port in the Hadarak storm worth fleeing to? Not to mention the threat from beyond the galaxy. Mario’topa didn’t know what their reasoning was and at this point he didn’t care. Any V’kit’no’sat rejoining the Zak’de’ron deserved to die, and he truly hoped he’d get a personal shot at an Oso’lon before he and the others ultimately fell in this insane war. 
 
    At least Mak’to’ran’s rimward experiment still lived, and would far into the future. The Hadarak wouldn’t make it there for thousands of years, and maybe by that point Star Force will have developed the strength to actually defend the galaxy on their own. They were the only hope now, for the V’kit’no’sat empire was done, one way or another. Mario’topa and the others were remnants of a formerly glorious past, and that’s how he and the other Zen’zat intended to die. 
 
    For if they could not protect Holloi from Itaru, let alone the galaxy, then they’d do it the service of removing as many traitors as they could in Mak’to’ran’s name. Beyond that the future was Star Force’s. Mario’topa’s end would be here, on Holloi, along with the Era’tran he’d sworn to serve long ago. It wasn’t a good end, but it was far preferable to what most Zen’zat in the galaxy were faced with, for Itaru had decreed that while the V’kit’no’sat races could rejoin them, their Zen’zat could not. All would be killed and replaced with the Zak’de’ron’s superior Bo’ja, and there would be no exceptions. 
 
    After all the Zen’zat had done loyally serving the V’kit’no’sat during their history, that was the ultimate betrayal by the Zak’de’ron, Oso’lon, and the J’gar. The original V’kit’no’sat had now fully cast them out, and a part of Mario’topa wished he’d gone rimward when he’d been offered the chance, but that was long ago and unobtainable now. Best not to look backward. There was killing to be done in the coming years and he needed to make the most of the opportunity. And whatever preparations could be made in the coming weeks should not be squandered. For once the enemy was here there would be no respite. 
 
    Mario’topa studied the scouting reports a bit more, then summoned the Zen’zat units he commanded and began to make preparations with others for an immediate counterattack against the first breach point in the planetary shields…as well as for the defense of the Zor’do facility to which he had been assigned two centuries ago and silently guarded in his isolation. He wouldn’t wait there for the enemy to come to them, but preparations needed to be made in case the Zak’de’ron and their cohorts landed nearby immediately. If not…and he hoped not…maybe the facility would be overlooked for years to come. It would be his personal last line of defense if he didn’t fall prior to it coming under attack, and if he did he needed to make sure those that held the line here were prepared for that fateful day whenever it came to this jungle valley. 
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    Jamtren System (Era’tran capitol) 
 
    Holloi 
 
      
 
    Tu’vac walked out onto the open promenade that sat between the ring of buildings in the Zor’do, looking up at the jungle terrain beyond as his mind was elsewhere. The Era’tran had been wounded in the war, he’d been told, for he had no memory of it. He had woken up here 3 days ago, thrashing around inside a medical center restrained by force fields until he came to his senses…but he hadn’t entirely. There was a chunk of his mind that was missing, and he couldn’t help but search for it, so as he looked at the high ravine walls beyond the Zor’do he was really looking inward, and failing over and over again to find whatever it was he was lacking. 
 
    Tu’vac didn’t know where he was, but he knew a Zor’do was a healing facility for those a Kich’a’kat could not repair. Typically that meant Core issues rather than bodily hardware, but in his case it had been explained to him that his injury had left him in a coma that was fortuitous. Had he woken, the damage to his brain would have caused the Kich’a’kat he wore to replace the brain cells that held most of his memories with new blank ones. But because of the coma those cells were not being used and thus, while ‘damaged’ they were not malfunctioning so the Kich’a’kat had left them alone.  
 
    The missing part of his mind was intentional now, for the healers had locked it down so it would not suffer further damage. He was not wearing a Kich’a’kat, merely a robe with some monitoring equipment built in, and whatever parts of his suppressed mind were trying to be accessed would be the next cells manually revived and repaired. It seemed this was not the first few days since his coma, and that every so often he would have a treatment that would erase his current memories and he’d wake all over again…but with a few more of his old memories and skills recovered. 
 
    He’d been told that if all were unlocked now, the parts that had been permanently lost would create a cascade of malfunctions that would destroy the rest. At first he hadn’t even been able to walk, for pieces of his motor program were suppressed in the coma. Those he had reached for, trying to use, and those pathways were then tagged and manually repaired for the next session. They wouldn’t say how long he had been here, insisting on his need to focus on trying to remember himself, and that whatever they told him he’d forget anyway so there was no need to get too detailed. To Tu’vac it felt like this was the beginning, but apparently he was far along in his treatment. 
 
    How many sessions had he been through? No one here could tell him, for they had all arrived after him. He didn’t converse with many of the other denizens, for most here wanted to be left alone, as he did, but some had sought him out and given him what answers they could. They were all Era’tran, as were most of the healers. A few Zen’zat were around, but no other races. Tu’vac felt that was an important fact, but he couldn’t remember why. Many things bothered him that he could not remember, and more often than not he would roam out here to look at the horizon and the sky, wondering where he was and who he was, for that wasn’t even certain. He had no memory of his past life, but it was there just beyond his reach teasing him.  
 
    Tu’vac pressed for it again in his mind, feeling a stiff resistance that he could not move. He relented, as he always did, but it frustrated him. So much of him was missing, yet he couldn’t even isolate what that was. He’d been told his psionics were suppressed, and that was part of the itching sensation he felt inside his mind. They didn’t want him to hurt himself or others, but they also didn’t want him to damage his skills by trying to use them with incomplete mental software. The pieces of which had not been repaired yet, for they’d been focusing on the barest essentials first and progressing onward with each session. 
 
    It had been three days since he woke, and since then he’d been told to roam and relax. There were training facilities here, therapy pools, and telepathic counselors…the latter of which he could not use. But Tu’vac didn’t feel the need for any of them. He sought out isolation but did not want to be indoors. A part of him yearned for the jungle beyond, but he could not go there. The gates were shut and the guards were not to let anyone out without the healers’ permission, but he felt he needed to go. Something here was not right, for he could not rest. There was a spike in his mind that did not belong, and until he got it free he was vulnerable. His instincts told him that. And if he was vulnerable he did not want to be around anyone else that could take advantage of that weakness. 
 
    “Greetings, Tu’vac,” another Era’tran said vocally, as they all did to him, for his telepathy had been repaired enough to receive, but not to transmit. That too was locked down, but he had some memory of how to use it…which was how he knew it was unresponsive. He reached for that part in his mind but it was as if his mental claws were slippery and missed each time, but still he tried hoping he would eventually have success. 
 
    “I prefer to be alone,” he said stiffly, not looking at the female Era’tran who had been pestering him ever since he woke. She was one of the healers assigned to him, and he did not like her constant questioning. 
 
    “You always say that,” she said, circling around to stand beside him with her tail parallel to his. She was just as large, but without the numerous tattoos that Tu’vac had earned over the course of his life, though he couldn’t remember what they were for, only that they were significant. “But you need the interaction to help you remember. There is only so much you can accomplish alone.” 
 
    “Be quick about it, healer.” 
 
    “What troubles you today?” 
 
    “Can you not read my mind?” 
 
    “I cannot.” 
 
    Tu’vac finally turned his muzzle from the sky and looked at her directly. “Why not?” 
 
    “Your brain will not transmit back. That portion of you is currently disabled.” 
 
    “I have been shielded?” 
 
    “Shielded how?” she prodded. 
 
    “As a Zen’zat…” he said, stopping short as his mind slammed into the barrier again. He pressed against it in frustration, but it would not give way. 
 
    “In a way,” the healer said. “Their minds are permanently blocked without losing function. Your block is because you lack function. However the mechanism, the result is the same. I cannot sense your thoughts, so tell me what troubles you.” 
 
    “I do not wish to be near others,” Tu’vac admitted with a sneer as he turned his face back to the sky.  
 
    “Do you fear me?” 
 
    “I do not know who to fear or trust.” 
 
    “You do not remember, but I know you well. You need not fear me. You restoration is my mission, which is why I press you to remember now. The more connections you try to make, the better we will be able to restore that which is essential to you. You are guiding our path, Tu’vac, so you must be prodded to explore the boundaries of your thoughts.” 
 
    “I was doing so before you interrupted me.” 
 
    “What else is bothering you?” she asked, sending a wave of telepathic soothings to him that ate away at his resistance, but the spike in his mind did not relent. 
 
    “I feel there is something inside me that should be removed, but I cannot find it. What was my injury?” 
 
    “Nothing that could leave behind residue. Your brain did not take the hit, your heart did. Lack of blood caused the coma. By the time the Kich’a’kat repaired it and restored the flow, your mind was locked down in emergency survival protocols. Had it not been you would have been reduced to a hatchling and retrained from the beginning. But so long as your memories are there we are going to try to retrieve them…most of them,” the healer corrected. “Some have been permanently lost, but the experience gained over millennia is worth spending some time to recover, for it will be far quicker than starting over again.” 
 
    “I am fatigued but cannot rest, yet I do nothing to be fatigued. I do not understand this.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you do need to do something.” 
 
    “May I go into the jungle?” he asked, looking at her again.  
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “Explore.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps so. You have never asked to do that before. Do you promise to stay with me and return when I say?” 
 
    “Bargain accepted.” 
 
    “Very well. Follow me then,” she said, stomping off on her heavy bipedal strides with her tail swaying behind her just above the paved promenade so it would not drag.  
 
    Tu’vac was relieved to follow her, and when they came to the gates and he was allowed to pass through a tiny bit of the resistance in his mind gave way. Most was still there, but he felt freer here than inside as the pair slipped into the foliage and disappeared beneath the greenery on one of several well worn paths. 
 
    “Others come out here?” 
 
    “Zen’zat mostly, but they keep the trails large enough for our use.” 
 
    Tu’vac sniffed the air, which was unprocessed and raw with the scent of life and decay. The Zor’do must have had an atmospheric shield covering it to keep the scents out. Perhaps it also had a… 
 
    He huffed. Yet something else he knew but could not remember.  
 
    “Are you feeling better?” the healer asked after a few minutes of trail hiking, all of which occurred below the canopy in the shade where most of the sunlight could not reach.  
 
    “Moderately so.” 
 
    “Explain please.” 
 
    “A coolness.” 
 
    “In your mind or body?” 
 
    “Mind. It is small, but present.” 
 
    “Interesting. Perhaps I should have brought you outside sooner. Is the terrain familiar to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Does it feel safe?” 
 
    “It feels anonymous.” 
 
    “And you wish to run away into it where you can think things through alone?” 
 
    “You said you could not see my thoughts.” 
 
    “We have spoken many times before. From those talks I know some of your thoughts because you have told me of them. I am extrapolating now. I cannot let you go alone, but we can run if that would help?” 
 
    “Will you let me lead?” 
 
    “Stay on the paths,” she said, stepping aside and crushing brush to make room for him to slide past.  
 
    Tu’vac didn’t hesitate, and that surprised him. It was almost as if his body moved on its own while his mind struggled to process. Before he knew it he was running with heavy strides in the…high gravity. That he could remember. He wasn’t tired, the gravity here was heavier than most planets, but it was no different than inside the Zor’do. Why hadn’t it been altered there? 
 
    He ducked down to travel underneath a branch as thick as his arm that had not been removed, his muzzle staying parallel to the ground as his back flattened out. It was an old trick that caused him to stumble now, but his feet felt the curvature of the stones in the crude pathway that appeared to have been hand laid in a somewhat erratic pattern, and with that feel came an immediate response adjusting his stride. 
 
    “Good. Your balance is improving,” the healer said from behind as she kept pace. 
 
    Tu’vac ignored her and continued to run through twists and turns until he came to a long downward slope that was more or less straight. He stretched out his legs and increased speed, feeling his muscles warm in protest until halfway down where their fatigue did manifest and caused him to misstep. Tu’vac’s right foot caught one of the tiny stones, prying it out of the ground as he crash/rolled forward and spun multiple times before his tail slapping on the ground stopped his momentum. 
 
    His head hit the ground multiple times, and he almost felt like the spike in his mind was coming loose when it did…but then the firmness returned as did his vision and balance.  
 
    “Can you get up?” the healer asked. 
 
    Tu’vac huffed, then stood back up easily. He thumped his tail twice on the ground to insure his balance held, then before the healer could ask another question he took off running downhill again, this time at a more secure pace. 
 
    The Era’tran ran and ran until his legs could take no more. Tu’vac knew they should, that they were weak beyond the norm, but he had to kneel down and lean back as he breathed heavily, looking up through the trees and the tiny pinpricks of sunlight that made their way down through them.  
 
    He stayed there for more than a minute, unmoving aside from the heaving of his chest, then the healer reached out and tapped him on the side of the neck with her claw.  
 
    No response. 
 
    “Tu’vac?” she asked, tapping harder, but he stood staring at the sky lost in thought as he had many times before. His mind was now in an endless loop that could not be broken, meaning he had reached for something new and didn’t find enough pieces to process it, but enough to stick on. 
 
    There was nothing she could do to bring him out of it. They’d have to take him back to the lab and do another restart.  
 
    Mario’topa, she said telepathically to the jungle, knowing the Zen’zat would be somewhere nearby. 
 
    I am here. 
 
    Bring a barge. He has seized up again. 
 
    That was fast. 
 
    He has not wanted to run before. I believe too many memories are tied to it. This session will be a longer one. 
 
    The more progress the better. We are on our way now. 
 
    The healer waited until a floating platform slightly wider than the trail pushed its way to them, carving out new sidewalls as it did. A combination of the healer’s telekinesis and the muscle of the Zen’zat precluded her need to drag Tu’vac onto the barge, instead allowing him to be somewhat respectfully floated there and set down as his eyes continued to stare out into nothing as his mind fought to work its way around the lockdown. 
 
    “How far away are they?” she asked the Zen’zat. 
 
    “Vitolor is under assault. I do not think it will last the year, but they are not passing beyond it yet. I think they want to eliminate the strongpoint before sweeping up the easier targets.” 
 
    “I need more time.” 
 
    “I do not know how to give it to you,” the Zen’zat said apologetically as 6 of his kin took up guard positions around the barge as they disappeared into the jungle, with far more others out in a defensive perimeter around the facility. “How soon do you want to evacuate?” 
 
    “I cannot take the equipment with us, so we stay as long as possible. Evacuate the others when you deem necessary.” 
 
    Mario’topa nodded. “They can stay a while longer, but when they leave I will make sure it looks as if we are abandoning the facility. Maybe Itaru’s forces will pass us by if they believe so.” 
 
    “Try,” she said, stepping up onto the barge and flying it down the pathway so not to destroy the tree cover overhead. They might need it later if they had to abandon the facility on foot. 
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    Sol’an knew they were at the end, but she still couldn’t believe it as she ran down from the central control building and out across a piece of the promenade to the entrance into another building as the sky was bathed with anti-air fire. The first Itaru ship…she would not call the traitors V’kit’no’sat…had been caught off guard by the ‘abandoned’ facility and forced down in the nearby jungle. The Zen’zat defense team had then intercepted and terminated the survivors, but hours later more troop transports had arrived to replace them. Too many for the defenses to hold out against. 
 
    The main turret was unopposed, as the transports were coming in low and mostly skimming beneath its field of fire up to the western ridgeline that was shielding them. There they were depositing an assortment of infantry from the Zak’de’ron servants, which the Zen’zat were harassing as best they could as they approached the facility to give Sol’an time to get Tu’vac out of here.  
 
    There was no way to carry his pod. She was going to have to revive him and take their chances. He wasn’t ready. Far from it. But this was the only play they had left. His survival was paramount, but the female Era’tran didn’t think their odds were winnable. Still, she had to try. 
 
    Sol’an moved through the large corridors quickly, slapping her tail a few times on the abrupt corners she was running around until the Era’tran came to the locked doors to the lab where Tu’vac was being held. She input the access codes telepathically then pressed her skull against the doors to register a genetic sample. When she pulled back the doors parted, giving her access to a small, but very high end genetics laboratory the like of which existed nowhere else in Era’tran territory. 
 
    Standing in null gravity inside a clear capsule Tu’vac floated in an upright position. He was kept in partial stasis as Sol’an painstakingly tried to revive his mind one cell at a time over the previous two centuries, and while much had been accomplished she needed at least an additional third to get him stable. She estimated 450 years until full recovery of remaining affected tissues, leaving him woefully unprepared for what he was about to face. 
 
    Sol’an triggered the revival process and activated the restriction fields, and as was typical Tu’vac thrashed around violently as he woke, fighting an unseen battle or just random actions as his brain tried to reassert itself with so many blocks intact. She’d never figured out which was the case. 
 
    “Tu’vac calm down and be still!” she said while also sending as much telepathic tranquility as she could. “You are alive but in danger. Focus on the moment and regain your sanity.” 
 
    The thrashing stopped immediately, to the surprise of Sol’an. That had never happened before, but then again she had never said those words, for before today they were not in danger. Perhaps he responded better to that stimuli. 
 
    “Where am I?” he asked groggily, his head twitching as it always did as he tried to access locked portions of his brain. 
 
    “You are in a Zor’do. You suffered light brain damage that we believe is curable without wiping your memories. The afflicted areas are currently locked down while we isolate and repair them manually, but there is no time for that. This facility is under attack and if you are not able to flee you will be left here to die. Pull yourself together Era’tran. We must move now while the Zen’zat buy us time.” 
 
    “Who is attacking?” he asked, trying to move against the force fields unsuccessfully. 
 
    “Much has happened since you were injured. The Zak’de’ron have allied with the independent Oso’lon and J’gar, and they are warring on the V’kit’no’sat. We are on Holloi and they currently have an invasion force on the planet, but their progress is slow. Unfortunately their initial landing point was in this region of the planet, and now their forces are upon us. We must move. Do you have enough control of your body to stand?” 
 
    “Release me and we will find out,” Tu’vac said stoicly, then his weight returned to his feet and he took several slow steps out of the pod and onto the lab floor, looking around with an intensity Sol’an had never seen before. “Armor?” 
 
    “We have none here, and the Zak’de’ron have too many soldiers to fight. We are being bought time to flee, after which the Zen’zat will fall back and try to survive. The sooner we get clear the more of them…” 
 
    “Go,” Tu’vac ordered, though Sol’an was not sure how much of this he was processing. She wasn’t going to debate any further and moved to the doorway, feeling Tu’vac following her in her Pefbar. She had to remember that his was suppressed, so he could not see what was occurring behind him. 
 
    “Follow me. Do not get distracted. Do not attempt to help in the combat. Stay right on my tail,” she said, accelerating to a slow jog and glad to see that Tu’vac was able to keep up. They moved through the facility to a different exit, then had to cross through the night air as the sounds of suppressive fire from the now elevated turret were crashing down into the jungle surrounding the facility.  
 
    They ducked across to another building and traveled inside it in order to get to the jungle edge, then Sol’an unlocked a heavy sealed door that led to a wall of plants filling in the gaps between the mighty Jumass trees.  
 
    Push through, she said telepathically to diminish the noise, though she couldn’t sense anyone near this side of the compound, and Mario’topa had indicated the assault was occurring on the far side. 
 
    Sol’an stayed in the lead, crushing underbrush with every step until they got deep enough that the sunlight couldn’t penetrate during daytime to sufficient levels, leaving only small plants and visible sightlines through the mass of tree trunks. That allowed them to move quicker, though they still had to wiggle through many tight areas. This jungle hadn’t been designed for body types of their size to move through quickly, rather it had been allowed to free grow randomly beyond the Zor’do. 
 
    Tu’vac stayed quiet and followed Sol’an as the sounds of battle grew fainter and fainter, but the turret stopped firing entirely before they got out of earshot, which was a bad sign. With no weapons other than the single Dre’mo’don strapped to Sol’an’s right arm, the two Era’tran were vulnerable should they be caught, for there was little room to fight amongst the trees that would essentially pin them in place while the smaller infantry surrounded them. They could fight here, knocking some down to create a makeshift arena, but they’d be stuck there and enemy reinforcements would eventually overwhelm them. Running was their only hope. 
 
    Sol’an kept them moving until they were out of the artificial canyon that had been carved into the planet to shelter the Zor’do. With the higher gravity there wasn’t much in the way of natural terrain on the planet, leaving their trek ahead on mostly flat ground. The question was, where to go? The Zen’zat had set up several evacuation plans for them, but without access to the Urrtren or even the tactical grid…which could potentially be tracked…Sol’an had no way of knowing where the enemy was or where friendly units were aside from their last known positions.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Tu’vac asked once they stopped for a breather as Sol’an studied her options using the crown-like data ring she wore on her head.  
 
    “As far away from here as we can get,” she said amongst the nocturnal chirps of the Saipenna. “But first we need to get to a dead drop. We left several around the perimeter in case evacuation on foot was required, but most take us back the way we came. There are two ahead. One near and one far, but the one far is more in line with our current trajectory.” 
 
    “And after?”  
 
    “I don’t know. We needed to stay in the facility to continue your healing. At this point we’re just trying to stay alive and hope the planet can hold out. If it doesn’t…we’ll have to hide as long as we can.” 
 
    “Why can’t I…use my claws? I feel like I should be.” 
 
    “Your psionics are deactivated because part or all of the memory cells associated with them were damaged. They weren’t the highest priority to heal when you couldn’t even stand up on your own two feet.” 
 
    “What else can I not do?” 
 
    “A lot. I am sorry, you are not ready for this, but we have no other options. Surrender means death or enslavement. For the Zen’zat it means immediate execution. Itaru had decreed they all must die and will be replaced with their cursed Bo’ja.” 
 
    “Replaced how? Are we not at war?” 
 
    “Itaru is calling on all races to return to its leadership. The Era’tran and others have refused, but not all. The empire is fractured and failing. Only legacy defenses are keeping Itaru from sweeping it all up.” 
 
    “What are legacy defenses?” Tu’vac asked, and Sol’an could see the strain in his face as he tried to remember. 
 
    “Large, permanent defensive infrastructure that cannot be moved from system to system. The war fleets on both sides have been mostly destroyed, so Itaru cannot conquer many planets, though they are pouring a great deal of what they have left into this assault.” 
 
    “Are we losing?” 
 
    Sol’an bowed her head in shame. “Yes. I do not know what to do. There are no ships nearby to evacuate you from the planet, even if we could get through their blockade. And even then I do not know where we could go. Holloi was the safest place in the galaxy, which is why you were brought here, but now…I don’t know. I really don’t know.” 
 
    “Does the dead drop have armor?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but I don’t know for sure. The Zen’zat set it up. They said they couldn’t get any armor. Everything was deployed to the fighting troops.” 
 
    “Then our next objective is clear. We get to the dead drop, and the more distance we can put between us and the facility the less likely it is we will be followed.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Sol’an said, glad and partially relieved to get a bit of wisdom out of him, both for his sake and the fact that he had far more combat training and experience than her, though most of it was locked up inside his brain inactive. “Are you tired?” 
 
    “I can continue at our previous pace. Move on.” 
 
    Sol’an turned and aligned with the trajectory on her mental display. The ring didn’t produce a hologram that others could see, but superimposed it on her own vision within her mind. She had a navigational program that would lead her to anywhere on the planet within the database, but the location of the dead drop was known only to her and a handful of the Zen’zat…and they had kill programs in their armor that would wipe the locations from their armor’s memory in the event of their death, so hopefully no one would be able to know where they went. And with the primary defense shield still up over top this region, the enemy couldn’t scan down on them from orbit. Only local units operating beneath the shield would be able to spot them. 
 
    But if that shield came down…or when…their heat signatures would stand out amongst the jungle even if the trees did obscure them from most view, for the leaves were not thick enough to hide all of it.  
 
    The female Era’tran took off running again, heading towards a nearby stream that they came to a few minutes later. They turned north and traveled in the stream for nearly half an hour before heading back into the jungle again. They broke so many branches and left such large tracks that they were essentially making a path everywhere they went, and the more bodies of water they could travel through the more breaks in that trail there would be. Meaning that if anyone followed them they wouldn’t know which way they went when they came to the streams, for the water would wash away their footprints and there would be no heavy limbs overhead to break as they passed…usually. 
 
    A few more hours and they’d be at the dead drop, but it looked like the sunrise was going to beat them to it… 
 
      
 
    Mario’topa lunged for the Bo’ja, tackling him at the ankles as he fired his wrist-mounted weapons at another Zen’zat. He emitted a Fornax field as soon as he made contact, which disrupted the enemy long enough to get him in a stranglehold from behind, peeling his weapons off their target and allowing his fellow Zen’zat to close in and put multiple shots into the Bo’ja’s helmet…enough to eventually get through the armor and kill him. 
 
    Mario’topa pushed the body off him and got to his feet as two more of his Zen’zat caught up to him on the inner perimeter of the Zor’do. As they did another enemy transport flew in and set down inside, disgorging how many more infantry he didn’t know, for they couldn’t see, but it was clear that they were not going to survive if they continued to stay here. 
 
    No Oso’lon had showed up. No large Viks either, let alone a Zak’de’ron. It was all small races from their employ, so there wasn’t even a single traitor here to avenge the Era’tran against. Just hordes of meaningless troops too green to be worth a damn. Even the Bo’ja were not as good as advertised, though they were by far the most competent. But against Zen’zat with countless millennia of combat experience, they were severely outclassed and being used as fodder to draw out or weaken the indigenous forces as more and more transports arrived in the system and poured down through the small safe zone that had been carved out of the planetary defenses. 
 
    It may have been an effective strategy for the enemy, but it wasn’t the way V’kit’no’sat fought. Mario’topa would die if necessary to achieve a mission objective, but he wouldn’t waste his life. He’d been trained not to, for if he died they’d have to bring in someone new out of the Ter’nat worlds and train them all over again to get back to his level of experience. The empire needed strength, not suicide squads, but it seemed the Zak’de’ron didn’t care how many they lost so long as they succeeded in wearing down the Era’tran and eventually claiming the planet. 
 
    And for the Bo’ja, at least, their replacements were coming from the Rim, and the strike force that had been sent there to deny the flow of reinforcements had been thwarted by the Voku that spawned the Bo’ja. Thus the Zak’de’ron’s supply of their least worthless infantry was still flowing generously. 
 
    I don’t see any more easy targets, Ben’ra said to the trio as they repositioned around a corner in a little nook amongst the streets between buildings. What now? 
 
    I have one more charge left, Lenna said, referring to the explosive inside her pack.  
 
    Save it, Mario’topa said angrily, but his ire wasn’t directed at his fellow Zen’zat. We have to leave while we still can.  
 
    Why? Jo’ra asked. 
 
    We have another mission. 
 
    The wounded Era’tran? he guessed. 
 
    Yes. If we can catch them. But we have to make sure we’re not followed first, so we’re going to split up and rendezvous here, he said, sending them a new waypoint on their regional map. If you’re followed, go anywhere but here. If you get clear, run your asses off. The Era’tran can move faster than us over open ground, but we can catch up in the jungle.  
 
    Is there something special about that one, or are we just keeping them alive to spite Itaru? 
 
    There is something special. And the enemy cannot know it, he said, looking at the other three sets of Zen’zat helmets through his own. Tu’vac must survive.  
 
    Survive how if we lose the planet? Why wasn’t he evacuated earlier? 
 
    Was there a safer place than this to send him? 
 
    Somewhere not being invaded, Ben’ra pointed out. 
 
    The spacelanes are being hunted by J’gar interceptors. Anything less than a battlegroup isn’t safe to move around with. Believe me, we wanted to move him, but there weren’t any good options and this Zor’do had the only equipment that could treat him.  
 
    Explain that, Jo’ra insisted, but they didn’t have time. The proximity sensors they’d left on several of the buildings picked up scout drone activity just before they were blasted offline.  
 
    Survive and ask me later. This is where we part, he said, reaching out a hand and putting it on Jo’ra’s shoulder. Disappear, he ordered. 
 
    As instructed Jo’ra’s body disappeared from view, for he was wearing specialized scout armor with a cloaking device. He couldn’t fight with it active, but now they didn’t need to. They needed to run, and soon the other two Zen’zat disappeared as well, with Mario’topa giving them a head start, for none were transmitting even the faint identification signals for each other to pick up, and he didn’t want to trip over them by accident. 
 
    He took one last look at the quiet night sky as the first lightening was beginning to appear on the horizon. The stars were still visible overhead, but amongst them were the enemy warships ringing the planet outside of Holloi’s attack range. Any ship trying to leave the planet would be intercepted by them, and unless what was left of the Era’tran fleet beneath the shields came out to fight a blocking action no one was getting out of here alive. 
 
    But Holloi was a big planet, and even if the enemy took down all the shield generators a single Zen’zat with scout armor could disappear here indefinitely…so long as he didn’t run out of supplies or power. Mario’topa much preferred direct combat, but this war couldn’t be won by killing more Bo’ja. It was going to take something far greater than that. And Tu’vac was the only chance he figured the empire had of surviving. Without him, they were doomed to either death by Itaru or death by Hadarak.  
 
    Mario’topa had to catch up to him, but first he had to figure out which way he’d gone, and that meant finding the tracks on the perimeter that the large bipeds had no way to conceal on the semi-soft ground… 
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    “Here,” Sol’an said as her visual navigational display brought them to a grove of trees too tight for an Era’tran to fit inside, but her Pef’bar could already see the cargo canisters stashed between the various gaps. “Our supplies.” 
 
    Tu’vac tried to reach out with his mind and touch them, but it was as if his ability to do so was merely a figment of his imagination. 
 
    “How are we to get them out?” 
 
    “I can,” she said, telekinetically pulling on one and dragging it over another before rolling it across a branch and letting it fall to the ground. Her Lachka wasn’t strong enough to fully lift it, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t maneuver them around into the clear. Sol’an also used her invisible ability to open the seal on it and reveal trays of food cubes. She broke out several and floated them towards Tu’vac. 
 
    “Eat,” she said, but he would not open his mouth. 
 
    “I can feed myself. Set them down.” 
 
    The food cubes floated to the ground and stacked themselves there, soon to be joined by others as the healer added more from the container to the pile building on top of the moist soil. Tu’vac knelt beside it and reached down with his right hand, picking up several in his palm before standing up again and flicking them into the air above his head.  
 
    He tilted it to the side and let them fall between the two halves of his mouth, then he clamped shut before they could pass out the other side again. Tu’vac righted himself and chewed for a moment before swallowing and looking at her. 
 
    “What is wrong?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you eat like that before.” 
 
    “How did I eat before?” 
 
    “You licked them up with your tongue or bit them out of the suspended air racks.” 
 
    “I do not feel like licking the ground,” he said, grabbing a few more and tossing them up again. His aim was spot on, and not a one of them fell past his bite. 
 
    “We have traveled far longer than you have done before. You need food and rest. I will keep watch.” 
 
    “We will split the watch,” he differed. 
 
    “No, you must sleep.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If you overload your mind may seize up, and I don’t have the proper equipment to treat you.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “If your mind reaches for something it can’t access and keeps trying repeatedly you will get stuck in an unfulfilled loop and not be able to do anything else. It has happened many times before and requires a treatment. I cannot give you that here.” 
 
    Tu’vac ate another handful of food cubes. “So you are saying that I will become helpless if I do not rest?” 
 
    “It may happen even if you do. We had no choice but to run from the Zor’do. I am just trying to keep us alive as long as possible. I do not know what to do.” 
 
    “Will I come out of the loop eventually?” 
 
    “I have never let you linger enough to know. Unlocking the thought you were trying to access was the preferred course of dealing with the malfunction.” 
 
    “Am I not to think?” 
 
    “Try not to focus on anything you don’t already know.” 
 
    “I am unsure how to do that.” 
 
    “I know, Tu’vac. I know. Do your best.” 
 
    “My best is not the objective. What else is in this dead drop?” 
 
    Sol’an pulled out 22 more containers, each of small size and carryable by Zen’zat. Most were food and two were water. The rest were survival equipment, including a tent, but setting up one here was not a good idea. 
 
    “Does that tent have camouflage capabilities?” Tu’vac asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the healer said, well outside her area of expertise. She activated and read through the holographic instructions, which included a feature list. “Thermal masking and minimal sensor absorption.” 
 
    “That is where we will sleep, unless we are to move on. What is our…options?” he said, struggling to find the word. 
 
    “We can try to find other Era’tran, or I guess we can hide out here, or we can keep running and not look back. I’m sorry. Tactics is not my specialty.” 
 
    “Is it mine?” 
 
    “I’m told it was.” 
 
    “We cannot live on these supplies forever. We must gain more. Either from allies, enemies, or from scavenging. Are there any other abandoned facilities within range that we could use?” 
 
    “I haven’t updated in a while,” Sol’an said, using her halo to bring up an active status map. “I didn’t want to register to the enemy.” 
 
    “Have they compromised our communications?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You should be able to receive position data for all our units.” 
 
    “Won’t the enemy be able to use that?” she asked, then cringed as she saw his brow crunch up in thought.  
 
    “Maybe they could. I am sorry. I do not know why I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Old data then,” she deferred, triggering a visible hologram for them both to look at that hovered just above the short plants that covered the jungle floor around the grove of large trees. “That’s where we were…and this is where we are now.” 
 
    “I thought we had traveled farther than this,” he said with shame.  
 
    “You are tired?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Your strength will recover with time. You have not been able to train in two centuries. That is why your body is weak.” 
 
    He looked away from the map in shock. “Why did you not have me use my body?” 
 
    “Most of that time you could not control your body enough to train. Since you regained some ability we have been waiting until more memories were recovered. That is what is holding you back. Your body will be easy to retain afterwards.” 
 
    “Stagnation kills, healer,” Tu’vac criticized. “Even you must know that.” 
 
    “Priorities, my friend. Priorities. There is much you do not remember, and that is a far greater weakness we were trying to cure.” 
 
    “How was I injured?” 
 
    “In battle. Your heart was damaged. By the time it was repaired your brain went into a coma from the blood loss. Had you woke from it the Kich’a’kat would have replaced your damaged memory cells with blank new ones. It was a fortuitous accident that did not happen. It has allowed us this opportunity to recover most of your memories in time.” 
 
    “But not all?” 
 
    “Some cells were so badly damaged the data they contained was permanently lost,” she said, gesturing back to the map. “Do you see anywhere we can go?” 
 
    “There is nothing here.” 
 
    “What about this?” she asked, highlighting a small dot. 
 
    “Comm tower. If we want to stay hidden sending a message would be unwise. Or can we call for pickup?” 
 
    “I was told no. We would have had a ship at the Zor’do, but the Era’tran no longer control the airspace here. It would be intercepted and shot down.” 
 
    “Then we cannot reveal our presence. Even an…secret message could be used to locate us.” 
 
    “I see nothing else.” 
 
    “Nor do I. Expand the map.” 
 
    Sol’an did as instructed, then a few more dots popped up. “That is too far to travel.” 
 
    “Are we in a hurry?” Tu’vac asked seriously. 
 
    “I don’t know. If they are following us then we are. If we escaped cleanly then no we are not.” 
 
    “Ask questions.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “If I am not to think about what I do not know, you must direct my thoughts. Ask questions.” 
 
    “If there is nowhere to go, how do we survive?” 
 
    “We can harvest water using the equipment here. For food we can harvest leaves from the trees and the converter will provide most of the food cubes we need, but some special nutrients we will lack. We can live here for an extended period of time if we are not detected.” 
 
    “How can we avoid detection?” 
 
    “If they come close we cannot. Our hope is remoteness. Where is the most remote place in proximity?” 
 
    “The Zor’do was located in a remote region. There is nothing else out here. We are already remote.” 
 
    Tu’vac twitched his head, and for moment Sol’an thought he was about to seize up again, but he did not. Rather, he had an insightful thought. 
 
    “What will the enemy do with the Zor’do? Do they want it, or wish to deny it to us?” 
 
    “There is nothing there of combat value.” 
 
    “Could they use it to heal their wounded?” 
 
    “They have Kich’a’kat, as far as I know. They have no need of it. The Zor’do is for emotional and non-physical wounds.” 
 
    “Why was I brought here then? Is not my cell damage physical?” 
 
    “Healing your wound is software related more than physical. The information from each memory cell has to be analyzed, uncorrupted, and if recoverable rewritten onto a new cell. A Kich’a’kat cannot do that. It could only replace memories on file, which there are none for you.” 
 
    “Why are there none?” 
 
    “We do not keep memory files unless specifically requested by the individual.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Privacy. And what would be the need? Your condition is improbable. It has only occurred a few times in V’kit’no’sat history.” 
 
    “Why am I different?” 
 
    “You are lucky. I cannot explain further than that.” 
 
    “Is it possible that they will search then abandon the facility?” 
 
    “I do not know what they will do with it.” 
 
    “If they abandon it, we can return and you can continue with my recovery, correct?” 
 
    “Possibly, if the equipment is intact. They may have destroyed it. And we can’t know if they abandon the facility without going there to check. If we do and they are there, they will find us. We cannot risk it.” 
 
    “Do we not have Zen’zat? I thought we had Zen’zat.” 
 
    “They fought while we escaped.” 
 
    “Did they all die?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Do they know where we have come?” 
 
    “Not specifically. But some know the location of the dead drops.” 
 
    “Will they search us out?” 
 
    “If they live. I do not know if any did.” 
 
    “Then we stay here. If they find us, we will use them to scout the Zor’do. If we cannot go back, we will survive here.” 
 
    “And if we’re followed? Shouldn’t we keep moving on? Maybe to another dead drop?” 
 
    “Can you do anything now to help with my mind? Keep me from malfunctioning again?” 
 
    “Some small things. Not enough, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Then we stay here and I will rest. You will try to keep me functioning. We will wait for the Zen’zat.” 
 
    “If they don’t come, are we going to stay here forever?” 
 
    “We can decide then,” Tu’vac said, gesturing with his nose to the equipment. “Put up the tent. I cannot do it well with my claws.” 
 
    “Are you near to passing out?” Sol’an asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “My mind is watery.” 
 
    “We stay here then. Do not force your mind, go with the flow but remain on your feet. That should keep you from passing out entirely,” she said, telekinetically reaching for the tent and pulling it over to her…then there was a thud and she turned to see Mak’to’ran lying on his side on the ground.  
 
    She kept the tent floating beside her and moved to place her foot on his chest, making flesh contact that allowed her to get inside his mind better than her limited equipment would. Then she sighed with relief, realizing that he was merely asleep and not locked up. The sudden journey out here must have been more harrowing than she thought, and without the adrenaline of constant movement his fatigue had overcome him.  
 
    Sol’an went about deploying the tent, having to break some tree branches to make room, but being sure not to cut through the vertical canopy that was giving them visual cover. When she finished she had to drag him inside, for he would not wake up and he was far too large to fully lift with her Lachka, but she managed. Once he was inside she joined him, sealing up the tent but keeping watch with her Pefbar beyond as she used her limited equipment to monitor his mental fluctuations as much as possible.  
 
    She didn’t think he could go more than a day or two before locking up, but then again they were in new territory here. Maybe they would get lucky and some unknown factor present in this wilderness activity would be more applicable to his normal life than roaming around a Zor’do…but she doubted it. At least they were out of harm’s way for the moment, but they were operating on borrowed time now, and no matter how hard she tried, doom was knocking at their door. All her hard work over the previous years was about to be wasted because they had simply run out of time. 
 
    Sol’an would had traded her life in exchange for this mission being successful, but it looked like she was soon to lose both…and there was nothing she could do to stop either from occurring, which was the most maddening part about their current situation. 
 
      
 
    An Itaru transport flown by Zak’de’ron servants landed on the promenade inside the Zor’do, and out of the rear hatch came several dozen infantry along with one larger individual. It was a Pak’lem, similar in size to a Brat’mar but without the head plate and horns. Instead it had a very shallow ridge of psionic tissue along its back that bubbled up like a callous and was hard as stone. It was a gift from the Zak’de’ron to their race for their long service to the dragons, and it contained many different abilities. 
 
    Gon’zu walked off the transport and sniffed the air, smelling the residue of recent battle and blood…all of which felt wrong. This facility was supposed to have been abandoned months before, but a fierce, if not small fight had taken place, and not for no reason. Something about this Zor’do was important, and with the planet slowly being taken over by the V’kit’no’sat forces, of which the Pak’lem were now a major part of, there wasn’t much that mattered that wasn’t war related. 
 
    So what was here that could be? Gon’zu already had briefing reports updating to his cranial implants from the troops on site. They had not been relayed before, given the jamming operations the Era’tran employed whenever possible to interfere with the implants. They’d found a way to adjust their own communications into a range that the Zak’de’ron’s servants did not use, and had been effective at jamming medium to long range messages with malicious code rather than static. Enough to garble, if not disrupt those receiving, meaning Gon’zu had to rely on short range updates only. 
 
    There was a nearby comm tower transmitting the jamming, but inside the Zor’do it wasn’t strong enough to affect the local transmitters. They were powerful enough to be able to differentiate to the receiver, and so far Gon’zu had allowed that comm tower to stay up because he knew there was an Era’tran trap in it. What type he wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t too far beyond their patrol zones to receive support, and he got the feeling he’d lose a few more troops taking it…and any losses at this point were a massive failure given how few remained on both sides. 
 
    He’d take it down later once he got some larger units rotated in from adjacent sweeping campaigns. Right now he’d just have to tolerate it, but now that he was here on the ground it wasn’t going to be an issue.  
 
    “What are you hiding from me?” he asked no one in particular, already having sent the new arrivals out on various missions with a few mental orders. “What does a healing center have that is so important to waste Zen’zat defending, only to lose it in the end?” 
 
    Gon’zu didn’t get a direct answer, but he did get an indirect one a few minutes later when one of his new search teams discovered an intact genetics lab…with all the databases wiped of recent information. Not all information, just the recent years. In fact, the length of the omission was equal to the length of the war. So what exactly were they working on here? And why was it so important to die defending empty databanks when the planet was short on defensive units? 
 
    Something wasn’t right, and Gon’zu wasn’t going to leave here until he figured it out. Not even if it meant canceling upcoming assaults in his given combat region. His instincts told him this was massively important to the Era’tran, because if it had been anything less they would have just destroyed the facility and moved on, or relocated whatever it was. 
 
    But they stayed to defend it. If he could figure out…or rather when he figured out why they had stayed he would know how to proceed. For now he was just going to walk, listen, and learn. The Era’tran were cunning, and he had to be even more so, for if they were trying to hide something they were going to do a good job of it…unless they’d been caught off guard and had to buy time with their lives. 
 
    If that was so, maybe they had gotten sloppy and missed something. He certainly hoped so, but only time would tell, and he wasn’t going to leave anything this sensitive to the Bo’ja. This required intelligence and wisdom, and those two assets were the primary reasons the Zak’de’ron had chosen the Pak’lem long ago from millions of other races in the galaxy…that, and their physical size gave their wisdom the backing of considerable muscle, now augmented with psionics. If Gon’zu needed to fight he could, and well, but right now this was a game of wits. Him versus the Era’tran, and he had to prove to be the superior.  
 
    This invasion was too important to the Zak’de’ron. They had to succeed, and the Era’tran had already put up far more resistance than expected. A special project could tip this conflict, perhaps even alter the course of the war in other systems. But what was it they could have been working on in a healing facility? That currently stumped Gon’zu, but he was going to find out. He had to. The Zak’de’ron were depending on him, as was Itaru and the rest of the newly reformed V’kit’no’sat. And the Era’tran were now the primary obstacle from them reclaiming the rest of the races and ending this destructive war sooner rather than later. For the longer this reclamation took, the closer the Hadarak came to Itaru and the other major systems that were finally back in their rightful claws… 
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    Mario’topa flinched as he heard the explosion behind him. He stopped running and turned around, seeing his armor’s guesswork putting the explosion several miles away…but that was far too close out here in the jungle. There wasn’t supposed to be anything else out here. 
 
    He found the largest nearby tree and climbed up using the grip points on his armor until he could get a clear view above the canopy. He was still cloaked, using passive sensors only and not even using his Pefbar in case someone nearby might brush up against it. He was as stealthy as he could get, but he immediately got a warning as a tiny bit of Mushgu’vu radiation washed over him. 
 
    It wasn’t enough to get through his cloak and was easily absorbed, but had he been closer to the source it would have highlighted him immediately. Mushgu’vu was a very rare and expensive technology, useful only against cloaking devices that operated in atmosphere. Naval ones were structured differently and could stay hidden, but there was so much that a suit of armor had to deal with other than vacuum that that the matrix was less than perfect. Mushgu’vu exploited that weakness, but aside from some ultra secure facilities he had never known it to be used, let alone in the field. 
 
    His passive sensors could at least zoom, and what he saw were two gunships pummeling a piece of jungle from very close range and drifting slightly as they appeared to track separate targets. They were identical to the gunships the Zen’zat used, but these were not transmitting the proper codes. They weren’t transmitting anything that he could pick up, so that probably meant they were not Era’tran. The ‘new’ V’kit’no’sat used a lot of the same technology, he thought deliberately so, rather than relying on foreign tech, though there was a lot of it on planet already in the invasion force. But these two gunships… 
 
    Mario’topa took the risk to deactivate his cloak, allowing his full sensor array to function and link in to any nearby units. The gunships didn’t register as allied, but there was someone on the ground that did. Two actually, and both Zen’zat, but they weren’t from his quartet, for he’d met and then dispersed the others farther from the facility as they searched for Tu’vac. These gunships were behind them and further to the east. 
 
    He reset his cloak into a null field, which turned him completely black and absorbed whatever radiation hit him rather than reflecting it in a convincing manner. It would absorb the Mushgu’vu as well, but if someone did a check against the sensor backdrop and noticed an empty spot he’d be easy to find. Right now though he didn’t need to be showing up with reflective Mushgu’vu, because he was going to head towards the gunships. 
 
    The Zen’zat dropped from the tree and took off running. He actually had better passive sensors in null mode because he could register everything they absorbed and the weapon discharges were more or less visible through the trees as spouts of heat rising above wherever the gunships shot. He couldn’t get a direct line on them yet and had to guestimate where he was headed based on the previous course the other two Zen’zat looked to be traveling. 
 
    Going up against gunships was stupid for a Zen’zat…assuming the gunships were crewed by veterans and he knew these weren’t. They were flying too low to the treetops, and if he could get close enough without getting spotted he might be able to ambush them.  
 
    It was a gamble, but right now he didn’t feel like leaving whoever these were to be hunted down from the air, for eventually some of the firepower raining down into the trees would hit them, and there was no way to cloak and run with that damn Mushgu’vu. Not for them, or for him if these gunships flew overhead and spotted him. But beyond that, if they were out here they had to be close to finding Tu’vac, and without armor he was going to stand out easily for regular gunship sensors given his mass. 
 
    If Mario’topa was going to protect him, assuming he hadn’t been found and killed yet, he needed to take down those gunships if possible.  
 
    The Zen’zat sprinted through the underbrush, weaving his way between tree trunks until he could pick up the signals of the pair ahead on his passive sensors. Then he stopped and picked another tree to climb, scaling it quickly then perching near the top like a pitch black piece of fruit hanging from under the branches. He knew not to go above the leaves, for that would make him easy to see, but if these gunships were focused on the pair of Zen’zat and nothing else they might just miss him. 
 
    And they did. Their Dre’mo’don fire down into the jungle was burning a path right towards him and to the left. Either these Zen’zat were expert dodgers or the gunship crews were a horrible shot. Trees or no trees, at least something should have got through to hit them by… 
 
    Then it happened, and one of the Zen’zat fell to the ground while the other kept running…and the closest of the gunships slid to a stop over that spot and continued to shoot Mario’topa’s fallen kin while simultaneously drifting 56 meters away from his position at a slightly higher altitude. 
 
    His feet gripped the tree trunk in the best possible place, then using a combination of his muscle and armor enhancement Mario’topa launched himself up through the leaves and into the air as a dark blob that seemed to half melt into the blue sky as it pulled in and blended with the surrounding light. The gunship didn’t fire on him nor even moved in response as he crossed the gap and landed on the side, using his grip points in ‘shield grab’ mode to allow him to stick for a moment. He knew the gunship had a method of wicking them to removing clingers, but hopefully before they realized what was going on… 
 
    Yes, there were three inside, two in the three-man cockpit and another in the hold, and Mario’topa had easy access to their minds at a simple brush, into which he sent a jamming telepathic impulse that froze two of them. Fortunately that was the two pilots, but the one in the hold was a Bo’ja, and he had limited telepathic resistance via his mental strength, but none of them had the blocks that Zen’zat had by default. 
 
    Mario’topa held the two pilots in zombie mode, with the weaponsfire going down into the jungle stopping from this gunship while the other continued to drift away pursuing the other Zen’zat. Thought it was hard to do, Mario’topa held both minds in check, then used his Pefbar/Lachka to reach into one of them and scramble his brain, which killed him within seconds. 
 
    The body went limp the moment he did, for there was no longer any functional mind to hack. Before he did so to the other he made that pilot lower the shields and put the gunship into automatic hover mode with a code lock on the controls for the number 211. That way the gunship could only be flown after unlocking them with that code. Otherwise it would simply hold on its last settings, which was hover mode with the doors unlocked. 
 
    Mario’topa scrambled across the smooth hull once the shield went down and opened the access hatch to the hold right after sending a Fornax blast inside. That gave him enough of a head start to get his feet on the interior deck before the Zen’zat-sized Bo’ja was able to fire at him. A weak telepathic attack occurred simultaneously, but it did little more than distract his balance for half a second. After that he was taking the few steps necessary to get to hand to hand range with the slightly taller Bo’ja and engaged him directly with a mix of punches, kicks, and forearm blasts. 
 
    The Bo’ja was equipped much like a Zen’zat, but they lacked the Ikrid defense that rookies badly needed. Why the Zak’de’ron wanted them to replace Zen’zat he didn’t know, but as they exchanged blows Mario’topa slipped through his rudimentary mental defenses and momentarily blacked him out.  
 
    The Bo’ja fell to the ground, and before he could snap out of it the Zen’zat hacked into his brain and trigger the auto-release on his armor, which retracted into a pair of forearm gauntlets and a thick visor that covered his tiny eyes. Mario’topa shot him with a stun blast, which his armor did have a defense for built into the material rather than relying only on shields like Zen’zat armor did, then he left him lying alive in the narrow walkway as he ran and squeezed himself into the compact cockpit after pulling the bodies out. 
 
    He wasn’t a Zen’zat pilot specialist, but they could all fly basic craft with rudimentary efficiency and once he input the 211 code by hand the craft was his to fly. He put the shields back up and moved off towards the other gunship, which still had no idea anything was happening to its twin. Mario’topa charged the Dre’mo’dons to anti-ship levels, then fired two large blobs of obnoxious purple energy at the other dropship. 
 
    The purple was the color of the new V’kit’no’sat, and they’d adjusted all their standard weapons to that spectrum where possible. Real V’kit’no’sat weapons came in a variety of colors, almost none of them purple, and this was a very simple way to visually differentiate who was who on the battlefield, though he suspected it was more of an insult than anything. But color change or no, the damaging effect was the same, and before the other gunship had the wherewithal to even shoot back, Mario’topa had already breached its shields and begun to eat away at the armor. 
 
    It turned and fought, then tried to flee, then turned and fought again as if the crew couldn’t make up their minds. They were too far out of Ikrid range for him to mess with them directly, which would have saved this gunship some hull damage, but aside from a couple of holes that made it into the passenger hold his ship was still intact by the time the other one finally fell into the jungle in flames. 
 
    Mario’topa came in closer and did a mental scan, then fired a few more times until the living minds below were erased from existence. He checked the regional sensors, finding no other craft anywhere nearby, then he used the ship’s comm system to reach out to the Zen’zat below. 
 
    “Both Itaru gunships have been disabled and the one still flying is now in Zen’zat custody. If you’re still alive stop running and report in.” 
 
    “Yenni reporting,” a female voice returned over the V’kit’no’sat comm frequencies. “Light injuries but still mobile.” 
 
    “Yenni, circle back and check the other Zen’zat that was with you. He’s probably dead, but make sure.” 
 
    “Complying.” 
 
    Mario’topa pulled himself out of the cockpit after setting the ship to hover mode again and moved back to his sleeping prisoner. He retracted the armor from his right hand and pressed it against the pure black skin of the Bo’ja, then began to hack his mind directly for information. By the time Yenni reported back that the other Zen’zat didn’t have much body left to find, Mario’topa had already discovered everything he needed to know and shot the Bo’ja in the head twice before dumping his body out the side of the craft where it fell down into the trees and disappeared along with the other two dead crew members. 
 
    Mario’topa lowered the craft until it touched the treetops, then he descended a mechanized extendable pole that Yenni used to climb up and into the craft despite the multiple cavities in her armor. 
 
    “Why aren’t your wounds healing?” he asked. 
 
    “My Kich’a’kat is damaged and my armor is locked in static mode. I don’t think I could get my helmet off without breaking it free.” 
 
    “Stand still,” he said, reaching an armored hand out and touching a fingertip inside one of the breaches on her chest. It went more than an inch inside where there should have been breast tissue, but soon new skin was grown to cover over the gore, though the bulk of the mass was still missing. Her other wounds also healed as his own Kich’a’kat was used to heal her, but the damage to her armor was something only a tech could deal with. 
 
    “Appreciated,” she said when he’d finished. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “A Zor’do near here. You were from a downed squadron?” 
 
    “We were the only ones to make it out on foot alive. How did you know?” 
 
    “I took the Bo’ja alive. They were ordered to clean up your hangar assault. What was your squadron doing?” 
 
    “Poaching random targets. I don’t know how they found us. We haven’t flown in more than two weeks.” 
 
    “I picked up Mushgu’va from one of these gunships.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes. Let’s confirm that,” he said, heading back to the cockpit without finding any additional equipment added to the control board. “Stay here and monitor the airspace. I’m going to check the wreckage.” 
 
    “No, you stay here. I can handle it,” she said, heading out the still open doorway and dropping down into the jungle without hesitation despite the at least 80 meter fall.  
 
    Mario’topa waited several minutes, then she signaled him to bring the gunship all the way down to the surface in a specific location. He had to crush a few trees to do it, and bend a few more aside in the process, but eventually he got down within a few meters of the ground to where Yenni was dragging a piece of equipment twice her size across the ground away from the still burning wreckage. 
 
    As soon as he got outside to help her he saw that some of her newly regrown skin was now red and charred, but he ignored it as he helped her drag the extremely rare sensor array up to the ship, then the pair lifted it on their shoulders with the heavy gravity of the planet not helping any. They carried it inside and dropped the already damaged sensor down into one of the banks of lateral seats. 
 
    “The techs will want that,” Yenni agreed as Mario’topa reached another hand toward her wounds, but she flicked his arm away. “I’m fine. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “I have men in the field nearby. You’ll have to tag along until I’m finished with my mission.” 
 
    “What is your mission?” she asked without complaint. 
 
    “Personal protection. There’s an Era’tran in the jungle that escaped from the Zor’do that must be kept alive.” 
 
    “What priority?” 
 
    “So high I’m not allowed to tell you,” Mario’topa said, admitting a little more than he should have said. 
 
    “He won’t fit in here.” 
 
    “I know, but the other Zen’zat will and we can provide air cover assuming this ship doesn’t break down.” 
 
    “I’ll do a damage analysis while you fly,” she said, moving to the nearest of the visible holes while Mario’topa went back to the cockpit and got them moving, using the gunship’s sensors to look for his own people who should have still been cloaked. He didn’t want to risk a high powered broadcast, but he did set up a short range transmission good for 8 miles or so. Hopefully he’d be able to cross over the path of where he expected his people to be and find them without drawing any unwanted attention, but he had no way of knowing if the other gunship had reported the conflict before it went down.  
 
    If it did, and they had more aerial assets to spare, then he wasn’t going to be left alone to search from above for very long. He’d much rather have this gunship to use than not, but his ability to hide was now obsolete, for this model did not have a cloaking field of its own. It had the standard stealthing material built into the hull that would make it difficult to detect at range, or even at all for less advanced sensor technology, but it was nowhere as good as a null field, and any units operating nearby would pick it up easy if they were looking for it, visually or otherwise. 
 
    Fortunately his first guess was correct, and with only a few minutes of flying he was able to pick up the first return blip from one of his people not wanting to risk an open comm, but sending a quick location signal for him to come to them. Once he got Ben’ra onboard he went after the others, but before he got to them more trouble popped up on the horizon… 
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    Jo’ra was too far away and too deep in the jungle to notice the enemy dropship fight, but he was getting close to dead drop #4 which Mario’topa had instructed him to scout. If Tu’vac was here then he’d link up with him. If not, the Zen’zat needed to load up on as many supplies as they could carry and there was no way to know where they’d be going in the coming days, or how long they’d be roughing it.  
 
    Jo’ra was still stealthed as he moved more to the east so he could come in low to the dead drop. There was a bit of elevation on the west side cradling the location and he didn’t want to come up on it too quickly. Better to scout it from range just in case others had already found it, friendly or otherwise.  
 
    Apparently someone else had thought the same thing, for an armored body was standing on a mid level branch some 5 meters up where they could get a decent view in to near the dead drop…and the armor was not V’kit’no’sat. 
 
    Jo’ra kept cloaked and slowed his run, fortunate that his footsteps were muffled by the cloaking field, otherwise this individual might have heard him. The closer he got he realized he was seeing part of Zan’for armor, one of the very light and agile scout races the Zak’de’ron employed. It was a biped with four thin arms, none of which were good for landing blows with, but they did make for excellent climbers and all around lurkers. They were not known to have cloaking devices, and this guy was doing his best to stay hidden amongst the vegetation as his gaze was directed… 
 
    There. Jo’ra saw it now. There was a tent partially visible through the trees. A big one too. Zen’zat wouldn’t erect something that big, and their emergency tents were scalable. That meant there was probably an Era’tran in there, or had been. He couldn’t see anyone outside or pick up any movement sounds. A lot of trees were in the way, but he could already see a lot of the smaller underbrush had been knocked down and dragged to the side where it was piled in brush lines. They served to both clear the footing and create obstacles at various approach points, all of which still occurred underneath an intact canopy, leaving it invisible to flyers overhead. 
 
    And this Zan’for was camped out here watching the location. As soon as Jo’ra got a little closer he was going to find out why. He needed closer proximity to do a good Ikrid hack of his mind, but as he reached out to gage the necessary range he couldn’t find one. The Zan’for was completely blank to him as far as Ikrid went, making him immediately suspicious of a decoy, but his Pefbar did register the individual as being there rather than a hologram. 
 
    Psionic protective armor? he wondered.  
 
    Jo’ra hadn’t seen much of that during this war, and none on scouts. It was hard to make, but not impractical unless the individual wearing it needed to use their psionics. Zan’for weren’t known to have any, so there wouldn’t be a conflict there, but the Zak’de’ron didn’t equip their people with really elaborate armors. Not for the masses, anyway. So did this guy really have full armor? Was he an elite scout that Jo’ra had simply crossed paths with accidentally? And why wouldn’t an elite scout have a cloaking device? 
 
    But there was another possibility, so Jo’ra slowly walked up to the tree the Zan’for was standing in and crossed beneath the branch…and when he did so he finally got a mental signature. He grasped his mind immediately and froze the individual in place, then began rifling through his memories, the first of which confirmed that his helmet was the only piece of his armor that was shielded, and it covered everything except the base of his neck where it connected to the rest of his body. That was why standing beneath him gave his Ikrid line of sight access to his brain from up through the rest of his anemic body. 
 
    His mission came from the Zor’do. He’d been ordered, along with others, to track down the people who had fled, and with some considerable difficulty he had found the Era’tran’s tracks and lost them again each time they crossed a body of water. He and others had spread out in both directions each time and were able to find the spot further up or down the water’s path where they had come back out. 
 
    There were two Era’tran here. One inside the tent and another that kept watch from the elevation on the far side. That’s why the Zan’for was here, because if he got too much closer the Era’tran’s Pefbar could have outed him. All he had to do was keep his distance and wait, for he’d already reported back their location for the rest of the hunters to group and approach towards. He didn’t know how soon they’d get here, but his mission was to monitor and track them if they moved again. He couldn’t engage on his own, despite the fact that neither Era’tran had armor. Their psionics were potent enough, and he wasn’t sure what these two possessed. They couldn’t take control of his mind, but his weapons would only sting the larger enemies, and they possessed enough muscle to be able to physically crush him if they caught him. 
 
    Jo’ra looked for position information and other details, but knew he didn’t have time to do a thorough interrogation. The Zan’for had sent word hours ago, meaning reinforcements were already on the way. Perhaps close.  
 
    With a thought he put the Zan’for to sleep, then waited for his collapsing body to fall off the branch. He caught it with his Lachka so it didn’t crash into the ground, then the Zen’zat stepped up and crouched over the scout as he set him down. He put a kill shot into the base of his neck and telepathically called out to the Era’tran, identifying himself and informing them of the scout that had unwittingly been calling the enemy to their location. 
 
    The Era’tran outside the tent came crashing back into the under canopy clearing, but the one inside didn’t emerge as the giant red muzzle of an Era’tran female soon arrived and looked down on Jo’ra and the dead scout from two meters above him. 
 
    “I cannot move him. He is comatose and I do not have the equipment to bring him out of it.” 
 
    “They will be coming here. They have this location,” Jo’ra reminded her. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I cannot carry him, and I cannot leave him. Are you alone?” 
 
    “For the moment. There are three others who survived nearby. They are searching different locations to find you.” 
 
    “Can four of you help me move him?” 
 
    “Not far and not fast. And we would make such a disturbance in the jungle that we would be easy to follow. We cannot stay here, we have to move. Our only option is a distraction.” 
 
    “What kind of distraction?” Sol’an asked, her eye ridges furrowing.  
 
    “They have to find someone here. If there is a way to hide Tu’vac and you flee, we might be able to get them to chase you and miss him, but that’s unlikely unless we can conceal him.” 
 
    “So this is the end? We fight and die here?” 
 
    “I have no other suggestions.” 
 
    “What do you wish to do?” 
 
    “Use you as bait and ambush the attackers if they come on foot. That will be my best chance of killing the most.” 
 
    “Do so then. How far away are the others?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I don’t know how far away the…” Jo’ra said, stopping as he received a comm message. He replied silently, as far as Sol’an was aware, then looked up at her muzzle again. “Mario’topa has a gunship and an additional rescued Zen’zat. He also has aerial pursuit coming from the Zor’do. A Kardopa transport that is not heading his way. It is most likely headed here.” 
 
    “A Zen’zat gunship?” 
 
    “It can’t shoot down a Kardopa.” 
 
    “Can it carry Tu’vac?” 
 
    “Not inside.” 
 
    “Do what you think is best, Zen’zat. I leave our defense to you.” 
 
    Jo’ra immediately got on the comm, broadcasting loud enough that it could be tracked to his location, but he knew their position had already been compromised. 
 
    “I’ve found the Era’tran, but Tu’vac is immobile. I killed a scout that already reported their location and requested reinforcements.” 
 
    “Define immobile?” Mario’topa asked. 
 
    “He’s seized up and Sol’an can’t revive him. Right now he’s inside a camouflage tent. I haven’t seen him personally. Is there a way we can strap him to the gunship?” 
 
    “There’s no time to try. You’ve got 13 minutes.” 
 
    “How long until you get here?” 
 
    “If I don’t pick up the others, 6 minutes. 9 if I do.” 
 
    “Get them and harass the transport. There’s no point in you dying here too.” 
 
    “Do they know he is immobile?” 
 
    Jo’ra glanced at the scout’s body. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then they’ll most likely drop their troops off nearby and hunt you down in the jungle using the transport for air cover, not for making the primary kill. They won’t get close enough for the Era’tran psionics to snag them.” 
 
    “You think this is a specialized…” Jo’ra said breaking off.  
 
    A moment later he got a location ping from him, with the symbol that meant ‘active firefight,’ and the transport was nowhere close to them… 
 
      
 
    Gon’zu was one of many passengers inside the 540 meter long transport, yet he was the only one comparable to the Era’tran in size. Had he simply wanted them killed he wouldn’t have come, but if these two were from those that had stayed behind at the Zor’do then he needed to know what they knew, and retrieving information from a corpse was not easy. Not to mention it required equipment that he did not have. No, if they were to be taken alive he might have to get involved himself, and he couldn’t trust the troops he’d been assigned to get the job done when they were dying to keep the Era’tran alive. 
 
    The thing with killing Era’tran was you had to overwhelm them with targets. Send a few, or a single one to them and they were near impossible to defeat. But give them many small ones and while they killed some of them the others would get the job done, and his troops had a fair amount of experience in that department, though attrition kept the number of true experts to a minimum and he didn’t think they’d have the courage to not overuse their lethal weaponry only to disable when their own lives were on the line. 
 
    Gon’zu didn’t doubt their loyalty, just their nerve. One’s natural reaction when being killed was to strike back with as much force as possible, and that could not occur here. At least one of the Era’tran wore no armor and had a single forearm weapon. That would make for an easy target, and too much damage was a subjective thing. His troops were not issued stun weapons larger than a pistol, and very few of them. Those could not be effective against such a large beast as the Era’tran unless employed en mass…and Gon’zu didn’t have that luxury. He was going to have to injure the Era’tran into submission, and given their nature to fight to the death rather than succumb, he was probably going to have to personally end this fight with his own psionics…for even his own armor did not come standard equipped with stun weapons. 
 
    He already had troops in the field pursuing the Era’tran, and apparently they got to the scout’s location before his transport did, for he suddenly started getting combat reports from the location indicating that the scout was dead and they were engaged with Zen’zat on the ground in addition to the Era’tran. 
 
    That was acceptable, for there weren’t enough troops on the ground to actually win, but they could begin wearing the Era’tran down and plucking away the Zen’zat they had before he arrived to finish up, though he was mildly concerned that the scout hadn’t reported any Zen’zat. Was there a camouflaged outpost here with more firepower than he was anticipating? 
 
    There was another V’kit’no’sat operation going on nearby, outside his command, and he opened up a comm line to the gunship to inquire if they knew anything about the location ahead and if they could assist with the takedown of these Era’tran…but he got no response. After several attempts he wasn’t sure if they were just ignoring him or if that was actually a hostile craft, because its automated codes were all responding appropriately. 
 
    He used the transport’s sensors to zoom in on the gunship just before it dipped down into the treetops. Visuals showed some damage to the hull, so it was possible that the comm system was damaged. He didn’t know how likely that was, for he was not intimately familiar with the craft the Bo’ja used, but something about this did not feel right…and when the gunship rose up again and altered course towards the fight he wasn’t sure if they had heard him and didn’t respond or if something else was in play. 
 
    “Tag that gunship as an unknown unit,” he told his pilots. “They’re not responding to comms. Does it have enough weaponry to give us a problem if it turns out to be hostile?” 
 
    “It won’t get through our shields, but it has more firepower than we do,” one of the small, duck-billed biped pilots answered. “If it sticks around for a slugging match we’ll eventually win.” 
 
    “Good. Keep an eye on it,” he said, devouring every snippet of information coming back to him from the troops on the ground. A few more minutes and they’d be at their landing zone, so he mentally activated his gauntlets and donned his own armor to match the infantry that were already fully suited up and standing shoulder to shoulder around him in the main deck. Not quite enough to make it crowded, for they could have included more…if he had them. As it was, these were all but a handful of the troops that assaulted the Zor’do. A few stayed there to continue investigating and guard the facility, but he’d pulled everyone else on this hunting mission. He couldn’t afford to have it go wrong, one way or another. 
 
    He was convinced there was something special about that Zor’do, but the only ones who knew what it was were either dead or on the run ahead of him. He couldn’t afford to waste his infantry assets, so grouping them together was the logical move. Spread them out and his casualties would increase. Focused operations in force were the mathematically most viable option for hunting missions…and fortunately he had the assets available for this one while most combat on the planet had devolved down to single units out hunting and engaging each other far from the fortified cities. 
 
    But then the gunship arrived at the battle site a few minutes ahead of them, and it started pouring firepower down into the jungle as Gon’zu railed at them on the comm that he wanted the Era’tran taken alive…but there was no response or alteration in course as tree after tree was obliterated from above with who knew what damage was being done to the Era’tran below. 
 
    “Abort the landing,” he ordered. “Take us directly into the path of that gunship!” 
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    Tu’vac lay on the floor of the tent, his mind locked in a loop that would not break. His body was not taut, for there was no malfunction there. It was just waiting for his brain to do something other than hold position, so it appeared he was sleeping when in fact he was awake and trying to rethink the same thought over and over again without it coming to conclusion. 
 
    That’s where his conscious mind was, but his subconscious was still functioning and he was aware of what was happening around him. He couldn’t use Pefbar, but he could hear the sound of weaponsfire, feel the pounding of the ground every time the healer took a step outside, and he could see the inside of the tent through his open eyes that would not move off one spot. 
 
    He could also feel when a Dre’mo’don shot burned through the tent wall and hit him in the back just above his tail. The pain, combined with what part of his combat reflexes were not locked down, jolted him out of his mind freeze as two more shots came through and hit him in the torso. 
 
    Tu’vac reached for…something. Some psionic that wasn’t there that he needed, pushing against the barrier in his mind that would not relent, then as a fourth shot hit him in the chest as he rolled up to his feet he lashed out at the blockage in his mind. Rage more than purpose, spite over logic. It was his enemy as much as those shooting at him, and he had to destroy it. 
 
    He pushed hard, in as many was as he could, not understanding what he was doing but doing everything he could on instinct. It felt like the pressure in his body was building to a point it would pop his head off…then something did pop. The pressure flowed up and into his head, with Tu’vac falling back to the floor in exhaustion as a 5th shot came through and hit him just above the knee. All were tearing away flesh from his body, but he had so much mass a single shot could not kill him unless it hit him in the eye socket or other vulnerable spot. 
 
    Tu’vac crashed down, his head hitting the floor externally while internally a cool sensation moved from the base of his spine up through his brain eating away at the blocks gradually, as if it were a chunk of ice melting away. His body felt like it was deflating in the process, but he didn’t fight it. He pushed harder, making it melt faster…until the last bit in his mind disappeared and he passed out. 
 
    More shots came through the tent, a few of which hit him and drew more purple blood leaking down out of the cauterized wounds, then suddenly he woke, not knowing where he was or what was happening. 
 
    He stood up, his Pefbar pushing out beyond the tent to see what was there as another shot came through and hit him in his left hip. The Era’tran snarled, realizing he was not armored yet in the middle of battle, and activated his Nakane, catching the next two shots on his biologically generated shields as he stormed out the closed door and into the dim jungle undergrowth just before a portion of that canopy was blown apart as aerial fire fell down on the infantry that were taking shots at him. 
 
    He did not recognize them, but there was a wounded female Era’tran on the ground to his left with one arm missing…and laying beside her was that arm with a damaged weapon still attached to it. Further off was a downed Zen’zat, and the weaponsfire coming into the jungle from above was originating from a Zen’zat gunship…which made who was friend and foe here clear. 
 
    His body was weak beyond measure, and he did not remember how it had gotten so, but he was within range of a good portion of the scattering infantry that focused their firepower on him while taking cover behind various trees…but they couldn’t hide from his Pefbar, and with a thought three of them were lifted off their feet and pulled out into the air and towards him. Two he brought forward into his claws, which glowed to life cherry red and slashed through their armor as if it were nothing more than clothing. The third he threw to the ground in front of him and smashed underneath his left foot, not caring for the gouges the broken armor made in his flesh as it cracked under the pressure.  
 
    Weak armor. Zen’zat armor would have held against that, so he didn’t have to add any attack afterwards, for the occupant was now mashed gore. The Era’tran ground him in more as he launched himself into an awkward run as he reached out into the attackers’ minds to get a feel for them, only to be surprised when he found them vulnerable. These were not infantry capable of taking down an Era’tran, let alone a Hakja.  
 
    He felled dozens of them in one attack, rendering them unconscious then pulling their loose weaponry from them through the air and wadding it up in ball that he crunched down into a sphere, then he opened his mouth and out came a plume of plasma that melted the weapons beyond repair. He tossed the molten bits to the side, starting a small fire where they hit dry brush, but the rest of the infantry did not take the hint and continued to fire at him.  
 
    His bioshields would not last forever, and they were underpowered to start with. He did not know what had happened to him, but his combat fitness was shot. He took a moment to try and remember, but was distracted as a much larger ship flew overhead and began exchanging fire with the gunship. 
 
    The Era’tran pulled another two infantry to him and sliced them apart as he tried to use his Ikrid to reach the Zen’zat in the gunship and the crew of the Kardopa…only to realize that the transport had no Zen’zat in it. Their minds were all accessible, though one was much stronger than the others.  
 
    What is the nature of this combat? he demanded of the Zen’zat in the gunship as the transport physically bumped it away from its perch firing down on the remaining infantry.  
 
    You are in danger. They are here to kill you. 
 
    Mario’topa? he asked, recognizing the mind. What is going on? 
 
    What…you remember me? 
 
    Why would I not? the Era’tran said as he pulled in another of the enemy infantry and decapitated him with one clean claw slice, diminishing the drain on his bioshields a bit more. Answer me. I need to know who to strike. 
 
    The Zen’zat are loyal. The others are invaders. You are on Holloi, and we have been invaded by the Zak’de’ron. These are their servants. Run while we cover you. 
 
    An anger he had never known before billowed over in him. The thought of Holloi being invaded was insulting and infuriating, but to be told it was the Zak’de’ron doing it…that generated a level of ire beyond words. 
 
    The Era’tran grasped one of the infantry so hard he didn’t even need to pull, merely wrenching his head around so that his armor popped a moment before his spine did…then his head flew off into the brush as his body dropped, making it impossible for his armor to heal him, though he doubted it had that technology given how feeble it was. 
 
    A Jumat orb wrinkled the light over his head, and his bioshields dropped a moment as he released it upwards into the Kardopa. It slammed into them, not jolting the large ship but eating away at its own shields there, and to his credit Mario’topa targeted that precise location and gutted one of the transport’s weapon batteries during the momentary shield disruption. 
 
    Why should I run from this filth? he demanded. 
 
    You have your psionics back? Mario’topa asked in disbelief. 
 
    What has happened to me? he asked, but he didn’t get an answer, for the holds of the transport suddenly opened and hundreds of more infantry dropped down into the trees along with one larger individual that he recognized as a Pak’lem, one of the more formidable Zak’de’ron slaves.  
 
    They are here to kill you and you have no armor. Run! 
 
    Are there more than this coming? 
 
    No, but… 
 
    Then we stand here, he said, trying to use his Ikrid on the surrounding troops but failing. As he expected, the Pak’lem was using its Va’do, which created a jamming field in a radius around his body. And as the Era’tran reached out with his Lachka once again he found it slipping and then gone as the Pak’lem caught up to the nearby troops and shielded them with its Da’nu that created a Pefbar blackout, and what he couldn’t feel with Pefbar he couldn’t touch with Lachka. 
 
    That meant his telepathy and telekinesis were no longer available to him, and for other Era’tran that would have been problematic without armor, but he had more psionics than most. 
 
    He moved to the left and hacked away with his claws at a thick tree trunk, then pushed it over to form a barrier on his left flank with the wounded Era’tran behind him. It was thicker than most of their infantry was tall, and as they moved in from that side they had to jump up on top of it…which he was waiting for. If they had Pefbar, then they would be as blind as he was in the presence of the Pak’lem, so they didn’t see his tail whipping around in a circle as they climbed up on top. 
 
    Two managed to dive out of the way, but three more didn’t and got hit so hard they went flying out into the jungle with one disappearing from view. The other two smashed into trees and fell in a hard thump to the ground. 
 
    This was definitely Holloi. He remembered its gravity well, which was part of the reason his body felt so exhausted, but that could not account for all of it. 
 
    “Who are you?” a voice asked aloud through the jungle just as the infantry stopped firing, but didn’t stop moving as they grouped and circled around keeping a wide berth. The aerial battle overhead did not let up, and it seemed as if the Pak’lem did not care about that at all as he emerged through the trees into the smokey clearing around the now holely tent. 
 
    As the question was asked the infantry continued to move, which the Era’tran could not allow. He jumped to the left and got outside the Pak’lem’s jamming range, then picked up two of the infantry and pulled them to him again…only to have them drop out of his grasp as the jamming field washed over the infantry on command. The Pak’lem must have been able to direct it where he wanted rather than just using a radius. The Zak’de’ron had apparently gone beyond the psionics kit they’d given to the Zen’zat, which was no real surprise. 
 
    “Keep your distance,” the Pak’lem told his troops, who obeyed and spread out into a bowl-shaped formation without trying to slip past the Era’tran again. “Let us have a moment to talk.” 
 
    “You serve the Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “As do all true V’kit’no’sat.” 
 
    The Era’tran’s face frowned. “You are not V’kit’no’sat.” 
 
    “A matter of point of view, at the moment, and irrelevant. The question is, who are you? I was told all the Hakja had been destroyed. How are you still alive?” 
 
    That was an insult beyond insults, but he didn’t know if it was true. None of this made sense, but battle was here and he knew better than to let the enemy control the course of events. The gunship was still fighting above them, and he knew it did not have the shields to endure in that matchup. This discussion pause was ensuring aerial superiority for the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    Rather than answer with words, the Era’tran summoned up a dual attack, forming a Jumat orb over his head while building a Choratrik inside his mouth and hiding it until the last moment. He then launched the orb up through the tree branches at the drifting transport, followed by firing the plasma beam at the same spot the disruptive energy matrix hit. 
 
    He couldn’t aim well with no Pefbar or line of sight, but he had to help the gunship or the Kardopa would rain down support fire and make the land battle one he could not win…or he had to win this quickly before the gunship was destroyed or chased off. Either way, standing and talking was a fool’s errand. 
 
    The infantry didn’t hold back once he opened fire, and soon his weak bioshields were being hit from all angles. The Era’tran had to run away to the right, leaving the wounded healer behind as he sprinted through the trees to get himself some cover. 
 
    The Pak’lem followed, and was irritatingly able to keep pace. The Era’tran’s legs were so weak it was insulting. A quadruped of that mass should never have been able to match a biped with his stride, even in these trees, but he was. And the infantry was…surprisingly slower. A few kept pace and actually closed with him, but the rest did not, and the Era’tran saw that error immediately. 
 
    The jamming fields were still over him, so he couldn’t grab them, but if they had an open shot at him so did he, and when he had the opportunity he turned around suddenly and threw a Jumat wall towards them, knocking down small trees and hurling them backwards when it hit. Some were able to dodge out of the way, some were shielded by the larger trees, but the ones that did get knocked off their feet died moments later when a fiery plasma plume followed and hit them on the ground before they could get back to their feet and move again. 
 
    The Era’tran picked off several in this manner, then the others fell back in line as the Pak’lem eased out in front of their formation. Not only that, he was speeding up and nearly on top of the Era’tran, who knew he could not outrun him. As expected the armored quadruped started firing some shots of his own into the Era’tran’s bioshields, which depleted it so much he had to turn and face him. 
 
    He did so suddenly, digging his heels into the soil and making long gouges as he reversed course and put most of his remaining bioshields ahead of him. Just beneath he charged another Jumat, and two steps before collision he dropped the shields and released the energy wave that ended up being smaller than he wanted. His psionic strength was failing him as well, but the blow was enough to knock the quadruped off balance just before the Era’tran head butted him. 
 
    That hurt, badly, for the Era’tran had no armor and the Pak’lem did, but he did so at a specific angle that forced the Pak’lem’s head down and allowed the Era’tran to roll over his back and bite down on his neck before the lightning unleashed from the psionic spine. He didn’t try to hold on, and got his chest over the hump of his spine so he didn’t take a direct hit, then dug his glowing claws into the Pak’lem’s shoulders and pulled.  
 
    Both massive bodies tumbled to the side with the Pak’lem’s neck taking most of the torsion, but his armor was solid and did not break, though his shields were already down. Lightning arcs traveled through the Era’tran’s body, causing him to fall as his legs gave way, but the momentum could not be stopped by it. The Pak’lem rolled upside down, his psionic tissue now pointed into the dirt where the lightning arcs posed no threat to the Era’tran…and the Era’tran now had his legs back and was scurrying over the few meters that separated them to bite into the underside of his neck again. 
 
    Not hard, otherwise his teeth would have lost against the armor, but enough for leverage pinning the quadruped to the ground upside down as it tried to kick free. The infantry pelted him with shots he could not fully deflect. His bioshields went down at some point, but he was locked on the kill and digging into the target’s neck with his Saroto’kanse’vam claws while also delivering a point blank plasma blast. 
 
    The armor held up fairly well against his claws, but after the Era’tran got through it the flesh underneath gave way at his touch. Knowing that this armor probably had a Kich’a’kat in it, he kept tearing and tearing, ignoring the damage being done to his body by the infantry weapons, but he did manage a reverse Jumat that knocked the infantry back and away from him long enough for him to finish decapitating the Pak’lem.  
 
    He cut all the way through the armor on the far side, then tossed the still armored head to his left, using his now active Lachka to propel it like a boulder into two of the infantry as they suddenly stood still helpless under his renewed Ikrid influence. That stopped most of the fighting, but not all, for it seemed some of the attackers had some resistance.  
 
    The Era’tran held the others in check, willing himself through the damage being done to his body as he isolated the Bo’ja individually and yanked them off their feet, drawing them to him and clawing them into submission. By the time he was finished he was barely holding onto consciousness. The pain was so great it had blended into a constant numbing, but he didn’t release his Ikrid hold on the others. With no one shooting him, he walked around and killed them one by one as he heard the battle overhead continuing, then he reached out to the gunship again. 
 
    Surface secure. Show me your status. 
 
    He got a mental reply, seeing through the Zen’zat’s eyes at the smoking transport as it continued to fire from two remaining turrets. Its shields were mostly gone, but the gunship was barely flying and fighting.  
 
    The Era’tran knew he had to win this, or he’d be killed shortly, so he forced himself to start walking in their direction, for they were no longer overhead. He reached out with his Ikrid, but he was too far. He had to get closer, but fortunately the Zen’zat understood and maneuvered around so the transport had to do the same or expose their damaged side. That left it no longer drifting away from the Era’tran, but towards him. 
 
    When it finally did come back within range the Era’tran found the gunners inside and froze them, and fortunately there were no Bo’ja or others that had telepathic skills inside to resist, for his power at this range was tenuous. 
 
    Cease fire and board the transport. I have the crew incapacitated. 
 
    What is your status? Mario’topa asked. 
 
    I am alive. Hurry. I do not know how long I can hold them. 
 
    It will be done, the Zen’zat proudly promised. You have your skills back, Tu’vac. Has the healer returned your memory as well? 
 
    I do not know what has happened to me, Mario’topa, but you know my name is not Tu’vac. Why do you call me that? 
 
    It is what you have been called for the past 2 centuries. You were badly injured and incapable of even moving at first. Your memories were held captive by the damage and unrepairable with Kich’a’kat, or you would have been reverted to a hatchling. The healer has been manually restoring them cell by cell, and she said you were nowhere near full recovery. Do you remember who you are? 
 
    Two centuries have passed? 
 
    Yes, and we are at war with the Zak’de’ron and the previously independent Oso’lon and J’gar. They have reformed the original V’kit’no’sat, denying us our own identity. Do you remember who you are? 
 
    The Era’tran growled, still having to keep his Ikrid constant and fighting the loss of blood from his body, but his anger kept him functioning. 
 
    Eldorat. Eldorat did this to me? 
 
    You survived, barely. He did not. He was killed in Itaru, then the Elder Council went to war with the Zak’de’ron in your absence. Do you remember who you are? 
 
    I do.  
 
    What is your name? Mario’topa demanded. 
 
    My name is Mak’to’ran, he said as the gunship swung up alongside the transport and two Zen’zat jumped out and began forcing open one of the exterior hatches. 
 
    Very good. Do not tell anyone else. The galaxy thinks you are dead, the Zak’de’ron think you are dead, and that is the only reason we have been able to keep Tu’vac safe. Do you understand? 
 
    Why is Holloi under attack? 
 
    They do not know you are here. Holloi is the last stronghold capable of defying Itaru. That is why they are risking so much to take it. Both sides are gutted, Mak’to’ran. Their invasion here is not guaranteed, but they are gradually winning.  
 
    Itaru?  
 
    Destroyed by the Oso’lon and J’gar betrayal. We had the Zak’de’ron beat, Mak’to’ran. Your plan worked. Most of their vermin race are dead. But once the war was fully engaged, the others struck Itaru with their full might and canceled out. They retain possession of it, but there is nothing left. Almost all died. No one surrendered. 
 
    What of the Hjar’at?  
 
    They were the Zak’de’ron’s second main target. Mavro is gone, also destroyed and not conquered. We didn’t think they’d have the strength to mount another heavy assault for another century, but they summoned enough to try here. The outcome is undetermined, but even if we win we will have nothing left. The empire is leaderless, and the Zak’de’ron are scooping up the smaller systems. Conquering rather than destroying. Converting those who have heeded the call to rejoin Itaru willingly without penalty in order to unite to fight the Hadarak. 
 
    All this because I was gone? Mak’to’ran asked. 
 
    The Elder Council was never your equal.  
 
    What of Star Force? 
 
    They are neutral and fighting the Hadarak with full force. Neither side will interfere with their outposts and evacuation routes.  
 
    And the Hadarak? 
 
    Their prime troops have emerged. The grand fight that was predicted has begun, but we are not part of it. Our border worlds fall where encroachment has occurred. We have nothing to defend them with, and Star Force cannot hold them back everywhere. 
 
    Mak’to’ran felt the Zen’zat now inside the transport, and a few seconds later the minds he was holding in check disappeared from his view as they were killed.  
 
    Mario’topa, there was a Kich’a’kat in the dead drop supplies. Bring it to me. I cannot walk. 
 
    On my way, he said as Mak’to’ran sat down on his tail letting his mangled legs splay out and his head droop down. He didn’t want to lay over, and the wounds he was not sitting on screamed at him, but his mind was free of the prison it had been in, and he was intent on remaining conscious no matter what.  
 
    He had woken to a nightmare, but awake he was. Now he had to work the problem piece by piece, but nothing would matter if he succumbed to the infantry wounds that covered his body like bee stings. The Kich’a’kat could revive him if he died, but he didn’t know if it was intact or not. It could have been damaged in the firefight, so Mak’to’ran sat and used what little effort he could muster to activate his Haemra and use his healing psionic on the wounds leaking the most blood… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mario’topa sat in the damaged gunship, which was barely able to hover due to losing all but one of its gravity drives, but half its weaponry still worked, as did its sensors. He’d sent Yenni off in the transport to pick up Lenna and Ben’ra, so he was hovering down into the canopy slightly and doing his best to blend in with the terrain as he kept watch. Jo’ra was dead, having been killed defending the Era’tran against far too many opponents and being unable to reposition. Defending immobile people was far harder than fighting on the run, and Mario’topa didn’t fault him. He hadn’t really stood a chance. 
 
    He’d been 835,022 years old, and the others were no younger. This war was taking away experienced troops more than anything, and doing so in such worthless fashion. Jo’ra didn’t do anything worth his death, for he couldn’t have stopped the attack, and had Mario’topa been in his place he wouldn’t have run and abandoned the Era’tran either. It was such a wasteful situation that it caused him to hate the Zak’de’ron even more, for ultimately they were responsible for all of this. 
 
    No, that wasn’t fair. The Elder Council had started this war. Eldorat was Zak’de’ron, but he wasn’t one of them. Over the past 200 years no other Essence users had entered the fighting, making it abundantly clear he had been a rogue allied with an extra-galactic power just as he’d said. Mario’topa wondered if the Zak’de’ron would have struck first once they knew Mak’to’ran was gone. It was possible they would have, and having gotten the first decisive attack in the war would have been to their advantage rather than the V’kit’no’sat’s, but still there was the possibility that there would have been no war and both would be fighting the Hadarak. Now it was a moot point, and there was no way to know what could or would have happened otherwise. 
 
    He still blamed the Zak’de’ron. He always would. And the more they killed the more his hate grew, but if Mak’to’ran said to stop fighting he would. The V’kit’no’sat desperately needed his guidance, and from everything he’d seen thus far Mak’to’ran had fully recovered. That was impossible, yet here he was, combat capable and with his memories intact. Sol’an couldn’t explain it either, and right now both were talking and eating up the dead drop foodstuffs to replace the tissue the Kich’a’kat had carved out of their bodies to regrow their wounds. 
 
    There hadn’t been enough of Jo’ra left to heal. His chest cavity had been hollowed out by weaponsfire to the point where his armor could not heal him. His heart had not been wounded, but destroyed, so there was nothing left to regrow. Fortunately Sol’an had been salvageable, along with her arm which had been reattached, but right now both Era’tran were famished and telekinetically flying food into their large mouths at a rapid pace. 
 
    Mario’topa would continue to guard them until the others came back, and right now there was no one out here in the skies to bother them. The planetary shield overhead was still up, and the nearest enemy installations were more than 1000 miles away. That was too close, but they didn’t appear to be interested in what had happened here. Or maybe they didn’t have any ships left to send. He assumed a signal had been sent out when this group started to fight, or at least when they began to lose, but there were no more transmissions coming from the jungle, so he waited and watched to see if their luck was going to run out again. 
 
      
 
    “There are still blank spots where we regrew tissue,” Sol’an said, using her halo to lightly scan Mak’to’ran’s brain. Somehow it had survived the fighting without taking any damage. “You must have some memory loss from it, but the rest of your brain is as if it was never damaged. I cannot explain it. I should have shot you long ago.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed, but did not stop the flying train of food cubes from arcing up into his mouth. It paused every time he chewed and swallowed, and Sol’an should have been doing the same, but the mystery before her had taken priority after the first few canisters had been emptied. 
 
    I do not believe that is what did it, he said telepathically as he continued to eat. The resistance in my brain melted away from the bottom up. The shots merely woke me. 
 
    “Replay the memory for me, as much as you can,” she insisted, knowing that such things were highly inaccurate, especially after battle and severe wounds, but she needed something to work with. 
 
    Mak’to’ran paused his chewing as he tried to remember back. Most of it was a blur, but he remembered the resistance in his mind like a great wall that would not bend to his push. It annoyed him so much he had flung himself at it, then… 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s body twitched as he felt something inside him snap again, then everything went weak as he fell to the ground. 
 
    “What did you do?” she demanded, scanning him again but not being able to find anything biologically wrong. 
 
    Mak’to’ran pushed himself to his feet with an odd look in his eye, ignoring her question and lifting one of the empty foodstuff canisters telepathically. Sol’an could see it begin to crush slightly in his grip, then a moment later it snapped into a smashed rod with such ferocity that she began to reevaluate his Lachka strength. 
 
    The canister/rod dropped to the ground, as did Mak’to’ran, but he stopped at his knees with his tail flexed out straight behind him for counter balance as he breathed heavily, but his oxygen levels were constant. There was no physical strain, yet he was acting as if there was. 
 
    “You saw my execution, yes?” he finally asked. 
 
    “I saw the recording of it. Everyone in the empire did.” 
 
    “What happened from your view?” 
 
    “You were telekinetically decapitated.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Your head was twisted until it broke, then it was pulled free of your body.” 
 
    “I remember feeling the Lachka and using my Rentar to counter it. Then I was grasped again with something other than Lachka. Something I could not defend against.” 
 
    “Another psionic?” 
 
    “The range involved for Lachka was impossible. He had to augment it. When it failed, he used something else. I believe he used raw Essence to kill me, and by doing so he has opened my senses to it. I feel drained, and I know I must not experiment too far or it will kill me, but I just added force to crush that container that my Lachka does not possess. I pushed it from my chest into my head, and I felt it flow out through my Lachka tissue. I am told Essence can also heal.” 
 
    “I know nothing about Essence,” Sol’an admitted. “How can it repair your cells without replacing them?” 
 
    “Even Star Force does not fully understand it, but they have recorded many instances of magical occurrences that they then later begin to define. I am weaker now. Can you see it in my body?” 
 
    “I cannot. My scans show you the same as a moment ago.” 
 
    “I am diminished. It must be Essence. Eldorat’s assassination attempt had given me access to it. I was touched by Essence, now I can dislodge it from my own body,” he said, standing up and twisting his tail around so that he could look at it. Mak’to’ran took one more risk, pushing the fabric of his existence out of alignment and down into his tail…which appeared to glow as he did so. 
 
    He immediately let go, and it felt like his second body jerked back into alignment, only now thinner than it had been before. The glow faded quickly, but not instantly, and he stared at his tail until the last embers of it were gone. 
 
    “What did you see?” he asked Sol’an. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “On my tail.” 
 
    “Nothing. What did you do?” 
 
    Mak’to’ran straightened out and fell to his knees again with the urge to breath heavily, but he realized his lungs were not craving air and it was just an automatic response to fatigue. He resisted it and simply held still, which seemed to help a bit better. 
 
    “I can see it now,” he said, not looking at her and staring at the ground as he tried to assess his interior Essence without moving it. There appeared to be nothing there until dislodged, and the thought of someone else dislodging it in him scared him to the core now that he had some understanding of what that involved. 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron claim they have one who can use Essence now, but in very small amounts.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran turned his head and glared at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They made a public announcement after reclaiming Itaru. They said only they and the Oso’lon and J’gar could lead us against the Hadarak and all other threats. They said that they now had the seed of Essence power that would grow throughout the full empire over time, and showed one of their own lifting an object without using Lachka. We assumed it was fake, but they had numerous sensing devices on him at the moment, if you believe them.” 
 
    “And they use it to claim leadership?” 
 
    “Some are afraid of what Essence can do since Eldorat killed you right through our planetary defenses. They do not know how to defend against it. It was said that we went to war against the Zak’de’ron in order to die in a fight that was winnable rather than waiting to be slaughtered by these Essence users. I think that might be partially true.” 
 
    “Some?” 
 
    “Some have joined Itaru and accepted the triumvirate’s leadership once again. They believe in the superiority of the Zak’de’ron, and their claim of an Essence breakthrough gives small hope to those who feel helpless. If you have truly made the breakthrough, it will give you parity with them.” 
 
    “Parity? Star Force has the Essence power that neither of us do. Why did these systems not ally with them? Have they taken any of our worlds as their own?” 
 
    “I have heard stories of many that have fled to them, but no worlds have asked for their protection. Our war against the Zak’de’ron is our own, to win or lose. We have not involved them.” 
 
    “Yet you run to the Zak’de’ron when they show even the smallest Essence power rather than those who actually know how to wage war with it,” Mak’to’ran said angrily, standing up as he forced himself to concentrate. His strength was not returning quickly, and he felt if he dislodged his Essence again he could pass out, or even die, so it was imperative that he not touch it again for days, perhaps weeks, if the information Star Force had given him was accurate. Yet even this brief experience was illuminating. He felt as if another sense he’d possessed all along had suddenly awoken.  
 
    “We have not,” she defended. 
 
    “Have all Era’tran remained loyal?” 
 
    “I have not heard of any traitors, but I have been in the Zor’do working on you constantly. I know little of the war other than the major occurrences.” 
 
    “Treasonous Era’tran is a major occurrence,” he criticized, but his anger was not with her. “I understand your focus and thank you for it, though I do not remember it.” 
 
    “I had to wipe your short term memory each time I treated you. You should not remember it.” 
 
    “How badly damaged was I initially?” 
 
    “You were not conscious. Merely thrashing as pieces of your brain tried to operate without the others. It was more than 20 years before you could even stand.” 
 
     “Why did I not die initially? You said I was decapitated.” 
 
    “All the Era’tran with you were, but the Zen’zat were not attacked. They managed to reattach your head and those of a few others before you were unrecoverable. The others suffered too much brain damage and were reduced to hatchlings. You were attended to first, and slipped into a coma that protected most of your brain from the Kich’a’kat. That is why I was able to slowly put you back together again, but some of your memories should be permanently gone. Can Essence bring back past memory?” 
 
    “I do not see how, but I cannot rule out anything.” 
 
    “Is there something you cannot remember that you should?” 
 
    “Not obviously. If there is I will discover it when I seek it,” he said, pulling some more foodstuffs to him and hoping that would have some effect on his Essence depletion, for it was gnawing at him with no relief. 
 
    “Are you capable of leading the empire again?” she asked with a mix of apology for asking the question and necessary prudence. 
 
    “I am myself, though weak in body. Have I done any training?” 
 
    “None worth mentioning. How did you fare in battle?” 
 
    “You did not see?” 
 
    “I was most likely in shock, if not unconscious. I did not see.” 
 
    “My combat skills are intact,” he said succinctly. “If there is anything I have lost, I will replace it in time.” 
 
    “I think you will,” Sol’an said, feeling pride and relief that her task was nearly done. “Where do we go from here? We are far from safety.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “This region belongs to the Zak’de’ron. We evacuated the Zor’do save for a handful of people while I continued to work on you. Only it had the necessary equipment.” 
 
    “Why not move the equipment?” 
 
    “We could not leave the planet. And there is nowhere on the planet that is safe. When the invasion landed near to us, all forces on the planet moved to counterattack. In the end the invasion continued, but both sides were decimated. The Zak’de’ron claimed aerial superiority, and the Zor’do had to be evacuated on foot. We could not take the equipment that way, and you would recover no further without it. We had to stay here as long as possible.” 
 
    “The Zor’do is nearby?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are there records of my stay there?” 
 
    “No. We deleted everything. Your existence is unknown.” 
 
    “Then we need to keep it that way. My taking command will not create any more ships, and there is much I need to catch up on. Where can I get armor?” 
 
    “There is none available or you would have it already.” 
 
    “Are supplies that low?” 
 
    “I am told so, but the Zen’zat know better than me.” 
 
    Mario’topa, where can I get armor? he asked the gunship overhead telepathically. 
 
    There is none within our reach. I could procure none. We must travel beyond Tullupeg, at the minimum. 
 
    Where are we currently? 
 
    North of Svegarneu. The invasion point was Kinnven and they are currently assaulting Vitolor. 
 
    I trust your guidance. I cannot reveal myself for a variety of reasons. How can we get beyond the battle lines without assistance? 
 
    There are few battle lines. Forces are exhausted everywhere. If we do not attract attention we can move freely. So far no one is approaching. The troops you killed were from the occupation force sent to take possession of the Zor’do. They assumed it was empty and we ambushed them, but were unable to keep it.  
 
    Is there any reason to return? 
 
    No. When the Kardopa returns you must leave on it and keep to the surface. Low orbit is unsafe despite the shield. 
 
    How many Zen’zat remain? 
 
    Three others.  
 
    Any Era’tran? 
 
    Only Sol’an, and she is not suited for combat. We are on our own. 
 
    So be it. Find some place remote we can hide out that has access to the comm grid. I need to know how badly we have been hurt before I decide how to proceed. 
 
    The transport will be here within minutes. Prepare to move. 
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    The Kardopa moved slowly, essentially towing the gunship along behind it with an energy tether for days and staying away from inhabitation, whether it be friend or foe. Large chunks of Holloi were left to nature, so avoiding them was easy and fortunately no pursuit came for the transport and its pair of Era’tran passengers. It seemed everyone else was too busy or too beaten up to care, allowing them a pathetic escape across the jungles of the planet in the captured craft. 
 
    Their eventual destination was not a city, but one of many private residences scattered across the planet, and when Mario’topa queried the residence to announce themselves upon arrival he got no response of any kind. 
 
    “Something is not right,” he told Mak’to’ran, who was sitting in the main hold. “There is no activity at all from Garuva’s palace. Not even any tracking beams. I can’t contact a single individual in armor either.” 
 
    “Hold us here and have the gunship be our eyes.” 
 
    “Yenni?” he asked, glancing at the nearby Zen’zat pilot. 
 
    She nodded, reforming her armor from the jewel-like gauntlets that she wore and heading for a side hatch. The Zen’zat opened it mid-flight and crawled out across the hull of the transport back towards the energy tether as Mario’topa telepathically ordered Ben’ra to slow them to a halt. 
 
    Yenni continued climbing across the nearly vertical hull using the grip points on her armor, then she got her feet under her and leapt from one craft to the other, landing on the exterior of the gunship and breaking off a few more fragments of charred armor on impact. She crawled inside and slid into the central pilot seat, then disconnected the energy tether and began to drift the gunship around and ahead of the transport at a slow crawl on the one and only gravity drive the small craft had left. 
 
    It took nearly 15 minutes for her to come up on the palace, and when she did she transmitted the visuals back to the transport. 
 
    “There’s no activity of any kind,” her voice said as Mak’to’ran saw the holograms of the Era’tran Elder’s residence.  
 
    There was a boundary wall made up of mounds three rows deep that would allow someone to walk through the crevices between them, which could become a death trap if needed. Inside the perimeter were many low buildings that he suspected to be built deep into the ground. As it was, none of them were taller than the treetops, making the palace disappear into the jungle unless you were directly over top of it. He had never been here before, but Garuva was well known as an industrial genius who once represented the Era’tran in the Elder Council. But like so many others after their first million years of life, he had retreated from public service to pursue special projects at his leisure. 
 
    These reclusive Elders were the true leaders of the Era’tran, but they did not get involved in current events unless their capable, but younger kin proved to be inadequate to the task. Garuva’s palace had always been known to host many guests and staff. For it to be empty seemed chilling given the fact that there appeared to be no damage to the sprawling residence at all. 
 
    “Put down on the platform and begin scouting on foot,” Mak’to’ran ordered the gunship. “We are enroute.” 
 
    The Kardopa started moving again, much faster than the gunship had, and by the time they crossed the outer boundary Yenni had barely had time to land her broken ship on one of four small pads that sat flush with the tree tops and made the ships that used them look like they were floating on a sea of green from the horizon.  
 
    The Kardopa was far too large to land, so it was brought to a hover over one of those pads and an extendable ramp lowered a great distance to reach it, down from which Mak’to’ran and Sol’an walked along with Lenna and Mario’topa who ran ahead of the Era’tran as skirmishers while Ben’ra remained onboard the transport. 
 
    “Evacuated?” Sol’an wondered. 
 
    “It would seem so,” Mak’to’ran agreed. “I do not understand why. This facility has defenses. Why leave them for the enemy to secure?” 
 
    “Contact,” Yenni said over the comm. “Zen’zat without armor.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran saw her position on his own tactical display, noting that she was down at ground level and on the other side of the nearest cylindrical building that had a flat top with a walkway connecting it to the landing pads at an angle. He took off at a slow run across that walkway as it descended to the top of the building, then he crossed it and jumped off the far side, falling and landing hard on the paved ground below, but he did not topple.  
 
    The impact made a not so subtle tremor, and he wasn’t surprised to see that Sol’an didn’t follow his reckless path, rather taking one of the landing pad ramps down and crossing the rest of the distance on foot as Mak’to’ran stared at the small group of Zen’zat coming out of the building and standing next to Yenni. 
 
    “Identify yourselves,” he demanded, taking a few sore steps forward but pleased that his leg check proved adequate. The Kich’a’kat had done much to repair the stagnation his body had been suffering from. 
 
    “We are Elder Garuva’s caretakers,” one of males said as he bent his neck back to look up at the towering Era’tran without fear. “We were instructed to remain here and maintain the palace when the others left.” 
 
    “Where did they go?” 
 
    “Garuva decided to join those counter-attacking the invasion point and took all his Era’tran and combat proficient Zen’zat with him. He sent the rest of his techs to other assignments, leaving 13 of us to maintain the palace for his uses or demolish it should the Zak’de’ron come to claim it. We have heard nothing of him or those that went with him. They are labeled as missing, most likely dead.” 
 
    “What of the other Elders?” 
 
    “Many chose to fight the first battle. I do not know how many remain.” 
 
    “Is your tactical grid access secure?” 
 
    “It is. Are you here to reclaim the palace or demolish it?” 
 
    “I have need of it,” Mak’to’ran said firmly. “No mention of our presence is to be reported under any circumstances.” 
 
    “As you wish, Era’tran. What do you require of us?” 
 
    “Combat armor.” 
 
    “We have both Era’tran and Zen’zat suits in the armory.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed agreeably. “The two vessels we arrived on were captured from the enemy. Check them over for any alterations, code or hardware, that is beyond standard specifications. If they come up clean, try and repair what you can. Are there any aerial craft here?” 
 
    “Two barges remain, plus 6 Zen’zat speeders and a geoball.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s eye ridge twitched. A geoball was a subsurface transport that operated on fixed rail lines. 
 
    “Where does the georail connect to?” 
 
    “Several private facilities, along with a single line to a hidden access point in Triapesc.” 
 
    “Where is Garuva’s war room?” 
 
    The Zen’zat tech pointed behind Mak’to’ran.  
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “You come with us,” Mario’topa said, picking one of the techs. “The rest get to work on the craft.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran spun around as the little Zen’zat scattered around his feet and ran so not to force him to walk painfully slow. That was a matter of courtesy the Zen’zat always extended the larger races, and Mak’to’ran could feel the pleasure this one tech had at finally being given a task to do. His mind was masked to him, but his emotions were so overwhelming him that he was involuntarily transmitting them…as were the others heading to the ramp. Apparently they had been abandoned here and were in desperate need of direction. 
 
    All the buildings Mak’to’ran could see were built for Era’tran, though there were a few small auxiliary entrances for the Zen’zat. The tech did not lead him to one of those, but opened up a larger door for him that led into a small, but adequately sized room for three, perhaps four Era’tran to work in. There were plush pedestals to lay on as they worked, but Mak’to’ran went right for the central hologram and mentally interfaced with it, bringing up the data network access that would let him see what was going on everywhere else on the planet that was still connected. 
 
    When the image of Holloi appeared it was color coded to indicate the status of all cities, outposts, residences, and other infrastructure…and of all the green dots, most were pale green, meaning they were functional but depleted. But it was the giant red blot at one location not far from here that dominated his attention. It was like a wound on the planet, and perhaps a fatal one at that, but actual possession of Holloi still remained mostly in Era’tran claws.  
 
    “Zen’zat,” Sol’an asked as Mak’to’ran was getting up to speed. “Is there additional clothing here?” 
 
    “Garuva has an extensive wardrobe available for guests. You may use whatever you like.” 
 
    “Are you done with this one?” she asked Mak’to’ran. 
 
    “Take him.” 
 
    “Show me,” she instructed, then left with the Zen’zat to replace her tight bodysuit that was riddled with burn marks. Mario’topa remained patiently at Mak’to’ran’s side for many minutes before the Era’tran finally spoke. 
 
    “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Our forces. They are poorly countering the assault. The Zak’de’ron have numerous holes in their lines that could be exploited, yet our forces cluster around defensive positions that make no sense.” 
 
    “I do not know of current events. The Zor’do was cut off intentionally to make it appear abandoned after the first battle.” 
 
    “They are fighting like hatchlings,” Mak’to’ran growled. 
 
    “That may be all that are left,” Mario’topa suggested, regretting the words the moment he said them. And the glare the Era’tran gave him didn’t help. 
 
    “Garuva wasn’t the only one that fought?” 
 
    “No. We hit their assault force with nearly everything we had when they made it to ground. It was said that if they gained a foothold we would lose the war of attrition, so everyone that could fight was volunteering. That’s why I couldn’t find any armor to keep for you. Many wanted to die in that first fight rather than wait for the slaughter thereafter.” 
 
    “Has the empire lost its will to win?” Mak’to’ran asked in a whisper, suddenly realizing how bad things must have been across the galaxy for the Era’tran to behave in this manner. 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron knew how and where to hit us, and you knew where to hit them. We’ve canceled out and left the empire to the Oso’lon and J’gar. Once they took Itaru, they’ve been slowly mopping up territory and avoiding the big fights while the Zak’de’ron focus on the remaining strongholds. Even if we can hold them here, the Oso’lon can come in to finish the fight whenever they wish. And if we try to evacuate, the J’gar fleets will hunt down any rogue ships. Nothing less than a battlegroup is safe to move around. Commerce to Jamtren has completely stopped. Systems are having to fend for themselves. Very few were able to send aid here when the Zak’de’ron arrived.” 
 
    “You see no way to win?” 
 
    “Preserving you was our long term hope, but only a handful of individuals even know you are alive. Eldorat was not killed for two days after he attacked you, so we could not let anyone know that any of you had survived. Those reduced to hatchlings were spirited away where they could anonymously begin another life. You were brought here in secret while the Elder Council began the war. Many wanted to die fighting the Zak’de’ron rather than be obliterated by the Veloqueen. Those that remain want to fight, but to an honorable end. They cannot see anything beyond it.” 
 
    “Who are the Veloqueen?” 
 
    “They are the race Eldorat served,” Mario’topa said warily. 
 
    Mak’to’ran considered that for a moment. “I have no memory of that name.” 
 
    “Sol’an said you had permanently lost a small portion of your memories. I am glad it did not affect your combat skills.” 
 
    “As am I,” he said, turning his attention back to the hologram of the planet and the small panels of selective information he was pulling up rapidly as he multi-tasked with his Sav allowing him to visually and mentally sift through more data in a minute than Mario’topa could get through in an hour. 
 
    “Do we have the forces to hold Holloi?” 
 
    “Possibly. Their reinforcements have been few in recent years, and their progress slow. They need Jamtren to fall as an example to others, yet they creep on as if they have no further strength to divert here. You said the Oso’lon and J’gar had large, intact fleets?” 
 
    “Remaining in their own territory. No counter attack of them was deemed feasible.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran shifted to galactic information from the Urrtren, finding large parts of it were incomplete or cut off entirely, but there was still a great deal of information available. Just not a lot of recent information.  
 
    “Interesting,” he mewed. “They are worried that the Zak’de’ron will betray them, and are making sure they have the upper hand with regards to fleet strength. The Zak’de’ron are doing all the heavy lifting. I thought you said we nearly wiped them out?” 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron race is what I meant. Their servants did not take the early hits. We bypassed them as you outlined. Then they struck us hard in response. When we were fully committed Itaru was taken and the J’gar began poaching the space lanes. After that it became a free for all.” 
 
    “Yet the Urrtren remains mostly intact.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Intimidation and illusion are both weapons the Zak’de’ron rely upon when they do not have true dominance. They want the rest of the V’kit’no’sat to see Holloi fall. They need them to voluntarily rejoin, because they do not have the strength to force it. Not in time…” he said, switching to the coreward map to see where the Hadarak invasion was…and as he expected, some worlds were already being chewed up by their advance. 
 
    “Are you saying it’s a bluff?” 
 
    “Hatred of the Zak’de’ron would keep every V’kit’no’sat race defiant to the death. They do not have the strength to engage in that fight and win. They had not planned to engage us this early. The Hadarak purge forced them to reveal themselves before they were ready. They would not have attacked us if the Elder Council had not been so stupid to start the war. Now they are committed and know they cannot win and rebuild before the Hadarak sweep up half our territory, if at all. The Oso’lon and J’gar are their lifeline. Have all of them changed allegiance?” 
 
    “No. Ours have remained loyal, but those are the primary targets for the traitors, and they’re starting with the weaker ones now that we don’t have the defense fleets to rally to their aid.” 
 
    “Conquest or destruction?” 
 
    “Conquest, though many are dying when they will not submit. I don’t think they want their races divided anymore.” 
 
    “I concur. They could not prevent it previously, and they must rebuild the illusion of unity. While others would die fighting against the Zak’de’ron, they are conditioned to submit to the Oso’lon and J’gar. By reuniting with them, the Zak’de’ron hope to intimidate and delude those they cannot quickly defeat in battle. All in the hopes of squashing our resistance soon enough that they can turn their attention to the Hadarak and hold onto a portion of the empire while the rest is destroyed.” 
 
    “Will that work?” 
 
    “It is their only option. And I intend to see that it does not work. To do that we must stop them here and hold Holloi, and it is fortuitous that the majority of the planetary defenses are still intact. If what’s left of our defenders stop behaving as hatchlings we can hold the planet. That first battle did save it, Mario’topa. But those that remain seem intent to waste the sacrifices made.” 
 
    “If you reveal yourself the Zak’de’ron will come. So will the Oso’lon and J’gar. You are a higher target than even Holloi.” 
 
    “I know, but remember where we are, little Zen’zat. Remember where we currently stand and who controls it.” 
 
    The epiphany struck Mario’topa a moment later. 
 
    “And he’s currently missing, presumed dead but not confirmed?” 
 
    “Precisely. Bring me the best coder from the techs.” 
 
    Mario’topa smiled broadly. “With pleasure, Garuva.” 
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    Li’nikka was on foot patrol around the small city of Bejdalli when the orders came in, and at first he didn’t believe them. He’d been solo assigned to give this city an Era’tran combat specialist in order to pull together a civil defense unit for when the enemy finally arrived here. Not enough to actually win a fight, but to bleed them of some of their infantry before the pullout happened.  
 
    There were over 800 Era’tran in the city with some 360 Zen’zat serving them, none of which were combat trained. Everyone who had been had long since been called off to fight elsewhere, which Li’nikka wanted to be doing, but instead he was stuck here with a bunch of females and techs, none of which had any fighting skills. And out of all of them there were only 3 that had armor, which had come out of heirlooms and was considerably dated, but far better than nothing. 
 
    He had 34 in his cobbled together unit and was trying to school them in enough basic principles that they would be able to work together to help support him when the enemy got here using their psionics and the small-arms weapons that thankfully there was still a supply of. Armor was scarce, but add-ons were still available. Just no shield generators. Why more hadn’t been readily made he didn’t know. Perhaps they had prioritized the weapons given the fact that shields couldn’t kill any of the enemy. 
 
    But now he was being called away, and he couldn’t believe by who. The orders were coming in from Garuva, whom everyone had thought dead with the rest of the Elders. The chain of command had become so broken that the planetary commander, at least the last he knew, was a mid level warrior only 400,000 years old. He’d ordered them all into defensive positions with the highest priority given to scaling attrition in their favor, but no longer. Garuva had somehow survived and now taken command, and Li’nikka was being called to fight. 
 
    He let out a muted roar of excitement and swung around on the trail outside the city and left the grasslands, ducking inside the nearest gate and heading to one of three ships the city possessed. Two were larger transports, but the third was a short range troop transport designed for Era’tran. Similar to the Zen’zat gunships, the Pill’ew could carry four Era’tran along with a contingent of Zen’zat if needed, but they were able to operate without them. 
 
    Li’nikka didn’t have any worthwhile to take with him anyway, so when he ran up to and under the cozy craft he mentally triggered the underside doors to swing open, then one of four harnesses lowered and locked onto his armor, hauling him inside suspended above the opening. The doors closed below his hanging feet as the gravity altered and he was left more or less floating with just enough to keep him oriented as he interfaced his armor with the ship and began to fly it remotely. 
 
    The Pill’ew lifted up from the city and headed south towards a rendezvous point. Li’nikka didn’t have any further orders than to go there, but after several hours of flying he noticed another Era’tran craft heading in the same general direction, though it was faster and passed him by. An hour after that he began picking up others to the left and right at great distances, all of which were seeming to converge on the same rendezvous point. 
 
    6 hours later the sky was full of ships as he slid into hovering position alongside the others as they waited for more to arrive. There was an armada of small craft here, few of which had any real aerial weapons, but most looked to be small to medium troop carriers of some sort, and those nearest him were not full, which he confirmed via Ikrid as they began passing inquires back and forth without using the comm channels. 
 
    Nobody knew what was going on, only that Garuva had issued attack orders. This wasn’t a defensive maneuver, they were actually going to counterattack the invaders, and many like Li’nikka were saying it was about time and eager to make the assault. When the time finally came they moved out in waves, making a river of small craft flying just above the surface and tracking towards the enemy lines.  
 
    Li’nikka could see what was going ahead through their tactical link, and as a few scattered Zak’de’ron units tried to intercept them 4 Vindendi Zen’zat fighters pulled out of the group and quickly engaged. As far as he knew there weren’t any Vindendi left on the planet, but the fast and agile attack craft made quick work of the interlopers and circled back into the group where they disappeared in the armada that was altering course at the last moment to disguise their true target. 
 
    They swung wide of the main fortifications in Bonnk’ann where the Zak’de’ron were the strongest and instead bypassed them to head towards the ghost town of Tu’vannak. The enemy still possessed it, but the once 3 million population that lived there were now either dead or evacuated. There was no one there to save, and very few enemy to target, yet that’s where Garuva was sending them. 
 
    When they got closer Li’nikka got additional orders, including turning over control of his craft to another ship after he set down in the very heart of the decimated city that was showing a bit more activity than he had thought. There were enemy units scattered around that had to be destroyed, and he was assigned to hunting them. When his wave of ships flew over the city boundaries they broke up, each going to separate locations, and his was an isolated building top where he disengaged from his Pill’ew and dropped a dozen meters out of the underside doors after releasing control of it to the armada. 
 
    The ship remotely flew off without him as he got waypoint information and zonal hunting parameters. Apparently the Zak’de’ron had been using this ghost town as a supply depot, and they hadn’t left very many units here to guard it, given that their army was nearly as depleted as the Era’tran’s was. Li’nikka was to search out and destroy the defending units while other teams took and repaired existing city defenses that the Zak’de’ron had overlooked, some of which were simply out of power.  
 
    They were going to hold portions this city, steal the Zak’de’ron’s useful supplies, and torch the rest. The Zak’de’ron had left them vulnerable and now they were going to pay for that mistake, making Li’nikka wonder why they hadn’t launched this type of attack sooner. 
 
    Then he realized as he looked off the rooftop at the hundreds of craft flying around the city that the Era’tran were leaving a lot of places underdefended in order to make this assault, just like the city he’d been previously assigned to. But going on the offensive just felt right. They were calling the shots now, not moving in response to the Zak’de’ron, and here and now, at least, they were in a mismatched fight in their advantage, and it had been a long time since he could remember having that luxury. 
 
    Li’nikka ran to the rooftop access and moved down through the building using his Ikrid and Lachka to kill enemy infantry scattered inside through the walls before they could even see him coming. Once he cleared the site he moved on to his next waypoint and began hunting mechanized units in a specific zone that was all his, which would give him more of a challenge, but the large walking machines were no match for an Era’tran one on one, and he welcomed the chance to get his claws on something larger than infantry. 
 
    With all the units roaming the air overhead he had good intelligence as to where the enemy was and was not, but there were still overhangs and damaged buildings offering some cover, but he got to his first target within 8 minutes of leaving his landing site and immediately took fire from its two shoulder cannons. The quadruped machine stood slightly taller than him, and was easy to knock down, though its height gave it a big advantage hunting Zen’zat on the ground. 
 
    But he wasn’t Zen’zat. 
 
    Li’nikka fired on it from multiple weapon ports on his armor, seeing the hits disappear into its shields as the walker’s fire likewise disappeared into his, but he wasn’t going to fight a ranged match. He took off running, and lowered his head at just the last moment as the walker tried to sidestep out of the way. He headbutted it in one of the four knee joints and wrapped his thick arms around the legs as they both went to the ground…and after that the poorly designed anti-infantry walker had no chance against his melee skills. 
 
      
 
    Mak’to’ran watched the attack unfold from Garuva’s war room. The map of the city was too massive to fit in there, so he had to keep zooming in and out as he monitored their progress. Resistance was light, as expected, but already units from other locations were grouping up to mount a counterattack to his counterattack, but they would not get to Tu’vannak before the supply depots were hit. 
 
    Mak’to’ran had been worried about the fighting caliber of the troops that remained, but they were doing exceptionally well in the mismatch, as they should, and he was happy to be able to deliver them an easy victory after so many years of defeats, but this was just his opening move. He needed to keep a close watch on the individual units fighting in the city to make sure no debacles happened, and he’d already had to give a few extra orders to specific units that didn’t quite understand the basic elements of street fighting, but overall it was going well, and he needed to identify which were the better units, for the old skill marks from before the war were now outdated. Combat had a way of elevating or degrading warriors over a short period of time, and he needed to know who was on the rise and who had been broken. 
 
    But he was also watching how the Zak’de’ron responded in other locations, and from where. He was hoping to pull them to him, but he wasn’t sure what they would leave underdefended to do it…then he saw them pulling what looked like all their aerial assets out of their frontline outposts to the south, all the way down to near where Team 4 was stationed. 
 
    It was going to take a while for them to get up to the supply depot, and by the time they did it would be too late to save it. Mak’to’ran assumed the Zak’de’ron commanders were looking for a major clash where they could kill the cluster of Era’tran craft, but that wasn’t going to happen. He’d pull them out before major losses could occur, leaving a few units to handle the city defenses that they were able to rejuvenate. The damage they could do would be worth it, and the crews staying behind to man them knew the risks and how they’d be left on their own to survive afterward, but they all had eagerly volunteered at the chance to do some real damage to the enemy. 
 
    As juvenile as the Era’tran commanders had been previously, the Zak’de’ron did not appear to be much better. They were pulling units from key areas and leaving them undefended, perhaps expecting Mak’to’ran not to have any other armadas in play. After all, he had to strip everything from the surrounding area just to assemble this one. What more could he have? 
 
    The answer was a great deal. There were places on the planet that were in no immediate danger, but they still had light defensive units there above and beyond their infrastructure. Mak’to’ran had quietly pulled them all out, forming additional armadas that were moving up at the same time the primary one went out to hit the depot. At the same time he had all-Zen’zat teams near the Zak’de’ron border waiting for moments of opportunity, and the stupid enemy commander was giving him plenty. 
 
    Mak’to’ran began sending out a flurry of orders, leaving his backlines undefended where they were safely tucked in underneath the planetary shield generators and too far away from the enemy to be flanked…and even if they were, their city turrets were intact and could fend off a small attack without support. And the enemy wasn’t going to be able to mount more than that with all their attention focused on the supply depot. 
 
    It was a gamble, and no maneuvers in this dystopian war zone could be classified as anything else, but right now he had the Zak’de’ron reacting to him, and that was the best way to protect what was left of Holloi. He didn’t have enough troops to adequately defend all cities and sites. Neither did the enemy, so going on the offense while relying on your infrastructure…something the enemy did not have the luxury of on someone else’s planet…as a backstop was the smart play, and one that should have been made years ago. There just weren’t any real commanders left alive to spot the opportunity and seize it. 
 
    Mak’to’ran hadn’t looked too closely at the death tallies. He’d searched for any senior leadership and found none still active. At least none that were linked into the tactical grid. As Mario’topa had said, they’d gone with the main defense force to resist the Zak’de’ron at their first landing point and succeeded enough to create this creeping stalemate that the enemy was winning due to their sporadic reinforcements trickling in over the years, but not enough to take the entire planet within the next 50 unless something major changed. 
 
    If Mak’to’ran’s troops could summon up enough courage to remember who they were, then this was going to be easy. But they’d lived through this nightmare that he’d blessedly missed. So while his mind was fresh theirs were weary, but as they saw a quick and instant victory maybe some hope would work its way in.  
 
    He had no way of knowing that from his position, organizing from afar from a place of secrecy. Some of the Elders should have done this and survived to make sure the resistance was adequately led, but Mak’to’ran guessed they saw no way of winning and had chosen the most honorable of deaths they could arrange, leaving the non-combat portion of the planet with the least enemy forces to face afterward as they took as many as they could to death with them. 
 
    Mak’to’ran was going to make use of the advantage they had left, but he was dismayed that there was no one here that could have seen it before him. Was Holloi totally devoid of a single experienced commander? This planet used to be the heart of the Era’tran Empire where the wisest and most experienced came to live when their time of frontline service came to an end and they were replaced with others that needed the experience more than them. 
 
    Holloi had been a brain trust for the Era’tran, and now it was devoid of that legendary skill…save for him. 
 
    Mak’to’ran didn’t know what the situation in the rest of the galaxy was like, and he hoped there were systems out there still intact, both Era’tran and their allies, but he suspected that those would be likewise drained of their best troops, if not leadership, as they went to war in other places. Mak’to’ran was alive by sheer luck and the determination of his fellow Era’tran to protect and restore him, and in doing so he’d been spared this war…but his absence was also responsible for it. None of this would have happened if Eldorat had not come, or if he’d not tried to overthrow Mak’to’ran and seize control of the V’kit’no’sat for himself. 
 
    The arrogance of that astounded Mak’to’ran, and it was a bad sign if the Veloqueen were of a similar attitude. If they were so powerful they thought they could do whatever they wanted then meeting them in battle again was going to be horrific. The V’kit’no’sat were not prepared for a war of Essence, and now that Mak’to’ran had tasted his first bit of that power he feared it even more, for he knew it was not a power that could be constructed quickly as Legion had been. This would take a lifetime to build, and the Era’tran did not have a lifetime. They were half dead already, and even if they survived this war the Hadarak were right there on the doorstep of the Empire, chewing away at it while these idiots… 
 
    There. Mak’to’ran just saw more Zak’de’ron units from the northern flank begin to reposition, and he sent orders out to Team 2 to begin their stealth attack. They were all Zen’zat on foot and speeder bikes moving through the jungle, and it would take them quite a while to arrive, but when they did they’d have another mismatch in their favor…and if the Zak’de’ron pulled troops from somewhere else to counter that attack, he’d activate another of his waiting teams to hit something else valuable that they left lightly defended. 
 
    He had to time this right, and keep making adjustments as the course of events went along. Some of his troops would fail him, for their resolve was weak and their training limited. These were the survivors and the rookies, and he was going to get the most use out of them that he could, but he also knew that victory would inspire them more than any speech, and today they were going to get to inflict plenty of damage on the enemy, for the Zak’de’ron were so badly positioned they could not redirect reinforcements fast enough, and Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to allow them a chance to do so. 
 
    More orders went out to units waiting on the border and those moving up from the rear areas, some coming from half the planet away, but all were able to see what was happening ahead and Mak’to’ran made sure the battle vids were being passed along to every unit and every city still in Era’tran possession on the planet…along with the fact that Garuva was still alive and now taking command. The presence of an Elder would do much in addition to the victories, as would the industrial orders Mak’to’ran was making in his name. Everything on this planet had become sloppy, if not downright broken, and he was going to put it back into order as quickly as possible. 
 
    This was no longer a resistance. It was a counterstrike. And while he couldn’t do anything about the Veloqueen or the Hadarak in the foreseeable future, if he could hold Holloi then he could eventually recover the rest of the V’kit’no’sat Empire. His presence here was an unpredictable event for the Zak’de’ron, and he needed to keep it an unknown for as long as possible. This was the only chance the Era’tran and the V’kit’no’sat had. He was the only chance. There was strength left in Holloi, but it was scattered, dejected, and wasted without proper leadership. He’d never thought to see Holloi on the brink of defeat again, let alone this kind of collapse, but as long as the Zak’de’ron didn’t get a massive amount of reinforcements he was going to stop the losses here and now. Forcefully. 
 
    He waited until the raid on the supply depot was complete, and his units were pulling out before the Zak’de’ron units rushing there could engage them in a costly battle, but once victory was his and the volunteers remaining were shooting down ship after ship as the enemy crossed right over weapons batteries they thought had been destroyed…that was when he rescinded the hatchery restrictions.  
 
    When the planet was looking like it would fall, reproduction had been stopped. Mak’to’ran now reversed that order and indicated that the hatcheries should begin filling again. This was going to be a long term war, and replacement troops and general population would be needed, no matter how green. The slow death of Holloi had been terminated, and it was now time to start growing again, even before the enemy had been repelled.  
 
    Time was not the Era’tran’s ally, and they couldn’t afford to waste any of what they had. 
 
    Mak’to’ran had an immense amount of work ahead of him, but in the back of his mind he knew that even if he was wildly successful here the Empire was still doomed without Star Force. They were now the dominant power in the galaxy, and he would have to come to terms with them eventually…otherwise the coreward half of this galactic empire would be lost to the ashes of history. 
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