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Chapter 1: The Priestess

"They are on theretreet, they are on the retreat!!"

Caught in acriscross of ion beams, what was once aBeast lon Array frigate was now an exploding
ball of gaswith plasmaballsflying out in al directions. "YES!!!..." shouted the pilot, looping the
Super Acolyte into a victory roll before joining his wing in formation. Below him, a wing of
Avengersstreaked past awall of Hammer corvettes and Blade Mk 6 interceptorsin arace to finish
off the survivors

Adm. Njad Nabaal of the Kushancarrier Kuura'sacould not be more pleased. Y earsgncethe defeat
of the Great Beast, pockets of its offspring remain, the virus mutating into various forms. A
combined Taidan Republic and Kiith Naabal has spent two years tracking down Beast Virus
Generation 3 Variant 7 or G3V7 for short. The G3V 7 has been among the most violent mutations,
and the plague has destroyed at least one colony and two carrier groups Soon the story of this
unholy Beast offspring would come to an end. With it, he would gain a feather in his cap. By the
holy god Sajuuk, he will be vindicated; the head of the Beast will be histrophy to show tothe great
Council of the Daiamid.

A Beast Skaal Tel Destroyer broke up in pieces, sliced by Dervishes and Firelances in concert. To
see the Firdance ion beam frigates do their damage, ....yes... it brought back the most precious
memories. He started as hiscareer as a crewman in aHrelance back in the Mothership'sjourney to
Hiigara, and in the end, he became a captain of a Firelance himself in the final battle over Hiigara
against the Taidan forces of Emperor Riesgiu the Fourth. To be the captain or even the crew of a
Firelance was a great honor, and is considered the elite of the elite inthe Kushan fleet. It wasin the
last Homeworld battlewhere he distinguished himself, with his badly damaged frigate goingtoe to
toe with a Skaal Famissle destroyer. The destruction of the Beast Skaal Tel reminded him of that
battle in a sweep of nostalgia. For abrief moment, he envied those captains in the Frelances, still
young and tasting the joy of the kill. Asfor the Frelances, they will never replace those old birds,
hethought. Y earslater, after thefirst Beast waskilled by the Kiith Somtaaw, the other Kiith all went
to license and bought the Somtaaw ships. But for him, theoriginal shipsfrom the Journey will have
a specia place in his heart, and even in obsol esence, the old ships remain wildly popular among
their crews.

He waved his hand, and the bridge relayed orders to the res of the fleet. The frigates have fallen
behind the protection of the destroyers asthey advanced to finish off the rest of the Beast fleet. His
elitesquad of Quper Acolytesdreak ahead, strafing aBeast carrier whoseinfection beams could not
track fightersthis fast.

Yes, the glory will be his and to the Kiith Naabal. Since the Somtaaw has dain the Beast, the
prestige of the Naabal has declined in the light of the glory of the Beastslayers. The first war with
the Beast hastaken amassive toll in the ranks of the Naabal, Kushan's premier warrior kiith, who
took the brunt of the early, disastrous battles agai nst the Beast. Revenge wasdenied to the Naabal,
asthefinal victory won by the ingenuity of aminor kiith called Somtaaw. Since then, the warriors
of Naabal seek to recover the glory once theirs, and so they sought to destroy the remnants of the
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Beast, with the Imperialists and the Raidersfor good measure. The destruction of this Beast mutant
will be the greatest victory for the Naabal since the extermination campaign began.

* * %

He bent his head low. Hissight is not worthy of the Priestess in her privacy, and to raise hishead
would welcome instant execution. But her feminine scent tingles hisnose, those oils she apply all
over her body. He can hear her bath, thetrickle of water drops, and finally the sound of her barefeet.
Soon she stood over him naked, but he dared not raise hishead. His heart raced and the storiestell
of the beauty of the Priestess, but still he would not dare feast his eyes upon her.

The man'sfaith is strong, she thought. For all that matters she could be fully clothed infront of him.
"What news have you brought for me?’

"Our forcesare in postion, Y our Holiness"

"Very good, my child M'jor. Y ou have served our Mother N'ua very well. If you win this battle, |
shall put agood word for you to the Mother of the Gardensto seefit that shewill bequeath you with
her blessings...let's say, afleet command promotion.” Sheis perhapslessthan half of hisage but she
treats him like a child, an action that made him uneasy.

She had this sweet smell that grew stronger as she bent over him. Sheran her fingersover his hair.
"You area strong man, Mjor. | likethat. | like only having the best..."

His eyebrows strained. "Will your Holiness care to bl ess us with her gppearance in the bri dge?"

"l have the ful utmost confidence in you, my child Mjor. Y ou can proceed without me. When | am
through with my bath, | shall see you in the bridge. Do not fail me, M’jor, go...go..."

Then she opened abottle of sacred oils.” Do you smell it, M'jor? It isthe smell of the purest essence,
theblood of our Mother. Itisthispurity that we seek to achieve and preserve. Remember this, M'jor.
Everythingwe must doisthe act of cleansing When| finish my bath, | shall joinyou in the bridge.”
With that she bent and kissed him in the forehead.

* * %

The second Beast carrier has brokenup. Now to finish the mothership. Njad gripped hi sfist. Now,
now now!

"We are detecting new energy signatures” said an officer in the bridge.
"ldentify."

"Extreme interference. Signatures indicate multiple ships and fighters bearing down on the Beast
mothership.”

What's this? Ships from arival kiith coming down to steal his victory? He cannot have this.



"All shipsfull speed and get to the Beast ship firs."

"...but thelInfection Beam, sr?..."

"If you hit it fast, hard, in numbers, the Beast won't have a change to get ashot.”
"Sending all orders now!!!™"

Njad's eyes are fixed on the screen.

"Fighters are now on the Beast mothership itsdlf."

"Hail the commander of that battle group! | want to talk to him,” Njad shouted. As the
communications go online, Njad grit his teeth. "lIdentify yourself, your rank and your fleet
des gnation."

No answer.

"Whilewe appreciate your assistanceasallies, by thisbattle must be won by and only by the Naabal.
We ask that you desist your attack and | et us take care of this."

No answer.

Multiple lights headed to the Beast ship. Another set of lights came out from the Beast ship to
chal lenge the first set of lights. The battle has been joined. Beast strike craft fought frantically to
defend their mothership against wave and wave of the attackers.

"Cloak Generator signatures!!!”

Frigates materialized out of thin space near the Beast ship. lon beams lanced from them into the
mothership.

No!! Not!

"The Super Acolytes will soon be reachingthe mothership position. We shall soon ssewhoitisthat
dare intervene in our operati on."

Njad's heart beat faster.
"We now have visual acquisition."

The frigates were tearing the helpless mothership apart in their beams while Beast fighters pop
under the fighter onslaught. As soon asit started, it wasall over. The Beas ended its existence in
ablinding plasma explosion.

"What are those?' remarked the voice of a Super Acolyte pilot.

Something caught Njad's eye. Kushan? Taidan? No. But there is something familiar about them, a
sight from the past. Thisisimpossible. A chilling realization gripped him.
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"ALL FIGHTERSENGAGE THEM!!!" N’jad ordered frantically. "Fleet, all indefensiveformation.
Prepare to hyperspace as soon as poss ble. NOW!"

"But our fighters..." cried the bridge officer.

"They're good as dead, and we will jointhemif we don't get out soon," shouted Njad. In the screens,
the A colytes and the Blade fighter s now engage fighters once thought as friends, but now enemies.

"Multiplesignaturesaround us!!!" shouted the bridge officer. The new enemyfleet has materialized
our of amassive cloaking field in al their directions.

No, not this far from the Gardens. It can't be, Njad thought.
"By the mercy of Sajuuk, HY PERSPACE NOW!!!" Njad slammed his fist on the console.

But the engines could nat react. "What's happening,” cried one of the officers. "Hypergace
inhibitors! But that's impossible” said the tactical officer.

Inthe screen, aSuper Acolytestumbledrollingout of control, asan Advanced Swarmer right behind
itrakeditsfour cannonsintoitssoft belly. A scream ended the final second of one of Naabal's elite
pilots. An X formation of Blade Mk 6 Inter ceptorsrushed headfirst into an unruly mob of Swarmers,
only to have the middle of their formation blown away, as the Swarmers raced right through the
middle.

AnACV rippeditsfour energy cannonsagainst a Swarmer head on, poppingit. Butthe ACV wasn't
fast enough to avoid its wingman, and the second Swarmer smashed into the hapless ACV. Two
Hivesunleased their Swarm drones, cutting a wing of Swarmers into pieces. But another wing of
Swarmers hit one Hive from behind, destroying it in one strafing pass, and before the second Hive
can react, the second pass of the same Swarmer wing strafed the Hiver from front to end, and the
Hiver ended itslife in afireball.

"Locate the source of the i nhibitors, we need to destroy those if we haveto get out from thid" Njad
ordered. A flash in the screen indicated another Firelance islost. A Dervish cut a Swarmer down,
then another, then another again, but then got the receiving end of four ion beams coming out from
nowhere. Asthe Dervish vaporized, the Kadeshi Multibeam Frigate barrel rolled and headed to its
next prey, aKudaark. The Assault Frigate too, died in aball of white fire but not before it punched
afew holesinto itsvictor. Explosions rocked the carrier Kuura'sa, asbeam cut throughit. "Wehave
located the source of the inhibitor. It isright in front of us," said one of the officers.

Njad watched in horror as a massive long needlelike shape is headed towards his ship, head on.
From the Needleship, beamslancedto the carrier, and the pride of the Nabaal fleet was sliced from
beginning to end. Thatwasthelad thing Njad saw in hi slife, asa Swarmer smashed i nto the bri dge
of the carrier, mercifully ending his fate before the entire ship ended in aball of furiousfire.

*k*



Cloaked in the finest silks and smelling in the finest myrhh, Gyela entered the bridge as she had
promised to M'jor.

"What isthe satus?'

"The main resigance of the Unclean hasbeen broken. The diseased mothershipis also destroyed.”
Four needleships have converged on the position towards the Naabal carrier. An enemy destroyer
blew asit was raked by two multibeam frigates.

"Good, good... The Mother will be pleased with the sacrifice of the blood of her enemies. What then
Isour own casudties?"

"The casualtiesin our fighter arm are high. We did not expect this much resistance from the strike
arm of the diseased mothership and from the fleet of the Unclean.”

"I shall prayfor their ouls," G'yelacried, raising her arms asthe tears shehasworked up, streamed
down her cheeks."A pilot'stask is the one with most honor and the greatest sacrifice. Their lossis
like my own aswell, likethe loss of my own children." G'yelawas in fact, still ayoung virgin who
will never give phydcal birth due to her vows she pledged and her permanent infertility in aritual
donein the Mother's altar. Instead, al of Kadesh's children will be her children. The sacrifice of a
woman's fertility was the greatest offering one can give to the Mother of the Gardens, N'ua.

The singing of aholy choir hasbegun to fill the communication channels of all Kadesh ships and
fighters, inspiring them to fight further beyond their cdl of duty and life. It wasthe glorious song
of eternal life in service of the Mother. The greater the gift of martyrdom and sacrifice, the more
the soldier was assured a place in Her bosom.

"Order all Grappler corvettes to retrieve as many intact enemy ships as they can. Obtain as many
intact ship weapons, fire control systems and engines as much as possible from destroyed and
damagedshipsaswell," G'yelaordered to her captain, M'jor. Theinsect like Grapplerswasthefinal
act of the attack, rushing to pick off the prizes. These odd looking craft are based on the same
chassis as the Fuel Pod, but instead of a gun and fighter ship grappl es, the Grappler had large
mechanical jaws designed to grab large ships.

"Inthe meantime, | shall sing for my children'souls.." Gyelasaid. The screens are still filled with
thelights of adetermined enemy, but the Swarmerswere as equally determined to shut them down.

"Andplease, M'jor, no survivors" she added. "For the sake of the Mother, our work must always be
clean and thorough.”

* * %

G'yelalater toured the hangerswith M jor and Eng neeringofficer, T'saok. "What do you think, Y our
Holiness?' T'saok said proudly. " Our reportsindicate we have captured several dozen of the enemy's
so called Acolyte, Avenger and Super Acolyte fighters. We have also captured several frigates,
Hammer heavy and Tempest multi gun corvettes, as wel | as the enemy's Blade, Thunderbolt, Shield,



and Arrow fighters."

"Y our trivial inventory numbersdo not concern me, mychild T'saok . What mattersis thetechnology
you can salvage from all these. How will it benefit our fleet? Just remember, T'saok, | plan the
whole attack sorely for the purpose of gathering technology. The Bentusi will never deal with us,
and we cannot deal with the Unclean. We will take what we need by force with the aid of the
Mother's blessing.”

T'saok continued. "There isnothing in most of these ships that we have surpassed. Our Advanced
Swarmer drives have long equaled the efficiency of these fighters' drives, and our ion beams and
projectile cannons are superior to the enemy. However we can benefit from their fire control
systems.”

"Our biggest prize is the fighter drive of these so called Acolytes. They are claimed to be from
Bentus design and are far mor e effici ent from than our Advanced Swarmer Drive."

"...and what isthe potential of these drives, my child T'saok?" sad Gyela. "We cannot simply wait
and rely on trapping ships as they come to the Gardens. No, we must go and hunt our goals
ourselves. By going beyond the Gardens, we hope to capture technology from the Unclean that we
can usefor our Holy Causes.”

"l see, Your Holiness," said T'saok. "In fact, | have already anticipated work on adapting these
fighter drivesto the Swarmers. With these new drives, we will remove the short range weaknesses
of our fighters. Our fighters will be superior to those of the outsiders. The Priesthood and the
Motherhood will be pleased.”

"No they will not,” G'yela corrected. "Our Holy Orders are filled with old men and women who
dared not dream any longer. Infact, they will opposewhat wewill do. Our Order isthe one of Hope
and Dreams. Wewill go beyond the Gardens. The drivesare for the fightersof our own Order only,
and later for the Orders who will ally with us. With these drives, the fighters of our Order will be
superior over those Orders who oppose us We hope not to fight our own brethren, but a show of
force wil | convince people to our cause and our right to power."

"Our civilization is stagnating inside the Gardens. Our people are as starved of hope as they are of
food. If we are al tosurvive and find greatness once again, we have to leave the Gardens It iswith
this promisethat | shdl lead you dl."

"My children, T'saok and M'jor, you will now be privy to the secrets|ong kept by the K'jath, the
Holy Order of the Daughters of N'ua, the oldest and most sacred order of Kadesh. We are the
keepers of the ship Khar'nak who came to the gardens millennia ago. From this ship comes the
cornerstone of our faith and our war against those who has dri ven usto the Gardens."

"But our true fath has been distorted through the ages Inside the Ship lies the truth of our people.
Inside lies a Guidestone, the star map that shows where once our ancestors lived. This is the
Guidestone of the Everl asting Gar den, the Guidestone for Hiigara."



"ThisHiigaraliesin the center of the Galaxy. Our tranglation of theancient textsinside the sacred
ship tells us that Hiigara, and our ancestors, was once the heart of an empire that stretches across
the galaxy, only to be subdued by the Unclean. The Infidels, the Sinners, the Defilers and the
Unclean all drove our ancestors to exile, and our Ancestors came to the Gardens, where they long
fought to preserve our Faith. But thistrandations and the Truth they teach have to be kept by our
Order for centuries as our people are nat worthy of such knowledge, or are they ready to act on it.

"But something has happened to changethis. We can no longer wait for thetime our peopleisready
for this Truth. We haveto force that time. When the Unclean Exilesfirst cameto the Gardens, this
led to an astonishing discovery by our Order. The Unclean has shipsthat have asimilar energy and
technology signature to ours. They too have a Guidestone and are on the journey to the gardens of
Hiigara. We have come to the realization we are not the only Exiles. Soon enough, the Kushan
Unclean defeated the Taidan Defilerswho forced our ancestors to exile and the Kushan Unclean
have taken the Everlasting Garden of Hii gara to themselves."

"Wewill not let this continue. We will bring our peopleto the greatest Garden of al as our destiny
and propheciesforetold. We shall lead our peopletoHiigaraand claim our right of our forefathers.
Our peoplewill once again lead the Galaxy and the light of N'uawill shine across the galaxy end
to end. If we do not journey, we face eternal stagnation, and with it our damnation. Our precious
Garden will be our prison, our Hell. My path will lead to our salvation. Follow me. for it is
prophes ed in the Guidestone that asavior will |ead usand | am that Prophecy."

T'saok looked at her dumbfounded. Thisyoung frail girl in her silks and veils was utterly mad. But
they wereall utterly madtoo, all the people of Kadeshi, hidingin perpetual fear in the eternal clouds
of the Gardens. But in G'yela, the Priestess, it was her madness that discovered the truth. Thereis
no other hope, except that a child will lead. Yes, T'saok will follow a child.

The fleet has turned toward the Gardens. Thistime, it isto face another enemy, the ones among
themselves.



Chapter 2: The Holocaust

More than 3000 years ago...

"Get those people in here, quickly!" Lt. Commander N'ua Helan shouted, as she grabbed a child
fallento her knees. They can't do this, N'ua thought, oh gods of mercy, why are they doing this?
Have they nat enough of our blood? Since the defeat of the Empire, the Taidans had unleashed a
galaxywidegenocideagaingt every living Hii garan. The Galactic Council, revolted by the massacres,
had issued adesist order and negotiated with the Taidans to allow all Hiigaransto an exile instead.
But on the eve of Exile, as thousands of ships of the once proud Hiigaran Navy prepare their
departure, the treacherous Tai dans have decided to break the rule and unleashed aterrifying attack.

The once pristine blue skies of Hiigara burned red from horizon to horizon. The Firetorm will
cleanse the planet, cleanse it al of the memory that was once Hiigara.

"Take this", N'ua said, as she passed the child to alieutenant. Tears streaked from her eyes as she
ran to where she taught the child's mother fell. The oxygenin the air hasstarted to make her choke,
but she persisted. Not there. She desperately looked around, and she saw a huddled choking figure
in the ground, crying, screaming for her child.

She quickly grabbed and hugged the mother. "Don't worry," N'uawhispered. "Y our daughter is safe
with me. Just put your arm around my back".

She ran, despite the weight of the mother whose | egs have weakened from the lack of oxygen. In
front of them lies an immense fleet of ships, al the last of the glory that was once Hiigara. Mobs
of people are desperately trying to rush into the bay doorsof many ships. On the ground and around
her, many people have fallen, choking in their last breath.

Not likethisl N'ua thought. We can't die li ke ani mals!

She passed the mother to one of the helpers moving therefugeesinto the ships. Sheranto help afew
more, but many, many are dying

Thenshetripped and fell onsomethingsoft. It wasanother child. Thisoneisnot breathing anymore.

She started to sob uncontrollably, hugging the dead child.

One by one, the ships began to leave in trall s of flame into an uncertain future in the sky. N'ua
looked up inthe sky. For abrief moment, she wanted to die, wanted the last thing she would feel
to be the earth of Hiigara.

"WHAT ARE Y OU WAITING FOR!" Suddenly one of the hel persgrabbed her. " Forget about him,"
the helper shouted, "He's gone. He's a peace now with our god.”

The helper pulled her towards the ship. She watched the child lying in the ground, so peaceful from
all the chaos happening around them. Ahead of her was theimmense hulk of the Khar'nak, aNova
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classcarrier that was converted into arefugee transport in the last moment, afate shared with many
of the surviving ships of the Hiigaran navy. Every possible ship, both civilian and military, were
drastically recruited.

Refugeesfilled the ship from beam to beam, but there are many more they had to refuse. They had
to find another ship, or face certain death from the firestorm.

"Come on," the helper shouted. He pulled her arm through the bay door and she fell into a dirty
frightened human mass of crowded refugees. As she lifted herself from among them, she found
herself looking at their blank stares, stares of people who have | ost their home, their loved ones, and
all hope. The bay doors closed as the last refugees were brought in.

If there was an abyss in the soul where one can find the last ounce of the will to live, N'ua puled
every oneof it. Shewasacommander, and she needed to act like one now. Everyone of these people
needs her to act like one now. She stood up to one of the ship's crew. The crew man were shouting
to everyone to lay low, as the ship is about to take off. "Y ou too," he shouted at her.

"Hmmm..." he exclaimed, as he saw the rank markings in her uniform. "Nawy?" His face turned
snide. "Y ou people lost the war for us....maybe..maybe...I should throw you back outside...let you
die...see what you have done..."

"Oh jud shut the fuck up. Tell me where | can find the bridge," she said. The crewman panted to
adirection. "Thank you," she said.

"Lieutenant Commander N'ua Helan of the 57th Assaut Wing at your service, SIR!" N'ua saluted
to the captain in the bridge.

The captain looked pleased. "It'sgood to have more military types here. We need to keep some
semblanceof control here and people who can run the ship. Get tothe tactical console. We need to
launch now!"

N'ua quickly ran to the console. The visual screens activated

"Anyexperienceinflyingabigship, Commander?* askedthe captain. "What wereyou commanding
anyway?"'

"l used to command an assault Frigate. We call her the "Bushwacker". Welost her in thewar. | was
one of the lucky ones, or maybe unlucky. They picked me up on the pod."

"Sir," one of the bridge officers yelled. "The Kharban has taken off, sir. The Khar'osa is now
powering her engines."

"Oxygen level in Hiigarais now under 30%," yelled another officer.

"Damnthe Taidaniis," said the captain. "They will never stop until all of usarekilled." All over the
vid screens they could see corpses by the thousands. From the direction inthe way they fdl, they
were al running towards the ships at the moment of death. "Concentrate on your duties, officers!



I know all this sickens you, but we got thousands of people still aive in this ship and its our
respond bili ty to see them through. We are thei r only hope now."

"Engage engines." Suddenly there was arumble, and then a sense of lift.

"TheKhar'nak haslifted,” one of the officers said. "The Khar'tabaishailing us sir, they have begun
engaging their engines. We have word now that the Khar'osahas also lifted. We are heading to the
rendezvous poi nt ordered by Feet Command, Sir."

"Good," said the captain. He turned to N'ua. "I forgot to mind my manners, Commander Helan, as
| have not formally introduced myself properly. | am Captain Sim Haas of the transport Khar'nak.
| have been captaining merchant shipsin al my life, and | have noway of knowing how to activate
thisship'sdefensive systems. Thisused to be aNovaclass carrier which | have no experience about
since | was recruited to command this ship in the last minute. So | have a question to ask you. Do
you have any idea how to get them running? If the T aidaniishave this chip in the shoulder with us,
by god, we're going to need some protection.”

"l will try," N'uasaid, quickly punching buttons and keysin the tactical panel. "I only know assault
frigates, not carrier weapon systems. | cannot assume we have 100% workingweapons systemssir,
S0 we may need to use manual override. | would need volunteersto man theturrets, sr.”

"Do what you need to do, Commander," said Haas. "Y ou have my full authority, and you better do
it with some urgent haste."

"Right,sir", Nuaagreed, busily working on the pand . She couldn't help seethe screensthough. An
angry deep red fire encased the sphere of Hiigara. Her first thoughts were the revulsion of the
millions now dying in her homeworld damned by its conquerors. Her thoughts soon shifted to a
more encompassing reality, something only few would hopeto ever see. Right beforeher eyes lies
the end of her own civilization.

There was adeep pain curling her gut. Focus, focus. She needed to these systems working. On the
monitors, she saw rows and rows of ships, the last surviving ships of both the Hiigaran mercantile
and military navies, in military parade formation, maybe the last show of power Hiigarawill ever
have. The Khar'osa went ahead faster and has already gone into position. The Kharnak would be
next. The Khar'toba made up the rear.

* % *

Thelast few days has been the most harrowing hehad experienced inhislonglife, and perhaps that
of Kadesh for thelast millennia. What was she thinking off, to challenge all the Elderslikethat---to
confront the forces of the Blessed Mother Superior with no fear and every confidence of victory.

Cull wasKhung of his Bloodkiith, the Father Superior of his great clan, who in turn dominates the
greatest of the 12 Arkships of Kadesh. As leader of hisclan, it was his duty to offer the most
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beautiful and most intelligent girlsof hisclanto serveintheMotherhood, and hope that one of them
would be candidate to the position of Supreme Motherhood. Whoever putshis puppet in the chair
of the Blessed Mother Superior getsto pull the strings.

G'yela was a frail girl, but of incredible beauty and intelligence. The Arkships have been
overpopul ated and overcrowded, and everyone ison asustenance level of poverty. Her mother may
have some regretsgivi ng her up for the clan's cause, butto be the mother of a Candidate wasasocial
privilege of the first rank, and she turned from poverty into comfortable living overnight. As a
Candidate haself, Gyelawas groomed and educated with the best teachers of Faith and Techsin
all of Kadesh. All that was a much better fate than being a dum rat in the forgotten decks of an
Arkship.

It was only afew years Snce G'yelapassed her Candidacy. Her rise in the ranks of the M otherhood
wasthe most meteoric in the whole history of Kadesh, and hishopesrosethat thereisfinally agood
chancethat one of his clan's Candidates may finally ascend to the most powerful positionin all of
Kadesh. She had thisthing that men follow her. Whenshe talks people listen. M ultitudes appeared
when she lectured, and many claim she can perform miracles.

Maybesherosetoo fast. Theideaof having the younges Mother Superior ever freaked many of the
Elders who waited for that position for far too long. The Orders of the Priesthood and Sisterhood
began throwing obstacles against her. She can sense being pushed aside by the mainstream, and she
deeply resented that. But inal this time she harbored an unusual vison to send an expedentiary
force outside of the Gardens to explore the outside universe. Her rivals took that asan opportunity
to decry that G'yelawas mentally unstable for any position higher than a mere Priestess.

So he pulled afew strings for her, and got her a small fleet, starting with a Needleship. Her rivals
thought they had nothing to lose. They were eager to hear what was beyond the Gardens and could
not wait for unlucky shipsto be trapped inthe Gardens. If G'yelafailsand getskilled in the process,
they have one lessrival to contend with.

But Gyda did not fail. She had been studying every encounter of outside forces, from the
Oppressorsto the Unclean. She studied the Kadeshi defeats by the hands of the Unclean when they
venturedinto the Gardens and vowed not to repeat the same mistakes. She went back to the Gospel
of N'ua, and how N'uadefeated the Oppressors. In her first foray, she pulledastunningfeat that led
to the capture of a Taidan Cloaking and Gravwell Generator. Hidden hyperspace inhibitors boxed
the Oppressor's convoy, and as fighters came out from the carrier, the Swarmers camein ablinding
speed and raked the formation to pieces. She quickly made a peace offering to et the convoy goin
exchange for sometechnology items. The convoy was quick to abide by this. She got her items, but
when the convoy thought they were free, she unleashed another attack, thistime backed withbeam
frigatesand obliterated every ship in tha convoy. That action established two qualities about her
forte, first, her capacity for treachery and the second, that she leaves no survivors

Glyda's prestige with the Heet grew with every successful raid. Her stories of worlds beyond the
Gardenbecameadream for theimpoverished, overcrowded peopleinthe Arkships. When she spoke
about N'uas Homeworld, she ignited a fire of hope for the people discontent with the stagnant
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traditionsthey havelived under the Motherhood for so long. For the disenchantedyoung, G'yelahad
become alegend. The worst thing about thiswasthat she knew it and played it like afinetune. The
legend grew in her own mind as well. The fire she started has become out of control.

Thiswasthe part of the equation he did not hope for. He wanted a puppet, not amegalomaniac. He
wanted the power, and she's in the position to take it all for herself instead. He depended on the
power structure that's been built in Kadesh for millennia and she is about to overturn that entire
system. What he had worked for hisentire life, she was about to achieveitin lessthan aquarter of
the time.

Before G'yela's forces reached the Mother Superior's Arkship for the inevitable showdown, her
numerousminionshad broadcaged aspeech extd ling her heresy and askingthe peopl e andthe Flest
to join her. Demonstrations and unrest had broken out in the Arkships, fanned by her supporters,
demanding theresignation of the M other Superior, and the turnover of that positionto G'yela. Then,
G'yela managed to take control of the Khar'nak and the most essential symbols of Kadesh faith.
Nothing can stop her now.

Her fleet arrived at the space where the 12 Arkships parked. On her arrival, some Needleships
defectedto join her side. The other Needleships protecting the Arkship where the Mother Superior
stayed, dared not to fire at the rebuilt Khar'nak, Gyela's new flagship.

When G'yela and her armed party entered the Mother Superior's throne chamber, the Elder lay
slumped on her own throne, her body riddled a hundred times from the guns of her own guards.
"G'yela, G'yela, G'yelal" the guards shouted her name, as they opened fire on all the other senior
members of the Motherhood. The Sisters screamed and ran in panic, as each one was cut down in
a blaze of fire. The Sentinel regiment that was the home guard of the arkship joined in the chant,
and soon, the hundreds of thousands within the arkship. The chant spread to the other arkships, and
then to the entire Fleet.

"Gyelais N'ua's Chosen One," al of Kadesh shouted. "Deliver us to the Promised Gardens, our
Homeworl d!"

G'yela raised her arms in triumph, saluting the crowd, waving them her blown kisses. She
approachedthe throne of the M other Superior, careful not to trip on the slippery blood on the floor.
She ripped the head dress that was the symbol of the most highest rank of all Kadesh, ripped it off
the bloody corpsethat was oncethe M other Superior. Asthebody dipped limply acrossthe el evated
steps in the throne, G'yela placed the mighty symbol in her own head, and the guards roared,
shooting their guns at the ceiling.

"I am your Deliverer! | shall bring you to the Promised Gardens!" Gyela shouted at the top of her
voice.

G'yela decreed that the M otherhood, the Sisterhood and the Priesthood be abolished. All members
of the Ruling Orders must declare loyalties to her or be executed. Within an hour of her decree,
members of the Ruling Orders were dragged to the streets in front of the mobs. Those who refuse
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to swear loyalty to Gyela, were kicked and beaten to death. A soldier, taking pity on awhimpering
priestess who was beaten to a pulp by a mob, shot her in the head.

To theloud approval of the crowd, the bleeding bodies of the dead Elders were diplayed hanging
in the center hall of the Motherhood's Arkship.

Cull knew what he had to do. Hewasresponsible in creating thismonster. He would be the onewho
must end it.

He can still hear the crowds shouting her name, like shewastheir prophesied savior. It sickened him
to hear all that. If they only knew what she really was. The blade he held was thin, very sharp, and
very cold.

Her attendants knew the prominent figure he was, and they let him rather stupidly, bowing their
heads. Inside her private chambers, he can smell that thick pungent fragrance and it made him sick.
In the soft light of burning embers and incense, he can sense a silhouette in the delicate curtains.

She came out with only atowel around her. "Oh it'syou, Teacher," she said inacute childish voice.
"I am happy to see you. | miss you. | have not see you for a while. Ever seen I've entered the
Motherhood, | don't see enough of you." She came to him, wrap her ams around hisneck, placed
her lipson his, and et the towel fall. Her figure with its soft mellow curves was onehe had so often
touched and enjoyed before. His breathing hastened and so did hers, and his |oins hardened with
heat, as he sensed her moistness. The bladefell to the ground, forgotten as his hands gripped her soft
smooth body firmly, wantingly. He had desired her for along time, desired her since the first time
he saw her, desired her even now.

"Teacher, why don't we enjoy being in the pool together onceagain,” she sveetly asked. He dropped
his priestly robes as she led him into the pool of healing waters, where they wade in its soothing
warmth. The glowing waters only made him want her even more, and his breathing become rough.
Before he will do away with her, he will inject his seed in her one more time.

"Teacher, are you proud of me? | am now the Mother Superior. I...I...did it for everyone, for you
especially.”

"Yes, | an so so proud of you, Gyda, so so proud...”

He grabbed her and triedto pull her legsapart. Henever expected the sharp pain that ripped under
lungs. He quickly clutched his hand on the wound, as hisdear life blood stained the healing waters.

"l hope so, Teacher, | leamed so much fromyou...,"” Gyela sad in a childish, teasing voice then
holding up asilvery bladein her hand.

He was speechless in a moment, then screamed from the burning pain, screamed at the reality of
dying, then Gyelaplunged and plunged the blade in hisbody. The blood spurted out from every cut
she made, and she plunged and plunged. As his body drifted, she opened up the drain and increased
theflow of water. The expression frozen in thelifelessface wastha of surprise, and she drank from
agoblet.
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"I guess Teacher, youwon't be comingwith usinour great, great journey...," she said as she toasted
him

* * %

Lt. Commander N'ua Helan was lucky to find some Navy veteransinside the Khar'nak who knows
how to handle energy cannons. She quickly recruited them to the turrets. She wished that the
Kharnak's fighter production line would work. The turrets can only do so much under a sugained
strike craft attack. She al so found some engineers, and without asking permission from thecaptain,
she ordered the engineers to attempt to make the production line operational .

The ragtag remnants of the once proud Hiigaran military and civilian navies set their formation
above Hiigara, awaiting orders from Fleet Command. Beneath them, Hiigara burned and burned.
N'uawatched the empty stares in ashen faces of those who havelost their homes, their loved ones
and all hope, before she continued to work.

Haas checked the new coordinates from Fleet Command. In the screens are faces of the other
captains, including those of the Khar'osa and theKhartoba. "Thisis literally suicide, if we are not
dead already. We are being scattered, our flegt split into several convoysdestined to take usin all
the opposite directions of the galaxy, right to the farthest edge of the galaxy, almost beyond known
space. We are supposed to set landfall on afew habitable planetsover there. The orders are not to
be questi oned, but most executed with al resourcesin your disposal.”

Resourcesat my digosal, Haas thought. Thisislaughable. "We do not have a shred of resources,
not enough food to feed, not enough weaponsto defend, and not enough fuel to mak ethisjourney.
We might as well crash this ship back into Hiigara and die in our homes instead being lost
somewherein a part of the gal axy no one knows. Buit..."

"...we still have our orders, and we will execute them until the last life energy in our fibers are
Soent..."

The captains nodded. FHve ships are given similar destinations to the same sector of space---the
Khar'osa, Khar'ban, Khar'nak, Khar'desh, and the Khar'toba. They will form one convoy. The five
shipshave begun to set anew separate formation, asthe entirefleet have begun to split into separate
groups heading for different destinations.

Admiral Riesstiu viewed theHiigaran formationsinthehol oscreen of hisflagship. "Sir, the Galactic
Council has forbidden usto attack the Exiles," one of his advisers objected.

"Who cares what they say. They do not have the teeth to enforce what they decreed. If you let the
Exileslive, someday, they will return and claim revenge against Taidan. Order all forces to attack.
| want them compl etely wiped out, every last man, woman and child. Destroyed, you hear?Utterly
and compl etely extermi nate their vile presence from thi s universe."

Riesstiu swung his fist downward, and the signal was passed on to the rest of the Tadan armada.
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The screensin the Khar'nak it up and so did thosein therest of the fleet. "We got fighters coming
in all vectors, headed our way...hyperspace signals, all over..." Taidan frigates filled their screens
heading for them.

"Battle stations!" The same words echoed throughout the Hiigaran fleet.
"Commander Helan!" Haas shouted. "Are defense systems operational ?* His fists clenched.

"Operational, Captain,” Nuareplied, "...but we only have manud sygems." Haaslet out a sigh of
reli ef, but only temporary. "That will be enough. All gunsopenfirein your own discretion.”

Energy and plasma cannons filled the space with tracers A Taidan fighter rolled, buming, then
exploded. Behind it a Hiigaran fighter. But the Hiigaran itself was caught by tracers from another
Taidan, ending itslifein aball of fire.

Thisisthereal end now, Haas thought. N'uashed all thoughtsof fear and doubt as she mounted the
seat of an energy cannon turret. With the press of atrigger, ancther Taidan fighter disintegrated in
her reticles. If all of Hiigaraareto diehere, they will take as many asthey can. A Taidan fighter was
cutin half, butit wastoo late as aHiigaran freighter blew in alarge ball of plasma. The sight of the
freighter's death sickened her, and just as she reeled from it, another Hiigaran ship exploded. She
could not tell who it was.

The screensinRiesstiusflagship flickered, and in them appeared the fal se holographic faces of the
GalacticCouncil, membersfromtheKoraii, thethe Bentusi, the Baal, and other Unbound races. The
faces bore an expression of dissatisfaction.

"Admiral Riesstiu of the great Taidani. Y ou have violated our agreement to let the Hiigarans be. If
youdo not desist, the blood you spilled will not only be on your hands, but on thefate of the Taidani
forever."

Riesstiu gave an innocent reckless smile, like a child caught by his parents.

"Ohmy mistake.... my apologies, your High Council. But...but...if you do not take care of thedisease
now, it may lay dormant for awhile, but it will come back to infect the rest of the body. If it comes
back to haunt the Taidani, will 1 hold the members of the Council responsibl €? | certainly know
about the agreement, but let'ssay,..."

"that 1 changed my mind?'

"Y outalk to the Council with aninsolent voice, Riesstiu. Areyou suggesting you can challengethe
will of the Council 7'

"Why should | follow the will of people who hide their facesin a mask like cowards?' Riesstiu
turned hisback on the screens and addressed his assistant. " Shut it off, these old guysare beginning
to bother me."

A Hiigaran frigate broke in half, and bodies fell from it before they exploded in the vacuum. For a
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moment, N'ua saw her ship in that frigate, her precious command long lost in this war. The turret
swung around, and the energy cannons pumped their cargo into the belly of a luckless Taidani
corvette, sending it spiraling before it exploded. Heavy sweat broke out in N'uas brow, her mind
deeply mesmerized in sheer hate, as she fired and fired, oh please, merciful gods of Hiigara, let me
kill more of them before you take me into your arms.

"Firethe fucking engines," shouted Haas, with hiscomm opened to the other ships. "If we stay here
and fight, and we don't get out here now, weare d | fucking toast."

There was aloud boom, asthe engines turned on the boost. The sudden accel eration snapped N'ua
against her chair, knocking off her aim. Awing of Taidani corvettesrakedthe back of the Khar'nak,
and there were shoutsand screams within. The corvettes began to ring the Khar'nak in acircle of

death, peppering itshide with devastati ng fire. The turrets fired back, killing two of the corvettes,

but more corvettes and some fightersjoined in, smelling the kill. Fire appeared in several decks of
the Khar'nak, and mothers held their children tightly to protect them.

Shefired and fired, as crewmen tried to stop the fires. Shetook out one corvette, but something else
took down the other. A wing of fighters came down sweeping, its beams cutting the remaining
corvettes. The Taidani interceptors quickly turned tail. Who are the new fighters, N'ua wondered.
Shehasnot seen them before, but she hasheard of them. Bentusi fightersfrom the Galactic Courcil,
finally, they have come to help us. Gods of Hiigara, thank you for answering our prayers.

The Bentusi fighters escorted them for a short distance, before booging to engage Taidan shipsin
an attempt to save another Hiigaran freighter.

"Everyone brace yourself,” Haas ordered, his voice heard throughout the speakers in the ship.
"Prepare for hyperspace jump!"

The blue gates appeared, and they swallowed the entire length of Kha'nak. The ship reappeared
again. This space is so peaceful compared to the one they left. They are so alone now, except for
the multitude of stars. A second, then third, then a fourth gate appeared, and three other Hiigaran
transports appeared.

They were the Khar'osa, the Khar'desh, and the Khar'toba.
"What happened to the Khar'ban?' Haas asked to the captain of the Khar'osa.

"It didn't make it. Four thousand souls lost,” came the reply.
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Chapter 3: The Brate

ZhaKhor hadalwayswantedto bean engineer, ever s nce she discovered her hobby. That is, to hod
rod and cugomize fighters for racing. When her father "Bones' was still alive, the Raider outpost
they lived in often conducted races along a nearby asteroid belts. Some pilots get killed in the
attempt, but the Raiders viewed it asthe ultimate test of skill. She was good enough to beat 90% of
the field, but there was always the upper elite of pilotsthat she coudn't somehow beat, even when
shegave her 110%. That time, she had astripped down Fiirkhan, when most pil ots prefer the Bandit.
The Fiirkan itself was a present to her by a vigting young Imperialist admiral, and who was
somewhat infatuated with her. He had this dreamy eyestoo...

Shewaslyingdown all greased up inthe floor, with wrenchesaround her. Ah well, those were the
days. She never heard of the young admiral again, and the Hirkan had long snce been lost in
another battle. Later she managed to obtain a Triikor which became her second project. The Triikor,
painted with flames and lightning bolts, was atrue beauty in the eyes, but it wasnt the same like her
old Fiirkhan. Evenwhen she got other Fiirkhans—and thelicense to manufacture them, along with
Triikors, inthe Mule--t still wasn't the same. Maybe it was the motivation behind the giving of the
old Fiirkhan that made that ship so special to her.

*Sigh*. She let herself burp as she had been stuffing herself with all the cheap pop drinks she
stockedfrom thelast port vigt. Her shirt and shortsare al covered with greasy fluids from opening
up the engine bay of a Swarmer they had captured. There was some of the goo right in her hair too.
Seejuk was not only the turning point of her life, but hewas one hell of an engneer. She heard that
he was from a Kushan clan called LiirHra, the clan which not only designed and built the
Mothership but also playedalead rolein the development and construction of the Kushan vessels
that defeated the Taidani empire. Segjuk may be physically repulsive, but to her, hismind isagod.
He knew how to pick them apart, knew every intimate detail in their strengths and weaknesses, and
felt their construction like as if they were music With his talent, he turned a badly damaged and
dilapidatedL ordclasscarrier, into possiblythe best run sampl e of itsclass Hewasprobably thefirst
Kushanto ever laytheir eyes on Turanic stedth technology and € ectronic countermeasur es, things
that were built intothe Lord classcarrier and Thief corvettes. After examination, Seejuk announced
the Turanic technology, "primitive", and went on to add afew Kushan modifi cati ons, which gave
the Mule the ability to hide deeper and longer than other Lord class carriers. Seejuk never passed
the Turanictechnology to his Kushancounterparts, on the condition that Zha herself would not pass
the Kushan modificationsto her Turanic friends. Their strange partnershipisonethat hasno loyalty
to either Kushan or Turanic. It's all about looking for number one-—themselves.

Everytimethey salvagedawreck, shewantedto be there to see Segjuk and histeamtake themapart,
hear their conversations and explanations, even to participate on some of the ship disassembly.
Segjuk in turn, has learned to live with her pergstent pestering presence, which can be quite
interfering with their work.

Zha had been on overtime, dissecting the Swarmer. Earlier Segjuk was there too, examining the
ships, then concluded they were simpligic. She heard him say he wanted something called a
hypergaceinhibitor the Kadesh have. He'sbeen a collector of exotic technd ogies, and the orignal
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reason they were in this sector of spaceis to pick up a Beast mutation nanotech virus. Now he
wanted to be on the fringes of Kadesh space itself, hoping to observe the anti-hypergpace
phenomena or capture the devicethat generatesit. She wasboth deeply disturbedand vastly excited
about the risks. Sometimes she questions Segjuk's sanity but sometimes she praises hisgenius. She
did not question him on this one. Big risk, big gain.

He may interested on the inhibitor, but shes interested onthe Swarmers themsdves. What he sees
asprimitively simplistic, she seesaswonderfully elegant. The Kadesh, likethe Turanics, knew their
goals, and designed their shipswithacommon sense approachfocused onthat goal. Likethe Bandit,
the Swarmer knew its business well, putting, the mast powerful engine and gunsin the smallest,
lightest package they can think of. The whole ship isdesigned like aseaborn animal, achassisthat
isbasical ly a one piece shdl of great rigidity and grength, reinforced with a spinal structure that
ends with a tail projecting beyond the ship. This was something similar to the way the Bentus

approached the chassis of their praised Acolyte design. The Bandt was a simple craft, uilitarian
indesign, but it didn't havethe Swarmer's sweeping vision of structure and i ntegrity. Shetook down
these notes, so maybe she can come up with her owndesign later. She hasheard about the dreaded
Somtaaw Hive ships and itwassaid they took their inspiration from the Kadesh Swarmers. But the
Hivers were just fancy drone shipsand the Swarmer is a true manned fighter.

The obvious weakness was the fuel capacity. That iswhy the original engineis being removed to
make way for an Acolyte drive. She'smaking two prototypes, one on the Swarmer and the second,
on the Advanced Swarmer chassis. The result can potentially be the most potent fighter in the
gd axy. Suddenly she had a most horrible thought. What if the Kadeshi had acquired this same
engine technology?

The ship's speakersare calling her to the bridge. She ran, still in shirt and shorts stain by grease and
goo, and the moment she entered, all eyes were on her, looking concerned.

The girl hasaremarkable lack of etiquette and grace necessary for a ship's captain, Segjuk thought.
But the little imp still has potential. For awhile there, he saw his younger teenage self in her.

The Mule had hyperspaced and is on patrol just outside of the Great Nebulaitself. They dared not
togoinfor fear of being trapped. Theideais however, to springtheir own trap on a Kadeshi ship
that would dare venture to go out.

"Hyperspace jumps tend to leave some residual radiation or energy signatures. It differs from ship
to ship, and itseven possible to estimate, based on the signature, the mass and the size of the ships
that hyperspaced. There has been recent incidents in sectors here, here and here," Segjuk said,
pointingto a 3D starmap. "But an examination of Turanic ship activity indicates no Turanic ships
in that area. After all we know their signatures quite well. The signatures do not match any known
Kushan, Beast or Taidan ship, but they arefairly closeto Kushan. Nat exact, but close. Thelast time
we encountered such any similarity in radiation and power signatures is when the Mothership
encounteredthe Kadeshi, we might have toassume such similaritieswouldparallel with hypergpace
signatures. If these signatures are Kadeshi, then their capital shipsarefully capableof hyperspacing
to anywhere outside of the Great Nebula, which is no brainer to copy if they had captured jump
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ships before.”

Zhawas|ooking inthescreen as Seejuk |ectured. She suddenly seemed agitated. Seejuks have noted
that the Turanics when they are not engaged ontheir notoriousactivities are innately great space
farers. They seem genetically borntohave anintuitive sense of the space around them. Segjuk could
not explain this phenomenon, but he has seen Zha demonstrate it.

"What isit, Zha?'

Zhabarked acommand. " Put the ship on stealth mode. Kill all communications. If we havefighters
on patrol now, recall them back now."

"Wewerejust about to send somefightersand corvetteson patrol," Segjuk said. " Cancel the orders,"
he told an officer. "Now tell me why?'

"Shhh..." Zhawarned, blowing through her i ndex finger. "Get me area scans now!!"
"Captain," one of the officerswarned. "We are detecting hyperspace s gnatures!”

"Maximum power to cloaking modules,” Zhaordered, "and minimal power to all ship systems. We
will go into silent running.” With minimum power, the Mul€'s energy dgnature is minimized,
increasing cloaking efficiency, increased cloaking distances and with less power requirement for
the cloak generators. Lights dimmed and the engines reduced to a slow hum.

Zha looked to Seejuk. "Do you feel that?' Her eyes rolled around. Seejuk nodded his head in
agreement, but he could not really feel what sheisexperiencing. The unusual dtuational awareness
of the Turanicswas an amazing discovery for him. For years, Hiigaran Intelligence thought that the
Turanics have an advanced technology sensory system and had dispatched gies to obtain them.
They never found that "sydem,” and they would be rolling al over if they knew what Seejuk
ultimately discovered---that this sensory systemsistruly amyth, and the real sysemisasixth sense
that came from generations of Turanic genetic evolution as a space faring race.

Lighted symbolsfill the sensor screens. "Magnify,” Zha ordered.

"Oh Gods of Kharak," Segjuk said to himself. All the people in the bridge had their jaws agape as
they stared in the screens.

The long thin shapes emerge from the stray clouds that make up the edges of the Great Nebula.
Segjuk was only a young Sleeper in the Mothership during its historic journey. He had never the
Needleshipslive before, only in the model sand photosthey displayed inthe Mothership's historic
gd lery. They are not exactly the same as hepictured either. Some of them are smeller, others quite
larger, which leads himto theorize that the Needleships encountered by the Mothershipisonly one
of many Needleship classes.

"Did you get it, did you get it all?" Segjuk excitedly shouted. He was relieved to know that one of
the crew had already set the sensors to record the event in all radiation spectrums.
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"Whatinthe Prophet'sname arethey?' Zhaasked. "Kadeshi motherships,” Segjuk replied. "Not just
one, but a whol e damn fl eet!"

"What are they doing?' Zhas voiceturned into ahigh pitchexcitement. "Tell the shipto gointored
aert, but maintai n steal th profile!”

The Needleships of al sizes where joined by formations of Swarmers, and then various frigates.
"Look at that,” Seg uk pointed. "I've seen them before. These are Fuel Pods, a kind of Support
Frigate, and this, thisis what they say you shouldlook out far, the Multibeam Frigates. But | have
never seen these types before,” Segjuk pointed to some of the Kadeshi ships.

"These Pods are approaching the dust clouds, and | think they're resourcers of somekind. Y ou better
keep the Mule away from the asterad belts and the dusk clouds, Zha," Seejuk said. Zha nodded.
"Wewill temporarilyrefer to them as Resourcer Pods These podshere, and here, on the other hand,
have an enlarged nose section. On closer examination, here and here..." Segjuk zoomed the visual
into the nose of the pods,” you can see it has twin cannons whereas the standard Fuel Pod only has
one. We can assume these pods have a more confrontational intention."

Zhawas listeningto Seejuk’ s lecture, but she kept one concerned eye on the reserve energy levels
powering the modified Taidan and Turanic cloak generators that were attached to the Mule with
power tether cables. Thetether cables aupply power to the cloaks, one of the simpleimprovisations
done to extend the ship’ s cloaking capabilities. She kept the other eye on the sensors screen, where
even more lights have popped up.

"Now what in the names of Kharak’ s gods are these?' Segjuk exclaimed. "Magnify images".

Theimmense shipswereliketwo saucer shaped structuresjoinedinthe middle, with amassive hole
on the top pole and another hole in the bottom. Numerous ships come inand out of the holes, as
well as rows of openings in the side.

"Now thisissomething new," Segjuk said, in avoice both of excitement and concern. "Look at the
way they dwarf the Needleships. | would say about two or three times larger than the Mothership,
with each ship possibly holding as much as one million souls each, estimated... "

Seejuk looked into Zha seyes, seeing that shecould not grasp fully theimportance of thisoccasion.
"Wethought we' re going to ambush aK adesh raiding party intended going beyond the Nebula. This
isno raiding party. No raiding fleet would bring shipslikethat. | would say we have afull blown
invasion in our hands, and we are right smack in the middle."

Seejuk’ ssense of Kushan patriotism has begun to corflict hisneed for self preservation, profitsand
disillusionment at the Kiiths. "We have to warn our peoples.”

"Don’t you think | would like to warn my people too?' Zha said. "But the moment we open
channels, we're going to blow our cover. We're no use to anyone if we're dead, not the leas to
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ourselves."

Segjuk had to agree she wasright. " The best we can do now isto gather as much information of this
Kadesh armada and then send the data to our respective peopl es when we're clear of them." He
switched his eyes to the screen, magnifying each ship.

"Looking at the energy signatures and shells of these Swarmers, | would say there are two or three
new typeswe have not encountered before, since the time the Mothershipentered the Great Nebula.
ThisSwarmer here suggeststhat it usesasinglelarge energy or projectile cannon, and this one may
even have anion beam. Simply fascinating. Oh and | got some real bad news for our side. Look at
the energy trails of these Swarmers here, | woud say that’s quite similar to a Bentusi Acolyte
engine."

Zhafdt arush of vindication. "l wasright. Jug inthe hanger | was experimenting putting an Acolyte
power drivein two Swarmers. Do you think they got the drives from the Bentus ?'

"The Bentusi would never sdl it to them. They either captured a Bentusi or a Somtaaw fighter and
copiedit fromtheir engines,” Segjuk replied. "If the Kadeshi hasthis powerplant in their Swarmers,
along with these new types we are just discovering, | say al hell is going to break loose in the
Galaxy. You did study the Homeworl d Wars, did you, Zha?'

"Whoin the Galaxy didn't?" Zhareplied. "Even in the Turanregions it wasabestseller, and some
smugglerscommanded high pricesfor it. Many people thought it was worth a bag of laughs...... "

"Time to brush the dust off from it now," Segjuk said. "Other than Swarm inspiration for the
Somtaaw Hivers, no onetook any serious military analysis of the Kadesh. Some peoplethought that
when the three Needleships are destroyed, so wasthe entire race. No one anticipated fighting the
Kadesh again, and everyone viewed the Kadesh ships to be sriously tactica ly flawed. But if the
Swarmers are able to get a new advanced high efficiency drive, those fighters would have srious
range to back their firepower, which matches that of a Kushan CoffinHeavy Corvette. Their speed
surpasses our scouts and their armor is as thick as a Defender. They do not have any turreted
corvette designs, but their sheer firepower and maneuverability makes up for it."

"Thelast time, wewere ableto beat the Swarmersby targeting the Fuel Pods. If they have extended
range, that tactic isn’t going towork anymore. Damn, we also don’t have Defenders and Multi Gun
Corvettesin this ship.”

"Not exactly," Zharefuted. "We got Brigand missile corvettes here. They are the main firepower of
our strike force. Not enough to handle that armada though. If we can get to a base, we can pick up
some Taidanii Defenders and MGCs. | know we can pick up afew ships, then copy the rest. Got
enough Taidan machine tools here."

"Y ou see those Fuel Pods there?' Segjuk said. " If you read the books, you would think they were
easy kills. That single cannon packsmore damage than what an Assault Frigate can dih out. Other
than the Needleship, which combines a capital destroyer with the combined abilities of a carrier,
the thing you should watch out for are these ships. Each is a Frigate with four ion beams, and they
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kick ass more than an lon Array Figate could.”
"More than an lon Array?' Zha questioned.

"Yes, more than an ion array frigate. A few of these multi beam frigates nearly fried the
Mothership."

"Now the centerpiece,” Seq uk pointed to a zoomed image of a Needleship. "I am speculating that
in the center cone of the ship lies a hyperspace inhibitor. Once those things go online, you can’t
hypergpace out of trouble, nor can you hyperspace reinforcements in. This alone can decide the
battle for the Kadesh."

"Weneedto get somehelp here," Seq uk said, in amassiveunderstatement. "But where?' Helooked
into Zha's eyes.

"l say we go to the nearest Turanic Outpost and call for help there," Zha said.

"This Armada will kick your Raider butt across the entire length of the galaxy! We got to call the
Kushan Dai amid on this, or perhaps even the Gaactic Council ."

"Thisareaiscloseto many secret Turanic Outposts, and | say, we'll go therefirst----* suddenly Zha
grimaced in pain.

"What happened?' Seejuk turned his eyesto Zha, who has begun squirming uncomfortably, holding
her head in agony. She seemed deeply troubled, and the sight of her troubled him too.

Zha walked up to the windows, staring at the aimada, sweating badly, her brow folded in pain.
"There is something else out there. Not something. Someone. Someone. | need to find this. | am
going outside."

"No you won't," Segjuk protested.

"Don’t worry, | got something planned, they can never catch me. They never expected this," Zha
assured still breathing heavily and painfully. "Something, someone is out there. | feel drawn to it.
Itissomething | must do, | must find out. Please, j ust support me on this."

Seejuk nodded. Wisdom says never bang your head againgt the subborn. Zha's uncanny space
senses are almost never wrong, but its not quite an exact science either. Nonetheless, if she feels
something, you never discount her senses.

Momentslater, shewasback in the hanger. The salvaged Swarmer |oomed above her inchains. This
one is not yet finished she thought. An Acolyte enginerestsin jacks.

But this one is, she thought. It was her first modification, an Advanced Swarmer salvaged before
she came to the Great Nebula. The fitting of an Acdyte engne was surprisingy easy into the bay
of the Advanced Swarmer, enough to spring in her mind a suggestion that the Bentusi themselves
may have something to do with the desi gn of the Swarmer i n some strange way.
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Shetalked to a microphone, her link to the bridge. "I want you to drop me off silently and maintain
stealthmodeinall costs. If | don’t get back, | guessyou all have to do without me, but | will beback
don’t worry." She slipped into the tight cockpit of the swarmer, placed the helmet on. The cockpit
lowered and sealed her, and the floor shuddered, as the hydraulic supports moved the craft to the
launching railsinthedocking bay. Thebay depressurized, the gate opened, and she wasthrown back
at the tiny seat rest, asthe rails hurtled the Swarmer forward into the deep black.

In split seconds, she was viewing the underbelly of her Lord class carrier, and then the Mule
disappeared as the Swarmer propelled beyond the cloaking envel ope.

A flick on the switch and the Acolyte engine fired. The accel eration was nearly neck breaking, but
she quickly tamed the beast by backing off the throttle.

Whoeverflew thismust be amall but must have one strong grip, she thought. She pulled the joystick
in both her handsin all her strength as severe gyroscopic forces competed to snatch the fighter and
bring it into a spin. The Advanced Swarmer turned course, a thin blue trail pointing towards
somewhere in the center of the Armada, and Zha wondered, what, or who, would be there to meet
her.
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Chapter 4: The Starfarer

Zha felt cold and alone, hudded in the small cockpit of the Swarmer. She wondered if her
impulsiveness would cost her bigthistime. She always acted courageous and cool for peopleinthe
outside, but inside, the sheer fear of death gripped her spine. There was no people outside to show
her ‘ courage’ now.

Sitting outside was the most massive fleet she has ever seen. A Kadeshi armada about to leave the
Great Nebula for an unknown destination, and will most probably destroy everything in its path.
Fird to be on peril would be her own peaple, as Turanic outposts are closest to the Great Nebula.
Hundreds of Swarmers patrolled the space around her, some in formation, some trying to get in
formation, some not information. A sense of chaos prevailed, as if the Kadeshi are tryingto get
their act together. No one noticed her and her Swarmer. Herjourneytakesher closeto some Kadeshi
ships, where she got to see Pods, Needleships and the dreaded Multibeam frigates up close. She
opened communications to hear the chatter, and she heard among the chatter of pilots, the music
of an angelic choir blaring the subwaves. She could not understand the lyrics, but she had no doubt
it was extolling adoriousfeelinginto the Kadeshi pilots. For awhilethere shefelt inspired herself.

She tried to focus in her journey that takes her into the center of the Armada. A feeling, aforce
compelsher into the center, likeastar drawn into ablack hole. She hoped shewon'’t sharethe same
fate, but that something there...... In the millenniapast, the ancestral pioneersthat were to become
the forefathers of the Turanics spread to the outer, unknown borders of the Galaxy. To survive and
navigate in their primitive craft across the vast expenses, some of them through genetic evolution
devel opedan uncanny sense, an extraordinary perception of the spaceand starsaround them. These
people would be become legends among the stories and songs of the Raider nomads, and inpoem
and lyric, they would be called in legend as the Starfarers.

She never knew hersdl f that shewould have the potential to bea Starfarer. Before her father became
the great Sultan of an Outpost to fulfill hisblood destiny, hewas agreat pilot and formation leader.
Therewere many stories of hisexploits, and those achievements may be hel ped with the sensesand
skills of a Farer. Her father told her bedtime stories of the Starfarer legends, and one day, he
admitted having felt the spirit and blood of beng one of them. At first she thought he was
exaggerating his own sense of ego and skill, till one day she began hearing the songs of the stars
themselves.

That was long before a Beast mother ship hit the Khor clan Outpost. Her father died during the
attack, or at least she hoped he died there. He could have been one of those whose blood and flesh
was assi milated into thosemonstrous horrors of steel and flesh they call aBeast ship, but she dared
not to think of this. Her father died bravelyin battle, that was the end of it. With the last survivors
of the Khor outpost, she fled with abadly damaged Lord Class carrier. The carrier, now the Mue,
had its navigational systemsbadly damaged, and so they drifted aimlessly while tryingto avoid the
predatory Beast, whose shipshunted them. That waswhen she decided to make her stand, asthe last
heir of the great Turanic clan of Khor, the word linguistically recognized throughout the known
racesof the galaxy asthe Great Star. Knowinglittle only of interstellar navigation, sherelied on her
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senses and intuition and guided the carrier towards the first human interstell ar base they can find.
It was there perhaps her innate abilities of a Farer could have saved her and the ship, and she
awakened more to the power of this strange nature. By a stroke of luck, the base turned out to be
a Taidani Republic starbase, protected by Republican and Hiigaran ships. But even facing the
Republicans and the Hiigarans were much preferable to the Beag, and they were also at war with
the Beast. Initially, the Republicans and the Hiigranswere alarmed and sent ships ready to attack
the Lord class carrier. But she sent a distress signal, telling the base they were refugees desperate
for food and medical attention, and the ship was badly damaged to be starworthy longer.

That was when she met Seejuk Liirhra. He was doing servicesfor the base, for the Republican and
Hiigaran ships, and was planning his deep gace technology salvage venture. The carier was
repaired, the wounded was taken care of, and Seejuk pulled political stringsin a manner she could
not understand at her age, even though she has seen her father did those things often. Sherepaid the
Republican’s humanitarian help with her ship and people by helping to defend the base against a
Beast attack. The Mule, with Segjuk onboard, also participated in joint allied operations against the
Beast. When other Turanic sutanates sought temporary alliances with the Republicans and the
Hiigaransto wipe out the Beastforcesintheir sectors, her own alliancebecame politically palatable.
Do any means necessary.

The journey to the Republican base was the first time she discovered that she may have the senses
of a Starfarer. She suspected it somehow before, when she played as a pilot of her own beloved

Fiirkhan, but never ventured beyondthe sector of space where her Outpost lay. She felt that senses
again asthe captain of the Mule, the last major capital ship of the Khor, navigating adventurously
into the unknown spaces of the galaxy, as she and Segjuk sought to recover technol ogy and artifacts.

She suspected Seejuk felt she had the blood of the Starfarers, and he often admired her talent of

interstellar navigation. The Starfarer legends wasadeep secret among the Turanic people, and they
never shared their stories not even with their Imperialist allies.

A Starfarer would know the presence of another Starfarer even distances away. That was part of
their extraordinary skill. She always felt the presence of her father when she wasalive, and he felt
the same way about her too. She thought it was parental or having to do with family, but later
discovered to herself, it wastheir senses asa Starfarer acting. She always felt her father even ashis
fleet returned to the Outpost after araiding mission.

The Swarmer passed by formation after formation of other Swarmers and other Kadeshi ships.
Towardsthe center, shefelt that presence again. It was the same feeling she sensed when her father
was near. But it wasnot her father, just somethinglike it. The presence of another Starfarer deep
inside the Kadeshi Armada...... why isthere, another one like her?

Thefeeling grew stronger and gronger. Shefeltit was right about here. A formation of Needleships
circled protectively around a titanic ship that seemed to encase something deep inside its huge
scaffold like structures. It looked like amobile shipyardbut it had to be a new Kadeshi mothership
class. She carried in her cockpit a portable sensor equipment that could passively collect data. She
turned it on now, pointing the hand held probe at the ship through her cockpit window. Her other
hand on the joystick, the Swarmer rolled to get a closer ook on the new ship. The Starfarer she
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sensed had to be inside that massive ship.

* k%

For amoment, G yelawas distracted. There was a disturbing feeling and she barked some orders
to the bridge officers. The ensign said, it was only a Swarmer that flew too close to the ship, and
they ordered it to get away and go back into formation.

G'yelawasdisturbed by theunrulinessof the Armada. In her excusionsoutside the Gardens she had
honed an elite task force that could navigate interstellar space and disciplined enough to take the
best the Unclean could offer. But the rest of the Kadeshi fleet had long been spoiled inside the
Gardens. They are having problems dealing with space beyond the Gardens. Muchtraining had to
be done, and she had dispatched experience personnel toevery quarter inthefleet tobegin extensive
training programsto createaresource of interstellar abled officers. The Kadeshi warri orshavemuch
enthusiasm, but from the books of N’ ua and what she had |eamed from the outside world and the
Unclean, the Kadeshi needs a disciplined and structured force to defeat the Unclean. She had split
up the fleet into smaller task groups, each led by a battle experienced officer that served under her
task force. It was partly a political move too, to put all her loyalistsin every branch and corner of
the Kadeshi fleet.

The bigged logistical problem wasthe Arkshipsthat containthe Kadeshi people and culture. They
cannot move as fast asthe rest of the force. In order to protect them asthey fall behind, a separate
force was assigned to protect the Arkshipsand designated the Home Guard. The rest of the Fleet
were separated into Columns. Some Columnswill go well ahead of the rest of the Fleet to scout for
enemy systems and resources. Others will harved the star systems and asteroid belts. The main
Columns will strike against enemy fleets and bases, relying on speed and surprise. Without the
Gardensto sustain them, the new Kadeshi nomads must rely on extensive deep space scouting and
resourcing to feed the Arkships. The advance Columns are led by elite officersfrom her original
strike force, and these elite Columns are the pride and joy of the new Kadeshi Crusade, attracting
the best people for recruitment.

G'yelaclosaly observed and scrutinized the Fleet movements, watching them navigate in space
beyond the Gardens for the first time. Theinitial chaos gave way to more disciplined formations.
The great people of the Gardens will overcome their own flaws.

There are still afew miscreants. From the screen she saw some shipsstill moving carelessly abaout.
Shedill hada senseof uneasinessthat camesuddenly. Shefelt somethingisout there, watching her,
something not supposed tobe here. Y et strangely for thefirst timeshefelt not done. She had dways
felt too different and alone from the rest of the Kadeshi peop e, never belongingin any snse. That
srangeloneliness had been afirefor her to reach out beyondthe Gardens, wheredeep ininterstellar
space, she felt at home. There goesthis feeling again, a strange feeling of kinship with something
outside, someone outside.

"Was this sector scanned before we jumped into it, dear Bishop?' G yelaasked M’jor.

"We did athorough reconnaissance of the area, o great Holiness," M’jor replied.
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"Somehow | am not convinced. As soon as the Heet jumps | want a back force to recon the area
once again, and eliminate possible enemy reconnaissance forces. We cannot take everything by
chance. We cannot |ose the element of surprise. The Mother rewards only those who arethorough.”

"Now, we shall all pray to the Great Mother that our Crusade will be successful and bring glary to
Her Name. "

*k*

Seejuk noticed that after Zha returned from her self made recon misson, she gill looked troubled
as ever. The plus side of it was that she was able to gather valuable data on the fleet from her
portable sensor equi pment. He was already making planson amore extensive reconnai ssance flight
should they encounter the Kadeshi armada again, and this time, a Somtaaw recon probe is being
fitted onthe nose of amodified Swarmer fitted with long range high efficiency Acolyteengines. The
guns in the fighter was removed.

Zha was strangely quiet as they prepared to discuss with the officers the data at the makeshift
conference room inside the Mule.

"Sofar we have uncovered several new Kadeshi ship types, suggesting that we may befacing amore
formidable and flexible opponent than what we previously thought. Other than what we identified
as a salvager ship, there is no true Corvette types but that has not stopped the Somtaaw as we
remember...look at these types...first the time in history outsiders are able to feast their eyes on
Kadeshi resourcers... Contrary to the opinions of historians about the Homeworld War, the Kadeshi
Needleships are not true mot herships but some kind of super carrier class...”

"The last ship isthe aurprise. It'snot like any of the 12 super large motherships. It's smaller, but
definitely of a mothership class and its bigger than a Needleship. Actually it looks like a pregnant
Needl eship with something being housed in the middle. We did a structural analysisin the middle
gructure, and we came up with this."

"Thispictureisrather startling. What you seeisahip within aship, asif the larger ship is built as
a structure around this ship. The analysis of this middle ship is another surprise. | thought it was
vaguely familiar, and | remembered this artig conception of what the Khartobawould look like."
Segjuk raised a picture.

"As you see, the derelict structure and the Khar’toba looked remarkably alike. | bdieve that
structure is no other than a sister ship of the Khartoba. Asyou may recall from Kushan history, the
K hartoba was the ship that brought my ancestors, the Exiles, to Kharak longtime ago. During the
HomeworldWars, our M othership encountered the K adeshi inthe Great Nebula, and discovered the
ener gy signature of awreck inside the Nebulathat looked remarkably like that of the Kushans. We
have al so noted the amazing similarties of Kushan ship energy signatures with that of the Kadeshi,
suggesting the same technological origins. That sister ship was never uncovered, until now..."

"Thishasto bethesister ship. Asyoucan see, the Kadeshi built an entire mothership around it. Why
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wouldthey do that?Unlessfor them, the ship isalso asacred religious symbol that their fleet cannot
do without..."

"A sacred symbol?' Zha asked.

"Yes," Segjukreplied. "l mean, the Kadeshi must have an entire culture and religion centered around
that ship, itsrelicsand its stories. By the Desert Gods, they must also have their own Guidestone.
Any race of Exiles, if there was more of them, would have possessed thisrelic of cultural memory
that will inevitably led them back toHiigara. That wasthe fate of the Kushans of Kharak, and that
will be the inevitable fate of the Protectors of the Garden. Y et, during the first encounter of the
Kadeshi and the Kushans in the Homeworld Wars, the Kadeshi failed to join the Kushansin their
journey or let them pass. At that moment, | can only guessthat their circumstances and reasons for
being so were much different then. Today, | think their circumstances have changed different. For
the Protectors of the Garden to leave the Garden itself, something—-or someone-—may have forced
this great change. Before the Kadeshi were bordered and were in fear of the Taidan Empire. The
Empire has fallen and inevitably those newswould reach to the Kadeshi by the form of some
recently captured ship. Another new catalyst is the Kushans themselves. When we entered the
Gardens and announced what we were doing, that may have rekindled it for them too, and news of
our successin the Homeworl d journey would have been both inspiri ng and sacrilege for them."

"They would not have the Arkships outside of the Great Nebula, nor are they moving their most
sacredrelics, if they are not migrating their ertire population. But where are they headed to? There
can only be on place, and the Gods of Kharak have mercy on usall, as this entire fleet may be
headed for Hiigara... The Kadeshi has started their own Homeworld journey.”

Most of the explanations made sense for Zha, except for one item; Zha still wondered about the
Starfarer presencein the Kadeshi mothership. Therelationship withthe Khartobawouldnot explain
that presence. The Kushans do not have Starfarer blood, nor does the Kadeshi. She was reluctant
to tell Segjuk about what she felt, as the Starfarers are a sacred secret of the Turanic race.

"If thisarmadawould be headed to Hiigara, | would suggest we must warn the Hiigaran authorities
first," Seguk advised.

"Itisaplausibletheory, but | think we should warn the nearest Raider outpod. Thereis no Raider
forceswithi n the next ten sectorsthat can chal enge that armada. They must be alerted about this,"
Zhaconcluded. "Segjuk, | will let you warn the Hiigaran authorities, but the Mule is a Raider ship
first and al. | must warn my Raider brethren first, as they are the closest to the danger. Thisis
supposed to be amatter of your own people, if these Kadeshi are your long lost cousins who want
apiece of your home. | don't think we should risk the ship and its people for something that isnot
our battle. Y ou Kushans should negoti ate some way out of this'

Segjuk was quiet for awhile. "If you ever knew what happened the Kiith after the Landfall, this
won't beeasy. After the Landfall, the Kiith went back totheir old power grabbing waysand political
disunity, the Naabal, Gaalsien, Sjet, Paktu, Liirhra, the Manaani...... There may be less than half
a million of us survivors, but that didn’t stop the power struggles. The Kiith may unite for the
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common cause, but they may refuse to share Hiigarawith the Kadeshi. Thisisnot abattle between
the Good Exilesand the Evil Empire, thisisabattle between two Exileraceseach with avalid claim
to Hiigara."

A call from the bridge interrupted the sesson. "Captain, we have multiple hyperspace jump
sgnatures.”

Zha and Segjuk ran to the bridge as quickly as they can. The screens were full of pink and purple
circles, each indicating a hyperspace jump event. "Oh my god, the whole damn fleet isjumping into
hyper space. Where are they headed?"

Zhaissued new directives. "When the last Kadeshi ship leaves, we will jump to the nearest Turan
outpost to dert them. Then we shall alert the K ushan and Republican authoriti es.”

The number of hyperspace events started to recede until the last Kadeshi ship made itsjump. "Rein
in the Cloak Generatorsnow, and prepare for Hyperspace Jump. Feed me the coordinates for the
nearest Raider outpost.”

"Captain, hyperspace jump ref uses to engage.”

"Try it again," Zha ordered.

"No Captai n, the Mul e won't engage.”

"Run diagnostics quickly, we dont have much time," said Zha.

Seejuk looked troubled and his heartbeat raced. "By the Merciful Gods of Kharak, go into battle
gations now. If I think what thisis, we'rein deep trouble.”

"Now what isit, Segjuk?' Zha demanded her answers.
"Hyperspace inhibitors. Some weapon the Kadeshi uses to trap their prey.”

At that moment, the sensor screens lit up with the red spots of an attacking enemy. Seejuk looked
up into the screen.

"Swarmers!”

"RedAlert! Calinga | availabl efighters! Preparefor launching. Defend theship!" Zhacommanded.

More lights appeared in the screen. Bigger ones, bearing down on the Mule.

"Ohmy god Sgiuuk," Segjuk exclaimed. "Kadeshi multibeam frigates coming tofry thisship. We're
not going to have achance!”

"We will," Zha said. "I need you to take over this ship. | will command the fighter squadrons.
Ensign, prepareto
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activate the ion beam. Rase the arrays. " The Mule gorts an unusual modification different from
other Lord classcarriers. Magnificent magnetic arrays, based onthose used by the Turanic lon Array
Frigate, wereraised from hidden panelsinthe Mul e, ready to boost the ion beam againgt the Mule's
targets.

"Release the Korad Grawvell generator and have it escorted by a Cloak generator. | want that
between the Mule and the enemy fighters." Zha ordered. The Gravwell was kept for emergencies,
thiswasatime asgood asany. Activate the Grawvell only when our fightersare clear past is sphere
of influence.

Shelooked at Segjuk. "Keep your head clear and cool, and just follow my instructions." After saying
this, she ran to the nearest launch tube.

Alarms and red lights were going off as Bandits and Brigands began to taxi for the launch. They
were followed by Thief corvettes. Joining them would be the Mul€'s entire inventory of surplus
Taidani fighters and corvettes. They included like the Hirkan, the original Triikor fighter and
Taalchok light corvette, which were phased as the Republicans shifted to the new Mark |1 Heavy
Interceptor. The new interceptor addedasecond lateral rail gun to doublethefirepower and balance
the design. However, aces lamented for its decreased performance from increased weight and a
lower roll rate, and productionlineslamented for itsincreased cast and complexity. The new fighter
was a blessing in disguise for Zha as it forced the classic Hirkan and Triikor into surplus
obsol escence, where she can afford to buy themand their parts supply at apittance. Praoduction lines
in the Mule have aso learned to make copies of these ships.

Zha dlipped into one of her custom Triikors and gave the thumbs up, as the Triikor wasbeing led
into the launching rail.

Outside, the Brigandsand the Thi ef corvetteshavefallenintoformation, whilethe Bandits, Triikors,
Fiirkans and Taalchoks settled into anather formation. The Gravwell has | eft, followed closely by
a Cloaking Generator that was activated.

These Swarmers, according to their energy trails, are equipped with the new high efficiency power
drives, and the lack of Fuel Pods anywhere confirmed her suspicion. The old Kushan destroy the
Fuel Pod tactic won't work here. Zha's plan instead was to throw the cloaked Gravwell against the
Swarmers, immobilizing them with its gravitational field. The Mule would come over with its anti
strike guns and finish off the Swarmers. The corvetteswould strikeat the MBFs, the Thief corvettes
wouldtry to captureas many frigates as possible, while the Brigands would destroy the rest with its
missilevolleys. Thescouts, interceptors, and the Taal choks would provide cover for the corvettes.

The Bri gandshit the MBFs with amassive first strike of missile volleys. The MBFswere unableto
turn fast enough as the Brigands readied to swoop down in asecond pass. The Thiefs quickly went
to do their dirty work, trapping a few MBFs in their jaws. A large formation of Swarmers were
headed for the Mule, unaware of the Gravwell that stands between them and their prey. Thefields
did as advertised, and the Mule moved in to pop the immobile Swarmers with its defensive
weaponry. Separated from the main group, some Swarmers headed to defend the MBFs. That was
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whenthefightersand Taal choks hit them. The extreme gpeeds made some the Swarmersand Scouts
collide with each other. Few Swarmers were lost but the Scouts took the worst damage.

Zha'sspecia Triikor was ableto keep up witha Swarmer firing madly at aBandit. The Bandit blew,
unable to escape the Swarmer's extreme speed and firepower. With the railgun at the side and the
mass driver at the nose of the Triikor, she squeezed the trigger, and the deadly fire ripped at the
round back of the Svarmer. The Swarmer boosted, but so did her Triikor, still pumping its shots,
and the Kadeshi ship ended in abig ball of fire. Sensingtrouble, she quicklyrolled, asan Advanced
Swarmer suddenly found itself shooting into empty space, its tracers seeking the spot where the
Triikor was split seconds ago. The Triikor slipped under the Advanced Swarmer, and her guns
ripped its belly.

The surprise initiative worked. The MBFs were defensel ess prey against the corvette and fighter
attack. The Mul€'sion beam cut into the paralyzed cloud of Swarmers, and one after another were
blown away. The Mule launched its few Taidani Resource Collectors, andthe Collectars smashed
their thick hides against the Swarmers.

That's when the unforeseen happened. From a nearby dust cloud, along need eshape emerged, its
ion beams lancing into the Mule from behind. The Mule shook at the intensity of the beams, and it
turned around to face its attacker. Anion beam retaliated from the Mul e, scorching the Needleship.
Desperate, the Collectors headed to crash into the Needleship.

"Defend the Mule!" Zha commanded. An MBFtorched the Gravwell, and the surviving Swarmers
were free. But the MBF did not get away as the Brigands finished it off with a large volley of
missiles.

Flamesappeared in the Mule, asion beams one after another connected to itshull. The Needleship
was wounded from the desperate actions of the Collectors, and now the Brigandswasfi ring wave
after wave of missiles against itslong hull. Swarmers, degoerately defending the Needleship, took
down a few Brigands. The Mule fired and fired its ion beam cannon, sending probes into the
Needleship as scuttle bombs. The Thieves and the Raal choks added their own firepower against the
Needleship, while the Bandits, Triikorsand Fiirkanscontinued to engage the Swarmers at a heavy
cost to themselves The battle becameincreasingy degerate for both sidesin arace aganst time.
Swarmers began crashing into the Mule, while Scouts crashed into the Needleship.

The Needleship changed its course, its head directed to the Mule for a ramming attack. "Oh my
god!" Seejuk shauted. "Hard right, dammit!" The Muewrestled at its hard turn, and the Needl eship
missedit by afew lengths. The Mule proved to be the more agile of the two ships asit turned once
again to bear down itsion beam, while the Needleship peppered the Mule with its plasmafire.

The Needleship could not brake its approach, and near the Mul€e'slast position was afew asteroids.
It released the hyperspace inhibitor and moments before it would crash to the asteroids, the jJump
gateappeared and the Needl eship dlipped throughit. Segjuk sweared at the Needleship. For religious
fanatics, it was acowardly thingto run away, but apparently the Kadeshi were no longer interested
in vain sacrifices, and needed to preserve every one of their big ships for more important battles.
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Lucky thing to, if the battle was prolonged, the Mule would be toast. He called for damage
assessment. The communi cations system was badly damaged and so was the jump capability. The
hull suffered damage and casualties were in all decks.

Zhalanded her ship, and shewaslivid at the sight of the damage. More thantwo thirds of her fighter
and corvette complement was gone too, as well as all her Collectors, and her precious Gravwell
generator. Her consolation prizeswere a few captured MBFs, Swarmers and Advanced Swarmers.
Prisonerswere to be subjected to the interrogation style the Turanics wereinfamousthroughout the
galaxy for. The captured ships which include many Swarmers and the valuable MBFs had to be
quickly refurnished so they may be used for temporary protection, and she needs totrain pilotsto
fly them. She quickly ordered new Collectorsto be built so they can harvest resourceswhilethe ship
is undergoing repairs. The harvested resources would go to rebuilding the Mul€e's strike craft
complement. She ordered the Cloak Generators out again to hide the Mule, in case the Kadeshi
made areturn visit.

Segjuk was there in the hanger to meet her. "Congratul ations for being alive. Not bad for ayoung
onelikeyou. | thought we might not make it. "

Zhagave her thumbsup. Her joy of victorywas short lived however. Without communications, the
ship badly damagedand without jump capability, the Mulewoul d be stranded for awhile, incapable
of warning the known worldsof the coming of the Kadeshi Crusade.
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Chapter 5: The Mule

The decks were littered with sparksas every able body triesto repair the extensive damage on the
carrier. Zhawas happy she got Segjuk’ s competent team of Kiith Liirhraengineers workingon the
Mule, even if they were Kushans. She paced all over the carrier’ s decks, watching the progress of
therepair. Having the Kushans were an advantage. The Turanics were never good engineers. They
had mai nly acquired and adapted someone el se technol ogy and braced them with their own common
sense. They’ re not the best when it comes to maintenance and repair either, and Raider shipswere
often dependent on hiring Taidani engineers to work for them. The Imperialists were a boom for
that.

In one of the decks, Seejuk Liirhra svoicewas hoarse from shouting and managing histeam. When
KiithLiirhradeclined ininfluence, many engineerswereleft idle and without work. That wasabout
the time other Kiith wanted to pursue their own ship design projects and shipyards, all part of a
political mani pulative attempt to reduce their dependence over Liirhra. Thefact that Liirhrawanted
exorbitant licensing fees did not help very much. The amaller Kiith went buyingto the Somtaaw or
the Bentusi. Many in the Liirhra went to work for the other Kiiths, but Seejuk managed to pull a
competent team that was interested with his deep space ventures.

What was remarkable to the sight of Zha was that Segjuk managed even to pull the Turanic and
Taidani engineers and workers in the Mule to work closely with their Kushan counterparts.
Engineers, it seems, are their own breed, talk their own language, think together and stick together
regardless of the race they came from. Segjuk went further by designing his own modifications to
the Lord class carrier, like magretic array panelsto enhance the ion beam, and tethering Cloak
Generators with cables to ensure a continuous power supply. The arrays were salvaged from a
Turanic lon Array frigete. Segjuk even promised that one time, the Mule will be able to illegally
manufacture Kushan Arrow scouts and Blade Mk 11 interceptors without praper license and even
the Somtaaw Acolytes as soon as they can illegally obtain the machine tools. This, she got to see.

She was deeply covered insweat, her face in grease, fromthe heat of the welding, from putting out
random fires, from trying to frantically repair ships with hot engines. She ssumped down the post
and into the floor for a short rest. In the hanger, the captured Swarmers are being refitted and
repainted with her clan’s markings. There was a lat of excitement when a Kadeshi Multibeam
frigatewasbrought insidethe hanger. Seejuk wasall loud and talking on thevery sight of theMBF' s
quad ion helix cannons, which was possibly the most powerful ‘small’ weapons he has seen, even
over the Somtaaw’ sion helixes. The Somtaaw never allowed the licensing of their ion helix to the
other Kiithin order to protect their technol ogical monopoly. But this, well, he’' snot goingto ask the
Kadeshi for licensing permission either. He intends to study it closely and make his own copy.

The captured MBFs were repaired, refitted and given new crews. Their bland beige white exterior
soon gave way to an outlandish Raider style paint job, blessed with the markings of her clan. One
MBF was too damaged for refitting, so Segjuk decided to put the MBF to scrap, and take out the
engine, computersand ion beam helixes for spares. He mentioned about using the helixes in four
makeshift turrets along the carrier as a defensive armament. He had noted that some of the Mule’s
own guns were damaged beyond repair. He then gave orders to modify the MBF drive to provide
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power for these turretsalone. That would significantly raise the firepower capacity of the Mulethe
next time they would encounter a Needleship or some other bad guy. The expense would be the
spare space taken up by the drive and they can't fire the four beams if the main ion beam cannon
isready to fire with the array panels deployed.

There was no rest until the Mulecan berepaired. The urgency wasthe need to warn Turan, Higaara
and the Republic of the Kadeshi Crusade. Zha was greatly disappointment to heard that the
communications equipment of the Mule was so damaged it needed to be replaced completely. A
makeshift communications system taken from a salvage was installed, but this communication
systemisnot capabl e of the power of the original carrier sygem, and simply doesnot havethe range
required to contact the nearest outpost. The makeshift system was only aufficient for contacting
ships within the sector and for coordinating combat ships.

Asthe Mulefinally becameinterstellar worthy again, afinal act for the fallenmust be done. For all

the adventures of the Mule and the time they spent together, there has never been atoll inlife like
this. The bay was cleared of the unnecessary equipment, all the fighters and corvetteslaid in neat
rows al clean and solemn. The bodies of the dead and effigiesof those who died but their bodies
never recovered, were all laid in the deck, wrapped in the Turan ceremonial cloth and packaged in
aclear capsule.

All crew of Turan blood wore their tribal costumes, some showing the colors of the original tribe
of their ancedry, but most wearing the colors of the clan of Khor. The Taidanis among the crew
marched in their military uniforms, whil e the Kushans wore the funeral dress known of the Kiith
Liirhraandthe Hraal. He, Segjuk, wore the only one who wore uniform of a chief engineer of the
Kiith Liirhra. There wasa solemn drumbeat and the playing of flutes. Men in Turan tribal costume
marched singing and carrying atorch. At the end of their song, they stood in formation across the
hallway for the most important person to enter. A person formally announced the entrance of the
Seguraof Khor. Thetitle Segurawhen trandated, meant "Glorious Princess of Turan."

Zha entered wearing the thick glittering royal robes of a true Segura, her head covered with an
extravagant head dress that appeared made from trophies of dead birds and predatory animals. No
dominant royalty exists inthe noble tribes of Turan, referred to as bandit kingdoms by the rest of
the Galaxy. But the nobility’s that rule the tribes and clans was bound by blood. Among the
nobility’ sthemselves, there was even an inner nobility and they were considered the most ancient
and noble of thepurest blood. Her father, the great Sultan, Zerun Khor, wasalso Shah of the inner
Turan, or Great Prince. She, by blood, would be a Segura, atrue Princess of Turan. But with the
destruction of theKhor outpast, the clan Khor became disenfranchised in shame. Not until they have
regained honor would they be dlowed a new outpost. Zha hersdf never wanted to usethistitle, her
social rank. For all and to everyone, that rank andtitle has disappeared with the lost of her outpod.
The only thing that matters now was her ship and crew, and of course, todo whatever is needed to
gain adecent profit. But for thisoccasion, it isonly proper that the song, the voice and the tears of
aSegura, of the highest and most noble of Turan, must be spoken and shed to give the highest honor
for those who selflessly sacrificed their lives.

Segjuk had never seen her so beautiful and solemn, and he winked hiseyesto make sure he’ sseeing
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the right person, that raggy and punkish girl who can be a constant thorn to his side, now abeautiful

princess worthy of the storybooks and legends. Zha was a girl entering the blossom of her
womanhood, youngand still innocent, but her eyesalready tempered with the fire of battle and the
coldness of death. Her face bared no emotion as shelit the candles near the corpses and effigies, but
her frame seemed to struggle for balance with the weight of her codume and the tendency of her
huge head dress to fall off her head. After the candles were lit, the drums began beating and the
flutes sung a new sad lyric. She quietly stood up to a makeshift podium, and begun to sing a
haunting melody, the ceremonial Turanic Song of the Dead, for the dead heroes and victims of the
last battle as they journey to the afterworld.

For aKushanto ever witness the Turanic Ritual of Sending the Dead is a great honor, much more
even a greater honor to witness a true Princess of Turansing the Song of Death. But it wasn't his
first timeto see this. Zha's song reminded him of the first time he saw her.

It was during the height of the Beast War. When a heavily damaged Turanic Lord class carrier
hyperspacedinfront of ajoint allied Kushan-Republican base asking for help, Kushan engineerslike
him jumped up and down in joy. Thiswas a golden opportunity to ever examine a Lord ship close
hand. The ship itself was desperaely in need of repairs the crew, food and medicine. To provide
the help wasthe only humanitarian thing to do and wasa chance to study thecarrier directly, and
what better means to do it than by sending a Kushan repair crew. Inside however, his joy of
examining the ship was quickly dampened at the sight of the refugeesinside the ship, all the sick,
wounded and starving, and many of them, women and children.

It was in the docking bay of the carrier one night, while working on the electrical systemsin the
deck that he heard a strange song being sung by a young girl in the dim light. He walked towards
her, with the intention to ask her to leave the deck to allow him to continue the repairs
uninterrupted. What he saw was a gaunt child in dirty rags, lighting a candle on the floor near a
makeshift doll. She was singing this haunting hymn.

He asked her what was she doing.

"My father," she said, "was a Great Prince of Turan. But he died, and no one will sing for him on
hisjourney to the heaven. He thought me to sing this song while he was alive, and told me to sing
for him when he died. | am sending him to heaven now with a great funeral that fits a Prince."

Shelooked like she was weak and hasn’t eaten in ages Tears flowed from her eyesas she gathers
what little strength she had for her song. In his greasy engineering coveralls, Segjuk sat down and
lit acandle to join her small makeshift funeral ceremony for her father.

"My father will be happy,” she said, looking at himwith her gaunt puppy eyes, then continued her
song. "l know hewill," hereplied, two lonely figures kneeling in acold deck incandlelight, "hewill
get hisprincdy fureral." He uttered a Hraal prayer asking for the Gods of Kharak tohelp aPrince
of Turan on hisjourney.

She has grown since then, and now her song was for the fallen of her ship. A soft tear appearedin
the corner of Segjuk’ seye and he quickly wiped it out. The bodieswere moved and lined up next
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to a launch tube. As she continued her song, an officer announced the names of those who
sacrificed, and their bodies were gjected to space in order returnthem to the Universe they came
from.

Assoon asthelast body was sent, asilencefell upon the gathering for their final prayers. When that
is over, the Segura looked over the crowd, who expected that she would say something solemn.
Instead she barked "l want everyone to their stations now! We are going to hyperspace and not a
second to lose!" She frantical ly waved her arms, "GO! GO! GO!™

Everyonewasstill intheir ceremaonial uniforms, asthebridge officersquickly ran diagnosticsbefore
powering up the engines. Zha didn't had time either to get rid of her Segura costume, placed the
ungainly head dress on the control panel, and slinked into the captain’'s chair, robes and all. Segjuk
was right behind her, headed to the sensors panel. "Y ou know, you should have given us time to
change to something more comfortable." To which shereplied, never taking her eyes off her panel,
"Worry about that | ater. Power up the engines! We must go now!"

* k%

The Banditswere in X formation as they headed to the area where the supposed interference was
detected. Another boring patrol, the pilot thought. He wished to be part of those raiding missions
he so often heard about being conducted oncein awhileagainst the Hiigarans and the Republic. But
they let the inexperienced cut their teeth on boring patrolsfirst, before they assign them on missions
that have some true action.

"So what do you expect to find here?" the pilot calling to the femal e officer inthe control bridge of
the Outpost. She was a cute one, and he thought of asking her out when he comesback. Maybe for
ajoyride in the tight cockpit of this Bandit, he smiled. "Do you think-—-" he was asking when she
suddenly cut him off. " Just keep your mind onthe sensors. | swvear | thought | detected a hyperspace
jump signature here," she said.

"Okay okay..."

A long needlelike shape broke out of the dust clouds. "Huh?' the pilot said. His surprise turned into
asmile of opportunity. Some merchant vessel accidentally came upon into this area. If he and his
squadron were able to disable the vessel for capture, he would be on afast track to an assignment
with areal carrier on araiding mission. He turned the comm link on again to contact the Outpost
for reinforcementsin the form of Thief corvettes to capture the merchant vessel.

No answer.
He flicked the switches. No answer again. Only static.

There isno time now. They haveto strike or thevessel will get away. "Red alert, prepare to engage
vessd----"

Before there was one needle vessel, now there were four of them. Smaller beige cdored vesselsin
military formation were right next to them. "Oh my lord, Frigates! What is this! Who are these
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people?' They appeared neither Kushan nor Republic. A V shaped formation of fighters were
zooming to hisway.

"Evasve maneuvers, emergency boost! Returnto the base! We must warn them!™ The Bandits u-
turned in maximum boost. Hisback pushed to the chair by G-forces the Bandits strained to get
away. But as he watched his sensor screens, the enemy fighters were still clogng in on them at a
rapid rate of speed. There isonly one thing left to do. He called on theleast experienced pilot to
continue runing to the base.

The rest must engage. The formation of Bandits broke out into a flower, as they u-turned back
against the Swarmers. A Swarmer opened fire andaBandit exploded. Another Bandit collidedwith
a Swarmer, ending both their fates. The pilot rolled as fire from another Swarmer shot underneath
hiscraft. Helooped, the Bandit strugding dangerously withextremeforces ashistarget reticlefalls
onthe Swarmer. The Swarmer firedits boosters but beforeit got away, massdriversfrom the Bandit
toreinto its armor, and the Swarmer's flight ended in an explosion.

Asthe battle turned into afurball, alone Bandit headed back tothe base on maximum bood. G'yela
watched the event from the flagship, Khar'nak. She waved her hand, signaling open engagement.
A formation of multibeam frigates appeared to Pearhead the attack on the Turanic Outpost. A
multiple wings of Swarmers have engaged their engines, and ionic trails began to mark the black
space, heading for the Outpost. Gyela looked relaxed despite this being the first time she has
engaged a Turanic Outpost.

"Sensors have detected enemy battlegroup, identi fied Lord class carrier with lon Array Figatesfor
escort, al headed our way."

G'yela smirked. "Order all Multibeam Frigate formation to engage the lon Array Frigates. Hre up
the K har'nak'sion beam cannons. That carrier is mine and the Mother'sglory.”

One of the Bandit pilots have gone out of the communications jamming range. His distress call
released an angry swarm of Bandits and Brigand missile corvettes from the outpost and the carrier.
But the sight of the angry swarm only brought smilesto the faces of the Swarmer pilots lookingto
prove their mettle against the Unclean. The first formation of Swarmers charged right into the
middle of the Bandits, and explosions occured as Swarmers collide with the Bandits. Wave after
wave of Svarmers charged at the Turanic strike force and asforcesjoined, a massi ve furball has
taken shape. No one could make heads or tails of the great dogfight.

"The Outpost is calling help for Imperalig reinforcements!” the ensign warned. "Let them do it,"
G'yelareplied. "I'll give you the signal when to apply the Hyperspace Inhibitors.”

Asthe four needleships began to take position on four cornersin the sector around the Outpost, the
Multibeam frigates had commence firing on the lon Array Frigates, which retaliated back. In the
first exchange, two lon Array frigswere destroyed, but the |eading multibeam frigate wascrippled
from theinitial blows. Another Multibeam frigate went down. But as the battle went on, the more
powerful and maneuverable MBFs slaughtered the lon Array frigates. A wave of Assault Pods---
obsolete Fuel Pods modified with additional cannons, beared down on the Turanic task force to
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support the MBFs. The Turanic carrier beam killed a Pod, but in turn, was subjected by cannon fire
from the Pods. Hghters launched from the Turanic carrier but were immediately attacked by
Swarmers.

It would be agood timeto test the new Pod types, G’yela thought. In order to sustain along range
comprehensive campaign, G’ yela, her top officers and engineers made anumber of variationsfrom
the venerable Pod chassis that was the basis of the Fud Pod that was partly made obsolete by the
more efficient fighter drives The Assault Pod added additional cannonsin the spare space, turning
the Pod into a formidable gunship that will supplement the MBFs in point to point battles. The
Supply Pod wasbased on technology from acaptured Supply Frigate. The green healing beamswere
made to sustain formations of Multibeam Frigates, Needleships, and Pods. It can also provide fuel
and repair for the Swarmers docking to it.

Thief Corvettes made frantic attempts to steal or immobilize some MBFs, but were cut down by
escorting Advanced Swarmers. Brigands smashed volley after volley of missilesintotheMBFsand
Pods, taking a number down that led M’ jor to show some concern. But as the Advanced Swarmers
turned to face the Brigands, the Brigands were slaughtered. Swarmer Bombers---Svarmers with a
single large cannon of heavy punch, in contrast to the dual cannon Swarmers and quad cannon
Advanced Swarmers--has enteredthe fray in an attack wave, peppering lon Array Frigatesand the
Turanic carrier.

A Taidani Imperialist fleet has hyperspaced between G’ yela sflagship and theTuranic base. G’ yela
smiled---thetrap is set. She gave her orders and the four Needleships activated their hyperspace
inhibitors. Escorti ng the Needleships were aformation of probes, not just sensor probes, but each
containing abomb that sends out a shock wave. "Bomb them," G’ yelaordered. "Think of it as Gifts
from the Mother," G’ yela laughed.

Formationsof Probe Bombs headedto the Imperialist fleet, which had no ideawhat they were. For
the Turanic carrer and task force, it was too late; their agony ended in a series of brilliant
explosions. The Imperialist carrier has begun to deploy itsfightersand corvettes, while assault and
ion frigates formed a protective formation around the carrier.

They would havefelt their futility by now, G’ yelathought. A sense of panic gripped the Imperialist
forceswhen they failed to hyperspace. When Taidan fighters and corvettes tried to shoot down the
probes, the bombs exploded, their shock waves destroying the small craft. More probes headed to
the carrier and the frigates and their automated turrets turned to shoot them. The resulting chain of
explosions rocked the Imperialist capital ships, asamassive wave of Swarmersbore down on their
position.

G’yelastood from her throne and walked to the big screen that showed the battle. She stood al oof
with asense of dignity. The sense of victory and the blood scent of the kill can be intoxicating but
remained well hidden in her icy demeanor. Like the Taidanii, the Turanics have aided in the
persecution of the Mother and the sacred ancestors of the Kadeshi race. Like the Taidanii, they are
sinnersthat must be wiped out like the lowest vermin, for they are, like the Taidanii, the Unclean.
They will pay for their sins against the Mother, even if the destiny of retribution will last for tens
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of millenia. Like packs of predatory animds, the Pods and Beam Frigates rushed to devour the
survivors of the Imperialist fleet.

"Cleanse thissector of space from the Unclean, " G yelaordered, her voice heard in all the comm
links of her fleet. "This glorious victory is an offering for the Mother, and this sector of space will
be consecrated for the Mother. Our great heavenly Mother is pleased with the spilling of the blood
of the Unclean. She will remember the great sacrifice, faith, and courage of our holy warriors, and
the souls of those who died in Her Cause will forever have a place in Her Great Gardens.”

The inhabitants--families—-aboard the Turanic Outpog watched in sheer horror as their kin and
loved onesdiedin the Turanic defenderswere destroyed. Equally horrific wasthetotal annihilation
of thelmperialist fleet sent to help them right in front of their eyes. There was panicasthe order for
evacuation wasgiven, and people flooded to the transport ships. The remaining defenders---the lon
Array Frigates, Brigands, Thieves, Bandits---were to be tasked in the desperate defense of the task
force.

The Sultan of the Merak Outpog had died with the carrier. The last remaining commander of the
Outpost had broadcasted his surrender to the attackers. He watchedin horror asthe unknown enemy
continued its flight towards the Outpost, hisrequest for surrender unheeded. He knew they would
kill to the last Turanic woman and child. His purpose and those of the remaining defenders are
finally clear; they would defend to their last ounce of breath. A final act must be made. All the
videos, data and events of the battle were broadcasted to all Outpaosts within range as a final

warning. He hoped they woud learn from the data to deal with this new enemy that dared held its
sword against the blood of Turan. When thefinal transport and lifeboat has|eft the Outpost, he will

begin the final countdown sequencefor the self destrudion of the Qutpost. He hoped shock waves
from the blast would damage the enemy and provide cover to the refugees. Asfor him, hewill stay
with the Outpod to the very end. He uttered a slent prayer to the Gods who guard the Stars of

Turan.

There were news that the transports were not enough to fill the refugees. He ordered the refugees
to fill even the Taidani Resource Collectors and Controllers they have in the base, and fill every
deck and space of the last few Turanic lon Array frigates still in the docking bay. As the ships
cleared, there were those who refused to go, and expressed their desire to die in the only homethey
knew. Outside, the Taidan gravwel ls have stopped the enemy fightersin their tracks, but the enemy
frigates pressed on, and begun to bombard the Turanic Outpost.

G’ yelawatched the screen. She would not missthisact of cleansing. Suddenly therewas abrilliant
light. Formations of Swarmers, Pods and Beam Frigates peri sh with the explosion as the Outpost
completed its final act of sacrifice. Her own casualties did not matter to G’ yela. They performed
well, and has earned their place in the Eternal Gardens of N’ ua. The cleansing is completed.

* k%

The Mulejumped outside where the Merak Outpost was supposed to be. But therewas only silence
in the darkness.
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For Zha, all she can seewastheface of utter horror. There waswreckage everywhere and the sense
of death around her. Segjuk watched her expression in concern. They were too late.

There wasamoment of mournful silencethat was brokenwhen Zha gave her next command. "Scan
the areafor survivors. Go into red alert in case there are still Kadeshi roaming around.”

He laid his hand on her shoulder. "l suggest we need to look among the wreckage if we can find
enough material to make a powerful communications system that can let us contact a base.”

Her voicewasweak, and her eyeswaswet. "Do that," she said softly. "Do whatever it takes." Segjuk
waved his hand to the ensign, who ordered the Thief Corvettesto launch from the bay and search
for wreckage.

She spoke to Segjuk softly. "I remembered how it was, when our Outpost was destroyed by the
Beast. Wreckage like this everywhere."

Outside, the captured Multibeam Figatesin Turanic cdors began to patrol the area |ooking for
survivors. The Mule hasbegun todepl oy every fighter and corvetteit had onboard, from the Bandits
to the Brigands, Fiirkhans and Triikors, to the Swarmers captured in the previous battle. Their
mission was to patrol for survivors or for any Kadeshi that may pose athreat.

Hourslater, aweak distresssignal was detected, and scoutsinvestigated the location. Therewas a
small convoy of heavily damaged transports lon Array Frigates, and Taidanii Resourcers, hiding
among dust clouds and asteroids, hidden by afew Taidanii cloak generators. The Thief corvettes
came and towed the ships to the Mule. A captain of a ship thanked the Gods of Turan for the
deliverance. He told the Mule they have been hiding from Kadeshi patrols for hours, unable to
hypergpace and when they detected the familiar energy signature of a Turanic vessl, they rel eased
their distress signal.

With her mind so occupied and her emotions in a turmoail, in all the hours she had forgotten to
remove her ceremonial Segurarobes. Her makeup though, had deteriorated significantly since the
funeral rites. Shedidn’t let the cumbersome robesimpede her as she ran with Segjuk to the docking
bays, asthe Mule received their survivorsfrom the Outpost.

When the refugees cameout, there were crying from the death of loved onesand for the gift of still
being alive. Several refugees fell down to their feet and kowtowed to avery surprised Zha.

"Praise the Segurafor saving us. Princess of Turan, we are at your mercy!"

That was when she realized she still had her ceremonia robes. Segjuk nudged her shoulder,
whispering, "Don't take it of f, keep it for the effect.”

Headded, " These people need an authority figure right now, so you better act royally likeone. Don’t
let them down." Zhalooked at him with her sad reddened eyes, and nodded in agreement. Seegjuk
continued, "I’ take care of the ship and the necessary logistics, you just take care of your people.”
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"Thanks, " she said, as she knelt to help carry awounded child.

The scenewasterrible, much like he remembered when he first came on the Mule, full of displaced
refugees. The wounded were being led to the medical facilities, while living quarters have to be
prepared for the refugees. Some may have to sleep in the docking bays and the stock rooms. He
thought it may beunsympathetic, but he saw an opportunity for the Mule to regainits strength and
complement. He asked one of the officers to note every able bodied men and women. With some
training, they can be recruited as crew and pilots for the Mule and its craft.

The Resource Collectors was heaven sent. The Mule was nearly bankrupt and they are inbad need
to look for resources, not just to complete all repars, but to feed the additional peoplein the ship.
Soon enough, the Collectors will be sent to the clouds for both metallic and gaseous material that
can be converted to nutrients. It was odd to see the Array Frigatesused asemergency refugee ship,
but they were a blessing too as additional firepower for the Mul€e s rag tag fleet.

The Thieves were salvaging anything of value. There were signsthat a Taidanii fleet tried to assist
the Outpost in vain, guessing from the wreckage, which looks like maybe, they can put some
Taidani Attack Bombers, Heavy and Multigun Corvettes together. These would be valuable, he
thought, if they’re going to deal with Swarmers. Towards the end of the working period, the
collection has added Bandits, Brigands, Thievesfrom the former outpost, ome of them drifting in
space without fuel and pilots still half alive just waiting for their oxygen to finally run out. There
were even some driftingdead Swarmerstoo, includng the Advanced and Bomber types. He wished
if he could find the generator of a Defense Field Frigate, or some Defense fi ghters, but there were
none. He should be content of his|ucky finds, as now, the sal vage has alowed the Mule to recover
to nearly full strength.

It was exhausting but the work shall continue as they refitted the ships. Many of the refugees and
survivingpilotsannouncedtheir intentionsto loyally serveunder PrincessZha, Seguraof Turan, and
swore a blood oath of vengeance against the Kadeshi. As for Zha, who remained uncomfortable
about titles, she was till busy tending to the refugees, assuring the despondent, even talking and
singing to the children. He remembered how he was in her position once, and she was like those
children. For amoment there his heart felt warm, and he felt proud.

She had made a makeshift bed in the docking bay, and several refugee children lay sleepingthere.
He could seeit from where he wasfixing aTaidani Heavy Corvette. There was something dittering
on top of the bed, and he could not resist his curiosity to go there and find out.

Zha Khor was sleeping on the floor next to the children, dirty and deeply exhausted. Over the
children, she had laid her golden glittering ceremonial robes as a blanket to warm them.
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Chapter 6: Engagement

Asachild shewasfrail, but unusual to ook at. She had ametallic silvery blonde hair with cold steel
eyesto match. For that other children were afraid of her, called her afreak. She never played with
them either.

Inside the great Arkships of Kadesh, Gyela had only one friend. It was a creature alien to the
Arkships, aBunari, aslimy, slithering creature with two big eyes with an unusual sensitivity of its
environment. No one knows how the Bunaris got to the Arkships, or what they were orignally
called, but that was what the Kadeshi called them. When the Kadeshi trapped and captured
unsuspecting merchant ships who unexpectedly ran into the Gardens, these ships often carried all
sorts of alien vermin in their holds. When the captured ships were brought to the Arkships for
assimilation, these vermin escape into the slums of the Arkships, adding themsalvesto the ecology
in the Slums. Sometimes when the vermin get big enough, the people themselves will eat them.

In the Arkships, there was no day or night. They were always surrounded by the pinkish glare from
the nebula clouds that will never go away, an existence of perpetual cloudiness that drives many
Kadeshi into madness. It wasin asense, that the Gardenswere aliving hell, astate of condemnation
bestowed upon them by the Mother. The Kadeshi were taught to protect the Gardens, for the
Gardens protect them, provide them nourishment. But the Gardens also demand their sanities with
its perpetual cloudiness and glare, in acycle where thereis no day, where thereis no night. For the
nourishing Gardens was also their Hell.

Sometimesthe Arkships drift in a part of the Gardenswhere the clouds were thinnest. That was
when the Stars appear i n the sky. Thefirst time G'yela saw a Star, a sense o liberation camedown
deepinside her. Sheknew then that if the skies can change, o can life. She knew thenthat there was
something beyond her paltry existence, that if she can reach for it, she will be free. But most of all,
she felt she belonged out there.

Even as poor asthe vermin around her, G'yelawould ask the older people questions to learn about
the stars. She wanted to | earn how to read, so she can read the ancient texts of the Faith, where she
heard, would hold the secrets about the Stars.

Shenever knew when the Starswould appear again. They would appear one day, disappear the next.
During the time she waited, she would toy with thisBunari that has found a home in a crack near
her own home. Her pet Bunari would always listen to her, whatever her feelings was, whatever she
dreamt about, even if it would never speak. It's eyes would always looked at hers.

But one day, the Bunari wasnt thereto wait for the Sarswith her. Shelooked around, calling it with
the name shegavetoit before. But the Bunari was no where. Then acrossthe window of aneighbor,
she saw its carcass hanging from a stick ontop of afire. The woman inside the house was cooking
the Bunari for her family.

G'yela screamed at the top of her lungs with a shrill voice. She banged and banged at the woman's
door, calling the Bunari's name, asking the womanto stop, to give back her Bunari, her only friend.
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The woman opened the door, her right hand raised and holding a big stick. She hit G'yela on the
head with the stick, then again, but G'yelawould not |eave the door, wantingto save her only friend.
Evenwhen her head bled, she woul dnot abandon her friend. Thewoman wasfed up, grabbed G'yela
on her hair, and dragged her across the street, then hit her, again and again.

G'yela could not remember nor feel the pain even as she l ay in the street on a puddle of her own
blood. She only wanted to save her friend. She shouted and shouted the name of her friend, but the
door stayed closed.

G'yelawoke up, breathingheavily. The Kadeshi was cursed with madness, and she herself borethat
curse. The Kadeshi will alwaysprotect the Gardens but they will also be doomed by it.

For the porthole of her Mothership the Khar'nak, Gyelacould seethe darknessand the Starsin them.
She walked to the porthole, and sat there, staring.

*k*

Zhawoke up from the alarms sounding off. She had given her robesto the children asablanket, and
with only athin blouse and shorts, she could feel the coldnessof theair in the docking bay. Her head
ached---but the flashing red lights...Red Alert! There was an engineer's jacket that lay there and did
not bel ong to her, but she took it anyway.

On the bridge, Segjuk looked trim and ready as always She herself was a complete mess, but it
didnt stop her from walking proudly to the captain's chair. "Status report!" she barked with an
authoritative tone, trying to hide her sleepi ness.

Seejuk typed something in his console, and the screens came up. The series of lightsindicated
enemy ships. "We got our cloaks up, and al our ships have either docked or remained within the
cloaking fiel d. What you see now i sasmall enemy task force engaged in resourcing. They have not
detected us yet, so we have the supreme tactical advantage of surprise. "

"Now, Captain, we have a choice. We can attack, or we can ignore. We do not stand to profit from
any action. | do warn you though that our new recruits are not ready, many of the acquired shipsare
not battle ready and only half of our strike force complement are operational ."

But Zhalooked determined. "From the way | seeit, Segjuk, we got two choices. We can hide like
cowardly dogs or strike out like a true predator of Togath! We have many here that have sworn a
Blood Oath against those who wantonly destroyed the Merak outpost. We will not disappoint them.
If we win, thiswill be big boost in morale...... "

...... andif welose......wewill al dietoo......including those refugees......" Seguk added. "We
can determine our chances. Our tactical analysisrevealsthislarge ship as possibly a new type, my
estimate to be possibly an escort or assault carrier. It’s much smaller than a Needleship, but given
the way Swarmers move in and out from it, it is definitely a carrier. These Resourcers are also
docking withit, which you can’t do with aFuel Pod. Thecarrier isprotected by ausual complement
of smaller capital ships, your multibeam frigates, fuel, supply and assault pods. "
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Zha studied the screens, weighing all tactical options She noted that considerable distances lay
between the Kadeshi carrier task force and the resources, and she saw her opening.

"We need to execute this as precisly as possible. Segjuk, if we cannat win this then we can never
win at all. We would have deserved to die instead.”

The alarms screamed in a Kadeshi Resourcer asan X formation of Bandit interceptors emerged
from the random asteroid formation. The Bandits strafed the Resourcer, while amixed formation
of Taidani Scouts, Interceptors, Light Corvettes, and Attack Bombers hit another Resourcer. Sure
enough, all Swarmers currently inspace responded to the distress call s of the Resourcers and rushed
to engage the unexpected enemy.

"Now, NOW!" Zha shouted, forming her hand into a fist and angrily shaking it at her tactica
screens.

The Mule hyperspaced right under the Kadeshi assault carrier, with anescorting fleet of Turanic lon
Array Frigates and captured K adeshi Multi Beam Frigates, just seconds beforethe assault carrier hit
the hyperspace inhibitor. Thespecial array panel in the Mul€’ s nose opened like a flower, and the
massi ve ion beam shot out from it, burning into the assault carrier. In a spit second later, analler
beams joined the main beam. Some of these beams were from the Mule's new auxiliary ion
cannons, salvaged from Multi Beam Frigates earlier. Others came from the lon Array Frigates and
the captured Multi Beam frigates.

The beams blasted through the carrier’ sflight decks, stopping the remaining Swarmersfrom taking
off. The escorting Kadeshi pods and frigates opened desperate fire againd the Mule.

"Oh the Desert Gods of Kharak! Thisisal ruiningthe Mule’s new paint job!" Segjuk exclaimed,
his fingers rummaging through his trim hair.

"Fireagain!" Zhashouted, as enemy beams racked the Mule. The Mule smain beam blew through
the Kadeshi Assault Carrier, the final blow in the duel between equals.

"Yes!" Zhathrew her fist in the air. Asthe carrier turned into a brilliant fireball, her frigates took
advantage of the confusion and torched the Kadeshi escort frigates and pods.

"l do not want the enemy pods and frigates destroyed. Send the Thief Corvettesin. Hyperspace the
Mule and our Frigates out of here!" Zha snapped.

The Kadeshi frigates found themselves shooting into empty space as the Turanic fleet quickly
disappeared through the jJump gates. They had little time to respond as Thief corvettes escorted by
Brigandslit up their screens. Their slow maneuverability and poor weapons coverage meant that the
Pods and Multi Beam Frigates were unable to meet their new attackers in time, and the Raiders
demonstraed their text book forte. Soon, Kadeshi frigates and pods hopelessly struggled, as the
Thieves carried them off as proud prizes.

But elsewhere, the battle was not turning to her favor. The Kadeshi Resourcers proved the tough
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hides, and both Turanic and Taidani fighters were unable to deal with both Resourcers and
Swarmers simultaneously. The Bandits, Triikors, Hirkans, Raachoks, and Kaarks were in a
disadvantage dogfighting the heavier armed, armored and faster Swarmers. Zha' sjoy of victorywas
clouded as another of her fighters blew into a cloud of smoke.

"As soon as the Thief corvettes deliver the Kadeshi frigates, | want them al on the remaining
Resourcers. Get the Brigandsto cover our fighters. Thistime | am going in personaly!"

"But....... " Segjuk objected. But there was no use arguing against a young captain whose ship
happened to be named after her character. He quickly called the docking bay. "Sir," one of the
engineers responded, "we can get one or two of the Taidani Heavy and Multigun Corvettes out.
We'redill fixing up the rest"

"Then| want those that can fly out to cover our captain’sass!" Segjuk ordered. "Dammit | wishwe
got our gravwells by now."

Optimized against capital ships best, the Brigands were not doing any better against the fast and
maneuverable Swarmers. But for the dogfighting Taidani and Turanic ships, the presence of the
Brigandswere encouragi ng. Some of the Thieves have finished delivering their captured cargo and
has set out to deliver the Resourcers.

The appearance of the Captain’s custom Triikor added afurther boost to the morale of the fighters
and corvettes still engaging the Swvarmers. Right behind her were two Heavy Corvettes and one
DiirvassM ultigun corvette. Zhawasrecklessin her pursuit of the Swarmers. Herescortingcorvettes
showed their worth as they blew two Swarmers thet got into her tail.

Some of the Swarmers saw the Thieves moving into the Resourcers. One or two of the Resourcers
managed to hyperspace, but one got into the jaws of two Thieves. But two of the Swarmersshowed
their amazing speed, strafing their Thieves, and blowing up one of them. The other Thief let go,
turned around, and fired its turrets at an incoming Swarmer. The Swarmer disintegrated from its
devastating fire.

Scattered and without support, one by one, the Swarmers fought to a gallant end, as the Mule sent
more hastily repaired fighters and corvettesto turn thetide of battle. Those that didn’t dein battle,
tried to crash against the Turanic corvettes. Despite heavy covering fire, some were successful in
their kamikaze attempts.

AsZhareturned to the hanger in her Triikor, Segjuk, waiting, saw her frustration. " Damn, they were
all too fast thistime. | could not get a single one of them."

Seejuk could smell her sweat and other body odors from her flight suit. The girl has not cleaned up
for sometimeto have made thistoo obvious. Not letting her odorsdistract hm, Seejuk pronounced
his conclusions.

"The good news is we got some new ships to addto our fleet. The Multibeam Frigates are dways
valuable, but thistime, we got the new A ssault and the Supply Pods. The Supply Pods clearly show
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the Kadeshi are taking any salvaged technology they can and are adapting them to their use. We
know they got Cloaks and by now, they probably have Gravwells aswell. The Assault Carrier also
shows the Kadeshi are devel oping a more tactically comprehensive fleet. Sooner or later they will
fill up al the holesintheir fl eet roster classes, whichwill include Destroyers, Cruisersin the heavy
end, and maybe corvette variation in the light end.”

"The bad news is that we lost more of our strike force complement and the Resourcers got away.
We cannot take any engagement against the Kadeshi more unless we have some way to deal with
their Swarming tactics. IntheHomeworldWar, they were limited by fuel capacity and blowing their
Fuel Pods would have doneit. Now it’s a different matter with their high efficiency drives."

"We can obtain some Defenders but they're only useful in adefensve role. They may have good
weapons coverage but in astraight fight in deep space, their lack of speed isa mgor disadvantage
against Swarmers nearly three times faster. Another alternative isto beef up our corvette fleet.
Whilestill economical, our Raachoksare being fought to the limits of their capability, and we need
to make more Multigun Corvettes, but their cost may bankrupt usif we are to built alarge number
of them and maintain our Thieves and Brigands. Same goes with Heavy Corvettes which we also
have afew. Unless of course, we can get ome one who would happily donate them to us. | suggest,
we head for the nearest Republican or Kushan base. Maybe we can get some donations with these
Heavy and Multi Gun corvettes, and we can obtain more surplus and black mark et light corvettes.
| know a place that we can get Kushan Cavaliers quite cheap, and get more Raachoks too. For no
less the cash you can get for a brand new Interceptor. They would help as a stop gap."”

Zhawalked to ore of the captured Swarmersinside the bay. "Seejuk, how about thisalternative?
What are the chances we can copy these ships?'

Segjuk had anticipated thisline of reasoning. "It can be done, but if we use our current powerplants,
fuel capacity isbad. Unless we put advanced fighter Acolyte type drives, those things woul d have
to refuel so often. That wasthe weaknessof the original Swarmer design. But wedo not have a
supply of those Acolyte drives other than the ones we got captured here, salvaged from Acolytes,
or bought in the black market like the one you have inyour custom Triikor. Those drivesare part
of Kushan trade restriction, and we do not have the tools to build or maintain them. 1’ve been
analyzing those drives, but the facts are, that despite | am a Kushan, the Somtaaw have a
technol og cal and manufacturing monopoly on thase drives and woul d not want to shareit evenwith
their fellow Kushans. They would prefer to sell you the drives for aneat profit in their bottom line.
All business of course. It doesnot mean that the other Kiith are trying to copy the drive behind the
Somtaaw backs. | bet the Republicans are doing it too. But the Somtaaw got their lawyers and
politicosat any sign of such an attempt, and they will sue you back to the wastelands of Kharak. The
Kadeshi of course, are not covered by the Somtaaw legal sharks."

"l don’'t care about the legalities, Segjuk," Zhasaid, "just doiit. | know you can do it if you put your
mind to it. We will obtain the tools if we have to, and | don't think Turan is covered by Somtaaw
legal goons.. We do what is needed. We will copy the Svarmers, clone the drives, andwe will steal
or beg or screw with the Bentusi if we haveto. Thisissomething | already have thought forawhile.
We win first, and will worry about the copyright infringement issues later and please don’t worry
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about me selling thosethingstothe other Turanic Sultanates. | don’ t have any loyaltiesto them after
they have turned their backs on me and the House of Khor. Thefirst Turanic Swarmer will beazha
Khor exclusive."

"I"'mafraid that you' re going to say that," Seejuk admitted, feeling at one of the modified Swarmers.

**k*

Allied baseswere a product of the Beast War. These were orignally Taidani basesthat were under
ajoint Ta dan Republican and Kushan command in acooperative military venture against the Beast.
These days, these baseswere used against Turanic Raider activity or Taidan Imperialist excursions.
It was no surprise then that the base sent out alarge welcoming party of at least a Heavy Cruiser,
two destroyersand aflotillaof frigateswhen aTuranic carrier task force hyperspaced withaflotilla
of lon Array frigates and quite remark ably with Kadeshi Multi Beam Frigates.

"Wow, I've never seen a Kushan Heavy Cruiser before. That thing looks quite impressive. Those
Kushan destroyerstoo...... " Zha excitedly exclaimed.

"They’ renot going to be friendly either, unless we do something soon," Segjuk said. "Gve methe
comms."

After some communication protocol switching, the faces of the Kushanfleet commander appeared
in the screen.

"Turanic Raider, state your intentions. Youwill either stand down or surrender, or are you going to
engage usin glorious battle?'

"Heet Commander,” Seegjuk replied. "Thisis Five Star Commander Seegjuk Liirhra of Hiigaran
intelligence. | am sending you my verification codesright now. ThisTuranic task force you seeis
coming not with hostileintentions, but on adiplomatic mission and with arequest for humanitarian
and military aid against the Kadeshi forces. | have in my presence, no less than a member of the
Turanic Inner House of Lords a Princess, you might say."

The Fleet Commander replied after a few seconds. "This is a mog unusual circumstance that a
Intell igence Commander of your rank would be aboard the command bridge of a Turanic carrier
force. But your numbers checked out. Welcome Commander. We will escort to the base.”
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Chapter 7: The Proposal

"What?..." Zha's face was livid and turning red. She started to prance around the bridge deck,
hunting for an explanation.

"Areyou?..areyou, aspy?..." Zha started to stutter with rage.

"To be exact to the term, no. Sooner or later, | did intend to tell you, but err, the busy eventsin the
last few weeks have totally occupied my mind,” Segjuk replied. "1 am, not by the exact definition,
agy. | have never compromised you and the security of your ship. Think of memore of | et's say,

acovert diplomat. Since the war withthe Beast, there are factionsin both the Hiigaran Intelligence
and the Daiamid that are seeing the advantages of devel oping relations wi th the Turanic kingdoms.

| should inform you as well, that there are factions in your Turanic Inner House of Lords that are
increasingly viewing their alliance with the Imperialists asalong termlosing proposition. They are
looking for a more profitable future beyond that and hascovertly contacted both the Republicans
and the new Hiigaran Daiamid.”

"Y ou can thank the Beast for this. The Beast hasgreatly ravaged Turanic power in their sector, and
both pirating and mercenary activity, the economic blood of the Turanics, are imperiled by Beast
fragments

and mutations. Much of that fault came with the Imperialists themselves, who with the support of
some factions in the Turanic Inner House, tried to develop a project to domesticate the Beast
nanotech and have it blew up in their faces, at agreat cost of Turanic life. The Beast, or let's say,
mutations of such, ran amok in the Turanic home sectors, and | believe, your father, the Sultan
Zerun Khor, who contested such experimentation in the Inner House, and your family's outpog,
were among the casualties. Faced with their current situation, and other perils like the Kadeshi, |
beli eve the Inner House isopen for any ideasto protect their future, and that includes military and
trade alliances with the Republicans and Hiigarans. For us Hiigarans, and the Republicans as well,
we see an opportunity to stop Turanic pirate activity once and for al, as well as an additional ally
against further Beast incursions and other unknown threats to the galaxy at the moment."

"l was an engineer and scientist working with the Black Star wing of Hiigaran Intelligence. The
purpose of Black Star is covert deep space reconnaissance and technology salvage into the outer
hostile regions of the Galaxy looking to study, monitor, and perhaps even to tame and control the
Beast and itstechnol ogies Our searchincludesstudyingBeast nanotech mutetions, their migrations,
and searching for any more ships like the Naggarrok or the Outsider aliens who brought the
Naggarok. Our covert operations are not formally approved by the Daiamid, so we are working
under great risk, but the urgency and importance of the task means we cannot for the politics.”

"Y ou know what?' Zha uttered, her arms crossed and mouth in a pout. "For a Kushan you spin a
lot!"

It was Seegjuk's tum to be emotional, and the tone of hisvoice surprised even Zha as Segjuk is
normally the symbol of cold collectedness under fire. "Zha! Believe mewhen | tell you this. When
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your battered carrier camelimping into our base one day, it was never part of theoriginal plan. | saw
an opportunity and the Black Sar saw it too. It was our engineers and resources that help put you
and your ship back together again. | could not do it alone without them."

"...and | thought you did it because somehow | thought you have a heart..." Zha sadly countered.
"...and a bit of selfish greed as well. | thought we're business partners. You said you wanted the
Beast nanotech for truly selfish reasons and share it with me. That wasto be my ul timate revenge
againgt the Beast. | cannot destroy the Beast, but | can endave it so | can do to them what it did to
what remained of my father and my people. With your confession, now you disappoint me..."

"Now, that wasnot completely untrue..." Segjuk said. "L ook, | needtoretire someday, and mastering
that nanotech technology may be the biggest breakthrough in the galaxy yet. | don't haveto lecture
you the potential it has for computer and ship building technology.”

"Believe mewhen | say | am truly sorry, Zha," Segjuk continued. "l have grown fond of you, this
ship and its crew and our adventures together. Maybe | should have told, but | do want to tell you
that | do trust you with my life and that of my engineers.”

"...those engineers, theyre Black Star too?' Zha asked. Segjuk nodded. "They won't have the
training, the tools and the resource if they're not. Like | said, we would never sabotage or
compromise you and this ship. Infact, we put this ship together and enhanced it to make it the most
powerful carrier in the entire Turanic fleet. The Mule is probably more powerful than the Kushan
Imperator, Tal dan Saarkin-Cho, and the Somtaaw Shaman class carrier!”

"Don't flatter yourself, Segjuk,” Zha curtly replied.

"You know, Zha," Segjuk said, "you are not completely honest with me either. Everyone of us has
our own little secret, even you included.”

"What do you mean, Seejuk,” she replied.

" Something you have not told me," Segjuk said. "Y our sensesof the stars. What you Turanicscall
for "Those Who can Find the Stars’, what your own legends call the Sarfarers, an ancient people
that once spanned and navigated the galaxy with an uncanny intuition and sensory perception. They
help guide the ancestors of the Turans and other races to the edge of the Galaxy and finally
intermingled withthem. You don’t think | would find out, don’t you? | never believed the legend,
but every legend started from a seed of truth, and | have seen you demonstrate an uncanny ability
to perceive and navigate the deep stellar spaces.”

Zhaexhaled with resignation.

Thecommunicationsofficer rudely interrupted them with amessage fromthe escorting K ushan task
force.

"Commander Seegjuk Liifra, this is Heet Commander Admiral Gaas Paktu of the task force.
Permission to come onboard the Lord class carrier.” The message was polite and friendy. "When
| was a young crewman in the Mothership, we encountered the Rancor, the Lord Class carrier that
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attacked the Mothership. Since then I’'m kind of interested to see how the Lord ships looked from
the inside. Without imposing on you, | truly wish to satisfy my curiosity."

"l would like to ask you to come on board, but the final approval has to come from the Princess,"
Segjuk replied, looking at Zha. Zhawaved her hand. " The Princess gives her approval,” said Segjuk
to Gaas, "but only with the condition that you reciprocate with aguided tour on your base.” Thelast
condition was something Seejuk made up.

"Very well," the Fleet Commander smiled. "I will be meeting you soon."

Momentslater, Seejuk and Zhawaited in the carrier bay for the Fleet Commander’ s shuttleto dock.
Seegjuk, trim in his uniform, bent over to Zha, who was wearing a greasy engineers uniform with
ragged shorts. "Where the hell is your princessrobes?' Segjuk said. "Don’t tell me you’ re greeting
aKushan Admiral looking like this."

"What can you expect?' Zhareplied. "I don’t have time to dressup and | left my robes with some
children.”

"So | noticed," Segjuk said as the shuttle finished docking and opened its doors.
"Admiral,” Segjuk saluted. The Admiral saluted back.

"Thisisagreat pleasure and honor to come aboard this ship,” Admiral Gaassaid. "As| said before
| had a fascination how the Rancor would look like from the inside. | also heard stories that this
carrier and thistask force had defeated the Kadeshi in two occasions. That is quite an achievement
given that many other forces have not fared as well. That's quite a collection of captured
Multibeams out there and | see you got a few captured Swarmers in here too. | would like to see
themclosely if you don’t mind when I tour thisship. But first | must have the great honor of meeting
the Turanic Princess, and | like tolet you know we are in the verge of a historic breakthrough in
relations between Hiigaraand Turan.”

"She’sright here next to me, Sr," Seejuk said, pointing to hisprotégée on the side. Zha made a
friendly wave to the Admiral.

"Oh oh, my dear gods of Kharak. My apolagies, Princess, | am most honored to meet you," Gaas
said, taken aback by the appearance of dirty teenage imp. He started sniffing, frowned slightly from
the slightly offensive odours, but kept his graceful politeness infront of Zha, as he bowed to kiss
her hand. Segjuk rolled hiseyes, nervous from the embarrassment. "We have just been aterrible
battle and we are not adequately prepared for your visit, Admiral."

"Not much of a prablem. | like people who dirtied themselves in the flames of battle," Gaas said.
Heturned hisnext addressto Zha. "My dear Princess ever since the deep space probes detected and
recordedyour victories against the Kadeshi, your fame has gatten far and wide, and most especially
among your own peoples, who have suffered humiliating def eats against the Kadeshi. They arein
need of ahero, or | should say, aheroine, and it is no small event for them that an Inner Lord such
asyou are able to defeat the Kadeshi in two occasions. "
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"Thank you Admiral. My victories did no come without some good help fromyour ownintelligence
officer here," Zhasaid, withasmirk directed to Segjuk. "However, he did withheld some important
information from me, and that must not go unpunished according to my rules.”

"What?----" Segjuk exclaimed, but was badly interrupted as he crouched in deep pain as Zha
suddenly smashed her knee into his crotch.

"With the sentencing and punishment now properly applied, the officer will now kindly tour the
gracious Admiral around the ship. Asyou know, we have no secrets here, and as there are matters
| must attend to immediately, | will meet you Admiral later in my bridge. Excuse me Admiral and
| look forward toseeing you later." With holdingafixed smile, Zhahuffed and puffed her way back
to the bridge.

* % *

The Mule and her frigates lay in a wary orbit around the Allied base, with the Kushan fleet in
friendly but suspiciouswatch. The Admiral obviously enjoyed histour of the Lord classcarrier and
achancetofinally meet Thief and Brigand corvettes up clase. He wel comed the opportunity to study
the Swarmers and Multbeamers closely. Fnally the Admiral got to see the Mule made a trial
demonstration of her main ion beam cannon. Gaas admitted to being a proporent of the Assault
Carrier class, acarrier that can not only deliver fightersbut has enough firepower to stand up against
enemy capital shipsand not just for strike craft defense. The Mule was very much amaterialization
of the concepts he had in mind.

Then the fun part. With an officer in tow, Zhagot her tour of the Allied base. The best part wasthe
opportunity to see so many different fighters both Kushanand Taidan, For aship groupielikeZha,
she was close to heaven.

She saw lines of spanking new Acolyte fighters with the latest upgrades. She had seen Acolytes
broken up, but not clean and new. She jumped and down at the very sight of the legendary Super
Acolytes parked in the docking bay. She saw a Hive Frigate on repairs and got a little too close
looking at adrone Swarmer. What isthat? A Mimic with some Somtaaaw Recon scouts. The guide
did mention that mimics were often used for covert reconnai ssance. She went ooh and aah again at
the sight of the latest Taidan fighter developments. The latest Taidan Interceptor, the Mark 11,

featured the nose rail gun moved to the empty wingto balance the asymmetrically laid lateral rail

gun on the other wing. This balanced the fighter’ s handling at the expense of roll rate, making the
fighter lovely for beginners to handle but a curse for veterans looking for additional

maneuverability. The nose beak featured a new encl osure to fire afew missles. The cumulative

upgrades made the fighter a better match agai nst large shi ps. However it does nothing to i mprove

itsdogfighting capability. TheTaidans al 0 featured anew Fiirkan Scout with an enhanced probing
range. Also featured wasthe new Kushan Blade Mk 6 Interceptor, which basically remainslike the
Mk 5 with modest performance improvements and a missile pack enhancement. Thinking back at
her Bandit interceptors, and the obsolete Taidan fighters the Mule was licensed to make, they felt
old and outdated compared to the deek state of the art fightersthat lay in front of her. The thought
made her even more determined to reverse engineer the Swarmers, and she hoped she didn’t kick
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Segjuk too hard the last time.
Where was the guy by the way, she thought to herself.

Seejuk himself was in the Admiral’s office, where there were engaged on some confidertial
conversation.

"We had suspicions that the Kadesh were exploring the paces outside of the Great Nebula but
never had any dear evidence," the Admiral said. "There were several attacks against fleets and
convoys around here and here,"” Admiral Gaas said as hedisplayed a hol ographic three dimensional
map of the areanear the Great Nebula. "However, many inthe Fleet Intelligence dismissed theidea
and blamed the attacks on Turanic Raiders instead. They believed that the Kadeshi were finished
in the last Homeworld war."

"Well it’ s about time, they should see my data,” Seejuk said.

"l concur," Gaas Paktu said. "l am very grateful for the datayou coll ected on the Kadeshi. Y ou have
donewell and the data’ s value isimmeasurable. The datayou have brought shown that the K adeshi
hasevolved awell rounded fleet capabl e of undertaking amajorinterstellar campaign. Of particular
interest are the ships you displayed here...... "

Thefirst model was an Arkship. "I might have togo with your suspicions', said Gaas. The Kadeshi
has been hiding the bulk of their population in those ships. If these shipsare leaving the Nebula, the
whole Kadeshi race isleaving with them. But where?| dread to think the thought that it would be
Hiigarawhere thisarmadais heading. After the Beast War, Hiigara cannot afford another war that
will strain her economic and popul ation resources even further.”

GaasPaktu made asecond holographi c model appear. "This wasiseven moreinteresting. That huge
Needleship has a massive foreign structure in its stalk, and our analysis has confirmed with your

studiesonce again. That structure is very similar to the remnant ship structure found in the ancient

city of Khar-toba. This could be the Hiigaran transport ship we have detected in the Great Nebula
with the Mothership during the Homeworld Wars but never found. So why isthe Kadeshi moving
this? 1 do not know. But take alook at another structure here...... "

Gaas pointed to atube like structure projecting from the foreign ship structure and ending with an
output port in the very end of the Needleship’s"umbrella’. "Y ou know what that is?'

"No," Seqjuk said.

"Godsof Kharak help usif this thingistrue and functional. Thisis something | have only recently
seen with the Somtaaw Kuun-Laan and recently fitted on the Faal-Corum as well. It’s a derelict
siege cannon.”

"So how the gods the Kadeshi are able to gain that technology?' Segjuk asked.

"Good question. But then, how are they ableto gain hyperspaceinhibitors, devel oped the micro lon
beam cannon ahead of us and the Taidan, developed the Swarmer chassis which none of our
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metallurg cal and structural fighter technology areable to fully match in providing its combination
of lightness and strength. So many questionsare unanswered.”

"After the attack against the Turanic Merak Outpost, our Kadeshi friends made afull blunt assault
against amajor stronghold of the Taidan Imperalist forces, backed by Turanic task forces looking
for some revenge against the ondaught at Merak. Guess what was the outcome?”

"When our deep space recons came to the area, guess what we found,” Gaas said, pointing to a
display with plenty of ship wreckage, most of them recognizably Taidan and Turanic. "In one
deci sive battle, the Kadeshi has wiped out the backbone of the Imperalist and Turanic fleet. Who
in Kharak’s sands is leading this armada? That is why the news that you, your carrier and your
princess isable to survive and score victoriesagainst their peripheral forcesis so remarkable, and
has made both of you instant celebrities.”

"Segjuk, if we accept your conclusion that this Kadeshi armadais headed for Hiigara, we will bein
abig heap of trouble. That iswhy we have this favor to ask from you. Our populationsis|ow after
the Homeworld journey. The Daiamid has executed a program that will mass produce millions of
test babiesformed from frozen DNA preserved and carried with the Mothership, as well as sperm
and ova donations from among the living. That program will produce an enormous amount of
children in the next few years, but there is nothing we can use here to stop the Kadeshi."

Admiral Gaas Paktu proudly showed the new model.

"A new carrier class. The first of its kind, the Kushan assault carrier, the Baal-Hasim. The best
engineers of Kiith Liirhra designed the ship as a political counter against the Somtaaw Shaman
carrier class. | am proudof thisship asit embodies my philosophical beliefs of an Assault Carrier.
Running along its length, here and here, are two lon beam cannons complemented by mini ion
cannon turrets for strike craft defense. The small cannons combined with the main oneswill toast
any enemy destroyer or cruiser that comes into range of such ship. It is supported by the latest
innovations such as Support Module technology and Crystal Resource processing. "

"l am looking for the best, and that iswhy | am askingyou to be the captain of thisnew carrier. We
do not have alarge reservoir of experienced resourceful officers. Please consider this."

53



Chapter 8: Black Star

Lt. Commander Segjuk Liirhrasat on the stool at the bar. Nothing matches the good old ale brewed
fromthe desertsin Kharak. Herammed the drink down to histhroat. Ahhh.. Kiith Manaani had been
looking in al over Hiigarafor a desert to match the exact conditions found in Kharak to correctly
brew the ale. They areabout that close but not quite.

He should be happy for the offer the Admiral offered him. To command the first of a brand new
"Marshall" class of assault carriers, the Baal-Hasim, would be a great horor. If it was any other
commander, the promotion would not be an option. But those who work for the Black Star wing of
Hiigaran Fleet Intelligence are not answerable to the normal military rank and ladder. Only to the
leader of Black Star, a secret member of the Daiamid, can they be only accountable to. The very
purpose of Black Sar wasto engageinillegal projectsthat were formally banned by the laws of the
new Hiigara, but the potential threat of these projects were deemed necessary for the very survival
of Hiigara. Thewhole Daiamid deliberately deniesthe existence of Black Star. Both Heet Command
and Fleet Intelligence knows about them but will never formally admit their existence either. Still,
if aBlack Star officer was encountered, he cannot be formally questioned about his activities, or
respond to the normd rank and file. The lack Star officer hasto resign hispost in Black Star. That
was the option he faced.

But leaving Black Star wasn't what’ s troubling him.

Zha Khor pranced happily to the bar. "I am truly amazed by the hardware here. | wonder if by any
means you can put to the Admiral’s ear, if we can purchase or trade for some of the fighters and
technology I’ ve seen.”

"Like what?' Segjuk asked.

"Oh like the Somtaaw sensor mining array, you know, the one they used on those Recon scouts of
theirs. Maybe an Acolyte or two, and the dreaded Kushan Spectre Cloaked fighter. How about a
Mimic?'

Segjuk looked at her with some amazement. "For what, for your joyride? We have to take care of
theessentiasfirst. Wewould be considered export market, and thereare Hiigaran traderestrictions.
Mimicsand Spectreswould fall into that category but not Acolytes. They still view you as a pirate
and they would be out of their mind if they would sell anything with mimic or light folding
technology. Triikor Mk 2s are also out of the quedion because the Republicansdon’tlike Turanics
that still aid the Imperialists. But in view of thawing out relationsbetween Turan and Hiigara, they
may consider selling you or the reg of Turan, the Blade Mk 6s or Acolytes but they’re going to
gouge you for it because the Kiith are also hungry for cash. Besides, they re not much better from
what you aready have and what you’ re going to get are downgraded, export versions. Stick to the
original game plan, and seeif we can get surpluslight corvettes Cavaliers and Raachdks at bargain
prices, like 30 to 40 RU’s, and Fiirkan and Arrow scouts for a fraction of the price. If you don't
believe me, I’m going to give you al the current journals of Hiigaran Ship Illustrated to read.”



"What’ s with you?' Zha asked, surprised at his reaction. "Y ou don’t have to be snippy about it."

"Nothi ng, just nothing," Seejuk mumbled. "The Admiral asked meto show you your quartersin the
base, and teach you some of the features. Just follow me."

They left the bar and Zhafollowed him. After along walk, they came to her designated quarters.
The sheer size and the luxury amazed her. Quartersin the Mule and the Turanic Outpoststend to
be so spartan.

"Thisis better than the quarters of the Taidan Emperor himself!" Zha exclaimed.

"l won't stretch it that far, but this is about the best quarters in the house. The base has gecial
rooms for visiting dignitaries and politicians,”" Segjuk said.

R and | qualify?' Zha humbly asked.

"Y oumost certainly do, at least in their eyes” Segjuk said. "The Admiral told me that you need to
wash up and be presentable. Y ou are goingto have avisitor coming. Hey look at this, badk issues
of Hiigaran Ship Illustrated!" Segjuk waved at a pile of data tablets.

"Who'sthe visitor?' Zha asked.

"I don’t know," Seqjuk said. "He just said to get ready. Here | will show you something."
Seejuk showed a large tub. He opened a faucet and water poured out of it.

"Don’t waste that!" Zha screamed.

Segjuk laughed. "You have been living inacarrier too long. Water suppy inacarrier islimited. But
in abig baselike this, we got plenty of recyclable water." Segjuk |et the water flow and build up to
an acceptable level.

"Now go in there and wash yourself thoroughly until not atrace of your smells are left. You badly
need it. You’'re not going to get this opportunity for along time,” Seguk said. He turned away,
walked and sat on the sofa some distance away. He took one of the ship journals, turned it on and
started to read it on the low light.

Zhaclosed the curtains. She stripped off her dirty clothes, and cautiously slipped into thewater and
testing the temperature with her toes. Shelaid in the tub as the running water reached her neck and
tickled her body with its clean warmth.

"Ohitssogood...... " she said. "You people truly live like kings."

"Not usKushans," Seegjuk replied."We'restill basically Kharakian desert rednecks. Givethat credit
to the Taidani. They designed and built the base while the Emperor was still alive, and this room
may have been built for him and his inner court in mind if they stayed on base. So what you said
may be true. Y ou may be taking a bath in the very same tub the Emperor himself may have used.”
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"Yuck!" Zhasaid. "I heard the Emperor was like a walking mummy before he died. Or was killed
by you peopl e. Don' t spoil the ef fect, please!™

Seegjuk smiled, but her words were not able to stop ateardropin his eye. Neither did the journals
provided sufficient distraction from his troubled thoughts.

The girl was having a grea time on the tub. She chatted nonstop. Her enthusiasm about ships and
fighters were as unbound as the spirit of the Bentusi. Seeing all the hardware in this great base
flamed that fire. But Segjuk could no longer follow her words, which mumbled everything about
trying to clone the latest Taidan Interceptor to cloning a Swarmer and what to do with the Kadeshi
next. He methodcally replied "Uh-uh...... VES...... "oncein awhile at timed pausesin her speech.

But beingonce againin the crossroads of life makesone think deeply of nothing else.

"Y ou seemed strangely quiet,” Zhaasked. Her gatement broke an enthrallingspell his concerns had
cast over him.

"|s something bother you?' she asked again.
"No no," hereplied.

So she chatted and chatted. He could hear her splashing water, but he could hear his own thoughts
much louder.

At the very lead, he decided, he owed her his honegy thistime.

"Zha," he said.

"Yes," shesad, still splashing and playing in the water.

"Y ou know, the Admiral offered me a new position," Segjuk said in a calm and easy manner.
"What?" she replied, and her splashing stopped.

"A new position, as captain of anew Kushan assault carrier. It's called the Baal-Hasim, and it may
probably come out in the next latest issues of the Hiigaran Ship Illustrated.” He was amazed a
himself for saying out so casually.

There was adeathly pause, and then areply through the curtains. "I..1 will be proud of you. Go take
it, you deserve it," she uttered. "I will be okay. The Mule will be okay."

Segjuk could not stand the tension of the silence. He placed the journal back to the pile, stood up
and said, "I need to do some preparations. | will seeyou | aer."

Zha could hear the door opened and then closed. She waded her hands in the water, and then just
sat there soaking in the tub. Hours of silence went by and at the end of it, ateardrop fell from her
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* * %

The Admiral provided her with new clothes Thiswasn't thefirst time she wore the khaki uniforms
of the Kharakian desertarmiesof the pre-Homeworld eras. They provided her with the same clothes
they first arrived to an Allied base after the Beag destroyed her outpost. After the Homeworld
arrival, the Kiith reverted to their traditional uniforms. She did find them comfortabl e, a though
qui te util itarian, in contragt to the | avi sh robes and body paint favored by the T uranic nobility.

The Admiral called her to his private office. Seejuk was also there, but the third visitor was a
surprise. Zhahas not seen afellow member of the Turanic Inner House of Lords since the death of
her father. He was an older man, somewhat like the Kushan Admiral or Segjuk. He wore the loud
metallic glittering robes of a Sha, aPrince of Turan, with metal shiny braceletsandringsin hisarms
and fingers, golden ear rings, multicolored hair and facial war paint. His loud extravagance
contrasted sharply to the dull utilitarian colors and look of the uniforms worn by the Admiral and

Segj uk.
"Where is the Segura | heard so much about?' he bellowed.

The Admiral introduced her to the Sha, and likewise heto her, asthe Shaof the Turanic Inner House
of Sirak. A disappointed frowvn appeared on the Sha's face.

"Somehow, | expected an older woman of great beauty and figure for one worthy of defeating the
Crusaders and of the name and House of Khor, not a mere child," he said.

Segjuk wassurethat the alliance between Imperialists and the Turanicswere purely of convenience.
The highly cultured and formalistic Taidani had often criticized the Kushansfor their drabness and
lack of style. Thetouchy Taidani would have positively hated the Turanics for their body odors,
poor tasteand etiquette.

The Sha added to his disapproval why the Segura was wearing a Kushan military uniform instead
of the proper robes of her stature. He has vowed to change that.

"Gentlemen, gentlemen,” the Admiral said, trying to calm and assure the Sha. For Flest Admird
GaasPaktu, it would be amajor feather in hiscap to bag the first formal relations between Hiigara
and an Inner House of Turan. The political benefits were obvious. If one House started relations
with Hiigara, the other Houseswill follow. It would bring an end to the piracy, open up theTuranics
as economic and military allies, open up the outer lying sectors of the Galaxy for trade and
exploration, and even gain the Turanics as an arms market. For the Turanics, it woud mean
reducing their dependence on the Imperialists, legitimizing their bandit kingdomsto the other races
of the Galaxy and to the face of the Galactic Council. It means opening up trade as their primary
economic means instead of piracy, and access of what was perceivably, the arguably superior
technology of the Kushans over the Taidani. The jewel in the crown was the superior mining
technology of the Somtaaw, whichwoud have greatly enriched theTuranic Sultanatesif they mined
the rich resources of the Outer areas, but that was still subject to discusson. The Somtaaw has
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reiteratedthey’ re not interested to share their miningtechnology to anyone, but would prefer to pay
a healthy commission for the resources they mined on someone else’ sbackyard. Gaas Paktu did
expect eventually that some concessons will be made and a new mining treaty will be forged.
Finally of course, thefact that the Turanics were dead broke both economically and militarily from
having to deal first with the Beast, and now the Kadeshi, was what ultimately brought them to the
bargaining table.

But talking about mining wasn’t what the Sha of House of Sirak washere about.

The Shamade his announcement. "I have come herein behalf of my son, the next Shaof Sirak and
a Prince of Turan. | have come to ask for the hand of the Segura of Khor to arrange for marri age
with my son. By thismarriage, | will cometo unite the dispossessed House of Khor with that of the
House of Sirak and preserve the integrity of the Inner House of Lords, return the legitimacy of Khor
and bring a new home worthy of a Princess of Turan. For the people of the carrier formerly known
as the Arak-Na, they would now have an outpost to return to and call their home. "

The Sha never did once looked at Zha when he announced his proposal. He was looking at the
Admiral whom he trusted would deliver Zha and the Mule to him. The announcement was never
meant as an option.

Segjuk was seething at the disrespect shown to Zha. They were not interested on what she had to
say or think. He knew this was going to be another typically politically advantageous move by one
House of Turan over another. To gain Zha Khor and jain the Sirak bloodline would have greatly
enhanced the prestige of the House of Sirak, as Zha hasbecome a celebrity from her brushes with
the Kadeshi. As Segjuk found out earlier, the Sirak was one of the Houses whose task forces was
severely mauled by the Kadeshi. Getting Zhawould have meart gettingthe Mule andboth her strike
and task forces.

Zhafrowned angrily. But al she said was "Give me time. Let me think about this."

The Sha appeared offended, but smiled, looking at her for the first time. His tone changed, "My
child, there is not much to think about. | offer you a new home, a new family, and a chance to
legitimize once again your House name. My son isagood man. He would learn to love you dearly
asyou wouldleamto love him. Y our nameisnow well known among our peoples. Itistimefor you
to return and boost their spirit.”

Zhadidn't say aword after that as she hurriedly left. Segjuk thought he saw atear in her eye but she
had always fought from crying.

"Shewill come around,” Gaas Paktu said. "Do not warry. My dear Rrince, we gill have some other
negotiations to make."

The Sha appeared not the least bit worried and seemed accusomed to acts of rudeness. He smiled
and sat down to trade gories and jokes with the Admiral.

Segjuk did some paperwork and then spent the next hour or so searching for Zha through out the
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base. He found her in the docking bay, looking at the fighters once again, and has even charmed the
Taidani security guardsto lettingher sit inside the cockpit of a Super Acolyte. She wasgripping its
joystick, making flying noises apparently fantasizing flying the fighter.

"Thisshipisbeautiful," shesaid. "I wonder if | will ever have the chance of flyingone. State of the
art instrumentation, and everything." Seegjuk sensed she was trying to hide her feelingswith some
artificial enthusiasms. He knew her long enough.

A bird whose wings were going to be clipped would be the saddest sight in the universe, Segjuk
thought.

" Segjuk, what areyou doing here?' she said. "Don’t you think youshould be preparingfor your new
command. That wasagreat |ooking carrier accordingto thelatestHiigaran flightjournal. Asfor me,
don’'t worry, | will soon have a new home. The Mule too."

Segjuk was busily studying his paperwork. "1 made some studies and | think we can get what we
want. Therewere afew dozen Cavaliers and Raachoksin the base that we can obtain. These surplus
ships were originally meant for the Frakkhans as an arms shipment, but they changed their mind.
Both the Taidani and the Kushans are recently building Fiirkans and Arrow scouts for export
purposes. | found the branch offices of export companies representing bath Taidan and Kushan
interestsin this base. They were tryingto outbid each other, so not to burn bridges, I’ ve decided to
acquire from both parties. We are able to obtain some Gravwells. The purchase orders will require
your signature." Seejuk handed the data tablets to a surprised Zhafor her thumb mark signature.

"By theway," Seg uk smiled, "I have contacted Black Star command. We have new orders. It looks
like the orders for my new commission will have to be indefinitely postponed. They have made a
request to you that theywill require your servicesand the Mulefor anew mission. It lookslikeyour
wedding plans needed to be indefinitely postponed as well. The dear Admiral Paktu will be
informed of this."

"I don’'t want to get married to that creep’s son, or join his House for whatever reason, " Zha said.
"But | still thank you for pulling whatever strings you did. So what do we have to do now?"

"As soon as we obtain the equipment,” Segjuk said, "we will be on our way. We will be getting a
new prototype fighter, aMimic with amodified Heavy Neutrino Scanning probe like thoseused on
the Somtaaw Recon scouts The probe is optimized to scanin details the internal s of subject ships.
The new fighters are prototypesnot intended for export, but Black Star has sent orders that these
ships would be delivered to us as being necessary for our new mission."

"This sounds like its going to be a dangerous mission, Zha. Y ou can still back out you know and
marry that Turanic prince,” Segjuk said with some sarcasm.

"I would rather take my chances with the Kadeshi," Zhareplied.
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Chapter 9: The Tiamat

As the carrier left orbit around the base, Zha and Segjuk were busy with the tedious details of
logging the inventory. Rows and rows of spanking "new" fighters and corvettes--modly
reconditioned surplus--have brought the Mule's strike force complement to full strength. For
Seqjuk, it was surred to view the hybrid force----some Taidani, some Kushan, some Turanic plus
a dose of captured Kadeshi Swarmers. To be able to house the fighters, Segjuk planned to hack
support unitsalong the bottom of the Mule, based on proposalsheread from the latest Hiigaran ship
engineering journals.

Zha braced as she was about to hear along lecture from Segjuk.

He began. "T he problem of fighterswasthat | ately, after the Beast Wars, they have taken the turn
towards heavier armament over performance. While they have grealy improved their firepower
which favors striking capital ships, there is not much improvement in their overall performance.

Fighter performance is driven to outmatch the other, and when the other is concentrating attacking
capital ships over pure fighter to fighter dogfights, there is not much incentive to improve overall

fighter performance. That’ swhy the Blade Mk6, Triikor Mk2 and the the A colyte upgraded versions
are not really better performers than their predecessors. That is why us Kushans and the Taidanis
are goingto pay for this mistake dearly when they face upwith new upgraded Swarmers, whichwill

fly rings around their craft. The problem is that it will take a while to develop a new super fighter
to take the Swarmers on, and by that time, they may have overrun our defenses The short term
partial solution would be to bring back the classic scouts of the Homeworld War, the Arrows and
the Fiirkans, as they are the only things that can keep up against the Swarmers, which had a
maxi mum velocity nearly twice asthat of thelatest interceptor. "

"The other solutionis another mathballed dedgn which was greciously retired after the Somtaaw
Sentinel took itsplace. | have taken theinitiative to order these, and we might be able to copy it for
our production.” Seguk pointed to some closed crates, which workers were hurriedly trying to
unpack.

The crate opened to reveal a Shield Mk 3c Advanced Defender fighter. The 3c variant featured a
firepowerimprovement over the 3b Heavy Defender and 3aLight Defender variant with the addition
of afourth cannon. "Thething isslow, but thefirepower and armor of thosethingsaregoingto help
us fight off a Swarmer attack," Segjuk said.

"Black Star also sent us another fighter variation for our mission.," Segjuk said. Another crate was
openedto reveal aKushancloaked fighter. "We can’t produce this, and we only have afew of them.
These cloaked fighters have their guns removed for sensory equipment. They won’t be sending us
these if they' re expecting that wewill be risking our lives in these. These cloaked fighters are to
complement the Mimic Recon fighter over there."

Zhahummed. The mission must be both very important and risky if Black Star waswilling to spare
the best tools.
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Seegjuk then presented Zhawith abox. " That came from your suitor’ sfather,” hesad teasingly. Zha
smirked and opened the box. Inside was the new glittering royal robes fit for a Turanic pri ncess.
Seegjuk laughed hoarsely as Zhafrantically tried to put the box away. "l won’t throw it away if | were
you. It may have some valuewith ceremonial purposes,” Segjuk said. "It looks like the Sirak il
want to be on your good side in case you would like to come back to them."

Zhalaughed sarcastically.

"The Sha s too other presents are these,” Segjuk said. He pointed to a box and a crate that looked
likeit could hold asmall fighter. "I don’'t really know what they are," he added.

He opened the box and inside was adatatabl et. He turned the datatabl et on. "Dear gods of Kharak,"
Segjuk exclaimed. "The Shais genuinely serious if he won't give this."

The tablet showed afriendly message from the Sha of Sirak, and was followed by schematics for
asmall holagraphic projector. This appeared more primitive, but he had seen something like that
in the Mimic fighter. Segjuk gave a big smile. The Somtaaw claimed to encounter Raiders with
hol ographictechnol ogy, and that i nspired themto devel op the Mimics But there was no other proof
that the Raiders had Mimic technology of their own apart from that report. When he first came on
board the Arak-Na, the Lord carrier that was renamed as the Mule, he saw no evidence of sucha
technology. So, the Raider mimic technology is kept a secret only available to a faction within the
Raiders. What can the other crate hold?

The crate revealed a Turanic fighter cl ass never seen before. It was perhaps a diplomatic present.
The new fighter had a hunkered down squat shape, and alook at the side indicated holographic
projectors such asthose in the schematic. There was no doubt in hismind that thisisanew Turanic
Heavy Interceptor with mimic capabilities, the possble answer to a problem that Hiigaran Fleet
I ntelligence has been bothered with anonymous attacks. On the negative side, theprojectorsdo take
up the space that might have been used for a secondary special weapon, likeamissile pack or EMP.

Zha was staring at the new ship like as if her jaws were on the floor. "The ship is a working
example, the tablet contained schematics to build more of them," Segjuk said. "Think of it as an
advanced wedding present," Segjuk laughed and ran as Zhatook after him waving alarge wrench.

* % %

"Our giftsdid not come free," Segjuk said as he hunkered down inthe board room with Zhaand a
few close officers. "Black Star correctly assumed, based on our encounters, that our carrier was
better suited for the task than anything in the Kushan or Taidan fleet. We are to locate the enemy
fleet, stalk and survey it with the doak or mimic ships, keeping oursel ves undetected for the whole
time."

"Our mission targetsinclude this," Segjuk said, pointing to a model of the mysterious Kadeshi
mothership with Hiigaran ship structure in the middle that might possibly be the sister ship of the
Khar-toba. "Our captain discovered this ship, but there is more to this. We need to verify the
structure here, between the Hiigaran ship, and theumbrella here. One possible sugpicion is that it
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can be a siege cannon.”
"A siege cannon?' Zha asked.

"Imaginethat pointing at your fleet. We have no knowledge if theweapon is operational. If it were,
the Taidan and the Turanic fleets could have been decimated by it," Segjuk said.

"Our next targets are these" Seejuk showed new models "Remember this? It’ sthe assault carrier
we engaged. The ship had a remarkable resemblance to our Kushan carriers. It also had a
remarkabl e resemblanceto this----" Segjuk showed the next model. "These were taken during the
HomeworldWars. They werederelictsinthe Karosgraveyard. A similar ship was also detected and
photographed within the Great Nebulaitself, where we detected the Khar-toba sister ship. "

"Thenext model isanother derelict in Karos. Quite possibly it’saheavy cruiser. Our next shot here
lookslike ashipyard scaffold. Y eswea so took thisshot. The dructureinside the scaffold issimilar
to the derelict, and if it is, the Kadeshi might be expected to field heavy cruisers soon. Hidorians
clamthat the derelictsinthe Karos Graveyard were shipsbelonging to the old Hiigaran empire. The
design of the cruiser and the assault carrier is of indication that the Kadeshi still somehow possess
the old Hiigaran technology and has resurrected them for their own use.”

"So, we need to bring the Mule within close range of the Kadeshi fleet under cloaked running, close
enough to launch our mimic and cloaked fighters, which will recon the fleet, and verify these
developments. Wewill fdlow thefleet closely. Black Sar Intelligence computed that our path will
bring us close to the Karos graveyard. The path the Kadeshi is taking is similar to the one the
KushanM othership took, which confirmsthat they have astar map like the one the M othership had-
--asecond Guidestoneif youwill. If we reach the Graveyard, we will investigate the Derelicts for
anything that we can learn to defeat the Kadeshi. The Karos junkyard salvagersand autoguns will
be waiting for any interloper, and we will maintain stealth running aswe go through the junkyard.”

"Tough task ahead of us, Zha?'

"Oh, sounds exciting," Zhareplied. "l can’'t wait."

* % %

(Three thousand years ago)
From the Logs of Lt. Commander N’ ua Helan, Hiigaran Imperial Fleet Command---.

"The Taidan continued their sneak attacks. Despite the outrage of the Galactic Council, the new
Taidan’ semperor campaign for thetotal extermination of all Hiigarans continued. Theforcesof the
new Emperor hunt us down like prey. Because of the incessant attacks we have lost the freighter
Khar’ osa, with many lives, but many of her survivors are with the surviving ships. It isalso sad to
say that we have lost the captain of the Khar’'nak in his heroic defense of the convoy. I, Lt.
Commander N’ uaHelan, isthe remaining highest ranking officer not only inthe Khar’ nak but with
the remaining fleet"

62



"Our convoy are now down to three ships---the Khar’ nak, the Khar’ tobaand the Khar’ desh. We il
do not have adequate defense. The Khar’ nak and the Khar’ tobawere once theimmense Novaclass
carriers, thepride of the Hiigaran Imperial Fleet, but had been stripped of most of their ship building
equipment to make room for the refugees. Our only hope for defense lieswith the Khar’ desh, a
smaller Storm class assault carrier, which did not have sufficient time to be stripped of her ship
building equipment. She could not hold enough refugees, but her bane could be our blessing. We
will attempt to build a protectiveforce, but we need resources. The Taidan isexpecting us to travel
astraight route direct to the borders of the Galaxy; we will circumvent their traps. We will head to
wherethe great Battle of Khar’ oswasfought, in the center of the galaxy, the nebulaof birthing dars
whomwithirony, thelatefreighter Khar’ osawasnamed after. Itisalso with irony that thisiswhere
the Khar’ nak and the Khar’ toba once fought as carriers, and it ishere that | fought in command of
an assault frigate. The name of Khar’ os meanshirth of the Great Star. But for us, and for the bi ggest
irony of al, it meant it’sfall.”

"Itisnow in the great graveyard that wasonce the battie that |ed to thefall of the Empire, that | lost
my ship. | should have died with it. For a captainto survive without her ship is a badge of shame.
Thisis the dishonor that | will bear for the rest of my life. But perhaps the Gods of Hiigara had
something else for my fate planned, why | would miraculously survived the battle. Perhapsit ismy
destiny to lead the survivors, to plant the seed that Hiigara, and our Empire, should rise again.”

"Now | must return to the site of the battle that sealed the fate of an Empire, and that of my own.
It isonly because we are not much more than beggars now, thedogs that live on the scraps. We are
only here to sal vage al what we can find from the derel icts of our own navy, so that we may survive
our long journey ahead.”

With these words, N’ ua finished her latest entries. She was in the bridge of the Khar’ desh, and
monitoredthe screensas the sal vagers and resourcers|eft the carrier to scour the graveyard of ships.
Hours later, a traffic was formed as the small ships came in and out, presenting their prizes. Her
heart lightened with each resourcer bringing in valuablematerial to the three ships, and the salvagers
were finding spare parts and till usable weapons among the wrecks.

A message cameto the screen. "Commander N’ ua," thevoice said. It wasfrom one of the sal vagers.
"We found the Khar’ kusha."

The Khar’kusha. The Great Star of Kusha, patron god of Hiigara. The great battleship of the last
Hiigaran Emperor himself. In its end and with his death, sealed the fate of an empire.

"My scans are showing that many parts of the ship areintact,” said the message.

"On screen, and interface the data with our computersfor analysis," N’ uacommanded. The screens
flashed as the schematic of the K har’ kusha gppeared and brought to study.

"L ookslike some of the weapons and equipment aboard the ship can still be salvaged. | am ordering
the other salvagersto assist you. I, in particular, want the imperial banner in the ship. It isnot right
for the Imperial Banner of Hiigarato bein junkyard. It mug go with us standing wherever we go,"
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N’ uasaid.

N’ ualooked at thescans more. " Salvager Alpha," she said. "It appears that the siege cannon of the
battleship is ill intact. Can you salvageit?”'

"Roger," the message said. "As soon as the other salvagers arrive, the task will be done."

N’ uadoes not have abattleship in her rag fleet, but the Khar' nak wasformerly aNovaclass carrier
before her conversion. The massive carrier has the structure that can be outfitted with the siege
cannon, and there were plans to actually do so before Hiigaraitself was defeated.

The operation took afew more hours, and the Khar’ kushan’ s siege cannon had been towed back to
the fleet. Engineers began the immediate task of attaching it to the hull of the Khar’ nak.

Suddenly the screens fl ashed red. "Hyperspace signatures!™

Shipscame out from hyperspace and surrounded them. There was notimeto set up adefence. They
would be destroyed immediately.

But the shipswere not Taidan. They surrounded the fleetin a threatening position, but they did not
move. They appeared like salvagers of some kind as well, with their jaw equipment and lack of
guns. Other ships appeared and these appeared like armed corvette class vessels.

"Please we mean no harm!," N’ua shouted at the screens, as the com links frantically tried to
connect to thefrequency of the new ships. " ThisisCommander N’ uaHelan of the Hiigaran Imperial
Fleet. We arein amission that requires mercy. We have nothing here but refugees.”

A much larger hyperspace signature started to manifest. Fom the gate, came an giant ship of
glittering metal.

"Wearethe Unbound. On behalf of the Galactic Council, we have cometo ad youfor your journey.
The small ships here you see are the Dogs that protect the graveyard from the sacrilege of the
Taidani. We cannot permit the technology of the Hiigaran Empire to fal into the hands of the
Taidan tyrant. The Dogs meant you no harm as they are here to protect those who lay in peace.
When they detected your presence, they contacted us, unsure if you are enemy or friend."

N’ua stared at the Bentusi ship, which was a magnificent 9ght. "We appreciate protecting the
sanctity of theremainswho diedin battle here. We have comehereto retrievewhat isrightfully ours
for what is necessary for our defense and survival. While we appreciate the actions of the Council,
there was nothing they can do to help us. The Taidani defied your edict behind your backsand still
hunt usdown like animals. | do not know the fate of the other shipsthat left Hiigara. For al | know,
we may now be the only survivors of our race."

The Bentusi replied. "Hiigaran. We know of your plight. Do not concern yourself of the other ships.
They will find their own destinies. Y our concern, and ours as well, would be your survival. The
Taidani will not be unpunished. The Council will not stand idly. Be prepared for the gift you will
receive."
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A fighter left the Bentusi ship and headed for the Khar’ desh’s dock.
"A single Bentusi fighter to help us? Is this the bizarre humor of the Bentusi?' N’ ua said.

The Bentus replied. " The ship contains anew technology that you can replicate. A new fighter that
you can build for lessthecost and |ess the time than your conventional fighters. It will offer greater
speed and protection that no Hiigaran fighter possess. But even the Unbound are bound by our own
rulesin giving technology to alesser star faring race. Youwill have to supply boththefighter drive
and the armament of the ship. Consider thisour token gft. The new fighters are for your defence,
and they will help you outfight anything the Taidani possess.”

Another mgjor hypergpace signature appeared in the screen. A new monstrous ship, menacing, with
its huge arms around a circular disk, came out of the gate and hovered near the Bentusi ship.

"The Forbidden," the Bentus said. "Why are you here? Have you not interfered with the natural
order enough? Y our interference has caused the death of an Empire and for atyrant to rise."

"Tsk, tsk, tsk," the new voice saidteasingly. "Y our natural order of thingsisastagnant universethat
you can take advantage with for your business. The natural order of things is one of chaos and
balance. You hd ped the Hiigarans, so we hdped the Taidani. It is only through chaos that the
natural order finds rebirth."

The new voiceturnedto N’ ua. "Wearethe Tiamat. Wetoo are members of the Council. Would you
believe that we have to come help you aswell ?

"Y ou said you helped the Taidani, and that makesyou our enemyaswell,” N’ uasaid. "All thelives
you have cost."

"Y ou only seethe past, Hiigaran," the voice boomed. "Y ou do not see the future. Your empire was
destined to fall. Shall wesay, we just speeded up the process? But we did nat expect your total
obliteration. That isnot intheinterest of the Tiamat. Weare interested in rebi rth through chaos. We
areonly interested inredressing the imbal ance the Bentusi didwhen they granted assistance of the
Hiigaran Empire. Y ou have the potentia of greater glory and we have come to lay our seeds for
that."

"The gift that the Bentusi gaveis but atoken one. Ourswill not be. Prepare your data interfaces.”
N’ ua never made the orders but the ship’s computers accepted the massive data downloads.

"What, Tiamat, have you given the Hiigaran?' said the Bentusi. "By the Directive, we are not
allowed to give weapons technology to alesser space race. Thiswill upset the order of dediny in
generations to come."

"Y our stance is hypocritical once again, Bentusi," said the Tiamat. "Y ou only play with the letter
of the Law, not the intention. Y ou provided them the chassis of anew fighter. That isinterference
enough. That by any means aweapon. Y ou have already violated the Directive in spirit."
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"I must warn you Hiigaran for using the technol ogies gven by the Forbidden," said the Bentusi.
"Take your gifts back, Tiamat," Nuasaid. "We don't trust you or any who assisted the Taidan.”

"Y our trust is not an option," the Tiamat said. "Y ou are the Defeated, and yet you remain arrogant.
Y ou will use the gifts we granted you as you please. The day and the moment will come when you
will use them. The Council has failed you. The Empire will hunt you down. The fate of your race
isin your hands Will you let your entire race die by your principles? Or will you do whatever it
takesfor their survival?'

N'ua stood silently in front of the screens. Her dfficers gared at her, waiting for her next move.
"We're are puppets,” she said.

"But you are, and always have been," said the Tiamat. "We are the wheel of fate."

With those last words, the Tiamat supership began to spin, its arms lighting in different colors. A
gate appeared, and the Tiamat ship disappeared through it.

The Bentusi has not said aword aswell, and thejumpgates have opened for them to make their exit
too. The junkyard dogs were no where to be found as well.

"Commander," one of the officers sad. "Thedata.... | think we canuse this. No, | think we should
use them against the Taidan. Thisis our chance to survive, regain Hiigara and wreak vengeance
upon the Taidani.” There is not one officer aboard who has not lost a loved one from the Taidani
and their atrocities. To refuse the gifts would have meant a loss of confidence in her as the
commander and a mutiny later. N'ua herself too, burned with the desire for people to live, and one
day, to strike back at the enemy.

The gifts the Forbidden has gven were three. The first was a new ion beam weapon that is much
smaller and more efficient than the ones they were using. It isfar superior to anything used by the
Taidan or Hiigaran. The officers were discussing the weapon, and itis easy to see how it can lead
to anew generation of powerful capital ships.

The second weapon was one that could ater the very fabric of space. To hyperspace requires a
balance of factors and fields inherent in the space time continuum. By disturbing these fields, the
balanceisaffected, preventing the openingof the hyperspacegate. Thed sturbancefield can be used
to trap ships. Tohouse the inhibitor required a vast new ship design, which was the third gift. The
inhibitor washoused in amassive circular symmetrical structurewhichtherest of the ship was built
around, followed by an enormous stalk. The circular, alien design of the ship was a stark contrast
to the dab like ssimple functionality of Hiigaran design. The symmetry and circular design was
consistent to the way the Tiamat would approach thingsif their ship was of any indication.

The size of the ship alone exceeded tha of the greatest Hiigaran battleships What wasthe Tiamat
thinking? The Hiigarans cannat use thisfor their survival. The shipwould have required far greater
resources to build than what they can afford.
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But the new ion beam cannons and the efficiency of the new fighter design given by the Bentusi can
be most helpful. N'ua ordered the engineers to begin work on the new designs.

67



Chapter 10: The Wheel of Fate

Zhawasstaring at her personal monitor. She smiled at the farewell messages the refugee children
gave her as she left them inthe Allied Base. The Black Star and the Sirak had made arrangements
to transport them back to the nearest Turanic Outpost.

"Captain, your attention isneeded on thebridge," said a message flashing in the screen. She had
only her night clothes but she quickly donned a uniform and ran to the bridge.

Asaways Seejuk wastrim and ready. The patrol misgons congsting of the new stealth and mimic
fightershave been running all day and night. Seejuk had beentriangulating all known appearances
and contacts with the Kadeshi inthe hopes of estimating wheretheir next destination would be. The
Mule and her task force had been under cloak mode too. The Multibeams keep themselves close
enough to the tethered cloak generators while the lon Array Frigates rely on their own cloak
generators.

"Thisislike hunting a rodent in the desert,” Segjuk said. " So our next move isto guess where their
next attack will be. The Kadeshi do not wait for the battle to come tothem. They bringit direct to
the enemy instead. They have hit one Turanic and Imperialist base after another, so my estimates
they should be attacking this Imperialist base but nothing has happened.”

"Do you think they changed targets?' Zha asked.
Segjuk did not answer directly. "Sorry | woke you up."

"Just preparing for my beauty sleep. Nothing important,” she said, noting that they are still in
Imperialist space.

* % %

The Kushanfleets gathered near the new Taidani Republican Nomad Moon. It had beendevel oped
to counter a Beast attack, but should serve conveniently against the Kadeshi should they come to
the area. The moon and the fleets were not far from Imperialist space.

A debate raged among the Hiigaran and Taidan commanders and politicians. Some members of
different Kithid likethe §et, Paktu, Somtaaw, and Liirhrafavored adip omatic negotiation with the
Kadeshi to stop the Crusade and offer a compromise. Others like the Manaani, Naabal, Gaalsien,
and Soban favored going to war. The Taidans support attacking the Kadeshi, fearing Republican
bases would be next in the Kadeshi agenda. While all fleetswere ready to go to war, there was
considerabl e dissent among theadmirals aswho will lead the overall fleet. Each wanted to strike
out ontheir own, to prove their mettleto the other Kiithid. The Taidani had their own divisionstoo,
as their regional fiefdoms have their own self interests. The Nabaal had learned from Heet
Intelligence, that there isevidence that the Kadeshi had destroyed one of theirtask forces. Whether
the Kadeshi had Hiigaran blood or not, the Naabal had sworn the blood oath of the God Sajuuk
against them.
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"Oh another Kushan fleet coming,” the sensorsarray operator remarked, looking at the new Kushan
ener gy ship signatures onscreen. " Another Kiithid going to add to the bullshitingarguing Can they
ever make up their minds. The new ships have submitted their proper FF codes but did not
communicate with him directly yet.

"Roger, fleet, please idenitfy yourselves,”" the officer said.

"Roger, ten four, thisis commander of the Kiith Ferriil fleet. Requesting permission to join your
party,” came the reply.

"Acknowledged, you are al clear."

I never knew the Feriil had such alarge fleet, the officer thought to himself. The fleet had begun to
deploy fightersand more major capital shipshave come into sensorsrange. He has heard the Kiith
were fielding new major capital ship classes and these might be them. He zoomed in to take alook.
The carriersand heavy cruisersdo look Kushan alright but not recognizably that of existing classes.
Something bigger liesi nthe distance. He zoomed the sensars further. "What in the name of Sajuuk
isthat?"

It was an incredibly large ship, like amathership with an umbre lain one end followed by along
stalk.

He panicked and a few vital seconds passed before he regained his composure. He opened the
comlinks but there was only static. Frequency bars indicated all out jamming. Then there was a
ramming sound in the hull of the array. The computers were being over riden and lethal gas being
inj ected asthe Kadeshi Grappl ers sa zed the aray.

"Magnificent, my dear child M’jor," G’ yelawatched."If al the eggsarein one basket you can break
theminaoneblow." Her eyeswatched the energy meter bar of the siege cannon attain full strength.

With delight, she said, "Fre."

The massive ball of energy and fury headed to the Nomad Moon. They watched through the
scanners as the shock wave took out fighters and ships in military formation. The blast desroyed
aline of gravwell generators.

"Sensors indicate the enemy’ s repulsion technology is no longer operable,” an officer said.

G’yelawatched ininterest asshe prepared for abite of her favorite snack. A lizard like creature was
impaled on asmall stick, and it squirmed and strugded in pain for itsdear life. G'yela s attention
was hypnotized on the screen as she bit off the head of the creature.

As she chewed, she said, "Good! Y ou must cut off the head of the enemy." The officers could not
tell if the remark was about the progress of the battle or the delicacy of the creature’s flesh.

"The Holiness Mother Superior,” M’jor said. "The Great Mother of the Gardens once again favors
us with her blessings.”
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"Indeed," she said. "It’ sabout time we bless our Unclean breathren with the wisdom of the M other.
Engage second wave."

Rows and rows of probe bombs headed to the Moon and the surviving fleets that parked near the
Nomad Moon. Their explosions rocked the Kushan and Taidani fleets, destroying strike craft and
damaging capital ships. But the Kushans and Taidans continued to show their indomitable spirit,
as their heavy cruisers, destroyers, carrier and frigates head out in rag formation towards the
Needleships. The bombs and the siege cannon failedto take out the enemy grike forces completely
as many were docked intheir protective carriers. Waves and waves of Acolytes, Blade Mk 6 and
Triikor Mk. 2 fighters rushed to intercept the Kadeshi fleets.

"Blessed Holiness, we may have underestimated the enemy," M’jor said. "We did not expect this
many to survive our initial attacks."

"A small detail," G'yelareplied, as she bit off the tale of the creature. The tde squirmed in her
mouth but its blood had a sweet taste as she chewed off the flesh. "Order our new cruisers and
carriers to engage the enemy. It's time to see what they’re made of. It's time to see how our
resurrection of the old Hiigaran power and might will fare against the so called New Hiigarans, the
Unclean."

The Interceptorsrushed head on against waves of Swarmers. Many of them collided; othersturned
asthey prepared to dogfight. Waves of Assault and Beam Swarmers rushed to the enemy shipsand
were met with defensive fire from Dervishes, Kudaarks and Vengeance assault frigates. Many
Swarmers exploded from the intense cross fire but Beam Swarmers managed to cut a Vengeance
in half. lon beam frigates were inflames as Assault Swarmers peppered them with their powerful
single cannon.

Beams, energy cannons and plasmabombs exchanged between the K adeshi and the Kushan/Taidan
cruiser formations. Multibeamers appeared, raking the Kushan destroyersand frigates. One Deacon
managed to destroy a Multibeam frigate but four other Multibeams rushed to savage the Deacon.

"Itisnow up to the Great Mother of the Gardens. We will sing the songto inspire our forcesto fight
for heavenly glory,” G'yelaordered, standing from her command thronein whitelace likerobes. A
choir joined her as she sang the Songs of Liberation and Martyrdom. The music was broadcastin
all channels. The Kushans were taken aback by the bizarre but haunting melodi es. "What is thi s?
apilot exclaimed.

But for the Kadeshi, they shouted united through a thousand comlinks, the reaffirmation of their
Great Faith. "Holiest of Holies," they sang, "deliver the soul s of our enemiesto the Righteous Sword
of the Mother. The Unclean must be cleansed, the Defilers must be punished. We are unworthy but
in death for the Mother, we become united with her, in the Great Gardens of Paradise.”

"Victories cannot easy,” G'yela said, pausing from her song "Or they weaken the blood of the
Kadeshi. Even with the cannon and the bombs, our battles must be hard fought. Our martyrs must
taste the blood of the enemy. They must strike the sword through their hearts and feel their life
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drain."

Then she shouted for all the comlinks to hear. "Fight on, mighty Kadesh. Fght for the glory of the
Mother. Fight for the cleansing of Souls. Y our Frewill burn brightest...... " G'ydaburgtinto song.

Withtearsin her eyes, G'yelasaid, "My children, you are all so wonderful...... " A Taidan Qwaar-
Jet heavy cruiser broke in half; the destiny of an Avatar Heavy Cruiser sealed in aball of fire.

"Fight on...... fighton....... the Blood of Martyrs shall burn the Unclean...... "

A Kushanlmperator carrier died asBeam Swarmersand Multibeamersraped the carrier from beam
to aft.

Evenan Archangel dreadnought, with all its power, cannot stop from the unending torrent of attacks
from Multibeams, Assault Pods and Assault Swarmers. Early it held back its enemies using
repulsors, but it was damage from the relentless attacks. Burning, the Dreadnought died in honor
with all hands on board.

The Nomad Moon itself, defenseless since the initial onslaught, shook and shook as beam after
beam connected from the Needleships and cruisers Its core bursted, and its short existence ended
with abrilliant flash of light.

Surviving Allied ships tried to hyper jump, only to face the feared Hyperspace Inhibitor. The
realization of inevitable death froze in the facesof their crews, asthey gallantly faced their end in
the face of hordes of Swarmersfilling their monitor screens.

The great divine has been crossed. It was now the blood of Hiigaran againg Hiigaran.
Would the Mother have wanted this?

G'yelathought, as Fleet celebrated their greatest victory yet. In a drunken, mad stupor, surviving
Kushans and Taidans were brought to the altars of the Mother Goddess N’ ua, where they were
executed or sacrificed infront of large crowds. The hurrahsfrom the crowds drowned the desperate
screams of the sacrificed. Blood stained the altars.
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"G'yelal G'yelal Gyelal" The crowds chanted, and theexecutioner pierced hissword into the body
of another bound Kushan, his cries unheard.

It will not be this way if the Wheel of Fate has not turned in their first journey outside of the
Gardens.

She can remember that day ... ...

The Needleship broke through the last of the clouds of the Garden. The colored expensesinitsblue
and brilliant orange cdors gave way to atotal blackness. The stars...... she has never seen so many
stars. They broke up and littered the very darknesslikeglitteringjewels. A band of nebulas, all great
gardens, themselves, lit to show the center of the galaxy.

There wasa sense of freedom and exhilaration she has never felt before. She was ayoung ranking
priestess, given the command of her own Needleship to accomplish a sacred mission of discovery
and revelation. News from trgpped shipstold of great eventsthat changed the Galaxy. News such
asthefall of the Defilers sempire were greeted with suspi cion and fascination. The Defilers hunted
the M other Goddess and the Seed of Kadesh acrossthe starsto seek refugein the Gardens. Thefinal
Sword of Righteousnesshad finally come to judge the Defilers. It is the fulfillment of the Great
Mother’s prophecy.

If that istrue, will the other great propheciesbefulfilled. Theday will comethat the Seed of Kadesh
will leave the Gardens, tothe First Garden, the Garden where the Goddess N’ ua was born. She has
prophesied through the Great Stone. But the prophecies were twisted by the old Orders. They e
that their power is based on keeping Kadesh in the Gardens subservient to their needs. They had
twisted the origind gospels, removing the context of the Fird Gardens the one where the Mother
isborn, and instead made the new Gardens which the Mother took refuge asthe one great Garden.
She pledged that one day, she will reveal this fallacy to the peopleof Kadesh, but the Orders will
be against her. Sheis but ayoung girl, how will she find the courage and strength?

The stars made her feel at home. Like shewas all a part of it somehow in away she never knew.

"We have detected forces of the Defilers coming our way," the officer said. "Holy Priestess, what
isyour orders?’

Thisisthefird time G’ yelaencountered battle. A sickening feeling formed in her stomach. For the
first time, she felt the closeness of death and how it will engulf all the souls around her. But the
Orders taught that one must face death in the eye. One must focus and channel your spirit into the
task. Form your thoughts into the unbreakable, righteous sword of the Mother.

She kept her cool and barked the orders.

"Battle stations! Activate Hyperspace Inhibitors. Launch all Swarmers. Multibeam frigates form
formation A. Concentratefire onthelargest ship intheenemy formation. Fuel Pods, form formation
B. Support Swarmer wing. Turn the Needleship around and head for the largest enemy ship.
Activate al lon beam cannong!"
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"Yes, Holiness," the officer affirmed. In the screens, the Swarmers and Advanced Swarmers were
launching, setting up a clawv formation. Packs of three Multibeam fri gates create a large loose
formation and headed to the enemy fleet.

The enemy formation wheeled towards them. The Saarkin Cho began launching fighters A walled
formation of ion beam frigatesheaded the r way.

The Advanced Swarmers engaged the enemy Triikorsin awild wild dogfight. Swarmers heading
the main fleet were suddenly froze in their tracks and began being picked off by Kudaark assault
frigates.

"Our fighters are encountering a strange field. They are being immobilized by it," said the sensors
officer.

With the Swarmers, their fleet would be destroyed. G'yela did not know what to do. The iron
composure taught by the Orders begun to melt under the heat of battle.

Then a strange voice spoke in her mind. It told her to do this.

"Attack the field generators with the Fuel Pods and Multibeam frigates and do it soon!" Gyela
ordered. "What?" an officer objected. "Just do it," she affirmed.

The Podswerefird to reach the Gravwell generators. They are armed only with asinge cannon, but
that single cannon is deadly. They punch large holes and two of the generators exploded in a
starburst. A Multibeam frigate breached the third generator in time.

G’yelashook herfist at the screen with triumph. The Assault Frigates had attacked the Pods, which
had turnedto go toeto toe with the Frigates. The Swarmersnow freed, attacked the Assault Frigates
with vengeance, then run to the pods for refueling to attack again.

The battle between the lon Frigates of the Unclean Defilers and the great Kadeshi multibeam
frigates went to the Kadeshi’s favor. The packs trapped the lon frigates and hit them from all
directions.

The Needleship was able to deploy more Swarmersthan the enemy haswith fighters and corvettes.
Sheer numbers, speed and firepower overwhel med the enemy strike wing. Salvagersreleased from
the Needleship preyed on the surviving Assault and lon frigates.

The enemy carrier tried to vainly escape, but the Needleship has caught up to it. The carrer
desperately firedits plasmaweapons, but beam after beam from the Needleship raked the carrier.

"Fire," G'yela shouted as the energy bars of the beam cannon goes green. "Fire."
As suddenly asit started, the enemy carrier ended in a brilliant flash of light.
G’yelathrew herself back intothechair, di shelieving that shehadwon her firgt victory. Theofficers

in the bridge were jubilant, and shouts were heard from the comlinks in the Swarmers.
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"Hyperspace signature appearing...... " an officer warned.
What the? G’yela thought as she stared into the black starry screens.

An immense large spider ship in black and slver gppeared, eight giant arms radiating from its
center.

"Do not be afraid," said avoice. "We are not your enemies. We are your Gods of Old. The God of
your Mother, N’ ua. The Godsthat gave you the Thunderbolt of Justice. The Godsthat gave you the
Orbthat will twist Space. The Godsthat gave youthe Chariot that holdsthe Orb. We are whom your
prophecies calls the Dark Ones. But for you, we shall be known as the Wheel of Fate."

"The hyperspace inhibitor i s not working," said one of the officers.

"See our power. Only the Godsthat gave you the Orb will have the power to control it," said the
voice.

The voice was familiar. It was the same voice that spoke in her head.

"It is indeed the Dark Onesof the Abyss," G’yela said. "The ones who helped the Great Mother
escape the claws of the Defilers aslisted in the Gospels.”

She bent to her knees, and bowed. Every officer quickly followed her example. "O Holy Ones, O
Dark Ones, we are your servants,” they all prayed in unison.

Tothecriesinawe and wonder, G’ yela disappeared from the bridge of the Needleship and into the
great aweof the Whed of Fate.
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Chapter 11: The Revelation

All around her, therewas darkness. Thefloor washard and cold. Fear gripped G'yela syoung heart,
and she prayed and bowed repeatedly with her head down. She did not know where she was, and
all around her she could hear voices. Some voices were deep, other were high and shrill.

One voice said, "Y ou brought this so called Kadeshi on board?She is so pathetic.”
Another said, "She has the blood of a Hiigaran."

Thefirst voice replied. "For aHiigaran, sheisapitiful sight. Look at her cower and shake in fear.
Whereisthe Hiigaran arrogance that isthe hallmark of their imperial race? Look at thisrodent. She
is so scared that she will peein her legs.”

A new voice said, " She hasthe blood of a Starfarer, the anci ent VVoyagers of the Stars. | can sense
her abilities."

Another voice in the darkness asked, "How did a Starfarer ended inthe Great Nebula, living with
this pathetic Kadeshi race?’

Still another voice replied, "Her ancestor was trapped in the nebula by the same device we have
givento the Kadeshi forefatherslong ago. He lived and died among them, his genes interminging
and surviving across the generations, manifesting itself every few generations. Sheisthe one now."

"Do you trust that this pathetic creature would be the one that will change the destiny of the
Kadeshi?' asked a voice.

"Sheisthe one," replied another voice.
A deeper voice addressed G'yela. "Child, stand up, so we may all see.”

She was shaking as she stood, her eyes kept low on the ground as she heard the chorus of voices,
daring not to answer them.

"We are the one of a Thousand Voices."

"Others have called us by many names.”

"We are the ones your ancestors called the Angels from the Abyss."

"The Council cdled us the Forbidden, for we dared touch the tapestry of destiny.”
"We are Tiamat."

"We are Destruction, and we are Rebirth."

"We are the Determination of Destiny."

"We ar e the Wheel of Fate."
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"Priestess of Kadesh, we have brought before you to realize your destiny and that of the people of
Kadesh. Millenniaago, we gave help to thefounder of your Race, the oneyou call the Great M other.
Without our help, there will be no Kadesh. We helped your race begin because we saw your
potential. We saw the power of your destiny."

"But the Millennia passed. All we saw isthe former great race of Hiigara, now called Kadesh, the
Protectorsof the Garden, living like cowardly rodentsprotectingtheir farm. They have evenlost the
will and the ability to navigate the distances of the stars. Y our religious orders, your leaders have
corrupted the Promise and the Prophecies of Kadesh."

"We are displeased.”

"The ones who have snt you to the place you call the Gardens have been destroyed. Only pockets
that survive of their main power still exist, dlied to the ones called Kushans, who share your
Hiigaran bloodline. They havetaken the First Gardens, the ones where your Great M other and your
sacred ancestorsare born, the place where your race, the sacred people of Kadesh, isdestined to
return to."

"If the race of Kadesh allowed this great sacrilege to continue, you will all be condemned in the
place you call the Gardens. To live like the pirate vermin you live like now, while therest of the
Gd axy, includingyour former enemiesandrivals, al of whom you call theUnclean, will experience
greater glory that was stolen from you."

"Y ou have the blood of aVVoyager of the Stars. It was part of our great planto inject that seed into
your race. That seedwill blossom, of which you are now. That blossom will bring the light to the
people of Kadeth, and lead them away from an existence of humiliation. You will fulfill the
prophecy and destiny that is marked with the people of Kadesh by your Great Mother."

"Asonewho hasthe blood of the VVoyager of the Stars, spaces between the starsof light will be your
domain. Your sense and knowledge to navigate the vast distances will be awakened. All the
knowl edge that will letyou move through the starswill be givento you and your ships. Y ouwill use
them in conjunction with the Guidestone to return to Hiigara, the First Gardens, the sacred place
where your Great Mother was born."

...... and all those who oppose you will be destroyed. We have given your race the first tools for
that power. Y ou will learn to make new ones, to build amight host which the very starswill tremble
from its sight. Empires will fall on the wake of this mighty hog, and new ones will rise."

"Butl...... " sid G'yela. "l am only a novice priestess of the Order. How do | hope to accompli sh
all these? | do not have the strength or the will...... "

"Silencemy child,” thevoi cessaid. "We will bewithyou. Y our faithisgreat. Y ouwill discover your
courage. In all what you do, realize that our Power will be behind you. You will have the power to
change Kadesh and set its people to itsrightful path.”

"Thisis only the will of your Great Mother," said the voice, and a beautiful image of the Great
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Mother N'ua appeared before G'yela, who immediatdy kneeled at its presence.
"Y ou are our Messenger, and our Prophet.”

"Y ou are the Illumination of the Word of your Great Mother."

"Y ou will be the Savior of your Race, and your people will see that."

A brilliant light enveloped G’ yela. Suddenly her mind felt clearer than before, likeacloudy veil has
beenlifted. Tearsflowed down her cheeksas shefelt her very purpose of being has become so clear
for her.

Suddenly shefound herself once again in the bridge of the Needleship. Shewas covered in aradiant
aura, aglowing light shining from her face, her hair streaked in brilliance.

Everyonefell totheir kneesat the sight of her. The screenswereflashing, the computerstemporarily
overloaded by the data of revelation that flooded their banks in an instant.

"l have returned from the Angels of the Abyss. They have given me the Word from the Great
Mother. I, and only | will speak in behalf of the Great Mother from now on. | will be Her sole
Messenger and Prophet. | am the Deliverer,” G yela announced.

They all chanted the name of the Great Mother and that of G'yela.
It seemed both long ago, and yet as recent as the last second.

G'yela s thoughts drifted back to the present. They were celebrating a great victory against the
unclean Kushan. So many of their ships, weapons and technol ogy have been captured. They will be
harnessed for the greater glory of the Mother.

The Comet Star of Kadesh burns brightly even now, and its Righteous Sword will be unstoppable.

* % %

Seejuk watched the news from the subspace links, transfixed at the events They were in the mess
hall of the Mule, with Zha and the crew.

"Hiigaran forces have suffered a major defeat, the first of such since the war with the Beast. The
Daiamidand all theKiith-sahave now pledged their unity against the common enemy," Segjuk said.
"All Kushan have a blood oath to defend.”

Segjuk watched inthe monitor asascene fromthe battle wastransmitted. I n thescene, Pod Bombs--
-Kadeshi Fuel Podsloaded with explosives---rushed against Gravwell lines and massed Corvette
Walls. As they exploded, they take the Gravwel Is and Heavy Corvettes with them. He watch
Grapplers—morefrigate dass Fuel Podsmodified asSal vagers---defythe Gravwell fieldsthatwould
immobilize most Salvagers, to immobilize and capture capital ships and Gravwell generators
themselves. Segjuk shook his head.
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"InKharak, there existsinthewildlandsa creature cal led the Luun-Kar. Itisasocial insect that lives
in mounds. All its workers and soldiers are incapable of reproduction, and the whole nest is
sustained by asinge Queen, which after it subduesitsrivals, becomesthe egg factory for the entire
nest.

" After the rainy seasons, the Luun-Kar wil | leave their nest. They have coll ected food in their nest
to build amighty host, and when they leave, they will consume everything in their path. The more
they consume, the greater they become, to a point the whole army becomes unstoppable. Even the
greatest predatorsin the lands of Kharak will fall to them, their flesh consumed right from their
bones."

"Only with death of their Queen can this army be stopped,” Segjuk said.

"l see the Kadeshi like the Luun-Kar. Every step they made, they harvest resources, acquire
technology, devel op new ships build afleet that becomeslarger and larger, until thereisno onethat
can stop them," Segjuk said.

"Both us Kushans and the Taidans have made a fatal flaw in their campaign. Since defeating the
Beast, we have thought that technology is the solution for everything. If we are beaten, we build
better fighters, bigger ships, more powerful weapons It is not the Swarmer technology, neither the
Multibeam technology, nor the Hyperspace i nhibitorsthat is making the Kadeshi unstoppable. Itis
the Kadeshi themselves. They areingpired to fight like a people passessed. They fight like it isnot
their option to lose. Their courage and determination is incredible.”

"During the Homeworld Wars the Kushan people inthe Mothership had that spirit, knowingtheir
entire destiny is trust upon them. If we fail, it would be the end of our race. On the other side, the
Taidani were sufferingfrom the lack of morale and great dissent from the atrocity of their Emperor.
The Taidani had numbers and they had the superior technology first until they were copied. Y et we
Kushansbeat them. We beat them because the single spirit in one Kushan fighter let them fight the
equal of two or three Taidan opponents. "

"Butsincethe Hiigaran Planetfall, theKiithid onceagainfell back to their old disunited habits. They
politicized against each other in trivial issues. Old rivalries emerged, dissent appeared, cracks
formed. The Beast dd nothing to change that. For a while we were united. The Beas was
formidable, but only because of itstechnol ogy. It did not have the indomitable spirit. We beat the
Beast with technology, our technology, Somtaaw technology, Bentusi Technology.”

"But whilethe indomitable spirit would rise inoccasion, as with the Somtaaw, the lessonremained
largely forgotten. After the Beast, once again, we're back to old habits. "

"Thistime, the tables are reversed. It is the Kadeshi with the indomitable spirit, while we Kushans
are like the Taidani before. They are the ones with the purpose, the swvord of destiny trust in their
hands, and we are the ones without."

"If wearetowin over the Kadeshi, we need to find what is drivingthem, and to take that away from
them," Seegjuk said. The recent battles have narrowed the possible routes which the Kadeshi will
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take next. Segjuk made hiscal culati onsand estimations, and have passed them both the navigational
computers and the ensign on the helm.

"How do you expect to do that?' Zha asked.
"I will seeyou in the Bridge, Captain Zha," Segjuk said.
From the bridge, Zha gave her order to hyperspace according the new coordinates.

The Mule came out from hyperspace. This time they hit the jackpot. The sensors lit up with the
detection of large numbers of ship signatures. The signatures were Kadeshi.

"Gointo cloak mode," Zha ordered. The cloak generators went on, hiding the Mule, her resourcers
and her captured Multibeamers. Beyond the main cloak generator fields, the lon Array Frigates
triggered their own cloak generators.

It will be the time of decision.
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Chapter 12: Siren's Song

Zhawatched asthe cloak and the mimic reconnai ssance fighters|eft the Mule, heading towards the
Kadeshi fleet. A strong passion burned in her to join them, to share the danger and discover the
unknown, but her duties in the ship has prevented her from that, but only for the moment.

Seejuk worked on the tactical panel, and the screens for the probes and the recon fighterslit up. A
new officer came on the bridge, a Kushan, Zha can guess, from his height and tannish skin color.

"CaptainZha, | would like you to meet Lieutenant Ta'haar of the Kiith Manaani. Heiscomplements
of the Black Star Intelligence. His gecialty is linguistics and code breaking. He has come here to
break the language and code of the Kadeshi comlink transmissions. From here, we will know what
they're talking, and what theyre next plans are." Tahaar bowed at her.

Ever curious, Zhaasked, "So how do you plan to do that?'

He replied, "Kadeshi tongue is not that much different from Kushan tongue. Just 3000 years
removed. Weidentify keywordsfrom both languages, find out how the Kadeshi word differed from
the Kushan word, and compare them with the language of the Guidestone, then apply them to the
rest of the Kadeshi words. Its really alot more complicated than my description, because we aso
have to consder the grammar..."

"Forget | asked," Zhasai d, her handswaving inthe air,"This isa| beyond me. Carry on."

She became slent for a while, as a srange presence overcame her. She walked to the ship's
windows, each pace seemingly like a struggle.

"Is something wrong, Zha?' Seejuk asked.
"Nothing, nothing," she replied.
"Y ou suddenly look sick," Segjuk said.

"Nothing, | tell you," sheinsisted. She bent on the trangparency that separated her from deep sace,
staring at the tiny lights that was the Kadeshi fleet. The grange force beckons her, like noctumal

creatures drawn fatally to a flame of light. Then in moments, the strength of her senses vastly
increased. She could sense the cosmic winds between the stars, winds that start as flaresfrom the
surface of the stars and blow into space. She could sense the gravity and magnetic fields of stars,

planets and asteroids. Yet there was no chaos. Between the winds and the fields, there was a
harmonic balance, atune. A tone here, atonethere, and they all sing. The cosmos was at song, the
universe was singing.

Since the dawn of her womanhood, these senses have grown stronger. Sometimes they were not
there, but increasingy often enough, the sensations hit her like a deep wave that engulfs her with
nothing but visions and songs. Her father once said to her, the stars sing and let their songsfind you
the way. Wasthis how the Starfarers find their way through the starsin a primeval time with only
the most primitive of instruments? The Taidans have their own legends, those of Sirensamong the
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starswho can leadvoyagersinto safety or death jug by their songs. Her father thought her morethan
just the ceremonial songs of the Segura ; he thought her the songs of the ancient sacred star culture
of the Raiders We were not just pirates and bandits, hetold her, asthe Taidani made them look to
be. Once they were a nomadic race that spanned the stars. But other races came to power,
prosecuted their ancestors, who turned to rebellion, and then to piracy. We, the noble nomads of
Turan, have survived, he said, but we must still preserve whom we were. We have left littlein letter
and word, but we have preserved much in song. In those songs lay the secrets of how our long
ancestors spanned the cosmos. So her father said.

"I think | want to go to bed," Zha said, bending on the window.

"Youdon't look alright, and | think you better go. Well take care of thingshere. Don't worry," said
Seqjuk, dwaysrati onal, always analytical. Hiseyesnever |eft the screensas the scanners displayed
data poured in by the recon fighters. Tahaar was on the other console, eavesdropping on the
comlinks of the Kadeshi.

Zhafound mowving through the hdlwaysto her small quartersan increasing struggle. She could not
concentrate on her immediate senses, on her sight and her balance. The waves of visions and
sensations continue to engulf her.

Likeacold dark wind, she coud feel abreath, apresence. Since herfather died, she couldnever feel
another one like her. But for the first time again, yes, yes isthis true? s this possible? She could
feel someone else again, another VVoyager, another Siren, another Farer of the cosmos. She could
hear her sing through, her passionsand dreams among the stars. A tone there and a note there Her
power was magnificent, far greater than Zha's own, and the spells she spins enthralls the lesser
minds around her.

Zhawasfalling, fdling, spinning uncontrollably into ablack vortex. But there was a strange peace
around her, and she swam with the currents into the center of the vortex. Even the currents singto
her, and the songs were wonderful. She sung with them.

Zha, her eyes closed, her lips on asmile, collapsed on the hallway, never making it to her room.

*k*

G'yelawas sing ng tunesin her head. Sometimes she hummed and even sang them to the peoplein
the bridge, who voice the pleasure in hearing her songs. The Songsof Faith that have driven the
Faithful to fight with the greatest of spirit, can also calm and heal their souls. At other times, the
Songs can enlighten and illuminate the mind to find the right way among the stars.

Shehad ordered the number of patrolsto increase, andall scannerstoincrease probing. Her officers
never understood, but never questioned. She coud feel the Other again, the other onelike her, who
knows and sharesher secret asa Starfarer. She doesnot know who the other was, or what was she
doing here. Her mind was young too, her powersnot asfully realized as herswas. She could sense
thisthings. Since the Angelswho call themselvesthe Tiamat haveignitedthe power within her, she
has become more than a girl, more than a priestess, more than a Kadeshi. For only the Farers can
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touch the face of the gods and ride the songs of the cosmos.

Her external senses have become weaker, her balancelosing. Her staff held her gently and layed her
on her throne. Others bent in great homage for the most profound momert that their Holiness will
experienceanother vision fromthe gods. " O Holiest of Holies," they all sang in unison. Her servants
brought her a smoking incense to her feet. The incense carried a powerful hallucegenic drug and
G'yelainhaled its sweet smelling smoke. Her mind fell into a pit of blackness and then through a
tunnel of light.

She coul d hear the songs of the stars once again, the same songs that beckoned her when she was
a child, the songsthat became clearer when she first left the Gardens. She could fly through its
winds, wade among its currents, watch the starry orbs themselves. She could hear the Other, not
fully awakened yet, but already capable of singing. The Other was singing too.

Amongthe cosmic winds, therewere no rank, no flesh and no bone. No Kadeshi, Kushan or Taidan.
Only theinner soul lives.

She swam close to the Other to hear her song, and then sang her own. The Other heardher song and
joined her. Who was she? She can sing so well. Will she be an enemy or will she beafriend?That
was not her concern now. Only the harmonies between themselves was all that matters.

Among the winds there was no sense of time. The songs can be like a moment, or they can be
forever.

**k*

Someone was dapping her face and that odor burnt through her nose. "Hey, wak e up! Wake up!”
Seejuk said, lightly slapping her cheeks.

Zhacould see that shewasin theinfirmary of the ship. Segjuk and two others wer e standing above
her.

"They found in you in the hallway," Seejuk said. "What happened?'

"l don't know," Zha said. "It wasdl like adream.”

"What was like adream?' Segjuk asked.

"It'skind of hard to explain, all the swirling, all the songs running in my head," Zha said.
"Maybetry," Segjuk requested.

Zha sighed, but the chief medical officer interrupted. "I don't think the captain isfit for anything
right now. She needs someres."

"l don't need to break thisto you," Segjuk said. "But we are in dangeroustimes. We can't afford for
you to be sick, hazy or bein any way incapable of performing your duties.”
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"I will befine, Segjuk. | don't weaken that easy. | know my duties,” Zha said.
"When youre ready, maybe you like to hear what we found,” Segjuk said.
"I'm always ready," Zha said.

"Well maybe you like to hea this," Segjuk said as he brought out an audio device. "We have been
getting thisfrom the Kadeshi comlinks and has beenrecording. We have been trying to make heads
and tails out of it." Segjuk played the device.

Zhacould hear theimmediate chatter of the Kadeshi pil otstalking. But it wasthe background that
struck her. There was a serene music. It was like the music she heard in her visions.

Segjuk observed Zha's expressions as he heard the audio. " The communicationswas just plain chit
chat among the Kadeshi pilots. Nothing unusual or valuable. But that music behind has been
prevalent. We have started analyzing the notesand lyrics. Themusic seemed religiousin nature. But
you seem bothered by it. Anything wrong?"

"I think I heard that music before,” Zha admitted. "But | still don't understand everything."
"You heard that music before?' Seejuk seemed surprised. "Explan, | need to know."

"Likel said, | ssemed to know it but | don't understand,” Zha insisted. "Mug you be so persistent
and nosy about everything?"

"It's my job to be nosy and persistent,” Segjuk said. "And our victory and survival dependsonit.”
Seejuk smiled.

"I'm going to try," Zha said. "Things are not all clear to me and it's all hazy in many areas, but I'm
goingto try. Our race, the Turans, have legends of an ancient race of Starfarers. They werethe first
to venture into the unknown outer boundaries of the Gdaxy, and the fird to came to the areas
around Turan..."

"Yes, I've learned about them," Segjuk said. "All legends have a seed of truth in them. Thelegend
you speak of are shared by many races. The Taidans called them Sirens. They have the ability to
navigatethroughthestarsintuitively. What you describeisnot animpossibility. Animalsindifferent
planets, including those we observed inK harak and Hiigara, are ableto migrate enormousdistances
across their respective globes to breed or hibernate, with nothing but the stars and their senses to
guide them. Scientists speculated that life is capable of devel oping a new sense, one of i ntuitive
navigation. Thereisno reason why intelligent lifeis not capableof this. Thisiswhat we believe the
Unbound, Bentusi was capableof. Thisiswherel think the Starfarer legend came about. Therewere
rumorsthat your father had thiscapability. | suspect you yourself had that too. Y ou seem unusually
good in guiding this ship. "

"Y ou almost could read my mind through analysis,” Zha said. "But thisis nat cold logic or sudden
intuition. Sometimes it seems like | could sense the stars themslves, the cosmic winds between
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them. Thereisaharmony in the universe that islike a song, like the stars themsel ves sing ng. Each
hasadifferent voice, adifferent note or tune. It isbeautiful to ever experiencethemsing. Y ou guide
yourself through the harmonies. Thisbackground musicinthe Kadeshi interlinks itsmuchlikethat.
| think it's guiding them. | think a Starfarer is guiding them."

"l know your instincts, Zha," Segjuk said. "1 know | cantrust on them. If youthink or felt something,
thereistruly something about it. If a Starfarer isleading the Kadeshi, it could explain their amazing
progress across the galaxy, and thetactical ability to sense our forces first, then ambush them. But
how did a Starfarer got into the Grea Nebula? Maybeit was trapped by one of those hyperspace
inhibitors. We don't know. How it got into power? We don't know. What we know isthis," Segjuk
played a new part in the audio device.

"Weknow they arebeing led by anindividual named G'yela," Segjuk said. "Thereisawaysconstant
referenceto her asthe leader, both militarily and religious, of thisentire crusade from Kadesh."

G'yela...GYela, Zha sounded the name in her head. That name too sounded familiar, but she could
not pinpoint it. No..no...it was more of her presence.

Theall too familiar red alarmssounded again. "Red Alert, Red Alert, Battle Stations!” theintercoms
sounded.

"I guess back to work again," Segjuk said.
"I guess | better hurry to the bridge, too," Zha said, showing effort getting out of the bed.

On the bridge, Zha watched the screens as she assumed the captain's chair. Segjuk sat on tactical.
"Report, report,” she urgently asked.

"We are not being attacked, Captain," the ensign said. "So far we are not being detected yet. Not
evenclose. But we have detected many new hyperspacesignatures, all showingenergy weaponsand
charging."

" dentify," Zha asked.

"Kushan-Republicanfleet, led by an Explorer classvessd , theKuun-Laan. It's headed to the center
of the Kadeshi fleet," Segjuk said, watching the lightsin his console.



Chapter 13: The Cannon

"All battle stations!" Zhaordered. "All recon fightersregroup to the Muleat once! Maintain cloaked
running for dl fighters. Do no engage unless ordered.”

Everyonewas focused on the screens. The Allied forces were intent in getting even, and they have
sent the Kuun-Laan escorted an array of Kushan and Taidan capital ships. Behind the great walls
of capital shipswere X formations of fightersand walls of corvettes. Under any other circumstance,
Zha would be excited to see the Somtaaw Explorer ship, the Kuun-Laan, known throughout the
Galaxy asthe Beast Slayer. Thiswasthe ship that killed the Beast andwith that act, avenged for her
the death of her father. But other circumstances were overriding that joy.

"The Siege Cannon is powering up,” said one of the officersin the bridge. The energy signature of
the Siege Cannon was like a beacon for all the energy scanners.

"What istheir target?' Segjuk asked one of the tactical officers.

"We got the coordinates,” he replied, and displayed them on screen. There was a cluster of
needleships.

"Sensor zoom in the area, now!" Segjuk ordered.

Segjuk was wide eyed as he saw the image in the screen. "There it ig" he shouted. A huge
Needl eship dominated the screenlike amassive seaanimal, and smaller needleships surrounded the
big animal like its cubs.

"TheKhar-tobads ster ship!" Seguk said. "Our communi cati onstap have indeed confirmed that this
ship isthe flagshipof the Crusade. Now the Siege Cannon isaimed at it. Y es, justiceisgoing to be
done, right smack in the face of the Kadeshi. Thistime, they're going to takeit the head!"

Zha did not match Segjuk’s exuberance. Her face wore a frown of great concern. Her expression
changed into that of utter horror.

"NO! NO!" Zhashouted. The Other, the Kadeshi—they arenot the Beast. They cannot befought like
that monster.

"Why?" Segjuk asked.

"Scanthe Needleship energy signatures. We need to warn the Alliance. | can senseit, those arenot
real ships!" Zha stood up and shouted.

Segjuk performed the deep energy scans. When it ended, his face shared the same utter horror. "I
could not believe it. | cannot find the Khar-toba energy signature. These are not typical energy
sgnatures...."

Seejuk was badlyinterrupted by an ensign'sexcited voi ce. "Sir! The Kuun Laan hasfired the Siege
Cannon!"
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Segjuk dapped his forehead. "...these are the energy signatures of a huge holographic
generator...Mimicson acapital and mothership scae!”

Zha let out a deep breath of tension and sank down on her seat. She nodded her head.

"Energy ball Impact on target in three....two...one...Impact!" the ensign reported. Therewasaflash
in the screen as abrilliant light exploded in aring spreading in all directions.

Segjuk was running scans. "There is insufficient debris to substantiate not even a single major
capital ship!"

Zhastood up, alarmed. The comlinks were full of the voices of Kushans and Taidans shouting of
victory, confident they have surprised then wiped out the enemy in a angle blad. But the voices
were not the real reason why she stood up.

Zha could sense her, that Other. She is there somewhere. As Zha could sense her, the Other could
sense the enemy ahead, ready to spring her own trap. A voice seemingly silent, haspicked upinthe
background, growing into a song.

Zha shouted to the sensors officer. " Scan point Alpha Three, point Beta 67, point Omega45!" The
officer did not hesitate. Segjuk just stared at her incredulously.

The scans were off to the opposite ends of the map. There was nothing but clouds and asteroid
debris.

"Magnify!" Zha ordered. They can see nothing. Then the asteroids started to change shape.

"By the blood of Sgjuuk, the Kadeshi has copied cloak now and they have copied mimic
technology,” Seguk said, hands busy on his tactical console. The shapes were turning into
Needleships, Pods and Multibeamers. The song haspicked up in tempo, and has turned into its full
glory. The criesdf Allied victory in turn, grew into a hushed silence.

"Hyperspace Inhibitors are active! Hyperspace Inhibitors are active!" the ensign shouted.
"How are our forces,” Zha asked?

Segjuk replied, "We are till cloaked. Our mimic and cloak fighters have almost finished
regrouping.”
"Maintain cloaked running," Zha ordered. "Anyone who breaks our cover and joins the battle

without my orders | will have his or her head in my table!" Silently she prayed that the discipline
of her forces would prevent them from being betrayed to the energy scanners.

As the Needleships emerged from the clouds, lines of ionic trails streaked the darkness of the
cosmos from one end of sight to the other---the visual dgnature of masdve waves of fanatic
Swarmers heading for the kill. For many a pilot, the sight was one of certain death.
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The song in the comlinks was both terrifying and magnificently haunting. They can hear the
individual voices of Kadeshi pilotsin what must be prayer, their voicesjoining in chorus with the
song.

The voices of the Kushans and Taidans, once jubilant in victory, have become the voices of those
who have accepted afate of death. The order was given to al pilots of the drike craft. They will
fight to the end.

"TheKuun Laan siege cannonispowering up again..." said the ensign. Then suddenly heinterrupted
himself. "We have another sege cannon signature!”

"By the blood of Sajuuk, pinpoint and magnify!" Segjuk ordered. Scansimmediately ran to where
the second siege cannon signature was detected, and the screenswas suddenly fil led with amassive
long Needleship that dwarfed the other Needleships around it.

"It's got the right signature! The Khar'toba sider ship!" Segjuk said.

There sheis, Zhathought as she stared at the screen. The Other. The One who also fared the stars,
who can hear itsmelodies and sing its songs. The One was like herself. The One who was a so her
enemy. Her thoughts was interrupted.

"TheKadeshi hasfired their Siege Cannon," the ensign shouted. " Sir, thereisnoway the Kuun Laan
can avoid the blast.”

"Damn!" Segjuk pounded onthe consol e. "If welosethe Kuun-Laan, the Crusadewill takeHiigaral"

Theensgn wasfrozen on hi sscreen ™ Five Secondsto Impact!.... Four...Three....Two...One...Impact!"

There was a brilliant fireball where the Kuun-Laan was. The wave front expanded, rocking the
major capital ships, but tidal wave front destroyed rows of fighters, corvettes and frigates.

"Damn again. By the hammer of Sajuuk, that siege cannon was even more powerful than what the
Kuun-Laan had!" Segjuk said. Segjuk’s expression of horror turned to relief, as new datafrom his
scanner flooded his screens.

"The Kuun-Laan is still alivel Dammit, that isa tough ship!" Segjuk exclaimed, and then making
ashort

sincere prayer tothe godsfor letting the ship live. "But sheisheavily damaged,” he added. "She has
lost many of her modules, and her siege cannon as well. She is hanging on. She is requesting
assistance and reinforcements. She needs to escape. She got a few thousand val uabl e personnel on
board. We cannot afford to lose the Kuun-Laan, and if we do, so will Hiigardsfate. If she escapes,
she can regroup and repair to fight another battle. It cannot end here."

The ensign interrupted them again. " Enemy siege camnon is beg nning to recharge. We have sighted
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a secondary wave of Probe Bombsand Pod Bombs heading to the Kuun-Laan. They will finish her
off!"

Seejuk turned around and watched theicy glare of Zha'seyes. Hedid not say anything and she didn't
either. But he knew what was on her mind, and she knew what he was going to ask.

"It hasfinally cometothis, Zha." Segjuk said. "The Muleisaship carrying thebanner of the Turanic
Raiders. Itisnot obligated to hel p the Kushans or the Alliance. It isup to you."

Zha'seyeswasteary. In her eyes, Segjuk felt that she had accepted her own fate. She said, " Seejuk.
Y our people helped me and this shipin atime of need despite that your people hated the Raiders,
hated what a Lord carrier did i n your Homeworld Wars, hated what a carrier like this stood for. If
it were not for you and the Kushans, this great ship would not be here. | would not be here. | owe
thisto you. That ship over there the one you call the Kuun-Laan, is the one we all call the Beast-
Slayer. That ship avenged the death of my father from the Beast and finally gave him his peace. |
owe that to my father. The Mule, thisLord carrier, thiswas my father's ship. He would only want
it thisway."

Zha stared at the wanting eyes of her officersin the bridge. "1 will put al your lives at risk here. |
need to know if dl of you are behind me."

"My brother died when the Crusade attacked the Merak outpost,” one of the officerssaid. "I amwith
you all theway." He saluted with hisfist, and all the othersjoined him in arhythm.

Sheturnedtotheensign. " Set anintercept courseto the Kadeshi flagship. Maintaincloak., and when
you arein firing range, the Mule and all frigates will gpen fire. Target the siege cannon and take it
out. "

Zhaloosened the buttonsin her shirt. "All pilots, report to your fighters and corvettes. | want every
gtri ke ship out on my mark."

Sheturned to Segjuk.. " Segjuk, you will take command of this ship and the frigates. Y ou know what
to do. Take out that cannon and get out, keep as many of the crew and the frigates alive.”

Seqj uk stared at her. "What i n the sands of Kharak are you planning to do?

"What doesit ook like I'm doing?' Zha said. "I'm going to get my pilot's coveralls. The Mule and
the frigates are not going to stop that siege cannon in time. We need to send a strike force to take
itout. | am goingto |l ead that strikeforce!"

Seq uk looked at her bewildered. "Y ou are not serious!”

"Yes| am," she said, "and we don't have much time before the cannon fires again. | will be okay.
| promise.”

Seqjuk raised both his hands. He gave up, he can't argue with her. He didn't have much time either.
"Go now," hesaid, "and by the god Sgjuuk's name, you better come back." Seguk quicklyregained
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his position in the tactical console. "Maximum speed,” he ordered. "I want the max out of this
buck et of bolts!"

Zha zipped up her flight suit, helmet in hand, her custom Triikor ready and sitting on the launch
rails. She wasrolling her fists, amotion to make every fighter launch. Thevibration inthe Mule's
hangerstold her that the carrier was at maximum speed, but aslong asher coursewas straght, they
can launch fighters. Rows of fighters and corvettes were being launched ahead of her. The
atmosphere was intoxicated with excitement.

G forces pushed her back against the seat astherail launched her fighter into space. The strikeforce
waswaiting, an odd assortment of Kushan, Taidan and Turanic ships. They should not have waited.
There was not even time to make nice neat wall formations, only loose broad formations. She
quickly set her Triikor on course to the Kadeshi flagship, and the strike force formed behind her.
Behind the backs was the Mule, hauling her engines to the maximum, with lon array and former
Kadeshi Multibeam frigates close behind.

"All corvettes, form into Alphawing. All bombers andinterceptors forminto Betawing. All scouts
form into Deltawing, all Defenders form into Gammawing." Zha ordered. "We will hit our target
in two waves. Beta force will hit them fird as they are faster, followed by Alpha. There will be
plenty of Swarmers trying to stop usso Deltawill cover Beta and Gammawill cover Alpha. We
don't have much time before that cannon goes. Our target i sthe swelling between the K har-toba ship
structure inthe Needleship and the forward circular structure. Damage the cannon port on the top
of theforward circular strucure. Let'sgo!"

G forces pushed her back again as the Triikor boosted, and she can see one, two, three, then the
entireforcelit up their boosters. lon trailsfell behind them. There was adistractionin the moment.
She can feel the Other's presence getting stronger, and she knew the Other would feel her too. The
haunting music filled the comlinks, now with shoutsandthe criesof death asthe Kadeshi Swarmers
engaged the latest Taidan and Kushan interceptors in a dogfight to the death.

"ThisisSequk, areyouthere, Zha?' Seejuk'svoicewasinher comlink."Yes, I'm here," shereplied.

Segjuk continued. "lve contacted the main fleet. The defences from the frigates, destroyers and
cruisers surrounding the Kuun-Laan are engaging the pod and probe bombs. Enemy multibeamers
and pods are coming thei r way next so they will have their handsfull. I've asked that the main fleet
to send you some assistance and help you take out their siege cannon. It'sbigger than the Kuun-Laan
and got more punch but itlookslikeitwill takealonger timeto recharge. How long we don't know.
I only know we don't have time to waste."

"Affirmative, Segjuk. Goodjob," Zhasaid. Cloudsrushed past her cockpit. The massive Needleship
appearedbeforeher. "Target ison sight. Heading intoattack vector. W arni ng tone indi cateswe have
been detected, and Swarmerswil | soon be on my back. Wish meluck. Zha, out.”

"Alright, Betaforce," Zhasaid from her cockpit, "let'shit them. Delta cover us!" Her Triikor rolled
and banked towardsthe Need eship. Another Triikor followed her, then aBandit, then aKaark, then
that new Turanicinterceptor, recently designated asthe Demon, then the rest of the force. Further
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away, Arrows and Hirkans of Deltaforce met the Swarmersin their own dance of death.

The Other's presence was even stronger now, gronger than she has ever felt. The Other wasinside
that flagshi p. Her presence and her songs were energizing, and she must be gal vani zing the Kadeshi.
Zha cannot let the Other distract her. She must focus on destroying the siege cannon. The
Needleship was immense. She never thought that anyone could build ships as big as these. The
cannon's housing was on sight and she pressed the trigger. The Triikor'sdual rail gunsblasted away
at their targets. She fired and fired, hoping that her shots would get through the skin and damage
what was underneath.

She rolled and looped for another strafi ng pass. The second and third interceptors unloaded their
gunsat thetarget. As she headed for next firing pass, the bomber wave hit their targets with plasma
launchers.

"Yahoo!" Zha shouted inher comlink. Corvettes of Alphawing wason visua range and has begun
their attack run. The Defenders of Gamma wing have joined the Scouts trying to tackle down the
Swarmers. Energy cannons and mass driversfrom corvettes smashed at theirtargetsinarain of fire.
Then a spectacular volley of missiles from the Brigands hit the cannon enclosure.

Defensive fire from the Needleships was fierce. Zha could see some of her own strike craft being
hit, and one or two have tumbled out of control and crashed into the Needleship.

Seejuk's voice came on from the comlink. "The hitsfrom your attacks are causing the power levels
in the cannon to flunctuate. Good job. This may cause some delay for them to fire. The bad news
is that the power levels continue to rise, and they can till fire before we can reach our firing
position. | got a new plan and I'm downloading them to all strike craft. We need to hit the sensor
receivers of the N eedleship here and here. M ake them blind."

"Got it," Zha affimned. She rolled her Triikor and aimed her railguns at the antenna that protude
from upper structure of the Needleship. She blasted away, and the other strike ships followed her.

"It's working, they can't seem to fix on the Kuun4aan," Segjuk said.

Aboard the Mule, Segjuk watched the screens tensely. Kadeshi Needleships, cruisers and frigates
were on adeath grip match againgt the Kushan and Taidani mg or ships. He could not tell who is
winni ng. The battleswere so chaotic. There seemed to be adogfight witha Swarmer in every square
inch of space.

Beam Acolytes from the Kuun-Laan have hit the Kadeshi flagship, and a wave of Avengers and
Thunderbolt heavy corvetteswere close behind them. They joined Zha'sstrikewavetryingtodisable
the siege cannon.

"Reaching firing position," the ensign said.

"All frigatesintowall formation," Segjuk ordered. "All ion beam cannons, set your targets. Warning
to all Mule strike force. Bombardment wil | soon commence.”
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"We arein firing position,” the ensign said.

"Decloak and open fire," Seejuk ordered. "To all frigates, decloak and fire at will." The petals
around the Mule's main ion cannon opened, and a beam shot out from it into the Sege cannon
section of the Kadeshi flagship. Asthe generators dropped their cloak, the captured Multibeamers
rolled and opened fire at the cannon section. The lon Array frigatesdecl oaked, panels unfolded and
beams shot out into the flagship.

Asthe Mulefired, Segjuk watched the screens asKadeshi warhipsturned to face the Mule and her
frigate fleet. lon beams pounded and pounded at the swollen structure in the Needleship.

"Scanners are indicating that the siege cannon istaking damage,” said the ensign, excited at his
discovery.

"It'sworking, sir!" Heraised hisfist in joy.

Segjuk was happily shaking his fist too. But hisjoy was short lived, asthe Mule shook violently.
Two Kadeshi Multibeamers appeared out of the darkness and raked the carrier with its beams.
Screens were showing the enemy frigates, Swarmers and Pods, responding to the defence of the
flagship, were surrounding the Mule and her task force. Beam and Assault Swarmers blasted the
Mule and her frigates with beams and large caliber cannon fire, as Beam Acolytes and Attack
Bombers pummel ed the Kadeshi flagship in atit for tat exchange.

His heart pounded. "Strike force! The Siege Cannon is damaged, | repeat, the Siege Cannon is
damaged. But we ar e talking puni shment and we cannot take thismuch longer. We need defence!™
Seegjuk desperately warned. " Get those Swarmers and Figs off our backs, and | think we can kill the
Flagship.”

"Gotyou," Zhasaid, bankingher fighter to drafe at aKadeshi Multibeamer. The strike force turned
their attention at the frigates and Swarmersfiring at theMule, destroyingan Assault Pod and some
Swarmers.

Segjuk could seethat the flagship is on flamesfrom the concentrated attack s. But it was onetough
ship. Hisfrigateskept firing at the flagship, but they are taking casualtiesfromthe Kadeshi frigates.
Sooner or later the Mule or the Kadeshi flagshipwill blow. It'sonly a matter of time who will gay
alive long enough to kill the other.

Theensigninterruptedhim again." Sir,the hyperspaceinhibitorshavelifted Hyperspacejump gates
appearing!"

"What!" Segjuk exclaimed in utter surprise. In hisscreens, ahuge hyperspace gate appeared and the
Kadeshi flagship slipped through it.

Seqjuk didn't know what to feel. He seemed to win atactical victory but the flagship got away. The
Kadeshi frigates were still there, blowing holes at the Mule, and if he does not get out soon, the
Mule would be space dust.
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"Ensign! Hypergpace Jump! Anywhere, just get us out of here. To all frigates, hyperspace! Jump
before the inhibitors activate again!™ Seejuk shouted at the top of hisvoice.

Thejumpgateappeared and the M ule slipped through it. Her frigatesjoined in the hyperspacejump.
They materialized near the pasition they had originally used to stalk and observe the Kadeshi fleet.

"Did you see that, all of you? The enemy ran! We saved the Kuun-laan. We saved all their sorry
asses.”" It was Zha's happy voicein the comlink. The strike force could not hypergpace and wasstill
heavily engaged.

Then there was a scream. It was the same voice. It was Zha's voice.
A sck feeling cameinto Seejuk’'s somach. "Zha! Areyou there? Answer me!”

Zha's Triikor wastumbling out of control. In onebrief moment of joy, shelost her concentration and
a Swarmer nailed her fighter.

She was struggling to remain control, then another Kadeshi ship loomed, a frigate, a Pod. The
bottom of the Pod's appeared like mechanical claws. The mechanism was the tell tale sign of a
modified Fuel Pod, a Kadeshi Grappler, or Salvage Frigate.

The engines could no longer ignite, and static filled the comlinks Zha screamed and screamed as
the Grappler seized her crippled fighter under aholding field. The screamsstopped and there was
only silence.

Seejuk’s voice was in the comlink. "Zha. Are you there? Please respond. What is your position?
Please Zha, answer me. Answer please. Oh by the Gods of Kharak..."

But there was no answer.
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Chapter 14: The Pool of Dreams

The battle raged for hours, but it had degenerated into dogfights with grike forces. Large ship
capital forces in both sideswere heavily damaged, and avoided another toe to toe fight. Then the
Kadeshi battlegroup faded out of the battle and hyperspaced. It washard to tell who won or lost, but
the best he can say it was adraw that heavily bloodied both sides.

Casualtieswere heavy. But there wasone casualty Seejuk could never take off hismind. He thought
he was battle hardened enough to shrug off all thought of death of his comrades. He stared at the
empty captain’'s chair. He thought he would see her there, smile, chuckle, and even tease oncein a
while. But the chair remained empty. The bridge crew were mournfully quiet.

Damn, she said she promised she will come back. He sighed. Casualty reports were flowing in.
Salvagerswere out doing their thing, trying to recover anything that has value. Resourcers were out
trying mine stellar material that they may use for repairs.

He can overhear one offi cer whisper. "Will the captain come back 7
"Let'sfaceit, she probably won't," replied another.

"She's still so young!" said another.

"Too young to captain, too young to die either,” replied another.
"What will happen to us?' asked one officer.

"l think after we return, they will send this ship back to Turan. The Inner Council of Lords will
determine the ownership of the vessel. Unless the Kushans will buy this ship from them," replied
another.

"It's going to cog plenty to fix thisship. Thereis so much damage hereit'sready for the scrapyard.”

"Y ou can say that again, but | hope the Kushanswill help fix thisship. | don't want to leavethis ship,
and the Kushan engineas fix this ship pretty good the last time. Our own Turan engineers are so
incompetent. Hold on, | think | got amessage coming in." Her voice turned loud for Segjuk to hear.
"Commander Segjuk, itisfor you. It isfrom the Kushan fleet."

"Thisis Fleet Admiral N€jar §et with Star Captain Saraak Somtaaw of the Kuun-laan. We waould
liketo talk to the captain of the Turanic Raider carrier. We would like to send our eternal gratitude
for theassiganceyou havegveninthisbattle. Y our diversonary attack aggai nst the Crusadeflagship
and its siege cannon helped save the Kuun-laan. The Somtaaw Beastslayer is grateful...the Kushan
Kiithid is grateful...al of Hiigarais grateful.”

Segjuk replied.
"ThisisBlack Sar Commander Sequk Liirhra speaking in behalf of the captain, Her Highness

Segura Zha Khar of the Turanic Lord class carier, Arak-Na, also known as the Mule. We are
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honored with your gratitude. But we have lost our captain in battle. The honor must go to her, and
to the officers and pilats of her brave fleet. We would like to request the use of the nearest Allied
facilities for the repair and resupply of the carrier task force.”

The Fleet Admiral replied. "But of course. We will compensate handsomely for your services.
Liirhra? Are you Kushan? A Kushan onboard a Turanic Raider ship?"

"Yesl am, and | have afew select personnel with me. We are from the Black Star wing of Hiigaran
Fleet Intelligence. | am formally operating as an adviser, firg officer and liaison to Her Highness
Segura Zha of the Turanic Inner House of Khor. We are in a mission of reconnaissance of the
Crusade Armada....”

The Admiral said, "...and that's when we popped up. Well, | do not know the strange workings of
Fleet Intelligence, but | do know that your timely actions saved us. Y ou, your Black Star people,
your Turanic and Taidain crewmates all deservea medal whenwe all see you back in base. | will
give you the coordinates and the pass." He saluted.

Seejuk saluted back. "Sir," one of the officers said. "We have the data.”

"Good," Segjuk said. "Set naviggtion to the coordinatesgiven and prepare to hyperspace oncethe
Resourcers and Salvagers are finished." He leaned back on his chair, wiped atear in his eye, and
sighed. He watched the damage reports on his screen and prepared a schedule of repairs for the
damage. He thought, this might be hislast duties on this ship. Like one of the officers said, thisship
may be headed back for Turan, its ultimate fate to be determined by the Inner House. But the ship
will berightfully repaired first, her dignity restored. That'show Zhawould have wanted it. Then he
thought he would give acal| to Fleet Admird G'aas Paktu and take him up on the Liirhra assault
carrier offer.

"We have a hyperspace signature coming in, Sir...." the ensign warned.
"Hostile? Kadeshi?" Segjuk asked.
"No sir," the ensign replied.

Seejuk did not need to ask for the identity of the ship that jumped in. It's enormous U-shape,
glittering lights and sheer sense of awe, it can only be the ship of the Unbound.

"We are the Unbound," said the Bentusi.

"Yes, yes, we know, we can dispense of the formalities" Seguk said. "You have...you
know...anythingyou can giveto ustofight the Kadeshi? They have been able to kick our hindsbadly
ever since they left the Nebula."

The Bentusi replied.
"We have been gving away technology that we should never have been. While our gifts olve a

threat and save the Great Order, in time we see the unforseen consequences of those gifts. Despite
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our best efforts, as you have seen the Somtaaw, for example, were able to reverse engineer agood
facsimile of our Beam fighters. We see the fighter drive we have sold to the Somtaaw became to
be used in all fightersof the Known Races, and in the hands of the Kadeshi, the same drive have
turned over the Balance of Power. It is our technology, that one Hiigaran uses to kill the other
Hiigaran. Asbrother fights brother, sister fights sister, our sin wasto have gven the svord forthem
to kill. These are steps that we cannot undo, but in the long run, bring profound effects to the
Balance of the Great Order of things."

"In millennia past, we gave the refugees of Hiigara, the ancestors of the Kushan and Kadeshi, agift
to help them defend against the Taidan atrocity. Now that gift had become the feared weapon of the
Protectors, the Crusaders, the thing you call the Swarmer. Our colleagues in the Council, the
Forbidden, the Tiamat, they have given those ancestors even more technol ogies---the compact ion
beam, the hyperspaceinhibitor, and the Needl eship power generator needed to run theinhibitor. We
sinned to save Hiigara, and now our s ns have made one Hiigaran fight another Hii garan. We have
tampered with the Balance, and Chaos has risen.”

"Y our war is no longer with the Taidan. Y our war is no longer with the Beast. Y our war is among
yourselves, Hiigaran. The gifts of technology will not win thiswar, and we see no need to give you
the things you do not need. Y ou need to change the heart of the Hiigaran. Even you know of this.
Thereisno technology that can stop the spirit of the Crusadersfrom Kadesh. The power of the spirit
isthe ultimate weapon.”

Segjuk asked, "So how will you expect us to change theminds of the Kadeshi? They are so bentin
killing us, you know, the Unclean! The task of healing the mentaly ill will be so much easier!"

"Y ou have afemale among you. Onethat isnot of your race. But she holdsthe key to changing that
heart. The one you know as the Starfarer,” the Bentusi replied.

"But sheisdead,” Segjuk countered.

"Sheisnot dead,” the Bentus said. "That isnot to bethefate of this Starfarer. She hasalong destiny
that she hasto fulfill, and it will not end here."

Seejuk's heart became elated at the words of the Bentusi. Zha gill alive? That waswonderful to
hear. There was so much gossiping in the bridge.

"But where is she?" Segjuk asked.

"She is among the ones you now call the Crusaders. Y ou must retrieve ha before she becomes
corrupted by the Forbidden, corrupted like the Other, the Starfarer who leads the Crusaders,” the
Bentusi replied.

"A Starfarer leading the Crusade?" Seejuk asked.

"Y our Starfarer had felt the Cther's presence. The Starfarer whose name is Gyela. Sheiswith her.
To stop the Crusade, you must stop the Singer of the Stars, the Siren G'yela. Y ou must remember,
that the key to the present liesin the past. Y ou must prepare for anew journey. The Starfarers will
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beintheplaceyou call the Graveyard. Y ou must go there. Y ou do not have timeto lose. The proper
destiny and order must be restored. Remember that the answer lies in the past.”

With the last words, the Bentus tradership hyperspaced. It was not the kind of meeting Seejuk
expected, but it was better. There was hope. Zhawas still alive.

* % %

They wereall bound in the hands, just waiting for theritual execution. The Grapplersdon't just grab
ships for salvagng, they grab victims to supply their idols with a continuous supply of ritual
sacrifices. It's cal led the Cleans ng, for the Unclean are cleansed to be make them worth eating.
After that, their bodies were thrown to the nutritional recycler where they would be processed to
help create the nutritional food bricks that's part of the Kadeshi protein supply.

Shewasall dirtied and beaten, her uniform all torn. She was one of those who had resigned to their
fate, as each of them were dragged to the dtar, then in front of screaming crowds, stabbed to death..
She could hear the screams of the sacrificed, again and again. In the background, therewasthat song
again, and it was terrifying.

The guard cameinto the cells, looked at her, then grabbed her by the arms. She resisted, and he hit
her across the face. He hit her so hard she fell nearly unconscious, her mouth bleeding. The other
prisoners tried to stop the guard, some pratested verbally. They were al beaten back with a stick.

The guard dragged her limp body across the screaming crowds, who pelted her with whatever they
could find throwing. As she was dragged, she started crying Inside she was not the strongwoman
and heroine her race wanted her to be, what her station needed her to be. Inside she was damn
scared of dying like anyone else. She cried and peed uncontrollably in her thighs and legs, as the
guards hanged her arms at ahorizontal pole, and | et her body hang upright, an easy and presentable
target to thefinal trust of the sacrificial blade. The crowds were shouting in the rhythm, the altar
acolyteswere humming their prayers, asking the Great Mother to cleanse their offering, to makeit
worthy of consumption.

It must not end likethis she thought. She wished that she had died in battleinstead, instead of being
offered as a sacrifice in this sck, psychotic ceremony. She thought of her father, his death, her
adventuresin the Mule and withher liaison, Segjuk Liirhra, who filled the vacuum her father'sdeath
left.

She dangled at the pole set in the altar. Then the crowds hushed into silence. This did not fit the
patterns she heard before. Then shefelt something, someone. It could only bethe Other, for the first
time ever, right in the same place where she was.

The Siren was beautiful, with her tall, lithe figure, silvery long hair, and deep penetrating eyes..
There seemed to be an aura, a presence around her. Zha never saw a woman anywhere like this
woman.

"Thiswomanisaleader of theUncl ean, aroya ty to their soci ety, but her rank means nothing under
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the Eyes of the Great Mother. But she hasmorevalueto mealive," Gyelasaid. "For even if shewas
among the Unclean, she is sacred to the Angelsfrom the Abyss who can only determine her final
fate. Release her at once!”

The guardsseemed surprised, then quickly cut off theropes that hanged her arms on the pole. She
fell to the ground, unable to lift herself up.

G'yela bent beside her. "1 had expected something more from another who is also a Siren of the
Stars, and foiled my plansto destroy that Minership. Y ouwould have died in that battle, or diedin
the altar, but the Forbidden had another destiny for you, like the one they had realized for me. But
in the meantime | am glad to finally meet you, to meet another one like me. Thisisfor us only, a
momentous occasion.”

G'yela called her handmai dens. "She is a sacred one to the Council gods. | want her cleaned and
prepared for ritua in the Pool of Dreams.”

Zhacould not understand and did not answer astheHandmaidenstook her away. Gyelaannounced
again that the ritual sacrifices will continue to the jubilant cries of the crowd.

The Handmaidens brought Zha to G'yela's private chambers, stripped her torn clothing, then bathed
her clean. They massaged her skin, dignfected her hair, treated her wounds and bruises, then gave
her tonic to drink. Zhawastired, thirsty and hungry, and the spoiled luxuries she was being treated
withwas astark contrast to her treatment as a prisoner. The luxuries she saw her was even in stark
contrast to the spartanlifestyle she had inthe Outpog and in the Mul e, despite her social status and
command position. The Handmaidens smiled and snickered at the sight of Zha'sthin nubile body.
Like G'yela, they were al beautiful, handpicked from the best of the Kadeshi women, but they
lacked her strange mysterious presence. Zhafelt immature and inadequate comparedto their fully
blossomed womenhood.

They led her to the Pool of Dreams. They entered the water, which glowed with some unusual

photol uminscent planktoninit. Everytimetheytouched thewater, the waves di sturbed the plankton,

causing themto light up. They held Zha'sarms so they can bind her handsto the handlesinthewalls
of the pool. Zharesisted, rather weakly, the pleasures and the drugs teking effect in her body. They
told her itisonly aprecaution so she could not hurt Her Holiness who would be joining them in the
pool soon. The Handmaidens|eft her bound in the pool, asthey lit the incense around the pool. The
smoke in the incense were drugged, and they made Zhafelt even dizzier. One of the Handmaidens
took aflask with aglowing bluefluid, and poureditinto the pool. There was a grange hallucegenic
smell in that liquid.

Zhafelt like she was sinking, her body becoming more limp. Only her bound armskept her head
above the water. She grinned, she snickered, she laughed. Everything feels so strange, so funny, so
light. Whatever she was, it was all disappearing into the middle hole in the vortex. Then a new
presencecameinto the pool. Zhalooked up, and there was she again, the most beautiful woman she
has ever seen. She has powers like her too, like the way she can sense the winds between the stars,
hear the melodies in the tidal echoes among the stars, the moons, and the planets. The waoman
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gracefully walked into the pool, her lithe figure gliding through the luminescent waves.

"Y oulook more presentable now," G'yelasaid, noting that Zha seemed properly intoxicated for the
occasion. She bent slightly and kissed Zhain the forehead, both hands holding each side of Zhas
head. "1 canfeel you have the power | have. Y our auraisgreat. | see why the Angelswant you. This
iswhy you must meet them. "

G'yela summoned her will, and both her and Zha seemed to fall into ablack vortex, flying with its
currents. Therewasno fear, only purejoy from the complete freedom of leaving their bodies, flying
through the universein pure spirit. Through the center of the vortex they went, gathering speed as
they flew past the stars, whose lights streaked the blackness, through the belts of asteroids, passthe
clouds of nebulas. Beholdthem isthe giant spider ship, and intoits grea maw they entered. Inside,
in the light and in the darkness, they could hear the thousand voices of the Forbidden.
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Chapter 15: The Sin of the Father

The battered Mule and her task force hyperspaced shortly outside an Allied base. A Kushan task
force awaited them, perhaps in caution and hostility at the presence of aLord class carrier with a
task force of feared lon Array Frigates and captured Kadeshi Multibeamers. But the Kushan task
force quickly deployed into a parade formation. Their weapons powered up, energy and plasma
cannonsshot into theempty dark spaces, creating a spectacular fireworksdisplay. Fighters paraded,
then rolled in various acrobatics.

They are being welcomed as heroes.

But Seejuk Liirhra sees no joy in the welcome. He has promised the crew, who in turn, has sworn,
for thereturn of their popular Seguracaptain and princess. Without Zha, the shipand its crewwould
be nothing. This would be the end of an Inner House. The ship would be assimilated to the other
Houses, the crew disbanded and sworn to adifferent al legiance. Thiswoul d also be the end of this
ship and its spirt, the end of a place they aso call their home.

For that and for their leader, they would be willing to brave the jaws of the Kadeshi again. The
danger and the new purpose was what hasgiventhe Mule and her task forces anew leasein life.
LikeZha, he hasworked for these people long enough. Segjuk was born Kushan in blood and oath,
but inside, he enjoyedthe passion and independent spirit of the Raider. Life on hisown Kiithid was
structured and disciplined buttheRader | ife was dwaysimprovising, alwayson theedge. For years,
Kushan media had portrayed the Raiders as bandits and demons. What he saw instead was a
passionatefreedom loving people, more like the old nomadi ¢ desert Kiithsin Kharak, with cusoms
and cultures forged by a hard desperate life.

So what did the Bentusi said, that the key must lay inthe past, in the change of heart? Even before
the Exilescame, bloodshed had reigned throughout the Empire. The Empirehasfallen, but warsstill
continued, one cycle of vengeance after another. The Beast was an aberration. Without it, there was
only cautionary peace, and continuous wars with the Taidan Imperialids and their Turanic alies.
The Beast broke the Imperialist back, forged the alliance betweenHiigara, the Republic and many
other outlying ki ngdoms, and will soon have independent houses of the Raidersto joinin. In the
long run, what the Beast d d wasgood, because it helped forge friendships and federations that were
not possble before

The Kadeshi? A millennia old cycle of vengeance and retribution has gone full circle. A few
millennium worth of exile and isolation has twisted the survivors of a noble people into arace of
twisted fanatics. The innocent children of the once great Hiigara were now paying for the sins so
perpetuated long ago.

Inall thistime, people'slives were being destroyed. People were dying. Segjuk had thought himself
to be battle hardened. He had seen comrades die, he had seen refugees, he thought had seen them
all. Thiswasall part of duty, all part of war and winning Thisisall for the goecies, al for therace.
Thiswould al beworth it if you win.

9



But the exception was, he never had someonetruly closeto him that died. Hewas never close to any
member of hisown Kiithid. He never understood the agony of the Sleeperswho awoketo find their
loved ones lost. For the first ime, he felt that pain. That child Zha even if she belonged to a
different race, she was much likethe daughter he never had. She had a mischievous smile when he
did her favors. She shuffled in the thin line between irresponsibility and respongbility, and it was
hisjobtorein herin, force her tofoll ow the straight line. He watched her become responsibleto her
peopleand her ship, watch and taught her to grow into her statureand position. Hewasin theunique
position to shape a child into a great person for her people. It gave him a senseof fulfillment that
he never had.

He had that strange thing alife with the Fleet Command and I ntelli gence never gave him. A family.
Thewinningwould never replacethe agony of thatloss. Therewasno purpose, nor joy, inlifeif the
sacrificewas too great. He could never live with himself if she had died. He could never live with
himself if he had turned his back on her. The fate of the Crusade, the fate of Hiigara, he could not
care less anymore, until he gets her back. By the godsof Kharak, he swore he will get her back.

"Commander,” the ensign said. "We are in shuttle range of the base."

"We can park the ship and the frigates here. Our dutiesand opportunities are goecific. We have duty
detachments to repair the Mule and the frigates in a round robin order. Second we need to
detachmentsto oversee the construction of new replacement fighters and frigates. We may try to
purchase new frigates and fighters as that canlessen the production load. Third, we need torestock
on ship parts suppliesand foods WEe'll seeif we can recruit new pilots. Fourth, those who are not
work detail or any of the detachments can take arest |eave. We need crews fresh and rested before
we undertake our next journey."

Keep them rested or busy, he thought. The sound of the gpecific orders seemedto give confidence
and purpose to the crew. That's what they all needed now, he thought.

A Taidan shuttle took himto the base. The docking bay had some dignataries waiting for him. It
seemed flattering, as he never had the royal treatment before. Heet Admiral G'aas Paktu was there
again. He didn't ssem surprised that Admiral G'aas would be there. He gave his salute, and they
saluted him back.

"We heard of your exploits. I'm sure you heard this over and over again, but if it were not for your
timely distracti on and attack on the enemy siege cannon, wewould have lost the Kuun-Laan," Gaas
said. "We regret the loss of your captain and princess."”

"Givethethanksto her," Segjuk said. " She wasthe onewho save the Kuun-Laan. If shedid not held
the Kadeshi flagship long enough, that cannon would have toasted the Somtaaw's pride and glory."

"We plan to make asmall ceremony to present you amedal, Segj uk," Admiral Gaas said. "I'm also
pretty convinced even more that you should be captain of the carrier Baal-Hasim."

"l am most thankful for your graciousness, Admiral," Segjuk replied. "But thisisnot thetime. | do
not deserve any medal. Y ou are goingto have to admit that a Turanic girl just saved all your asses,
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and | don't careif that does not sound good with the Hiigaran news networks."

G'aas seemed taken aback and his face grew a big wide grin. "Ha ha, | like your refreshing
frankness. Y ou're not that old yet, Segjuk, not old enough to be corrupted into a bureaucrat by the
system. If she had taken that bridal offer, she would have a home, | would have an easier time
making a non-aggression treaty with the Raiders, and best of all she would still be alive."

"She'snot your tool, Admiral. Sheiswhat sheis, and if shedidtakethat offer, the Kuun-Laan would
be space debris by now," Segjuk curtly replied.

"Y ou got me pinned, Commander," Gaas said.

"Sheisaso not dead, Admiral, and we're coming back to get her,” Segjuk said.
"Impossible, so who told you that?' Gaas asked.

"The Bentusi," Segjuk answered.

"They really said that?' Gaas asked. "This is crazy. What is their interest on one particular
individual? The whole of Hiigarais at peril right now, and | swear by the desert god of Kharak, |
think you are planning to rescue her, one tiny individual ."

"Oneindividual, that individual, is all that matters to change the entire universe," Segjuk said.

"Andhow do you plan to do that? One carrier withfrigatesagai nst mothershipsprotected with major
capital ships? How do you expect your limited complement of fightersto go against overwhelming
numbers of swarmers? Y ou may be brave but you don't have to be stupid,” Gaas said.

"But the Bentusi has been right before. They said she had to be retrieved, for | can't say the reasons
for it right now. She can change the future..." Segjuk said.

"The Bentus had beenright before, but they have been wrong,” G'aas said. "They are not infallible
creatures. Remember during the Beast Wars? They had the power and the technology to flee the
Beast. Instead they tried to cowardly flee the Galaxy, and even shoot at uswhen wetried to change
their minds. They gave usthe Super Acolyte, for only abrief time. But they had underestimated our
ingenuity. Before they destroyed all plansand schematicsin the computer banks, we had scanned
and photographed into chemical print all theinternals of the Super Acolyte, enabling usto develop
the Beam Acolyte on our own."

"Commander Segjuk, you cannot risk yourself, that ship of yoursand itstask forces, and all its crew
just for the Bentusi's hunch, that asinde individual isalive, and evenif that sheis aive, you have
to consider all those other people you have put on risk," Gaas said.

"But | swore, Admiral, in front of these people, that we would get her back," Segjuk said.

"Y ou weigh the value of your oath, against the hundreds of people yaur oath hasput their lives at
stake?' Gaas countered.
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"It's the oath of a Kushan, and one of aLiirhra," said Segjuk.

"Don't bring out cultural issuesthistime,” Gaassaid, totally unimpressed. "Weareshort of qualified
officers. Your loss can havean effect in our battlesto come. | have made the requed to Black Sar
to relinquish you of your duties and move you to the command of the Baal-Hasim."

"You are truly pergstent, Admiral," Segjuk said. "Am | really worthit? | think you overrate my
capability. Our tactical successes aboard the Mule was due to a partnership. We could not have
succeededif meand the princess ZhaK hor worked seperately. We succeeded becauseweareagood
team."

"Face it, Seguk, the girl is gone. You would have to find your teamwork somewhere else,
particularly, among your own kind," G'aas said.

"I cannot. Too muchisat stakeand | can seewherethisisleadingto. Even if we defeat the Kadeshi,
Hiigarawould be 0 crippled by our Heet and personnel lossesthat it would dramatically affect our
capability to survive asarace altogether. That isif we defeat the Kadeshi. But what if welose? No,
we have been spilling our own Hiigaran blood. The Kadeshi areour cousins. We sharethe bloodline
of Hiigara This is not supposed to be our destinies, that brothers fight brothers. We can stand
together in unification,” Segjuk said.

"Sometimesyou arenaive, Segjuk, or if you have ashort memory,” G'aas said. "Remember that the
Kadeshi turned down Karan Sjet'soffer. We fought the Taidani Empire tooth and nail to gain back
our Homeworldwi thout the Kadeshi 'shelp. We deserve that world for our own, and the Kadeshi can
goto hell. Now they want Hiigara back ? lsn't that too late? That 'Uncl ean’ businessthey are having.
That does not sound they want to share their world or want to do anythingwith anyonethey call the
Unclean. They may be Hiigaran in blood, but they are all psychotic whackos, and | think | would
rather share our world with the Taidani before | would want some whacko as my next door
neighbor. The Daiamid has already carved up the Hiigaran real estate among the different Kiithid.
They are not gaing to redraw the borders just to accomodate the mentally insane! For the god
Sq uuk's sake, there are reports that the Kadeshi are cannibalistic. No Kushan worth their body
weight of desert salt would want them stepping on Hii garaiitself!"

Segjuk replied. "We had thought that the Taidani were all evil people. We had seen otherwise. We
had thought the the Turanics were all bandits. We had seen otherwise. | think the Kadeshi are not
like what we think, and we cantell them we are not what they think. | am not a political dove, but
| have to believe that there hasto be an alternative. | may have to resign my commission then if |
have to believe and pursue that path.”

"You will do no such thing!" Gaas ordered. "Commander Seejuk, before you made an oath to
anyone, you made a bloodoath as a Kushan first, and as an officer of Heet Command. That oath
requires you to defend the common good of all Kushans and Hiigaral The Oath of a Kushan is
irrevocable.”

"And so | se, | have no option then,” Segjuk said, head slightly bowing down.
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G'aasreplied. "Itis not that you have no option. It is that we, myself and all of Hiigaraincluded,
have no more option. It is time that we must stand our ground as a single people. | respect the
courage of your princess but sheisgone, whether sheis captured or dead. Put that behind you. Put
the interest of your world in front of you."

"Commander Seejuk, you will still oversee therepair of the Mule and her task forces. All repairs
will be on our bill. Wewill compensate for any lossof fighter, corvette and frigate the Mulelost in
that battle by supplying an equivalent from our own. That is quite generous, that the Mule will be
given an equivalent exchange of her ship loss with a Kushan or Taidan ship.”

"But that will be your last official duties aboard the Mule. The Baal-Hasim is on itsway for you to
takeitsplace on her. Right now, agreat fleet isgathering outside Hiigara, the great might of Hiigara
and her Taidan Republican alies. Thistimewewill win, if not by technological superiority then by
sheer force and numbers. We have installed a second Nomad M oon near the M othership which has
been upgradedinto asatellitefortress. The Kuun-Laanisstill inrepairsbut the Faal-Corum hasbeen
upgradedand fitted with asecond siege cannon. The Taidani have sent an Empressclasscarrierwith
several Qwaar-jet heavy cruisers and smaller carriers. We got the largest assembly of Archangel

dreadnaughts and Avatar heavy crui<ers since the Beast war."

"The Kadeshi havewon their battles, but they will losethewar. Our analysts have projected that the
Kadeshi has themsdvessuffered severe |osses amongtheir ships and personnel. Their lucky streak
will not go on forever. Our projections have indicated they now have a clear path to Hiigaraitself,
and we think thiswill be their next stop and final battle. Thistime, they will not have the element
of surprise. Thistime they will lose for good.”

Zha could not see the physical presence of the Forbidden and neither can G'yela.
"Thisisamazing," Zhasaid.

"The Starfarer canleave their physical bodies and move in space with only their corporeal form,"
G'yelasaid. "Thisis one of the beauties of our kind"

"Our kind?' Zhaasked. "Am | not one of Turan and you of Kadesh?"'

"Y es, Zha, but we are more than one of Kadesh and of Turan,” G'yelasaid. "The Farers of the Stars
have placed their seed among many races. In time, the seeds do manifest in few singleindividuals.
During our battle, | have sensed you, and gave the order that you must be captured. | apologize for
that inconvenience. It issowrong in our destiniesthat we mug fight each other. You must see who
you truly areto see what your manifest destiny will be. That iswhy | brought you here."

Thenavoiceinthe darkness. "It isour great pleasure that we meet you once again, the Siren Gyela.
We all seethat you brought a companion along. The one we have awaited, the Siren Zha."

Another voicelighted up. "This Zha seemed so young. Sheisgrowing, learning her powers, but she
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is not there yet."
Then another voice said from the light, " She has not learned the truth yet."
"What truth?' Zha asked. 'Please speak to me. Who are you? What is the Forbidden?”'

A voice from the darkness said, "We are members of the Council. We arethe Tiamat. We are the
Whesdl of Fate."

"Who are the Farers? Why, they are our children.”

"Eons ago, all the members of the Council were once a single great gar faring race. We were all
Unbound. Our powerswere so great that we span acrossgalaxies. To al inferior races, wewerelike
gods. We dominated this galaxy, and the next and the next."

"But we have our differences, what you may conveniently call an"opinion”. In time, our divison
was our failing. We split into different groups based on our beliefs, and each group became a race
toitself. We, thegreat Tiamat, they the cowardly and hypocritical Bentusi, and there are others. The
Council isthe only thing that holds us together, the onerelic that ties our past as a single people.”

"But before we divided, there are among us who saw a new sentient and intelligent speciesthat had
arosein abeautiful blue world that no onein all the races have remembered, the forgotten and first
homeworld of al theraces. They were much like us. Their women were beautiful, like the both of
you. Those among us were attracted to them. They committed the first sn above all, and to be in
love with the Bound. They were rejected by our people, but they voluntarily accepted their exile.
That power of love mustbe so great that they werewilling tosacrificeal, includingtheimmortality
of being one of the Unbound. And so they died as mortals, they died as the Bound."

"But their powers—-the powersof the Unbound--your powers—-still lay with their offspring, like
a gene. Their offgring became heroes and legends among the Bound. All of the Unbound have
sworn that we will never interfere with the destiny and evolution of the Bound races. But the
intermingling of the Bound and the Unbound have broken that directive, and hasinterfered with the
evolution and destiny of al sentient racesin the Galaxy."

"So when the Bound people left the first ever Homeworld, they had an unfair advantage. Despite
their primi tive instruments, there were those among themwho were able to sense and sing with the
stars and the spaces. They were the first Starfarers. For generations and generations, the Bound
people spread quickly throughout the gal axy. Their strength gathered, their technology improved,
faster and more powerful than any other sentient species.”

"There was greatness among the Bound, but there was great evil among themtoo. Their trek to the
stars were often accompanied with blood, the killing and extinction of other sentient goecies that
denied them of their own destinies. The Bound has become a plague.”

"We, the Unbound, saw this as our great mistake. We, the Tiamat, saw an obligation to correct
things, to interfere and alter thefate of the Bound. Others like the Bentusi wanted no interference,
but they have often gone back of their word, to interfere in behalf of the Bound, sometimesto even
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trade with them."

"In time, the Bound too have divided into many races, and with their mortdity, they would forget
their long past. They would become the Kushan, the Taidan, the Turan, the Kadeshi, and so many
races. Even among the Kushan, Turan and Taidan, there are divisions, so you have your Kiithid,
your factions, your Houses."

"But the seed of the Starfarerswould remain. A seed would blossom and risein occasion to alter the
destiniesof arace. We, the Unbound, still loveand carefor our children, eventhe Farersof thestars.
When the Bentusi detected the thoughts of Karan Sjet in the Kushan mothership, they saw one of
their own. She had part of that power, which hel ped gaveher the ability to guide the Mothership and
the Kushan fleet back toHiigara. But you G'yela, and you Zha Khor, you have powersin excess of
Karan's. That iswhy Gyela, you arethe Chosento lead your people, liketheway Karan Sjet did for
the Kushans."

"What about me?' Zha asked.

A different voice replied. "The power of Turan was on the rise, opening the regions of the Outer
Rims and on its way to form an empire on its own if left unchecked. But the Beast was the one
external factor even we did nat foresee. It altered the manifest destinies in ways we did not
anticipate."

"Y ou have adestiny of your own, the Siren Zha. It isnot in our place to tell you of thisyet. It will
come to you. Unlike that of the Siren Gyela, it is not yet time for you. It will unfold to you like a
flower, petal by petal. You are discovering this one at a time. This journey you see now, is but
another step. It has been fated. Y our coming hereis part of your destiny."

"For you, G'yela. A darkening, coming storm awaits you. Behold..."
A globe appeared asa hologram. A planet. There were many hundreds of tiny lights around it.

"Hiigara," the voice said. "Look around it. The Kushans and their Taidani allies are building the
largest fleets since the first Kushan-Taidan war three millennia ago. We have wanted to warn you.
This may beyond the capabilities of your fleet. This may be your greatest challenge.”

"...and | may not livethrough this..." G'yelasensed and said. "Why now? After all you haveled me,
and after | haveled my own people. All thisonly toacertain death? We have spilled so much blood,
that of our own, and that of our enemy. For what reason? For a planet that hasless riches than our
Gardensand for onewe cannot protect aseas ly? Wasto fulfill this prophecy worth so many lives?
Why isthis? Thisthingisall out of control. The Crusade hastaken alife of itsown. We have so far
crushed the enemiesin our path but it cannot stay forever like this. Neither will this bloodshed end
even with the taking of the Homeworld, as the Taidan will once again wage a continuous war
against us."

"We are the Wheel of Fate, the Siren G'yela," a different voice replied. "Y our final fate isdecided
by your own hands. This is not the time for you to falter in your faith. Before you are a cowardly
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race hiding in the clouds, pouncing on the innocent and unsuspecting. Like a pack of bandits or
thieves. Now, you arethe most feared race in the Galaxy. They fear the name of Kadesh. What, you
have no pride, Child? Y our stagnation is your undoing, a living death. Now your people can truly
live in dl their rightful glory. Do not forget the spirit and passions of the people you lead, Child.
Face your fear and face your death, if it comesto that, great Siren.”

G'yela bowed down. Zha could sense her trembl g, her fear and sadness even in Gyda's corporeal
body. G'yela said, "Once again, | heed your word and | put my trust in the Wheel of Fate. Forgive
mefor questioning my faith. | know thisiswhat the Great M other wanted. | will not disappoint her."

"Yessss.... Your Great Mother..." said the voice. "Now begone. Y ou do not have much time. Since
you are warned, you can prepare. Go now. Consider thisan immense favor from the Tiamat. Such
blessings do not come easy from the Tiamat."

G'yelaheld Zhashand. "Just followmeagain,” Gyelasaid. They lifted like feathers, and Zhaagain
could sense the music of thecosmos, asthey ride its mel odies once again, away from the immense
spider ship, past the starry orbs and riversof nebula, back totheir own bodiesin the Pool of Dreams.

* % %

Seejuk met his own officers aboard the Mule as he checked routine repairs in that ship.
"Are we ready now? Segjuk whispered.

"The Kushans have been patrolling heavily. They would expect alarge ship like this to leave. But
they would not expect this," the officer said.

"Good," Segjuk said, as he entered the docked Multibeam Frigate, one of those they captured from
the Kadeshi.

"We had modified the controls so you could fly it. We installed the mimic holographic generators
from the Demon interceptors. Y our forces will never detect this, or suspect it,” said the officer.

"Very good. Asyou know, | will takethistask alone. Please take care of the Muleand al her crew.
| trust inyou. | will bring back your Princess. | promise,” Segjuk said.

The officer closed the Multibeamer's hatch. Indde Seejuk tested the controls. The frigate was
designed to be piloted by afew people, but they have modified the computer system to accomplish
much of these tasks automatically, allowing a single pilot to fly the ship.

The Multibeamer slipped out of the Mule's dodking bay. Seejuk coud detect Kushan and Taidan
patrols from the screens. He turned on the mimic generators, and the Multibeamer turned into an
asteroid. Once he wasin safe distance from the patrols, he turned on the hyperspace generators, and
the Multibeamer disappeared into the hyperspace jump gate.
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Chapter 16: The Four Warriors

Zha and G'yelawoke upin the Pool of Dreams, the Handmai dens supporting their bodies so they
will not sink or drown. They were given robes, and Zha was led to a special room. She was not
allowed to leave it, but it wasn't adirty prisoner'scell either.

"Please leave us," Gyela ordered the Handmaidens, who seem to have objected in their facial
expressions but gave into the orders anyway. "I will be safe. The prisoner will do noharm,” Gyela
said.

"What are you goingto do with me now?" Zha asked.

"It isin the desire of the great Angels, the Tiamat and the Council, that | must keep you alive. To
execute a Farer would bring great disfavor from all the Angels,” Gyela said. "Besides| need you.
For thefirst time felt akindred spirit. | hide this great secret from my own people, that | bear the
power of a Farer. Itisagreat burden only another Farer can share.”

"I had my father to share this before," Zha said. "I felt he was a Farer too, but not in the way and
power like you have. | think he was just starting to realize this power and destiny before the Beast
came and took hislife. | hoped he died quickly and painlessly, not to be assimilated helplesdy into
the flesh of the Beast."

"I never knew my father,” Gyela said. "He died along time ago, before | was born. He piloted a
Swarmer and died when he fought againg afleet of the Unclean that entered the Gardens. But |
harbor no hate against the Unclean for hisdeath. The Unclean issimplythe Unclean. They deserved
to be vanquished to make way for the Righteous."

"Who told you that?' Zha said. "Was it because your Gods told you this? Fease forgve me. | am
not the one who should quegion yaur beliefs. But who isto say who isright or wrong. There are
many races in the galaxy that believe in their own gods, but they do not wipe out other people
because of their beliefs. | heard you Kadeshi have stayed in the Nebul a--the place you call the
Gardens---for avery long time."

"We are the Raiders. We never had ahome, a Homeworld or Gardens. We never even had a name
to ourselves, urtil the Taiidani gave us our name after aregon in spacethey encountered at us for
thefirst time. We adopted the name they gave us, Turan, and that place became sort of our dfficial
homeland. Wewereall namelesswanderers, living destitutely, movingfrom one placein the galaxy
to another. We battl ed every race we met, pirated every ship we can find. We started to become who
we are, when as mercenaries for the Taiidan, they had given us the money, the resources and the
technology. With that, we built bases, we built ships, and we built asociety. It can be said that the
first time our people met the Taiidani, was truly the birth of the people feared as the Turanic
Raders. We become proud of that name, and Turan has become our ceremonia home."

"As because we live amongthe stars we see other people. In away, we are alike, because we raid
on other peoples, races that were bigger and richer. But we are also different. Y ou confined
yourslvesin a small space, the place you call the Gardens. For us, we were spread homelessly
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across the Galaxy. We know more of the different racesthan you do, perhaps more than anyone.
Everyone has their legends and myths to tell. One cannot say their faith is wrong from another
viewpoint. Our people learned that early. We never believed that we should kill just because we do
not like another. We fight for a purpose, and often we fight just to survive. So we become
mercenaries. We only kill what is required of us and for adue fee."

G'yelasmiled. "It is nice that we talk. | am very curious about all these other worlds. Had | been
born differently | would like to wander the universe. Maybe in a small ship. Y our Raidersbelittle
death by making it a business. When we fight and when we kill, it is all an offering to our Great
Mother. Every battle is atestament to our faith. Every battle is a sacred act.”

"Butyou arefighting afellow Hiigaran," Zhasaid. "Isthat what your Great Mother told you? I only
know that somewhere, somehow, you Kadeshi are tied in fate with the Kushans. You are al
descendantsof Hiigara, and | think your people also deserve apart of it . | am not aKushan Kiith'sa
to decide policy, but you should try towork it out before settlingthisin away that will only lead to
the destruction of both races. "

"Evenif that isso,” Gyelasaid. "l think it istoo late for that. We have spilled their blood, and they
have spilled ours. Brothers will fight brothers and sister against sister, for the sake of power and
control. Doean't the Kithid fight among themselves? Doesn't the Taiidani fight among themselves?
Doesn't even your people fight among yourselves? We fight for an honorabl e cause. We fight to
make the destiny of our race come true. The Gardenswas our home that tended us, and protected
us. But it is not our future. Like the child that has grown up, we have to leave the nest.”

"Princess Zhaof Turan, you have been amost noblewarrior and enemy. We are enemiesby fate not
by choice, but we are kindred by the blood of theFarers that runin our veins. We are born from the
Angels, the ones who call themsd vesthe Unbound, the Council, the Forbidden, in al their various
forms. | can feel you what isin your heart and mind, andyou can feel me. | senseyou have afear.”

Zhareplied. "l fear you. | fear what you are doing to your people. Y ou cannot fight the entire galaxy
forever. Oneday, you will lose, and you and your people may diefromit.| am still aprisoner of this
ship, and unlessamiracle happens, | will diewith it and with you. | sense something from you too.
A great emptiness that breeds hate. That will destroy you. That will destroy all of us."

"Believe mewhen | say | do not want youto di g, after | discoveredyou,” Zha said. "If circumstances
were different, we can scar the starstogether, do what our true destinies as Starfarers should do. |
do not agree with the Tiamat, that we are destined to lead one peopleto ruin. | think we are here to
open eyes and earsto the unknown, to go beyond and discover. | think we can change destiny so we
can live like the way we want to."

"It all soundstoo attractive," G'yelasaid. "But thisis all adream. The events | have set in motion
islike an unstoppablewheel. | may diefromwhat | have sown, but | wil | accept that asthe Mother's
will. I admireyour spirit, Princess Zha, | can feel the desire and the will of freedom inside you. Y ou
soar the stars, doing what you wish, master of the skies and of your own fate. | am the Highest of
all, Priestess Mother Superior of Kadesh, and yet | am chained because of what | have wrought.
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There is so much blood in my hands now, and more will be spilled later. When | was a child |
dreamt | wanted to be free and travel beyond to the stars whereever | choose. All this now, the
Crusade, thisisal my destiny, but thisis not my dream. | envy you, Zha, for being free, when | am
bound by my own actions."

G'yelasaid, "Sometimes when| am alone, | travel through the garsin my spirit. It isonly thetime
| am truly free. Maybe one day | will teach of this ability. You deserve to know this. | ask you to
come with me right now." G'yela stood up and Zha followed her. G'yela led Zha for a tour of the
ship.

"Thisshipistheflag ship," Gyelasaid. "The entire Needleship is build aound an andent ship that
first came to the Gardens long ago with another ship. The large ship is nearly of mothership class
and is the source of all Kadeshi. We call thisthe First Ark, and it's sacred name is Khar'nak. The
second ship which remains an ancient derelic in the Gardens is a smaller ship, a warship. It
protected the First Ark, and because of it, we call it the First Protector. The Protector is the model
for all Kadeshi Assault Carrier class. We first encountered the so called Kushan Imperator class
carrier, we were struck by the similarity of the Imperatorsto our Protector class The second ship
was named K har'desh, and from which our race is named.”

"I believe the Kushans were equally struck by the amilarities, as well as the similarity of your
Khar'nak to their Khar-toba," Zha said, impressed with the knowledge.

"For generations, many ships cameto betrapped in the Gardens. Many of these shipswerefrom the
Unclean races we know about, whose type we can capture consistently, such asthat of the Taiidan
oppressor. It is from these ships we acquire not only technology, but a0 a knowledge of the
Outside. These ships are a window beyond our isolation.”

"But there are ships that we captured of races weknow very little about. Their technology, their
relics, their text. We thought that someday the knowledge they have in them may be important, so
we kept them in the bowels of the Hrst Ark, hoping that one day, someone could unlock their
secrets. We call them the Forgotten Dogma. The Orders preserved them for fear they had messages
from the Gods and kept them hidden away from the people.”

Their tour led them to the ancient ship structure. While the new Needleship component was clean
and ornate, the ancient ship structure was stark and ruged. The air amelled of oldincense.

"We are now in the First Ark," G'yela said. A massive icon stood before them, imposing in its
presence. The features of the woman casted in the icon seemed alive, with an expression both
merciful and al-knowing. "Thisisthe Great Mother, N'ua, the First M other of the Gardens. Sheled
Kharnak and the Khar'desh to the Gardens and defeated the Taiidan Oppressors who sought to
destroy thefirst ancestorsof our race. Her mortal body is kept under thealtar next toher image. Her
guiding soul however remains with the Kadeshi forever."

Zha could feel the power and presence of the image. There was always something about religious
icons that gave her the creeps.
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"Sheis beautiful, isn't it?' G'yela said, noting Zha's distraction.
"Yessheis," Zhareplied.
"Follow me to these chambers,” Gyela said.

G'yelaled Zhato asmall corrigdor. The air was thick and putrid. Zha wondered if it was because
of the incense, lack of circulation, or was simply the smell of the dead.

G'yela opened a room, dimly lighted. Zha could see various artifacts, mostly ancient. Some relics
Zhathought she may be able to identify by race, others eluded her.

G'yela began to explain. "When | was first a novice priestess, | love to come here on my own. |
started studying these artifacts. In them, | discovered more about the worlds outside the Gardens.
The Orders had painted the Gardens as the only worthy home of the Kadeshi. The Outside was a
terrible place, they said. Full of the Oppressors, the Defil ers and the Unclean. Wars were d ways
fought, and bloodshed wascontinous. We were safe by the blessings and protection of the Gardens.
The Kadeshi was at peace.”

"But in these relics | began to see an Qutside tha were different from what the Orders had
portrayed. One of so many colorful races, each with gods and relics of their own. Everythingin the
Outsidewas continuall y changi ng, a waysin a voyage of discovery. Because of these | longed to see
the Outs de. It isbecause of this, | discovered the true beginnings and destiny of the Kadeshi. These
beginnings and destiny had been so corrupted by the Elders of the Orders. It was my awakening. It
was the awakening of the Kadeshi."

"l am now living a course that was set by these relics. When wefirst set course we were confident.
We won many great victories but | see now the combined overwhelming resources of both our
Taiidan and Kushan enemies We may win our battles but it will only take one major defeat to
destroy us. | fear that thisjournely will end in my death, and that of my people. | continually ask the
Great Mother for guidance. In occasion, | ask the Angels of the Wheel of Fate aswell. If that will
be our ultimate sacrifice so beit. But| fear al these relicsyou see now may be destroyed with this
holy war."

"Therewasatimethat | could gill find the solace and opportunity to keep studying theserelics. But
asour Holy War progesses, | find less and lesstime..."

Zha could sense Gyda'sintentions. "So you want me to hel p you study these relics? Y ou sure you
want that? | am one of those Unclean things."

"That was precisely what | need,” G'yela said. "l want someone with a clear mind, not someone
whose thoughts were already colared by aur faith. | needed someone from the Outsde who had
much experience from traveling all over the Outside. | needed someone who also was a Starfarer,
for aFarer could not only sense the stars, but also the spirit that lay in a ship, and the ghods that
haunt their relics | had used my abilitiesasa Starfarer to learn theserelics. When | hold them, | can
somehow feel where they came from, where the great journeys they have traveled. | could not
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interpretall the words, but somehow I knew of their meanings, their intentions and their ideas. Y ou
could do the same. | will order my Handmaidens and my personal Guards to care and protect you
asone of my own."

"l amyour prisoner and | have no choice," Zha said. "But a the same time, you honor me with this
privelege, and even if | had no option, thiswould be awonderful pleasure and opportunity. In the
back of her mind, Zhathought, this beats waiting to die in adirty cell.

Zhasaid. "But | am not an archeol ogist. | have a partner who isvery good in that, and | learn bits
and pieces from him. If only | have his knowhow."

A jewel like orb sittingin a bracelet around Gyelas wrist pulsated with a glow and a soft sound.
G'yelaheld it in front of her eyes, and Zha suspected it was really a communicator of some kind.

"l am being regquested to go the bridge. We arein the midg of evengreater discoveries. | want you
to come with me. | want you to see them too," Gyela said.

"I am with you all theway," Zha said.

The presence of an Outsider in the bridge of a Kadeshi Needleship would have attracted urnwanted
attention. But Gyela made Zha wear the robes of an acolyte asgstant to a priestess, and no one
questioned or knew what she was. For the Kadeshi in the bridge, Zha was just another of their
Mother Superior's many acolytes.

G'yela began to tell astory.

"Our legendstell us of the White Emperor whomour Great Mother once served. Thiswas at atime
when the Outside was a paradise. The White Emperor ruled the Outside with great compassion and
wisdom. There was peace, beauty and happiness everywhere. But not al who lived were happy in
the Outside. They became the Oppressors the Defilers, the Destroyers, and the Unclean. They
challenged the peace and prosperity of the Celestial Empire. The Unclean defiled themselves and
raised monsters to destroy the White Emperor and the Celestial Empire."

"Great battles were fought. There was much deathand bloodshed throughout the Celestial Empire.
Our Fird Mother of Kadesh was a great warrior goddessin the service of the White Emperor. But
the great monstersand demonsthat were raised by the Unclean took itstoll among the celestial gods
and goddesses. "

"So the White Emperor create four great Warriors of immense power and indestructable armor to
defeat the monsters and hordes of the Unclean. The Four Warriors held back the forces of the
Unclean, and won many battles. But ultimately the sheer numbers of the Unclean prevailed.”

"In a great battle, the forces of the White Emperor was destroyed along with many gods and
goddesses. Despite their valiant efforts, the Four Warriors sacrified themselves with the White
Emperor The Celestial Empire fell. There was blood and death as the Unclean defiled the Outside.
The peaceful people of the First Gardens, the one we all call as Hiigara, were massacred. The
Angels that made the Council requested mercy but it fell to deaf ears.”
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"Thiswas then our Great Mother who survived the Final Battle, led the survivors of the Celestial
Empireto journeythat found safety in the Gardens. Thiswasthe beginningof Kadesh, and our role
as Protectors of the Garden."

"Our First Mother made prophecies that one day, the people of Kadesh will return to the First
Gardens. They will resurrect the Celestial Empire once again, and the Defilers, the Oppressors and
the Unclean will be brought to justice by the Sword of Righteousness. She prophesied that the Four
Warriors will return to help the Protectors of Kadesh in their mighty Crusade.”

"We have found the bodies of the Four Warriors," Gyela said. She pointed to the screen.

Zha watched. What she was was something familiar, a place she had visited before. It was the
Graveyards of Karos.

An officer in the bridge said. "The Guardian Dogs of the grave have been immobilized."

"Good," G'yelasaid. Zhasaw in the screens that amassive gravwell generator hasimmobilized the
Junkyard Salvagers and their autoguns, posdbly using anextension field similar to those used with
hyperspace inhibitors.

The screens showed four derelict ships, possibly dreadnaughts, Zha guessed from their size.
Scaffolding covered the dreadnaughts. Therewere sparksand lightsall around. Zhacould easily see
that there was alot of repair activity.

"The Four Warriors are being resurrected, then restored to their full might. They will help usin the
battle for Hiigara," Gyelasaid.

"Behold, the mighty battleships, Khar'kusha, flagship of the White Emperor, and her three sister
ships, the Khar'osis, the Kharramsis, and the Khar'seth," Gyela said. "We finally have raised the
Four Warriors from the dead. We have completed the Sword of Righteousness with which we will
retake Hiigara."
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Chapter 17: The Purification

The Multibeam Frigate materialized from hyperspace. The Bentusi had told him earlier to go to the
Karos Graveyards. It made sense for Seegjuk. Connect the points of Kadeshi encounterin astarmap
and it seems headed for the Graveyards But what would they be doingin the graveyards? Boththe
Taiidani and his own people refuse to send a fleet to engage the Kadeshi in the Graveyards. They
fear the Junkyard salvagers. They fear the superstition and myths in the Graveyard. They fear its
another its another trap.

TheKiith'sahad met and discussed that the best strategy now would be the onethey have not played.
Instead of being lured by the Kadeshi into atrap, it'stimeto lurethe Kadeshi into their trap. Thebait
Is Hiigara itself. There is no way the Kadeshi could spring a trap in the very space around the
Homeworld. The great Mothership liesin orbit. The Kuun-Laan is undergoing repairs and would
be fully operationa but minusits siege cannon. The only other sege cannon would be inthe Faal -
Corum, which had been recently installed. A combined Allied armada was amassing, ready for the
final battle.

There were none of the feared Junkyard Salvagers. His scans show anextended gravwell field with
anew signature that Seejuk could only guess was another heavily improvised gravwell generator.
The field caught the Junkyard Salvagers and the Salvagers themselves were being salvaged by
Kadeshi Grapplers. The Grapplers, based on the Pod capital ship chassis, were immune to the
gravwel'sfield. It was clever for the Kadeshi to do that, to ingenioudy apply exiging technologies
into new creati ve ways.

The Beamer cruised right into the armada. Seejuk wondered. In every recorded encounter with the
Kadeshi fleet, they had not detected the massive Arkshipsthe Mule detected in the first encounter
outside the Great Nebula. The Arkships were not here either. Was the Arkships just a momentary
figment of their imagination? Impossible, they had recorded those ships with their instruments.
Whateve the Kadeshi was going, the Arkshipsthemselves were taki ng a separate route from their
mainmilitary fleet. They deliberatel y avoided al military encounters, andwere probably harvesting.

His scans have identified the flagship. Detecting it was easy. It's sheer size separated it from the
standard Needleship, and there wasthis odd structurein the stalk that used to be aHiigaran transport
ship. That transport ship itself wasimmense, asbig as the largest carriers or dreadnaughts, that
would suggest the sheer scale of the Kadeshi flagship itself.

What is this? Segjuk studied the scanners. There were four massive structures that appeared like
derelicts. They mud have beentowed by the Grapplers, and aweb of scaffolds surround them. The
scans showed these derelicts must have been battleships, and the designs may have been early
Hiigaran. Segjuk smiled. These shipswould have been archeological treasures. The shipswerebeing
restored, right down to their weapons.

The Kadeshi must be insane. They were willing to send derelicts against the most modern capital
ships of the combined Kushan-Taiidan might. They had brought to the war assault carriers,
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destroyers and heavy cruisersthat al resembled ancient Hiigaran derelict design, al of themwith
mixed results. But what amazed him was that these were all signs that the Kadeshi had preserved
considerableamount of ancient Hiigaran technology, all probablyin the derelict Hiigaran transport
ship, and the derelict Hiigaran carrier inthe Gardens. T hey had preserved more of that technology
than the Kushansever did. Segjuk wondered if all this meant that the Kadeshi had a greater claim
to the soul of the ancient Hiigarans than the Kushans. Segjuk concluded even if they did, it would
all be moot now, as they had turned into arace of psychotics, more deluded and bloodthirsty than
the last Taiidani Emperor.

The Bentusi wanted him to come here, and he wanted to save his protege Zha dearly. But inside he
had his own selfish reason to come here. Before him, in the midst of the Kadeshi fleet, lie the
greatest archeological treasures of Hiigaran history. If he could stop the war, and save the Kadeshi
from themselves, he could save these treasures.

The key isin the past, said the Bentusi.

Maybethe key to stopping thiswar liesin the past that needed to be revealed, thought Seegjuk. This
isthe key to unifying the Kadeshi and the Kushan into a new Hiigaran state.

He had only one life to live. There was only one opportunity left. If the Kadeshi flagship was
destroyed, the greatest archeol og cal secretsof ancient Hiigarawould belog withit. Inthelong run,
even the Kushans would suffer from that loss from all that knowledge contained in it. It may even
contain the knowledge that |eads to the very origns of the Hiigaran race. Knowing the past is the
key to the future. The future of the Kushansmay liein the greatest irony of all, inthe very ship that
came to destroy them.

There was a fear in his heart. There was no turning back ever since he departed on this daring
journey alone. He disobeyed orders. Not onlywas his career over his own peoplewould brand him
atraitor now. Small sacrificeto pay to find and save Zha, to stop the genocide between twoHiigaran
brothers, to coming aboard the ancient Hiigaran transport that gave birth to the Kadeshi of the
Gardens, the sister ship that gave birth to the Kushans of Kharak, and hopeto see and discover the
greatest secrets of Hiigaran history.

Small sacrifice indeed for the greatest opportunity. History will either revile him as the greatest
traitor, or the greatest archeologist.

He turned on the comlink switch and began his broadcast.

* % %

Zha never felt so powerless in her life. She could only stare from the bridge of Khar'nak, as the
Kadeshi restored four ancient Hiigaran dreadnaughts. She had no power to affect any outcome in
future battles. Worst, she is inside the Kadeshi flagship itself, the Khar'nak, in the wrong side of
things.

G'yelastood by her. "We ook to recover more atifacts and derelict that we canuseto boost our ship
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numbers and technol ogy. But the four warrior dreadnaughts are our main prize. In the course of our
restoration, we are sending back the relicsfrom those shipsto the bowels of thiship. Y ouwill help
me take alook at them and analyze them."

"Will thefour battleships be enough to take on the full pride of the Republican and Kushan fleets?
Zha asked arhetorical question. G'yelalooked down and did not answer.

There was interruption from an officer in the bridge. "We arereceivingasignal from aMultibeam
Frigate that j ust hyperspaced. It isone of our ships but thereis only one person on board. He claims
he is a Kushan envoy and requests a private audience with the leader of the fleet."

"Scan the surrounding area," Gyela ordered. "This can be atrick from the Unclean.”
"There is no other shipsin the area. The Kushan isaone,”" said the officer.

"ThisUnclean has much audacity and courage to venture into our fleet alone. What does he hope
to accomplish?' Gyelasaid. "Order him to stand down. Send Swarmersto intercept and escort him
to the flagship. Shoot to destroy if hetriesto escape or demonstrate any hostil e action.”

Zhawondered as to who the person would be. It's about time, she thought, that the Kushans should
come to their sense and attempt to settle with the Kadeshi. "Follow me to the dock,” G'yela said.
"We will face this envoy from the Unclean and examine what deceit the Unclean plans for our
demise."

The Mule was ahuge carrier by Kushan standards, but thewalk fromthe bri dge to thedocking bays
were much shorter than in this Kharnak. Zha had seen this ship outside in previous battles and it
was huge. But inside it seemed even bigger, grander.

On Gyda's side, Zhawatched the Multi Beamer docked. Armed guards surround it, andthe hatch
was opened. Suddenly her heart jumped with joy.

"It'syou! You old lizard, it'syou!" Zhajumpedin joy and ran to Segjuk. There was awide smilein
Seejuk'smouth and tearsfrom his eyes as he hugged Zha "Atfird | thought you were dead,” hesaid
to Zha. " thought you were dead. The Bentus said you were alive, and wanted me to come here to
save you, to save the Kadeshi from themselves. Sounds crazy huh, but thereisno choiceleft. | need
to talk to the top leader or the council of the Kadeshi themselves to stop this madness.”

"Sheisright here. She saved me from execution," Zha said.
"She?" Segjuk asked.

"I would like you to meet the Highest Priestess of Kadesh, the Mother Superior Gyela," Zha said.
She pointed to a young woman wearing glittering robes Seejuk wasstruck with her appearance.
ThisGyd a, this Priestess was only ayounggirl, gill in her late teens and not much ol der than Zha
herself. He had never seen Kadeshi alive before, only visualized that Kadeshi women would belike
Kushanwomen. But this Gyela was strikingly beautiful by any standard. Longsilvery hair framed
a pale handsome graceful face that seemed srene, and she had atall lithe figure with an equally
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graceful stance. She had aradance around her, an auraor charismawhateverisit called. Men can
be drawn to her, but it was not a sexual attraction, rather the way a cult leader draws people.

Seejuk found it hard to believe that this beautiful girl had becomethe greatest terror of the Galaxy.
She was nat the wrinkled, corrupt Taidaii tyrant of an Emperor; she was not the monster that was
the Beast. But this fatal beauty had a power over people that was more dangerous than the last
Emperor or the Beast.

The guards rushed to him, knocking Zha down, and forced Seejuk to kneel. "Y ou Unclean Filth,"
the leader of the Guards said. "Y ou are not worthy to cast your eyes on our Holiness! How dare you
that you come onboard the most sacred of ships! You will be sacrificed inthe altar of the Great
Mother, before your flesh and bones wil | be fed to the Recycler!"

Zha ran, then kneeled and kowtowed in front of G'yela, pleading for Segjuk’s life. "Please your
Holiness, sparethis Kushan. Heis my closest friend, the second in command of my ship. Do not
punish him for hisloyalties...." For Segjuk the sight was sad for a princess with the stature of Zha
to plead and beg for hisvery life.

"He has come for an audience with you. The Bentusi, the Unbound, sent him with a message for
you. They too are members of the Council, Angds asyou speak of, " Zha said. "Besides, heisthe
shipmate | told you about. He is trained to study the ancient tongues and relics. His coming hereis
not by coincidence. | think his coming hereis by fate. That cannot be ignored. His cominghereis
to helpus.”

G'yelas eyes perked. She was uninterested at first, but Zha had a point.

"There will be no execution,” G'yela ordered the guards. "Release him, but make sure he had no
weapons." The guards let Seegjuk stood up, and checked hisuniform for any deadly implements.
There was none.

"Come here, disciple of the Unclean,” G'yela ordered. Segjuk brushed aside his uniform, then
walked with dignity to Gyela and bowed before her.

"I am Commander Segjuk Liirhraof Hiigaran Fleet Command, and yeswhat she said istrue. | work
assecond in command and adviser to the PrincessZhaand her ship, thecarrier Arak-Na, a so known
astheMule. | am & soamember of Hiigaran Fleet Intelligence, and my specidity isin engineering,
archeology and ancient technologies. Me and Zha here were in the business of salvaging ships,
including ancient artifacts. We have traveled to many areas of the Galaxy and discovered much.”

G'yelanodded. She seemed impressed with theman. "I could sensethetruthin you,” she said. "Y ou
are sincere in what you said. | feel you have grest, great knowl edge within you. The gods have
indeed sent you for a purpose. They have answered my prayersto help mein my work. Only those
who havetraveled much of the Outside can understand the secrets of the sacred relics of Kadesh,
secretsthat have eluded generations of the Orders. Comeall, and you too, Kushan, follow meto the
hull of the Sacred Ark. Please call my Handmaidens to prepare the necessary Purification
ceremony."
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"Purification?" Segjuk wondered.

"Y es, Unclean Kushan. We shall prepare you and Zhato be made worthy in the sight and the work
of the Great Mather. Thisisthe find step. For generations, the Protectors of the Gardens captured
the Unclean from the Outside. Many were sacrificed and recycled, but those that were deemed
worthy were made to join as one with the Kadeshi. To make them clean again, you must undergo
therite of Purification. Y our doubts must be cleansed, your faith strengthened.”

"It won't get me killed, won't it?" Seejuk asked.

"No it won't. Those who failed will become the insane,” Gyela answered.
"Now, that's quite arelief,” Segjuk laughed.

"Those who come out of it will be stronger in spirit and heart,” Gyela said.

Segjuk took a moment to absorb where he was The excitement in the meeting had momentarily
eclipsed the significance of the place he was now. He, Segjuk Liirhra, was now in the bowels of the
biggest, baddest Kadeshi Needl eship. He looked around him trying to absorb al the impressve
engineering details. The construction of the Needleship was so elegant and simple initsdesign. It
isbuild around a centrd cylindrical tube that servesas both the housing for the ship's engines and
the generators for the hyperspace inhibitors.

Asthey walked, Segjuk asked. "Your Holiness | have come to you humbly to see what we can do
to stop this war. Regardless of what you think we are, we Kushans are your Hiigaran brothers and
sisters. We share the same past and we can share the same future.”

"Don't you think | know that?' G'yela said. "l already sensed that in you. But our destinies have
already been written. Brother will fight brother, sister againg sister. The wheel hasturned and it
cannot be stopped. But with your help we can save some tings."

Astheywalked, Segjuk could sensethe awewithin himself as herealized he had passed through the
modern section of the Needleship and into the old section that was the ancient Hiigaran transport.
Isthis could it be? Along withthe musty smells of incense, the dry smell of poorly ventilated air,
or rusting metal, and even decayed flesh, ah thisisthe most fragrant odor he ever smelled, the smell
of the ancient history of Hiigara. He took one deep whiff.

"What are you doing," Zha wondered.
"Nothing, nothing," Segjuk uttered.

They entered what seemed to be itsgreat hall. The giant image of the Great Mother, N'ua greeted
him with its soulful penetrating eyes. Segjuk shivered at the stare of it.

The Handmaidens gave them some pale white robes. G'yela showed them the purpose the robes.
"Therobesrepresent the most simplest basic nature of all life. Inthe end, when stripped of our titles
and ranks, the thingsour society has grapped into our beings, we return to the essenceof things. In
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the end, we are al nothi ng. We are not commanders, we are not priestesses, we are not princesses.
We are plain living beings among the billions in the cosmos. In the end, we are only left with our
soul.

Seejuk and Zhawere allowed to change privately to the robes. When they came out, Seejuk uttered,
"Thisismost interesting | am excited to see what's next." His middle aged figuredidn't seem to go
well with the robes, while the robes flowed with Zhas small nubile figure.

"How do | look?' Zha asked.
"I guess much better than me, | suppose,” Segjuk replied.

The Handmaidens it cand es and bumed incense. They presented G'yelawith asharp knife, ashiny
metal cup, and three bottles filled with some liquid.

G'yelatook theknifeand raised it in the air in front of theimage of the Mother, chanting an ancient
hymn. She turned around to face Segjuk and Zha.

"She's not going to stab me with that, | suppose,” Seegjuk whispered.
"Just shut up,” Zhareplied, much more serious and intent on the ceremony.

"Give meyour left hands,"” G'yela proclaimed. Zha and Segjuk raised their left hands. G'yela took
Zhas left hand first, and quickly made a cut acraoss the palm using the knife. "Eeeow!" exclaimed
Zha, before she tried to curb her expression quickly. G'yelathen put Zha's hand over the cup, and
let blood flow into it. After it reached a certain amount, G'yela wrapped Zha's hand to curtail the
bleeding.

"Doean't seem bad," Seejuk whispered. G'yeladid likewise on Segjuk’'shand, mixing both their blood
into the cup. He showed no pain.

G'yelaraised the cup to the giant icon of the Mother. "Witness the blood of those are Und ean who
are about to be purified so they may be worthy of Your Service, Great Mother." She lowered the
cup, and placed someliquid to mix with the blood. With aburningincense stick, shelit the contents
of the cup, and a cool flame rose from it.

G'yelathen took two bottles, and offered it to Zhaand Segjuk. "Y ou must drink this. As your blood
is offered to the Mother, Her Blood is offered to you."

Zhalooked at the contents of the bottle and drank it quickly. It seemed sweet and refreshing. Segjuk
wasmore cautious, smelling theliquid. He noted there wassomething hallucegeni ¢ about the drink,
but---what the heck---bottoms up!

For afew seconds, nothing was happening. Then Zha's eyelids began to quiver. She smiled as she
fell limp into the floor. Segjuk could not seem to get a hold of himself. Seconds later, he became
dizzy, his blood rushed to hisbrain, hisvision bl urred. He tried to say something before he passed
out.
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* k%

Therewasmass ve panic throughout the Outpost. Zharan out to the corridors Shewaswearingonly
her nightgownand clutching tightly her stuffed animal. The red alarms were soundingeverywhere.
Soldiers were running around.

"Daddy, Daddy," she cried. "Where are you?' There was panic in her voice.

A tall and handsome man lifted her up and hugged her. He had a strong frame and body, and the
touch of it gave Zha a sense of warmth and security. "There you are, my daughter," her father said.
"You should not be running away likethat."

He had hisflight suit on. "What's going on?" Zha asked.

"The base is under attack. We need to get you into safety!" Zerun urged. "l am gang to put you in
the Arak-Na, which will put you in asafe place."

"But what about you, Daddy?" Zha asked. "What about you?"

"1 will be alright, I promise. We have to fight this monster that has come to destroy us. | will lead
our forces against the monster in the carrier Horak-Na. | will slay the monster for you, and
everything will be alright. | promise. Be Daddy'sstrong little girl,” Zerun said.

Zerun led Zhato the docking bay of the Outpod. He gave her along kiss in the cheek, and Zha
hugged him back, tearsin her face. "Y ou promise, Daddy, you come back for me."

"I will," he said.

He gave her astrong manly hug as he placed her in the shuttle. Asthe doors closed, he gave her his
thumbs up and shouted, "We Raiders, we always kick ass!"

She gave her thumbs up and waved goodbye. She could hear the soldiers urgng her father, and saw
him for the last time running to the other shuttles, no doubt bringing him to the carrier Horak-Na
to fight the evil monster.

As the shuttle doors opened in the Arak-Na, Zha quickly ran to the nearest window to watch the
battle.

What she saw was the most horrible thing she ever saw in her life.

A huge dark ship, ugly and limbs so menacing with evil, was coming towards them. She heard cries
around her. "The Beast Mothership! It is comingfor us!" There were screams everywhere.

Big black and red ships were opening fire at the Outpog, and she watched fire raged in the place
she called home. The lon array frigates tried to frantically defend the Outpost, beams lancing like
spears against the unstoppable enemy. Brigands launch their thin wispy trails of missiles. Bandit
interceptors tangled with the red fighters.
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The Beast ship loomed over the flaming outpost, plasma cannonsand ion beamslancing a its prey.
Zha watched as her home exploded into a million balls of fire. Not even the explosion of the
Outpost could not stop the massive Beast mothership, which had now turned for the Arak-Na.

The Arak-Na carried all the familiesof the Raide pilots that lived on the Outpost. Now, brother,
son, sister, daughter, mother and father of these families, in the Bandit fighters, the lon Array
frigates, the Thief and Brigand corvetteswill fight desperately to their familiesinthe Arak-Nafrom
the Beast.

The Arak-Na shuddered as plasma bombs and ion beams hit her. Zhajoined the screamsof many
as the Monster ship approaches, firing at their ship. The infection beam smashed at the corner of
the ship, and the captain of the Arak-Na ordered execution of the Naar Directive. Plasma was
quickly vented to the infected areas, even if families were there.

The Raider frigates and fighters destroyed many of the smaller black and red ships. Everytime a
monster ship blew, Zha cheered. Zha saw the other carrier, the Horak-Na, her father's ship. She
waved at it, even though she knew her father would not see her doing that.

But as she watched her father's ship, she knew what it wastrying to do. It was putting itsel f between
the attacking Beast ship. She watched in horror asthe Beast ship fired its evil beam on anion array
frigate, and it turned black and red like the other evil ships.

Beamsfrom the Horak-Na destroyed a Beast frigate, and it hastrained its weapons against the big
monstership itself. But the monstership loomed over her father's ship. Shesaw the smaller Raider
ships deliberately crash against the big evil ship but to no avail. Attacks from the other evil ships
destroyed two lon Array frigatesright in her eyes.

Shetried to cheer for her father to win the battle. Twin beams lanced out from the Horak-Na into
the monster, and the beams were joined by those from other lon Array frigates that have clugered
around Horak-Na.

Then came the most terrible moment of her life. Evil beamsfrom the Monster ship hit her father's
carrier, and the black and red covered it, asthe ship lit like atorch, burningto stop theevil plague.
Duri ng the battl e, she coul d sense her father's presence, like the way she could sense the stars and
the cosmic winds, but now his presence was gone. The carrier disappeared in a blinding flash.

The stuffed animal she had been clutching tightly dropped to the floor. She dropped to her knees,
tears flowing out of her eyes her lips in bewildered silence, the stars cdlapsing around her, her
entire world gone...

She opened her eyes, and G'yela was there. Her body and robes was wet in sveat. The Beast had
gone long ago. Her father was gone long ago. But the pain still remained.

Zhawatched Gyd assedy eyes. Then Zha curled her body up and cried uncontrollably in Gyd as
lap.
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Chapter 18: The Children of the Unbound

Was this but a dream?

The waves licked his toes as the soles of his feet grind the sand. The sea was grey, and Segjuk
Liirhra knew where he was.

Here,longago, Mgjiir PaktuendedtheFirst Migration and changed K harakian history for ever. Here
he stood, in the shores of the great Mgjiirian sea.

On the sky above, like a new moon, orbits the M othership.

He too was about to embark on his own great journey. As achild he saw the Mothership lit the sky
like anew moon, and wonderedwhere it wouldgo and how it would be like. He built hisown model
ships, then lit a propellent under them to see them rush into the sky. He developed an interest in
archeology and planned pilgrimagesto the fall ed Somtaaw templesin the Khontalamountains. He
dreamed to see the legendary Sar Metal Scrolls of the Somtaaw, which he was convincedwas an
alien artifact. He had been one of the most promising studentsin the Academy, specializingin ship
engineering and archeology. One day, he will fly with the Mothership, as one of the precious few
chosen for the journey.

Hisbody was so much lighter now. Hisarmsleaner but seem to have greater strength. Why does he
feel like this? Why does he feel with so much energy now? He wasin the body of young man about
to begin hisjourney in life. The waves sang as they lapped the shores.

He thought he was mucholder, in aplace so muchfarther away. He could not remember where that
place and why. He thought that he had a companion, agirl, but again he could not remember who
she was or what. Why does he think like this? Were these al dreams?

This, he thought, it all seemed real, so beautiful. He didn't want to leave it. He stripped himself
down and dove to the waters. The water was so cool and refreshing, and underneath teemed with
strange and wonderful creatures. His breath ran out and he broke the surface, propelled by his
muscular arms.

"Segjuk!™ A girl's voice shouted. Her voice was like musc.

No, it was not the girl he thought he had vaguely dreamt. It was a girl in his past, one he thought
who died and he would never see again. Why was he thinking like thisagain? She ishere now, she
istrue, sheisflesh and blood.

Hiraa M anaan.

"Hiraal | am over here," Segjuk shouted to her, waving for her to go into the waters with him. Hiraa
wasabeautiful creature. Her skinned wastanned like adesert nomad, but the color of her short hair
was light and so were her eyes. She had afigure that was both lean and strong, and yet curved so
smoothly. She dropped her robes as she ran, and her body sliced into the sea.
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Their nude bodiesmet in an embrace, their lipsagainst each other. Oh how much he missed her. He
carried her with hisarmsand lay her back on the beach, still kissing. Their bodiesrolling in the soft
sand, washed by the waves, they made | ove for hours.

When it was all over, he gared at her face, trying to burn that image in his mind so he will never
forget.

"l have some good news to tell you,” Segjuk said. " | have been put in the Gold list for the
Mother ship!”

"I am so proud of you," Hiraa hesitantly said.
"|s there something wrong?' Segjuk asked.

Hiraa shook her arms exasperated. "Y ou are so thick! What isgoing to become of us?I'm sorry. |
really should be happy for you. Not anyone getsto fly out into the stars. But | don't think I can meet
another one like you, Segjuk."

"Nor will I, Hiraa. | love you very much, Hiraa. Lets do this. Let's get married before | go. We can
have some time together before that."

Hiraashook her head. "If you change your marital status now, they may kick you off thelist. I'm
sorry Segjuk. Save the thought when you come back. How I ong did you say the journey will be?!

"About one to two years, Hiraa. | may be sleeping most of the time in cryogenic status.”
"Oneto two years?' Hiraa asked, one eye lifting its brow. "Are you going to miss mevery much?'
"Oh yes, my dear Hiraa.."

"We can sed our love inmarriage after you come back, Segjuk. By that time, youwill beabig hero.
Y ouwill have discovered thetrue origin of our peoplesand apermanent placein history. I will have
a husband to be proud of."

Hiraa placed her hands behind her neck and removed her necklace. She showed the gemstone on
the end of the necklace to Segjuk. "On the end of it isa black gemstone said to from the mountains
of Khontalawhere the sacred templesof the god Sajuuk, Jaakul, and the goddess Kharak lie. It has
been with our family for generations. | want youto havethistoremember meby. Thiswill seal our
bond as lovers and soulmates forever.”

Hiraa placed the necklace on Segjuk’s neck. Segjuk threw her down on her back again, his hands
sensuously touching the curvesof her body, caressing her amooth skinand soft flesh. The sun was
starting to set; the grey waters lit in red fire. He wanted to make love to her again, and she invited
him with along kiss in his mouth.

Suddenly hewoke up. The white lightswere blinding, and his pale black and bluish body was cold,
cold...cold. The nurses helped him lift his naked body from the cryogenic capsule and placed arobe
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over him. "Welcome to Hiigara, Sleeper."
"Am|? Am | redly here, in the Homeworld?' Segjuk asked.

"Yesyou are," the nurse said. "There are so many thingsthat have happened since you were asleep.
The staff will brief you as soon as you are ready.”

When they deemed he was both physically and mentally ready, he was brought with all the other
waking Sleepersinto aroom. There they were briefed what happened.

It can't be, Segjuk thought. His voice and thoughts were drowned in the mass of anguished voices
faced with the horribl e reality that their loved ones, their families, their homes, everything they
knew, were destroyed in the firestorm over Kharak.

Despitethe objections of the staff, he quickly ran out of theroom asfast ashis till feeblelegscould
carry him. He stumbled, got up and ran, stumbled again but kept going. He didnt know where he
was going and couldn't care. His family, his home...and Hiraa. Oh, not Hiraal His dearest Hiraa...

Hefell for the final time, tears streaming down his eyes. As he clutched the area near his heart, he
felt something. It wasthe necklace, with the black gemstone fromthe Khontalamountains. Feeling
it, he cried even more. The gaff rushed down the corridor to retrieve him.

"Wake up, wake up!"
Segjuk saw agirl's face amidst histeary eyes. "Hinaa? Is that you?"

"No! It's me, Zhal Y ou have been shouting this Hinaa's name for hours! It was getting annoying
frankly. Who isthis Hinaa?'

Segjuk took momentsto regain his senses. "She'snone of your business, Zha Later | may tell you,
but thisisnot thetime. Let usjust say she used to be alady | liked avery much alongtime ago and
got alot more class than you..."

"Ohhh...soundslike | touched something personal here,” Zha said. "How come | never heard of her
for all thistime?'

"Somehow | thought | had forgotten her," Segjuk said. "Plus my life is not an open book for you
teeners to nose around.”

Glyeda's serene face watched over them. "It looks like you passed the rite. So many have become
insane for it. | would have to congratulate you. Y ou have faced your greatest pain and fear once
again, the pain that still residesin your hearts. Thisistherite of Cleansing, to cleanse your hearts."

"That is one way to put it. | wish you could have told usahead. By Sgjuuk's name, thet is one hell
of an experience. Does it mean, when we passed, we're honorable Kadeshi now?' Segjuk said.

"You can put it that way," G'yela said. "It also means you have become worthy to be in the lowest
rank of the Orders, the rank of Acolyte. It isthe rank needed for you tobe able to do the studieson
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therelics | require, to maintain and protect them. One final thing and you are done. Y ou will now
be required to recite the solemn oath as the Protectors of the Mother."

Seejuk and Zha fol lowed G'yelds words as she recited the pledge. They were sworn to protect the
Mother and all her sacred relics, and uphold Her teachings and principles.

"We have prepared special quarters in this sacred Ark for you two to stay and accomplish your
scholarlywork," Gyelasaid. "The Handmaidens shall lead you to your new quarters. The Salvagers
will also bring new relics from the Graveyard ships and the four derelict warrior dreadnaughts for
you to study. | will expect your results from time to time."

"l have not been stoned likethis," Segj uk said. "What do you have in this Mother's Blood?”

" Secretsthat the Kadeshi havekept for generations,” G'yelasaid. " Inthemillennia, someof the ships
that becametrappedin the Gardenswere ather farm ships, or carried agricultural produce. Wehave
learned to harness what we captured, and we developed agricultural facilities in the arkships and
made farm ships of our own. The drug was extracted from a plant whose ultimate origins in the
Outside we do not know."

"By Sgjuuk’'s name, that is one potent drug,” Seejuk said. He noted that the effectswere not fully
over.

"| still feel stoned..." Zhasaid. She seemed tohave problemsmaintaining her balance. Seejuk noted
that she had amuch smaller and frail body massand a younger age with more active hormones. The
drug may have a stronger, more prevailing effect on her.

"l have spent enough time here and other issues await me now." She gracefully left with two of the
Handmaidens.

Asthey walked to the new quarters, Zha broke down, fell to the floor and sob uncontrollady. "This
happens," one of the Handmai dens said. "The effects of the Rite sometimeslinger."

"Well, it'slingering pretty strongnow," Seejuk observed. " She's havingacompleterelapse." Segjuk
tried dlapping Zha's face. "It is better to carry her first to her quarters,” the Handmaiden said.

Seqjuk lifted Zha, her face over his shoulder, and like a primate, Zha wrapped her arms around
Segjuk’s neck in atight squeeze. She was still crying heavily, and her tears were soaking his robe.
In her tight hug, Seejuk felt a sharp metallic pain in his ched as she pressed her chest against him.
He ran his hand to his chest, and felt the necklace he had carried for all this time. His fingers
followed the chain to the orb at its end, and he grasped the black gemstone from Khontala.

* k%

"Areyou aright now? Seegjuk asked.

Zha shaked her head, running her fingersin her hair. "I think so. That was one powerful potion. If
we can get the formulafor that..."
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"And run afoul with the | aw enforcement of thousands of habitable worlds? No thank you," Seejuk
retorted.

"Just athought, okay, forget it,” Zha said.

Segjuk shook hishead and buried it in the tons of work in front of a crude termina. There were
various small relics in his desk which he would occasonally lift in front of the light to better
examine them. " Speakingof thoughts, you should start toget to wark now, Zha. The stuff they have
been keeping here in this ship they call the Khar'nak has to be one of the greates archeologcal
collectionsinthe entiregdaxy. This shipis practi cal ly a museum itslf. It housesnot only alot of
Hiigaran Pre-Exile artifacts, but ancient relics that may be long to the Taiidan and other races as
well. There are things that even defy our known catalog of races. For generations, the Kadeshi
trapped shipsthat may have comefromal over thegalaxy, and then kept what they perceive arethe
valuable and interesting things they would find in those ships."

"GYyelais one smart person. She would have known that these reli cs defy interpretation by the best
scholars of Kadesh. Only one from Outside of their Gardens could be ableto put theserelicsin their
right historicd and racial context. Thereis another thing. The Orders have deliberately hid them
away from any Kadeshi, because many of the things here coud have profound effects on their
religion. Some of the things here could easily lay basisfor heresiesand with it, civil wars. Thus no
scholars or their own scientigs would dare touch them. We are allowed to study them simply
because we are not Kadeshi. We are not expected to go out and spew the things we find and alter
their religion when we discover something. Y et for generati ons, the Orders collected and kept these
relics. Why? It seemsthat they are themselvesfearful of them. They were afraid that these relics
came from the gods themselves and destroying them would incur some wrath. So they kept them,
afraid to incur divine wrath yet unable to understand them."

"Wonderful analysis, Segjuk," Zhasaid. "I didn't say thisbefore but | deeply appreciate you coming
to my rescue here. | hope you have a plan to get us out of here.”

"To confess to you, Zha, | don't,” Segjuk replied. "The Kadeshi and the Kushan races are in a
collision course that may eventually destroy eachother. If | escape | am afrad | wont have ahome
to escape to. We have to see thisto the end. We have to change that collision course.”

"How do you propose to that?' Zha asked.
"Plan B---We will improvise something,” Segjuk replied.

"By your god Sgjuuk's name, | oughta----," Zhashook her fists. A thought cameto her mind. Seegjuk
would never want to leave this"museum". All he ever worked for when he wandered the galaxy in
themule...al heever dreamt...they wereall right here, inasingle collected place. No onewould turn
their back when the treasuresof history were dumped right in front of their laps. Instead of getting
out, he would try to save them anyway he can.

That leaves her, somehow stuck, with no conceivable way of escape. She sighed.
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Segjuk seemed concertrated on hiswork. But he couldn't "feel” therdicslike shecould. T hethings
here, they still echo the cosmic winds they rode on and the ghods of the peoplewho use them. If
she had the time, she would want to feel them. Why does she feel theyre running out of time?
Segjuk was right; the place is a treasurehouse, the sensations and the music of an entire galaxy
collected.

"Our high priestess Gyela seemed fond of collecting and studing items pertaining to a certain
theme," Seguk suddenly intervened. "T hey pertain to an anci ent race of voyagers---"

Zhainterrupted. "—--the Sarfarers, | know. The Tiamat--one of the Unbound---revealed them to
us. BeforethereweretheRaiders, the Hiigaran and the Taiidan, before there wereracesthat travel ed
the stars, there was the Unbound. They soared the cosmic winds and the vast spaces of the stars.
Until they cameto a planet—-the one they say is thereal but forgotten, the First Homeworld, of al
races. They fell in love with the beautiful womenthey saw in that world, and intermingled with
them. They committed the cardinal sin and broke the directive that the Unbound observed for
generations. They were banished and became one with the Bound and mortal."

"But their children would have the abilities to sense and travel the stars. As the race of the First
Homeworldtraveledto the stars, the Children spearheaded the expansion to the stars. They would
become the Starfarers. In time, the primal race would split into different races. The Unbound as
well, would become many---the Bentusi, the Tiamat-—they are just two of the many races of the
Unbound. The Unbound has continued to watch over the children.”

"Tiamat?"' Segjuk asked.
"That iswhat the name they revealed to me and G'yela," Zhareplied.

Segjuk explained. "The Bentusi hasbeen the mog encountered of al the Unbound you speak of. In
fact, we had believed the Bentusi is the Unbound, with no idea that there are other races of the
Unbound as well. After the Homeworld wars, we had access to records and histories from Taiidan
allies. It isreveded that there is another mysterious race, that like the Bentusi, had been playing
stringswith al known races. The records reveal an incomplete name---"

"T-MAT."

"The Taiidani congder them to be evil. Thisiswonderful, and you have provided their complete
name,” Segj uk said. "Y ou have encountered the T-Mat, or Tiamat, as we shall call them now?"

"It ishard to explain,” Zha observed.
"Try me," Segjuk replied.

"Before you came onboard, me and Gyela seemed to have met the Tiamat through spiritual
projection. It seemedour spiritstravd ed through space to meet them. | know it soundsincredible..."
Zhasaid.
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"Why doesit seem incredible?" Sequk said. "There were myths that with the ancient Somtaaw, the
priestesses of the ancient Oracle of Tala were said be able to transcend their spirits beyond their
bodies, enabling them to talk with the gods and commune with nature not possible with their
physcal bodies. I've heard this with other myths of other races. Unlike some scholars, | keep an
open mind to al possibilities, something we need now as we are faced with the greatest rush of
discoveries. Did you see anything about the Tiamat 7"

"Only voices," Zha said.

"Nobody ever saw area Bentus too, so | am nat surprised about that either,” Segjuk said. "If they
were able to mingle with human form long ago, they must have had human bodies at atime, but
were capable of transcending their senses and spirits from their bodies. | think this iswhat they
mean by the Unbound. Not only have they become enigmatic and nomadic, but they are capabl e of
transcending their physical bodies. After the HomeworldWars, thescientid Baa'mut Sje wrotethat
our present form we are not truly interstellar racesas we are physcally bound to our bodiesand its
worldly requirements. We are till bound to Homeworlds. The next stage of evolution would be a
true interstellar lifeform, unbound from the requirements of planetary worlds, adapted to live in
interstellar space. Thatiswhat he hypothesized the Unboundwas. T hey have approached that stage
of evolution."

"Zha, you said the Unbound watches over their chil dren?’

"Yes," Zhareplied. "The Starfarers are the Children of the Unbound. Me and Gyela are Children
of the Unbound. Does it sound incredible?’

"Whenyou disappeared after that battle, wethought you weredead,” Segjuk said. "Until the Bentusi
came and told ustolook for you. It was they who told me to come to the Graveyards. The Bentusi
would not do thisover asingleindividual unlessfor the reason you said, that they carefor the Farers
they cal their Children.”

Seejuk flashed some text screens in his monitor. "G'yela knows this too. She left her own studies
completely open for usto look at, asif she wanted to. There is something about her---maybe the
religious part in her---that requires her to seek the ultimate truth, no matter where it leads. Shehas
been researching, looking for clues, wherethe Fird Homeworld was and if there, isstill such athing
asthe First Race as she calls them, the ones who provided the human half of the Starfarers. It isnot
Hiigara, and thisis aquest that will lead way beyond the boundaries we know."

"I also have been find out alot of thingstoo. It looks like the Unbound have been poking their nose
into the Kadeshi affairs Lodk here, thislooks like Bentusi text, whichwas introduced to Kushan
eyesduring the Homeworld Wars. The Bentusi text was for guesswhat? The Swarmer schematics.
No wonder there is some similarity between them and the Acolytes, the most important feature
being the spinal support structure that ends with atail behind the craft. That waswhy it was easy
adapting the Bentusi driveson the Swarmers Now thesetext here are similar to Bentug, but are not
Bentusi. Who could have they been?
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Zhalooked at the text, and there wasan instant sense of familiarity. "I have astrong feeling thisis
the Tiamat."

"Could be, could be..." Segjuk commented. "Whoever gave mini ion beam, hyperspace inhibition
and Needleship construction was one of the Unbound, but it wasn't Bentusi, who would never pass
weapons technology. | would go with your suggestion that it was your Tiamat."

"They seem very interested on Kadeshi affairs, from what | recall with our strange meeting,” Zha
said. "You seem to find out alot. What about the Multibeam frigates?”

"Ancient Hiigaran design, not much different from Kushan corvettes only much larger. They went
and fitted the mini ion beam cannons where the turrets are supposed to be," Segjuk said. "The Pods
came from yet another race whose ships got trapped in the Nebulamuch later.”

"That's not all, Zha," Segjuk added. "There wassomething | found out about their Great Mother. It
was something the Ordershave sugpected and kept hidden away from the Kadeshi people. When
they encountered the Unclean Kushan forthefirst time, that something, that fear wasrevived. When
the Kushan fleet offered the Kadeshi to join them in their odyssey to the Homeworld, the Kadeshi
refused and attacked them instead, on clear explicit ordersfrom the top Kadeshi religious order. Do
you know why? "It was something | suspect for sometime now. This is something | have been
digging up in the relics and interpretation of their texts.”

"The Great Mother isaHiigaran.”
* k%
3000 years ago...

They squirmed in the sheets their naked bodiestied in tight embrace. In the climax of his passion,
he came between her thighs, as her legs clutched his back, eagerly wanting his seed.

"Captain Jakuul Pangu't, where do you learn to make love like that?' asked the woman. Jakuul
turnedto her, eyed her soft streamlined curvesthat run from her head totoe, then tumed to her eyes
and flowing hair.

"Well Commander N'uaHelan, how di d you becometo be so good?" hetold her. "One of these days,
our encounterscan be embarrass ng if the people find out. Y ou are commander of thefleet and I'm
one of the captains. That's kind of a conflict of interest, won't it?"

"Proud Captain of the Khar'toba," she said. "If you arein uniform and married, that will be kind of
aconflict. But we're not right now. We are man and woman. Who knows what our future will be?
If we die tomorrow, at least we find some love and desire today. If we live tomorrow, then were
doing our duties to procreate in the name of the race." She kissed his chest.

"That's afunny way of putting it, N'ua," Jakuul said. "But your commander, and | follow."

Their solitude wasinterrupted as N'ua's portable comlink flashed. "1 guess your job is never done,
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Commander," Jakuul said.

"Y our too, Captain,” N'uasaid. "Thisisapriority red signal we have here. Possible enemy ships. |
better hurry." Her naked body sil houetted from the background light, she quickly put on her uniform.
"Coming right away," she uttered to the comlink.

Shetook the shuttle from the Khar'tobato the carrier Khar'desh. Inthe dockingbay, the officer await
her.

"Wedetected afew Taiidanfrigateson patrol," said the officer. "But we got the new frigatesready.”

"Excellent,” N'uasaid. The new frigateswere based on current Hiigaran frigate design, ssmple and
functional, its curved angular surfaces designed for maximum deflection of enemy fire.

"And the new fighters?' N'ua asked again.
"They're ready too, but | wasn't satisfied with aspects about their fuel range,” said the officer.

"Range isnot important for defensive purposes. Speed of interception and sheer firepower is," N'ua
retorted. "l will bein the bridge and get ready to | aunch them!"

The officer saluted, as N'uaran for the bridge. On the bridge, she watched the screens, as the ship
captain notified her of the progress of the enemy frigates.

"If they're not stopped, they would engage us," he said.

"Everyone is tired of Taiidani harassmert. It's time to pay them back, courtesy of the new
technology given to us by the Council. Launch the new frigates and fighters now. Intercept and
destroy the enemy fleet. Terminate with prejudice,” N'ua ordered. "It's time to pay them back."

The first ever Swarmers launched from the docking bay of the Khar'desh, as the Khartoba and the
Kharnak fell into rear formation of the last Hiigaran functional major warship still in existence.
Then the new Multibeam frigates took formation, and headed out.

N'ua watched the screens eagerly. The Taiidan frigate fleet never knew what hit them as the
Swarmerswent for the first pass. The Swarmers maneuvered for a second attack run on maximum
boost, and the enemy turrets were not fag enough to keep their aim up. The cannons from the
Swarmers peppered the armor away from the enemy frigates, and after a few attack runs, the
Swarmers disappeared, heading back to the Khar'desh to refuel.

The surprise shock attack |eft the enemy weakened and in disarray. Then comingout from the edges
of sensor screenswere frigates aimed at their direction. From each of the frigates, four ion beams
lanced to their targets. In less than a minute, the battle was a rout. N'ua never seen a frigate
vaporizing another frigate so quickly. She leaned back on her chair, sighing with a big wow. Her
officers watch the scene with their jaws agape.

‘Lookslike the prototypes passthe first test of combet in flying colors,” N'ua said. The new ships
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gave them new hope. If they were ableto fight back, they can survivethisjourney. No, notonly this
journey, but in any new homethey can cometo. N'uadreamt of even greater longterm possihilities.
Inthelong run, with power likethis, yes, they can even retake back their empire, and Hiigaraitself.

3,000 yearslater...

"Heresheis, your Great Mother, Lt. Commander N'uaHelan of the Hiigaran Imperial Navy," Segjuk
flashed a screen image for Zha to see. "l have been reconstructing the records deep within the
Khar'nak. Thisterminal here isan ancient relic that isstill part of the Khar'nak's computer system,
whichstill functions. Either the Kadeshi maintained this ship very well or they dont build shipslike
they used to. The Kadeshi has been very respectful of dealing with the ancient computer banks, but
it was easy for me. The computer system used in the Mothership and used throughout the Kushan
fleetswas model ed after therelic found inthe Khar'toba. Which isto say, it's pretty muchthe same
asthe onein this ship, the Khar'nak. A key here and a key there, wallah. | got the computers fully
runni ng. Even some of the commands resembl ethe ones used in the Kushan computer systems. Plus
the fact that the Kadeshi never had a brilliant computer genius like me. "

"If the Kadeshi ever found out that their Great M other was a blood and flesh Hiigaran, their entire
religious system would collapse right there. That was why the Kadeshi fleet were ordered to atack
the K ushan fleet in the Homeworld Wars. They fought to keep the truth from coming out.”

"You are agenius, Segjuk," Zha said. "Is there no limit to what you can find out? But the Kadeshi
people, don't they deserve to know the truth?”

"Yesthey do," Segjuk said.
"Does Gyela know this?* Zha asked.

"l think she does," Segjuk said. "Sheistoo smart for such an obviousthing to miss. She knowsthis,
and | can sense she carries the burden of knowing the truth and the need to hide it from her people.
One of these days, the Kadeshi people will know, and it will be the end for her and their religious
Orders."

* k% %

M’jor had been looking for G'yelaad | day. He found her inthe ship's official altar in the new section
of Khar'desh, as the sacred images and icons in the old derelict section has been closed off.

Shewas prone on the floor, weeping, wearing not her priegly robes, but only in asimple pale dress
that barely conceal ed the lines of her figure. She would look like an ordinary poor girl in one of the
Arkships, if itwere not her ethereal beauty and presence.

He dared not question her for what she was doing. He went ahead with the report.

"Holiness most high, | have come for our daily report. As you have known, we have sharp
encounters with our auxiliary forces against Unclean Taiidan fleets. The Taiidans are usinga new
tactic that have brought great losses against our Swarmer formations. They have been pairing
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Defense fighters and Defense Field Frigates with thei r Missile Destroyers. These fighters and field
frigateshave a way of neutralizing our Swarmer attacks while the Missile Destroyer finishes our
fighters off with amissilesalvo. We found however the field frigates could not stop ion beams and
missiles. We managed to beat the attacks off using or Beam Swarmers, but the supplies of ion
beam cannons to make more Beam Swarmers compete with the production requirements for
Multibeam Frigates"

"So we have devel oped new tactics and improvised new ships. One of thisisthe Missile Swarmer.
We basedthis onthe A dvanced Svarmer chasss, removing the cannon bays for amissileracks. We
will use the old Advanced Swarmer Drive, as the Swarmer isexpected to make afew attack runs
only beforeit must returnto refuel and reloaditsmissileracks It will be supported by anew Missile
Pod ship, that can refuel and resupply these swarmers. A missilerack on these Pods can be used for
the self defense of the Pods as well asto attack on its own."

"Excellent,"” Gyelasaid, grugding to find her voice.

"l learn well because | have a great teacher. | learn from you, the Mother Superior, the way you
improvised new ships to deal with the ever changing tactical problems the enemy presents,” M'jor
said.

G'yelastood up, troubled. M'jor always kept his eyeslow, trying to avoid his stareat her. "Y ou can
look at me now, M'jor. You learned well. | am thankful that you have been agrea bishop and leader
of the Kadeshi. How much do you love your people? You canlook a me."

M'jor stared at the face of G'yela. "What do you see, Mjor?' Gyela asked.
"| see the Holiness," M'jor replied.

"You seonly afoolish grl,” Gyela said, "who managed to lead her entire people across a galaxy
to possible ruin and destruction. | have sinned the sin of prideinfront of the Great Mother, M'jor.
Our last battle will require the greatest sacrifices and the outpouring of spirit from the Kadeshi
people. It hasbeen prophesied---and it ismy penance---that the Deliverer will be part of the ultimate
sacrifice. I will not live through the last battle."

"But your Holiness, you are our spirit and guiding light,” M'jor objected. "Y ou saved us from the
stagnation of the old Orders and brought us new hope and pride. If we prevail, not only dowe stand
inthe threshold of anew, powerful order of Kadesh, but even anew empire. Itisall because of you.
Y ou will stand with usin the final battle.”

"I will stand and sing withyouinthefinal battle, M'jor," Gyelasaid. "But there | will makemyfinal
sacrifice. All these have been foretold. All these have beenirrevocable. Y ou shall be promoted as
Cardinal of Kadesh. When | am gone, you will abolish all theold Ordersand beliefs. A new Kadesh
must rise from these ashes, one that may even join with the Kushans to form a new Hiigara. You
will lead our people not because of our old beliefs, but on the principles you believe what isright.
That first of all, isthe welfare of our people.”
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"Theold systems can bring usto ruin. | have been blind and | have been misled. Theday will come
when the Truth is revealed and the Kadeshi will be liberated. | must pay the ultimate sacrifice for
it."
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Chapter 19: The Forsaken

It's been days and Zhawas startingto get restless "I'm sure all theserelicsareinteresting but, agirl
like me has got to find a place to breath! It's all stinky and musty here and I'm getting bored." She
made al sorts of whizzing founds trying to imitate the zoom of a star fighter. "1 miss my custom
fighters."

Seejuk shook his head. "The fate of two worlds are about to collide, thousands of people about to
kill each other, the secrets of the Universe staring right under your nose...and you missyour joyride?
You areincredible, Zha, you never cease to amaze me."

Shewasgettingtesty. "Y ou know Segjuk, you are old. Old, old old. Y oulikeold things. I'm sureyou
likeit here, but I will go crazy!" She pranced up and down the ancient hallways. "l need fresh air!
| need space!”

"...and | got work to do, so shut your trap!" Segjuk shouted, heading right back to his analysis.
Zha pouted and crossed her arms. "'l am a prisoner here and you are too."

"Yesweare, Zha, yeswe are," Segjuk replied. "By theway, | need to ask you something. When we
first encountered t he Kadeshi armada, we saw huge massive ships, shipsso big they must be housing
the main Kadeshi population.”

"Y essomewhat like your Kushan mothership, only bigger. Much bigger. Like small moons shaped
like adiamond," Zha said.

"Do you ever recall seeing them after that?' Segjuk asked.
"Cometo think of it, no. Never after that," Zha answered.

"Theterminds refer tothemopenly, like it's part of the Kadeshi way of life," Segjuk observed. "Y et
| never saw them after that encounter. Thisall means something, and it can be, the forceswe have
encountered so far, are only an extension of the main force. They are up to something, | know it.
These ships, the Arkships, as they cal it, are on a different course, from the advanced forces we
have been encountering. These advanced forces, including this flagship, have been attacking not
only to weaken alied forces, but to distract them away from the true course of the Arkships."

"Why would the Kadeshi do that?' Zha asked.

"To protect their main population, industrial, research and ship building centers,” Segjuk replied.
"Centersthat are capable of building and unleashing the true main Kadeshi forces | suspect they
have been saving their forces for one deci sive béttl e.”

"Over your pl anet, Hii gara, no doubt,” Zha added. "1 won't want to be there right now."

* % %

Aboard the Mothership, i n orbit around Hiigara....
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"We got hyperspace anomalies, sir!". The Sensors officer seemed unusually excited.
"Anomalies? What do you mean?" asked the main officer incharge.

"Big...huge...likehyperspacejumps but much bigger. | never seen anything likeit. Shipscoming out
of the gates, and it's bigger than this Mothership!"

"Go into red alert, notify all fleets,” the officer said. " Get an image lock on those ships, and try to
get me the admira!"

"We got images sir! There are 12 of them that hyperspaced around Hii garal”

The screen view showed a massive ship, like two pyramids joined on the bottom to make a giant
diamond. The screens flashed to show each of the 12 ships.

"What are they?' the officer asked.
"There is something coming out of them Sir!" the sensors officer remarked.

Small ships flowed out of the massive diamond ships. "Magnify on the small ships," the bridge
officer said.

"Swarmers, sir, lotsand lotsof swarmers!" Asthe sensorsofficer watched, more shipsemerged from
the sensor fog---Needleships, beam and pod frigates, swarmers in massed linear formations...

"Damn! Go into full battle alert, and what's taking you so longin getting the admiral!" the officer
shouted.

"We have massive communications interference, sir! The Kadeshi are trying to jam us. Hold
on....our sensors detected ful hyperspace inhibitor fieldson. They are al around Hiigara. Nothing
can get out!"

Fleet Admiral GaasPaktu had been conferencing withthe other Heet Admiralswhenthenewscame
in. He had been promoted to Four Star Admiral, and because of his advanced views on ship concept
design and planetary defense, the Daiamid had designated himin charge for the overall defense of
Hiigara. Thiswas amajor privilege but heavy burden as well.

Hethought to himself, why now? That Seejuk Liirhra, hewouldarrest himfor disobeying ordersand
going off into your own personal crusade. With the Kadeshi at the gates of Hiigara, it looks like
Segjuk Liirhra's personal quest had failed miserably. The Kadeshi probablyroasted him by the now.

"Gentlemen," G'aasrosefrom hisseat. "It lookslike our guesshave arrived, and we should propery
welcome them to our party." Each of the admiral s—-both Kushan and Taiidani—in the table would
lead separate task forces.

"The Kadeshi wins by always changing the rulesto thei r favor. It looks like they have done so just
awhileago. Themysteri ousmother ships that Black Star Intell igencehave theorized to betheir main
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population ships have materialized outside of Hiigara and are now deploying a massive fleet. But
they have not attacked yet. We will wait as well. It looks like our defense plans mug continually
face improvisation. We cannot be headstrong and overconfident as we were before. We had been
drunk from our victoriesagainst the Imperialistsand the Beast, but our enemy now ismore cunning.
We will watch their move closely and we will countertrust.”

"Why dont we attack them right now?" asked one of the admirals. "They arestill preparing. They
are still in avulnerable position. We don't have time to waste.”

"Patienceis a virtue thought by the teachings of Sgjuuk,” G'aas lectured. "We do not know fully
what the Kadeshi is up to. Before they hyperspaced to Hiigara, Kadeshi forces were spottedin the
Karos Graveyard. Our analysis shows that the Kadeshi have built ships copying from ancient
Hiigaranderelicts,liketheir assault carrier or their heavy cruiser. | expect thatthey wereresearching
inthe Graveyard. So we do not know exactly what surprise they will pull up thistime. Every battle
we have fought with them, they came up withsmal little surprisesthat they take usoff ba ancel It's
all because of our vag underestimation of the Kadeshi. We knocked their Fuel Podsin their Nebula
during the Homeworld Wars, they keeled over, and now we think we can consistently beat the crap
out of them? What we saw, Gentlemen, was merely the tip of a huge hidden asteroid in terms of
what they can do. Just because they are fanaticsand psychotics does not mean they can think! For
Sg uuk's sakes, they are Hiigarans too by nature, and thereby they are cunning, resourceful and
ingenious. They would have the same values and initiatives which we Kushans have exploited to
defeat the last Taiidan Emperor and return to this planet. But thistime, our roles are reversed. We
areinthe seat of the Taiidan Emperor and they are the ones coming to kick our butts off this planet!
Wewill not end up inal irony like Riesstiu I1V."

"Y our haste, gentlemen, has been what the Kadeshi needed to kick our butts!"

"See thedeficienciesin our tactics. In previous battles we got our frigates in walls going head to
head against their Multibeam frigates. Result, our frigates are toast. So screw the wall formations.
Our lon Beam frigates don't play well against their Multibeam frigates, but thistime, let's use our
Assault frigates and Dervish Multibeam frigates. They cannot match the firepower of the Kadeshi
Multibeam ship, but they have a superior coverage rate. So our frigates must try to turn around to
the Kadeshi ship's rear, avoiding the limited range of fire of the Kadeshi ship, and alowing the
superior coverage of our shipsto bear!."

"Generally, their shipsareweak instrike craft defenses. They do notuse gravwel lsbecause it affects
their own Swarmers. So we will send strike craft to take out their capital ships. Expect massive
swarmsof Swarmersastheir main defenses, so our strikeforceswill have atough timeout of it. But
that will pin down their Svarmers, and let our large ships take care of their battlefleet. Our
Archangels, Deacons, Qwaarjets and Avatars, are uperior towhat their derelict clone large capital
ship fleet can hand e, and then we'll take care of the Needleships. The siege cannon onboard the
Kuun-laan and the Faal-Corum are operationa . They will provide long range support.”

" Speaking of siege cannon, what about their flagship? The one with the siege cannon? Has that been
detected yet?' asked one of the admirals.
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"I expect it to hypergpace shortly. We need recon patrolsand wide area sensor reconnai ssance to
find it. When the order is given, we will strike the head of this creature and cut it off," G'aas
proclaimed, echoing the strategy the Mule used before.

* % %

"Regarding about not wanting to be above Hiigara, | think | spoketoo soon,” Zhasaid. "I can sense
it. We just entered hyperspace and we're coming out of it now."

"Just now?" Segjuk asked. "Amazing, you can feel the space beyond the walls of this ship.”
"It's not jud that. We're near a planet...Fleets surround this planet...mothership?' Zha sensed.
"Damn, by Sgjuuk’s name. This can only mean we're outside of Hiigara," Segjuk exclaimed.

"That's not all, | can sense, the ships you were referring to, the Arkships The inhibitor fiel ds have
been activated and all around us now," Zha said.

"We don't have much timeto lose, Zha, we got to gop thisinsanity!" Segjuk said.

They ran to the hallways towards the new section of the Khar'nak. Guards stopped them. "We need
to see the Mother Superior, " Segjuk demanded. "It is urgent that we see her now."

"Y ou cannot, Acolyte," said the guard. "We are inthe eve of battle. Her Holiness isin the midst of
last minute preparations for the final conflict. We shall prevail; the Unclean will be destroyed. But
the Mother Superior will be here in the most sacred of altars shortly. Then you can speak to her."

Segjuk raised hisarmsup in frustration. "Thisiscrazy; it can't end thisway. Zha, let's go back to the
terminals and find someway to end this madness.”

* % %

The Mother Superior wore only asimple pale dress that barely wrapped her figure. Her expression
was troubled, her face wore the marks of days of fasting and intense prayer.

"It is the time of Judgement now, to seeif we, after all the generations, we the Kadeshi, are fit to
enter the First Garden and touch the Homeworld of the Mother," Gyela said.

"I am ready to offer my spirit for thisfina test." G'yela lowered her head, both hands clasped in
prayer.

"But Mother Superior,” M'jor said. "Y ouwill not diein this, for usand for Kadesh. Wewill triumph
over the enemy, over the greatest battle the Protectors will fight."

"Cardinal M'jor, you know what to do,” Gyelasaid. "Wewill go throughthe battle plan once more.
Y ou will take command of the Khar'kushaand the other three Warrior dreadnaughts. Thisflagship,
the Kharhak, will draw the enemy like scavengers to a dead carcass. They will focus their efforts
and attack me here. That iswhen youwill drive the Four Warriors and the main battlefleet to their
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heart."

"Thisismy tactical preparations, your Holiness," M'jor said. "The enemy hasringed the planet with
a combination of grawvell generators, Repulsor Moons and defense field frigates, with Supply
Frigates and Repair Corvettesrepairing them. They present a formidable barrier to overcome. But
we have solutions to meet their defenses. Y ou were correct in your interpretation of the Gospels of
N'ua. The Swords of Righteousness carried by the Four Warri ors were siege cannons. We have
restored the s ege cannon in the Khar'kusha by removing the one in this flagship Khar'nak, which
was taken from the Khar'kusha long ago. Khar'kusha has been returned to her former glory. The
siege cannonsin the Khar'seth, Khar'osis and Kharramsisare also all operational. We have greater
total firepower from these four cannons than the Kushanswhich only have the Faal-Corum and the
Kuun-Laan."

"We will use siege cannon bombardment, then followed by waves of Probe and Pod bombsto take
out the Gravewells, then the Misdle and Beam Swarmers against the Defence field frigates, and
finally the Assault Swarmersagainst the Repul sor Moons. They will be supported with synchronous
attacksfrom Multibeam Frigates, Assault Podsand MissilePods. | will expect that they will counter
with massive strike forces, which we must counter with the vast majority of our Swarmers. As our
Swarmers finish engaging their strike forces, they will turn to support all capital hips that will be
engaged with their capital ships.”

"Y our plans are simiple, but everything hinges on coordnation,” Gyelasaid. " The greatest weapon
isconfusion. Withthe 12 Arkships around the planet, the enemy will not know where to defend and
where to strike. They never expected the Arkships, nor the Four Warriors. But our task will not be
easy. | can sense they have amassed their greatest fleets, both the Kushan and the Taiidani Unclean.
They have brought their very best, their newest fighters, their most powerful battleships. They will
be a great loss in Kadeshi life. Y ou cannot be overconfident, M'jor. Do not let our pad victories
blind you."

"l will be careful, your Holiness," M'jor replied. "Our forces are currently in deployment and we
have not attacked yet. We are in a positional stalemate as we survey their forces. Our scans show
they are equally asdiligent surveying our forces. They probably have a capable commander in their
hands. We will study them carefully before we make our move. | realize that we cannot make any
room for error now. But we will win because of the Blessing of the Great Mother and the power of
your Song."

G'yelaturned her pained eyesto M'jor. In asurprise move, she kissed him in the cheek, then hugged
him. "Thank you," she said, "for your loyalty and caring. Y our heart has been true for me and the
Kadeshi people. | will sing and pray for you when you battle, my most noblewarrior. Now you must
go. You will take everyone aboard this ship, includingmy Handmaidens, and |eave only the barest
crew. The course of this ship has been set. It cannot turn back.”

M'jor stared at her with ateary eye. There were so many thingsin his heart that he could not tell her
then and even now. His duty was calling, and so was hers.
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"I know the Great Mother will protect you, your Holiness,” M'jor said. " She will not forsake you."

"From this moment, | am not your Mother Superior anymore,” G'yelasaid. "My nameis G'yela, a
humble servant of the Mother."

G'yelawatched M'jor's back as heturned around, departing the bridge with the mgjority of the crew.
"Y outoo," she said to the Guards. "Y our purpose aboard this ship is over. Y ou will not be needed
here anymore."

With only afew crew left, and much of the shipin automation, Gyelawalked alone to the derelict
section of the ship, staggering in the hallway, her legsweak.

Infront of the ancient giant image of the Mother, G'yelalit incense and some candles, and then knelt
and prayed. She sensed a presence in her back.

"l am sorry that your work will be cut short," G'yela said. "But you can save some of the data and
bring them with you. | have ordered that a special Swarmer will be prepared for both of you to
escape this ship, with some of the important relicsand knowledge. | sugges you need to get ready,
Kushan. Thisship and | will be oniitsfinal path."

"What do you mean, your Holiness, Gyela?' Zha asked. "Are you just letting us go now?"

"Yes, | anlettingyou al go. | want you Zhato save whatever you learned about our heritage of the
Starfarers and bring them with you. Y ou still have your destiny to fulfill. Mine has ran the end of
its course. | no longer deserveto be called Holiness," Gyelasaid. "I have sinned the greatest of all
sins. | have lied to my people, and they will die because of the secret | kept."

"Andwhat isthat one?' Segjuk confronted the kneeling pale gil. He noticed the robes shewore. It
wasthe pale white robesfrom the Purification rite, the plain pale colors which she said symbolized
death. She was preparing to die.

"Isthat the secret, G'yda, that your M other isnot redly a God, but a blood and flesh Hiigaran, a
Hiigaran like the Kushans you killed?' Segjuk told her.

"Sooner or later, my people will know," Gyelawept. "They are beginning to understand now that
the Stories of our Gospels is that of a war long past, that our gods and demons were starships,
captains, and emperors. The Forbidden Gospel held most sacred by our Orders for generations, is
nothing but an ancient logbook of aship officer. Our religion was afake, conceived by the Orders
to force our people to live with the greatest of di scipline and unity to survive in the Gardens. Our
Gardens, just a massive cloud of gas that has become a prison. With this greatest revelation, my
people will be destroyed, the Kadeshi will be no more.”

"..anditisl whoisto blamefor..." Gyela sobbed, streams runningfrom her eyes.
"...we have been the greatest of fools..."

Then avoice spoke from the darkness. The voice hissed.
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"l applaud you Priestess," said one voice of many. "You have turned the Wheel of Fate in its
irrevocable path. You have served our purpose. The Kadeshi has served our purpose. Our
intervention is complete.”

Seqjuk looked around, but could not see who was speaking. "Who?..."

Zharemained stern, for she knew who it was. Turning to Segjuk, she answered, "Projection. This
isone of the great powersof the Unbound, to be abe to let their consciousnesstravel well beyond
their bodies." Zha turned to the voice. "Tiamat! Tiamat! What have you done? Is that what you
desired?'

Anothervoiceanswered. "It'syou, thelittle Starfarer. Solittle you know, so littleisthe appreciation
of your capabilities and birthright as a child of the Unbound. What we have desired, little child, is
to set Hiigaran against Hiigaran."

"For what, may | ask," Zha shouted to the darkness. "What do you desire from the sight of death?
From the sadness of the living?' Then Zha knelt to put her arms around the kneeling, groveling
figure of G'yela.

A voicein the blacknessreplied. "Welive as the Unbound. We care no more for the Bound beings
of flesh, bone, and blood. Our passion for lifeislong gone. If you have lived as one of us, our very
being, our own immortality and separation from lifeitself, is but a curse we bear forever. Welive
in a state of what you might say, little child, of eternal boredom. The universe becomes a theatre
whichweentertain ourselves. Y ou are all mere playersin the stage, for the amusement of thelegion
of voices of the Tiamat. "

"But the death of thousands and millions..." Seejuk interjected. "Are you not satisfied?”"

A voice from the darkness hissed. "A Kushan! Like al Hiigarans, your presence reeks. Y our sight
isan abomination to all Tiamat."

"Our presence reeks?' Segjuk asked, facing the darkness. "Doesn't the Kadeshi reek too? Why do
you hate us so much? If you hate us 0 much, why help the Kadeshi, who shares our common
Hiigaran bond?

A different voice answered, "All Hiigarans are an abomination to the eyes of the Tiamat. Y ou are
like all humans---a plague to the natura order. You expand throughout the galaxy, consume its
resourcestill itsdry, then move on toanother fertile patch, then consume again. Every asteroid rock
eaten, every organic molecule consumed, affects the destiny of lifein the stars. All these, because
some of the Unbound have broken the Directive and let your kind get a headstart to the dars. Of all
the galactic empires, the hypocrisy of the Hiigaran and the pretentious of the Taiidan reeks the
greatest abomination to the sight of the Tiamat. Every ship lost, every life killed, returns the
elements to the cosmos, and restores piece by piece, the universa balance that allows for
recreation.”

"3,000 yearsago, when the First Taiidan emperor defied the ban order of the Council to exterminate
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the Hiigaran, the Unbound were given the directive to assist the Exiles, knowingthe one day, they
will rise again and restore the balance against the Taiidan. The Bentusi gave the Exiles nothing but
atoken gift of asmall fighter chasssintended for the self defense of the Exiles. It was not enough
to ensure the survival of the Exiles, only enough for the cowardly Bentusi to maintain their earlier
directive not to share not to pass weapons technology to the Bound. But we, the Tiamat, the
Thousand Voices of the Wheel of Fate, saw that this token gift is not enough, and we also saw an
opportunity to keep the conflict between the Taidan and the Hiigaran alive. We gave the Exiles
weapons, such asthe onethat can bend space, that will not only hdp themsurvivetheir journey, but
would one day, be used against the Taiidan, kill their millions and bring an end to their Empire.
These weapons while ensuring for the survival of the Kadeshi for eras will ultimately lead to their
downfall."

"But even the Wheel of Fateis not infallible. We could not foresee the accident and the eventsthat
separated the Khar'toba from the Khar'nak and the Khar'desh, and that a separate race of Hiigaran
would rise from it. That you Kushans would undertake the journey to your Homeworld first and
bring about the end of their Empire."

"The Taiidanis consider you as evil," Segjuk said, 'the Messengers from the Darkness, the Void."

Thevoicefromthedarknessreplied."Indeed they dofear us They feared what our intervention with
the ancestors of the Kadeshi would bringin the generationsto come. For generations after the first
Kadeshi were borninthe Great Nebula, the Taiidan sent fleetsinto the Great Nebulato exterminate
all Kadeshi. But every oneof thefleetsfailed, and every defeat heightened the fear about the Exiles
that hideinthe Nebula, waiting for the opportunity of revenge. Thentheday cametheTaiidan could
not send any more fleets, for thefear has become so great. They know when the Exilesin the Great
Nebulawould leave their Gardens, is when the Empire will fall."

"That prophecy---" Seejuk grasped. "That prophecy wasn't really meant about the Kushans in
Kharak---it was meant for the Kadeshi in the Gardens!"

"Now your dim mind has seen the light, Kushan," said the voice.
"But the firestorm,. the holocaust in Kharak---" Segjuk’s voice staggered.

"All because the energy signature of a Hiigaran ship with a hyperspace jump would have been the
sign that the Exiles-—mainly from Kadesh—woul d have begun their Homeworld odyssey. Taiidans
came to invegigate the signature, but did not find the Kadesh exiles nor its fleet. Instead they
chanced upon your world, a secret hidden by the Bentusi for generations from the Taiidan. So not
to take chances, they burned it. If the Taiidans truly known about your planet earlier, they would
have destroyed you without hesitation."

"Hiraa, Hiraa—" Seejuk cried, clutching the black gemsone at the end of his necklace.

"| feel your rage, Kushan,” saidthe voice."And it isadelight. The anger, the passion for another of
your species, for another of the Bound so insignificant, so mortal. The part we most enjoy isthe
futility of such an anger against the Unbound. There can be no greater futility than anger against
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Fate itself."

The voiceturned its hate to the girl in pale robes and in her knees. "Y ou and your Kadeshi race are
ultimately an abomination in the eyes of the Tiamat. And you, especially Priestess, foryou not only
have the flesh of the Hiigaran, but the blood of the bastard Children of the Unbound. Y ou, the
Priestess G'yela, you are but the greatest abomination of them all.”

G'yelastaggered in her knees, sobbing. Zha protectively wrapped her arms around G'yel a, her robes
wet from the tears of the once proud priestess.

"I cannot believe this," Zha shouted to the voices. "Tiamat, | hate you, | hate you, | hate you..."

Anothervoicereplied. "Thelittle bastard speaks. She dared rai s her voiceagainst the Tiamat, who
are gods. The road ahead of you, little one, your fate, it will be of great pain. We, the Tiamat, we
will take satisfaction in watching you. Remember us in the depths of your pain, little child. Itisin
the Whedl of Fate that you too, like the Priestess and your kin as a Siren, will suffer.”

Zhafrowned defiantly at thevoice. "l am not scared of you. | am not scared of any of you. | don't
care how powerful you are.”

"Y ou have no comprehension of your Power. We are the Wheel of Fate," said the voice. "We are
Tiamat."

Another of the voicesinthe dark tumed to Gyela. "We have gven you the great gift of the Siren.
It isthe only thing you have now, Priestess. Useit, use your calling. Theforces of your irrevocable
fate awaits you."

And the voices were no mare. There was only Zha's voice, her eyes wet in rage and sadness,
screaming, "'l hate you...l hate you..." Segjuk clutched Hiraa's gemstone, the metallic edges biting
painfully against his palm.

The face of the Great Motherin the giant icon looked sad and forbidding. G'yela strugd ed to creep
up to Her feet.

"O Great Mother, why have you forsaken us?' G'yela cried, arms outstretched.
"She's not your Goddess, Gyela," Segjuk said. "Y ou have the power to end thisinsanity."

"No...no..no! | have no power and itistheend ," G'yela shouted. "Thisiswhat it must come to be,
my punishmert...my death. Kushan and myfriend Zha, leave this ship, for | am condemned and the
shipiswithit too. Save whatever you can savefromtherelicsand the findings. The escape Swarmer
awaitsyou."

Zhalooked around the hall, sensing something "What have you done, Gyela? What have you done
with this ship?"

G'yelaanswered as she stood in front of the Mother'simage with the last bits of pride she had |eft.
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"TheKushanfleet will target this ship asabait. They will try to destroy it as any commander needs
to destroy the enemy command center, try to destroy the siege cannon which is no longer on this
ship, but is retumed to its original owner, the ancient battleship Khar'kusha. If the Kushans failed
to destroy this ship, then the Khar'nak will head on its automated course..."

"A course that will collide with the Kushan mothership.”
Segj uk's face was one of shock. "You want to destroy everything....why?*

"Tothe last breath of my life, | will strike at the heart of my enemy, Kushan," Gyelasaid. "I will
destroy this ship along with it. Look at this ship, Kushan. This ship isthe very center of our Faith,
aFaiththatisalie. If | destroy it, | can save my people from discovering thislie or they can end this
Faith for a new one. Either way, it ends right here.”

"Thetwo of you, leave me now, save what you can, but leave me now," G'yela shouted. She turned
the comlinks intended to magnify the voice and be heard throughout the fleet.

Segjuk and Zhawatched as G'yela began to sing, her voi ce amplified by the comlinks, joined by a
choir of thousands across the Arkships.

"What in Sgjuuk’'s name is doing? She is completely out of her mind," Segjuk said.

"No, she'snot,” Zha replied. "Thisisthe Song of a Siren, the greatest power a Starfarer can ever
have. She ischanneling the senses of the Unbound, the ability to hear the melodies of the coamic
winds, into the song she sings. When the senses are carried in the song, and when it heard by others,
they too can hear and feel the winds. She i s shari g, transmitting, sending that power across her
fleet, to all her pilots and crew. It isthesong that empowersthem, not just their girit and courage,
but heightenstheir senses, their reflexes, their awareness. With the song, they becomeone with the
ship and the cosmos.”

"...and driving them crazy like superior pilots at two hundred percent,” Seegjuk added. "I get the
picture. | have been hearing this strange music whenever the Kadeshi fleets are in battle. | thought
it was some kind of inspirational battlemusic. Zha, | think she's determined to end this the worst
way. We must try to save as many of our findings as we can and escape in that Swarmer." Seejuk
pulled Zha's arm and they headed to the room they were using in their studies.

G'yela has begun to sing, and the notes reverberated across Zha's body. The music a Siren sings
touches the very core of every Starfaring Siren. For a moment, Zha wanted to stop and join in
Gyda'ssinging. Butthiswasnot hertimeyet. "Comeon,"” Seg uk urged. "We don't have much time
to waste."

Gyeda'snotesfilled the hall. Acrossthe space around Hiigara, huge formations of Swarmers await
in linear formation, waiting for the signal. A Swarmer pilot twiddled hisjoystick nervously. Then
the song came and filled his comlink. He began to drift with the wonderfully hypnotic song. His
heart wastouched and hefelt more alive in that second than he ever feltin hisentirelife. Theworld
ahead of him, the Frst Gardens, wasabeautiful exquisiteglove. Itisthe Homeworld of the M other,

142



the Homeworld they have come to reclaim for her. He began to sing too, joining his voice to the
multitude of hosts across the great Kadeshi fleet, singing for the glory of the Mother, for the glory
of Kadesh.

It istime, it isthe second they have awaited. The probe bombs have begun moving ahead. For the
greater glory, heturned on the boosters, all of them, the Swarmers, at the same moment likeawave.
Theformation began to move, ion trails behind the Swarmers, going faster and faster, then into full
speed. Their voices joined in a multitude, the skies streaked with the lines of the great host of
Swarmers, heading for the fleets, their lives, hopes and dreams into the maw of their enemy.
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Chapter 20: The Last Song and FHanetfall

The songs filled the hollowed rooms and reverberated across the ancient walls. M'jor stood in the
deck of the Khar'kusha, the music inspiring his spirit, calming his tension, doubtsand fears. The
Holiness sings for Kadesh once again. He hoped it would not be the last time.

He thought, wasthisthe very bridge the White Emperor stood millenniaago asthey face the hordes
of Defilers? If this was so, these decks were the most sacred places, yet there was a sense of
mortality in them. The White Emperor was not much different from him, to have stood this very
same bridge, won his victories and to finally end in defeat. If the White Emperor was not much
different from him, then so was the Great Mother that served in His Service. He must not | et these
blasphemous thoughts filled his mind-—the battle is ahead, faith must be strong---yet the doubts
linger. He wondered indeed if Her Holiness the Mother Superior G'yelaknew anything about this.

"We got the coordinates for the gravwell defense line. They got gun pods and repair corvettes
covering the Gravwells.” said the sensors officer.

M’jor studied the screen. The defense line woul d stop all the probe and pod bombs on their tracks,
andwould massacrethefirst wave of Swarmers. Already the enemy gunpodshave detonated several
probe bombs from the first wave.

"Prepare to fire all Siege Cannons on the defensive line!" Mjor ordered.

"But your Supremacy, if we fire the cannons we wont have anything to hit their capital ships!" one
of the officers said.

"If we don't breach that defense line, they would have neutralized our greatest advantage---our
Swarmer assault waves,” Mjor replied.

"We got coordinates and ready to fire, Y our Supremacy."

"Fire," M'jor ordered. A brilliant ball of light came out from the Khar'kusha, then three other balls
from the Khar'ramsis, Khar'seth, and Khar'osis. The balls sped past the first wave of Swarmers and
into the defensive line of gravwells and gunpods. The shockwaves tore huge holes across the
defensive rings orbiting the planet.

"Swarmer wave penetrating the first line of defenses, Sir!" the tactical officer shouted from his
console aboard the Assault Carrier Baal-Haasm .

"By the name of Sgjuuk, damn!" shouted Four Star Admiral Gaas Paktu. "And cut that infernal
music!""

"l can't, Sir, the Kadeshi are drowning our com wave frequencies with it! Sir, the Swarmers are
targeti ng our Supply and Repair ships!"

"Get Defendersand Sentinds of DeltaWing to cover these ships!” G'aasordered. "If we lose them,
we're going to die easy."
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"We got coordinates for the enemy Siege Cannons Sir!" said the sensors officer.

Damn, the enemy has not just one, but four Siege Cannonsthistime. G'aas had no timeto speculate
where they got the cannons, but the Karos Graveyards would be a good guess. Elimination of the
cannons were the priority.

"Send the coordinates to Strike Wing Alpha, and tell them to hit them now!" Gaas ordered.

Aboard a Beam Acdyte, the pilot got hisinstructions. From hisleft and hisright, the rows of Beam
Acolytes extended as far as the eye an see.

"Alpha Leader, Alpha Leader, coordinates acknowledged. Standby for engagement,” the pilot
replied. He flicked four red switchesin his panel, and the turbines whirled, gatheri ng revolutions.

"Thisis AlphaLeader. Beta, Sigma, and Gamma wings, cover us. | repeat cover us!"

"This is Beta Leader, acknowledge Alpha Leader." Beta leader watched over shoulder, as the
formation of Triikor Mark Ils powered up their engines.

"Thisis Gamma Leader, ready when you are, Alpha Leader.” The Acolytes widened their parade
formation, as they shift into a delta formation.

"Thisis SigmaL eader, were ready to party, AlphalLeader.” The Blade MK. 6 Interceptors powered
their engi nes, and moved close to Al pha Wing.

"Alpha Wing, this is AlphaLeader. it'stime to rumble!"

"Yahoo!" shouted the Beam Acolyte pilot. He pushed up the short slick lever, and the engines
poured. Asthe blueionic trails |eft the fighter, the pilot's back wasforced strongy againg his seat.
Moreof the Beam Acolytesfired their engines, and the wholeformation gathered speed like agiant
wave. Behind them, the line of Acolytes fired their engines, and then Blade and followed by the
Triikors, al leaving long trails of glowing ions.

"Thisis Alpha Leader, we got boogies at six o'clock.”

"ThisisBetaleader, turningto engage." The Triikorsbanked, heading head on against theformation
of Advanced Swarmers. The two formations met each other so fad that several fighters collided
with each other, exploding into balls of flame. Below them, the Acolytes were already engaged in
furious furball with aformation of Swarmers.

"Thisis AlphalLeader, we got target on sight. Heading into attack run." The Beam Acolyte banked,
followed by its wingmate, and then the entire row in delta formation. The massive ship loomed
ahead, looking more like a Kushan battleship than a Kadeshi Needleship.

"This one looks more like one of ours than theirs," said one of the pilotsin the comlinks.

"Thisis AlphaLeader. Thereis no mistake inthe the coordinatesgiven and that is our target." The
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Beam Acolytes dived into the ancient battleship.
"Boogies 12 oclock," warned one of the pilots, as Advanced Swarmers dived into their position.
"Hold on course," said Alpha Leader. "Beta Wingwill take care of that."

BetaWing wasabit |ate asthe Swarmers cut three of the Acolytesinto flaming balls. "Hold steady,”
said Alpha Leader, the hull of the Khar'kusha looming in his sights. "Steady...steady...now!" He
pressed the trigger and the ion beam latched at the hull. Smoke and fire spewed out where the part
of the armor was vaporized. More beams connected to the hull from the Beam Swarmers.

"AAAAH---" screamed apil ot as hisriddled Acolytesmashed into the battleship'shull, a Swarmer
close behind it.

Looming from a distance were ion trails from a fresh attack wing. "This is Kappa Wing Leader.
Target on sight, target on sight." The Taidani Kaark Attack bombers rolled, then dived into
battleship, discharging their bombs. Explosions marred the whole length of the massive ship.

"Wingman, wingman, down!" cried one of the Attack bombers. "There is a Swarmer a my six! |
can't shake him off my tail! Aaagh!"

AlphaLeader barreled rolled, putting the Swarmer in his sights. He squeezed the trigger and the
beam connected to the hull of the Swarmer, vaporizingit instantly. "Thank you! Thank you!" said
the pilot in theKaark, asherolled away. But suddenly there were threered dotsin AlphalLeader's
screen, in standard Swarmer trinary formation. "This is Alpha Leader, | got booges in my tail.
Requesting assistance.”

"We got you, Alpha Leader," acknowledged a pilot ashisaTriikor Mark 11 rushed to his position.
"Count mein!," said another pilot in a Blade Mk.6.

Alpha L eader twisted and turned skillfully as the three Swarmers fired at him, the shots narrowly
missing under the Beam Acolyteésbelly. "Got one!" shouted the pilot in the Triikor Mk2, astriple
railguns blasted through the Swarmer. " Smoked one boogie!" shouted the pilot in the Blade Mk6,
as a careful placed energy cannon shot crashed through the second Swarmer's hull.

But the third Swarmer wasa tough one. An Advanced Swarmer, it kept gainingon Alpha Leader
despitethe Acolyte'sfull boost. It'sfour cannonsrippled itsfire, and theshellstorethrough thebelly
of theBeamAcolyte. The Acdyterdled uncontrollably, AlphaLeader screaming, then bursted into
afireball.

Not far away, the Baal-Haasim shook as Beam Swarmers raked its thick armor with mini ion
cannons. Turrets from the carrier took out two of the Beam Swarmers. Pests! G'aas thought.

Elsewhere there was evidence that G'aas new defensive strategem were not workingas he thought.
Missile Swarmers straddled a helpless Field Frigate assigned near the carrier, thefield ineffective
against the new missilesand beamsthe Kadeshi strike wingswere equipped with. With the Kadeshi
focused so much in eliminating anti-fighter defences such as Gravwells and Field Figates, the
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aternative to battlingtheir main grike forces was to directly use strike craft in headto head battle.

The Field Frigate blew into thousands of debris. It's destroyers, a pack of hungry Missileand Beam
Swarmers, rolled to begin their attack run on their next target---the Baal-Haasim. Suddenly three
of the Swarmers exploded, as a pack of Taiidan Heavy and Multigun Corvettesripped their gunfire
acrossthe Swarmers path. Therest of the vengeful Swarmersturned their attention onthe Corvettes
with high speed strafing passes.

Obliviousthe chaos outside, Gaaswatched the immense main battlescreen. More and more of the
strikeforcereserveswere being committed, and the main capital ship fleetswere about to converge.
"I need that flagship. Find the enemy flagship!" Gaas ordered.

Aboard the mix of Taiidan and Kushan ion beam frigates, crews watched their sensors tensdy as
packs of Multibeam frigates appear from out of the sensor fog.

"Steady, steady, don't fire just yet," the commander of the Allied frigate wall said, watching the
enemy frigates creep into firing range. The commander watched the brow of the leading enemy
Multibeam Frigate, and he swallowed alumpin his throat. It is as if aboard that other ship, the
enemy was staring at him just asintensely. He mugn't let his fear get to him... must concentrate.
"Four...Three...Two..One...fireat will!"

The Kadeshi Multbeam frigatesand the Allied Beam frigatesfired nearly the same. In seconds, the
Allied command frigate wasincinerated and so was the lead Kadeshi frigate. The commander did
not even see or feel the moment of his disintegration. The frigates continued to exchange at point
blank range, some even ramming each other.

The second wave was a much looser formation of mixed Kushan Vengeance and Taiidan Kudaark
Assault Frigates, with Dervish multibeam frigates. Assault Swarmers came upon them, subjecting
them under devastatingfire, but Defenders came in the nick of timeto fiercely fight themoff. They
streamed past thefirst wave of lon Beam frigates, heavily decimated by afresh wave of Pod Bombs.
The enemy Multibeam Frigates and Assault Podswere in packs of two and three, and converged on
their formation.

"Keep firing and head for the rear maximum speed!" ordered the Commodore of the Allied
formation. The Kadeshi Multibeam frigatestorched a few lead Allied Frigates, but as the Allied
shipsfell beyond their camnon coverages, they barrelled rolled. In the meantime, the Allied frigates
maintained their full speed to the enemy rear, the excellent coverage of their cannons able to
maintain lock on their targets, the continous fire raking a heavy toll on their enemy. "Maintain the
running battle," the Commodore ordered, executing the so called G'aas tactic, a much more
favorable method of dealing the formi dabl e Kadeshi Multibeam frigate than with head on wall
tactics.

Swarmers continued to harass the Allied frigates but a third formation of Hive Frigates have
launched amassive wave of Swarmer dronesthat quickly decimated the Swarmer strikewings. The
dronesturned their attention on the enemy Assault and Fuel Podsthat were attempting to cover the
Kadeshi Multibeamers. Now abit wiser, Swarmersand Advanced Swarmersengagetheir namesake
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drones in a dogfight,as the Assault Pods turned their attention on the Hivers The Hivers were not
without teeth of their own, and opened their own potent medium mass drivers against the lethal
medium cannons of the Assault and Fuel Podsin agun to gun battle.

Thisisshapingto become amassive battle of attrition, Gaasthought. They got superi or technology
and firepower but the Kadeshi seemedto have an inexhaugible supply of Svarmer strike craft. Even
if they win this their fleetswould be s scarred they would be unabl e to defend themsel ves should
another enemy arise. He iswatching the cream and the heart of the Kushan and Taiidan fleetsbeing
destroyed. The need to strike decisively against the heart and soul of the enemy became more urgent
every passing minute.

"Wegot Needleshipscomingin Sir!" said the sensors officer. The huge screensfocused onthe edge
of the sensor fog, as the Needleships emerged from the mists ominously.

"Have you found the enemy flagship yet?" G'aas asked.

"Not yet Sirl The Needleships are coming into formation with the enemy derelic dreadnaughts,
carriers, and cruisers. | think they're going to rush us!" warned the tactical officer.

"They're getting desperate!"” said Gaas. "Order all Cruiser and Destroyer Heets to engage the
Needleships'. In alower planet orbit lay the greatest accumulation of capital ship power since the
war with the Beast. There were formations of Deacons and Archangels, Qwaar-Jets Skaal-telsand
Skaal-fa Avatar cruiserswith Revelation and Perdition destroyers. Their massive engines began to
rumble, as they slowly head to their looming, ominous targets.

Thisisfinally the time of Judgement, thought Mjor, the time of Armageddon. Damage from the
determinedenemy strike wings haveincapacitated thes ege cannons, but therest of thefour Warrior
dreadnaughts armaments were still capable and formidable. Fierce local defenses from Swarmers
decimated the enemy strike wings and they were hurrying to repair the siege camnons. What they
need istime, but the cream of the enemy capital ship fleet is heading to their position.

Y es, wewill end thisinglory, hethought. The Mother Superior'ssong stilll reverbrated i ntheir ears,
so holy and glorious. The sheer power of their spirit will makethem prevail. O Holiest and the Most
High, we offer our spirit in battle for Y our Name, M'jor prayed. Into the maw of death we face, we
shall emerge worthy and victorious, for the Unclean will be stricken with Y our mighty sword.

"Order reserve strike wingsto engage the main enemy capital ship fleet!" M'jor ordered. From the
Needleships and the assault carriers came more Assault, Beam and Missile Swarmers-—modul ar
Advanced Swarmers fitted with reectively a single medium cannon, a mini ion beam cannon or
amissilerack. These three new Swarmerstypes were innovated duringthe Holy War for the need
of greater anti capital ship striking power, first to supplement the conventional Advanced and
standard Swarmers, eventually to replace them for that purpose. The Advanced Swarmer and
standard Swarmers were relegated to anti-strike craft defense and harassment.

The strike Svarmers formed into aloose formation, then lit their engines inthree massive waves,
their pilots singing, chanting and praying their glarious song, heading fearlessly at the huge capital

148



ships, the might of the enemy. Furiousdefencestook an immeasurable amount of their number, yet
they bravely pressed on, unleashing their deadly cargos on the giant ships.

G'aaswatched mermerized on the battle screens when the sensors officer crudely interrupted him.
"Sir! | fina ly got it. The Flagship! ™

"Triangulate its position!" Gaas ordered.
"We got it, and on the screens, sir!"” the officer replied.
The giant Needleship slowly emerged out of the sensor fog, menacing, with alight escort.

Thetactical officer completed hiscalculations. "I think it'sheading for the Mothership, Sir! | think
it intendsto destroy it."

"Prepare Omega wing. Pass the coord nates to them. When they are ready, unleash Omega," Gaas
ordered.

BehindtheBaa-Haasmwasamassivef ormation of Mimic corvettes, packing Quantum expl osives,
with Avenger corvettes right behind as escorts. The new MCV's were not piloted by Sleepers, and
instead, with anew droid Al technology that are controlled by the weapons officer of theescorting
ACVs.

"Thisis Omega Leader, roger that, we got the coordinates. We will take care of the target for you."
Below him, the weapons officer flicked a series of switches, and the MCVscameto life, turbines
starting to rev.

"Thisis Omega Leader once again. The Mimics are flying...the Mimics are flying" The primary
wave of ACVs boosted, and the waves of MCV followed them.

Aboard the Baal-Haasim, G'aasannounced a second set of orders. " Contac the Kuun-Laan and the
Faal-Corum. We'regoingto play our best hand now. Tell them to intercept the Kadeshi flagship and
destroy it with siege cannons if Omegawing should fail. Aswe have cut off the head of the Beast,
and now we will cut off the head of the Protectors of Kadesh!"

* % %

Zha was frantically helping Segjuk download as much information from the terminals into the
backup modules. But Seejuk seemed to have caught some other things of intered.

"Look at this, Zha," Segjuk observed. "I think | finally got access to the Khar'nak's floor plans,
navigational, control and engine systems. It's amazi ng the Kadeshi have preserved thisderelict in
near working order. Thisthing can literally fly even without the exterior Needleship structure.”

"Areyou still playing around, Segjuk? If we don't hurry, we will die here. It's all too late for that.
Thisship isgoing to crash into the Mothership, if your forcesdid not destroy it beforehand. | don't
want to be around for that," Zha complained.
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Segj uk clutched the bag with the backup modul es, then looked at the smaller relics around his desk.
"It would be sad to leave al this. In the long run, we will suffer from theloss of all the knowledge
hidden within these things. What a waste.” Carrying their load, they ran out the door and into the
hallway.

Explosions rocked the ship, and Zhafell. "We are under attack," Seejuk observed ashe helped to
lift Zha on her feet. Zhatended the pain in her knees, and she ran with alimp.

In the great hall of the ship, under the magnificent statue of the Great Mother, they saw Gyela. She
was kneeling in her plain pale gown, armsoutstretched, her prayer and her chant combined into a
troubling haunting song that explored deep within a oul. Tears streamed down her eyes, as she
threw her remaining strength and spirit to her song and prayer.

Zhawas amazed at what she saw, and she dropped her bag.
"l...I can't leave her like this...I can't leave her knowing she would die..." Zhatold Seejuk.

Segjuk rolled his eyes at the ceiling. Thisgirl deserves to diefor all the things she did, and she's
ready for it, Segjuk thought. He sighed. But Zhawas right....

The Khar'nak shook with more explogons. Statues and pillars fell. The statue of the Great Mother
shook, then tilted, then fell at G'yela's direction.

G'yela screamed just moments before Segjuk leaped and pulled her away, both of them falling to
the floor nearby. The statue crashed, breaking into stone and dust.

Seqjuk felt G'yelasfrail body tightly hugging his. He could feel her quiver, shakewith great fear of
her own, afear she had been defiantly hiding. "C'mon grl, you're going to get away with us," he
assured her.

"Leave me be, my fateisto die," G'yelasaid.

Seqjuk slapped G'yela hard across the face. "Y ou better wake up. Screw that fate thing. It isup to
you to decide your fate. What do you readlly want?'

G'yelasobbed, hugging Segjuk'schest tightly. "1 don't reallywant to die, | don't really want to die...”

"Now you have made thefirst real choiceinyour life, something that someone did not made up for
you..." Segjuk told her.

"Tsk tsk...I think we got aproblem,” Zhainterrupted. She pointed to thefallen pillarsthat block the
entrance.

"Is there another way to get out of here?' Segjuk asked G'yela.

"Through the bridge. Not the bridge of the Needleship, but the bridge of the old Khar'nak ship,"
G'yelasaid. She pointed them the way. Gyela seemed hurt, and Zha placed Gyelas arm around her
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shoul ders, even though Zhawas limping.

They entered the bridge, and Seegjuk was pleasantly surprised that the bridge did not hold much of
adifference from modernKushanwarships. "I have an idea, and | need all your help." Segjuk went
to the captain's chair, and pressed a few buttons. The terminal screenslit up.

"What are you goingto do?' Zhasaid.

"I think we can save this entire ship, the Khar'nak. The derelict ssemsto be in maintained working
order, we canturnit around and prevent the collision,” Segjuk said. "I'll takethe captain'schair, Zha
you take the tactical console.”

Seqjuk turnedto Gyela. "I know you planned to erase this ship and all its memoriesto hidethetruth.
But you have kept the truth long enough from your people and to deny thetruth from them forever
by destroying thisship woud curse them for all eternity. They would be hurt if they knew the truth,
but only for amoment. Y our people areresilient. They will survive theloss of their religon, but if
they have greater faith in themselves, they will become even stronger with thetruth. Thatis what
areal faith should be based on. If you really want to save yourself and your people, you should let
them know the truth. Thisisthe last and most important thing you can give them."

G'yelalowered her eyes and nodded.
"Now help usturn this ship around,” Segjuk said.

The screensflickered, then opened to reveal the battle outside. As the ship shook with explosions,
thethree of them watched asthe wave of Mimic drones smash into the ship. But alast ditch defense
from a Swarmer wing destroyed as many of the Mimics they can intercept, despite caught in a
dogfight with escorting Avenger corvettes.

"l got two large ships coming our way," Zha warned, watching her tactical screens. She magnified
the view.

"It's the Kuun-L aan and the Faal-Corum, heading our way," Seejuk said. "1 got energy readingsthat
looks like one of them got a siege cannon ready to fire. Oh by Sgjuuk’s name..."

He spoke too late. A massive fireball was coming their way.
"Brace yourself everyone!" Segjuk warned. "If we make it through this..."

The massive Needl eship shook violently. The siege cannonbal | missed the Needleshipfrom adirect
hit, but the shockwaves send great damage throughout the hull of the ship.

"There is enormous damage in all decks of the Needleship, but the Khar'nak derelict is intact,"
Seejuk sighed with relief. He noted that the ship within a ship concept of the Khar'nak iswhat's
keeping the derelict intact, and was keeping themalive aswell. The blag has cleaned out what was
left of Omegawing and the Swarmer defense wing, leaving the Khar'nak alone.
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But the second ship, the Faal-Corum, was powering up its siege cannon.

"We'renot going to survive through this. Zha, | think you better go. Take G'yelawith you,” Segjuk
said. "That Swarmer can hold only two people at the most, and that's going to be cramped for an
aging fellalike me."

"Y ou what? Nobody is leaving not without you!" Zha shouted.

"Y ou damn bitch, get out of here. | am not going to take a chance for all of usto die. If the worst
someone must still bealive, and | would rather that it be you rather then be. | can still savethisship,
and you can save yourself," Seejuk argued. "Hurry!"

"Youold asshole, you..." Zhacried. Segluk was right again. "Y ou promise me you are not going to
die, you old asshole, you promise me you're not going to leave me. Y oure promise you're going to
come back." For amoment, her thoughts lay with her father, for the last moments he was with her.
He never came back, and the deep fear and agony of the moment gripped Zha'sheart and her voice
quivered and sobbed.

Seejuk clutched Hiraa'sgemstonein hisneckl ace. "By the memory of my beloved Hiraa, 1 will come
back | swear. It will take alot more than a couple of siege cannons to kill this old Kushan husk."

"I cannot leave," G'yela said. "Y ou need me here to save thisship. It's my final duty, and the last |
can do for my people. Besides, you can only override the codes with my woice. Zha, you have no
timeto argue with us now. Thelegacies of the Farersare with you, and they must survive withyou.
We will be dright." Thereis a strange calm and peace in her voice.

"Zha, there isashort cut from this bridge to the docking bay," G'yela pointed to a small door and
then a schematic in a screen. "Just follow this."

Zha rushed and hugged her, and G'yela hugged back. "It was good to know you," Zha said.
"It was good to know you too," G'yelareplied.

Zhatook onelast |ook and exited through the door, sometearsin her eyes. Her heart was heavy, but
sheranasfast asher injured | egs could move her. An Advanced Swarmer was waiting on alaunch
rail, and as she entered the ship, she naticed that its weaponsbay wasdeliberately emptied to alow
another passenger and various artifactsto fit in. But there won't be any passenger to fit inside. She
will fly this alone.

Inside the emptied compartment, somerelics have been placed ahead by crewsfol lowing Gyelas
orders, relicsthat would have pertained to the heritage of the Farersand the Sirens, relicsthat G'yela
wanted saved but never had sufficient timeto study. The work was left with Zha now.

Every Svarmer wasintended to be easy to fly, and thiswas no exception. She lowered the cockpit
door herself, toggled the joystick and flicked the engine ignition.

"l got you, Zha," Segjuk'sfaceflashed inasmall monitor. "We're ready to launch you." Seejuk made
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athumbs up in the screen, a gesture hauntingly similar to the one her father gave before he left to
face the Beast.

"The Faal-Corum has fired its siege cannon! Launch now!" Segjuk urged.

Zha pulled the lever, and the Swarmer zoomed on the launch rails the G-forces pinning her back.
There was aterrific whoosh as the Swarmer was flung throughthe launch tube, and suddenly there
was the darkness of space. There was only light in the stars, the flashes of the battles, and the
phosphorescent glow from the Swarmer's instruments.

Zha glimpsad the sensors. The fireball is coming! She kicked the boost inthe Swarmer, and G-
forcespinned her back once more against her seat. The fireball missed directimpact again, but she
can only glimpsed the shockwaves tearing theNeedl eship structure. She can sense the shockwaves
coming behind her, ravenous, totally ripping this ship if she got caught in the wave.

In arace againd the wave the Swarmer boosted like she never boosted a fighter before. Lightened
by the lack of a passenger and weapons, the Advanced Svarmer wasa little fager than a loaded
example. For amoment there, the wave of death was about to overtake her, and as she was about
to be engulfed in its hug, the wave suddenly faded. There was only a cloud of debris chasing the
Swarmer.

She sighed asign of relief and laid some grateful patting on the Swarmer's dashboard. Damn, she
thought, this was one fast fighter, the fastest she has ever seen and so fast it saved her life. She
looked at back to seeif the Khar'nak was there.

The vast Needleship was all in flames. Sections of it were exploding, stripping away. It was a
horrible sight. Then she felt something, something that only a Child of the Unbound can perceive,
and that is presence of another. If G'yelawas still alive, then so was Seejuk. Zha shouted with glee.

The Needleship structure began to strip away. Then thelast bolts holding the burning Needleship
structureblew, and thevast Needleship disintegrated. Asthedebrisfell off, something moved within
it, and from the cloud of junk and debris emerged a ship.

It was the old derelict Khar'nak, moving on its own power after all the millennia.
"YES! YES!" shouted Zhaat the top of her voice, never was she excited or awed by such a sight.

"Hmm, like | said, they don't build ships like this anymore," Segjuk observed at the bridge of
Khar'nak. "What did you say?' G'yela asked. "It is our sacred duty to maintain and protect the
Mother's great ship to the best we can."”

"We got good ship condruction here, and you all did afine job in keeping this ship. But we're not
through yet. They will till try to repeatedly blast us with those siege cannons until there is nothing
left of us but nuclear particles,” Segjuk said.

Then anideacameto him, adesperate one, one that may save the ship and stop the war at the same
time. Let the truth finally save us all, he thought.
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"Segjuk, G'yela, are you alright?' Zhas screen flashed in front of the monitors.

Seejuk gave a thumbs up, and Zha smiled. Segjuk had another reason to smile---the Khar'nak's
ancient communications systemwas stil | working, and surprisingly compatible with both Kushan
and Kadeshi systems. The communication boosters Gyela used to sing to her fleet was still
operational also. If he can link the two...

Hetook abackup module and inserted the interfaceon one of the terminal consoles Hethen linked
the Kadeshi and Kushan | anguage interfaces, and began to play an ancient recording.

* % %

G'aaswatched the screensin total disbelief. The strange looking enormous Needleship shedded its
outer hull to reveal an inner structure that turned out to be what his science officer described as a
self moving ancient Hiigaran derelict. He wondered if they should continue to fire on an ancient
Hiigaran derelict, but he will not take the chance.

The battle was not gaing well for him but neither for the Kadeshi. His sensor reports that the four
Kadeshi ancient dreadnaughts have gotten their siege cannonsrepaired and were positioning toblast
them with such. The main Allied capital ship fleet was deeply engaged with their opposing
equivalents.

He finally played his ace card. Three Taiidani task forces, each led by an enormous Empress class
carrier, dematerialized behind Kadeshi postions. The Kadesh inhibitors prevented ships from
jumping out of the batlespace, but there wasnothing said about new forcesjumpingin. The carrier
task forces began sending strike ships and capital ships againgt the Arkships. The Arkships
themsel ves have poor defensive armament, but werefanatically defended by large Swarmer wings.

The position was lik e two opponents with daggers on their necks. The Kadeshi have the ability to
wipe out the Allied fleet, but the Allies have the ability to wipe out the Kadeshi population shi ps.

G'aassighed. It would be unbearabl eto his consaenceto kill the Kadeshi civilians, but thiswastatal
war.

"Sir," the communications officer i nterrupted G'aas thoughts. "We got something in the comlinks.
It's coming out from the derelict and its being broadcasted in both Kushan and Kadeshi frequencies.
Some woman..."

"Screens!" Gaas ordered.

The handsome, yet dignified face of a woman appeared. Her graceful features looked Kushan but
not quite desert raised, with the scholarly look of a Sjet or Kaalel. She wore a strange military
uniform, and beside her stood what seemed to be her ranking officers.

"Thisis Commander N'ua Helan of the Hiigaran Imperial Navy in thecarrier Khar'desh. If you can
hear this, thisisaddressed to the survivorsand maybe even thechildren of theship Khar'toba. | don't
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know if you can ever receive this, but | pray that you will, somewhere, someday...."

"....As you al know, our convoy was stalked by a Taiidan carrier task force under orders by their
Emperor to defy the Council edict and exterminate every living member of our race. Just outside
the Great Nehul a, the Talidans unleased their forcesto exterminate usall. But we prevailed, thanks
to the new ion beam weapons and Swarmer fighters the Council has provided us...."

"...Butduring the battle our shipswere heavily damaged. Asthe Khar'tobadrifted, the enemy carrier
moved in to destroy the Khar'taba and all her survivors. The Kharnak came between the Khar'toba
and the enemy carrier and fired the siege cannon we obtained from the Emperor's flagship, the
Kharkusha. The blast destroyed the enemy carrier, but drained the Khar'nak's energy systems,
damaged her navigation and propulsion systems. The Khar'nak drifted into the Great Nebula,
drawing fire from the remaining Taiidan forces, as the Khar'toba fled safely. Thiswas the moment
of our separdion. The carrier Khar'desh followed the Khar'nak into the Great Nebula, fighting a
running battle to protect the people in the Khar'nak..."

"...Fromthen on, we never heard of you, and you were all lost to us, aswe are to you. We managed
to fight off the enemy but the Kharnak's engineswere heavily damaged. The battles have |eft the
carrier Khar'desh heavily damaged, and | fear shewould not be habitable muchlonger without heavy
repairs. We are stranded now in the Nebula, and outside of it, the Taiidani has sent forces to hunt
us down if we were to leave the Nebula. They occasionally sent forcesto hunt us down inside the
Nebula. In some occasionsthey failed to locate us, aswe hidein the Nebula's clouds, which protect
us, and whose resources we gather for our survival to repair our ships and buil d replacements. In
some occasi onsthey would find us, and we would battle them, and destroy every singe one of them
SO no survivor is left to report our position..."

"...As we remain trapped in the Nebula, we wonder about the fate and well being of brothers and
sistersinthe Khar'toba. We hoped that you have a safe jouney and would find a ssfe home away
from the Taiidan oppression..."

"...One day, we hope to find you...or if you may, find us..."

"...Oneday, we hope to be united again, and inunity, we will claim back our beautiful homeworld
of Hiigara, and redaim our empire and birthright from the Taiidan oppression. No, thisisnot a
hope---thisis my prediction. This should beand will be the goals of bath our children, the children
of the Khar'nak and Khar'desh, and the children of theKhartoba, should wefail to survive to make
our dreamstrue..."

"...Inside your ship, and the Khar'nak, we carved from the memoria stones of these giant ships, a
map of where we came from and of our common heritage. Should our computer systems will fail,
the stoneswill serve asaguideand areminder of who we are. On that one faithful day, on the death
of Hiigara, there were many more ships of the Exilesthat left. We will alsofind all the ather Exiles
and join them to restore the brother and sisterhood of Hiigara..."

"...My other messageisapersonal one. Itisfor theonel loveand of whom we are separated forever.
Thisisfor you, Captain Jakuul Pangu't of the Khar'toba, if you can still hear me or if ever receive
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thiswhich | pray tha you will. My heart painsfrom thisseparation like a curse. It islike a hole
insideme. But you like to know something? Yes, you are afather now. | am pregnant with our child.
Thisis not the best of circumstances to have a child, barely survivingin battered transport and
warships. But like all those who were bornduring the journey, they represent the hope for Hiigara
now. Our children. To reclaim the right of our past for our future. |1 will raise your child and | will
make him remember hisfather. | hope the children of our children will not forget us, our sacrifice,
and our dreams. If | cannot returnto Hiigara, then our child will, andif he or she did not, then their
children..."

"...It pains meto make thismessage, with all the uncertainty about our future or even to receivethis
message... | hopeyou have asafejourney. | hopewewill al returnto Hiigarasome day. Let the gods
be with you... Longlive Hiigara...| loveyou dl..."

The image of the woman faded, the message three millennialate finally delivered to the children
she had laid her hopesfor.

G'aasstared at the screen, totally bewildered. There was nothing but an eerie sil ence in the bridge
of the Baal-Haaam. G'aas was the first to break the silence.

"Get me the Kadeshi fleet commander, directly,” Gaas ordered the communications officer.
"Heis already here, Admiral. He is requesting for an immediate ceasefire on both sides."”

"He has read my mind," G'aasreplied. "Tell him, we will grant truce and ceasefire. Relay it to the
rest of the fleet immediately."

* % %

"Itisdone,” G'yelasaid. "Itistheend of our Faith. Toknow that our Great M other, our Goddess was
but amortal Hiigaran."

"She is not Goddess, and never was. What she was, isa heroine. Without her, the Kushan and the
Kadeshi people would never have started. It is never too lae to learn the truth, even if it is three
millennialate. That was our Kushan history aswell," Segjuk said.

"Forthefirst time, | feel free," Gyelasad."The M other did prophesy that in the end of the days of
Kadesh, the Orderswill be no more, and anew world will be born again. Thiswasthe prophesy the
Orders feared most, and why they hid this truth for so long. But it had come true.”

"But | remain the conrdemned. | have caused so much lives across the Outside. So much Kadeshi,
so much Kushan, Taiidan and Turanic lives. What will be done to me?' Gyela asked. Her note
turned to a depression.

Zha's voice was excited as it cracked in the comlink. "Y ou done it, you done it. Thereis an
immediate ceasefire.”

But there was no joy in Segjuk’s face. Ingead there seemed to be one of extreme concern.
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"There was something your Great Mother said about the state of this ship,” Segjuk said. "The
navigational and the control systemswere damaged, right? That's why the ship was trapped in the
Nebula. Were they ever repaired?’

"Not that | know of," Gyelaresponded. "I only keep the Gospel. | don't keep repair records 3,000
years old.”

"Well whatever thisthing isrunning on," Segjuk observed. "It's running out of pureinertia. It's il
headed for the Kushan Mothership. We got to find away to stop thisthing.”

"The ship isstill headed for the Mathership?' G'yela asked. "Then it isindeed inevitable. My fate
is sealed with this ship. It is unchanging.”

"Cut the crap, girl, you're not going to die," Segjuk said.

The screen fizzled, and Admiral G'aas face appeared on it. "This is addressed to the commander
aboard the derelict ship."

"Hi Admiral," Segjuk greeted.
The Admiral's face was in shock, asif he could not take successive surprises.

"You! Segjuk Liirhra. What are you doingin that ship? By any means, were you responsiblefor that
outrageous communication di splay? Was dl that true?'

"Yes Admiral," Segjuk replied. N'ua Helan is atrue person, the so called mother goddess of the
Kadeshi. | found all these records here, in the bowels of the old derelict ship she once commanded.
Cometo think of it, shewasalive, 3,000 yearsago, right inthisverybridge. | think thisis awesome,
to be in the very same bridge of the person that saved the ancestors of Kushan and K adesh.”

"Isthis the purpose you defected?’ Gaas asked. "Y ou disobeyed an order and a duty. You can be
court martialed for it."

"Not really defected, but to convince," Seegjuk replied. "Small priceto pay to save two races from
killing each other. My only regret was| didnt do it soon enough. | would doit againif | haveto. But
right now | have other problems. The derelict is a runaway. The ancient repairs done on the
navigation and controlswere superficial and untested. It will collide with the Mothership and there
is no hope in getting out."

"Thisis Zha, in the Swarmer,” Zhainterrupted. "Can | land and pick you people up?’

"Negative, Zha," Segjuk replied. " After thelast siege cannon blast the dock baysare non operational .
We are trapped here."

An officer whigered to G'aasin the screen. G'aas looked again a Segjuk. "I think we mi ght have
asolution. The Somtaaw are going to send some Heavy Tug frigates to ram and push the derelict
ship away from the Mothership."
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"That can work," Segjuk agreed. "Communi cati ons seem faulty. We can't maintain contact long.
Energy levels running low here." He thought, | guess nothing is really perfect.

Four Ramming Tugs appeared, heading for the derelict. Therewasan enormousthud asthefirst Tug
made contact on the Khar'nak's hull, followed by anather. The crescent shape of the Mothership
loomed, and Segjuk knew there was not much time to waste. The Khar'nak shook and creaked as
the Tugs rammed and pushed. Odd noi ses creaked throughthe old structure like anancient monger
awaked from its sleep.

"Lookslikeit'sworking," Segjuk shouted excitedly. "Y es, it'sworking." He watchedthe nose of the
Khar'nak derelict veered away from the crescent M othership.

Then his wide grin turned sour. He made immediate cal culations, and his face hung a strange
concerned expression. He watched the window as the nose of the Khar'nak turned into blue orb of
Hiigaraitself. The Tugs could only push, but not in a precise direction.

"l can sense where we are going," G'yela said. "Thisship isgoing to crash into the planet itsal f. It
hasbeen prophesied that the Great Mother wil | return to the First Gardensin ablaze of fire. Nobody
understood what it literally meant. Wasit conquest like | thought it would?Now, Her great wisdom
isreveaded. Shewill fall from the Heavensasit was said. Now | know what it al truly meant. My
fateis still sealed. Everything remains the same.”

"Will you ever shut the hell up?' Segjuk desperately grasped his hair with both his hands. "Let me
figure this out.”

"Whileyou do thefiguring, | will do the praying,” Gyelasaid, leavingthe bridge to pray among her
fallenidolsin the Great Hall.

Segjuk frantically keyed the terminals, searching for away in the ship's systems. "There's got to be
an emergency retro landing sysem somewhere."

Zha's voice was in the comlink. "Segjuk, what are you still doing there? The derelict is going to
reenter the planet'satmosphere--—-" The static interrupted her voice.

Outside, the nose of the giant ship started to turn red from the heat, asthe Khar'nak diced through
the upper molecu es of the Hiigaran atmosphere a an incredible vel ocity. The blue orb grew bigger
in the screens, but the scene became engulfed with fire, asred flame swept through the length of the
ship. The screensturned black as the external cameras failed. The gant ship shook with an eerie
vibration, and the walls filled with a mournful moaning sound, as the ship burned and melted.

3,000 yearsago, the Khar'nak departed from the surfaceof Hiigara, and now it hasreturned, afalling
star streaking across its skies.

* * %

She awoke, her face in the sand, her body wet from the blue waters of the sea. It was so bright, she

158



had never seen a sun, a star so close that theair became blue.

Her thin pale dress, wet from the sand and the water, dung to her lithe figure. She had no shoes, and
her bare feet buried into the soft sand. It was aninteresting sensation for the small pebblesto slip
between her toes, and the lapping waves of water lap her feet. Above, flying creatures sing, then
probe the water for food. Many anall creatures teemed the waters and the sand. It was indeed the
Seaof Lifeasit wasforetold.

It was so beautiful, so beautiful. She never dreamt it was like this. Aborad the Arkships as a child
she dreamt what it will be on the surface of those starry orbs they called worlds and planets. Now
sheis here. IsthisHomeworld? The First Gardens? It was truly beautiful, as the Mother called it.
To see al thisonce again, this was the Mother's quest. Now she was seeing it for herslf.

Her silvery hair flew with the winds. She never felt awind like thisbefore, touching her skin, her
eyes, and her nose. Every step she took, she staggered holding to her balance. The gravity seems
stronger, the air warmer, hotter.

Isthisall adream? |s she dead?

A child was running towards her and for a moment she saw herself in that child. A man and a
woman followed the young girl.

"Did you seeto that? Did you see that?" said theyoung girl, pointingto horizon. "A star fell from
the sky."

The man said, "They said there was a huge battle in the sky. Some of the junk arefalling out of it."

The silvery haired girl looked at the horizon where the child pointed. There was a anoke plume
rising from alarge burning hulk.

The man noticed that this new grl in the beach seemed odd to the utmost. She was delicaely
beautiful, yet sereneand strangely quiet, unsure of every step she made, awayscuriously examining
her surroundings. "Are you dright, Miss?'

The strange girl looked at him, smiled and nodded, not sayingasingle word. The younggirl smiled
and the strange steely eyed girl smiled back at her, her silvery hair blowing with the seawinds.

She was alive, she thought. Death wasn't her fate. The Mother rewards in mysterious ways.

With only her thin pale dress, she began anew journey across the beach, leaving her frail footsteps
across the sand.
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Chapter 21: The Needleship

It was the eve of Unification. There were still so many social issues to be worked out, but the
Kadeshi and the Kushans have agreed in principlethat all issues will be resolved without military
force. The Kadeshi wanted land to settle on Hiigara, but the Kiithid are unwilling to share the real
estate. It was then the Galactic Council intervened. Seeing the potential for a long term political
crisis, the Council decreed that apercentage of the Homeworld must be shared to the Kadeshi. The
Somtaaw argued that if Hiigaraisto be shared with the Kadeshi, the Somtaaw shoul d have mining
rightsto the Gardens. The Kadeshi diehardswere inflaned by the proposal, but moderates argued
that if the Somtaaw scheme wasaccepted, a percentage of the mining profitsand resources would
go to the Kadeshi welfare fund. They still continue to argue.

The vastly underpopulated Kiithids saw an opportunity to recruit members of the disenfranchised
Kadeshi population into their ranks. Purists denounced the move, claiming it would taint the
Kharakian bloodline. Pragmatists saw, that after successvewars the K harakian bloodlinethreatens
to be an endangered species. They saw an opportunity with the compatible Hiigaran bloodline of
the Kadeshi. Most of the pragmatists were from the smaller Kiithid, which degerately needed to
swell their ranks to improve their political stature, military and economic power. A scheme was
hatched by the supposedly Liirhravassal Hraal Kithid to bring promisingK adeshi engineersto their
ranks, aproposal the Liirhra saw the potential and objected. For some of the Kiithid, they saw an
opportunity in thelarge Kadeshi underclassas a source of cheap labor for theindustriesgrowingin
Hiigara all over and the factory ships that began to teem in space. For the ever opportunistic
Somtaaw, the Kadeshi seemed an excellent human resource for cheap mining labor.

The 12 Arkshipsorbit around Hiigaralike 12 small moons. After the Ceasefire, riotsinthe Arkships
broke out, and mobs desecrated the temples As Gyela had predicted, the Orders were no more.
Cardinal M'jor vanquished thereligiousordersand hisown title. Heled a power grabbing coupwith
the more moderate factions of the Kadeshi Holy Heet, bringing the moderate faction into power.
Instead of the religous symbols of the Orders M'jar lifted the now powerful image of the old
Hiigaran Imperial Banner, images of whomwere preserved inthe Hiigaran derelict warships. Along
with the flag, the M'jor faction, which had completely seized the Kadeshi government apparatus,
took upon themselvesto redress their uniformsinto the dd Imperial Hiigaran uniformsonce worn
by their Great Mother.

The Taiidani Republicans were offended by the Imperial flag, claiming that long ago, it was the
ancient atrocitiesperpetuated by the Hiigaran Emperor against the Taiidani kingdomsthat led to the
Taiidani rebellion that destroyed the Hiigaran Empire and led to retributionary atrocities. The
Taiidani argued that the Kadeshi—and as a warning to the Kushan Hiigarans as well--that no
dreams of empire will be entertained or accommodated. Government must be council based or it
must be ademocracy, the model of government the Taiidani had been advocating. Impossible, the
coll ecti ve voices of theKiith-sasaid, we do not let themaob rule. The Taiidani countered, it is better
that the people rule instead of tyrants. Liberals among the Kushan sided with the Taiidani,
denouncing the old Kiithid system, their political hegemonies, and their economic monopolies,
wrote a constitution for a new democratic government for Hiigara.
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The Daiamid denounced the radicals and their Constitution as"insane”, but the radicals had quick
support among the Kadeshi masses, the small weak Kiithid, and the Taiidani intellectuals who
joinedtheir ranks. The radicalswere all adamant in the purauit of the UDRA—United Democratic
Republic of Hiigara---as well as workers and minority Kiith rights in the Manaani Enterprises,
Kaae Software, and the Liirhra Shipyards. They declared the abolition of the Kiithid system and
the Daiamid, and therewereinjuriesfrom the protestsand riots. The Daiamid strained the Hiigaran-
Taiidani Alliance by urging the Taiidani not to interfere with "internal matters'. The Republican
government countered that the Taiidani intellectualsin Hiigarawere there in their own accord and
by invitation of the Hiigaran radical democracy movement.

Some of the disenfranchised among the Kadeshi wanted to return to the Gardens and go back to the
oldwaysof life. They formed an organization with thetask of getting one of the Arkshipsand return
it to the Gardens. The M'jor faction denounced the new group, sayingthat their fateiswith Hiigara
now and to building anew progressive society. But the faction will have anew concern as to who
will lead the"new progress ve society” M'jor touted, as the infectious ideas of democracy from the
Taiidani hasfiltered to the Kadeshi underclasses starting a new radical movement.

Gyela? Wanted by all Autharities, including Taidan and Hiigaran, they never found her, nor her
body was ever recovered from the wreck of the Khar'nak. She had faded into an urban legend, and
popularity cults grew around her. There was sightings that she was still alive, but the authorities
dismissed them as popular hysteri a surrounding a legend. That a young frail grl was able to lead
a vast fleet that scarred half the galaxy and nearly toppled the best military forces gripped the
imagination of even the Hiigaran and Taiidani youth, who saw in her, the rebellion of the young
against the establishment. Her disappearance, the reported sightings, add to an atmogphere of myth
and cult around the figure of G'yela, who remains digurbingly popular among the Kadeshi aswell.

Equally contentious were the grange songs and hymms G'yela sung during the Crusade to stir up
her troops. Recorded by Kadeshi soldiers duringthe war, they were preserved for safe keeping. But
Hiigaran and Taiidan pilots who were exposed to the songs during the battle became mesmerized
by it. Therecordi ngs of Gyel assongs becameahot item in the black market, and they spread to the
Hiigaran and Taiidani youth enamored by her cult. It was said tha who ever heard her songs could
hear the songs of the star themselves. Authoritiesremain digressed about the popu arity of thiswar
criminal, but the ban on the recordings only added to the stature and legend of G'yela.

It did not take long for the Turanic Raiders to see where the new winds were blowing. The Raiders
asmercenaries, never had along standing loyalty toany benefactor, such asthe Imperiaists. Asthe
Imperialists grew wesker, they shifted from an asset to a burden for the Raiders. Increased
technolog cal advances on part of the Kushans and T aiidanis have made piracy more difficult. As
their fleets grow larger, their societies become more structured and sophisticated, and began to
require new economic resourcesthat piracy and mercenary activities cannat sufficiently provide.
The Turanics needed new sourcesof incomes, new friends, and perhaps, new employers. Thefirst
Turanic-Hiigaran cooperation treaty was signed during the Crusade, and the other Turanic houses
followed suit. The treaties allowed safe passage of Hiigaran ships in Turanic space; mining of
resourcesin Turanic sectors with percentage of the proceeds going to the Turanic House; purchase
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of surplus and obsolete Hiigaran warships; escort protection of Hiigaran trade, exploration and
mining vesselsat an agreed fee. The treaties would have a double edge effect on it, as elements of
the new Hiigaran underworld would al so take the opportunity to hire Turanic mercenariesfor their
dirty deeds. Some of these deeds, it turned out, included harassment against the new found
democracy and worker union movements. The Turanic mercenarieswel comed their new employers
aseagerly asthey did with the last Taiidani Emperor, and did their dirty work just aswell. All that
matters was that they got paid.

* % %

It was days after the Crusade Ceasefire, and the signing of anew Turanic-Hiigaran agreement. As
part of acultural sharing program, her Highness, the Princess Segura Zha of the feudal Inner House
of Khor was asked to singthe Turanic ceremonial songs to honor the dead of the last war and send
their soulsto the heavenly warrior kingdom. Thethick, glittering ceremonial robesand the ungainly
headdress were a burden to her small petit body, and she struggled not to trip on the ends of the
robes. Shewastired, but shewas stirred from the sight of the symbolic gravestones of the pilotswho
died, and among them, pilots from her carrier, the Mule. No effort will be spared to honor them.

The high notes of her voice filled the hall, her hands and gestures following a rhythmic graceful
dance. Ceremonial dignitariesfrom both sideswerelined behind her back, but she wasthe only one
who can boast of conveniently having the bloodline of an Inner House. It was precisely that reason
why she was requested--perhaps obligated---to perform the ceremony.

Asshe sang shesaw afamiliar face. Hewasin civilian clathes, al bandaged up,in acrutch. Despite
his injuries, he kept his stance. Their eyes met, and he gave a thumbs up. Zha smiled as she
continued her high note chant and the slow ceremonial rhythmic dance.

After the song, despite the robes that seemed to overwhelm her body, Zharan to the stranger. She
jumped and hugged him, and the combined weight of her robes against hisweak injured legs, sent
both of them crashing embarrassingly to the floor.

"I hopeyou're not singingmy funeral, Zha. Thisold husk isnot ready to go yet," hesaid. "I think you
just brokethe rest of my bones."

"Segjuk!" she cried. "Thought you were dead!" She helped Segjuk to a chair and they both sat
together.

"I got a promise to keep, remember?' Segjuk replied. "Not going to turn my back on apretty lady,
hal I'm as tough asthat old derelict ship.”

"And Gyela?' Zha asked.
"They never found her or her body. Do you think she'salive?' Segjuk answered.
"I can still feel her. She's till ali ve somewhere,” Zha said. "What wi |l happen to the Khar'nak?'

Segjuk explained. " Scientists are examining the derelict, but the hardline Kadeshi are demanding
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the immediate return of all sacred artifacts. But the Academy wanted to study therelics more, asit
can shed light to the origins of races, and perhaps even find something of decisive value to our
futures. The M'jor regime leading the Kadeshi now seemed moderate and pragmatic. After the
discovery of the true nature of their goddess Mother, they're more opened minded about the
significance of the artifacts and have as much to gain from the study of these things with the
scientists. They will agree to a scientific cooperation.”

"Doyou know I'm forced to resign from Fleet Intelligence and Black Star now?" Seegjuk revealed.
"They cited disobedience in regulations despite showing outstanding courage in crisis. But don't
worry, the pay and the benefits sucked anyway. | got a new employer now."

"Who?' Zha asked.

"The Academy of Archeological Research---a joint venture between the Sjet and Kaalel
Kithids—hired me to continue the work for deciphering and studying the artifacts. They thought
they may have some leads to new archeological discoveries,” Segjuk said.

"Thisisgood," Zhasaid.

"Actud ly, Zha, itsmorelikea"we". We got anew employer now. The AAR wantsto hireyou too.
They need a well protected vessel that they can use a mobile base for research on the outlying
Frontiers. "

"Adventure and treasure hunting,” Zha sounded with excitement. "Fees good? When can we sign
up?'

"As soon as possble | guess,” Seguk said.

"But beforewe go, Seejuk, | got abusiness problem that requiresthe assistance of you, my Business
Adviser, can help resolve."

"Shoot," said Segjuk.

Zhaexplained. "The Somtaaw has approached me for mining and travel rightsin the Khor sector,
my father's House sector. They wanted escort rights, abase of operations, and | get apercentage. But
there is something about them | don't trust, and I'm not good with contracts. | want them to provide
me an outpost, since | don't have one."

"Soundslike its up my category,” Segjuk smiled. "1 want to give the Somtaaw a hard time on the
bargaining table. They're business animals--the Beast in the businessworld. If you're not careful,
they will 'infect’ you and drain you dry. Let me read the contract and we will make necessary
adjustmentsto slay this Beast."

3,000 years ago...
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N'ahil Henan watched his agng mother, who stared intently into the bright pi nkish and yellowish
glowing clouds of the Nebula. Her body has become weak and feeble but her sirit and her eyes
remained as strong and determined as ever.

For a generation, his mother had fought back the Taiidani incursions in the Nebula intend on
stamping them out. With resourceful management, she brought back the Exiles from the brink of
extermination to theverge of buildinganew modem fleet. Theyjudicioudy exploited the resources
of the Nebula, captured Taiidani shipsandresourcers, recycled the scrap from desroyedships. They
have already begun the construction of anew home, alarger ship tomovethe survivorsand children
of theKhar'nak and Kha'desh. The carrier Khadesh itself has suffered the scarsof ahundred battles,
and they are finishing agrand worthy replacement for the old heroic warship that will protect them
from more Taiidani incursions. Maybe one day, in fulfillment of his agingmother's dream, the new
warships will be the main weapon and sword that will lead a new race of Hiigaransto return to
Hiigara and bring down the Taiidani regme.

N'ahil watched the massive scaffolds,. partly obscured by themists of the Nebula. He could seethe
silhouette of the new ship. Day by day, he watched every section of the ship put together, and he
marveled about its ingenious construction. Now the new ship was ready to launch.

"Are you proud, Mother?' N'ahil asked.
N'uareplied. "Yesson, I'm very proud.” She had tearsin her eyes.

A new generation of young officers joined them. Born aboard the ships, they never set foot on
Hiigaraor any planet at all. N'uawonderedand worried if this new generation would have the same
fervent desire to retake their Homeworld as her aging generation would.

In deep respect for her, this new generation al called her 'Mather'. It was as if the entire new
generation werelike her own offspring and family. Shefelt proudand warmedin her heartthat they
have all grown to be such fine, heroic beings. She felt the light of hope.

The officers toasted the launch of this new ship. "What do you think, Mother?' asked one of the
officers. "Isn't she beautiful ?*

N'uawatched the masterpiece of aship. The main sectionswere cylindrical and circular, likeacap,
followed by avery long stalk.

"Shelooks like a giant needle," said another of the young officers.

"Attention, attention please," N'ahil said, ringing a glass. "We will make atoast to my mother, our
mother, for it wasn't for her, this great day would not be possible.”

"Yay..yay..." the audience shouted and clapped. N'uaraised her hand to acknowledge their cheers.

N'ahil made anew announcement. "The new Khar'desh i sabout to l aunch now!" He then walked to
his mother's side.
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They watched as the scaffol ds one by one disengaged fromthe huge needlelike ship. Whenthe last
scaff old was disengaged, there was an uproar and much clapping.

"TheKhar'deshisnow on her own power," N'ahil announcedand the roar of the clapping increased.
N'ua ignored him, her attention remain riveted on the giant ship, asit began its first powered
maneuvers. She remained that way, transfixed on the ship, as the party went on.

When the party was dl over, N'ua was gtill there in the window, watching the first ever giant
Needleship continuing her first trials.

"Mother, it's late already,” N'ahil said. "It's time to go home now, time to get some rest."

N'uasmiled at him, then turned to watch the Needleship asit began to make itsfirst journey. "Yes,
time to go home," she said.

***THEEND***
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From Jee'nan's Fighting Ships Journal
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Cell Unit 342,
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Editor: Jee'nan Kaalel

Assigant Editor: L'jor Sjet

Newsstand Copy: 30 Resource Credits

Subscription Fee: 300 Resource Credits for one year, 400 Resource Credits for two years, not
including gal actic postage andtaxes. Taiidan subscribers mug check local planetary mail feesand
sales taxes.

Excer pts taken from the Special Crusade Editi on---
|. Ships of the Kadeshi Crusade Armada

During the Homeworld Wars, the first contact between the Kushans and the Kadeshi led to the
discovery of the Khar'toba sister ship, the Khar'nak within the Great Nebula, called the Gardens by
the Kadeshi. That encounter revealed what tumed out to be only part of the immense K adeshi fleet
and society that resided in the Nebula.

After the destruction of the Kadeshi fleet, it was assumed that the Kadeshi were completely
destroyed. That proved to be not the case. One assumption that proved wrong was that the
Needl eshi ps were motherships that housed the main Kadeshi population. Critics called this dofficial
assumption erroneous, asthe Needleshipshad to be creaed by much larger structures, whichinturn
meant a much larger popul ation needed to man such structures. Once you have this organization,
there must be a society, a civilization that would back this up.

During the first encounter, five Kadeshi shiptypeswere reveal ed-—-the Need eship, the Multibeam
Frigate, the Swarmer, the Advanced Swarmer and the Fuel Pod. Scans also detected a Hiigaran
transport derelict ship and a derelict carrier. The transport ship proved to be the sister ship of the
Khar'toba, and originally brought the ancestors of the Kadeshi to theNebula. The technologiesfor
the Hyperspace Inhibitor and the mini ion beam cannon were ahead of anything the Taiidan wasable
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tomake. Althoughthe Taiidan did devel op Hyperspace I nhibitor technol ogy, they required far larger
structures and had greater power requirements than the Kadeshi inhibitars. The efficiencies
exhibited by the Kadeshi inhibitors reveal ed that this technol ogy wasnot derived from the Taiidani.
The same argument can be given to the small but powerful mini ion beam cannons, whose power
cannot even be matched by the mini ion beam cannons devel oped by the Somtaaw and Paktu for use
onthe Dervish Multibeam Frigate. The presence of such high technologyimplementsinaregressive
society had analysts looking for answers.

One popular theory was that they were captured from alien ships that ventured and trapped in the
Nebula. But that begs the assumpti on, who were the races of these alien ships, and if they were
technologically superior, why were they not able to use their superior know how to escape? The
Taiidani documentation of known races also showed that all the known races neither had superior
inhibitor nor mini ion beam technology similar to what the Kadeshi were using.

When the Bentusi loaned the design of the Super Acolyte fighter, it opened a clue to analysts of
another theory that eventually proved true---that these technologies originally came from the
Unbound themselves.

As soon as the Kadeshi |eft the Great Nebula, they were immediately faced with tactical burdens
of their fleet nature. The nature of their fleet had been a def ensive one that subsisted on fast raids
and piracy. However, such afleet isinadequate for a full military campaign, and soon as they |eft
the Nebula, the Kadeshi showed the typical Hiigaran ingenuity and improvisation, devel oping new
shiptypesto facethe vastly greater and more complex tactical requirementsof afull offensivefleet.

Another assumption that proved false was that the Kadeshi never left their Nebula This false
assumption never disappeared degite the clear and tangible evidence of Kadeshi Multibeam
Frigates caught by the Ghost Ship well outside the Gardens.

The Needleship—It was originally believed that the Needl eships were motherships of their own.
This assumption would prove erroneous The Needleships asit turns out, wasan advanced assault
carrier design of immense proportions, designed to house the Hypergace Inhibitor generators, its
power source, awhole battery of offensive and defensive weapons, and strike craft/frigate size ship
building facility with hangers. The whole ship had nearly the firepower of a destroyer and yet
support a strike force worthy of alarge carrier.

During the Crusade, it was revealed that the Needlesips themsalves had variations in size and
capabi lity. Thelarge Needleships such asthe ones encountered during the HW, provided the main
striking power of the Crusade Armada, but there were smaller Needleships that were seen leading
reconnaissance and resourcing task operations. Heet I ntelligence determinedthat they representan
"Escort" subclass of Needleship.

The most impressive Needleship was the flagsip of the Crusade itslf, the Kharnak. The whole
Needleship was intentionally built around the Khar'nak derelict ship that brought the ancestors of
the Kadeshi to the Nebula. It was designed thisway to provide spiritual inspiration for the Kadeshi
fleet, inmuch the sameway asancient kithiid armiesbring religiousrelicsin theforefront of armies
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to i ngpire them for battl e and to bring the blessings of the godsfor victory.

The Flagshipitsel f housed a Siege Cannon, anather derelict from the ancient Hiigaran Imperial era.
The output of the Siege Cannon isaport on top of the Needleship's mushroom structure. The whole
structural needle stalk itself served ingeniously as abarrel for the cannon. The cannon had greaer
power than one used in the Kuun-laan and Faal-Corum, but required alonger recharge time. It was
noted however, that the armor around the Cannon proved to be thin and weak, due to the need for
excess energy dissipation requirements.

The Multibeam Frigate—They represent the main striking power of the Crusade capital ship fleet,
despite the introduction of the Assault Pod. These MBFs are avital threat to any capital ship fleet
and asmall pack can devour even a heavy cruiser in less than minute.

The MBFsare based on an ancient Hiigaran frigae design that were adapted to use the mini ion
beam cannons. Asauch it had asimple, functional chassisdesign. Its drawback isthe poor coverage
of its cannons. This makes it difficult to use in wall formations. In order to keep its guns at the
target, the MBF had to perform abarrel roll. Such amaneuver is unusual for a ship of itsclass.

To deal withthe MBF, the so called G'aas M aneuver wasdevel oped, named after itsinventor, Four
Star Admiral G'aas Paktu, who led the defense of Hiigara against the Crusade. Essentialy itisa
runni ng, flanki ng tactic. An Assault Frigate or Dervish MBF engaging a Kadeshi MBF wouldtry to
out turnand head for itsrear. T hiswoul d force the MBF to turn to the limits of itsagility, but during
the maneuver, the frigate is temporarily unable to keepits sights on the Assault or Dervish frigate.
With the greater coverage of the weaponsin Assault and Dervish frigate, the Assault and Dervish
frigate would be able to sugtanfireupon the Kadeshi MBF.

Another disadvantage of the Kadeshi MBF lies with its vulnerability to strike craft, due to its poor
weaponscoverage. Thishowever, istypical of any lon Beam Frigate(IBF) includingthe Turaniclon
Array FHigate.

Pod Class of Frigates---This chassis desgn seemed neither Hiigaran or something the Kadeshi
developed themselves. It is speculated that the design was based on a captured transport from an
unknown alien race. Whatever its origins are, the Pod chassis proved to be a versatile design.

Improvisation had been the trademark of the Crusade engneers. With no time and limited
technological resources to develop all new ship chassis, Kadeshi engineers relied on adapting
existingdesigns Thismeantlower cog and easy production at the expense of superior specialization
of what afrom-ground-up design could deliver.

The main Pod type encountered during the Homeworld Wars was the Fuel Pod. Despite its non
combatant nature, the Fuel Pod packs a mean medium cannon that could do severe damage to any
opposing frigate, making it better armed than a Supply Figate or Hive Figate. Despite its
vulnerability, a pack of Pods could well destroy a Destroyer.

With the introduction of newer, more efficient fighter drives to the Swarmers, the numerous Fud
Pods faced obsolescence. Not wanting to waste existing inventories and a proven design, Kadeshi
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engineersimprovised new typesthat gave anew leaseinlifeto the otherwise obsolescent Fuel Pod.
The better days of the Pod chassis would prove to lay ahead.

a.) Assault Pod---Removing therefuel equipment for the Swarmers, the Pod wasfitted with asecond
medium cannon, doubling the firepower. The result is effectively what experts called a Gunship.
The Assault Pod proved to be an excellent back up to the Kadeshi M BFs. The shortage and demand
for ion beam cannons also made the Assault Pod a valuable substitute.

Its disadvantage lies in the poor weapons coverage that makes the Assault Pod vulnerable to strike
craft. Particular targetsof Assault Pods are Gravwel | generators that were used often in an attempt
to neutralize Swarmer swarms.

b.) Grappler Pod---This isin fact, the Kadeshi Salvage ship, or Salvage Figate for that matter.
Analyds had long speculated for the Kadeshi to pirate transports, they must have a salvager ship
somewhere. During the Homeworld Wars, these ships were not found, and only with the Crusade
was the mysterious Kadeshi salvager reveal ed.

The move of the Salvager role from a Corvette to a Frigate seemed unusual for most analysts but
it had its advantages. The Grappler is invulnerable from gavwell frigates. It packs the same
formidablemedium cannon used in the Fuel Pods, and itsextracompartments meant that aboarding
crew can be housed. It has strong thick armor that gave it a high survivability rate in battle. The
Grappler mainly uses gas to incapacitate the crew of a captured ship. The use of gas has its
advantage---the Grappler can decide if they wart to kill theenemy crew or capture them just by
choosing either poison gas or sleeping gas.

c.) Bomb Pod---One of the more cynical designs, it isreally apod filled with quantum expl osives.
Intendedfor suicideattacks, the sheer magnitude of the expl osions caused by these shipswoul dsend
shockwavesthat damage or destroy shipsin neighboring areas. The Kadeshi hasno endtothe supply
of fanaticswilling to pilot such ships. However, they thought that if someoneisto make asacrifice,
it must be worth a big bang. This is the reason why the Kadeshi never resorted to using fighter
designs for suicide ships, but choose a large frigate chassis instead.

d.) ResourcePod-—Another fal se assumption wasthat the Kadeshi relied purely on piracy to sugain
themselves. However, most analystsrelying on their common sense speculated that the Kadeshi
were protecting the Gardens because they themselves harvest it like afarmer protecting hisfields.
The large sophisticated societies that the Kadeshi revealed would have required larger resources
than what piracy could allow by several times over.

The Kadeshi do have their own indigenous resourcer, but also would use captured resourcers. The
Resourcer Pod was an improvisation to bring a cheap, maneuverable design needed to harvest
asteroid belts that were more prevalent outside of the Gardens. It must be noted that the Kadeshi
Resourcers were optimized for gas collection, leading to huge, expensive designs, whereas the
Resourcer Pod was better suited for resourcing rocky debris and asteroids.

It is observed that the Kadeshi Resource Pod allow for docking and refuel of Swarmers.
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e.) MissilePod-—When the Kadeshi devel oped the Missile Swarmer drike craft, there came aneed
to provide afrigate that can continually supply these fighters with misdle stocks. The Missile Pod
is essentially a Fuel Pod that & so contains a small assembly line for missiles.

The Swarmer—This fighter is not only the main strike craft of the Kadeshi, it is the most feared
weapon, and themost devastatingly effective of al. The huge swarms of these craft rushing towards
your ship havebecomeaterrifying symbol of certain death. The Swarmer combinesthe performance
of a Scout, the hide of a Defender and the firepower of a Heavy Corvette in a small package that
cost cheaper and faster to make than any known fighter. The unusual structure of the Swarmer, with
aspinal cord that ends with atail, echoes the same structural design philosophy as the Acolytes.
Thishasled for some analyststo believe that the Swarmers, like the Acolytes, were orignally from
a Bentusi fighter design. However, the Swarmers do not have the same linking technology as the
Acolytes.

It isremarkable that of all known races, the Kadeshi never required a Corvette classstrike vess.
The enormous firepower of a Swarmer—equal to a Heavy Corvette---would take care of that. But
most importantly, the reliance of only a singe strike chassis meant that the Kadeshi had pure
advantages of production vdume. This meant that the Swarmers could be built inlower costs and
faster time than any other fighter. Thisis also crucial in the light that the thin Needleships do not
contain enough ship building capacity to build a variety of ships. The lessons here are now being
studied by both Hiigaran and Taiidan Fleet Commands, discarding the entire corvetteclasswith the
goal of building asingl einexpensive unified fighter of heavy firepower and great performance that
can be built by anew class of small inexpensive carriers. A partial implementation of such an idea
has already taken place with the Somtaaw's Acolyte.

The superior attributes of a Swarmer did not come with a cost. The large armament and
overpowered enginesleave littleroom for fuel capacity, and therange of the Swarmer isonly athird
of that of a Kushan Scout This poor range is sufficiently only for a defensive interceptor but not a
ship raiding vessel---the Turanic Bandit has almost six times the range. This odd attribute laid a
guestion to most analysts minds about the original purpose of the Swarmer, that it wasoriginally
primarily a defensive craft.

The poor range meant that Swarmers have to refuel often, and the fuel supply ships known as Fuel
Pods have to be drawn closer to the battle front where the Swarmers can dock and refuel. This
vulnerability was exposed during the Homeworld Wars, when Kushan strike forcestargeted Fuel
Pods for destruction, leaving Swarmers drifting in gpace without fuel.

Inview of the poor fuel capacity, the Kadeshi designed asecond chass swith amoreefficient drive
and increased fuel capacity. Thiswould become the Advanced Swarmer. The ASincreased thes ze
of the lower pod structure to house even larger armaments and fuel capacity. The more efficient
drive and increased fuel only incrementally improved fuel endurance, but some analydsinsis that
theimprovementswereinsignificant. It seemed that the increased mass of thefighter meant that the
Advanced Swarmer drive had to power harder to retain the same level of performance as the
standard Swarmer. Thisincreased fuel consumption, negating the advantages of an increased fuel
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capacity and more efficient engine.

The main advantage of the Advanced Swarmer was the switchto aquadruplecannon array from the
standard dual cannon systemused in the Swarmer. The amaller cannons sacrifice punch, but double
the amount of shell sthey can throw into space, i ncreasing rate of damage and probability of hits.

Compared to the mass drivers of Kushan and Taidan fighters, theones in the Svarmers seemed
primitive and inefficient. While they have a superior firingrate over other fi ghters, they also have
amuch shorter range, despite their longbarrels, considerably longer than the ones used by Kushan
and Taiidan fighters. This does not seem to hinder the Kadeshi somewhat, as they prefer to come
in closeto their targets before shooting. But the poor technological quality of the Swarmer cannons
were in contrast to the advancement represented with the mini ion beam cannons used in the
Kadeshi MBFs. Thisfurther reinforced the suggestion to analysts that theion beam cannons hadan
dien origin.

Shortly after the Beast War, an event woul d happen that would dramatically alter Swarmer evolution
and made it the formidableoffensive weapon seen in the Crusade. The Kadeshi were ableto capture
a Somtaaw Acolyte, and with it, access to the technologically advanced highly efficient Bentus
engine, also known asHE. In the grand tradition of technol agy cloning andcopying the Kadeshi had
established a reputation for, the drive was adapted to the Swarmer design.

The result was an upgraded, "Super Swarmer” that greatly increased the endurance of the fighter
without performance sacrifice. Thismeant that the Fuel Pods can stay further back from the battle,
or even eliminated at all, as the Swarmers now can return directly to the Needleships and assault
carriersto refuel. With the surplus of Fuel Pods, the Pods were modified to adapt to new tasks for
thefleet. HiigaranFleet command never came up with anew designation for the upgraded Swarmers
and Advanced Swarmers, and gill refer to them by their orignal name.

Asthe Crusade went on, the demandslaid for the Swarmer became heavier. Nolonger just capturing
mere transports lost in the Gardens, the Kadeshi have to fight full battlesagainst Turanic, Taiidani
and Kushan capital ships. Despite the already impressive firepower in existing Svarmers, the
Kadeshi religious hierarchy wanted amore powerful strike craft agai nstthese capital ships, and they
do not have a true corvette. However, they do not have the time and luxury to come up with an all
new strike ship design.

With a tradition for resourcefulness and improvisation a true Hiigaran race is known for, the
Kadeshi chose the patentially versatile Advanced Swarmer chassis as the basis for a new line of
Strike Swarmers. The large lower pod provided enough space for differing armaments.

The first isthe Assault Swarmer. Thisisbasically the AS fitted with the deadly medium caliber
cannon used in the Fuel Pod. This gave a little fighter an amogt frigate like punch. The design
drawback is that the firing rate of the cannon meant that the ship is not as good tackling other
fighters than older Swarmers. This requires Assault Swarmers to be escorted by other Swarmers.
Thisisessentialy, thefirst of the Strike Swarmersthat filled an attack bomber rolefor the Kadeshi.
Disadvantages of this type includes the higher cost and longer building time than required for an
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ordinary Swarmer.

The second type isthe Beam Swarmer. Thisisan AS fitted with the mini ion beam canon found in
MBFs. The Beam Swarmer was brought about by a change of Taiidani tactics At first tacticsto
neutrali ze Swarmers centered on Grawells, until the Kadeshi learned to target gravwells with
Assault and Bomb Pods. The Taiidans shifted their defengvetacticsto Field Frigates and Defense
Fighters, which greatly neutralized the Assault Swarmer's firepower.

Seeing that ion beams are not affected by Field Frigates and Defense Fighters, Kadeshi engineers
placedamini ion beam cannon i nthe weapon compartment of the Advanced Swarmer. Ataslightly
greater cost in weight, the Beam Swarmer provedto be aformidable strike craft, handling the ssme
role as the Beam Acolyte was for the Somtaaw fleet. The ion beam however, made the Beam
Swarmer an inferior arti-fighter ship, and other Svarmers are required to escort Beam Swarmer
wings. Another problemisits high cod relative to other Swarmers, and like the Assault Swarmer,
seemed subjected to the same long production time.

To deal with the problems brought by the Beam Swarmer, athird type wasconceived-—--the Missile
Swarmer. Suppliesof ion beam cannons proved to belimited, asdemand proved to be high for MBF
use. This cut down the production for Beam Swarmers. Along with ion beams, missilesproved to
be able to pass through Field Figates and Defense Fighters. Using technology from captured
Turanic Missile Corvettes, amissile rack is placed on the weapons compartment of an Advanced
Swarmer and the Missile Swarmer was born. The Missile Swarmer also provedto be capableof its
being its own excort, as missilesdeal with the fighter opposition surprisingly well.

The disadvantage of the Missile Swarmerisitslimited hold. It must return to anew dedicated ship,
the Missile Pod, dock with it and rel oad. Because it needed to reload anyway, the Misdle Swarmer
used stocks of old Advanced Swvarmer Drivesinstead of the more advanced HE (High Efficiency)
Acolyte derived drive. This lowered the cost of the Missile Swarmer and its production time.
Nonetheless, there were plansto use the HE drive on Missile Swarmers, but theend of the Crusade
came before these were implemented. Despite the ceasefire, it is believed that such ships are
undergoingtrials. The Missile Swarmer proved to be an effective supplement to the Kadeshi strike
wings.

Spy Swarmer—L.ittleis known about this ship, and even after the Ceasefire, the Kadeshi refused to
providedetail sor even acknowledge of its existence. But analystswere specul ating that the Kadeshi
were using spy shipsscouting areas ahead of their main formations. Analysts have taken liberties
to portray how a Spy Swarmer would be like.

The ship woud be based on an Advanced Swarmer using the HE drive. The weapons are removed
for sensory equipment and for more fuel capacity, and it is possible that mimic or cloaking
generators may be onboard.

Kadeshi Assault Carrier---Little is known about this type. It is apparently based on the derelict
Hiigaran Empire era carrier found in the Gardens. As the Needleship is based building around a
hypergpace inhibitor, some compromises have to be made with the ship building and docking
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capacity of these ships. The Kadeshi also needed something that can produce quicker than a
Needleship. The Kadeshi Assault Carrier, whichisgmilar toaKushanImperator carrier, filled that
gap. Towardsthe end of the Crusade, the proportion of Assault Carriersto Needleships have grown
in favor of the ACs, areflection of their obvious tactical value.

Kadeshi Heavy Cruiser—-As adaptation of the derelict carrier chassis, the Heavy Cruiser was
supposed to provide punch to the Kadeshi armada, as the Kadeshi adjusted to the requirements of
afully offensive fleet. However, analystsconsider the Kadeshi HC to beinferior to the Taiidani and
Kushan HCs like the Qwaar-jet and Avatar, areflection of the Kadeshi inexperience on building
major capital ship design and their reliance mostly on strike craft.

The Arkships—The Kadeshi wereoriginally thought to place their popul ation on the Needleshi ps.
But some analysts disputed the original Fleet Intelligence observation that Needleships were
motherships, and the bulk of the Kadeshi population had tobein ships even far larger. Two issues
damaged Fleet Command's theory, and they inevitably proved to be true.

Thefirst is that the Needleships had to be built by afar larger structure. Second that structure had
to be manned with a much larger population.

Similar to the newly discovered nomadic L'hosh race, the Kadeshi devel oped huge motherships,
each nearly three timesas big as the Kushan mothership. Called Arkships, each can hold up to a
maximum of 1 million souls, and the Kadeshi after three millennia, made 12 of these ships. The
Arkships contain farms for food production, temples for worship, factories for chemical and
resourcesynthesization aswell asship buildingfactories It isobserved that they seem poorly armed
for their size.

After the Crusade, Kushan observerscited the slums and poor living condtions in the Arkships,

which seemed in astate of deterioration. There was much sympathy for the Kadeshi population, the
magjority of whom seemed to live in abject poverty. There was speculation that indeed, if Arkships
continue to deteriorate, the Kadeshi indeed would need to migrate their population to a planet.

Kadeshi Resourcer—L ittleisknown about thistype, but it seemed to be based on acaptured Bentusi
barge design. The Resourcer ssemed optimize for gas collection in the Nebula, and its thick
destroyer class hide was meant to resist the dangerous radiation and rock streamsin some parts of
the Nebula.

Probe Bomb---This is indeed a cheap weapon. This is a one shot probe fitted with quantum
explosives that can send shockwaves to damage targets nearby. The Kadeshi often use thisto
preempt gravwell based enemy defenses.

Excerptsfrom Page 2: "Interview with Engineer Qu'haar Somtaaw, Designer of the Beam Acolyte."

Q: When you were aboard the Kuun-Laan, the Bentusi had given you the Super Acolytes but told
you that they would remove all knowledge of the craft after it's purpose was done, what thoughts
were running in your head?
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A: Well, we know that the Bentusi had advanced computer technology so they could tap into our
computer banks and erasethe data. We al so know they, asthe Unbound, had some sort of tel epathic
power. So we cannot trust that information in our minds and computers. For awhile, we have been
working on aBeam Acolyte of our own beforethe Bentusi 1oaned usthe Super Acolytes. However,
we had encountered cooling problemswhen we were trying to adapt the ion beam cannon from the
Dervish into the Acolyte chassis.

Whenwegot the Super Acolytes, | took my cameraand quickly photograph asmuch of theinternals
aswe can possibly can in the short time we have. | also got my audio recorder and made a voice
recording aswe quickly explored the internals. Of particular interest to us was the cooling system.

Y ou see the key in producing power in an ion beam cannon istokeep it cool. The cooler you can
keepit, the more power it can generate and sustain. Thereisno limit of power you can build inside
an ion beam cannon, but if you can't cool it fast enough, the damn thing will blow.

Suffice to say, the Bentusi gave us the amnesia treatment, but the we had the photographs and the
voicerecordings that provided us with the breakthrough that led to Super Acolytes of our own, the
Beam Acolyte. Theonly thingwe could not master isthe Beam M odulation technol ogy the original
Super Acolyteshad, that parti cularly tuned the lon beam frequency against the Beast's defenses. But
even if we photographed that, we still could not grasp the principles behind it, so that part was
clearly unattainable.

Q: Did you ever had the chance to study the Kadeshi equivalent, the Beam Swarmer?

A: Yeswe did through a captured example. We dso have cgptured samples of the Kadeshi MBF.
The Kadeshi worked out their beam cooling systemslong ago and perfected it to atee. TheBeam
Swarmer also had a larger weapons compartment that allowed for a larger cooling system to be
installed. Wedid not have that luxury, the space inside an Acolyte was quite compact. We even had
to remove the Linking equipment to make room.

Q: Are you satisfied with the performance of the Beam Acolytes so far?

A: Oh yes The Beam Acolytes have performed magnificently in battle. We were using Beam
Acolytes againgt evol ved fragments of the Beast and with pockets of Imperial resistance, but the
Crusade was the first real test of the fighter to be deployed in a mass, decisive scale. By then we
have an upgraded version that resolved production issues and flight handling bugs.

Q: So what isyour next prgect?

A: We're developing a pulse ion cannon. As you know, we shoot big beams off the cannons That
suckswhen it comesto rate of fireand that's not good against amall, fast fighters Here, we divide
the energy into arapidseriesof pulses, sort of likearapid massfire cannon, but using ions Wewill
be soon fielding the prototype into test trials.

Q: You know you are up to the award of the Star of Sgjuuk?
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A: | am grateful and honored to be nominated by my peers and the members of the Daiamid.

Excerptsfrom Page 12, "Interview with Four Star Admiral G'aas Paktu, the brainsbehind the Baal -
Haasim, Hiigarasfirst true new Assault Carrier.”

Q: What isan Assault Carrier?

A: Simple. It isacarrier with the firepower of a destroyer. Our previous carrier designs have poor
capability against capital ships. Because of this, they have be escorted by large numbers of frigates
or destroyers as they go into enemy space. To maintain such a fleet is itself an expensve
proposition. If acarrier cannot gay inthe front lines, it hasto launch its strike craft further behind.
More fuel is consumed, there isless endurance over the battlegpace, fighters have to take alonger
timeto return to the carrier. Thiscan be alife and death matter if the strike craft is damaged or has
run out of fuel. The effectivity of a carrier is determined by how close we can bring it to the
battlespace, and the closer it gets the more danger it will get. We need to counter that threat by
equipping a carrier with some firepower on its own.

Q: So when did you think about this?

A: | was a pilot aboard the M othership when we first encountered the Rancor, which isa Turanic
Lordclass carrier. Somehow the idea behind the Rancor stayed in my mind when | thought about
the feeble protection they have equipped the Imperator and Shaman carriers. They have repeated
the same mistake the Taiidans did with their carriers. As usual, | had ala of opposition with my
colleagueswho are purists pledged to defend the sanctity and elegance of their concepts, without
putting an ounce of common sensethat everycarrier put into battlespacewill inevitably be subjected
to capital shipattack. My model of an assault carrier was the Rancor. Whatever problemsthe Lord
class carrier has, it does not seem insurmountable and can be designed around such.

So | approached the Liirhraabout whether they can build such ashipand they indeed can. The Paktu
Kiithsaagreed and the matter was brought to Fleet Command and the Daiamid. Approval wasgiven
for the constructi on of the Baal-Haasim. The light of the threat from the Kadeshi Crusade was an
important factor.

Page 25, "Interview with a Turanic Royalty, Princess Zha of the House of Khor"

Q: How do you like Hiigara?

A: It'sreally abeautiful world. | like so far what | see. | have been in a planet before.

Q: Itsnotnormal for ateenage grl like you to have your own carrier much less atask force

A: It's burden and a responsibility as well. That comes with being royalty, losing your father,
inheriting all he had. Therewere kingdoms and empireswhen children suddenly had to be kings and
emperors. That'sapretty heavy burden so if you think about it, | got off pretty light. | guess | had
to grow up pretty quick. | also had some good advisors It's along story and I'm not in the mood to
discussit in length.
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Q: | heardthat you are amajor ship enthusiast?

A: Yes, | likefighters. | custom them as my hobby in my spare time. Having your own carrier is
definitely an advantage. | collect some fighters.

Q: Any favorites?

A: | usedto have custom Fiirkan. Pretty fast ship, niceto handle. We pi cked up somesurplus Arrows
and | had recently test flown an Acdyte and a Blade Mk 6. But my favorite is always the Triikor.
It's got nicelooks, andits easy towork atit. | got some Kadeshi Swarmers and they're awfully fast.

Q: Any plans you have, any relationships you are in?

A: Since this thing is going to be read by a lot of people, | like the opportunity to advertise our
services. We can do escort work in the Outer sectors, do mercenary work.... Whatever deed you
need, we wil | do. Having your own carri er and a task force meansa lot of bill sto pay, so we need
to keep working...

(end)

Firefight’s note: | cannot believe this story is 178 pageslong! | also can’'t believe that | went and
built this monster into a PD F and even spell checked and added a Table of Contents! Sheesh, thisis
easily the epic of HW:C storytelling! Crobato, you own me! Big Time! :-)
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