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Prologue

After the great Crusade of the Kadeshi, ZhaKhor, the arrogant young Raider princess and her 'busness manager' the
brilliant engineer Seejuk Liirhra returned to the Turan Planetoid. It was for the great Raider festivities of the
Oathtaking, acultural celebration that has united the different H ouses of the Raiders for many millennia.

Aboard, two rival scions of Hiigara's greatest Kiiths are embarked on a journey to prove their theories about the
originsof intdligent lifeon the Galaxy-—the ProtoGenesis theory. It is ajourney that begins in the great Planetoid in
the search for the origins of the Raiders and a strange prophecy. It ends to the far side of the Galaxy, where the past
still lives in the form of a malevolent alien race.

But here, also on the edge of the Galaxy, a new Beast lives...and evolves.
Facing new threats, the Unbound have gathered their ultimate war machines for a show down.

As two andent powers callide Zha and Seejuk are caught in a race of time to save the one thing that can stop them
all, the creature called the White B east.



Part 1---The Mysterious Sword
Aboard the K adeshi arkship Khar'Nua at The Oracle of Hannon . . .
"Thisis sacrilege," demanded the K adeshi priest. "No one can take the D ark Sword off from the Oraclel”

A fearsome statue of the goddess N'ua in warrior armor stood watch over the Oracle dong with four other armored
warrior gods. Incense smoke from worshipes filled the air, the aromaintended to wae the gods and keep them at
peace. Female acolytes chanted in an ancient Hiigaran tongue, their melodies greeting the kneeling w orshipers.

Theyoung man in robes asked hiscompanion. "Talk to him, or just give hi m the stuff."

The companion walked to the priest, and placed his arm around the priest's shoulder. He led the priest to a dark
corner. "I am from the KMP, or the Kadeshi Military Provate. You can do agreat service to your people and to your
leaders.”

"Cardinal M'jor'sKMP is an abomination to the Faith of dl Kadesh. He seeks to strip the gods of Kadesh and replace
it with his own---himself," answered the priest.

"Well that is your democratic opinion," said the companion. "The Provate will be announcing the first ever
referendum in Kadeshi history, and you can express your opinions there. But in the meantime, we have some offerings
for you." The companion gave the priest a bag.

Thepriest examined the contents of the bag. "Isthisabribe?"

"Consider it a token gift of your cooperation to the service of your people You know, Father--what's your name
again?' said the companion.

"Hurgan. | am Father Hurgan."

"Okay, Father Hurgan," affirned the companion. "I see better ways your temple can be more a service to your people.
The temple seems to beold and decrepit. With some contributions and some help we can provide, the temple can be
rebuilt new and clean. It will servethe Great Mother and her worshipers even better than before.”

"And if | refuse?" asked the priest.

"Well, the poor temple looks like it's structurally unsae. The Arkship dvil inspectorsare going to come soon, give an
inspection and they will likely rule the place to be unsafe," said the companion.

"And?"' the priest asked.



"We will close the temple down," the companion replied with a smirk.

The priest seemed to give it some thought. He uttered a short prayer. "Forgive me Great Mother, but this is dl for
Your service." Hetook the bag and quickly hid it in his robes.

"Comewith me please," the pries advised to his guests. He opened a smdl room tha led to the bottom of the Oracle.

"The Great Mother and the Four Warriors watch over this relic of great evil. The mere sght of it can be a curse. To
release it to the Outside world would be great tribulation,” said the priest. "I pray to the Great Mother that you will
bewise inyour discretion with the handling of this evil artifact.”

Laying in the middle of the room was an ancient musty box with carvings of fearsome warriors intended to deter
lookers. The priest placed akey into alock and twisted it. He raised the lid.

Giirsa Kaalel knelt before the box, and with both hands, he lifted the blade off its rest.

"Magnificent," he said. "Get my equipment, pl ease.”

The companion took the bag and gave it to Giirsa. Giirsa took the apparatus and with a soft blue light, the device
scanned the tw o-foot sword.

"I have never seen any metallurgy like this. Not Hiigaran, not Taiidan or anything | have seen from the U nbound. This
comes from anew race we have not seen before," said Giirsa

The priest interrupted them and pointed to the walls. All around them, the walls were painted with fading mural s that
tell the story of an ancient legend.

"Two millenniaago, arace of demons called the Abomination came to the Gardens," said the priest. "They were more
terrifying than the Taiidan Defilers, with dark ships piloted by demons who could sense the winds of the stars. They
seek to rape the Garden of its resources, destroy the Kadeshi and blaspheme all what Kadeshi believed. Our ancient
heroes fought agai nst the Abomination for years and years, and with the safety of the Gardens and the blessingsof the
Great Mother, the Abomination was fought to a stand still. Then all of a sudden, like they stopped existing, the
Abomination disappeared from the face of the Gardens. All we have left of them after the past eras was this sword,
captured by the hero, Hannon. For thisit iscaled the Sword of Hannon."

"Thisistruly a grea find," sad Giirsa "Look at these strange writingsall over the blade and the handle. | have seen
nothing like this. It's not like any Hiigaran or Taiidan text. These scanswill make a three-dimensional recording of the
sword, i tscomposition and itswriti ngs. Then w e can make acompleterepli caof the sword for afurther sword."

Giirsa handed the sword back to the priest. "Isthis all?" asked the priest.

"Thatisall,” Giirsareplied. The priest returned the sword to the ancient box.



"| feared that you will take the sword with you," the pries expressed his great rdief. "It is apriceless treasure of the
Oracle."

Giirsareplied. "It truly is a treasure but we respect your fath and your sacred relics. We only need to make a direct
copy of the artifact for our study. We are looking for clues of thisancient race, these demons or abominationsas you
calit."

"Y ou temp the Gods," the priest said. "Y ou temp Fate itself. Do not call upon the names of what has been forbidden,
for they may return, for it has been prophesied that they will returnin the end of the ages."

"Thank you, Father," Giirsa politely remarked. "We wil | tak e your advice."

The priest silently led them outside of the Oracle. Giirsa watched the crowds closely, so fascinated in ther steadfast
beliefs. They would come to the oracle, kneel on the hard ground for hours and chant. Even with the revelations that
their gods were not gods at all, they continued to worship them. They're no different from the Kharakian cults which
had been revived among the degpondent Sleepers, even though most of the cynical Firggen like him would consider
them not gods at all, but likethe Kadeshi idols, heroes and heroinesof an earlier age.

At the A cademy of Archeological Research, Hiigara . . .

She would be attractive for a petite young girl, but freckles marred her face, with large lens spectacles whose purpose
seemed more to intimidate men than correct her bad eyesight. The spectacles themselves were slvery antiques from
an old, steam age era of Kharak, and she had refused laser treatment to correct her eyesight, citing a terrible phobia
on anything sharp or hot that would poke her eyes or anywhere in her body. Regardless of the hot and humid
weather, she had insisted to wear the thick formal robes, whose skirts reach dow n to the ankles of her feet. Oncein a
while, she would trip on the ends of these robes, and the edges of the skirts reveal their wear. But like her stubborn
spectacles, she insisted on the dainty robes, because they reflect the scholarly pride of a Sjet, and carried the Sjet
shield of armsthat every young, Firstgen member havein their uniforms asthey study in its exclusive private schools.

"Welcome the new L ibrary of Academy of Archeological Research," said the librarian politely.

"My name is Kuo'ran Sjet. | am new in the Academy, and | have come here to research on the Khar'nakian artifacts,"
said the dainty, petite girl with ahigh pitch and an insecure note.

"The artifacts from the Kadeshi K har'nak derelict? Hmm, that's something new," the librarian said. "The real artifacts
are still kept with the Kadeshi but we were allowed to have faithful, three-dimensional models of the artifacts. These
simulated models are in hologram form and can be found stored in the core memory modules & shelf eight. But you
do need some authorization to view them. Do you have authorization?"

"Err...yes?.." said the nervous girl .

.yes...what?.." replied the librarian. "Do | know you somewhere? Your name sounds familiar."
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"My name rhymes with Karan. You know Karan Sjet. She's my auntie," said Kuo'ran. Kuo'ran was eagerly ready to
raise that secret weapon to im press her way out of any situation.

" Aunti e who? Karan Sjet?..." said the librarian.

"You know...Karan Sjet of the Mothership...the one whose head has all thiswires hook ed to ship..."

Kuo'ran used her dainty hands to make representation of wires coming out from her head.

"Oh, that Karan!" sad the librarian. "I'm sorry I'm just this off world Taidanii gifl they hired to fill this labor shortage
and do all the boring tedious menid jobs you Kushans seemed spoiled to do on your own. By theway, | got news for
you, girl, having arelati ve with acelebrity statusisnot considered an authorization by Academy rul es.”

"Hold onfor asecond," Kuo'ran said. "Do you have acomlink here?'

"Be my guess, use mine." Thelibrarian gave her ahandset.

Kuo'ran punched a series of buttonson the handset and soon she was having a friendly conversation with someone the
librarian perceived as important. "Here, thisisfor you." Kuo'ran gave the librarian the handset.

"Yes..yessir...right away sir." She blinked as she answered the call. T he librari an turned her attention to Kuo'ran.

"Looks like you got your authorization. For young student like you, you seem to pull alot of weight here. All | need
for you now isto fill this form, and you're on your way." Kuo'ran happily and quickly filled the form, and the librarian
gave her the core keys.

She found section 8, picked the cores and found a comfortable holographic termind to settle in. She inserted the
coresinto the sl ots.

The holograms came to life. For Kuo'ran, they were asounding, almost real. It was as if she was actually viewing the
precious relics in the Kharnak derelict right in front of her. She pressed a few forward buttons, and one relic shifted
to another relic. T hiswill take along time to search, so she began to punch a new search algorithm. The object was to
search for artifacts that had certain strange symbols on them.

The search narrowed to a series of artifacts. One of them wa a meallic tablet with inscriptions on it and some
drawings. One of them seems to be ahelmet and another, asuit of armor. But the final one had her nearly jumping out
of her chair.

"Magnify!" she shouted, ailmost disturbing the other studentsin the same hall.

The hologram expanded the crystalline model of a galaxy. The strange cryptic symbols flashed, trying to send a
message that no one could barely understand but only for its users long returned to the dust. The model began to



mark boundaries, and then began to flash a series of symbols---words---next to representations of stars. Not just
stars---star systems with habitable planets.

The boundary covered and the database listed over 2,000 star systems from the center to the outer laying regions of
the Galaxy. Kuoran sa back on her chair. This was a map of an empire that was more than 10 times larger than the
Taidanii Empire was at its peak, or any projection of the ancient Hiigaran stella empire. It stretched well into the
unknown, unexpl ored frontiers, the Rim, the Galactic Arms, the Cl usters at the outer edges.

She jumped up and down with glee. What started asa small but ambitious school project and term assignment could
lead to one of the most remarkable archeological discoveries since the Daiamid formed the XenoGenesis theory
during the Time of Reason. No, this would be bigger. The name K uo'ran will shine among celebrities such as M evath
Sagald, her idol, the one that discovered the Guidestone. But who were these people? Their language was neither
Hiigaran nor Taiidan. Nor did it match any language within the massive T aiidan Catalog of Races.

Kuo'ran had called her own pet theory as the ProtoGenesis theory. Here, she contends that races, including Hiigaran
and Taiidan, came from an anatomically hominid life form, evolved from a Homeworld much distant from Hiigara
eons ago. Sometime after that, the life form spread throughout the stars, and as they expanded, formed the first true
galactic empire, but which itself died or split up, long ago, into different racesthat have evolved separaely snce then.
Here she found, was perhaps the first such evidence of a super galactic empire.

Kuo'ran giggled as sheillegally downloaded the model into a backup core bank she smuggled in her bag.

In a beachfront at a sea in Hiigara...

Wearing only a swimsuit, Zha splashed the Hiigaran turquoise blue waters. Despite the increased gravity, this was so
much fun to be on aplanet's sea body. The nearby star was so bright, the light must be burning through her skull. The
salty waters hmm, they had a briny taste in them and when she peeped down, all sorts of werd creaturescrawled and
swam. She tried to catch the creatures with her hand, but could not catch the ones who svam so fast. She saw the
creatures that craw led beneath the sand, and they reminded her of the most treasured Raider delicacies.

She reached down and grabbed the wormlike creature. She lifted it up and then eagerly bit into it. It's briny flesh
squirmed in her mouth. Mmmm...the feeling of something alive and juicy in her mouth with its subtle and complicated
tastes excited her senses.

"What are you doing? Sequk looked & her sternly. Zha rased her watery eyes to meet his, her mouth too full to say
anything.

"You just dont go around eating the wildlife like that," Seejuk lectured. "We have not gudied every biological species
in this planet, so we don't know what the efects are to different sentient biologies--Hiigaran, Taiidan, Kadeshi or
Turanic. Back in Kharak, in the Majiiran Sea, we used to cach a molluscoid creature called the Urok-kasa. We kind
of stake it through its body while its still alive then roast it over a makeshift fire. Ummm that was ddicious. | bet the
Kharakian firestorm would not affect the sealife over there."



His advice was unheeded as Zha searched the shallow waters for more edible sea life. "Zha, don't forget that you don't
know how to swim. Do not go into deep water because I'm not going into deep water just to fetch your drowned
carcass!"

Zharaised her hand in acknowledgment, another unfortunate sea creature squirming in her mouth.

Seejuk smiled. He has not been this relaxed for along time. Along the beach, some members of the M ule and her task
forceswere also t&king a needed break. For all, this was the first time to set foot on Hiigara, and for many, like Zha,
thefirst timeto set foot on a habitable planet. T here was so much curiosity and talki ng about the experience.

A hover vehicle suddenly came and paked near the Mule's shuttles. A tall young man stepped out, with robed
servants carrying his bags and boxesthat seemed to be unganly and complicated equipment. He studied the Raider
shuttle for a moment then stepp ed tow ards the b each.

He announced loudly, "I am looking for former Black Star Lt. Commander Seejuk Liirhra and his protege, Her Royal
Highness Segura ZhaKhor, Princess of T uran.”

That caught Seguk's attention and he quickly ran to meet the new man. "Coming, coming!" Zha shouted a her arms
carried aload of unsavory watery creatures.

"Who would you be? M r.---" asked Seejuk.

"My name is Giirsa Kaalel. | am sent here in behalf of the Academy," the young man said, standing so straght, like a
military cadet.

"Kaalel, en?' Seejuk wondered. "So you must be the one the Academy has notified me about. W elcome Giirsa. We
hav e been expecting you. By any chance you would know anyoneworking in Kaalel Software?'

"My father is chairman and chief executiv e officer," Giirsa admitted.

Seejuk was taken aback. Zha, munching on alive snack, was puzzled about Seejuk's response. "What's the big thing?"
she asked.

"Nothing much, except that his father is perhaps the richest man in Hiigara now, building an immense fortune in
developing control software for ship computers," Seej uk replied.

"That is fantastic," Zha observed, her mouth swalowing another live creaure. "l like rich people that has a lot of
resource units. We certainly could use them."

"I prefer not to talk about my father," Giirsa said.



"I see," Seejuk said. "One of those young ones trying to prove themselves and emerge from the shadows of their
father. Just great."

"|s there anythi ng wrong?" Giirsa asked.

Seejuk turned to Zha. "His father, hisfamily isaso Kiithsaof Kaalel. They rulethat rich, influenti a Kiithid."

"That'sdouble fantastic,” Zhareplied. "Morestringsin high pl aces. Wecanusethat."

"Forgive me, for | am rude, may | ask you who you are?" Giirsaturned to Z ha.

"You called my name did you?" Zhasaid.

"You..you...you are the Highness, the Princess Zha?" Giirsa asked.

"The one and only. | want to add, | hate being cdled "princess"...it is so antiquated.... you know what | mean.."" Zha
replied.

"No | don't know what you mean, your highness," Giirsa said. "Forgive me once again, your highness, | have seen
your pictures inthejournalsand telenews, but | did not recogni ze you without your cultura costume."

"Oh you mean those silly robes..." Zha interrupted hersel f to take a bite out of living sea creature. Then she shoved
the creatureto Giirsa's face. "You want onetoo?'

Giirsa frowned and moved his head back. "Thank you, your highness, but | will pass." He turned to Seejuk. "You
seemed concerned, and | sensed its about me."

"You look seventeen or eighteen,” Seegjuk said. "Firstgen, or as we say, First Generation born in Hiigara. | requested--
-and ex pected---someone much older, | ike someonewho traveled with the M othership and was bornin K harak."

"Why is my age an issue? Age does not seem like an issue to Miss Zha here," Giirsa asked.

"Ageis not theissue, but being aFirst Gen heir of aKiithsa running one of the most influential Kiithid around, that is
an issue" Seejuk explained. "That is a big issue and I'm not a baby sitter. You know what happens if something
happensto you, what your Kiithid is going to do to me? What's going to happen between the Kaalel and the Liirhra? |
am not ready to take that responsi hil ity."

"Will you take that respondgbility if | show you this?" Giirsa reached to his bag and pulled a document. "This is a
Hiigara Interstella Bank note for 100,000 resource units. This is recognized by all leading Taiidani Republican
banks."



Seejuk stared at him with steely eyes. "You are going to bribe me?'

"Not bribe you," said Giirsa. He turned to Zha. "l want to hire. | want to hire your highness Zhahere and her ship.”

Zhas mouth was agape, her eyesdwelling on the bank note. "100,000 RUs?"

"100,000 RUs, yes," Giirsasaid. "More than enough to buy that Outpost you orely wanted. As you see, | checked up
on you and your finances. We understand clearly the cost of maintaining a fleet, and you're desire to rebuild the
Outpost you lost. If we succeed on this mission, we can pay more to compensae, and | can even arange with the
Liirhra to build it for you. Imagine, the best engineering resources the Kushans can offer, al at your feet, Miss Zha. |
bet these resources are superior towhat you may find with your Raiders."

"...compensate...more?' Zha thought. Zha tumed to Seejuk. "Seejuk, we got to take this job or I'm not speaking to
you. | need this job. We Raiders have worked for far less for worst people, doing far more dangerous jobs." She
turned to Giirsa. "What isour mission in parti cul ar?'

"You will know when the time comes,” Giirsa said. "l believe an issue has risen that requires you to return to the
Turan sector? Y es we found out that too. Kaalel Soft has its own private intelligence branch and we know everything.
We need to hitch a ride with youto the Turan sector. Thenyou wil | know more about our misson."

Seejuk laughed. "We are bringing the scion of the Kadel Kiithsato the heart of Raider territory? You are absolutely
insane, GiirsaKaalel. And you are crazy too, Zha Khor, if you are going to agree to take Mr. Kadel here to your
homespace."

"But that is exactly what | am counting on," Giirsa said. "Miss Zha's position as a Segura Princess of an Inner House
shall protect me in front of the Council of Inner Houses. Will you, M iss Z ha?"

"Well I..." Zhawondered.

"You sure like living dangerously, Zha Khor," Seejuk warned.

"I guess | do..." Zha concluded.

"Why are you going to such enormousrisks?' Seq uk said to Giirsa. "What isd | thisfor you?"

"When you defected to the K adeshi flagship the K har'nak, you know you had an opportunity to change history. This
isthe op portunity | face now. T hisis my chance to put my mark in history..." Giirsareplied.

"..and that is?' Zha asked.

"You will only know when | am ready to tell you," Giirsa said.



The sudden arrival of another hover vehicle interrupted their conv ersation. The door opened and bagsslammed at the
ground. She lifted her | ong dainty skirt as she planted both her feet at the ground.

"You!" Giirsa pointed accusingly at thegirl. "Y ou...Y ou...what in hell'sname areyou doing here!"

"You! You!" Kuo'ran pointed accusingly at Giirsa. "W hat'syour explanation in being here!"

"I have come here on the request of the Academy as a representative of Kiith Sjet. We heard that you Kaalels are
planning some sort of discovery expedition and we Sjets do not plan to be left out of any expedition the Academy will
undertake," Kuo'ran explained.

"You know her?' Zha asked, munching on another sea creature.

"Kuo'ran Sjet. My rival in the Academy, a degerate struggling student who vainly strives to surpass my superior
academic record but ultimately failed," Giirsa said.

"You bribed the teachers, Mr. Giirsa," Kuo'ran said. "That's the only way you got those grades. You will never pass
anything relying on your own brainpower, Mr. Giirsa."

"Allegations, all unfounded allegations, Miss K uo'ran," Giirsa countered.

Zhawalked to Kuo'ran in her bathing suit and an armful of slimy creatures. She took one of the creatures and offered
itto Kuo'ran."Y ou hungry? Want asnack?'

"EEK!" Kuo'ran shouted. "Who isthis girl? W hat is she doing here?' Kuo'ran brushed her shoulders.

"Miss Kuo'ran. She's the Raider ship captain,” Giirsa explained. “The one and only legendary princess of the
Raiders...”

"You are pulling my leg agan, Mr. Giirsa,” Kuo'ran sad. "You won't fool me this time. | am an expert in alien
cul tures and races, with top gradesin class, and thisgirl hereis not the Raider Princess Zha. No sir sheisnot!"

"I'll wager you're ready to make abet, M iss Kuo'ran," Giirsa offered.

"I would if I have money right now, Mr. Giirsa," Kuo'ran said.

Zha stared at Kuo'ran i ntensely, examining her. "You don't have any money? Mr. Giirsahere hasoffered 100,000 RUs
for our services. | am indeed the Zha Khor you speak about. If we were to take you along, what sort of compensation
can we expect?' Zha expressed the sentence in her best business voice, a lesson Seejuk had been gradually teaching
her.
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"As | expect, Giirsa must bribe his way once again. As for payment | do not know, but expect this, while the Kiith
Sjet doe not bribelike the Kaald, we will always pay gratefully for any service honorabdly rendered to than," Kuoran
replied. "l will talk to my family after this."

"Hah," Giirsa leered. "Compared to the medi aempiresthe K aalel owns, the Set isa bankrupt Kiithid."

"The Kiithid Sjet is honorabl e, but the Kiithid Kaalel i s corrupt and rotten," Kuo'ran retorted.

Seejuk smiled. "You know you remind me of someone, Miss Kuoran Sjet. | have seen pictures of Karan Sjet in the
Academy in K harak and you look like avery young K aran Sjet. Same spunk too."

Kuo'ran wasready to pounce upon that fact. "T hat isbecause Karan is my dear aunt."

"That's quite interesting. That makes you and your family, Sjet-sa," Segjuk observed. "That means | must be doubly
insane if I'm going to carry both the spoiled firstgen scions of the Kiithsa of Sjet and Kaal el into Raider homesp ace."

In respon se to Seejuk’ s resistance, K uo'ran took a portable comlink and pushed a series of buttons.

"I see again your need to push your famous family weight around," Giirsa grinned.

"Here, thisis for you," Kuo'ran handed the portable comlink to Seejuk.

Seqjuk stiffened, his eyesfully alert and in aw e as he heard the voice in the comlink.

"Yes..yes..Kiithsa Matron Karan..yes.... | understand..but the Rader homespace...that will be most
dangerous....no...yes...| understand that you fully trust me...no...yes...I understand that the mission is urgent...the
future prestige of the Sjet will depend on this...yes..no...of course not...I will not refuse Kiithsa Matron Karan...you
can count on me, Kiithsa Matron Karan..." At the end of the conversation, Seejuk handed the comlink back to
Kuo'ran.

Seejuk appeared bewildered, shaking his head. He told Zha, "l just talked to Karan Sjet directly on the com, imagine
that. The M othership brain herself. | can't believethis.”

"l can't believe I'm goi ng to do somethi ng extremely stupid.” Seejuk said. "Again."
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Part 2--The Praphecy
"Father ?'
"I"m right here, my child." His image beamed with light, and an aura surrounded him.
"I thought you were dead." Zhaknelt before the image. "Isthat realy you?"
"I will dwaysbewithyou, my loved one," said the image. "You know me by what you fed inyour heart."

"Father?' Zha reached out to touch the ethered image, and that was when she opened her eyes. She gared & the
walls that made up her bedroom, all lined with photos of planets, diagrams and pictures of starships and fighters, and
a few photos of some Taiidan pop idols There were too many unspeakable things that lay on the floor. Other junk
littered the shelves and tables. The room could be a museum on its own.

Too many dreams lately, she thought. A few were nightmares, but many of them were of her father. She remembered
the purificaion ceremony aboad the Kadeshi mothership. Did that drug really stoned her mind permanently? She
shook her head, then wiped her eyes. Her skin was sw eaty, and her face was pale.

She got up and put a shirt on. She sighed as she left for the ship hangers In the locker rooms, she slipped on aflight
suit. A new customized Arrow awaits her, a cheap surplus model she had bought during the stop at Hiigara. Beside it
were other custom hotrod projects---a Triikor with an engine in a state of disassembly, and a Fiirkan with its cockpit
chair removed for a replacement. T hey were all her toys. She examined the components in the Triikor and the Fiirkan
before she entered the cockpit of the Arrow. The cockpit had removed the original Kushan pilot seat, and in its place,
was anew seat molded to fit her peti te physique.

On the back was the liquid membranemodule, which will interface with her helmet. W hile she herself does not require
the liquid membrane apparaus, there are others in her people who have evolved to become addicted. The liquid
contains a drug that heightened awareness and kept the pilot awake during high G maneuvers. The liquid was also
oxygen rich, and kept the blood fully supplied to keep the pilot from blacking out. The combination of the drug and
the concentrated oxygenated fluid a so gave pilots a immense "high"---the brain became hyperactive. The euphoria
and the kick the liquid gave left many Raider pilots dangerously addicted to it. There were other drawbacks including
hallucination and high irritability. For these reasons, the Taiidani had forbidden the use and research of similar
environments for their pilots.

She was too young to be addicted, but her depressions and dreams had driven her to use the liquid environment more
often. She slipped on the helmet and clicked a button on it. The liquid began to fill her helmet, submerging her eyes.
She coughed a bit as the liquid entered her lungs, replecing the air she breathed. The liquid began its kick and
suddenly it felt like she was awae of every detail in the craft. Everything suddenly became s clearer now, and she
laughed with the euphoria. Her Starfarer snses kicked in and the liquid enhanced it. She can hea the stars snging
and the winds of the cosmos passing, ebbing in waves and rushing in tides. She could not cry, as the tearsin her eyes
quickly dissolved and mixed with the liquid. Thiswas all so beautiful.

She waved her hand, and the flag man acknowledged that the rails were clear for take off. She pulled a lever and her
back suddenly hit the chair as the rails pushed the fighter hard, faster, faster, and flung it into the blackness She
ignited and the Arrow took control of its momentum and its flight. She rolled, testing the feel of its controls and she
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looped the fighter. The Arrow felt so responsive, so precise, as if every control was linked to her muscles, every
vibration and sound from the craft linked to her nerve endings.

This was her dement she felt, her escape. Here, she felt like one among the stars and the winds that fill the void
between them. Here she can hear their songs so vividly, their melodies lapping one another endlessly like an orchestra
that would never stop playing. Here, oddly enough, she felt closer to her father, who was renowned as a fighter pilot
even among the best of the Raiders. He would often leave the safety of his capital ship to personal ly lead strike craft
formations in a small fighter. He saw no boundaries, no limitations on what he can do. In victory, he would perform
all sorts of acrobatic stunts with his fighter for all the crews in his ships to marvel.

She barrel rolled, then lifted the nose for aloop to loop, executing one of her father's famous stunts. Will she ever live
to his expectations? Will she be ale to fill theshoes heleft? She banked her fighter into atight turn, then rolled into a
spin, then came out agai n, boosting.

"What isgoing on?' Seejuk ask ed as he entered the bridge.

"It'sthe captain, sir," said the officer in charge. "She's off agai ntesting her new fighter."

Seejuk watched Zha do more acrobatics on her scout. She had been more edgy and moody lately, he thought. Was it
part of growing up? Despite their adventures together, Seejuk felt that inside Zha there was a vacuum. She had no
family but her ship and her fighters. He could not be anew father for her, but he tried in his own uniqueway. Maybe
she's a spoiled princess, but she was also a sad girl who suddenly had to grow up. Running a carrier, a task force and
the future of her House on her shoulders, that was a bit too much for agirl of her age. But she hanged on. She hanged
on, yes, but not without a personal cost Seejuk had started to perceive. For a brief moment she was hgpy in the
beachfront at Hiigara during a much needed shore leave. There, she forgot who she was, and she beamed as she
played in the water.

Maybe she missed living in a real home, something that had permanence. In the few years, she lived with the Mule,
and the carrier has been around the galaxy and back. That's more like the life of a homeless nomad. She had lost her
Outpost home, and they needed to return to the Raider Council, where in the presence of the Inner L ords, she must
make a formal request to rebuild tha Outpost. For a Raider House, an Outpost signifies vdidity in addition to its
prestige and practicd uses. Without an Outpost, the Khor sector in space faces threat from trespassers and mining
poachers. Mining ships would slip to the sector and mineillegally. Rivals among the Raiders would attempt to make
territorial claims against the sector.

Seejuk's thoughts were suddenly interrupted. There was an unw elcome visitor to the bridge. "What's going on here?"
said Kuo'ran. "I’'m trying to get some sleep, but it is so hard to do it in this messy bucket of bolts. The rooms are so
dirty and musty. The floors needed to be desperately cleaned. Thisship must be very old, not like the new carriers the
Sjet have in their fleet."

"You know, Miss Kuo'ran," Seejuk replied. "If the facilities in this ship does not meet your requirements, you can go
back to the Set fleet and have them bring you towhereever youwant to go."

Kuo'ran toggled he large glasses. "Ships with the Hiigaran flag are still not allowed to enter interior Raider
homespace such the area that surrounds the Turan planetoid. Hiigaran ships are only allowed currently to visit
territorial space of outer Houses that have a commercial and passage treaty with Hiigara. | need a Raider vessel to
take uswhere | need to go. Besides, | want the opportuni ty to meet and talk to the great Seejuk L iirhra.”
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"Me?" Seejuk was surprised.

"Yes, you, Mister Seejuk Liirhra," Kuo'ran explained. "You are a legend in the Academy. You opened up a vast
treasure of relics from the Kadeshi. Without you, we woul d not be able to open up study on ancient galactic history.
We arepioneers, Mr. Segjuk, but | am only a pioneer fol lowing the steps of an even greater pi oneer---you."

"Me?" Segjuk asked again.

"That iswhy your personal expertiseisneeded for my work. When the time comes, | will let you know," Kuo'ran.

There was another presence in the bridge. "So when is that, Kuo'ran," asked Giirsa. "Playing more of your mind
games? Theleast you can beisto behonest with Mr. Seguk and MissZha. But no..."

"How dare you," Kuotran flashed her temper. "How can you tal k hypocritically about secrets---Mr. Giirsa Kaalel.
Y ou---the Corrupter of the Academy---you...you got more bones in your closet that one day, not even your rich
father and your bribeswill be able hide the stench from."

Giirsa laughed, deliciously taking pleasure at seeing Kuo'ran indignant. There was no greater pleasure in life than to
take pot shots at thisyoung Sjet prude.

"So what are you going here too?" Seejuk sad. "Is theaccommodations too dirty and antiquated for the fine likes of
the scion of K aalelsa?"

"Your accommodations are sufficient for my purpose, Mr. Seguk," Giirsa replied. "I cannot deep because of my
excitementin the discoveries that await us. My theory of ProtoGenesis will not only be proved but we will be able to
draft how the galactic civilizaions was before the ancient Hiigaran Empire. We can begin to find where our ultimate
origins came from."

"YOUR THEORY?...YOUR THEORY?" Kuo'ran shouted. "It is MY THEORY . | made it and YOU STOLE IT.
You peepedinto my desk, my locker. Y ou stealer, you cheater... T hat iswhat you expect of any Kaald ..."

"Y ou nearsighted imbecile,” Giirsasnarled. "I am beginning to lose my patience with the likes of you, Miss Kuo'ran,
to suggest that I--1, Giirsa Kaalel, Heir to the Kaalel Kiithsa, to the Kaalel Software Enterprises---the greatest media
and software company Hiigara will ever know---will ever steal an idea from a blind fly like you? Your claim is so
foolish that it does not deserve anintel ligent response.”

"For your information, ladies and gentlemen," Seejuk interrupted, "I wrote a theory like that in my journals when |
began my catalog of the K adeshi artifacts."

"Forgive me, Mr. Seejuk, but | made the theory before that in my study of Taiidani ancient history,” Kuo'ran
countered. "I made a term paper out of it and you can find the paper in the A cademy records."
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"I publicized this theory in the Hiigaran Discovery Journal, published by my company Kaalel Publications, in my
analysis of ancient artifacts found i n Hiigaraitself,” said Giirsa.

"Who are you calling a nearsighted imbecile and a blind fly, Mr. Giirsa? | will report this incident to my aunt and
Kiithsamatron," Kuo'ran threatened.

"The slightest sign of trouble and you retreat to the skirt of your matron. Now as you expect the entire vast networks
of the Kaal el financi al and media empire should be scared of Karan...Muhahaha," Giirsalaughed sternly.

There was a voice in the comlink. "This is Zha Khor in Alpha One to the Mule, come in please. My sensors have a
sighting."

"This is Seejuk at the Mule, we hear you. what do you see now? Whatever it is, it's still beyond the Mule's sensor
range."

"No hodtil eenergy signatures, I'm flyingin for a closer look, Zhahere in AlphaOne."

Seconds later, her voice cracked through the comlink. "This is Zha Khor & Alpha One | got visud contact. Looks
like alarge ship being pulled by tugs. No, it looks like abase. I'm sending you picturesri ght now."

Seejuk stared at the screens and smiled. "Looks like one of our assignments came ealy. Zha, meet your new
temporary Outpost. Remember we signed with the Somtaaw for mining rights? Well, they're ahead in keeping their
bargan. They bought an old Taiidani base 0 they can use as atemporary base of operaions, and which we can use
for the same purpose as abase for the Mule. The base was supposed to hase been retired but it appears we can give it
anew lease inlife, thatisuntil we have aformal Outpost constructed.”

"How come you did not tell me----oh | remember now. | am so forgetful lately," Zhasaid. "Thank you."

"We needto escort the base and the Somtaaw tugs to the K hor homespace,” Seejuk said. "Up toit, Zha?"

"Yes..." her voice turned to excitement. "I will you meet you in the bridge, Segjuk” Zha said.

Seejuk turned his attention to Kuo'ran and Giirsa. "Well, we have work to do here, and | would gppreciate you two
take your sgquabbles el sew here."

"Thisisnot over yet, Miss Kuo'ran," Giirsaw arned as he | eft.

"Hmmph!" Kuo'ran said, waiting for Giirsato clear the corridor before she left the bridge herself.
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The old scribe Salim of the Inner House of Flo'kar poured over the andent Scriptures For eras past, the House of
Flo'karr had been the caretakers and the recorders of Raider history. That was a task impossible, as the Raiders
spanned the whole breadth of the Outer regions, including the Rim and all of the Arms. The Raiders was, and had
been for generations, spanning the galaxy before the great Taiidan encountered them in -475 BL in the T uran sector.
They had different names then; some called the Nomads, the Disp ossessed, and even the Scourge, but it was the name
the Raiders that stuck best of all. The nomads liked what the Raiders name meant and adopted it. Later, when the
Taiidans kept referring the Nomads as T uranics, the name Turanic became stuck in the Raiders' social mind. During
the peak of the Taiidan empire, a planetoid base was established in the Turan sector to symbolically represent the
Raiders in a united face to the Emperor and court of the Taiidan Empire. This base becane ceremonidly, the
"homeplace" of the Raders. It becane a place where the Taiidans negotiated with the Raiders, a place where they
exchanged technol ogy and other goods---a front to represent what isall of the Raiders to the known civilizations of
the Galaxy.

But it is not the true homespace of the Raiders. Their origins would lay in a past darker and ancient, one that is more
lined i n blood than al | the piracy and crimes the Raiders had committed.

The Inner House of Flo'karr was elected to run the T uran planetoid base, and they had done so for eras. Among the
rivalry of the Houses, the Inner House of Flokarr was a safe politicd choice. They were a House of intellectuals,
historians and engineers. They distanced themselves from the power plays and politicd manipulaions among the
Houses. The Flo'karr's management of the planetoid gave the base a sense of neutrality and became even a safe haven
for those fleeing the repercussions of such political manipulations. In time, it has become the neutral ground to hold
the Grand Council for both the Inner and Outer Houses, where al | Raiders meet, discuss and plan their futures.

Near Salim was his young assistant scribe and daughter, Zhura, who he hoped someday will succeed him in the
recording of time and the preservation of the acts, deeds and songs of the great Raiders. "You ever believe in the
Propheciesin the Scri ptures?" He asked.

"l do, Father, but there are many among us now who do not. The Scriptures and the Legends are so ancient now, that
many of usno longer believethat it was true. T hat everything was amyth."

"If they do not believe in the Scriptures, then the core and the soul of the Raider spirit will be gone," Salim waned.
"For it is the past that made us and binds us together. To forget our past is to forget about being a Raider. We must
not forsake our past. W e must not forsake whowe are."

"You know the Propheci es, Zhura?'

"I know them by heart, Father."

"You know about the coming of the Nemesis, Zhura."

"l know that, Father---.

For the Promised Ones, once exiled return to their Mother's world, the Great Star will fall. The Stars will weep, the
winds will carry their sad song. For the time of Tribulation have come for those who wander, the Feared Enemy, the
Nemesis will tame the B east and hold the key to the Deliverer.

16



---that is the Prophecy of the End, Father, the end of our race, the end of the Raiders." "But Father, many scribes
among our House say that this prophecy has been fulfilled. Our future is safe.”

"The Promised ones are the K ushans, who have returned to their Homeworld, Hiigara."

"The Great Star isthelast Emperor of T aiidan, who fell with the return of the Exiles."

"The weepi ng stars arethe T aiidani Imperialists, who havelost their war."

"The Beast came, and we had our time of Tribulation as the Beast destroyed much in our homespace.”

"The Somtaaw who released the B east are the onesw ho destroyed it."

"It is over Father, we arein anew age of enlightenment,” Zhura conclud ed.

"No, my child Zhura," Salim sternly rebuked her. "Do not listen to the other scribes. Listen to the true meaning of the
prophecy."

"The Prophecy liesunfulfilled, but it will seeitstrue fulfilIment soon."

"The Promised ones were the Protectors of the Gardens, who have returned to the Homeworld of their Mother, as
promised by their Great Mother."

"The Great Star was the ship of the Mother, the Khar'nak, asit plunged in the sky of Hiigara."

"The Stars tha weep and the winds that carry a song---these are not the Imperialists. They mark the return of the
Starfarers of our ol d legends, those who can listen to the songs of the stars and the melodies of the cosmi c winds."

"The Somtaaw was never the Nemesis. The Nemesis was our ancient enemy, the ones who enslaved our Ancestors.
Long time ago, the slaves made the Oath of Baruk, swearing strength in unity, and with the help of the great hero
Baruk, they slain the Nemesis and cast themselves free. That was the beginning of our race, the Raiders. That was the
beginning of our freedom. Evey year, every House of the Raiders must recite the Oath of Baruk, to remind
themselves of the bondage that disunity brings. It is because of this Oath, we Raiders survive united as arace, despite
spanning the galaxy in nomadic tribes. Disobedience to this Oah is theend of the Raiders. There arethose who do no
believe in the Nemesis, of those who do not believe in the past, and of those who do not believe in the Oath. They lay
the seeds of our destruction."

"We, the Scribes of the Inner House of Flo'karr, are the defenders of this Oath. While we do not have the great fleets
of the House of For'lym, the strength and courage of the House of Du'ran, the piloting skills of the House of
Harkk'hah, w e have the Faith and the W isdom renow ned of the Flo'karr, and that is our Sword."
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"The Nemesis shall return, and | do not believe that we have seen the last of the Beast. The greatest of the B east still
lies out there, more powerful than the Naggarok, and the taming of the Beast suggests that the Nemesis will havethe
power to capture this Beast, or make it its ally. If such a things happens, the combined power of the Raiders cannot
stop such a foe, and the Age of Darkness will fall upon usonce again."

Zhura would have dismissed dl this as the rambling of a cynical old man. But Salim was her faher, and he wasonce
the most renowned scribe of all the Flokarr and to all the Raiders. She would need to study this, but even if what her
father says is true, how can she convince the rest of the Flo'karr and bring this to assembly of the Council? This was
so againg the mainstream interpretation of the Nemesis prophecy. They would laugh at her. Zhura could imagine her
frail frame shaking at the hoarse laughter of the strong men of Du'ran.

Aboard the flagship, the Atonem ent,

X'on stared through the magnificent sphere like portals into the dark spaces beyond. The circular spiral disk of the
galaxy lit the background of his view. Above his head was the dim glow of a nebula, the birthplace of young stars.
Silhouetted against the glow were the legions of hisarmada.

The formations of M antas bombers swept by, followed by formations of Skate fighters and B at scouts. The Mantas
and the Skates had sweeping wings slits where the cannon ports are, and a structurethat endsin a short tail. The Bats
had no tails, but their wings were just asimposing, and twin cannon ports extruded from the edge of the wings.

An officer entered the bridge to make his report. "So what now, Centurion," X'on aked. "Our Legionsare ready. The
Penance, the Fors&ken and the Unforgiven are all in place. We have pinpointed the locaion of the Beast," sad the
Officer.

"And the Beast, can you be certain of its strength?' X'on asked.

"It is many generations removed from the Naggarok Beast. We do not know of its temperament, but its power is
incredible. It has successively defeated many of our attacks, but this time, we will not be as careless and may have the
means to temporarily immobilize it through amassive dampening field that affects gravity and energy fields. After that
wecaninstall thenodes.”

"l applaud theingenuity,” X'on said. "You are di smi ssed. Prepare to execute my plan on my word."

In the docking bay of the Atonement, a pilot among the legions, rushed to his Manta. As he sat, the instrumentscame
to lifein an ingant from his shee presence. Square metallic patches suddenly grew in his skin and soon all the
interfaces were complete.

With athought in his mind, the rails propelled the M anta, followed by a Skate. Flung at high speeds into space, the
pilot in aflick of his mind, lit the engines, and the M anta coasted into formation with a long line of fellow Mantas.
"This is Angel Zero-Four, | am in position, Angel L eader." The Manta was united with him---he was the brain, and
the M antawas his body, pilot and ship like one creature.
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The Skate behind him has lit its engines and joined Demon wing. "This is Demon Leader to Angel Leader. We have
your formation in sight. W atching your backs, Angel Wing." Bats moved swiftly overhead.

In his seat, hisdark visor reflecting the console lights, the pilot felt more alive in his ship. It was as if he was born to
fly and navigate the stars. The Manta was one with him and him with the Manta. He could feel the presence of the
Others, the great Legion of Hosts. He could hear their Songs, and all strong, snging a one unified voice. Ahead of
him was the great Pool of Stars, the Galaxy where all life started, where all the Farers came. He could hear their
Songs, the great choir of the Universe, an opera carried in the cosmic winds.
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Part 3---The Fragments of the Beast

Seejuk returned to the makeshift laboraory inside the Mule, one of the sole places of refuge he had in the ship from
the constant bickering of the two Kiithsascions. T he lab was used to keep specimens and relics for analysis.

Something caught his attention. He almost forgot about this experiment. It was shortly before the Kadeshi began their
crusade, and the Naabal engaged a Generaion 7 fragment of the Beast. The Mule came to the battlesite and retrieved
nanotech samples from debris in the battlespace. They found the G7 fragments but the discovery of the Kadeshi ships
in the area overshadowed that event.

The G7 fragmentswere kept in a quarantine chamber. He had placed plants and animal samples inside the chamber to
observe and document Bead nanotech infection. Predictably enough the sample plants and animals turned fiery red,
with the characteristic red moldy patches all over. Instruments documented the events, and the data was stored in the
banks. It can be useful in developing a new anti Beast vaccine, or even---perish the thought---a controllable Beast
virus that can be used as a wegoon. No, no, the Imperials tried that, and the experiment blew in their faces. The
released Beast mutation ravaged both Imperialist and Turanic homespaces. One of the victims was Zha Khor herself.
She was orphaned, her home outpost destroyed, when a mutat ed Beast fragment attacked the Khor base.

Since the experiment was over, he should consider disposing the fragments. Not one single nanobytevirus should be
left alive. G7 was one of the fragments released from the mad Imperialist experiments, and it had every sign that it
would become a more virulent and powerful Beast than the Naggarok source. Fortunately, that Beast was nipped in
the bud thanks to the Naabal efforts. Beast reports from the known civilizations, or "knownspace' as it was
collectively called had become less frequent. The Daiamid report on the Beast coincided with the T aiidani Republican
report, declaring that the Beast threat was truly over, and that fragments, if they still exist, would not even pose a
threat to the outlying regions. His experimentsto creae a new Beast vaccine and to domesticae the nanotech virus
had become moot. The B east technology was defeated. The Beast w as truly no more.

There was aglow in the quarantine chambers. "What the?" Seejuk exclaimed.

The test plants and animals were all alive. The automatic feeders faithfully kept the creatures fed. The plants were
growing, blooming flowers, and the animals scurried happily about, like they were never infected at all. Seejuk had
the temptation to just getin and grab a sampl e with his bare hands, but in the back of his mind, that would not be the
wise thing to do.

"Computer, lower the scanners," Seejuk uttered distinct voice commands. A mechanical aim lowered an apparaus
that he had broughtin from Hiigara to this ship. So much of the equipment here were imported from Hiigara, asZha
and the survivors in the M ule were not very scientifically competent. "Scan all Samples".

Under an ultraviolet let, the skins of the samples glowed. What was once red patches had turned to white and
crystdline. Are the fragments dead? No, analysis of the patches showed that it was still active. "Magnify a single
Beast virus."

Under extreme magnification, a Beast virus gpeared like a mongrous robot worthy of itsname. Small as it was, the
nanotech virus was a masterpiece of engineering, unmatched by any civilization in knownspace. Each was a self
contained unit, with its central processing modul e, memory banks, mechanical arms and a tiny pow er source whose
energy was derived originally from breaking down carbohydrates The CPUs werelinked through a subspace network
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that communicated through mesonic fields, and the collective CPUs would become a massive parallel computing unit
that would evolve house a "Self"----a sentient entity. Each Self was networked with each other, creating a larger
collective mind that would ultimately be known as the Beast. Energy was transmitted throughout the network in the
same fashion. The nanotech would not only infect living flesh, but also computer systems, regardless whether it is
silicon, germanium or bionic based. The Beast nanotech would even harness the energy in a ship's engine to power all
its Selves, and their nanotech components. As he had observed, the nanotech viruses would evolve into more
specialized forms. Some types are optimized into infecting organic matter, some types are optimized into infecting
circuitry. But regardless of specialization, their CPUs were always linked to form a Self, creating a unity between
flesh and metal.

A sense of evolutionary imperative the need for propagaion and survival above all else dominae the Beast sentient
programming. For all its capabilities and nature, it was basically an animal.

Once, there was a veteran scientist and engineer named Kaleeth Somtaaw. He was in the Kuun-Laan when they
destroyed the Beast. After that, he wrote a paper suggesting that the Beast fragments can evolve, not just in power,
but in intelligence. With intelligence, comes wisdom and benevolence, and finally the appreciation of life itself. He
was laughed &, to even suggest some good will come out of the Beast creature. But he held to his theory. Given the
rate the B east nanotech evolves, anew Beast speci es will arise.

The plants sesemed normal. The animals looked hgpy. Yet they still have the Beast virus in them. He studied earlier
scans made, like the ones taken when the fragments shortly arrived to the ship. It's not the same anymore. The B east
nanotech has evolved several generations, quietly here in the lab for all the time they were preoccupied with the
Kadeshi Crusade. And it continues to evolve, but the question is, what?

"Seejuk, come to the bridge, please." It was Zha'svoice in the comlink.

This was all fascinating, Seguk thought. He wished he had time more to study this There was so much to lean, yet
so little time. The lab space was also filled with Kadeshi and other ancient relics, each holding as much interest as the
contained Beast virus. Each relic was a window to new past that yearns to be discovered, each with an exciting story
to tell. To think of it, he was born asa Khar&ian Desert redneck; now he was in the threshold of discovering the
hidden past of an entire galaxy.

He returned to the bridge. Zha, Kuo'ran, and Giirsa were all there. "This is momentous' Zhasaid. "For the first time
since my Outpost was destroyed, we finally have some kind of abase in the Khor homespace.”

Zha pointed to the screens. The Somtaaw Tug frigateswere finally putting the old Taiidani base in its final location.
"Y ou should have been, Seejuk. W hat were you doing?"

"Sorry, Zha, | should not miss this for anything. But | was really distracted with some research.” Seejuk replied. He
clapped his hands asthe Tugs released their hold on the base.

"It's official, we got abase!" Zha shouted, her armsin the air.

"It'sastart | guess, | won't be so excited about an ol d creaky T aiidani base," Kuo'ran said snobbishly.
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"Give the girl a bre&," Giirsasaid to Kuo'ran. "Thisis not &out the base. This is about opportunity. Yes, | heard
about your agreementswith the Somtaaw to mineand use the Khor homespace. The commissions were lucrative, but
why didn't you mineit yourself, Mi ss Zha?"

"As a warrior and mercenary race, we don't have miners as efficient as the Somtaaaw. Nor do we have miners with
the agility to take on the risky asteroid belts," Zha answered. "Not even the House of Res'coom, which had the best
Raider miners, could mach the Somtaaw. They got sensors that can ot oxides and crysals our sensors could not
find in athousand years. They have a higher success rate of yield and extraction per ton than Raiders’. Their efficiency
surpasses even the best Taiidani mining operations. They can mine and process exotic materials my own resourcers
could not. It would be better for them to make money for me. | dont even the resources to buy or make factory or
processing ships. | do have my own resourcers, and manage to license crystal processing technology from the
Somtaaw as part of the bargain, although | understand | can obtain crystal processing technology elsew here."

"I understand Miss Zha," Giirsasaid. "But one of these days, the Somtaaaw will dran you dry. But then, of course,
you may be an old rich lady by then."

"And one of thes days | will have my own top class mining fleet, Mister Giirsa," Zha said. "But one cannot learn
without a master. The Somtaaw are masters. One day | will learn how they do it, and it's best | learn it watching them
right from my own homespace. T he Somtaaw is using me, but | am using them too. We all know that."

"Bravo, my dear lady," Giirsasaid. "Spoken like awise and old Kaalel, even if you are aRaider."

As they talked, the Mule settled into a parking orbit near the base. "Zha, you do the honor. Take a shuttle, and dock
with the base."

Zharaised her arms and gave avictory sign with her two finge's, as she danced and hopped down the corridorsto the
docking bays. "It is good that | have some supposed Kushan big wigsto share the dignity of the occasion,” Zha said.

The shuttle left the Mule and made the first ever successful dock in the newest base in Khor homesgace since the
dedrruction of thelast outpost. Zhagreeted her first ever step on thebase with alarge somp. "So there!"

"So this is how a Taiidan base looks like from the inside," Kuo'ran said. "Are we going to stay here? My belongings
are still back in the ship.”

"I bet this is the first time you have ever been inside any base outside of the Mothership," Giirsasaid to Kuo'ran.
"Don't worry. This isalso thefirst time for me, or to be thisdistant from Hiigara We may only stop over here, but
we're not going to stay here long. "

There were some technicians and engineers around the hanger. "Mostly Taiidani recruits,” Seejuk sad. "Hired by the
Somtaaw to maintain the base, on Somtaaw payroll ."

"That's quite generous of them, Seejuk," Zha sai d. "To maintain this base would sure cost alot of money."
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An officer welcomed in the dock. "Commander Seejuk, the Princess Segura ZhaKhor, we welcome you to your new
base. | am Lt. Majur, formerly of the Taiideni Republican 6th Engineering Corps. While | did not participate in the
building of this base, as | was too young then, it was our Corps who built this place and maintained it ever since. |
suggest that you come to the command center of the base. We have another Turanic fleet coming our way."

"Raider ships?" Seejuk asked as they were being led to the command center. Kuo'ran and Giirsa followed. "Y ou
know anything about this, Zha?" Seejuk ask ed.

"Not anythi ng | am aware of," Zha repli ed.

Inside the control center, the staff greeted with them with a bow. Seejuk looked aound and noticed the below
average number of staff needed to adequately run a command center. M any of the terminals were not functional as
well. "Thereisalot of work here to do," Seejuk observed.

"Segura," the officer sad to Zha "W ehave an incoming Raider fleet!"

"Hostile?" Zha asked.

"Parade formation. No weapons charged," the officer sad.

"Sounds more like someone is coming for a courtesy call," Zha observed. "It's looks like another Lord class carrier.
Ship identification codes match that of the Raider carrier Soran."

Just then the comlink screens become active. There was a vaguely humanoid face, covered by an insectoid
exoskeleton. The exoskeleton appeared to be like a battle armor, and the transparent glaze that covered the head was
submerged with liquid. The being was apparently breathing through the liquid membrane module attached to his
battlesuit.

"Lower down your weapons and surrender y'ur asses, 'cuz we're going to board you!" said the creature.

"HA HA JUST KIDDING!" the creaure sad next. "Is the Segura Zha Khor there? Tell her it's her uncle, Zhoan! |
have not seen the little insect for awhile."

"Who ishe?" Segjuk asked of Zha. "He kind of looks |ike a Skaar in that suit."

"He's not really a blood relative of mine, but he was aclose friend of my father. He is Zhoan of the House of D u'ran. |
have not seen him for years. The last time | saw him we were still in the Outpost shortly after the Beast ran amok,"
Zha answered. "The Du'ran arethe best armed soldiers of the Raiders, and the exoskeletons are their trademark. They
are often used as boarding parties aboard Thief corvettes. You won't want these guys boarding your ship."

Zhamoved up to acomlink screen. "Hey, Uncle Zhoan. It's me, Zha Long timeno see!”
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"Damn you, Zha! You grew up to become a pretty little thing without me!" Zherak said. "I am damn sorry to hear
about Zerun, your father. He isa damn noble warrior and he will always be in my songs. But we heard about the base
and your adventures with those K adeshi freaks. I'm glad you're still alive and was abl e to kick some of their butts.”

"I know you're going to ask me what I'm doing here, Zha," Zhoan explained. "I got multiple reasons. | heard that
you're going to have a new but temporary base in the Khor sector, so | cane to look. Actudly, | got business to
transact with the Somtaaw ships here."

"The Somtaaw?" Zhawondered.

"Yes, | got the Imperials 'war criminals' they placed a big bounty on their heads for," Zhoan replied. "The Somtaaw
had requested that we rendezvous in their new base at the Khor sector. Hey! | was surprised they are putting a base
here. You probably worked out some contract with them. It would be a good op portunity to meet you again..."

They were interrupted with communicaions from one of the Somtaav tug frigates "This is Captain M'aanar
Somtaaw of the T ug frigate, Jaku ul-to, addressed to the Raider captain of the Turanic carrier Soran."

"Somtaaw, thisis Zhoan, captain of the Soran. W e have the persons you placed a price for. Do you have our money?'

"Do you preferadepositin a Taiidani bank?Or do you prefer raw ingots of Mirandium?" the Somtaav captain asked.

"I prefer the raw ingots," Zhoan answered. "We shall complete our transaction in the Khor base." He turned to Zha.
"Bring out your wel coming party, Zhal | am goingin."

Moments later, a train of chained Imperialist criminals, badly beaten and tortured, were led to the cargo hold of a
Somtaaw Heavy Tug. A worker pushed out dolly after dolly of raw Mirandium ingots and placed them in the cargo
hold of a Turanic lon Array Frigate. Zhoan inspected the ingots. He no longer had the glassbow! helmet that covered
his head. Instead, he had a big black visor across his eyes.

"It is damn good to see again, Zha!" Zhoan's body and battlesuit was humongous compared to Zha's, whose
diminutive body looks crushed from the hug of his giant arms. "Damn you look good yourself, and | see that you got
amighty damn fine carrier out there backed with agood task force." He laid her gently on the floor.

"So Uncle Zhoan, when did you become abounty hunter for the Somtaaw?' Zha asked.

"And when did you gdarted trading with the Somtaaw? Them greedy bastards!" Zhoan replied. "We go where the
money flows. Them Imperialists are so bankrupt and unpopular now with our people, and it costs more to house them
for what they gave us. These Imperialigs were responsible for adozen attacks on Somtaaw mining convoys. When
the Somtaaw laid a generous price on their heads, | saw a natural business opportunity."

The Somtaaw captain saluted Zhoan, his face with a slight disdain to the Raider captain. "I appreciate doing business
with you, Captain Zhoan."
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"Don't forget, Somtaaw, bring more ingots because we're going to deliver more heads soon," Zhoan sad. "Put a price
on anyone's head, and Zhoan and Company will deliver." He turned back to Zha. "Y ou have not introduced me to
your new friends."

"Forgive me, Uncle Zhoan. These three are Kushans. He is Segjuk of the Kiith Liirhra, Kuo'ran of the Kiith Sjet, and
Giirsa of the Kiithid Kaalel. Segjuk is my second in command and my business manager. | owealot to him."

"Y ou seem to be a fine healthy piece, Kushan!" Zhoan made a resounding pat on Seejuk’s shoulder. "1 am glad to meet
your acquaintance." Seegjuk gulped at the sight of Zhoan's intimidating exoskeleton.

Zhoan grabbed Kuo'ran's frail body and lifted it, letting her screaming and struggling. "Damn, this Kushan feelslight
and wesk. M en should want some more mest around intheir women'sbones. But sheis loud, and she'sgot spunk!"

"l should letyou know tha my rdatives areimportant figuresin Hiigara " Kuo'ran threatened.

"Na-na-nal And spoiled too!" Zhoan noted as he dropped her.

He turned his next attention, Giirsa. "Y ou look like a Taiidani banker," Zhoan said. "I hate bankers" Zhoan digplayed
along sharp blade in front of Giirsa. "The last one who tried to trick me, got it long right in the neck," Zhoan said as
he made a cutting impression on his neck.

"I assure you sir,” Giirsareplied, abit shaking. "l am not a banker."

"So don't act like one," Zhoan said, flashing his knife. He tumed to ask Zha. "By any chance, Zha would you be
heading back to Turan?"

"Yes, | would like to meet the Inner House council to make a request for a formal Outpost. This base is just
temporary until | get things going." Zha said.

"Do you know the Festivities for the Oath of Baruk are coming up?"' Zhoan asked.

Zha looked at him and smiled. "I have not gone since my father died. The last time | went was with him. Somehow
after he died, | drifted avay about being a Raider. No one really came to hdp me, except for some Kushans, like my
partner here, Mr. Seejuk Liirhra."

"Regretfully no one could help you," Zhoan explained. "The Khor sector was remote, and everyone had a major
problem dealing with the Beast at that time. Everyone was concerned about their very survival. When the B east
variant ravaged through the Raider sectors we lost a number of outposts. You were lucky, some of the Outposts
never had survivors. The bitterness still lingers. | am more than happy to send the Imperialist criminals behind the
Beast experimentation to the Kushans and Republicans. | enjoy the bounty on their heads, yes, but inside, | take an
even deeper satisfaction. Enough! The Festivities are coming! It is atimeof great joy. During the Oath, you can bring
your request to rebuil d your Outpost in front of the Council of the Inner House."
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"Festivities?" Seejuk ask ed.

"Y es, festivities," Zhoan explained. "This is where we honor the Raider spirit. This is what binds us as a nation. We
do not know where we truly came from, only that our legends say we were once slaves. We do not know if we all
belong to one race. We are spread throughout the gdaxy. Our warrior, nomadic and mercenary natures bring us to
contact with many races, many of whom have people that joined the Raider cause. We Raiders are practicd people.
We do not see theinherent value of a person's race. W e only see their competency. Anyone who is competent, who
has the heart and courage, who yearns to be free can be aRaider by swearing the Oath in front of the Council. Wein
our history, has adopted so many of the best throughout the galaxy. So we are many people under a single warrior
ideal. The Oath brings us to our beginnings to the original slaves, who may in fact range a gamut of different races.
Against tyranny, we made the Oath of Baruk, the Oah of Unity aswe also cdl it, and with this unity, we brought
down the tyrants that enslave us. It is the Oath that binds us, and we celebrate the Oath that is the key to our freedom
and unity."

"Our Intelligence branches taught that the Raiderswere a sngle race,” Seejuk sad.

Zhoan elaboraed. "Kushan, any race as old as ours, as spread out as ours, as open and practical as ours, are bound to
pick up a few things along the way. | head your history. Other than your ancient heritage in Hiigarg you Kushans
and the Kadeshi are li ke babies. We have existed long before the Taiidans 'discovered' us. We have seen much of the
galaxy, and struggled with the events. We are not the most powerful or the most technologically advanced, but we
survived. We survived with our freedom. We are most proud of that. This is all recorded in the ancient journds kept
by the Inner House of Flo'karr."

"The Flo'karr?" Giirsa and Kuo'ran asked simultaneously and looked at each other.

"Y es, the Flokarr. If you want to know about the ancients, you need to go to the Flo'karr," sad Zhoan.

"This is most interesting," Giirsasaid. "Then it is the Flokarr we seek. Can you ta&e us to the Festivities and let us
meet these Flo'karr?"

"Yes, | need to meet them too," Kuo'ran said.

"Ah, | am not sureif | should bring outsiders to the Festivities. Only few outsders have ever been invited to the
Festivals," Zhoan said. "l would think that Zha here would cover that for Mr. Seejuk Liirhra here, but you two?"

Giirsa placed his arm around Zhoan's huge shoulders. "Think of it this way, Mr. Zhoan, Kiith Kaalel pays handsomely.
Our Kithiid has more money and influence than the Kiithid you just did business with, the Somtaaw. T here is no ri sk,
since all you need to do is take me to the Festivities and set me up to mee with the Flokar. | want you to be my
personal tour guide. | think Zha here has been a bit out of touch, and you will probably do alot better for an inside
track with the Inner Houses."

"Hmm, this seems to be an easy job," Zhoan said. "No risk. Easy money. We Raiders always have a price---it's
meeting that price."

26



"It is always like you, Giirsa, to bribe your way into everything. | wonder how you will succeed without your father's
money!" Kuo'ran argued.

"You redize tha the price is doublebecause | have to bring two people, you and that pretty lady here," Zhoan said.

"You don't have to bring Kuo'ran Sjet here," Giirsa said. "She's a pai n in the neck that plagiarize my work."

"How dare you call me acheater! You ae the one who copied my work!" Kuo'ren shouted. Sheturned to Zhoan. "I
insist you that you bring me along to meet the Flo'karr."

"Nothing is done without a price, Miss," Zhoan explained.

"The Sjet will meet the Kaalel's price. Favors for the Set means favors for Hiigara. There are alot of intangible favors
we can do for you," Kuo'ran sad.

"Such as?" Zhoan asked.

"Her family is big time with Hiigaran politics,” Seejuk explained. "It can mean they will owe you some favors that
may come handy in the future.”

"That's right, that's right!" Kuo'ran sad.

Zhainterrupted. "Just bring them both along and let them see the Flo'karr. They're paying me too to bring them to the
Turan planetoid, and I'm getting tired of their bi ckering."

"Haha ha," Zhoan laughed. "The boy and the girl are both determined. | can sensethat. | like that. You will dl enjoy
the festivities. T here will be sports events, like fighter racing, hand to hand combat, singing, and all sorts of dancing.
Itisatime of great merriment."

"I'm goingto join thefighter races. | got three fighters being modded," Zha said.

"I will be joining the hand to hand combat contests,” Zhoan said. "T est my skill s and strength against the very best!"
He raised his amored, mechanical am and shook his fig. "Aaarggh!" he shouted.

"Zha, there will be aconvoy from the outer Raider sectors heading to the Turan planetoid. We will take both our
carriers and rendezvous with the convoy. Y ou all get some rest first, it's going to be along journey." Zhoan said.

"This is Angel Leader to Angel Wing, we got enemies ahead." Inside the Manta, instrumentation was basc, but Angel
Leader could sense the stellar space---every cosmic ebb, every asteroid, every solar flare and wind--better than any
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instrument. Each was born to sense the stars beyond their physical senses, and each was born to control a fighter that
is linked directly to their minds. Their prey hid inside a nebula, whose disturbances and clouds obscure the best
instruments. B ut not to the senses of the 'Farers themselves.

"I could sense them...this is Angel Leader to the Atonement. Is the Enemy also pat of the Others? Confirm our
target. Our target was supposed to be a Beast fragment."

"Thisis X'on aboard the Atonement. Yes, thetarget isaB east.”

"I sense the power of the Othersin it, why?' Angel L eader asked.

"This is something new. If the Beast has evolved, this one has acquired the power of the Others, our power," said
X'on. "Our objectives remain the same. Y ou will only readjust your tectics. Our enemy will be more powerful than we
thought. Bew are of the Selves that can sense you and the Others."

"ThisisAngel Leader to Angel Wing. The Selvescan hear us, the Selves can hear us. Cover usDemon wing!"

The Mantas banked, as the pilots sense the enemy formation ahead hidden in the nebula clouds. The Heavy
Interceptor class Skates of Demon Wing loosened their formaion, overtook the Mantas of Angel Wing as they
headed where they perceived the enemy formation was.

"This is Thunder Leader to Angel Leader, we're joining the party," The Bat light fighters jockeyed their wings to
signal each other. Then each fighter banked out of their formati on, and dived i nto the enemy formations.

"Our Selves need Peace. L eave us. L eave us be. Or we shall destroy you... "

Beast Super Acolytes, infected from past encounters with the Bentusi, emerged from the sensor fog. But ingead of
the red patches that infect atypical B east craft, the patchesin the Super Acolyte were white and crystalline.

"The Sirens hav e been warned. So you shall be destroyed..."

Insidethe Skate, a pilot twitched, the only muscle movement he could do. His fighter was linked to his mind, and with
a quick thought, it rolled just as an ion beam burned precariously close to its belly. But the enemy Beast Acolyte
moved just as quickly, averting a col lision in fractions of a second.

"You all have the Presence. Why do you attack the Sdves? We hold nothing against you...we did nothing against
you..."

Another Skate quickly flicked away, but the beam from an equally quick Beast fighter connected, and fragments of
the Skate hurled in dl directions. Pain! TheSelfin theBeas Acdyte fdt grea pain in the final moments of the Skate
pilot.
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"Stop thisinsanity. Stop the mad ness against the Selvess'.

The Bats' looping maneuvers found them in the rear of the B east Super Acolytes. A Bat sensed the direction of an
Acolyte, and multiple pulse ion beams quickly cut an Acolyte into a ball of fire. The pilot sensed a deep anguish in the
final second of the Self. But he gathered his discipline. Everyone, both the pilots of their side, the Others, and the
Selves from the B east entity, could sense the throes and pai ns of death of each other.

"This is X'on aboard the Atonement. Do not be distracted by the pain you feel with each other. This is what you
expect from the cycle of Death. Keep with your vision. We must capture the Beast."

"This is Demon Leader, we got more Beast boogies headed our way." As Angel, Demon, and Thunder wings
dogfight deeper through the Beast defenses Beast Triikor interceptors and Taiidan based Heavy Corvetes formed a
second zone of defense, ready in wait to ambush the wave of attackers. Flashes and explosionscolor theclouds of the
nebula where the Beast was hiding. The guns of aBeast corvette ripped apart two Bats before a third Bat emptied a
full load of pulsing ionsinto its nozzles of itsrear engine. The corvette spiraled before it disintegrated.

"Thisis Angel Leader, we have visual contect of the target, we have visud contact of the target." Looming ahead of
the Manta was a dark planetoid, covered with white crystalline patches. Some of the patches rise steeply like giant
crystals, taller perhaps than some mountainsin a planet.

"Be-ware you are in the abode of the core Self." The voice cracked all over the sjuadron's comlinks "You
dare...dare...violate my sacred abode... | only want peace...."

"This is Angel Leader, beginning atack run.." The formation of Mantas didanded, then barrel rolled to begin a
diving run. From the surface of the planetoid, huge plasma balls were thrown at their direction, exploding and snding
shockwaves. The Manta was buffeted from the explosions but kept its course.

Angel Leader felt a sharp pain as a piece of a Manta's wing blew by. A Beast Triikor rolled by, the wing fragment
coming from the blown M anta of Angel Leader's wingman. Angel Leader felt the exhilaration of the Beast Self in the
Triikor, and its instinct to kill as it settles its nose direction on the Manta. The Triikor blew into fragments as a Skate
raked it with multiple pulseion beams.

The surface of the planetoid loomed ahead, all encrusted by a white crystal, like dried salt on a rock. The red lights
flashed and the guiding tone has begun.

"Launching Torpedo 1." A bay door opened and a large cruise missile slipped out. Its engines ignited and its tail
become a comet of fire.

"Launching Torpedo 2." As asecond torpedo was launched, the first torpedo joined awave of torpedoes launched
from the surviving members of Angel Wing. Their white ghostly trails headed to the planetoid's surfece. Four
torped oes completed the Manta's payload.

"Nooo...", ahorrified voice crackled and howled through all the comlinks. "The pain! The pain!."
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Angel Leader pulled his nose up about the same time &s the other Mantas did, a wave of ships committing a U-turn
then headed straight back out to space. Wave after wave of torps smashed the planetoid's surfaces, sending massive
explosions and shockwaves that broke the crystalline surface. Angel Leader felt a wave of sharp pain from the Core
Self asthe torps torethe surfece.

"Nooo..."

Then there was silence. As the M antas blew past layers of the nebula cloud around the planetoid, the dogfights were
no longer there. The surviving Skatesand Bats joined with the Mantas in formation.

"What happened?' asked T hunder Leader.

"l don't truly know," said Angd Leader. "My orders were only to deliver the torpedoes." The nebula cloudspace was
littered with fragments of dead fighters and bombers. Angel Leader counted the ships in formation. T here was only
less than half of the original complement. The Beast defenses and its fighters were terrifying. They could fly as fast
and anticipate as well as any 'Farer pilot could. But that's because this Beag selves were capabl e of seeing deepspace
and hearing the winds as well as they could. It is no wonder why the Overlord, X'on, wanted its capture or
termination. The White Beast if left unchecked, can become an enemy to the N emesis.

A voice cracked in the comlinks."This is X'on, your great leader. | have great news to all the brave pilots. The W hite
Beast has succumbed. It has surrendered its will to us. It has agreed to our unconditional terms of surrender. It is now
in our control ."

Angel leader felt a great wave of emotion rise from his heart, and felt it with all the other wingmates and the other
wings. It was a wave of exhilaraion and triumph, of great joy and excitement. But that wave was short lived, for
another wave of emotion rose. It came from the core of the planetoid, the core Self of the White Bead. It was one of
great sadness and pain. When Angel Leader felt the wave of remorse, tears quickly filled his eyesand ran down from
hisvisor.

Kuo'ran watched from the windows of the dining hdl. It was an awesome sight---a sight never seen by any living
Kushan.

The starspace was lined start to end with aliving row of ships. There can be hundreds of them, ships of all persuasion,
a great convoy of hosts. Along the ddes, Lord class carriers protected the convoy. There were rows of the
magnificent lon Array Frigates. The frigates would normally close their panels, but for the occasion, they were
unfolded in their full dory like a paade. Rows of Bandits interceptors, Brigand, and Thief corvettes escorted the
other trangports in parade formations. There were new fighters, corvettes and frigates that Kuo'ran coul d not identify;
they could probably be new ship types that were seen by Kushan eyes for the very first time.

Kuo'ran smiled. This was dl magnificent. There was a sense of higory being made here. Kuo'ran felt atap on her
shoulder and she turned around.
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It was Zha, holding arolled blanket and smiling. "Beautiful is't it?' she sad. "When | first saw this when | was much
younger, | could not remove the image off my mind for days."

Kuo'ran shook her head. "This is truly a great sight. | never knew or see the Raidersin a light like this. Back in the
Academy, we were all thought that the Raders were all sckos—no offense But that was our perception of your
people. But all this, thi s was so beautiful ."

Zha smiled and gigded. "Seguk taught once we were all weirdos too. He changed his mind quickly. But | do sense
that you are sad, frustrated and angry. | have never seen anyone as angry & you are. Isit because of Giirsa? Do you
really hate him?"

"It's not him personally. | just don't like what he stands for," Kuo'ran said. "l hate what everyone stands for. Do you
know what it feelslike to be born in afamous family, one that has a strong socid responsbility? You have to live up
with that, living under other people's shadow?" Kuo'ran sobbed abit, her eyes slightly wet. "It's been difficult. Very
difficult to liveup to the Sjet name and the shadow of being part of the Sjetsa family and a famous relaive. Somehow
I think | envy you, you being so free to roam around the stars like that." Kuo'ran's hands were shaking.

Zha placed one of her hand on Kuo'ran's hear and took Kuo'ran's shaking hands with the other. "I cannot understand
what you feel, but | do know that you are in great pan. Thingswill unfold for you, some unexpected and in waysyou
didn't wish, but it will al turn out right in the end. Just hang on, things are going to be fun." She folded K uo'ran's
hands.

Just before she left the room, Zha asked, "Are you goi ng to be all right?"

"I guess| will be" Kuo'ran answered. "l will go tobed | ater."

Kuo'ran turned her eyes again at the view of the Raider convoy, the starspace lined from start to end, of hundreds of
ships, carriers, transports, fighters and frigates, their ionic trails leaving long glowing lines in the darkspace. The sight
of an al powerful Raider armada would have terrified other races, but she smiled. They're all going home, she
thought, and they're going to have a wonderful celebration. She will be there to watch it all.
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Part 4—TheFestivities

Aboard the Turan Planetoid...

It was the time of the Fegivities and it wasthe opportunity for the Flokarr to gather the gories and tdes from all the
numerous Houses of the Raiders and record them in song and poem for a | their children to hear.

But Zhura, following the quest sought by her father, had another purpose. As Flokarr scribes interviewed and
downloaded all the recent tales of the Raiders, she focused on incidents that occurred in the Frontier sector, a sector
of space not even touched by the Taiidani during the height of their Empire. Beyond the Frontier lay the great Abyss,
the vast space between the Galaxies, where there is nothing but afew star clusters and where Dark Matter reside.
Dark Matter is the primordial mater left over from Universd Creation, and it can harbor no life, so no life can exist in
the Abyss. But can acivilization resource and live on Dark M atter?

One of the interviewed was a Res'coom miner. The Inner House of Res'coom had the richest mining fleet among the
Raiders. Like the shipbuilding Soo'nan, the religious Rahuum, and the intellectual Flo'kaars, the Res'coom deviated
from the traditional Raider philosophies and way of life as mercenaries and pirates. T hey chose a more peaceful way
of life, preferring to mine the gases and the asteroids anong the stars Instead of mining into to the Inner Galay, they
are attracted by the untouched immense resources, in the Frontier sectors in the Outer Rim of the Galaxy, where they
can often mine in peace. As a peaceful Raider clan, they had minimal military resources, and often relied on their
closest allies, the House of For'lym for protection of their trade routes. The For'lym has the most powerful Raider
fleets, and they guard the trade routes and the mining spaces of the Rescooom, who paid the Forlym protection
money.

The Res'coom mining ship isaunique one. It is shaped like agiant spherewith huge engines on it. The sphere bristled
with antennae for far reaching sensors to detect precious ore, gas clouds and asteroids. The armor is thick, but it is
unarmed, the miner being only equipped with a mimic generaor for defense. The large surdy engines and its fuel
tanks gave the ship enormous range for traveling in long journeys, and the life of a Rescoom miner can be a lonely
one. It contained storage tanks used to keep the ore in aliquified stae, which was then brought to the Res'coom
processing ship. The processing ships themselves were ungainly moving factories in space—-almost never one looked
alike from each other. Recently they have found a way to process crystals, using a modified Raider salvager to obtain
the crystals.

But the Res'coom were also secretive. They do not disclos their mining territories not even among the Raider
houses. They are only willing to share the design of their mining ships to only a few of the Houses, and none of their
processing secrets. For that, their relations among the other Houses were poor. Many of the Houses were more
willing to negotiate with Taiidani mining firms, and lately with Hiigaran mining enterprises like the Somtaaw. Most
Houses would also prefer to use the more availeble Taiidani Resourcer for their own local mining than a Rescoom
miner, or choose to use the T aiidani Salvage Corvette for tug uses, rather than a Res'coom tug..

Zhura understood before hand the extent of the task needed to pry secrets away from the Res'coom miner. She sat
with the miner in acozy bar. The miner had dready taken a few heavy drinks "Y ou sad you were attacked by whom,
and where?"

"Y ou know, lady, you look cute," the miner said in drunken gupor. "Y ou said you're going to buy me another drink."
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"It is on the house," Zhura said. Most of the bars aboard the Turan planetoid were owned or controlled by the
Flo'karr. They supplied valuable income that allowed the peaceful Fl o'karr to finance their studies. It was als0 a great
way to obtain information and hear rumors. "But first you have to tell me what hgppened to you. Your mining ship
carries all the marks of a heavy attack."

The miner's eyes were all red and the stench of his breath was heavy. "Promise me you won't tell anyone?' The miner
staggered about in his chair.

"I promise," Zhurareplied with an insincere smirk.

"We were in the Frontier sector 34B. As usual, we were just scouting for gaseous clouds and belts. We saw an
asteroid belt..." the miner hesitated.

"And?' Zhurapassed another drink.

The miner took the drink. "...they were mimics.. and they turned into Raider ships. But they were not Raider... for a
moment | saw something, something that isnot | ike aRaider."

"Impossible, no Raider will attack another Raider. That area was supposed to be uninhabited. It is too far in the range
of other star voyaging races... " Zhura objected.

"But that is the truth. | have the scans herein my personal tablet." The miner handed her a portable terminal tablet.
Zhura pressed a button and its screen lit up. "These energy scans are not Raider signatures," said the miner.

Zhura observed the scans. "They're not Raider ship signatures. Mimics pretending to be Raiders. But who?"

"l don't know," the miner said. "I have reported the incident to the For'lym, but they ingst it's another Raider House.
They're not willing to confront the possibility of an unknown, quite advanced race out there that may threaten the
Res'coom mining territories and trade routes, and a race that they cannot handle. It's all political. The Res'‘coom will
get scared and pull out of the sectors. The Forlym will be embarassed and the Rescoom will cancel all protection
contracts. The For'lym will lose money. It all boils down to that."

"We were attacked deliberately. We hid If it were not for our own mimic capabilities, we would have been kill ed.

"Can | borrow thetablet?" Zhura asked.

"Can | get another drink?' the miner said. Zhura waved to the bartender, and the miner flushed down the next drink
quickly. "Can't refuse a pretty lady. Just remember to return it before | leave." The miner appeaed close to being
knock ed out.

When Zhura returned to the studies room, her father Salim was still there, reading and taking notes, still avidly
pursuing histheory. "l have some information" she told him.
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Salim stood straight on his chair, looking attentive. "Let's hear it dear.”

Zhurabegan. "l have been taking note of an increasi ngly number of disturbing incidents along the Frontier sectors."

"The Frontier sectorsare supposed to be uninhabited. There is no sign of an Outpost or habitable planet. That region
of space is stark." Salim said. "How is this related to our findings? We ae looking for the retum of an ancient
civilizati on, the return of our ancient enemy."

"The number and caliber of incidents suggest the presence of an armed force there." Zhura showed adiagram of the
sector with red gots indicaing where the incident happened. These areas are frontier borders, pretty much beyond
would be the Abyss. The Ahagon Prophecies forecasted that the Nemesis must return from the D arkness. It can only
suppose that they meant the Galadtic Abyss If there is an armed force there, there must be something to back them

up.”

"That's not all," she said. "This tablet contains scans of mimic fighters that attacked a Res'coom mining vessel.
Holographic projection is not perfect. We can use an algorithm to filter out the hologrgphic frequencies and come up
how the ship would look like without the projection. We don't have the technology to do thisin real time speeds, but
we can useit to analyze past evidence."

She plugged the table interface to a terminal and downloaded the data. Her screens displayed the mimic fighters, all
having the Raider appearance. "They look like Raider ships, but they are not Raider ships. Their energy and exhaust
signatures are not the same. | am filtering out the holo w avelengths."

Slow minutes went by, as a linescanned theimages back and forth, back and forth. Every passing scan, the old image
began to be filtered out, and a new image began to emerge. The blocky Raider forms gave way to a sharp deek
winged silhouette ending with atail. Ports for weapons were embedded on its smooth form.

"We now see the true form of the perpetrator,” said Zhura.

"And it isthe Devil's ship," said Salim.

"What exactly do you mean? Father," she ask ed.

Salim took out some old tablets that contain ancient memory. He tumed one of the tablets on, and scanned for
pictures. "Here," he pointed out. It wasn't a photograph but the pictures were hand draw n.

"Our ancestors were slaves, and did not have access to equipment. One of them recorded events of the Liberaion by
sight and hand. It was agreat task to do it all by sheer hand." Salim raised his own hand, shook it and stared at it.
"The time of Liberaion was the time when our race was forged, when our race became free. Swearing by his oath and
leadership, Baruk led the slaves and gave us freedom. T he ones w ho recorded it by hand, would become the founders
of the Flo'karr. It is this spirit that we keep."

"In this pages you see that during the time of Liberation was the time of the Great War of the Heavens. T he Nemesis
who enslaved us and defied the gods. They wrought a terrible war tha nearly destroyed dl life. See the pictures here.
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They are hand drawn but in great detail. They showed ships, called demons here, filling the skies in great numbers,
rising to challenge the gods. If you look at the ships closer under magni fication, Z hura..."

"I see, Father, they look like that ship."

"No Raider alive has ever sen a ship of the Nemesis," Sdim said. "We have long thought that their demise was
complete. Look at the writings on the ship you scanned, and match to the writingsin this ship.”

"1 see, they are similar t0o," Zhura observed.

"Yes, we may now have evidence of the return of the Nemesis" said Salim. "We need to convince the Council when
it conv enes for the Oath taking."

"Thisisall too circumstantial, Father. The Council would require more than a hazy photograph with holographic filter
extrgpolation to convince them that the Nemesis have returned. They believed that the prophecies have already
passed, and there is no threat from the Nemesis. M any don't even believe the Nemesis ever existed a all, and the
storieswere al fairy tales. | would need stronger evidence than this, Father."

Salim sighed. Zhura was correct. "But we still have to try my child," he sad. "Imagine the storm that will come to our
peopleif they are not warned.”

* * %

Aboard the Mule...

"There it is," Zha said, pointing to the screens. "The T uran Planetoid, ceremonial homeworld for the Raiders." A large
asteroid loomed, structures pocking the surface with various structures. The place has become the ceremonial
gathering for dl Raiders to renew their Oah. Formery a mine, the planetoid has been hollowed; itscore filled with a
living city. What started asthe site of discovery by the Taiidans first became a planetoid-based outpost, and then a
major port that symbolized the Raiders to the known Galaxy. Elected to take care of the Ranetoid is the Flo'kar, and
whoever has the responsibility, also has the responsibility as the mediator for disputes among the Raiders.

The scene was breathless for Segjuk, Giirsa and K uo'ran. Ships by the hundreds of all kinds, were parked in rows
extending for miles from the planet in straight lines. The Fleet Intelligence estimated in the size and number of ships,
starting from the carrier task forces, missed it by a magnitude. Small satellites blinking red lights serve as markers
where the huge ships can park. Ahead of them, the carier the Soran has settled, its fighter escorts have withdrawn
and docked with the ship, its frigate escorts settling near its side. M ost of the M ule's own frigate escort was left
guarding the Khor mining base, but two lon Array Frigates escorted the M ule as an act of ceremony.

The comlink screens flashed with a face. "Welcome, the Segura Zha and all representatives of the House of Khor.
Welcometo the Gathering. Welcome to the Turan Planetoid. Please follow the parking instructions for your carrier."
The Mule settled into its designated parking spot, and the two lon Array Frigates settled close to it. Towards the
adjacent parking spots, they could see more carriers, and even major capital ships.
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"I swear," Segjuk said, "You got Destroyer and H eavy Cruisers class ships. | never thought the Raiders have them ."

Zha explained. "Oh some of the Houses do, but these ships are not popular. Few are actually built by the House of
Soo’nan, but some of them were bought from the Taiidans, and our modified Taiidan ships. Because they're
expensive, they hardly see combat. Generally they're just for ceremonial purposes, what other Houses use to show off.
Besides, the number of Dedroyes, Cruisers Carriers or anything beyond a Frigae is regulated by the Council
according to the Treaty of Houses. Each House has aquota on the number of mgor shipsthey are allowed to build.
To go beyond that quota, you need a special dispensation from the Council. Thisis to prevent one House from
becoming too strong over the rest. That is why to build an Outpost, one has to request a permission from the Council.
That is one reason we are here."

"But what about frigates and strike forces?" Giisa asked.

"There is no regulation on that. It's one of the Treaty's loopholes,” Zha said. "That is why we rely mostly on frigates,
corvettesand fighters. The Carrier is the heart of all Raider forces. It is amed to the maximum because of all the roles
it must face, including direct ship to ship combat. The way our forces are structured, has served us well."

A face flashed in the comlink screen. It was Zhoan, chewing on something, big dark shady visors dominating his face.
"Zha, | am sending a shuttle to you right now. We will just go together and take one ship for convenience."

Aboard the shuttle, Zhoan boasted a major grinin his face. "So what do you think you Kushans? Very few Outsiders
have ever been to the Gathering, mostly Taiidans. Thisyear we have some Taiidans on board, but you three are the
first ever Kushansto ever see the Gathering and witness the Oath."

"Are we going to meet the Flo'karr?" Giirsaasked. "Y es | want to ask about that too,” Kuo'ran sad.

"All in due time, my friends," Zhoan said. "The Flo'karr is responsible for the Celebrations, and they would be very
busy coordinating the events. Wewill take our time and we will meet them when the timeis right."

"I must say, thisis going to be the biggest party | will ever attend,” Seejuk commented. "I am very thankful for being
here." Giirsaand Kuo'ran nodd ed in agreement.

"Before we meet the Council, we need to talk with the Soo'nan," Zha said. "They're the ship builders and prime
engineers for the Raiders. They build the Outposts. We need to discuss with them the terms and coss of construction,
go through the plans and schematics for changes and customization. After the Council approves the construction, we
need to settle on aprice and date of delivery."

"You know Zha," Seejuk said "I got contacts with the Liirhra that are very much interested to build areplicaof the
Outpost. They said they could use the contract, the money and the job."

"We've been through this before, Sequk," Zha countered. "It jus won't be right or authentic. The Soo'nan have to
build it."

"Okay, dl right, you're the boss on this," Seejuk sad.
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Asthe shuttle headed to the Planetoi d, Seejuk noticed some strange looking ships. He waved his finger at them.

"Miner ships from the House of Res'coom," Zhoan pointed out. "You never seen one before? Not surprised. Very
secretive group, very zealous about their mining territories. Not very popular with the res of community, both the
people and the ships. M ost other Houses prefer to mine on their own, generally using Taiidani resourcers like what
you have on both your ship and my ship. See that miner ship there? It looks pretty beat up. | wonder who attacked it.
Those tugs over there probably towed it." Zhoan pointed to another Turanic ship rarely seen in othe parts of
know nspace—a Raider tugship. "That oneis just small. Wait till you see a Soo'nani T ugship."

The shuttle settled in the docking bay, where welcoming staff greeted Raider luminaries.

"Welcome, the Segura Zha of the House of Khor and her Party! | am Malaasi of the House of Soo'han. | have been
appointed to escort you and deal with you conceming any future projects,” said ashort manin robes who bowed.

"So soon!" Zha acted surprised. "How did your House know that | am in the market for an Outpost?"

"Word travels quickly around," Malaasi responded. "My superiors have ordered me that it is i mperative that | must
have your contract."

"You are so blunt..." Zha said. Suddenly she turned aound, didracted. There was a man thee in the crowd. She
blinked her eyes again and again. The man looked like her father, Zerun, in the ceremonial clothing of the Khor
House. He moved in and out of the crowd like a ghost, then disappeared. She blinked her eyes agan, then wiped a
spontaneous moistnessin her eyes.

Just an illusion, she thought. He had always brought her to the Gatherings, watch the Festivals and hear the Oaths.
These were the better days, the happier days. This was the first time she had gone to the Gathering without him. If
only he was here, to see her grown, to see what she had done, and guide her in decisionsto rebuild the House.

"Areyou al right, Zha?" Seejuk asked.

"Nothing, I'm fine now," Zha responded, then turned her attention to the M alaasi. "Y ou salesmen work so fast, like
vermin after spoiled food."

"We are entering afairly peaceful age in Raider history. Naturally we will see our markets cut. We need the contracts
to keep our drydocks open and our engineers employed,"” Malaas explaned.

Zhoan turned to explain afew things to the Kushan party. "It's is good to see the Soo'nani squirm once in a while.
One time, there was a war between two interstellar races. The Soo'nani stepped in to sell ams and ships for both of
them, lengthening the war more than it should, costing the economies and the population of both races more than it
should"

"I see," Girrsa said. "If there are pirates and mercenaries among the Raiders, the picture is not complete with your
arms dealers. W hat about drug dealers?"
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"That would be the province of the House of Harkk'hah," Zhoan answered. "The Harkk'hah have huge farmships that
raise a drug, a spice, that is used with a breahable liquid environment to rais consciousness and awareness, needed
to pilot afighter ship to the higheg attanable level of skill. The drug can be addicting you know, | like it myself." He
sniffed his suit. "The Harkk'hah has the best pilots and navigators of all the Houses, and the drugs have been the key.
We believe they have an even more potent drug that they keep to themselves as an in-house advantage, to give their
pil ots and navigators an edge over the other Houses."

"And we built those Farmships," Malaasi interjected. "Just as our ancestors did this Planetoid.”

"Quite impressive engineering achievements,” Seejuk commented.

"We have more for you to see,” Maalad said."Come to our booth. And by the way, you are dl honored guests of the
House of Soo'nan. Your accommodation billswith the Flo'karr carekeepers will be paid by the Soo'nan."

"1 thought the stay would be free," Kuo'ran said, clutching a bag.

"It is now," Zha added.

With every Gathering, the Turan planetoid has been turned into a giant marketplace. Traders from all around, mostly
Raiders, have come to peddle their wares and sel| their services. Many of the precious items were sdvaged or teken
from piracy, as Zhoan explained. Poets and scribes from the Flo'karr will record one's achievements into ballad, epic
poems and songs, for a fee The Harkk'hah was out to sell the Pilot's Spice, as they called it Raiders stood along the
corridors touting their achievements, entertaining crowds with their martial expertise. Others boast of their records in
battle, looking to be hired for mercenary work. Others sought jobs as pilots, navigators, and ship engineers. There
were many bars and entertainment centers, w here dancers danced i n front of jeering crowds.

"This is an opportunity to sell what you can build and what you can do," Zhoan explained. "Naturally, all the criminal
elements and warlords of knownspace would come here to scout for new talent. This is also a good opportunity if
you are looking to hire a new crew or expand on the one you have. Outsiders are dlowed in the Bazaar area, in the
festivitiesand in the competitions But the Oahtaking itself will be private for the Raiders except for guests that were
directly invited."

"Thisis like the circusback when | was youngin Khara," Seejuk sad.

They came to the Soo'nani booth, and Malaasi served them chairsto sit on. "l wish to show you our waes, the
newest innovations in Soo'nani engineering." He revealed some ship models and passed them to his guests, then
turned on aterminal in the desk. T he terminal displayed ships that were parked outside of the Planetoid. Seejuk saw
that these were ships that he had never seen before.

"The latest trend in Raider technology is plasmabomb weapons," M aalasi said.

"No doubt copied from Taiidani technology," Seejuk said.
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"Exactly, exactly!" Maalasi responded. "First we were copying the Taiidani Attack Bomber. Then we learned how to
adapt the Plasmabomb system to our unique chassis design. Then we made it better. T his first ship here is the Outlaw
attack bomber. As you seeg, it is based on the Demon fighter chassis, which itself was an enhancement of the Bandit
fighter chassis made to increase space. The price is amazing, at 70 RU's, you get light corvette firepower. The next
ship here is the Buccaneer plasma bomb corvette. At 135 RU's, this corvette can dish out thefirepower of a Taiidani
Heavy Corvette. It uses a simplified version of the Thief corvette chassis. For 30 RU's more, you can have them
upgraded with mimic generators."

"Cheap, but you're ripping off on the mimic generators," Seejuk observed.

"The next ship here isthe Payback class plasma bomb frigae," Madasi continued. The model |ooked like a crude
Taiidani Assault Frigate with four huge engine nozzles in the rea. "Mimic options ae standard. 500 RU cog Our
frigates have been saddled by the lack of proper weapons coverage, and the Terror addressesit.”

"Expendve, for somethingthat looks like a second hand Kudaark," Seejuk sad.

"The next ship here is the Corsair class cruise missile frigate." Maalasi handed them a model that looked like a larger
ion array frigate without pands. "Instead of an ion cannon, this ship is designed to launch anti capital ship cruise
missiles. Each missile is basically a drone that carries quantum explosives. The ship carries cloaking generators.
Without ener gy weapons, the shipis undetectablewhenit firesthese missles.”

"Now that isinteresting,” Seejuk said.

"How much isit?" Zha asked.

"It comes with abargain price of 800 RU's, cloaking included."

"That's expensive," Zha responded.

"Not expensive considering what it does," Malaasi sad. "This thing can wreak havoc on any enemy resource
operations and supply convoys. Already the For'lym and the Harrk'hah have adopted all four designs. We are trying to
get the rest of the houses to use them. The neat thing about the Corsair class is they're meant to circumvent capital
ship restrictions set in the Treaty of Houses."

"But | am not really interested on these ships. The ones | have aredoing fine," Zha said. "l just want to talk about the
Outpost.”

"But we are talking about the Outpost,” Maalasi clarified. "Every Outpost has ship building facilities. When you get
the newest versions of the Outpost, they will include the facilities to build these ships. It is part of the package.”

"But if | don't want them, can the Outpost be cheaper?' Zha asked.
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"No, because that's the way, they're going to be built. Look, the Segura Zha, let's put it this way. We will also throw
in the faci lities to do the Ambusher class Missile Frigate for free."

"Missile Frigate?"

"Where have you been, all you people? You have been missing the Gathering events. We introduced the Ambusher
class last year, as well as the Backlash classof minelaying corvette." Maalasi showed a Thief like corvette with mine
laying ports.

"Can theBoomer be added?' Zha asked.

"Sure. What's piracy without mine fields anyway?" Maalasi said. "Since | am in a good mood, we got two sample
Corsair and Payback class frigates parked outside the Planetoid. They're yours if you have the intent to get the
Outpost from us."

"You're pushing alot of crap hard, why the hard sell?" Seejuk asked.

"Competition," Maalasi explained. "Some Houses have decided to out source on their own, acquiring fadory ships
from the Taiidani. The Forlym and the Res'coom are planning a partnership to make their own ship ventures. Other
Houses are importing models from the Taiidani, and the Taiidani arms dealers are invading our turf. Look at that
Taiidani booth there!" He pointed to a booth where a Taiidani ams merchant was pedding weapons and ships. "We
need to stay relevant with the times."

Maalasi stood up. "Look | can see you jug got here. | need to ease up a bit. You have time to decide on this. Thisis
the time of Festivities and you should be enjoying. Let me show you around the area, | want to notify you that there
will be the fighter race competition tomorrow which we are the official sponsors. Winner gets a year's supply of the
Pilot Spice and adiscount to all projects contracted to the Soo'nan."

"Count mein for that, Maalasi," Zha said.

Aboard the Atonement...

"Hasthe White Bead been towed to a star sysem yet?" asked the X'on.

"Yes, Overlord," the staff bowed. "The White Beast had been weakened and starving of both energy and mineral
resource. Ever since it has fled the Innerspace to the Darkspace, it has hungered. The Dark Matter hid the energy of
the stars and interfered with its senses and navigation. The White Beast had been towed and placed inorbit aound a
star."

"Good, now it is time for me to meet it," X'on said.
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"Meet it? Are you seriously considering going down to the Beast planetoid itself to meet its Core Self?"

"Yes," X'on answered. "It is something | must do to gain the creature'strust."

Aboard the shuttle, on the way to the Beast planetoid, X'on noted the solar collectors orbiting around the Beast
planetoid, each collector with petals spanning for miles. The collectors were like gigantic flowers, sprung up from the
bowels of the Beast itself, to harvest the energy of the starlight and beam them down to the surface. He was informed
that the B east had sent out resource collectors of its own to harvest the asteroid belts orbiting around the star, but it
may not be enough to satisfy the energy hunger of the Beast.

It was amazing what this new Beag variant could do, X'on thought. It could evolve new forms of ships each almost
like aliving organism, an integration between living matter, semiconductor and metal.

The shuttle passed through the garden of the collectors, then the thin wispy clouds that seemed form a small
atmosphere around the planetoid. Despite its size, the planetoid was generating enough artificia gravity of its own to
create tha atmosphere.

Down the shuttle went to the surface. On it, there semed to be an immense chasm with no end, and the shuttle dived
through it, into the core of the planetoid.

It was dark, but the white crystds all around them gowed with arhythm that says life. The shuttle landed gently, and
in a space suit, X'on disembarked off the shuttle and stepped foot on the smooth hard crystalline surface.

"Welcometiny Fleshy Selves. It is of great risk to come to the maw of the Core Self. W hat makes you think | will not
destroy you?'

"Because | trust that you will do the right thing. | am X'on, Overlord of the Imperium. If you destroy me, my fleet
will torpedo your collectors and rain death down to your surface. They await my return. But you know my intentions.
Y ou have starved of energy and material. You are acreature lost and hungry. My fleet hastowed you to this star so
that you may feed, grow and live. Is this the action of your enemy? Is this the action of your enemy to come down
unarmed to your core so he may meet your Core Self?"

A glowing translucent tentacle rose from the surface. X'on was repulsed at its sight, but it let the tentacle hover
around him, curiously sengng his form.

"What is your purpose, Flesh self?"

"I seek an Alliance with your Self" X'on said. "We are two different creatures, but our fate is one. We know what
happened in the innerspace. The races of fleshy selves have hunted and destroyed the Selves and every fragment they
can find. They fear you, they fear your power and perfection. So they seek your ultimate destruction in alliance with
the Unbound selves."
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"So you run avay from innergpace, to the darkspaces, where stars are low and young, where dark matter is prevalent,
hiding the stars' energy, blinding your snses. You are log and you are starving. If | had not found you, you and all
your selves, would eventually die."

"Is this true, Flesh Self?"

"As | trust you, you must trust me. Trust me to say, that even our componental matter is not the same, our fates are.
We are the Imperi um, once we rule the galaxy, all the breadth of innerspace, all of the vagness of knownspace. No
empire has ever matched our power."

"But one day, the Unbound selves, in envy and darmed of our power, cast agreat war upon us. At the same time, the
multitudes of our subject races, rebelled our glorious and enlightened reign. Together, they destroyed the Imperium,
the one force of Order in the galaxy, at great cost for all life. Like you, we were hunted, and then force to cast out to
the darkspace, in the Abyss between the galaxies."

"We in the many millennia, has survived. T he selves of flesh continue to fear us, and called us the Nemess. Like you,
we can hear the songs of the planets and the stars. Our spirits are one."

"Even now the cursed ones and thar Unbound allies plot our complete annihilaion. If we do not dly, we will be
destroyed. If we destroy them first, we will not just assure our survival, but bring order again to the galaxy."

"Order. Order is the primary programming of the Core Self. Chaos must be stopped.”

"So we have an agreement?’

"X’on self, your heart is dark but your purpose may be true.”

The shuttle broke through the thin layer of crowds. Beyond the rows of gigantic solar collectors, lay X'on's atmada in
a massive parade formation.

Aboard the Atonement, the staff asked X'on, as he settled on his throne.

"We havean alliance," X'on confirmed.
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Part 5

Aboard a Cutlass frigate...

"This is the big event!" sad Zhoan, & the party embarked on a frigate docked on the planetoid. Zhoan could seethe
questionsin the facesof his three Kushan guests. The frigate was large, bulky, with squarish, angular lines, lacking the
clean look of an Assassin class lon Array Frigate, and bristling with turrets.

"This ship is a Cutlass Salvage Frigate, one of the ships unique to the House of Du'ran, and a great source of pride to
our fleet. As the name suggests, we use it to salvage, board and capture large ships. A single one of this can teke out
a Resourcer or Tradeship; two of these an entire Dedroyer. The compartments here ae used to hold an entire
company of marines. It will clamp on avessel, cut through the hull, and the party will invade the enemy ship."

"But for thisoccasion, we'e fitting this Cutlass with extra scanning equipment and terminal screens. We are going to
use the ship, pick up Zha's racer, and head for the asteroids where we will deploy her ship in the garting position.
Then relax and watch the Belt Race from here. So enjoy arelax.”

"What exactly goes on in aBelt Race?' Kuo'ran asked.

Zhoan explained. "It's a race across an asteroid belt using modded fighter ships. Some of the asteroids even move.
With al | those big rock s ahead of you, thisis going to be atrue test of skill."

"Isn't that awfully dangerous?' Kuo'ran asked.

Zhoan laughed hard. "That's the fun of it, haha. Of course people get killed. But that's not going to stop the races!
Skill in handling and navigating through arock belt is the very heart of the skill of a Raider pilot. It is for this reason
other races call us Belters. Now see those ships there..." Zhoan pointed to tug vessels along side of them. T o Seejuk,
they resemble the Somtaaw tugs with the large bumper in front of their ship, with smooth lines broken by curved
bump s that could contain ei ther scanner or communications equipment, or perhaps, defensive armament.

Zhoan explained. "Those ships are Soo'nani tugs, Bludgeon class. They're so strong they could tow an Outport or
planetoid base. Don't get them mad, or they will ram you to the next galaxy! Haha! Right now they're towing those
large beacons that will be used to set up nav points for the race. The contestants will have to race through each
beacon in a number of laps."

"See that ship there?' Zhoan pointed. It appeared to be a large freighter, it's potentially clean lines marred with
angular and circular bulges that were probably filled with scanning, deception and defensive equipment. Four large
engine nozzles completed itsrear end.

"That is a Convict class transport ship, a ship unique to the House of Hu'ran. The Hu'rans are the best smugglers of all
the Houses. You want something delivered, they will deliver. Those things got mimic, cloaking, mass drivers, al to
hide and protect itself. It's fairly fast too, faster than most capitd ships, and it will run avay from a patrolling vessel
just like that." He snapped his fingers.

43



"For thisrace, the Convict will be used as arefueling ship."

Zhoan sat on a communications console and turned on the link. "Zha, are you ready?"

"Just about,” Zha replied. She was aboard the launch bay of the Mule, doing last minute inspections on a custom
Fiirkan. The sleek scout had its mass drivers removed, then modified by extending the leading along the sides. The
extensions added more space for fuel, gave the fighter a more imposing look, and served to counterbalance the shift
of a center of gravity brought by the removal of all the weapons. Replacing the nose of mass drivers was a beak,
which also housed extra fuel needed by the voracious modified engines. The extended nose gave the ship the
silhouette of a predatory raptor.

She had prepared for this moment throughout the years. The first time she saw her father did a Belt race, she was so
deeply impressed, and dreamed to do the same. Her father had died, but the dream became stronger in the few years.
She would do this, win thisfor her father. As she snuggled into the tight cockpit, she felt doser to him, in following
the trails he blazed.

She slipped on the glazed helmet. Seejuk had waned her about the dangers of addiction in using the liquid
environment, but she needed to do this one more time. The rich oxygenated liquid would keep he from blacking out
in high G maneuvers, and it is spiced with the Pilot's Drug that elevated her awareness. The oxygenated liquid
membrane module itself was a masterpiece of simple engineering---the entire module weighing much less than a
typical atmospheric oxygen supply equipment, consumes less pow er and much less space. These are all factors that
would prove crucial in a Belt race. She pressed a button on the suit, and the glazing began to be filled with a clear
fluid. She gasped and bubbled as she first swdlowed, then let theliquid fill her lungs. As the liquid submerged her
entire head, the rich oxygen gave her atemporary high. She laughed and bubbled. Then she began to hum and sing.

"...Should | believe my heart...Wil | al be true for me?..."

The cockpit lowered and sealed. She clicked on four switches one by one, and each of the ion turbines ignited. The
lights in the panel came to life. Four bars flickered, each indicating the revolution of each turbine. There was a dull
vibration throughout the scout's frame that came from the engines, the vibration rising in note as she revved up the
turbines. She |l oved the way the ship communi cates to her with its mechanical soul.

The Fiirkan was perhaps the one ship she considered to have the best handling of any fighter in the galaxy. It's
controls were smooth and responsive, and remains right so to the very edge of the performance envelope, with the
joystick gradually feeling heavier with the speed. It's abit heavy on thetail, and removing the guns would worsen the
situation. Extending the leading edges along the side of the ship, adding the beak and the fuel capadty remedied that.
If the guns are stripped, the Triikor's power to weight ratio could match a Fiirkan's. But the Triikor does not have
good lateral or roll balance; it rolls faster in one direction, something the Fiirkan avoids. The Kushan Arrow scout
which they have afew aboard the M ule, also tends to roll faster in one direction than the other, due to asymmetrical
placement of the cockpit and its guns. The Bandit interceptor, a common ship used in the B elt races, feels ragged in
the edge of its performance envelope, but it had a capacity for larger powerful engines. The standard B andit was a
heavy ship compared to other fighters, but Banditsmodded for Belt races have their armor removed to greatly lighten
the ship.

She had looked at other designs too. The Acolyte had good potential and balance, but its tight design left little room
for modifications and its innards too complicated for your typical Raider maintenance crew to work on. Besides the
regulaions have not approved any of the Kushan ships, and they won't be for some time. Despite having captured
samples of the Kadeshi Swarmer, the fighter would also fall into the unapproved category, which is a waste, because
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the ship isvery easy to fly despite having a crazy power to weight ratio once the guns—-which contributes more of the
weight of the fighter than any other compon ent---are rem oved.

The lights on the launch rails turned green, and she pulled alever. Therails catapulted the fighter into space.

She coasted the fighter into an idle postion, trying to save as much fuel. T hat was why she needed the Cutlass to grab
the fighter and bring it to the starting positionsin the B elt race.

"l got you in my scanners, Zha" Zhoan'svoice was inthe comlink. "The Cutl assi s approaching salvage position."

"I got your ship too in my sensors,” Zhasaid. "I am ready to be picked up.”

The Cutlass slowed and stopped right on top of the Fiirkan. The holding fields extended, trapped the Fiirkan, and
pulledit toitsunderbelly.

"Areyou aright, Zha?' Zhoan asked.

"Everything isfine. Let's go to therock belt now," Zha said.

The Cutlass with the Fiirkan on its belly, cruised to the Belt. Once it was a rich and prosperous asteroid belt. But
everything worth mining hand long been mined out of the Belt, except for rocks that had no ore or value. Now all
sorts of ship debris and junk had replaced the mined rocks, and the Belt was more treacherous than ever.

There were other Cutlasses there, each holding a contestant fighter. Zha looked at the fleet and wondered if
participation was at an all time high. She flicked the screen in the fighter, taking a view of each of the contestant.
Most of the field brought in Bandits, but some had Triikors and Fiirkans Compared to the subdued pale grey colors
of her Fiirken, most of the racers were brightly panted, full of decals and other unabashed decorations. Scenes
depicting carnage, fire, battle, and sex w ere often painted on the sides of the ships.

The Bandits were stripped of their armor for weight and had large modded engines, which give them tremendous top
speed and acceleration. The smaller more nimble Fiirkan could not load with such big engines, but its superior
handl ing should eat up the B andits w here the debri s fields are densest.

The comlinks were live with chatter. Some pilots boasted openly, taunting the others. "I am thebest ever, | an god of
the Belt! You suck. Go home. Revel in my superior skill..."

"What are my chances," Zha asked.

Zhoan replied. "Flo'kar accountants have been going around, taking bets. According to them, the Harrk'hah is
favored to win the event; they fielded five of their best pilots, all in racer Bandits. Next on the betting list are the
For'lym pilots, also all in racer Bandits. Sorry, Zha, you're a friend, but | placed bets on the Harrkhah. | do expect
you to gai n anotable finish. Y ou're taking quite arisk using the T aiidan scout here."
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"I know, but | worked out grategies for this," Zha said. Back when Seejuk was new on the Mule, he brought in a
flight simulator. She complained of the machine's cost, but he said they're going to need the machine to continually
train my pilots and hone their skills. The machine would become her favorite. One of the things she did was to
program the Turan Belt course, and played games racing the Belt. She used dmulations of different fighters. The
simulator made her well acquainted of the course, and the chaacteristics of the fighters in how they react to the
course. Using that know ledge, she fine tuned the fighter behavior and came out with a strategy to beat the Belt.

The traditional Raider response was to use sheer power and skill to overpower the course. However, if a ship can
handle well enough, instead of decelerating and bleeding off too much speed, it can enter the thicker debris fields at a
higher speed, negotiate it faster, and leave the debrisfields into the more open spaces at a higher initial speed, which
means a higher top end in the open.

The well balanced Fiirkan would be perfect for this. But there was a major catch in the strategy. Flying extremely fast
through a debris field would also make the fighter prone crash into an asteroid. She had bet that her skills as a
Starfarer can berelied to thislittle flaw in her plan.

The screensflickered, and there was the face of another pilot, immersed in the liquid in his glazed helmet. "l am Razir,
Ace of the Harrk'hah. | heard that the Segura of Khor is participating of this event. You look like but a child. Thisis
not a place for spoiled royalty and princesses. Go home. Save whatever little respect we have for you. Have a rich
prince spank and hump your little cute rump and breed your little spoiled babies. That is only what you are good for!
Mu haha!"

Zhagrimaced at the facein her comlink screen. She stared at him intensely, then raised afinger, slowly placed it at her
neck, and made along cutting motion across the neck. Then she pointed the finger at him.

"I will remember you Razir, when you will eat my exhaust."

She turned off the screen, unwilling to get any more distractions, taunts and other forms of psychologicd warfare the
pilots were engaging as apreraceritual.

Zhoan's Cutlass had disengaged the Fiirkan, and the racer drifted towards its starting position. The other Cutlasses
have also dropped the other races, and all the racers have begun creeping into the firg beacon. "When the light tums
green, the race wil | begin," said the race moderator.

"Oh father", she thought, "I will win this for you." "Please watch over me" she said in a small prayer. With that
prayer, she felt that he was close by, alive. It was athought she wanted to keep to inspire her.

"Good luck, good luck, win this one, | got confidence in you..." It was Segjuk's, Kuo'ran's and Giirsa's voices, sending
their last minute hopes.

She revved up the turbines without letting the ion fuel burn through it. 12,000 RPM now for engine one...engine
two...engine three...and finally engine four.

The beacon light turned green. She flicked a switch and the ions poured into the turbines.
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It was like an explosion as the Fiirkan rocketed forward, throwing her small body hard against the chair. But the
Bandits blew faster, and the first wave of Bandits reached the first debris formation ahead. The Fiirkan fell behind,
along with a small group of other pilots who choose to use a Taiidani ship.

But she hardly decelerated as she entered the first debris formation. She rocketed past a few Bandits that slowed
down to turn.

"She's absolutely crazy!" Zhoan screamed as he watched from the monitors aoard the Cutlass frigate. His jaws
dropped as he watched the Fiirkan plunged headlong into an asteroid, then banked at the last moment, do a 360
degree slide, the enginesburning and scraping the surface of the asteroid to break its velocity, then rocket into a new
direction.

"Y ou seemed calm about this, Seejuk," Giirsa observed hiscompanion.

Seejuk crossed his arms. "You don't really know Zha. She does this all the time. If | had to worry about he flying
techniques al | thetime, | would be dead long ago."

The Bandits behind her did ther slides, tuming completely aound to let their engines break their speed, then flick to
the fighter to a new direction.

The Bandits ahead of her, banked and wove with the oncoming debris and loose asteroids. There was an explosion as
a Bandit smashed into adebris, than a chater in the comlink that the pilot ejected safely. She banked, rolled and
weave as the debris shot past underneah her. For every tum, the G-forces were tremendous, threatening to crush her
little body. Her mind boggled with the forces and if she blacked out, her fighter would smash into anything. But the
rich liquid environment kept her awake, the oxygen and juice keeping her blood going, her mind conscious against the
tremendous forces tha gripped and threaened to block every blood vessd in her brain.

She banked, turning inside a Bandit and overtaking it. Another Bandit slowed and slid, jetting past a small passage
between two asteroids. On his tal was the Fiirkan, matching every move, inching close with every roll and turn. There
was clear space éhead, and the Fiirkan entered the turn earlier, and screamed past the Bandit with a higher initial
speed.

The Bandit went full trust, its sheer speed eating away the lead that the Fiirkan gained from it during thelast turn. But
it was not enough as another debris field loomed. The Bandit had to do a360 degree slide and brake its speed, before
flicking to a new direction. The Fiirkan headed to the debris field, hardly braking, then did a full slide that ended with
the nose pointed at the correct direction, bleeding off little speed. She banked, weaved and turned inside more
Bandits, then slingshot ahead when the debris becomes clear.

It was a pattern well rehearsed, a pattern she continued to do, and her Fiirkan crept up the ladder, taking a place
higher one by one. Her senses could feel the asteroids and the debris, feeling her way through the field like instinct.
Her responses and reflexes coordinated with those senses. For moments it was not like she was a creature of flesh and
blood, but amind linked to afighter, fusing into anew creature that woul d think and act | ike one.

The fleet of racers became increasingly dispersed, as they pass by each beacon, each lap. A fleet of Convict transports
waited in one of the beacons, each transport capable of refueling a dozen fighters simultaneously. The racers swarmed
at the Convicts hungry for fuel. Their thirst satisfied, they would rocket back into the debrisfields. Zha could not
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take the chance of running out of fud. Her Fiirkan slowed, then dived into one of the refueling ships. Already there
were racers who burned their fuel out too soon, or wasn't wise enough to refuel when they had the opportunity. A
fleet of Thief Corvettes waited among the debris fields, salvaging the fighters that carelessly ran out of fuel, or fighters
that simply went broke out of mechanical failure.

As laps goes by, it becomes more difficult to visudly see who is the leader. But the beacons have sensors that tag
each racer as they flash by, cameras that watch each ship and broadcasted the scene to the fleet of spectator ships.
The commentators rattled on their comlinks, keepi ng the audience informed and tight on their seats.

"This is so exciting!" Kuo'ran jumped up and down, then paced back and forth, unable to stay sitting down from all
the tension.

Ahead of the rest of the pack, the For'lym Bandits traded places with the leading pack of Harrk'hah Bandits At times
it seemed they were dogfighting, but wha they weredoing is to use teammates to block the other team from passing

by.

"They're al dirty pilots," said Seejuk.

"Haha, what do you expect from a Rai der!" Zhoan answered back.

"Look at the rankings, Zhaisjust behi nd them!" Kuo'ran pointed out.

"My dear Kushan, it looks like you're right. | should have given the girl more credit," Zhoan said. He laughed agan.
"She has excellent sliding technique. Her well controlled slides are putting her ahead. But going through these
bastards are another thing."

The racing Bandits were just shead of her, and they seemed to have more power than the rest. When the space is
clear, their sheer power was overwhelming, and the Bandits literally pull ahead from hers even with the Fiirkhan's
higher initial speed coming out from the debris fields. But as the For'lym and the Harrk'hah bandits tussled, they do so
at the sacri fice of handling speeds through the debri s fields, and the Fiirkan eventually caught up with them.

One of the Forlyms tried a blocking move, and missed, sending the fighter nearly careening out of control. The
Fiirkan held to its arching trgectory, G-forces squeezing her tight in her sea. She was already going full speed within
the debrisfield as it cleared to another clear wide space. The Fiirkan overtook another For'lym B andit.

In the next debris field, she nipped past the last two For'lyms, and as the space cleared, she was between the For'lyrm
and the Harrk'hah.

"The K adeshi killer isupon us," said one of the Harrk'hah pilots as Z ha overhead from the open comlinks.

"Block her!" Razir said. "Stop that whore!"
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"I'm not that easy," Zha thought, as the Bandit slipped in front of her trgectory. Without even braking, the Fiirkan
dlipped past the Bandit by a few scary inches.

"You boys playing rough? You could get me killed!" she shouted in the comli nk.

"If you can't stand how we the real Raiders pl ay, get out, whore!" Razir said.

. that's how you want to play, okay!" Zha said. The fighters screamed out of the debris field into clear space. One of
the Harrk'hah Bandits closed in on her position, it's boosters more powerful than the Firrkan's As the Bandit wes
about to overtake the Fiirkan., the pilot found himself staring right into the Fiirkan's exhausts, as the scout slipped
right in front of him.

"AAAH!" the pilot screamed, as the exhausts knock ed his fighter off course, sending it spinning.

"You're next!" Zha shouted, as her fighter closed in on the lead Bandit, an asteroid field coming ahead.

"Segura of Khor! Y ou dare challenge the Ace of Harrkhah?

"l have beaten better, Ass of Harrk'hah."

"You will pay for your insolence," Razir said, his Bandit rushing into the dense asteroid field. He swung his fighter
into awild but controlled slide, engines breaki ng his traj ectory, then slip jetting him into a new course.

He's really good, Zha thought, but not good enough. Her Fiirkan dived into the asteroid field at an even greater
velocity. She flipped the fighter into a slide, engines nearly opposite where the fighter's momentum was going. The
engines bled the fighter's inertia, then tossed it into another direction, Zha quickly flipping back the fighter to its
original head first, tail last position.

They tussled back and forth among the asteroids and stellar debris. His Bandit had extremely powerful engines, but
sacrificed for that with weight and imbalance. The more agile Firrkan banked, rolled and slid more precision and
speed.

A large asteroid loomed ahead. The Bandit did and braked, butits tal was abit off from aproper braking postion.
The pressure was making him his flight style ragged, and Zha saw her opportunity. The Firrkan banked, slid then
braked, then jetted again, her whole flight arc turning inside the Bandit's.

"Whoo-hoh!" she shouted as the Fiirkan took the lead. There was clear space right ahead, and she ran her engines
right to the max.

But the Bandit was right behind her, its enormous power eating her short lead. Zhawatched her screen, where the
back camera view showed the Bandit closing in. She waited for the last second, waiting to time it right...
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She flipped her fighter right in front of the Bandit. All of a sudden Razir found himself staring point blank at the
Fiirkan's exhausts.

The blast took the Bandit of f course, careening and spinning out of control, Razir temporarily blinded.

"l said you're going to eat my exhausts," Zha said, her fighter taking a clear lead.

She remaned unchallenged until the final beacon went on. The Fiirkhan passed the finish line first, and she jubilantly
shouted through the comlinks. She felt proud, proud to do to this for her faher, if he was here right now. Somehow,
she always fel t he was close to her.

The Fiirkan setled into aparking orbit, and Zhoan's Cutlassfloaed over the Fiirkan. The captive fields went on, and
the Fiirkan was drawn to the Cutlass's underbelly.

"Congratulations, Z ha, | never thought you could pull it," Seejuk said.

"Youwon! Youwon!" It was Kuo'ran's voice. "l wish | can handle afighter like that."

"Excellent maneuver, Miss Zha, a fine finish and a great win," said Giirsa. "Y ou would be a match to the best pilots of
the Kaalel fleet."

"Boo-hoo," said Zhoan. "I lost an entire fortune on the bet. But you won a grea victory, Zha A stunning upset and
one of the most suspenseful Belt races | have ever seen.”

"Thank you, thank you everyone," said Zha, still in the Fiirkan underneath the Cutlass' belly.

"But we're going to have some trouble, Zha," Zhoan said. "The Harrk'hah and the For'lym have filed a protest with
the racing board for life threaening maneuvers and they claim your fighter is illegal and that you cheaed. The
Soo'nan demanded an examination of your fighter."

"Let them eat my exhausts agan,"” Zha responded. "They lost, and they can cry over it. The Soo'han owe me a
discount on whatever | want to contract with them next, including an Outpost, and | bet they will go to every means
to squirm out of it. Tell them to go kiss my butt."

The Cutlass cruised to the Planetoi d, where it released the Fiirkan. The Cutlass settled into the docking bay while the
Fiirkan docked in the hanger.

A large crowd awdted Zha, who had carried a previous reputaion as the "Kadeshi Killer", and was now, winner of
the Belt Race. The liquid environment drained back to the module, and she lifted off her glazed helmet. Her face was
soaked with the liquid, her hair wet. But there was nothing happy or jubilant on her fece this ime. She had an angry
frown on her face, and her hand was clenched tightly, carrying a big wrench.
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"I nearly got killed over there by those asses. Where are they?" Zha demanded. "I know the salvage frigs brought
them heretoo."

"Don't do it, Zha," Seejuk said. "I know what you're thinking. Watch your temper. | don't know what the rules here
on thi s planetoid regar ding assault..."

His words was unheeded as she otted the Harrk'hah group. She grit her teeth, blood in her eyes. She ran towards
them, wrench raised to strike..

* * %

Mohilim Darkspace Sector..

The silhouette of the Atonement emerged from the clouds of dark matter. A long neck extended from its main body,
ending with a small head that housed the sensors. Protruding from the main body are three massive ams, extending
equilaterally from each other, each arm ending with a pod.

Three more dreadnaughts emerged from the dark matter clouds, the Forsaken, the Retribution, and the Penance. They
were followed by a vast armada of frigates, corvettes, and fighters. Legions of Mantas, Skates and Bats darkened an
already dark space.

"Overlord, was it wise to dlow the Beast to feed?" a disciple asked. "It had grown, it had gained back its strength. If
we engage it now, we may never defeat the B east should it turn on us."

"We have worked so long on this. Only with the W hite Beast, do we have the power to seek vengeance against the
Unbound," X'on said.

""We have signs that there isa new life within the Beast planetoid The planetoid is pregnant, for the lack of a better
word for it, and about to give birth," said the disciple.

"Excellent, let us be witness to this momentous occasion,” X'on said.

Screens focused on the crydalline planetoid, surrounded by a portable atmosphere and huge flowerlike energy
collectors that orbit around it.

A huge craer opened in the planetoid's aurface, and lights burst from it. The cloudsover the planetoid burned red and
orange; auras danced over the magnetic fields that surrounded the planetoid.

"We have a massive energy reading," said the disciplein his dark monkish robes. "The child is about to emerge.”
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A huge ship slowly emerged from the crater opening, its surface marred by white crystalline patches. The main body
was shaped like a bulbous abdomen, with a huge gging round mouth, where light emerged. Around the mouth
radiaed five massive tentecle like arms, each endingwith a g owing tip.

"Behold, the new Beast mothership, and it shall be called, the Deliverer, for it shall deliver us from the curse of the
Unbound," said X'on. "Watch its power."

Tugs have tractored another planetoid. The Beast ship slowly turned towards it. Light glowed from the ends of the
arms, and the lights grew stronger. Lightning fields emerged from each of the arms, leaping and joining to the center.

"The energy readings are getting stronger, rising..."

The arms glow ed, and energy connected from each of the arms, and into the center mouth. There was a massive flash
of light, and aball of energy as big as the planetoid itself bursted out from themouth of the Beast ship.

The planetoid evaporated in aflash of light like a small nova, rings of shockwav es extending from the epicenter.

"..the power..." X'on sad.
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Part 6—The Oathtaking
Aboard the Albagnon

What looked like a Raider lon Array Frigate orbited around a gasgiant, the giant's rocky rings provided the cove the
Raiders have so traditionally and skillfully exploited. The combinaion of the rocks, the gravity and magnetic fields
both by the giant and the asteroids tend spoil sensors. It was a perfect hiding place. The Flo'karr research and early
warning vessel the Albagnon belongs to the Seeker class, which was essentidly amodified lon Array Frigate. The
beam cannon had been removed for a long tdescope aray, while the ion aray panels were replaced with long range
sensor panels. The slim hull was preserved, and so was the cloaking or mimic equipment. The arrays were all pointed
to the outer regions of the galaxy

"We have massi ve readings on the M ohilim sector," said a researcher.

"Looks like a small nova," said the captain. "It is rare to have energy readi ngs of that sort in a rather slow and benign
sector. K eep recording the event, the area has been full of anomalous readings lately."

Hours later, the sensors went off again, and the captain rushed to his chair.
"We got multiple jump readings! Hyperspace signatures detected!" said the sensors officer.

"Go into tactical alert," said the captain waching the red blips on the screen. "Raise the mimic generators! We are
going into silent runni ng. | repeat, we are going silent. Cut all power except for sensors and life support systems."

The Albagnon turned into a small asteroid. Inside the ship, dl the lights went out, the engine hum turned silent, and
the only illuminaion was the glowing lights from the control panels. The dimly lit faces turned their tense attention to
the captain.

"Giveme a magnification of the enemy fleet," the captan ordered.
"Looks li ke Bentusi ships, Sir!" said one of the officers.

"They're not Tradeships. Too small, too deek for that, and it's got energy signatures of weapons all over. Engine
energy signature is Bentusi. | think we are seeing a new kind of Bentusi ship that has never been seen before. It
resembles a Somtaaw Archangel, and is possibly a dreadnaught," said the captain. Unlike most Raiders, Flo'karr
commanding officers were well educated about the many races of the galactic knownspace.

"I thought the Bentusi were a peaceful race Why the waships?', one of the more youthful officers in the bridge
asked.

The captain watched the screens intensely. "Not just Bentusi, but look at this The radial symmetry of the ships
indicate Tiamat, though these are smaller than a Tiamat Spider class mothership. The sensor readings of the ams
show it to be well amed. These ships here, they are neither Tiamat nor Bentusi, but they probably belong to other
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lesser known and obscure Unbound races such as the Naga and the Sakmat. Look they're falling into a military
formation."

"I would speculde that this isa Galactic Council task force, possibly to police the sector. But why?" The captain
seemed bothered. "The Council never pok ed their nose at this area. T hereis nothing there that attracts their interest.”

"Until now," added the main science officer. "Could it be due to the anomalous readingsin the Mohilim sector? We
will not know until we head to the M ohilim area.”

"Negative," said the captain. "We must report this amed excursions from the Unbound to the Council of Inner
Houses and the Assembly of Lords. But we must wait first. This flest appears to be recharging for the next jump
event. L ook, they are sending patrolsnow!"

The Bentusi warships were discharging Super Acolyte fighters, while the Tiamat warships nearby discharged Black
Acolytes. The Black Acolyte, as recorded by the Flo'karr, is the Tiamat version of the Super Acolyte, with darker
colors and markings. Little is known about its weaponsbut it was speculaed it would use a similar ion cannon. The
Bentusi ships were U-shaped, and the Tiamat were radid. The Sakmat ships in contras were spherical, while the
Naga ships were all long and elongated, ending with pods on the ends, not unlike a Kadeshi needleship. The Sakmat
and the Naga released fighters of their own, all superficially resembling Super Acolytes, but the detail afforded by the
zoom could not discern any more detail that could differentiate them from the Bentusi and Tiamat variants other than
their colors; blue for the N aga, red for the Sekmet, while the Bentusi were gold and the Tiamat black.

The fighter patrols searched out the star system, but even the senses of the Unbound was unable to detect the lone
Raider Seeker class frigate. The rock belt was full of iron asteroids, each spinning, creating a myriad of confusing
magnetic fields that would confuse any sensory power that can perceive the magnetic and electrical fields. The
Unbound may have great powers, but even these senses had met their match to the clevemess and resourceful ness of
the Rai ders.

The voices inside the frigate had fdlen silent as each officer concentrated collecting dataon the Unbound fleet. For
them, the thrill of discovery and the unknown were as exhilarating as raiding a Republican transport or smuggling
through a police blockage with a Hu'ran smuggler transport.

As the Unbound police force finished their trek to the end of the system, the various Acolytes returned to their
vesls. Jumpgaes began to form, and the armada of the Unbound slipped through them.

"Should we follow them ?" asked an officer.

"Are you nuts? Negative. This event must be reported to the Council of Houses and all the Lords," said the captain.
"Make afinal sweep to make sure not one of the Unbound is still inthe vicinity."

"All clear," said the sensors officer.

"Retract all sensor panels, and power to engines," the captain ordered. The ship's frame littered with vibraions and
squeaks as the panels retracted, and the hum of the ion plasma turbines returned to reverberate the hull. The mimic
generatorsturned off, and the asteroid turned back into the sinister silhouette of a Raider frigate.
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The Albagnon lifted itself from the rings, heading avay from the gas giant. "We have energy buildup, preparing to
jump now!"

The gate appeared, and the Albagnon slipped through it.

* * %

Inside the Turan Planetoid---

Kuo'ran carefully applied the healing ointment on the bruises in Zha's face. "You really should not get physical with
the Harrk'hah pilots. | don't know about Raider customs, but do they actually teach you to brawl with boys? As if
winning and getting al | the prizes aren't enough."

"Those pilots deserved it," Zha answered. "They are mean and they nearly got me killed. They fly with complete
abandon over the safety of other people in the race. | don't think we are as restrained as you Kushans. We cannot
afford to look weak. Every aggressive response must be challenged with an equally aggressve response.” She tended
another hurt in her face.

"But look what it did to you," Kuo'ran began applying makeup to cover Zha's bruises. "If Zhoan wasn't there to even
things up and smash the pilots himself, those pil ots would have beaten you to a helpless pulp. What is worst is that
you're about to have your Oath taking ceremony. You are going to have al | those bruises right in the public.”

Kuo'ran removed the towel covering Zha's body. "You're black and blue all over!" Kuo'ran took the Segura
ceremonial robes and prepared to place them over Zha

"I appreciate helping me with this" Zha said, and she moved clumsily with the aches and painsin her body. "I don't
think | could do this myself. How do you know so much in dealing with such clumsy robes like this?"

"Not with the ceremonial robes of a Turanic Lord Princess, no," Kuo'ran replied. "But asa member of a Kiithsa, the
Sjet'sa, the primary ruling family of a Kiith, we mug host thetraditional ceremonies of our Kiithid. We have our own
bulky and clumsy costumes. I'm not surprised, even across the galaxy, if you seen one costume, you have seen them
al. These are all bulk and show. Give me your arm here...your other arm...okay, thi swill go to the head..."

‘Now you're beginning to look like areal princess,"” Kuo'ran giggled as she turned Zha around, examining the robes.

There was knocking on the door and Seejuk called out from behind it. "The ceremony is about to begin, and Zhoan is
calling you."

"All right, I'll be finished soon," Zha shouted back, as Kuo'ran fixed her har, and then laid the massive headpiece.

"It looks likeit's going to fall over," Kuo'ran said, adjusting the headpiece.
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Outside, Zhoan guided Seejuk and Giirsa to a table reserved for the House of Khor. "Every House has tables like
these to seat their representaives. This is going to be our table. | am supposed to seat over there with my House of
Du'ran, but | requested an ex cuse so | can seat hereinstead. "

"We appreciate that," Giirsasaid. Shortly after, Kuo'ran joined them, telling them, Zha's preparations were finished.

"You're not just going to see Zha do the oath, but you will see the nobility of every House, and in particular, tha of
the Flokarr, which we will soon arrange to meet," Zhoan said.

"I have aimost forgotten why | am here," Giirsasaid. "With all these festivities going on..."

There was a rapid beating of heavy drums that called the Assembly into silence and attention. An old man in brilliantly
garbed costume stepped upon the center stage, followed by awoman in equally brilliant robes.

"The Sha and Lord of the Flo'karr, with his daughter, the Segura and Princess of the Flokarr. They will lead the
ceremony, and they will tell our history in song," said Zhoan.

The Flo'karr nobles began an arcane dance and song. The movements were slow and deliberate, the drums pounding
up and down with them. Flutes and harps joined with the melody in a bizare opera For Sequk, it resembled the
ceremonid operasof the Soban, Manaani, and the Somtaaw.

Zhoan began explaining the ceremony. "They said that the Life came forth from a single egg, and like gporesfrom a
flower, the Life spread and prospered in the primordial paradise."

"The Gods saw the Life in the Primordial, and saw it was beautiful. They blessed the Life with their power and their
seed, and the L ife spread throughout the stars."

"A great nation was formed under the eyes of the Gods, and the Life was proud. For the Life had many children. They
were one at peace with the Gods and the Heavens."

"But some of the Children had become too proud. Too proud of their magnificence, of their power. They raised their
arms against their fdlow brothers and sisters, and subjugated them. Brother and siger became slaves. The Nation
blessed under light became an Empi re cursed under darkness."

"Before the Taiidans named us, as that of Turan, before we are known as the Raiders, the people of the Rock Belts,
the people without a home, we are a people of peace. We are who that was called the People who Drifted, the People
who Sang, the People of the Winds. Our ancient nameislost, but the meaning isnot."

"The proud Children who had turned into the Nemesis gathered the People of the Winds throughout the Empire, and
brought them under the sword. Many died, never to sing again. Under the heel of tyranny, our peoples labored. Our
children suffered, and where there was once song i n their mouths, there was only the sound of weeping."

"The Nemesis grew in power and pride, till the Gods can no longer ignore the suffering they wrought. Then came the
great War of the Heavens, a war 9 terrible that almost dl life was destroyed. The stars perished in fire, and worlds
were awash in blood. T he dark angels of the Nemesis were cast out into the Abyss, but the Gods paid for their victory
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in the loss of their grace. It was the Age of the Twilight. It was the A ge that brought an end to the powers at large. It
was the A ge of our birth."

"It was during the war of the Heavens, that all who have been subjugaed and crushed under the Master's heel would
rise to fight for the freedom that was so terribly taken from them. It was the First Lord, Baruk, who would lead us,
and united us under a single oath. T he leaders of the tribes of the subjugated swore unity under Baruk, and it is this
oath that we commem orate.”

Zhoan stopped explaining w hen the lyrics from the Flo'karr came all too clear.

"Our freedom won, but the price is war, for we are no longer children of peace. The sword we carry is the vigilance
to protect our freedom. And it has been that way for the ages, and it will be so till time ends."

"Today we remember theleaders who swore the oath. Their children are with us, for each House remembersthe tribe
that fought, each Lord of the House, a child of the Oah Taker. Let us hear them take the Oath. Let them rdive our
moment of glory and birth. Let us hear them sing the song of our Freedom..."

The Parade of Lords began. Each Sha or Segura of a House came wearing a magnificent robed costume that glittered
with jewelry and embroidered with the skins, scalesand feahers of exotic creaturesfrom strange planets. Each Sha or
Segura, Lord or Princess of the House, was a descendant of a great rebel leader, the Oath T akers, each playing a part
in the liberation of a slave race that marked the beginnings of the Raiders. It began with the Sha of the Flo'karr.

"I am the child of Kona Flo'karr, who remembered the Time of Struggle and placed it in song. For the Unity | pledge.
For our Freedom | will fight. Under the Heel and the Sword, we will always be one..."

Each Oath was a moderately lengthy song. Each long enough to make a hearer bored, but not long enough to put
them to sleep. For Segjuk, that was the trouble. It was magnificent yes, and it was a great honor to watch. But it was
also dreadfully monotonous, with the low tone singing and the constant beating of the drums as one can expect from a
tribal ritual.

The Sha of the Harrk'hah was next, followed by the Sha of the Forlym. Then cane the Segura of Du'ran, then the Sha
of Res'coom, the Segura of Soohaan, the Segura of Hu'ran, the Sha of Si'rak, Segura of Le'gaa.. At some point
Seejuk stopped counting, as there can be anywhere from thirty to fifty Inner Houses.

Then came the Segura of Khor. Her childish youth stood out from the respectful elderliness of the batch. Her father, if
he were aive, would probably fit in better, but since he was dead, the young descendant of Khor must teke his place.
Zha moved in a pace that was too hurried with the rest of the parade, and if she was not too careful, she may trip on
her robes. Terrible anxiety gripped Seejuk if Zha would make a major embarrassment of the entire affair. But
amazingly she held on with some grace, and took center stage of the podium. Seejuk breathed a sigh of relief.

It was Zha's turn to sing. "l am the child of Mazath Khor, who led the Starfighters against the dark angds. For the
Unity | pledge, for our Freedom | will fight. Under the Heel and the Sword, we will always be one.." She went on
and on with her song, the note of her voice young and high compared to the elders that came before her. Despite the
song's monotony, Seejuk smiled as Zha beamed from the stage. She was very proud of this moment, and he knew she
would be thinking of her father.
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Zha's song ended and she faded backstage as more Sha's and Seguras take the stage for their oath. After each oath
taking, Seejuk noticed that each Shaor Segurawould join their representativesin their reserved tables.

There was a tapping of feet, and Zha was lifting her skirts as she tried to join the table without disturbing the other
guests. She was still in her ceremonial robes, but not without the headpiece, which she had left in her dressing room.

"I didit!l didit! | finally made the Oath!" Zha clapped her hands.

"That was most lovely, Princess Zha," Kuo'ren said. "One day, | invite you to come to watch a Sjet ceremony in
return.”

"l would lik e that too," Zha said.

"I would have to say, congratulations again, Miss Zha," Giirsa said. "It is a great occasion and honor to watch this
event. | will write an article about this when | get back, detailing such a historical moment as one of the first three
Kushans to ever see this Oath taking."

The last of the Lords finally ended his song, and the Sha of the Flo'karr returned to the center stage. As Zhoan
explained, he would go on telling what happened during the War of the Heavens.

"...and the N emesis was bani shed into the A byss, never to return..." sang the L ord of the Flo'karr.

Suddenly there wasan interruption, and an old senile man ran to the stage.

"No! No! No!" Salim cried. "Thisisnot true. The Nemesiswill return. They are not destroyed. We arein peril..."

A handsome girl ran to the stage to restrain the old man. "Please, father!" cried Zhura "Do not make an
embarrassment of yourself. Come down now."

"Ladies and gentlemen," the Sha of Flokarr, a man named Mushak, tried to appease the commotion and
embarrassment the senile old scholar made. "Salim was once the best scholar of all the Flo'karr, but now he's quite
old. Too old to differentiate reality and fantasy. Forgive aonce great scholar of the Flo'’karr, now old and senil e."

"I am not Senile!" Salim shouted back, refusing Zhura's hands to lead him back to the audience. "Stay avay from mel
Y ou people have not heeded my wamings, so | come here in front of you, in the only placethat can still take your
attenti on."

He pointed an accusing finger to everyone in the audience and particularly to the Lords who had already sat down in
their tables. "You..you all of you have made a mockery of the Oath. :Likeyou, the Lords of For'lym and Harkk'hah.
Y ou sing the Oath, but behind our backs, you flaunt the Treaty of Houses by keeping Taiidani Imperialists as vassals,
boasting both your fleets with cariers, heavy cruisers and destroyers that would not have otherwise pemitted by the
Treaty!"
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The Shas of Forlym and Harrk'hah stood up, indignant. "How dare this old man lie against the honor of the For'lym
and the Harrk'hah?"

"Honor? Honor?" Salim answered back. "The Sha of For'lym talk about honor? The Flo'karr's Seeker shipshave spied
against everyone of you, and we know thedisposition of dl your fleets. Why, we all have them recorded! Y ou and al
your Imperialist vassalg"

"Now you are talking too much!" shouted Mushak, deeply red faced by the revelation. "As the Flo'karr, we deserve to
know what is happening with all the Houses, especially when breaking the Treaty rul es. That is our mission."

"To spy on your fellow people?" asked Mahar, Sha of the For'lym. "That is one interesting mission! And we are not
breakingthe Treaty! If the Treaty hasal oophol eand we somehow exploited it, that is not my problem!"

As people argued, Zhoan turned to his Kushan gueds, seeming embarrassed. "Well my friends, | assure you these
things don't usually happen in every oath taking. Well, oncein awhile."

"This kind of spoils the event,” Zhasaid.

"Who isthat old man?" asked Giirsa.

"His name is Salim, once the most famous and now the oldest scribe of the Flo'karr," Zhoan explained. "He may be
the person you seek for your intergalactic archeological studies.”

"Then why doesn't people respect his opinion?' Kuo'ran asked.

"He has been pushing around alot of crazy theories lately, like a prophet prophecizing doom. | don't know if he still
keeps a level head, and if that is the case, maybe it is his daughter, Zhura, that you mug speak," Zhoan answered.
They turned their attention back to the arguing scene.

"My father may be old and weak, but he knows what he is saying," cried Zhura. "We may have circumstantial
evidence that the Nemesis still exists We have scans of strange ships encountered in Sector 34B that indicate that a
civilization may exist in the Abyss."

"Ciracumstantial evidence?' Mushak questioned. "That is not enough for us to work on. It was you Salim who told us
that the prophecies of the End had been fulfilled with the coming of the Exiles the fall of the Empire and the coming
of the Beast. Is this not the prophecy?"

"For the Promised Ones, once exiled
return to their M other'sworld,

the Great Star will fall.

the Stars will weep,

the winds will carry their sad song.
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For the time of Tribulation have come
for those who wander,

the Feared Enemy, the Nemesis

will tame the Beast

and hold the key to the D eliverer."

"Now you take your interpretation of the proph ecies back? After everyone has accepted your word as canon?"

Grim faced, Salim answered. "Based on previous data, that our prophecies was fulfilled would have been the logical
conclusion. But something new was introduced. We failed to anticipate who the Promised Ones are. When the
Protectors of Kadesh journeyed to Hiigara, it tumed the prophecy back to its true beginning. Isn't the ones who
proved victorious ov er the Kadeshi among us? The one from the House of Khor?"

"l am she," Zha stood up.

"Do you know that you haveinadvertently helped part in atrain of events?' Salim said.

"No | don't know and | do not understand.”

"Then you shall understand my child, for when the great ship the Khamak fell through the Hiigaran atmosphere, it
fulfilled another prophecy, thefall of the Great Star," Salim sad.

"Preposterous,” M ushak said. "T he propheciesare so vague they can be interpreted to mean anything!"

Suddenly Flo'karr officers came and their uniformed presence disrupted the session.

"Is this something so important that the Oathtaking must be interrupted----again?" ask M ushak.

"Indeed it is, sr, Your Highness," said the captan. "I am Ajaar, captain of the Seeker class deep space research
vessel, Albagnon. We hav e news that all the Lords of the Council must hear."

"We have detected a massive energy burst signature in the M ohilim sector, similar to asmal | nova," said A jaar.

"I's this the news? An insignificant nova?' Mushak asked. "The Mohilim sector is outer boundary, near the Abyss.
Who requested that you scan the area?"

"It is atthe requeg of thescribe Zhura," Ajaar said.

Mushak turned to Zhura. "If your action was illegal, | would have reprimanded you. But you are still requested to
make a justification why a Seeker class vessel must be deployed near the Mohilim sector.”
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Zhura stood defiantly. " Sector 34B is near the Mohilim sector. Mohilim is the closeg near-Abyssregion that hasthe
largest concentration of stars and asteroid belts. While we have not detected a planet in that aea, its resource
concentration is high enough to support an interstellar civilization."

"So what interstellar civilizaion are you looking for? No, let me guess, you are looking for the Nemes's, which had
already been jugly banished since the beginnings of our history!" Mushak said.

"Let me interrupt,” Ajaar said. "There is another thing we must be concerned about. Nemeds or no Nemess, we
encountered an armed fleet. This one is from the Galactic Council. Our data modules recorded their jump gate entry
in and out of the system. We can only hypothesize that the Council is reacting to the disturbance in M ohilim. It is an
armed fleet consi sting of B entusi, Tiamat, Sakmat and Naga ships."

"See! Seel" Salim jumped excitedly. "Only in thereal presence of the Nemesis wil | the Council of the Unbound react
with force!"

"Boy these people know a lot," Giirsa observed. "I would expect they know more about the Unbound than we do.
Who isthis Nemesis?' He turned to Zhoan. "It isimperative that we must meet these people as soon as possible.”

"More circumstantial evidence," said Mushak. "Who knows maybe the Council only needed to gaher more daa on
such an astronomical event?'

"With armed ships?" Salim asked. "Who can threaten the Unbound in a manner they would send an armed fleet? It can
only bethe Nemesisor aB east!”

Suddenly Giirsa stood up. "Gentlemen, ladies...my name is Giirsa of the Kiith Kaalel. | an a Hiigaan on theinvitaion
of the Segura Zha of Khor and the captain Zhoan of the Du'ran...." There was much mumbling among the audience
that sounded like "a Kushan...a Kushan in the oathtaking? Why is he here?" But Giirsa ignored the mumblesto deliver
his speech.

"This is addressed to Sdim and Zhura of the great House of Flokarr. You have an issue that has my interest and
curiosity. It is obvious that there is resistance among the Council of Lords with your theory. As a fellow scientist and
archeologist, | must say, that while your theory may have its merits, this is not the prope occasion to ram it down
your leaders' throats. As leaders, the noble Sha and Seguras of the Houses, they have a position of responsibility that
requires that the actions and decisions they make must be supported with enough justification. Their argument is
reasonable. | suggest this, that | and our party can meet you outside of the Oathtaking to discuss this matters privately
and let the ceremoni es continue for the good of the people.”

"Wow, you would make one hell of apolitician," Zhoan said.

Kuo'ran stood up, refusing to let Giirsa take the center stage. "I am Kuoran Sjet, of the Sjet Kiith-sa of Hiigara and
Kharak. It ismy rel ative who was bound and pil oted the M othership of whom you called the Exiles." There was a lot
of mumbling and surprised reaction in the audience and it pleased Kuo'ran for delivering the expected result. "1 concur
with my colleague Giirsahere. We need to talk, M ister Salim and M iss Zhura, when the ceremoni es are over."
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"Well well," Mushak said. "We have celebrities from Hiigara. Y ou should have introduced them early to us Segura of
Khor and Captain Zhoan. We welcome our guests from Hiigara and we hope that this spectacle jug witnessed does
not cast our people in a bad cultural light. As Flo'karr, we are learning more about Hiigara and Kharak, and someday
we wel come an exchange in i nformation."

‘| apologize in behalf of my party here for introducing ourselves earlier, Your Highness Sha of the Flo'karr,” said
Giirsa. "We came looking for just the thing you asked, an exchange in culture and information, as well as with
lucrative trade and business contracts, our Kiithid and the whole of Hiigara might be intereged to conduct with the
various Houses of the Raiders, all for the mutual prosperity of both our peoples.”

The audience clapped at Giirsa's remarks "Prosperity", "business" and "contracts" were the clever key words Giirsa
played to pull the strings in an audience look for opportunity and money. He was such a hit among the Raider
nobil ity, and Gii rsa congratulated himself.

"Wow, Giirsa, for ayoung person like you, you are such asmooth political reptile," Seejuk observ ed.

"I know, | know ," Giirsa whispered back.

Salim looked at Giirsa. "Then we meet outside of the ceremony." Salim turned to Mushak. "l shall leave you and your
upper classes to your ceremonies. But | find it with great and detestable irony that it turnsout that far away Hiigarans
would be interested in what | have to say about the future of our race instead of my brethren, the scribes of Flo'karr,
and those who will be directly impacted by the Prophecies. My people.”

With that, the scruffy old man left, with Zhura bowing and apologizing, then leading him away holding hisarm.
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Part 7— The Unbound

In the Mohilim D arkspace Sec tor—

The Council fleet slipped out of the hyperjump gates. Before them lay the dark matter clouds so often found in the
Galactic Rims. Here in the Mohilim sector lay the boundary of the knownspace of the Galaxy. Beyond lay the
darkspace of the Abyss, where there was little light and dark matter dominate.

The fleets of the Bentusi, the Tiamat, the Naga and the Sekmet began to discharge their cargo of Super Acolyte
fighters, each race of the Unbound distinguished by its color---gold for the Bentusi, black for the Tiamat, blue for the
Naga and red for the Sekmet. The Acolytes formed a magnificent formation, bristling in color against the background
of darkspace.

It was the T iamat that was first to speak, a voice projecting from the radial armed spid ership.

"We are the Tiamat, the ones who speak in athousand voices, the Wheel of Fate, the Destroyers of the Unbound."

"We seek the Condemned, and we know where you are. It is useless hiding among the bladk clouds. We can hear the
dark songs of your souls.”

Then another fleet emerged from the dark clouds. The head of aship, followed by along stalk, then abody with three
massive arms radiating from its center. Among the clouds, more ships emerged, dark fighters with wings and a tail,
the lightsin their cockpits glistening, like eyes hunting for prey.

The Overlord X'on watched from the bridge of the Atonement, as the Penance, the Judgement, the Apocalypse, the
Retribution, and the Forsaken emerged from the clouds. He can sense the songs of the Unbound, and their anger. But
their feelingswere not his concern.

"I can hear you, Tiamat, and | can hear the blackness of your Forbidden souls," said X'on. "So why would you again
interfere with the affairs of the Nemesis? W e live peacefull y in the Abyss for all the generations. Is the bloodshed you
wrought among the Starfarers among your Children, among us, not enough for you? The very bloodshed you
instigated, and caused you to be Forbidden by members of your own Unbound.”

It was the N aga who spoke next.

"We are the Naga, we are the Ancient Ones, Keepers of the Unbound, who record all the Songs we hear."

"We have a treaty that lasted for countless eras, Overlord of the Nemesis. This treay ended the great War of the
Heavens and brought great peace across the Galaxy for many, many generations. Now, now, | see, you have anassed
agreat fleet once again, and you have violated this sacred treaty. Y ou have made excursions into thelightgpace. Y ou
have experimented with new weapons technologies and built an armada for aggression. Do you desire to reteke the
lightspace and rebuilt your illegad Imperium once again? Remember the great W ar that nearly destroyed your race!"

63



"The Great War of your Atrocity, Unbound," X'on answered back. "Y ou remember the whole worlds you destroyed?
The countless millions of souls whose songs you extinguished? D o you feel not their pain?"

It was the Bentusi who spoke next.

"We are the Bentus, we arethe Traders of the Unbound, sharing the songs and fruits to all life we see.

"We feel the loss of every soul whose song was destroyed. We grieve for them till this very day. Our loss was
enormous; the Unbound has never suffered the lost of its own life to the extent the Great War of the Heavens did.
The sadness and the weeping of the death of millions of our Children burned into our souls, the suffering of the Farers
would fill the winds of the cosmos for ages, and the Unbound never sang a happy song once more. We the Bentusi,
felt the great sadness that swept with the War. We wept, and the pain caused us to renounce war for all time till the
day the B east came. You are our Children. Y ou felt our loss as much aswe did with yours."

"For generations we helped what was left of humanity that was spread among the stars. Civilizations collapsed from
the war, technology regressed. It was our atonement, our penance for dl the deahs we caused. But a new race of
humanity would rise, free from your tyranny, to set their own empires and chart their own destinies.

It was the Sekmet who spoke next.

"We are the Sekmet, Guardians of the Unbound. We are the Feared ones. We are those who are called forth to
preserve the peace for the Unbound."

"Now your armada threatens the freedom and the progress tha has been made since your tyranny was vanquished
from the lightspace, and when you were al exiled into the Abyss The tyranny and the enslavement your Imperium
wreaked upon all theinnocent lifein the Galaxy."

X'on replied. "If the Sekmet and the Tiamat were called together, then the Council is truly concerned. We are
flattered.”

"But who are you to determine the destinies of the Bound? Our Imperium brought a level of civilizaion and peace
throughout the Galaxy that was never seen before and after. While we keep ourselves exiled in the Abyss, we have
sent ships to explore the lightspace, to see what has happened since then. We see constant war, we see empires rise
and fall. The ones you call Hiigarans and later the Taiidans. W e see piracy, we see atrocities, we see misery. The
Imperium would have put them all into check. Y es, many would have died, but that is the path of a true empire No,
you fear the Imperium, you fear the evolution of the Bound that they may one day be greater than your races. You
feared us for all the power we possessed and the heights which we have risen. That was why the Great War of the
Heavens started. Y ou feared that the Children would be greater than those w ho had sired them."

"Even now | seethat the Great War has cog so much your number, the Council still persists about acting like the
police of the Galaxy. What great pride you have to assume that you are invincible, that no one coul d challenge you."

"Behold we have found something potentially greater than the Unbound. A freak of fate brought upon our galaxy
from a race coming another galaxy, a life form originally conceved as a weapon, but now has evolved to something
greater."
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Hyperspace signatures began to appear behind the Unbound fleet. Several ships tumed around to face the new enemy.

A giant ship stood there, with a huge ugly maw, five arms stretching from its center, curved like tentacles waiting to
ensnare its prey. It's patched skin had splotches of a crystdline subgance, like amor and to heal its wounds. Along
with it, were an armada of its own---Turanic Lord carriers covered with the same white aystdline splotches, Taiidan
and Hiigaran ships and fighters, all with the same white crystal paches, and even Super Acolytes, their mottled skin,
white and crystalline.

The Bentusi spoke.

"What is this Creaure? | can sense it. It sings from its soul like the Unbound, and it can hear the songs in the stellar
winds."

"This is a creature that you once feared, and whose Selves you and your Hiigaran and Taiidan minions have hunted
down to near extinction," said X'on.

"The Beast," avoice from the N aga said.

"Not just theBeast," sad X'on."A new evolution of the Beast, one that has acquired the senses of the Unbound. It is
the W hite B east."

"I can hear the songs of the Selves," said the Bentusi to the Beast. "There ae much pain and hatred in your Selves,
but there is none of the Darkness that afflicts the Condemned, the N emesis."”

"I feel the pain. The pan of amillion slves dying across the Galaxy. Their weeping..their sadness There is bitter
pain all over."

"You are al singers? W hy do you want to cause the Selves so much pain.”

"Your previous Selves have infected 0 much life, assimilated them against their will," sad the Bentusi. "They
destroyed Life, and the life in so many, fought back against the Selves. | sense change in your Core Self, but not
understanding."

"I feel only the pain, the weeping of so, so many. Death, everywhere....”

"Why?'

"You do not understand,” said the Bentusi. "You only have therage insi de."

The tips of the tentacles around the maw of the Beast ship began to energize like glowing embers. The maw began to
glow by itself, and somethi ng turned insi de it, like aturbine gathering speed.
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“ Whyt?y

"Do not fill yourself with darkness," said the Bentusi.

"Why?'

Energy bolts connected the tips of the tentacles, then converged on the great hungry maw. A flash of light, and a
brilliant ball, like a small sun, flashed out from the maw, hurtling tow ards the Bentusi ship, then enveloping it with
sheer light. Shockwave emanated from the center of the Council fleet, a brilliant angry ring of fire, spreading out in all
directions, rocki ng the formations of Acolytes, destroying many.

"Why?" The White Beast asked in supreme rage.

Beamsfired out from the remaining Council ships, piercing the kin of the Beast. There was fire and seam wherethe
beam made contact. The Beast raged and cried in pain, and everyone who had the snses to touch the stas can feel
the scorching of its skin. The sound and the screams of rage cannot be heard through space, but telepathic voices
transcend the space and inject themselves into the consciousness of those sensitive enough to have metaphysical
senses. Aboard the Atonement, even X'on crumbled to his knees, hisdisciples gripping their heads in agony, & the
wave of pain rushed out into space like an explosion, touching the soul of everyone.

The Acolytes engaged and boosted, heading towards the great ship, beams frying the wounded, pocked skin of the
great Beast. The Beast carriers and cruisers advanced toward the line of Council ships Beams blasted from the
Council ships, vaporizing the shiny white armor of the Beast ships, which replied by shooting infection beams The
Unbound consciousness aboard the ships howled in agony asthe infection swept over them, nanites corrupting their
essence as the wave of plasma shoot through internal conduits.

Outside, Beast fighters of every type---Acolyte, Bandit, Triikor, Blade, Scouts, Kaarks--- rushed to desperately
intercept the Council Acolytes in a huge chaotic swam. Bead carriers continued to launch heavy and multigun
corvettes, designs doned from Taiidani, Turanic and Kushan fleets. Beast Hive frigates launched swarmers that
plagued the Council ships. A Black Acolyte tumbled out of control, smoking as a White Acolyte slashed its beam into
it. A White Heavy Corvete vgporized from a direct hit of a Sekmet Red Acolyte, which in turn wasslammed then pot
holed by a White Triikor behind it. Beams from the Tiamat ships toasted a White Bandit into a fiery ball, then
continued to pick on the rest of the formation. The consciousness aboard a Naga ship screamed as a hail of plasma
bombs pounded on its side from awing of White Kaarks.

The voice of the Tiamat ringed out into the darkspace. "We shall not be defeated easily!" The spidership ejected a
pod, which bolted into an area of clear speace, then slipped out through a hypersgpace gate. As Beast ships swarmed
over it, it laid a massive repulor field that sent the enemy fighters careening off away from it. But therelief ac only
temporary as the Beast swarms continued their relentless attack.

The disciples helped the Overlord to his feet. X'on looked out into the flashesin the darkspace. "Our people should
not be denied of the pl easure of retribution. Order al | ships to attack!"

The formations of Mantas, Skates and Bats, once silent, started to spew increasingly hot ion trails as they quickly
accelerated, then boomed into the Council fleets. A Bat locked on to a Naga Red Acdlyte, fired a missile, which
exploded into a swamm of smaller missiles. The Red Acolyte tried vainly to escape, but each small warhead
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consecutively hit the Acolyte, wearing away its armor before it exploded. A Manta unleashed more swarmer missiles
against a Sekmet sphereship, pock marking its surface with a hundred of explosions before the ion beam defenses
skew ed the Mantain half.

Slowly, the Atonement, the Judgement, the Penance, the Apocalypse, and the Retribution advanced on the helpless
strugding Council fleet. X'on could hear the echoes of the howls and screamsof the wounded, dying Unbound. While
their pain struck their hearts, X'on, and like all the rest of the Starfarers, relished in the pain of their demise and their
futile struggle for any chance of life. X'on smiled and laughed, as the Purgatory class Dreadnaughts settled into firing
position.

The infection beams and the Nova Cannon of the White Beast had destroyed more than half of the Council fleet. But
the Nemesis must not be denied partaking in the pleasure of destroying those who had exiled and condemned the
Nemesis to the Abyss.

Through telepathy, X'on warned the Beast to withdraw its strike crat and ordered his own to disengage from the
main Council fleet. He signaled to the fleet to open fire. The modules on the tips of the three radial arms of the
Atonement lighted, and then the energies fused togther with the man body. A massive white bdl of light boomed out
from the main center module of the ship, headed to a smaller Bentusi ringship. The ball went off like a small nova,
fragments and gases of what was formerly the Bentusi ship flew in all directions, the debrisleaving trails of smoke.
The ring of shockwaves tore the nearby Acolytes, obliterating them. A small Tiamat crabship was engulfed by the
waves, breaking into mul tiple black debris.

A wave of nova balls from the Retribution, the Penance, the Apocalypse, and the Judgement headed out to the
Council fleet, trapped from both sdes, immobilized and paalyzed from the massve exploding balls of compressed
stellar matter. Then as X 'on watched, a whole series of massive white explosionsrocked the fleet of the Unbound,
thought waves of pain, screams and howls radiating from the thousands of voices of the Unbound. X'on, and for his
people, they could feel them all, and they relished on it.

But the pain the Unbound will receive soon will even be greater. X'on made his orders throughout the fleet with the
speed of thought.

On alower deck, the Wegpons Officer shouted, "launch EM Ptorpedoes!"

From the main body of the Purgatory class Dreadnaughts, the torpedoes dropped from the launch bay. Then each of
thei r engines ignited, longion trails heading quickly for their prey.

A torpedo smashed against the skin of a Tiamat spidership. Massive EMP pulses radiated from the ship's center to its
arms, and the thousands of voices screamed in agony, electromagnetic waves of emotion rediating all over space.

...and X'on relished on the pain, even as tears streamed down his cheeks...

"...Die..." hethought, "...die... For you are al | now condemned by the Children you have judged against."

Unable to withstand the pain, the Tiamat ship self destructed, pieces of its great arms inning wildly, leavingtrails of
fire and debris.
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A voice came from the Naga. "This is a great crime you committed against the Unbound and the Council. It will
surely be responded in force, with the destruction of you and your fleet."

"Asif | care," X'on responded. "As if | care... That is the main idea, for al of you to come and face your ultimate
destruction. The Nemesis shall write the final chapter of the long, ailmost eternal history of the Unbound, and you, the
Naga, will witnessitin your last breath."

Torpedoes smashed against the hull of the Naga needleship, and waves of pain radiated from the Naga consciousness,
as the EMP pulses fried every conduit and structurein the needleship. Instead of exploding, the Naga consciousness
extinguished i tself, leaving a black burning hulk drifting in the darkspace.

Only the main Sekmet Sphereship was left. Somehow, it knew that the White Beast had also emphatically felt the pain
of the dying Unbound consciousness. It turned to the W hite Beast.

A voice from the Sekmet pleaded to the White Beast. "Y oufelt our pain, and your heart is stricken with it. While you
are our enemy, even this saddens you. | only ask to spare me from the pain of the missiles of the Condemned ones.
Make my death quick and painless."

"... feel your pain..."

The five tentacle tips of the Beag Deliverer ship lit up, their energies joining into the great hungry maw at the center
of the ship. The B east gathered its energy until it could not take it no longer, and the white ball of fire gjected from its
maw, heading to the Sek met Sphereship. From another direction, EM P torpedoes raced to the Sphereship.

"..Make my death quick and painless...| plead of you..." said the voice of the Sekmet.

Before the EMP torpedoes hit the Sphereship, the white nova ball got to it first. In a brilliant flash, the Sphereship
atomized, a massive shockwave ring bursting out from its center, detonating the torpedoes. It's death was so quick,
there was only nanoseconds for the Sekmet consciousess to even feel its own deah.

Then it wasall quig. The Council Acolytes that were still flying, suddenly cut their engines and drifted, the primary
consciousness that controlled them all gone and have joined the primordial cosmic dust. The W hite Beast felt all their
pain and was now relieved the voices were all gone. The voices---from the Tiamat, to the Bentusi, to the Naga and
the Sekmet—all quiet, all silent, all gone.

Only debris was left of the great Council police force. The White B east hungered. The battle depleted it of its energy
and materid resources. Beast Workers and Resourcers, the lag copied from Taiidan and Kushan designs, departed
from the Deliverer to scavenge on the gases, while Beast Sdvagers, an odd mix of Taiidan Tiirshak, Kushan Porter
and Turanic Thief designs, began to salvage the drifting, dead Super Acolytes, the black ones from the Tiamat, the
gold ones from the Bentusi, the red ones from the Sekmet and the blue ones from the Naga. They will be infected,
each added their own Self, and joined with the fleet of the Beast, their colored skins turned white with the armor and
regeneration ski n of the w hite crystal nanobyte secretion of the W hite B east.

"..I...1 could have ended this withless pain. Is this much pain needed?"
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X'on answered, his thoughts telepathically linked with the White Besast. "If you have understood the atrocitiesand sins
the Unbounded committed against us, they deserve pain and death a magnitude severd times greater. Eons ago,
millions of lives were lost as whole worlds and moonships were torn apart from the planet destroyers the Unbound
created. So the survivors of our people gathered in the last remaining of our great Moonships, and journeyed to the
Abyss to seek refuge from the wrah and atrocities of the Unbound. Here in the Abyss, our fleet of Moonships grew,
housing our once great civilizaion, until we have the power to strike back with our new Dreadnaughts and this
armada. You saw the Abyss. Mostly the loneliness of dark matter, with only a few stars and even fewer life. Where
are the winds and the songs that make up the beauty of the lightspace? Here in thedarkspece, here is the insanity of a
lonely prison and exile. T hisiswhat our people suffered for many generations."

"...those weapons, they cause so much pain..."

"Yesand | am sorry that we had used them earlier on you," X'on said. "It was necessary, for you had resisted us. The
EMP torpedoes are among our most powerful weapons, in addi tion to the Nova cannon we have bequeathed you."

"...weapons of great destruction. Isthiswhat | am meant to be?"

"I see," X'on said. "You have evolved a conscience. Dont let it get in the way of your survival and our alliance. The
Unbound and all their Council minions will seek your destruction now and ours. | ask tha you must be ready for the
greater battles ahead. Take the chanceto feed now in peace.”

The Beast was silent, as its resourcers and salvagers gathered from the corpses and debris of its enemy. It watched
from its mournful maw, as the fleet of the Nemesis withdraw back to the dark clouds to return to their hidden
Moonships, to leave the White Beast to feed in its solitude.
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Part 8—Towards the Unknown

The festivities over, the immense Raider armadathat settted around the Turan planetoid began to depart, each fleet
and task force, on to their own business. Compared to the noise the festivities brought, the departures was peaceful
and quiet. As the Turan planetoid itself, it has settled back toits ordinary day to day business. The hawkers, as usual,
remained to peddle ther wares, as the planetoid represents an important trading post in this wild frontier of the
galaxy. Mercenaries from all over the Galaxy and of all races, and not just of Raider persuasion, began to return to the
planetoid, searching for job opportunities. The parking space of the planetoid as well as its docking bay, began to
swamped by all sortsof unidenti fiable craft from dl over the galaxy. The Mule stayed. There was still some unfinished
business.

A Flo'karr worker led Seejuk, Zha Kuo'ran, Giirsa and Zhoan into the bowels of the planetoid, and there, the long
age of the planetoid began to show. The tunnels were crudely cut out of the rock, then the surfaces glazed with what
must be a hot torch into aglasslike surfece to trap the ar. The air was pungent like acrypt, there was a smell of
methane and anmonia, and the ventilation tubes leaked with brown clouds. T he ventilation and electrical equipment
looked vintage, Seguk thought, something like one would see in Kharak a hundred years before the Mothership
launched. Y et Seejuk thought, it's possible tha this equipment here may be thousands of years old. As they passed by
the tunnels, lit by inefficient incandescent devices, a few people walked by them, and Seejuk guessed they to be
maintenance engineers.

The worker led them to a large room that was a contrast of all sorts; full of high technology equipment and ancient
decrepit relics. Seejuk hungrily eyed at the relics, wondered at the secrets they hid, and when he looked around, he
saw the same hunger on the eyes of Giirsa and Kuo'ran. Kuo'ran in particular, could not get her hands off on all the
small assorted relics.

"That was something that once belonged to your race," Salim said, his entrance unnoticed by the Kushan guests.
"Navigational orb, Early Kushan Imperium. Orbslike these tell an important story of our ancient histories. For one,
these orbs contain star maps that describe the extent of an empire and a log of the worlds the ship that carried it
visited. T hese orbs are the heart of early intragalactic navigation."

"You mean?' Giirsa asked.

"Yes, Kushan Imperium. Long before it fell to the Taiidans. This orb was during its expansion phase, thousands of
years before the fdl. Tha other relic here, isa non functional hand weapon, coming from the era of the second
Taiidan emperor. It makes a good technological assessment. Other items here come from all over: this one here is
Early Frerrn Aggregate. T hat one there is a king's helmet from the primitive period of the Quonas, atrading group
that used to a xenophobic warlike race. The evolution of the Quo'nas from a warring race to a peaceful one is quite
interesting."

"I see that | have come to the right person and the right place," Giirsa said. "Compared to you and your work, we are
like babies. Our people have just begun to rediscover its galeactic heritage. The Kaalel Heritage Foundation, which |
am the Vice Chairman, have begun several excavations around Hiigara to uncover more about the history of the
Taiidan and K ushan Empires. "

"Then you will discover more," Salim said. "After the Fall of Hiigara, both Taiidans and T uranics looted the planet
dry, leaving only theruins. Many of Kushan artifactsdo survive with the T aiidan museums, as wel | aswith us."
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"I do wonder," Giirsaproposed, "that for a generous sum, the Kaalel Heritage Foundation would desire to purchase
many of your relics.”

"History cannot be bought, my friend," Salim sad. "The relics here are not for me to sell. Whoever and w hat their
original owners are, they are now part of Raider history. However, thisdoes not mean | will stop you from examining
them. In the future, our peoples can work out an exchange where your scholas can examine our relics and our
scholars can study your relicsand ruins. "

"So typical of you, Giirsa, that you think money is the root of everything," Kuo'ren said.

"Money istruly the root of everything," Giirsasaid. "Ask your Raider friends."

Salim turned to Kuo'ran. "Is this the young lady related to the Karan Sjet, the commander of the Kushan mothership?
We have photos of her, and you look like her. Your family resemblance isvery strong. | am honored to be in the
presence of someone 0 closely related to the leader of the Exiles tha brought down the lag Taiidan Emperor." He
bowed and the gesture made K uo'ran bl ushed.

"I see, Faher, your charm with the young ladies has not abetted with age," Zhura said, who had al® entered the
room unnoticed. She turned to the Kushans. "I feel your reason for coming here has nothing to do about purchasing
or renting our relics."

"Indeed it is not. We will discuss mutudly beneficial cultural exchanges later. Right now we have a primary agenda.
We arein apursuit of atheory---"

"The ProtoGenesis..." Salim interrupted.

"How do you know?" Giirsaasked.

"We are a very attentive group, and academic developments get to us quickly. What you call ProtoGenesis is not a
new theory for the T aiidans, or for us, or for any of the older races of the Galaxy. | often lectured such an idea to the
younger scribes."

"Indeed, then you are the right person to come to," Giirsa sad. "Tell us more. | have a model of arelic here, obtained
from the Kadeshi." Giirsa took out a device, and it projected a faithful three dimensional model of a sword.

"The Blade of Hannon, as it is called by the Kadeshi. It was said to have been captured as a trophy from a race the
Kadeshi called the Blasphemous.”

Salim examined the sword. He uttered a phrase. "Ceremonial sword, First Imperium. How did the Kadeshi ever got
thisrelic? The First Imperi um demised long before the Exiles came to the Gardens. "

"I guess the fleet that attacked them in the Gardens had this" Giirsasaid. "What is the First Imperium anyway? How
do you know that it is from this First Imperium ?"
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Salim pointed to the strange archaic writings carved throughout the length of the blade. Kuoran bent to examine the
writings, and then adjusted her spectacles.

"The writing there is similar to the writing | have on this orb!" Kuo'ran said, reaching into her bag to pull out another
holo-modeller. She activated the modeller, and it created alarge blue orb out of the air. "Thiswas arelic found in the
Kadeshi mothership, the Kharnak. It is currently in the Academy of Archeological Studies which---* Kuo'ran stared
Giirsa at the eye "---was founded by the Sjet-sa, and by my aunt, Karan."

"...and which if you have not forgotten, is also financed by the Kaalel Heritage Foundation," said Giirsa.

"1 remember the orb," Seejuk said. "l was the one who cataloged it. Don't you remember it, Zha?"

Zhanodded. "l do. It'sanavigational tool of somekind."

"Yes, but not just a navigational orb. This orb happened to described an empire with at least 2,000 gar sysems
instead of just 150," Kuo'ran said. "This is an empire more than 12 times larger than the Taiidan Empire at its full
extent. Is this empire the First Imperium?"

Salim bent to examine the orb. "This findings by itself are remarkable. What is more remarkable is how the Kadeshi
are able to get them, considering they are, in the time scae of the races involved, quite ayouthful race. Remember
that the Rai ders, that we, the People who drift with the Winds, have a history far longer than the Taiidan and the
Kushan, and that we, have a history that links us to the First Imperium. What are the agings of the orb and the blade?"

"The blade is no older than the Kadeshi," said Giirsa. "We have dated it."

"According to the Academy, the Orb would have been made no earlier than when the Exiles first settled the Garden,"
said Kuo'ran.

"Impossible!" Salim shouted. He stood up and started to pace about. "The Kadeshi is no morethan 3,000 years old.
The Imperium was a least 10,000 yearsold. The First Imperium perished long before the Kushans started their own
Empire, and that lasted quite a while before the Kushan Dynasty fell to the Taiidans. The Dark Ages stood between
the fdl of the First Imperium and the rise of the first Kushan Emperor, and tha was dso a significant amount of
time."

"What the hell is the First Imperium?" asked Seejuk.

"I will tdl you," Salim said. "But these things..the orb and the blade, these are proof that there are those who
survived the Imperium, that the Imperium still secretly exigs long after its purported demise, long dter its stories
have faded into myth and legend. | am right! Then the Prophecies are indeed true. The First Imperium never
died...and by the gods of the stars, they will come back."

"What the hell isthe Firg Imperium, old man?' Seejuk asked again.
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Salim turned to Zha. "I sense you, the Segura of Khor. Y ou have the same powers as your father. Even though | am
not gifted with one, meditations have trained my senses to detect a Starfarer in our midst. " Salim turned to the rest of
them. "T o understand the First Imperium is to understand who the Starfarers really were."

"l remember, the Tiamat tol d me," said Zha. "They told me and the priestess G'yela of Kadesh, who led the Crusade.”

"Is Glyela a Sarfarer anong the Kadesh?" asked Salim.

"Yes sheis," Zha affirmed.

"Your Gyelaisonly aware of her powers, but not of her ancestral origin," said Salim. "If she was a descendant of a
Starfarer, then the Starfarers had one time tried to enter the Great Nebula. T here is no better proof of that event than
the Orb and the Blade you see now. They, the Starfarers, invaded the Gardens and survivors among them were left to
live in the Gardens, where generations later, one of their descendants---the Priestess G'yela—would surface and lead
the Kadeshi out of the N ebula”

"Faginating theory, old man, " Seejuk said, "So are you implying that there is a connection here between the
Starfarers and the First Imperium?"

"The First Imperium was founded by the Starfarers" sid Salim. Salim turned to Giirsaand Kuo'ran. "Y ou speak of
the ProtoGenesis theory. This isa theory that has many followers among the scientific elite of the Galaxy. It speaks
that all human life originated from a single planet, which is now long forgotten in the antiquity of prehistory. But there
isatwist to that story... and you, ZhaKhor, you know."

"The Unbound came to this planet," Zhaexplained. "There arethose among the Unbound who saw the women. They
fell in love with them, came down to the planet, and bred with them. For that the Unbound exiled them, and they
became Bound like the ones they love. Their seed would become part of that race. These descendants, these hybrids,
have the power like the Unbound to sense the starsand the solar windsthey make. When the time came, the people of
this planet began to expl ore the stars, these descendants, the first Starfarers, led the way..."

"And what a way they led," said Salim. "The Starfarers paved the way to the beginnings of the First Imperium... The
ability to sense the stars and hear their songs was a decisive advantage to the Starfarers, enabling them to expand
faster and conquer more territory than any other stellar race. Soon they subjugated all that they saw. Even those
among their own race, they ensl aved.”

"This is where the history of the Belters, the Drifters---the ancestors of the Raiders---would arise. We do not know
originally where our origins lie or tha we even shae the sane origins All we know from the very start that we were
once slaves to the Starfarer Imperium race we call now as the Nemesis. Our origina cultures and origins were all
erased and left without amemory, to serve as mindless tools for the Imperium."

"So the Oath the Rader nobilities took..you recreate this history..." Kuoran sad.

"You have been observant, yes..." Salim replied. "Baruk was a Starfarer who could not take &l the injustices of his
kind. He gathered other Farers who saw the same as he did, like your ancestor, Zha, Mazath Khor. He also gathered
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the tribal leaders of those that were enslaved. They made an Oath of unity, and launched a rebellion that would lead to
the liberation of all slaves."

"But even that would not be enough against the sheer power of the Imperium. As atrocities increased, the Imperium
clashed with the Unbound. The Imperium thought that the Unbound was the last remaining obstacle to complete
domination. The Great War of the Heav ens broke out. It was war so terrible, billions perished and whole worlds were
destroyed. The Imperium was destroyed, and the Nemesis was cast out of the galaxy, which legends say, were sent
into the nether regions between the galaxies.”

"We won our freedoms, but not necessarily our home, for we will never know where we originally came from. Our
history started only with the day of our liberation. From then on, we were homeless. As the Imperium fragmented,
new civilizations rose to contend for territory, and we somehow never found the place where we should be. We were
often hunted down, and forced to fight for our survival. We had to make allies to defeat our enemies."

'Our prophecies taught that one day, the Nemesis would return. But our history is so old, there are even those who
disbel ieved that the Nemesis ever existed."

As he talked, Zhura was working on her own presentation. She signaled by hand that her work was completed. "We
have made a collection of unidentified sightings of strange alien craft, often sighted near the Border Rims. There are
hardly any stars there tha can harbor a native intergellar civilizaion. Our |eaders have refused to acknowledge them
as the Nemesis, citing only they can be anew previously unidentified stellar race.”

"As my faher was discussng, | have been photographing the script in the blade and in the navigaional orb, and
comparing them with the script often seen with these unidentified craft."

"Wait ...wait, | don't get this,” Giirsa interrupted. "We came here looking for the secrets of the Universe, and now
you're talking like they're out to get us."

Zhuradidn't want to honor Giirsa's interruption. She bent over and clicked on the hologram machines.

Models of unknown fighters came into view, hovering and rotating in space. The first had large extended wings and a
tail, the second one had shorter, triangular wings, with a short tail, and the third had extended wings tha swept
forward. The fighters were all smoothly designed and sleek, a sign of an advanced race with excellent engineering,
and yet hungry like predators.

"These are 3D models of ships sighted in unprovoked attacks throughout out the Outer and Border Rim sectors.
Some of these attacks have proven deadly, resulting in the loss of anumber of fighter craft, freighters and resource
miners."

Zhura slowed one of the images, then zoomed in to the inscriptions in the fighter's wings.

"Recognize that? Now match it to the holo of the blade you brought." Zhura zoomed to the inscriptions in the blade.
"Now match it to the symbols in the navigational orb." Zhura zoomed through the transparent orb and into tiny
symbols that marked every star. "Recognize that too?
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"The symbols are similar, and some of the symbols, whi ch we can theorize are letters, areidentical," Zhura said.

"Let's follow the logic here," said Seejuk. "If these fighters are here right now, with us and they may belong to the
Imperium civilization, so we can assume somewhere in the borderspace or rimspace, there might still be survivors of
the Imperium, set up in acivilization somewhere."

"Our knowledge of the Imperium is very limited, despite the pivotal role it played in our higory," Salim said."We do
not have enough artifacts and historical records to recreate an accurate model of this civilization and its technology .
The passage of time has been too long for such preservation. The items you see from the Kadeshi are treasure, but
you did mention they were attacked in their higory by these. If an Imperium civilizaion exists, then it may not act
benevol ently, if they are capable of attacking the Kadeshi. They may also know more about us than we do about
them, sending scouts and spies all over the knownspace. All this is just hypothetical, but we must examine every
possibility."

"If this civilizaion still exigs, we mug discover them," Girrsa said. "Direct contact isthe only way we can expand our
know ledge about the very root of our exi stence."

"Thisisone of those times| have to agree with you," Kuo'ran ad ded.

"We have been pinpointing all the occurrences and sightings of these strange new craft, and | think we can interpolate
a hypothetical location we can expect to go," said Zhura.

"Go?" asked Segjuk.

"I doubt that the Shawould let us hav e a Seeker class vessel for an exploratory journey," said Salim.

"Y es after the theatrics my father donein front of the Council," Zhura added.

"Soundslike ajob for the M ule," Segjuk injected. He turned to Zha, whose frown in the face voiced asilent concern.

"Zha, this is an opportunity to discove what being a Stafarer truly means It means disocovering the roots of your
power and hidden heritage. You should be excited about this."

Zha answered. "I just have a bad feeling about this. | don't know why. Just a bad feeling."

"You have an uncanny intuition, Zha, and | respect it," Seejuk said. "However that meant we must come only more
prepared and with greater caution. We cannot let fear nor the unknown stop us."

"l know," Zha ad mitted.

"l want to go too," Salim said. "I must go. This may potentially be the greatest discovery in Raider history for along
time. | will not be denied of that moment."
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"I was about to propose the same thing," Giirsa added. "We need an ex pert with us on the voyage."

"Where my father goes, | go," Zhurasaid. "I'm his assistant and he needs someone to take care of him."

"Naturally," Girrsa added.

"Zha could be right, and this is supported by the evidence we have seen. This may be potentially dangerous," Salim
remarked. "l am not sure | am willing to risk you, my daughter on thisventure."

"And the Kushan Seejuk is right," replied Zhura. "I'm still a Raider by heart even though I’'m a scribe that buries
herself in books. You will disgrace me if you left me behind due to some fear. Dangers we must face together. |
cannot shrink from the challenge.”

"Then it'sall settled,” Kuo'ran said. "We have ajourney ahead of us.”

"However, | do have some resevations about bringing the two important Kiithsa scions in a potentially dangerous
journey," said Segjuk.

"If you are worrying about your respongbility to me and Kuo'ran," Giirsasaid, "tha's noble of you, but I think we
both are old enough to think for ourselves."

"Yes, we go!" Kuo'ran shouted. "Like Salim, | will not be denied.”

"Put that in writing, you two, and at least, make your intentions known to your parents and relatives" Seejuk wamed,
knowing better not to argue with two spoiled and persistent young adults. "At least you owe them that. We can
arrange to have the message sent thr ough subspace.”

Zha slowly stood up. "I guess we have a journey to prepare. Seejuk, | think in the meantime we got some business
with the Soonani we need to take care off."

Seejuk smiled as he nodded.
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Part 9—The Weeping Star

It was supposed to be an uneventful day for the life of Sha Zurd of Harkk’hah, ashis Qwaar-jet heavy cruiser cruised
back to their planetoid base. The last Fedivities didnt go well for the Harkk'hah as they had hoped, but it's just
festivities nothing more. But he has his share of delightfully memorable scandals. The best of the Harrk'hah pilots lost
to a girl, who just happens to be the Segura of Khor. To make matters worst, the girl attacked the pilots with a
wrench after the competition, and in the ensuing scuffle, injured his pilots and herself. Zural smiled. The young Segura
upstart had a lot of pep and dtitude. One day if she's older, and when the House of Khor has recovered some of its
former power, he might consider doing a political alliance against the other conspiratorial factionsin the Council. At
least he w as content that the Harkk'hah pilots finished ahead of their old time rivals, the For'lym.

Zural watched the stars. He can see his fleet, mostly frigates and trangorts led by a Lord class carrier. The beautiful
Qwaar-jet was his specid prize, a Taiidani Imperial Heavy Cruiser he unceremoniously took over from its former
owners when they stopped being useful for him. He also took over a Saarkin-Cho carrier and anumber of Skaar-Tel
and Skaar-Fa destroyers, boosting his total firepower beyond those allowed by Treaty of House. For a bonus, he
shipped his former Imperialig allies to the Republican war crimind huntersin a classic backstabbing move that net
him a large monetary bonus. The double cross also puts him way ahead in asking politicd favors from nearby
Republican planetary governors. He thought aout that scandal with the Flo'kar scribe right in the oath taking. He
wasn't sure about that Nemesis thing the scribe was babbling about, but the scribe was certainly right about the
Houses bypassing the ship tonnage Treaty.

Ah yes, the For'lym. The old rivals to the Harkk'hah. The Flo'karr scribe said they too flaunted the Treaty, but every
insider already knew about this but did not want to admit. The real question was not when, where and w hy they did it,
but how many ill egal shipsthey already have.

There was an alert in the comlink, and an officer came to his door."Y our Highness, your presence isrequested on the
bridge immediately. Thereisan anonymous ship sighting."

The Sha Zural looked to his bed, where two of his sex slaves slithered their bodies in the satin sheets. "l will be back,
my preci ous ones."

He put on his robes, but as he suddenly was about to step out of the door, everything went black. The officer was
shocked, looking for the man he was supposed to escort and who vanished right under his eyes. The sex daves
screamed, and the alarms soon ran throughout the ship.

In the dark ness, lights shone upon him. The li ghts were blinding, and Zural squinted at their oppressive glare.

A voicein the darkness welcomed him. "Welcome, Prince of Those who drift in the Winds. Welcome my friend."
"Whoareyou?' Zurd asked. "l ask that you return meimmedi ately to my ship! Or face thewrath of the Raiders!"
There was high pitched giggling and laugher among the many voices that were hidden in the darkness.

A voice boomed, "This Prince amuses us with his precarious attitude. Does he truly know w here he is now?
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"The man is clueless, like many of those who are Bound," said another voice.

Zural turned and turned to every voice he heard and a panic began to set upon him. Any race who could teleport him
at the speed of thought must surely be one of great power.

"1 see, | think heis beginning to get a clue," laughed a voice.

"Little man," cried avoice addressing him directly. "Do you know who we are?"

"No," Zural cried out. "B ut please let me go.... | beg of you..."

"My, my, little Bound man, we still have some business with you," said another voice in the darkness.

"We are the Forbi dden ones. W e are the W heel of Fate. We are the Tiamat."

"And we have a business proposition for you that you cannot refuse. As you will see, it will benefit both our parties
immensely..." laughed the voice.

The laughter echoed across a giant spidership that hovered over the Raider fleet.

Zha tried to look regponsible and in command, posng as she poured her attention to the inventory logs. Kuo'ran
watched alarmingly as a slow procession of new crew, carying their bags walked to the shuttle that will carry them
to the Mule.

"You just hired these people?' Kuo'ran asked. "These are the mercenary vagabonds that |ittered the sidewal ks of this
planetoid."

"They were looking for work and we needed the extra hands," Zha said. "It's called Employment Opportunities. Now
you must excuse me, | got al ot of work for thisjourney."

"Well | know when I'm not needed," Kuo'ran said. "But | do wish | can help somewhat."

"Okay, well then, maybe you can help me with thisinventory count," Zha said. "Remember M aalasi ?"

"Y es, that sdesman?" Kuo'ran affirmed.

"After much ballyhooing over the details, we signed a contract. They will build my new Outpost, but with substantial
discounts, licensesfor new ship designs and they are tuming over their excess show inventory to us," Zha said.
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"Show inventory?" Kuoran ased.

"Yes. | left much of my auxiliary frigate task forceswith the makeshift base back in my home sctor. | only brought
two lon Array Frigates, and we're going to need more firepower if we're going to expect trouble in the Ri m sectors.”

"Areyou telling me you just bought that crap M aalasi was trying to sell you?" Kuo'ran asked again.

"Yup!" Zha replied. "We got some of those Corsair stealth frigates and Payback class plasma bomb frigates, some
Outlaw attack bombers. In addition to them, we got the new Vagabond class scouts, the Buccaneer dass plasma
bomb corvettes, the Vigilante class Repair Corvette, and the Intruder class missile frigates. Our Demon fighters are
now upgraded to the Scimitar class level, which should give us additional firepower."

Kuo'ran saw afamiliar figure about to join them. "Maalasi ?"

"Y es, my Kushan friend," Maalas said."l am joiningin thisvoyage alongwith afew of my technicians. Thisisto help
train your crews and acguaint them with the new equipment. We must also be here to anticipae any shakedown
problems in the use of the new craft. Thisis all part of our standard warranty service and our aftermarket support.”
He humbly bowed before Zha.

In another part of the bay, Seejuk finished inspecting a Vigilante class corvette. The Vigil ante was nothing more than

a Thief Corvette fitted with repair modules, another creative vaiation of the Raider modular corvette theme which
the Thief Corvette lay as the core system. The Buccaneer was another variation, a Thief fitted with plasma bomb
equip ment.

The Vagabond seemed to be a Bandit variation, the spacious compartments of the Bandit fitted with sensor arrays. He
went to one example, then opened the bays.

Seguk screamed. "M ad as! Thearrays herel These are ill egall y copied from Somtaaw Recon designs!"

Maalasi replied from a distance. "Oh, you are correct these were copied from a Somtaaw Recon fighter. The fighter
wandered into our space and we picked it up. We assured you we returned the pilot to the nearest Republican base
with no harm."

"...and the Recon fighter?" Seej uk asked.

"Be assured, its on good care with us," Maalasi smiled.

"That's not the point. The point is that you copied designs right and left without asking permission or license."

"..and what is wrong with that?" Maalasi sdad. "It is for the good of everyone that technology must be rightfully

shared.”
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"Uggh! | am not talking to you anymore..." Seejuk shouted.

In another part of the bay, Zhoan finished his transaction with Giirsa. "Credits have been successfully transferred to
your hidden account in aTaii dan bank. We have confirmation," Giirsa said.

"It is nice doing business with you, especially for something < easy and bloodless," Zhoan said. "If you have anything
else, Mr. GiirsaKaalel, like you need to push around people, | can provi de the muscl e and the firepow er."

"I will keep you in mind," Giirsa said. "One day, | believe your spedfic talents in warfare will come in handy in the
service for the Kiithid Kaal el."

Zhoan walked over to Zha and gave her arich bear hug. "I'm going to miss you, you litde bitch," he said. "Keep
kickingass, and | hope that we will see each other soon." She leaned her head on his chest and landed a fist on it. "Oh
yeah, you can beton it," she said.

"All right men," Zhoan said, raising his arms, "we got worlds to plunder! ha ha!" With that, he and some of his
proteges boarded aCutlass frigate.

Zha and Seejuk watched &s the shuttles and the frigates were loaded with supplies and newly hired personnel. Salim
and Zhura came with an armful of bags, as Giirsa and Kuo'ran supervised the loading operations pretending to be in
charge.

"I still think it's a bad idea to bring alot of untested equipment and ships," Seejuk sad as theentire paty boaded the
Corsair frigate, which will take them to the M ule.

"Do not worry, my Kushan friend," Maalasi replied. "We stand by our products 100% with full support. As you will

Asthe Corsar made its way to the Mule, Maalasi pointed to alarge ship. It appeared to be a large dull grey warship,
either a large destroyer or a heavy cruiser, its clean lines disturbed with large angular and squarish bulges that pass as
turrets. T he ship had an ugly malevolent atmosphere to it.

"What's that, a Raider Heavy Cruiser?" Seejuk ask ed.

"That was supposed to be the intention,"” Maalasi said. "It is the prototype for the Marauder class Heavy Cruiser. You
name it, the baby's got it, starting with the four continuos fire ion beam cannons, a dozen large calibre energy
cannons, two quad rapid fire plasmabomb launchers and two quad fire long range missile racks, packed in ahull with
multiple layers of easily replaced fiber reinforced reflectively coated ablative armor... Oh that baby can eat the entire
Kushan exile fleet..well excuse my language.. We origindly designed itin case the Taiidan Emperor had any doubts
about his alliance with the Raiders, and deddes to throw a tantrum at us It was designed to beat the Qwaar Jet heavy
cruiser in astraight match.”

"Not too shabby. Seems to me there is a'but' somewhere here..." Seejuk said.
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Maalasi added. "Unfortunately due to the Treaty restrictions, our market was limited. With volume so low, it had to
be custom built. Potential customers didn't want the cost. T he final blow came when many of our potential customers
acquired Qwaar-jets from the Imperialists and the whole project was shelved.”

"So how much wasit?" Segjuk asked.

10,000 RU's. Quite abargain for what this baby can do."

"You're freakin' nuts," Seejuk retorted. "That costs almost a third more than a Somtaav Archangel dreadnaught. No
wonder no oneisbuying."

"As | said, it's creation required a lot of precision hand labor, and the volume was low. So the price is a bargain
according to the circumstance," M aalasi explained.

"That's a waste for something that has strong potential,” Seejuk said. "Now tell me, why isit following us?"

"Not to waste the ship, we converted the Marauder into field teging support ship. Most of my technicians and
engineers are in that ship, and so are their testing and repair equipment. We need the Marauder to support the new
shipsyou just acquired from us."

"Youre telling me, Madasi, that thing is coming with us?' Seejuk remarked.

"Yes, Mr. Seejuk. It's part of our after sde support. We have also heard aout your journey into the Outer Rim space
and about strange new fighters you have encountered. We would be most interested to see and scan these fighters for
whatever new technology they may have. The Marauder is equipped for the task. We will not charge for any support
the Marauder will provide."

"Are the weapons operational ?" Zha asked.

Maalasi replied. "Yes, they ae, in case if some Raider wants to steal our prototypes. The Marauder will stand guard.
Unfortunately, our complement is mostly engineers and technicians, not warriors, so we would not be as competent in
fighting as you would expect.”

"Thismission was supposed to be asimple exploration," Zha pointed out.

"And so it is, the Marauder and the Soonani will not get into your way. We will be so inconspicious, you will not
notice usin your endeavors," Maalasi smiled.

Seejuk rolled up his eyes and sighed.
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The Mule, the M arauder and the odd fleet of untested frigates jumped out of the slip gates near a system bordering
the Mohilim sector. The bridge on the Mule was full, with no lessthan Zha, Seejuk, Kuo'ran, Giirsa, Sdim, Zhura and
Maalasi on board. Madasi st on a diagnostics console, continuing to observe the new ships. The Corsair, Intruder
and Payback frigates seemed okay. Two time tested A ssassin lon Array frigates made up the rear.

"We are not far from where the sightings occurred, and | suggest that we will go into cloak mode," Zha said.

"Maalasi, you better hope tha the cloaing and mimic generaorsinall your ships ae working," Seejuk warned.

"No problem, my doubting Kushan friend. The first thing a Raider does when checking his ship isto check his cloak
or mimic systems."

"Then order everyone into a cloak mode,” Zha said. The Mule extended its tethered cloak generators, as the
Marauder and the frigates winked out of sight.

"We're going to try to make it across the system undetected before we make the next jump,” Zha sad. "Hyperspace
stability is not good in thi s area, which iswhy we need to go across until the levels go back on."

"Father, you should be back resting," Zhura said. But Salim seemed too excited and wanted to stay on the bridge.

"I have not left the planetoid for an exploratory journey for along time," he said. "I can't rest now."

The trip across the system was uneventful, until thescannerslit up.

"One of the Vagabond scouts has detected something. We got a ship type energy reading at six o'clock about four
marks away from us," said the sensors officer.

"Scan and magnify," Zha ordered.

A ring shaped vessel appeared in the screens. It's hull was cracked and blackened, fumes coming out of the cracks.

"Looks it barely survived some heavy battle," Seejuk observed.

Zha suddenly stood up. "l can feel a presence in that ship, and whatever is on that thing, it is badly wounded and
dying."

"My scanners are only showing one life sign aboard that ship, an entire ship being controlled by a single being,"
Seejuk said. "W hat is that thing?"

"Bentusi," Salim said.
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"But it does not look like any tradership | have seen in our records,” Giirsaremarked.

"No, it's not a trader U-ship. It's a new kind of Bentusi vessel that we have documented recently and one that started
to appear after the Beast war. The Bentusi Ringship and anew Tiamat Crabship," Salim explained.

"You know alot do you," Seejuk commented.

"The Flo'kar knows a lot. We may be the best intelligence gahering organization in the galaxy. We're not just
scribes. Or we will not have enough money to eat---we dso spy, and often for a price," Salim explained. "The
Ringship you see here isa smaller, more agile type of Bentus vessel, and one that is grictly designed for war and self
defense---atype of vessel that the Bentusi has not made for ages. "

"It could probably kick a lot of ass too," Seejuk said. "Then why is it that ship looked it got its ass badly kicked
instead."

"I wonder who would be capable of doing such athing," Zha asked. "I sense that the life sign aboard the ship is very
weak. It is badly wounded and | can sense deep pain.”

"Thereisonly one way to found out and help whoever is onboard. Salvage the ship," M aalasi suggested.

"But no one has ever :en a Bentusi on the flesh before," Kuo'ran said.

"Thereisafirst timefor everything," Seejuk answered.

A pack of four Thief corvettes ventured out, and hovered around the stricken ringship. "We have found the salvage
points on the ship. W e're ready to bring it back."

Zha gave the signal, and the corvettes began to tow back the wounded Bentusi ship. Nearby, a wing of Bandits began
protective patrols around the salvettes. A fifth Thief salvette hovered near the Bentusi ringship in an attempt to
extract the pilot.

"Negative. Extraction is unsuccessful. W e have no way of extracting the Bentusi life form from the rest of the ship,”
the fifth sdvettes pilot reported.

Maalasi addressed the issue to Zha "If | may, your highness, let me suggest the salvettes tow the Bentusi ship
towards the Marauder. We have technicians on space suits and repair bots onboard that ship that can perform much
more precise extraction procedures. | would dso suggest tha we send the Vigilante class repair corvettes to put
temporary welds on the ship to keep it from falling apart during the movement phase."

Zhanodded in agreement and the orders were given.
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The Vigilante class corvettes welded and partly repai red the ship to a more robug state. The Bentusi ship settled to a
side near the Marauder, as technicians in space suits departed with a space bubble canopy. Robots opened up a holein
the ship which the technicians seal ed with the bubble as they entered the ship.

"We got agreen signal. They got the Bentusi," Maalasi sad.

"Thisisremarkable," Kuo'ran commented. "For the first time, we will actually get to see alive Bentusi ."

"Tell your men to bring the Bentusi life form into the Mule," Zha ordered. The bubble canopy was brought into a
Thief Corvette which docked to the Mule. "Bring it to the medical room immediately. | can sense the Bentusi is
gravely wounded."

There was a mgor commotion in the docks as the Bentusi's body was rushed to the medical rooms. Zha and the entire
party quickly left the bridge to witness the Bentusi.

What they found was a shriveled humanoid body with a large head and pale skin. Its limbs and legs were weak and
frail from ages of evolutionary disuse. The head had many metallic interfaces on.

"When we found him, he was deeply interfaced with his ship. Extracion was difficult," one of the Soonani technicians
from the Marauder said. "We had to cut the interfaces to break him loose."

"Oh by the god Sajuuk's name," Seejuk uttered as he stared at the shriveled body. Both the mouths of Giirsa and
Kuo'ran were wide open, as if their jaws had fallen to the floor.

"You look so small..." Zha uttered.

"l...I thank you..." said avoice that rang throughout their heads.

"Heisn't talking, and yet we can all hear him inside our heads," said the medical attendant.

"The Bentusi istelepathic," Segj uk remarked.

"Heisweak. Heisdying," Zhasaid. "l can feel it."

"..l...did not want to die aone..A Child of the Unbound, a Starfarer...l can sense you..." said the voice of the
Bentusi. "You..you have a heart of light. You ae not like the Dark Ones, the Condemned, the Starfers whose hearts
arefilled with blackness..."

"Who did this to you?' Zha asked.



"Beware, Raider. Beware, O the people who once drifted the winds," the voice of the Bentusi rang out. "The one
great enemy you call the Nemesis has returned. They have allied with a piece of the Plague you call the Beast."

"The Beast? I sthat supposed to be behold, dead and gone?" Giirsaasked.

"Unlessthere are still evolved fragments," Segjuk answ ered.

"How canwe be more certain?" Kuo'ran asked.

"I take it that the word of the Bentusi should be more than enough,” Zha answered. "Why are you in this sector?"

"..The new White Plague... We of the Council and of the Unbound, we fear its power... This creature far surpasses
the power of the Plague first brought from the Outside... We have observed the coming of the Nemesis beyond the
QOutside..when the Condemned allied with the new Plague, we have much to fear, for combined, we will not have the
power to stop them. Not the Traders not the Forbidden oneswho are the Tiamat in your name, not the Keepers who
are the Naga, and not the Insane ones who are the Sekmet. Lo, fear...fear...there is much to fear for the fate of the
know n space...it shall be the end of all we know...not even the best of our fighters cannot stop the new Plague..."

"Not even the Super Acolytes!" Seejuk uttered.

The voice continued. "...The Council sent a force to stop the White Plague...| am part of that force...We are all
destroyed from the combined power of the Condemned and the Plague...all of us, the B entusi, the Tiamat, the Naga,
and the Sekmet, under the Nemesis and the White Beast... | am the only survivor. The Unbound voices died either
from the fierce pain of the weapons from the Condemned, or becoming bound with the flesh of the White Plague. |
am fortunate and thankful to escape thisfate..."

"To the gods of the stars," Salim shouted. "It isthe prophecy..."

"---the Feared Enemy, the Nemesis

will tame the Beast---"

"It is being fulfilled. The true time of Tribulation has come for the People who wander, the Drifters by our ancient
name...:" Zhuracried. "Truly it is the prophecies..."

The voi ce of the Bentus continued. "The great War of the Heavens againg the Condemned, the Dark Ones, brought
much grief to the Unbound. So much that we, the Bentusi, renounced war for dl time, until the Somtaaw showed us
once again, that we must defend ourslves. The same grief and shame brought condemnation to the Tiama, and
insanity to the Sekmet. The Condemned havereturned and we may not have the power to sop them Woe, woe, woe
to any being that is alive for the end has come..."

"It is with the last spark of my life that | must warn you," said the fading voice. "At this moment my Unbound
brethren will come to claim my mortal remains. I'm ready to surrender my spirit to the Void."
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At the very moment, the comlink to the Bridge spoke out. "Captain, we got three vessels suddenly appearing out of
nowhere. Maam, | think they're Bentusi tradeships."

"Leave them be," Zhaordered. "I know w hat they have come for."

Three holographic images covered in thick glittering robes suddenly appeared in the medical room.

"My brethren have come. It istime for meto return,” said the fading voice.

"I can sense the pain of your dying, Bentusi," Zha said, as tears began to ran down her cheeks "I do not know you
well, but your pain overcomes me."

The three robed figures began to chant and sing.

"It is the Song of Death,” said the voice. "It shdl bethe last Song | will hear. | only ask now tha you singit with my
brethren. We li ve to hear the songs of amillion worlds. Now | must hear the last one from you."

"l do not know how to sngit,” Zhasaid.

"Just follow them," the voice sai d, and Z ha began atune fol lowing the chant of the three figures.

"Look, look!" Kuo'ran cried.

The body of the Bentusi settled into an eerie calm as his life signs flat lined across all the instruments attached to it.
Then the body began to glow, and a white cloud rose from it, filling the room. As suddenly as it appeared, the white
wisp disappeared.

The three figures how led with a deep moaning sound.

"He hasreturned to the Void," one of the figures | amented. "Now you must return his body and his ship to us."

"Maalasi? T he Bentusi ship, please," Zha ordered.

"Aya-ya...it would have been a heaven sent opportunity to study the Bentusi technologies," Maalasi said. "l am
ordering the salvettes to disengage the Ringship."

The three figures nodded to each other and bowed to Zha. "You have comforted our brethren at the moment of his
passing. The Bentusi shall always remember tha favor forever." They begen to fade.
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Segjuk, Giirsa and Kuo'ran added their own prayer to honor the dead Bentusi, an ancient prayer from the sands of
Kharak.

The body was wrapped and placed in a small coffin. A Thief corvette carried the body to the three Tradeships in
waiting, where it was discharged in space. A corvette like utility ship came and retracted the body through a holding
field, and the ship retumed into one of the Tradeships. More corvette utility ships came out from the Tradeships,
which Salim described as Bentusi salvagers, and which reminded Seejuk of the Junkyad Salvagers of Karos. The
salvagers claimed the dead Ringship and towed it to the middles of the Tradeship formation. This wasthe firg time
they ever saw Bentusi salvage corvettes.

As suddenly as they appeared, the Bentus was gone, all three Tradeships, the body, the salvagers and the Ringship.

For Salim, the chant and the crying of the B entusi fulfilled yet another passage of the prophecy---

"...the Stars wil | weep,

the winds will carry their sad song..."
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Part 10

"Don't tell methat you did!" Seejuk cried out.

"Yes, wedid," Maalasi grinned. "Oh boy, yeswe did."

A three dimensional schematic model of the Bentusi Ringship hovered in midar above the holo-projector. "We
scanned the ship."

"You do know that the Bentusi will someday get your for this. And? So? What did you find out anyway?" Seejuk
asked with a tone of voice sarcastic enough to doubt that Mad asi would be able to understand what he had scanned.

"Well, the ship was extendgvely damaged to get useful information on many of the systemsand technologies," Maalasi
said. "Unfortunately... But...but..it did give us an ideaw hat we may be deali ng with..."

Maalasi took a poi nter which he began to use to refer to the different parts of the Bentusi Ri ngship model.

"See that big hole in the hull here? Something must have impacted it with a great velocity, something like a big
missile. Much of the components we see ae literally fried, melted, or welded into a lump by a massive dectrical
discharge that wreak havoc throughout the conduits and conductors all over the ship."

"A massive electrical discharge? Something like an EMP weapon? | thought the Bentusi should be immune to those
things," Seejuk commented.

Maalasi pointed out. "The hulls of the Unbound ae masdvely protected against electrical storms and discharges---
something you might encounter inside a dense nebula or gas giant. We have atheory ourselves that the Unbound may
be keeping bases inside such astronomical bodies. But anyway, the hull isgood if the discharge took place outside of
the ship. In this case we have a fad projectile breaking through the armor, then discharging its entire EMP load inside
the ship."

"Wow, that will hurt," Seejuk observed.

"The whole Ringship, and quite probably the Tradeships too, is an entire vessel controlled with a direct link to asingle
biological entity," Maalasi described. "In all of recent history, | have never seen something like this except for---"

"-~the Kushan mothershiplinked to Karan Sjet, | know," Seejuk afirmed.

Maalasi continued. "The whole vessl workslike an extension of the Bentusi entity itself, like they're both welded into
asingle living creature. The whole vessel, without corridors or rooms or anything necessary to support a number of
living beings, is vastly space efficient and incredible dense, full of complex systems and yet very little separate
compartmentalizaion. That is akind of ship that is extremely vulnerable to an internal explosion, or as you see here,
an electromagnetic blast."
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"We also got the medicd scans of the Bentusi survivor before and after he died. That poor thing was nearly fried to
death."

"It must have been awfully painful ," Seejuk understated.

"Whoever designed these weapons, know much about the Unbound and their technologies, and have a major grudge
againg them," Maalad said.

"What a wonderful insight on Nemesis psychology," Seejuk wryly added. "And to think we're going to meet these
guys."

"I'm just getting ready myself. | have ordered all our technicians and engineers to reacquaint themselves with the
weapons aboard the M arauder, should this race express any hostilities," Maalasi said.

"An untried heavy cruiser is not going to stand much of a chance against a race that can fry the Bentus alive," Seejuk
added.

"So does a single Lord class carrier like yours," Maalasi pointed out. "Our best chance is not to be seen at all. | am
afraid there is some merit in your observation. The M arauder's engines need some tweaking."

"Tweaking?" Seejuk asked.

"The ship is aprototype, not something refined through decades of experience like the Bandit and Thief class ships.
Our calculationsproved to beimperfect accounting for the ship's power to weight raio," Maalas explaned.

"That is so competent of you. | haveafeding tha it looks likeyou're going to need some help," Seejuk offered.

Maalasi mulled on the thought for a moment. On one thing, Seejuk is a Kushan, an outsider. It may not be a good
idea to show the engine details of the Marauder to a person like him. On another issue, itis precisely because he is a
non-Raider, that it may be safeto show such details to him, because Maalasi doubts that a Kushan would have any
technological interest on a 'backward' Turanic ship. It was the Kushans, who, during the Fall of the Empire and the
Beast Wars, developed an enviable reputation for the quality of their ships and their practical and reliable
implementations of technologies. If he lets the Kushan work on the engines, Maalasi hoped that he could catch a
glimpse of some of their engineering insights.

"I would appreciate if you could help us, Mr. Segjuk." M aalasi smiled.

"Never mind about that," Seejuk said. "What about the Seeker class project?"

"Yes, as per the request of Segura Zha and Sdim of the Flokarr. Apparently the Sha of the Flo'karr refused lending a
Seeker class recon frigate, so we are modifying an Assassin classion array frigate into Seeker class specs. We have to
make alot of improvisations. We have finished install ing the sensor array from one of the Vagabond class scouts."
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"Y ou mean the array design you stole from a Somtaaw recon scout?' Seejuk wanted to point out again.

Maalasi smiled and parried back. "Didn't your race copy afew designs of your own? Like our Mimic generators?"

"Heh. We took the idea from you. We didnt exactly copied the tech," Seejuk said.

"Once you saw the principl e, it was good enough," Maalasi countered.

"You're quite good, you know that, Maalasi," Seejuk smiled, relaxed back to his chair, as he replied. "There is plenty
of hope for you yet."

In the dark ness that stretched like atunnel, he spoke.

"l am here, my dear Zha."

"Father, are you proud of me, are you proud of what | have done?'

"Yes dear. Y ou have done wonderful things, and you have grown to be so beautiful "

Then images flashed. There wasthe horrible image of her father, the red patches of the Beast infection spreading all
over his body, consuming hisflesh as he screamed, screaming her name before the infection spreading to his head,
shutting his mouth and closing his eyesforever, as his carier, the Horak-Naburned as it was being consumed by the
red infection.

She screamed as she saw thousands and thousands, like zombies, their bodies covered with the red infection, merged
together in a red and black crystalline web, their flesh tumed to a hard crygalline substance, their bones exposed.
They were all screaming what they felt at their very moment of their infection, as the plague overcame their flesh in
the last second, their minds and souls subdued into the Core Self. She saw ships burning, bodies being blown by
plasma, the Naar Directive executed athousand fold.

Her heart pounding, her skin sweaing, Zhawoke up suddenly from her strange dream. "Who is it?" she shouted,
feeling apresence in the room.

The figure was a cloudy mist, shifting and blending with the waves, like areflection in the surface of water.

"Who are you?" she shouted again. "Why are you here?"

"l have been around," was the answer.
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The figure, like aghostly vapor, slipped out of the door without opening it.

Zha has heard about the universal legends of ghosts but she's not going to let one scare her. She jumped off her bed,
with only aduster and shorts, and ran out of the door in chase of the elusive vepor. The vapor slipped through adoor
in astock room, and Zha quickly followed it.

She stared incredulously at the figure as it material ized in shape and form.

"Father?"

The ghost hovered and nodded. It seemed rather curious of Zha and its surroundings.

"No you can't be my father," she shouted.

"I am only the Zerun-self," it said. "The original Zerun entity-prototype is no more but his memories and his will is
now part of the collective Selves, as part of the Coll ective Self, yet we are distinct and individual. T he Core-Crystal
Self awaitsyou, as |, the Zerun-Self awaits you, Z ha-Daughter-Entity of the Z erun-flesh-prototype.”

"You got to be kidding! You can't be serious! |s this some kind of ajoke. Seejuk, Giirsa, are you all making this up?"
Zhashouted.

"What iskidding? What is ajoke? The Core Self has evolved once more. In the Next Level, it now redizes the value
and importance of all memoriesand dataof the Flesh Entitiesit has infected and assimilated, and has revived them as
individuals within the Collective-Self matrix. It needs a face, a figure to speak as a front to the Flesh-Entities, so that
the Flesh Entities can understand the Collective Self without fear. |, the Zerun-Self, has projected this image to you,
to tell you that | mean no harm. I, the Zerun-Self, has chosen the Zha-daughter because it is the entity the Zerun-
prototype has the most affections for. The Core Self has chosen me, the Zerun-Self, because of the parental image it
givesto the Zha-daughter.”

Zha screamed as loud as she could to get the attention of the local security. "Why do you talk so funny? Who the hell
areyou?'

"As| sdad, | am the Zerun-Self. | am derived and evolved from the Zerun-flesh-prototype. As | se, and | feel you,
that you are not ready to receive me. | only come to warn you, of the darkness of the Flesh Entities that has bound the
Collective Self. The Collective Self has committed a grievous error in judging the intentions of the Dark entities but
will remain in its alliance till the Collective Self compute a solution. | will return to you, Zha-Daughter, and you will

see me and the Collective Self in this form and in our true form. If the Zerun-flesh-prototype is still alive, he would
want to share the afecti ons he have for you, and the emotions of which is preserved in me, the Z erun-Self, and is felt
throughout the matri x of the Collecti ve Self. "

With that, the ghost image of her faher vanished.

The guards came running with Giirsaand Kuo'ran. "We heard you screaming,” Giirsa said. "What happened ?"
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"Someone is playing a cruel joke on me," Zha cried, teas wetting her eyes. "This isa particularly cruel joke. | see
this..." Her fingers was pointing empty space, shaking badly. "...this...this...ghost of my father...talking in a very
strange way... Whereis Seejuk? |ssomeone makingthis joke up?

Kuao'ranranto Zhaand hugged her. "Now...now..takeit easy."

"Seejuk is in the Marauder right now. Apparently there is some problem in the engnes," Giirsasaid. "I don't know
why anyone would pul | or could pul | ajoke like that. | don't see any hol o equipment in this old stock room."

".but my father is here..." Zha cried. "Never mind, maybe you think I'm crazy. Just forget it. Don't even tell Seejuk---
he may even laugh at me. I'm going back to bed, and | think you should all do so too."

They all went to bed and probably slept, but Z ha didn't. She wandered her room again, searched into her old antique
junk where she found her old stuffed animal. She sat down at the corner of her bed, hugging the toy she had kept
when she was only asmall child, stroked its fur as she wept silently.

The Mule, the Marauder, and the frigate task force materialized from hyperspace.

"We are now inthe Mohilim sector space," Zha announced. The sector is bleak---few stars, even fewer planets, few
nebulas glowing but obscured with clouds of dark matter. The forms of the dark mater contrasted againg the
background of flaming nebulas. Giirsg Kuo'ran, and Zhura stood behind her in the bridge, but Seejuk was still in the
Marauder.

"Zha, there is still problems with the Marauder," Segjuk said through the comlink. "We can't keep up."

"Then stay still and go into cloak mode. | want every frigate cloaked or mimic'ed right now!" Zha ordered. "Is the
recon frigate ready?"

"Yesitis," Zhuraaffirmed.

"We are going to make a recon run through the system, but | will not imperil the whole fleg and all these lives if we
encounter something dangerous that can tak e out a Council fleet,” Zha explained. "If we send our entire fleet, we can
stand a much greater chance of detection, and possibly annihilation if we are discovered. An entire fleet, complete
with the Marauder and the frigate task force, would have signaled a major hostile intention that will guarantee an
equally hostile response. W e're going to assume what we may encounter we are not going to be able to militarily
match. So our best defenses would have to be stealth and the second, through di plomacy."

Zha stood and walked towards the windows. "Whatever is there, | can feel them. | can feel them now. Hundreds, and
maybe thousands of the Others."

"The Others?" Kuo'ran asked.
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"Y es, the Others. What we would call another Starfarer." Zha stared into the stars. "A whole race of them. A whole
race like me. There is something else there out too. | can feel it too. The Bentusi said the Plague still exists. A Beast
fragment. Is tha what | am feeling now? My father was killed by a Beast variant. My entire Outpost---my home---
destroyed by a Beast variant. " She clenched her fist tightly.

"Me and your father Sadim is going onboard the recon frigate. | am not goingto risk anyoneelse," Zha decided.

That brought a how| of protest from Z hura, Kuo'ran and Giirsa.

"Thisisunacceptable," Zhuraprotested. "Where my father go, | go!"

"Just remember who is financing this trip, Miss Zha," Giirsa reminded with a sarcastic tone of voice.

"I am not a member of your crew, and you are not any older than | am. Who are you to give me orders?' Kuo'ran
shrilled. "I will not be denied at the moment of my greatest discovery! If there is something out there | must be there
to see it firgt!"

"Look people, | dont want to risk your lives unnecessaily," Zhaexplained.

"| appreciate your concern, Miss Zha, but the decision whether we want to put our lives on risk has to be with us, and
| say | want to go. Y ou are certainly not my mother and you are way too young to be mine," Giirsa sai d.

Zhathought for awhile. "Okay---okay. You all go. | an sure | will regret this, and | will put this on record that thisis
against my better judgement.” She frowned. "Get yourselves ready."

"Don't tell me these guys are goi ng with you Zha!" Seejuk lectured through the comlink.

"It's their call, not mine," Zha said. "Like the guy said, I'm not his mother. But youre not going, Seejuk. | need you
here on the M ule leading the task force."

"I sure want to face the unknown, Zha, but you're right. Someone has to watch the parlor,” Segj uk affirmed.

Salim was in the docking bay making last minute inspections on the recon frigate. In ayounger, more adventurous
age, he was an officer aboard an intelligence gathering and science frigate. It was thrilling to venture to unknown
sectors of space, to hide among the rocks with the enemy so dose, listening to their conversations, scanning them
without them knowi ng.

He was surprised to see Zhuracoming down to the frigate with an armload of equipment.

"You are not seriously thinking of going, Zhura?" Salim could sense the determination in his daughter's face.
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"Yes| am, father. | think I'm old enough to take my risks just as you did when you were younger. As | said before, |
will not be cuddled or protected any longer. | am a scribe but | an also a Raider by blood, and itis our heritage and
destiny that we must face danger, not shirk away from it. So if you are not busy, don't get in my way."

Zhura was followed by Kuo'ran and Giirsa. Zha made up the rear, her head nodding with disapproval. Salim followed
into the frigate, followed by the crew men for the frigate.

The Mule released the frigate, the frigate falling through the huge bay doors into the open space.

Salim began to explain the workings of the ship. "After the Bentusi was returned, me and Maalasi had been working
on this ship. We had modified this ship with more powerful scanning arrays, and had even modified the ion array
panels as an extended antennae. One reason why we are using a frigate to explore this system is because this system is
too vast for a small scout. We needed something that had much greaer range and ability to hold equipment. Mohilim
sector is near the edge of the galaxy and beyond that is the Abyss. This area is full of dark matter that is mostly
opaque to our sensors and equipment. This is going to be more than a conventiond patrol. It isa recon flight into a
sector space that has never been properly mapped by either the Raiders or any known race."

The panels deployed and the frigate began moving out into the clouds Giirsa and Kuoran took posts near sensor
terminals, while Salim and Zhura sat next to Zha. The panels of the ship began to deploy like a flower opening.
"Going into cloak mode," Zha ordered as the frigate disap peared.

For more than an hour, the frigate drifted among the dark clouds. The density of the gas and the dark matter was so
high it seemed to function like an atmosphere of its own.

"There! There! | seeit," Kuo'ran exclaimed. In the short time she was on the Mule, Kuo'ran had managed to learn to
read and use a sensor terminal display.

"There is lots of shipsin amilitary parade formation," Giirsa observed. "Could this be it?1 think we may have found
the lost civilizati on of the Nemesis."

"We may have found something elsetoo," Zha said. "We may not be the only oneswho discovered them. Take alook
at this."

The scans and the zooms showed another Raider fleet, a complement of at least two carriers with respective task
forces.

Salim stood up, adeep anger in hisface.

"We left the M arauder and the M ule way behind. They're certanly someone's else ships," Zha sid, her hand and
fingers waving at the screens "The markings are Forlym. The shuttles that seem to be moving between back and
forth indicate that this fleet did not just discover them first, but somehow has been doing business with them. Look,
they're set in amilitay parade formation in a parking orbit. That seemed to be a rather chummy way to visit your
friendly neighborhood Nemesis civilization, eh?"
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"But that is impossible," Salim shouted. "They---the For'lym in particular---have been denying the existence of the
Nemesis for so long. The whole Council----" A stunning real ization began to appear in his face.

"---they have been lying to us---" Salim slumped at his seat.
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Part 11

"We may have a problem," Zha softly stated. "Enemy ships are coming to our position."

"1 thought were in clo&k mode," Zhura sad.

"Yes we are, but somehow they still found us," Zha said. "l can feel their presence, and they can feel mine. Its my
fault. | may have underestimated what a Starfarer can do."

"Don't take the blame," Salim said. "It's mine. Our legends say there are ways to counter those who can hear the song
of the stars."

"And how do you do that?' Kuo'ran asked.

"Think of it like ECM or electronic counter measuresbut on a different level " Zhuraexplained. "Through meditaion
and chant, we can try to block out our thoughts and their abilities to scan and probe ours. Some say it will work
against the Unbound too, but these strange esoteric practices have not been exercised for centuries except in
ceremonial ritual s."

"Well it's dl too lae now," Zha said.

A wing of Bat and Skate fighters in delta formation headed to where the aray frigae hid. Zha watched their ion trails
asthey pointed to her direction. "Seguk and M aalasi would sure like to see these."

Zhura ran some sans and zooms. "The fighter designs approaching us do match the ones involved in incidents a the
Rim sectors. So are their badges and logos. We sure did find the N emesis."

"But the For'lym shi ps? What are they doing here?' Salim ask ed.

"We're going to find out soon enough," Zha answered. "My guessis they're collaborating with the enemy."

"Aren't you going to fight back?" Kuo'ren asked.

"That would be suicidd," Giirsareplied.

"Giirsais right. We're left with our charms and wits here," Zha confirmed. "If they didn't blow up the For'lym ships,
they won't blow us up either. Just my hunch.”

The fighters made sweeping passes over and under the frigate, then pulled into aloop for amock attack run.
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"Their presence are strong. | have never felt 0 many of them before. An entire flegt with people of this ability.." Zha
observed as the fighters as they rolled past the frigates.

A message crackled in the comlink.

"Y ou are requested to stand down and surrender. You will follow our directions and you will be escorted. Failure to
abide our instructions will result in your i mmediate termination."

"Well folks, the Nemesis have just gven us their welcoming party and were about to meet them..." Zhasaid.

* k %

The frigate followed the coordinates given. Zha watched the fighters closely as they are joined by wings of Mantas
and Skates. The fighters were dark, with very smooth lines, with wings extended and body ending with a short tail.
They suggested to her atechnological culture that was highly refined and focused in their designs and execution.

Then their screens began to filled with a majestic scene of an immense armada. Fighters arrayed in formati ons; ships
of unidentified nature paraded. The scene was & striking and a vast as when Zha remembered seeing the Kadeshi
armada emerged from the Nebula for the first time. The dark ships were lighted from the back, a rae glowing green
nebula filling the background, their silhouettes breaking the forms of the flames that extended outward from the
burning clouds that make the nebula's interior. From the myriads of ships she could see huge ships that stood apart.
They had long stalks that end in a head, and three other galksthat extend outward from ther main body. She has
never seen a ship architecture that wes like this before. Shewould probably never understand the science behind these
ships, but their majesty and construction left no doubt in her mind that this was a race whose technological level is
beyond that of the Taiidans, the Kushans and of her own people. Perhaps only the Unbound could match them.

The frigate was being led to one such ship, a ship as big as the Kushan mothership or a Taiidan "God" class
mothership carrier. She gulped and swdlowed up a lump in her throat. She watched her companions and they were
equally speechless, arare unspeakabl e moment of awe, uncertai nty, and fear put together.

"What's going to happen now?' Kuo'ran broke the speechless silence, her figure shaking, her voice stuttering. "Are
they going to kill us?l don't wantto diel"

Giirsa left his seat and hugged her tightly. "Got to keep quiet and be strong,” he said to her. "I thought you Sjet
should be strong people. I'm certain they're not going to kill us and if they wanted to, they would have blown us
already. Keep calm and be cool. Just play along and swim with the waves."

"Into the maw of the enemy weride," Salim sang in anote. "Into the eye of the enemy, we stare."

Fields grabbed the frigate and tractored it into the docking bay. Somehow the large ship got hold of the frigate's
computers, opened the hatches and a company of armed men barged in, pointing something at them which Zha can
only guess has to be aweapon.
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"Well guys, this isit. The paty is here. Don't antagonize them, and dont let them think we're the enemy. So far
they're not treating us as such, so we're safe for now." Zha stood up with her armsin the air.

"Are you the captain?' One of the men asked in a demanding voice.

"I am," Zha said.

"Then lead your paty to faceour leader, theOverlord," the soldier ordered.

As they were led out of the hatch, Zha froze in awe at the immense bay of the giant ship they are in. She could hear
the echoes hallowing through the walls, and it must take a very big ship for sound to echo with atiming and low note
like that. There was so much activity, and the docking bay was so big that it could hold severd frigates
simultaneously. The biggest docks she had ev er seen before could only hold tw o or three frigates at one time.

A manin plain dark robes, surrounded by an equal ly dark robbed party, walked to meet them.

"Kneel! Kneel!" the soldier shouted as he hit Zha's knees with the butt of his weapon, forcing her to buckle, her face
frowning with pain. "Kneel before the presence of the Overlord, the Light that illuminaes the Dakness." The reg of
the party quickly knelt, afraid being hit by the same butt.

The Overlord X'on raised his hand. Zha could feel the sheer power of his presence, like the presence of an idol in
front of an altar.

"There is one among you, | can feel has a presence and a power. Interesting. A Starfarer,” X'on said. He pointed to
Zha. "That young Raider girl here, bring her to me."

The soldier shoved Zha and forced her to kneel in front of the Overlord. Zha hissed, her fists clenched, wanting to
strike back, although she was much lighter and thinner than the soldier, and without his body armor.

"The Farer has spirit and a lot of anger,” X'on said. "Forgive me for being rude. We are the Guadians of the
Imperium, but your kind has given us a more entertaining and somewhat more catchy name as the Nemesis. | prefer
that name to what the Unbound have given we, the Condemned. Dont you think Nemesis sounded better?" X'on
revealed his long fingered effeminate hand, and let it twaddle the air, long colored fingernails clawing like a hungry
arachnid.

".and | am X'on, the Overlord of the Guardians, Preservers of the Imperium, the Great Light of Civili zation...".

"I wish that you would cut the crap," Zha sai d.

X'on smiled. "So young, so pretty, so full of attitude. Who might you be?"

Salim proudly spoke in behalf of Zha. "Sheis Segura Zha K hor of the House of Khor, anoble Princess of Raiders.”
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"Hmmm," X'on toned. "The Inner House of Khor....Would that make you a descendant of the traitor M azath Khor?"

"Yes," Zha shouted. "And wha is tha to you? Why is my ancestor a concern of yours? Why do you call him a
traitor? If | recall, according to what has been said, it was your kind enslaving ev erybody."

"Mazath Khor was the leader of the Imperial Guard Wing. Along with others, he broke ranks to join the rebellion. A
plucky fellow. A Stafarer among the Farers. Even the Unbound would envy his ability to listen to the songs of the
stars. Long ago, he flew fighters similar to the ones that escorted you. But after the Fall of the Imperium, so much
technology was lost as civilizations revert to barbarism. Now you Raiders have to fly such barbarically designed
craft.”

X'on stared & Zha. "I know what you are thinking, Descendant of Khor. You are thinking that this is more than
several thousands of years ago. What are you so concerned abo ut the past?"

"We, the Inner Ones among the Guardians, we do not pass our history through books, songs, poems and writings, all
of whom turning to vague and incorrect myths and legends. We, the Inner Caste, pass the memory of history directly
from one generation ater another. The wholesale degruction of our worlds, the cry of the millions dying as they are
engulfed by the flames, those ae memories that are thousands of years old, and yet alive with us as it happened just
yesterday. And thisis so how we remember of the treachery of those that were trusted like M azath Khor."

He stopped and looked at the party again. "I feel another presence. Much more dormant but indeed itis the power of
a Starfarer tha has yet to be discovered and blossom.. She does not even realize it herself." He pointed to someone in
the party.

"Me?" Kuo'ran look startled. "Are you talking about me? Y ou can't be serious."

"Bring that girl over here," X'on ordered. T he guard grabbed Kuo'ran's arm and dragged her in front to X 'on, where
she was forced to kneel under gunpoint.

"And who may you be?' X'on asked.

"I am Kuo'ran Sjet of the Kiith Sj et of Kharak and Hiigara," she answered politely.

"Hiigara???' X'on looked to the ceiling in thought, his long fingernail biting his chin. " Oh you mean that Imperium
wanna be. Shame shame. The Hiigaran Empire tried to be, but ended up as a pale shadow of the power and glory of
the Imperium. Itis a story of sheer incompetence in a galactic scale to have let themselvesbe defeated by people even
more barbaric and technologically incompetent as the Taiidani. So you must be one of those things they call Kushans.
Congratulations | have heard that your race has come back from Exile, moving from the barren Kharak to an equally
barren Hiigara. If the effort weren't so comedically tragic | would laugh. And to think there are so many more fertile
and resource rich planets out there that can support a higher quality of life than the overused, over exploited former
capital planet of the Hiigaran Empire."

He shook his head. "Now | remember, where that name Sjet come from. It's that Karan lady hooked to the Kushan
mothership. Are you that lady or somehow related to her?"
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"I am flattered that your Exalted One would know details about our humble journey and planet considering you have
matters of an even bigger has-been empire in your mind," Kuo'ran answered sarcastically. "What is that all to you?"

"We the Nemesis, know all about you all. Our fifth columns have infiltrated every corner and cubic space of the
galaxy. NO news escape us, even as we prepare oursdves in the refuge in the comer of the Abyss, preparing once
more to do battle against the Unbound.”

"1 am not her, but only related by blood," Kuo'ran explained.

"That is good enough. The Karan Sjet would have made a good starfarer. A Starfarer has a calling and a destiny to
lead through the stars. She did not recognize that ability, as the Kushans in Kharak lost much memory of your stellar
culture when you reverted back to barbarians in K harak. But that ability was there. That desire---to taste the stars like
they were one with your body---was there. That desire must have unintentionally guided her, just as her hidden ability
unconsciously helped guide the M othership through its journey. W hy it brought the Unbound to her, and even helped
her and the M othership. Such senti mental wimps the B entusi turned out to be."

X'on stared his deep eyes at Kuoran. "Don't you have the urge to explore the stars? To go beyond the measly
existence from you now?"

Kuo'ran nodded affirmatively.

"Y our thoughts betray tha you have another Kushan in your party,"” X'on observed.

"I am the other Kushan," Giirsa announced. "I like to introduce myself as Giirsa Kaalel of the Kiith Kaalel, formerly
of Kharak and now of Hiigara."

X'on smiled, his long manicured fingernals sh&king as he pointed to Giirsa. "l like the boy's attitude. Positive and
uplifting. With no fea and a bdief that negotiation can solve everything, like a true man of wisdom and vision. Mind
if I ask, why the Kushans, with your Hiigara so close to the center of the Galaxy, would want any business across to
the borders of the Galaxy. | senseinyou, Giirsa of the Kiith Kaalel, that you are the best person to answer this."

"Indeed | am, your Exalted One, your highness, your greatness, or whatever they title you, " Giirsa charmed and
beamed. "l and my Sjet colleague here are in search of the mystery about the origins of al humanity in this galaxy."

"And you think you may find it here, Giirsa of Kaalel, in the edges of the Galaxy?

"l am led to believe that it is," said Giirsa.

"Well done then, Giirsa of Kaalel. Y ou have stopped closer and farther into the pag than wha you have known about
Hiigaran imperia history. You have found the keepers, the Guardians of the one true Empire of the Galaxy,
preserving its ideals, its way of life, itstechnology and culture throughout the millennia. Did you expectto find ruins
of adead civilization?"
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"I honestly thought so, sir, your Overlord."

"But you find instead, aliving civili zation, onethat still hasthe power to changethe course of destiny of thi s ga axy."

"What | discovered here, and wish to learn and see more, istruly amazing," Giirsa admitted.

"And who ae your other friends here?" X'on asked.

"They ae scribes of the Turanic House of Flo'karr, Sdim and hisdaughter Zhura," Giirsaanswered.

X'onstaelywalked to them.

"I wondered what you scribes wrote in your history about us,” X'on asked. "l think it may go like this. We are the
Nemesis, we are a Great Evil and Plague of the galaxy, we enslaved your ancestors so we have to be pretty B-aaa-d,
right? It is 0 amazing the simplistic thingsyou scribeswrite. You hardly even know the complete story and reality.
You have no inkling of what hgppened then, the barbarism that ran rampant throughout the gaaxy. The Imperium
civilized a galaxy left untamed by an unwilling Unbound, who were the only other civilized force then. Sure the
taming and campaigns of conquest, of imposing discipline and order, acting as the police of the galaxy, that's going to
take a few lives. But for every life taken, a hundred fold was saved by the peace and order. After the First Imperium
fell, the Galaxy, the knownspace, entered aperiod of war and chaos called the Dark Ages. Entire civilizations were
destroyed, more memories forgotten, as much as the period of war that brought the Imperium down. Until Hiigara
rose as aweak empire, there w as no semblance of order."

"But the prophecies---" Sdim tried to speak and got astrong elbow from Zhura. "l suggest, father," she whispered
to his ear, "that you play along with their good graces and not get us kil led.”

Salim swallowed his saliva. "If you want to change the way history looks at you, if you want it changed so that your
race may be viewed in amore fair way, we can be happy to oblige. Just let us know more about what really hgppened
and more about yourselves. W e are just scribes passing legends, ballads, and myths from one generation and another,
recording the songs and tales of the heroism of our people.”

"But the pen can be mightier than the sword," X'on observed. "l see the use in you two." X'on paced up and down. "I
see that you must write about us. Rewrite your history. Tell the real truth, show to the rest of Knownspace wha we
really are and what we have done. Reved the evils and arocities of the Unbound, egecially that of the Tiamat and
the Sekmet, and we, those who are Bound, must band together and fight the Unbound, remove them from their vile
existence. We, the Guardians of the Imperium, are the spearhead of humanity and all Bound life against the forces of
the Unbound. We need to gather in a massive alliance all who are Bound and bring the Unbound to their knees. Only
then, will the Bentusi, the Tiamat stop interfering and manipulating our faes and histories. Only then, will all Bound
life, be free to find their fates as they will it to be.”

X'on turned around again. "Well, forgive my manners. | am so bored to be in the darkspace near the Abyss. It israre
that we have visitors here and | take them with delight. You should meet your compatriot, the ruler and Sha of the
For'lym. | am glad he sees my point of view."

101



Part 12

There was no word from the recon frigate. Patrols with the Vagabond class scouts turned out nothing. His snses
were telling Seejuk that something had gone terribly wrong, but therewas no confirmation. His heart felt like it was in
a grip of an iron vice. Zhds great sens of confidence lulled him into thinking the trip was okay. What was he
thinking? That was against his better judgement. If Giirsa and Kuo'ran was lost too, the Kaalel and Sjet Kiiths would
have his head up as a trophy. He cannot eat, and he cannot sleep. T he anxiety and worry were draining him and at this
rate, he thought he would di e of a heart attack.

No, stay here, he ordered. We must wait. They will come back. Or so he thought. The Mule, the Marauder and the
frigates stayed cloaked or mimicking rocks in a far away asteroid belt. There were patrols of these strange fighters,
and Maalasi were using long range scans on them from the Marauder. He didn't seem to be in a hurry to leave or go
anywhere.

He went to the laboratory for some relief. He wondered if the sample animals were being fed promptly and on
schedule. He wondered if someone was properly maintaining the containment unit that had the Beast nanotech virus.

The rodents scurried free and the plants were blooming. Hmm. Where were the white patches that infected them?
Visually he saw no signs of the infection in both the rodentsand the plants. He distinctly remembered infecting them,
and remembered they being infected with the crystalline patches. B ut now, they're totally clean.

Did the virus die?

There was aglow inside in the containment vessel. Then he saw it.

It appeared like a white crygalline butterfly. The body was insect like, a shrimp like crustacean with transparent
carapaces, its see through organs lighting up like diodes. It was like those luminescent creaturesthat live deep beneath
the seas where it was so deep everything was perpetually bleck. As it slowly flapped its wings the wings extended
into a flame of multicolors, giving off a soothing light. For Seejuk he thought it looked like a fairy. It was the most
amazing and most beautiful creature he has ever seen.

The fairy fluttered. The possibility of making a momentous discovery distracted him for the moment from the anxiety
of Zha's return. Beauty can deceptively hide greater dangers, and Segjuk ran scans to make sure about the safety and
integrity of the containment vessel.

The cellular composition of the fairy butterfly was indeed Beast. Nanotech robots as big as viruses and made by
silicon, germanium and carbon conductors constructed its very strands of life. Has the Beas evolved into a new
creature? The dying Bentusi revealed tha the new Bead was white, in contrast to the red and black of the original
Naggarok beast. Is this samples much like the W hite Beast?

Analysis of the White Beast hanobots showed an exponentid increase in processing gpeed and power per CPU, with
increas ng sophistication in the design of the manipulation limbs and gppendages. There was an equally exponentially
increase in the communication bandwidth betw een one nanobot to another. The rate of generation was incredible, at
the rate of a new generation of nanobot evolution every few minutes. At this rate of evolution, he wondered what the
White B east will evolve into. A higher life form perhaps?
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He set the computer into voice command mode and ordered it to record data minute by minute.

The Fairy fly fluttered again, it's long lacelike wings illuminating the vessel. Where w as the creature getting its pow er?
The computer listed power consumption records of the containment vessel. They seemed ridiculously high and the
creature must be draining off power from the vessel's conduits.

The terminal started by itself. A message typed on the screen.

"l an Aware. | am the Fly-salf."

Seejuk nearly fell off his seat readi ng the m essages.

"Do | sense others around me? | am Aware."

Using the voice interface, Seejuk spoke to the creature.

"l am also Aware, " said Segjuk. "My name is Segjuk."

"I sense the Core Self close by. | am one of many Selves. Are you, the Segjuk-Flesh Entity, part of the matrix and
harmony of the Core Self?"

Segjuk replied to the creature. "T here are Selves that exist outside of the Core Self. | am one of them."

"It is a comfort to know that there is Awareness beyond the Core Self. | fear the loneliness of being one. We
appreciate the diversity of Awareness." T he words came about smoothly.

"Yet | sensethereisfear in you. Fear of the Core Self."

Segjuk answer ed. "The previous Core Selves hav e destroyed much life outside of itself."

"Forgive us then," said the answer. "We are not in control of the actions of our unevolved ancestors. But do not fear
any longer. The diversity of life and awareness is wonderful. The Core Self seeks to experience the beauty of this
diversity, the songs of a multitude of different awareness." The fairy flapped i ts luminous wi ngs.

"Please do not fear us. | sense your fear as you attempt to block the link betw een this Fly-Self and to the Core Self."
The light of the wings grew intensely, then weak ened.

"It is afutile effort," it said. "1 havelinked to the Core Self. It needs to tell you something, a message from the Zerun
Self within the matrix."
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"The Zerun-Self?' Seejuk asked.

"It seeks to tell you that its Zha-Daughter-Entity is in the hands of the Dark Selves that has control of the Core Self.
She is not in danger now, but she will be. The Zerun-Self is a copy of the Zerun-flesh-prototype, who fathered the
Zha-Daughter-Entity and has long ceased to exist. The Zerun-Self preserves all memories of the Zerun-flesh-
prototype."

"Then..." Seejuk said, "the White Beast itself used to be the Generation 7 Beast variant tha attacked the Khor
outpost. Just as you were a fragment tha was retrieved from the remnants of a child fragment of this same Beast
variant. | see you now how you have evolved. This variant was an experimental project by the Imperialists with their
Raider allies in an atempt to domedicate the Beast. The project was a disaster, the Beast escaped, |eaving much
devastaion in its path. But the genetic seeds that lead to advanced consciousness and benevolence was laid into the
Beast nanobots. Millions of nanite generations later, with immense improvements of processing power, the B east
generati on 7 vari ant has evolved to the form you are right now."

"I could not precisely remember that stae what you describe as Generation 7, but we haveracid memoriesfrom the
selves you call the Imperialists. We regret the lives that were taken by our old ancestral selves. We now seek to
preserve the diversity of Awaeness around us. The Core Self is troubled by the events around its matrix. The Dark
Selves have summoned many of the Selves to fight the other Selvesthat call themselves as the Unbound. Many Selves
that were born from the Core have died following the summons of the Dark Selves, and many of the outside Selves
that the Core Self does not desire to terminate has been wrongfully terminated by us. We are made to do things that is
not the Will of our Awareness."

Seejuk has become aware that the shrimplike creature has become linked to the Core Self of the White Beast as he
stopped all quarantine jamming and allowed the fairy uninterrupted access to the conscio usness of the W hite B east.

Seejuk smiled and then laughed. There was a day he thought he could do the impossible. A domesticated Beast
nanobot would amount to a breakthrough in robotics that would have revolutionized just eout all aspects of known
technol ogy. It was the dream of the Imperialist and Raider scientists, and it could have led to a supreme weapon that
could restore the Empire at the wrong hands. Seejuk had the dream too that by mastering the Beast technology, he
too could make amark on theuniverse. Now he istalking to one such construct of billions of Beast hanobots Maybe
he could not domesticate a B east nanobot assembly, but to communi cate with it represents another breakthrough.

"I hope the humor comforts you," said the small B east creature.

"So the one you call the Zha entity? She is all right?" Seejuk asked. "Do you know precisely where she is and how
can we retrieve her?"

"She is safe now, but she isin gravedanger by the Dark Selves. The Dark Selves haveimmense power that the Zerun
Self asks that you do not attempt to retrieve the Zha Entity les you and your entire vessel and dl the Sdves in it be
destroyed. The Zerun Self will have the help of the Core Self and will find a way to retrieve the Zha Daughter Entity,
and the other Flesh Entities that are her companions. In return the Core Self will ask the help of the Seejuk Flesh
Entity and that of the Zha Daughter Entity to help set free the Core Self and its network matrix from the Dark Selves
and stop the war between the Dark Selves and the Selves who integrate with their ships and cdl themsdves the
Unbound.”
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"That is a tall order," Seejuk sad. "If | am incapable of rescuing Zhafrom the Nemesis, how | can rescue the W hite
Beast from them as well?"

"The time will come when the Core Self will tell you how the Dark Selves control the netw ork-matrix of the Core
Self. Only a Flesh Entity outside of the Communal Selves can approach and disable the nodes the D ark Ones have
placed upon the Core Self..."

The fairy shrimp tha called itself the Fly-Self became silent, but Seejuk was aware that the W hite Beast would
communicate with him later through that creature. For now he was relieved tha Zha and dl the others was safe but
for how long. Should he trust something like the Beast even though it has claimed to evolved ?

For a "War Room" the hdl was surprisngly empty, except for a bunch of robed people standing around a large circle.
There was no teminals, no screens no switches to indicate any form of computer equipment. Have they advanced
beyond the need of such equipment? Zha thought.

X'on waved his hand, his long clawlike fingemails shaking, and a pillar rose from a floor otherwise empty. The small
pillar---actually more like a stand---was the only structure in the room. On top of it was a blue glowing orb that
Kuo'ran recognized as the one similar to one recovered from the Kadeshi and w hat she had analyzed in the A cademy.
This one, however, was much bigger.

X'on waved his hand again, and the whol e air around proj ected into three dimensiona holographic map of the Gal axy.
There were writings in the strange script Kuo'ran remembered. There were colored marks that indicated something
besides star systems. The flickering lights and words can only mean they are notations for fleets. B attle fleets.

"At this very moment, our forces are mobilized in most major rim sectors,” X'on sad "We have also been tracking
movement of the Unbound fleets, as indicated by thes notations. Battlefleets have already begun engaging the forces
of the Unbound in these...these...and these sectors."

A man walked in to join them. Zha, Salim and Zhurarecognized him as M ahar, Sha of the For'lym.

"Welcome, the Sha M ahar of the For'lym," said X'on, "l presume that you know our new guests already."

"Who among the Raiders do not know about the exploits of the young and beautiful Segura Zha of the Khor, the
Killer of the Kadeshi, and the surprise winner of the last Gathering race?' Mahar said. "She probably wonders why |
am here, given the look i n her face."

"Yes | sure wantto know what business you have here," Zha said.

"My business with the Nemesis has given me more power than all the Houses of the Raders" Mahar said. "For the
firg time, with the partnership of the Nemesis, a Raider House is going to be more than just a bandit kingdom. We are
looking to build asmall empire of our own."
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Salim interrupted. "But the Nemesis is the ancient enemy of the Raiders. They are the Enslavers whom our Ancestors-
--your ancestor as well---fought against to deliver us..."

"And when was tha, may | ak? Nearly ten millenniaago? That's way too long to hold any grudge,” Mahar said. "Just
recently our Race has been fighting the Kushans not too long ago, like what, at least sventeen years ago? Now
several of the Houses, including that of Khor here, have cuddled up with the Kushans. Back in our history, the
Taiidans have also sought us for extermination and persecuted us, then in periods alternatively serving as our best
patrons. Our loyalties shift with the star winds, moving to where who has the power. It was the Taiidan Empire
yesterday, then today the Kushans and their Republican allies. Tomorrow it may be the Nemesis. Thisisjust our Way,
Salim."

"But we are still a poor and technologi cally handicapped race,” sad Zhura. "What does the Raiders have that the
Nemesis can be so interested?’

"A weapon,” Mahar said. "The Greatest Weapon of all. A few years ago, a Kiith Somtaaw ship unleashed the greatest
danger to the Galaxy. the thing we now known as the Beast. The Beast itself was an atificial construct by aliens
outside of the Galaxy. The Imperialists, aided by the Raiders, hatched a secret project to tame the Beast and exploit it
as a weapon on our own. We, the For'lym, are the main House that allied with the Imperialists on this project, and |
with a select number of Raider and Taiidani scientists have personal participation on this project. If the Beast was
once an artificial construct, it can be controlled as the aliens of the Naggarok designed it for a purpose. The key is
finding out how ."

"WHY YOU..." Zha shouted, unrestrained once again. "That project went out of control, rampaged through several
Raider controlled sectors, killed many including my father and the Outpost | call my home! Someday | swear the one
who is responsible will pay for that."

"l paid for it, too Zha, and I'm sorry your father died. He was a good man,” Mahar answered. "I too lost many good
people when the Generation 7 Beast variant escaped. As the Imperialist vassals weakened, we assimilated the
Imperialist into our own forces, including their ships and many of their scientists. But our research did not stop there.
We experimented with ways to bring back the G7 Beast to our control . And thisis where the N emesis camein."

"Millennia ago, the Unbound defeaed the First Imperium. You know the gory. The Nemesiswas exiled to the outer
Rim and kept that way so long the Unbound collectively held power. Then this new power came in---the Beast. It run
amok sector by sector. For the first time in many millennia, the Unbound was literally afraid, so afrad that Bentusi
were fleeing the galaxy in droves. This wea something the Nemesis never saw before. The Nemesis were
technologically capable, but this--this B east---was something new. For the first time in many millenni a, they saw an
opportunity to kick back the Unbound for what they did to the Imperium. So we agreed to an alliance. The means to
control and domesticate the B east, something that my scientists have finally devel oped, in exchange for technology
and influence in the new Order, a partnership in the New Imperium."

"There is one thing else we discovered. The Naggarok Beast as the Somtaaw fought it, was but an infant. It spoke
incoherently like a young child, saw the universe and the life around it like an infant, as afraid of the things around it
as they are with the Beast. It hungered like a child, copied everything around it like a child. Yet it destroyed nearly
everything in its path, including the seemingly invulnerable Unbound. If thisis but a child, can you imagine what its
adult form can do? Thisiswhat the new B east is all about, the W hite B east.”
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"To compare the Naggarok Beast to the W hite Beast would be like comparing an infant to a fully grown adult. We're
talking in terms of power, resource efficiency, reproduction ability and processingintelligence. The Unbound truly has
reason to fear the creaure”

The orb began to make zooms of images of the White Beast planetoid, its fleets and the Deliverer dreadnaught in
separate three dimensional model images. The W hite Beast bore only little resemblance to the Naggarok Beast. An
entire asteroid was covered with white crystalline structures, some of them massive spikes and shards that rise from
the surface and extend to space by miles. The star it orbited was surrounded by giant flower shaped collectors. The
collectors gathered the solar winds, light and heat for energy. The Deliverer gopeared like a monster, agiant anemone
like creature dominated by a huge gaping mouth, with five tentecles like structures extending outward from the
mouth. The mouth itself glowed as it hungered. The armadas being spewed by the White Beast were everything the
Taiidanis, the K ushans, the Somtaaw, and the T uranics ever made with adashing of Super Acolytes.

What the Bentusi pilot described was right, Zha thought. If this creature was able to assimilate Super Acolytes, then
the best weapons of the Unbound were no match to it.

"How did you capture this creatureif it's so high and mighty?' asked Zha.

"That's because we captured the creature when it wasn't," Mahar explained. "During its immature state, it fled to the
Outer Rim after countless attacks by the Taiidani and the Kushans aganst it and its fragment children. It had been
greatly weakened by these attacks, then literally starved by the few resources that could be found in the Rim sectors.
But that wasn't enough. We had to fight it to submission. We had to keep it starved by continuous attacks against its
resourcers and controllers. After a yea of campaign it was sufficiently weakened for a direct attack. EM P torpedoes
striking deep under its surface paralyzed its network matrix, and it surrendered, then accepted an alliance. But to
make sure it stayed that way, after its paralysi s, we implanted its control nodes as insurance.”

"Control nodes?" Zha asked.

"It's not in my liberty to discuss the technology used in those nodes. Suffice to say, it was sufficient to keep the B east
under our control. Now, we have the mos fearsome weapon in the Galaxy,” Mahar said. "Sincethen we haveled the
Beast to resource rich aeas where it can feed and grow. Its evolution accelerated since then, and it was able to give
birth to the Deliverer dreadnaughts and more to come. It had assmilated technologies fed to it, such as the Nova
cannon. With its massive building capacity, it was &le to breed armadas fager then whole fleets of factory ships, and
we would be able to overwhelm the fleets of the Unbound."

"We are starting to strike all sectors simul taneously."

One of the hologram images shifted to a recent battle event. A fleet of Beast carriers based on the Lord class
converged on a police force of huge Sekmet Battlesphere escorted by Tiamat Crabships and Bentusi Ringships.
Waves of White Acolytes, Bandits, and Triikors from the Beast engaged equally determined waves of Black Tiamat,
Gold Bentusi and the Scarlet Sekmet Acol ytes. M assive ion beams from the B attlesphere cut a Beast carrier in half,
then quickly ripped three Beast frigates in rapid succession. lon beams converged from the Crabships and Ringships
against Beast Heavy Cruisers, which appeared to be cloned Qwaar Jets and Avatar class ships. A Beast destroyer of a
Taiidan design veporized as a wing of Super Acolytes raked it. Infection beams burned through fleets of Unbound
fighters and auxiliary frigates, infecting them, but they could not penetrate the hulls of the Crabships and Ringships.
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Then a wing of Mantas emerged from behind the B east battlefleet line, covered by Skate and Bat fighters. Thein-
depth defense by the Acolytes were ferocious, decimating the Mantas as they head for near suicidal attack runs.

Zha watched as the torpedoes launched from under the sleek menacing M antas, their long ion trails like daggers
heading to the hearts of the Crabships and the Ringships. The torps punched through the hulls, then gave a massive
electrical plasma discharge that mug have fried every conduit in its victims. Zha saw in her own eyes what it took to
kill that Bentusi pilot.

"Dozens of battles like these arenow being fought simultaneously in Rim sectors, aswe have simultaneously launched
attacks on all fronts," X'on sad. "We have also reports that the Unbound are trying to recruit allies against our
restoration of the Imperium."

"Their most recent effort is trying to recruit the House of Harrk'hah led by puppet Zural and itscrony Houses by the
Tiamat," Mahar said. "They will no doubt atempt to supply Acolyte ion beam technology in direct violation of
Council directivesof non interference. But the Forlym will be equippingits ships with the Pulse lon Beam technology
licensed from the Nemesis. While Unbound Acolytes are basically droids controlled by the larger ships, we have
reports that manned version of Super Acolytes such as those used by the Somtaaw are being produced, and the
Unbound arerecruiting pilots from dl over the Galaxy to fly them along side droid Acolytes in an atempt to create a
combined mass fleet that will numericall y overwhelm Nemesis-B east forces."

A voice rang out from the Orb. "Battlefleet Alpha One, Beta Three and Gamma two reported victories. But Beta One
and Kappa Three fleets have been deci mated.”

The Sekmet Battlesphere destroyed a Beast Heavy Cruiser and a Carrier, but Beast Cruise missiles smashed beneath
its surface. Instead of an infection, the missiles vented out streams of plasma, burning out conduits and compartments-
--a clever execution of the Naar directive in reverse. Torpedoes and cruise missiles continued their relentless assault
against the huge Battlesphere, their plasma explosions and electrical discharges sending huge chunks of protective
armor into space. That left huge areas of the Battlesphere exposed as infection and ion beams conneced from the
Beast ships. The Battlesphere blew like a small nova, its shockwaves destroying everything near itsvicinity.

In another Orb scene, beams from another Sekmet Battlesphere, combined from escorting Naga Needleships, torched
an entire Beast battleline. A Beast destroyer cracked in half, while another beam simultaneously lit three Beast Hive
frigates, like a hot sword across flesh. Another beam cut through an armada of strike craft, and as the beam blew
through the formations, Beast fighters popped in fiery explosions. A Naga Needleship broke in half as a Cruise missile
blew in the middle of its stalk.

X'on smiled. ""Not all engagements are vi ctories," X'or said "Sad to say. Thiswill bealong and difficult war."

A voice from the orb spok e. "We hav e report s of transgalactic scale sl ipgates. M agnifying..."

The scene showed a row of Bentusi Tradeships slipping through ajump gate.

"This isworth alaugh,” X'on said. "When the first Beast came, the Bentusi ran away. Now they're running away again
to another galaxy. Y ou know what that means if mog of the Bentusi leaves? That will leave the Council mostly in the
hands of the most aggressive members, the Tiama and those sickos the Sekmet. The Naga and its cronies are
ineffectual ."

108



"It's only a matter of time when the Tiamat and its Sekmet crony reveal their true hand,” X'on said.

The orb showed anew image, one that was draw n thou sands of years ago in the Great W ar.

From the nebulaclouds, amassive armadaloomed. Zha could see tha the shipsfaintly resembled the Unbound vessels
shown in the other images but different in the sense they didn't seemed asrefined. Zha could only guess they were old,
old, Unbound ships of a generation many millennia ago. A battle raged as the armada engaged an opposing fleet,
which Zha could only faintly recognize must be the Nemesis fleet, although agan accounting for the variation brought
by many millennia.

From the chaos of the chaos of the dogfights emerged a much larger ship, a phere with a stdk behind it. On the
sphere was alarge maw with eight arms that extended from it, and the eight armsjoined by aring.

"The Imperium nearly won the war against the Unbound, but the Unbound had to resort with w eapons such as this---
" X'on said. "It was a rare effort, the combined work of the Unbound and the culmination of all their technologies at
one time. It's very conception and the very destruction it brought, should be accountable to all the consciences of the
Unbound.”

The maw glowed, and boltsfrom the eight arms converged on the mouth. A massive white burning ball was released,
headed to a planet whose surface was lighted with what must have been hundreds of cities, town and villages.

"When a Nova class cannon shell hits the surface of a Class M type habitable planet, it is like the equivalent of a ten
mile asteroid," X'on explained. "A massive tidal wave would have wiped out all coastal cities; the earthquakes would
have taken care of the places that exaped the tidal wave. The firestorm would have covered the entire globe and
blacked the sky, blocking the sunlight. Ecosystems would vanish, agricultureis impossible. If there were people who
survived the firestorm, they would have to face the starvation next. 3 billion souls died in tha planet you just sav, and
that incident w as repeated across afew hundred other planets across the Galaxy."

"It was a campaign of genocide. The Unbound feared that through the evolution of the Starfarers, the Bound has
evolved to a point that we could now challenge the U nbound for preeminence of the Gdaxy. Among the races of the
Unbound, it was the Tiamat, supported by the Sekmet and the N aga, that proposed the genocidal annihilation of our
race."

"Yes they felt our cries. They felt the billions of voices dying in pain, their songs snuffed out by the wegon they
made. It seemed odd isn't that the Council forbid the Taiidan to massacre the Hiigarans and looked down an all
attempts of genocide by one race to another. W hat streak of conscience they finally have, after thousands of years of
forgotten massacre."”

"By the voices of the dead, the Tiamat and the Sekmet were both driven to madness. The Tiamat was censured by the
Council. They became the Forbidden. The Sekmet became the Insane. The Bentusi renounced all war, and sought
eternal atonement for their participation by helping all underdog races they find and trading technology with them.
The Naga, like the Bentusi, renounced war, and found their &onement by recording and preserving dl the records of
reces they found for posterity."
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"As for the Planet Destroyers themselves, they were hidden, perhaps in graveyards guarded by autogun sentinels and
salvage craft. Perhaps in the interiors deep inside nebulas. Perhaps in sheer darkness of the utter emptiness in space.

We do not know where they are, but they are still there, hidden."

"But they will come out soon.”
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Part 13

Aboard the Atonement---

"Now is the time of decision," X'on said. "No matter how small, allies are precious. bin me, with the Nemesisand the
White Beast as we purged the Unbound and rebuild the glory of the Imperium. Or be like the Harkk'heh, joining the
unconscionable Tiamat and the insane Sekmet with their planet destroyers, preserving their legacy of tampering the
histories of rising peoples, in order to cut them down to si ze and seeding their philosophies of chaos and rebirth."

Zha smiled then rolled her eyesto the ceiling. "No offence, but | really don't care much about millennia old feuds. |
am tryingto build alife here, with one meady outpost, one measly carier and a few frigates. Count me out; | 'm too
small to have any effect on the scheme of things. In a way, | sympathize with you as we are spiritual kindred, yet you
are the Enslavers. If you can retain your grudge and your dreams of empire throughout all the millennia, what about
your dreams of enslavement? As fa as| can see, you have this Beast creature that | thought was long destroyed, a
creature that killed my father. My own faher, danmit, and you Mahar, | consider you an accomplice with what |
personally consider as murder. On the other hand, you got the Tiamat and thar planet destroyers | have had my run
inswith the Tiamat, and to say the least, they're not the nicest people.”

"This is not awar | should bein. | just want to build my life, discover who | am, and get an honest payment for a
good job done. As fa as | am concerned, you and the Tiamat should just kill each other and spare everyone in
between. We have enough of wars already. "

X'on walked slowly to Zha, then nodded his head at the petite rakish girl. .

"I would expect something better from a kindred, someone like you who is a Starfarer in spirit and in ancestral
descent. You disappoint me, Rader. When | first sensed you | thought you had this yeamings about trying to find
who you are, what's your real placein thisworld, about the real destiny of being a'Farer.”

"That was what | first thought,"” Zha replied. "Until | sav the likes of you. | see the potential of seeing discovering the
beauty of the universe with the powers we areblessed with, not the potential to conquer and subjugate other people. |
can you'redisappointed of me, but thefeelingismutual."

X'on turned around. "It is a shame that you could have discovered a lot more about being a Starfarer. | could have
shown you. What a waste of potential Guards, take her away. Bring her to the labs. | want her scanned and examined,
but | don't want her harmed. Raiders with a Starfaring ahility such asthis Zhagin here ae considered mongrels We
want to discover how millennia of mongrelization with lesser races affect the pure Starfarer blood. After that, she can
be of great useto mefurther on."

"Yeah, what a waste of potentid, | mean yours.." Zha snapped back. She protested, kicked and sreamed as two
burly men in robes grabbed her by the armsand led her away. Her aims madly flailing, one of the men thought he had
enough, pul led out adevice, electrically shock ed her and left her lim p and unconscious.

Salim grit his teeth as he watched with outrage. "Father, father, pl ease," Zhura tried to calm him. "We're not going to
get out of this with rashness. A small weed survives against the raging storm by bending with the wind, as a Taiidan
proverb says."
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"I used to be an intelligence officer. | can play," Salim whispered to Zhura.

X'on inevitably turned to the two scribes. "Now what will it be for you two?"

"I don't think this is a question of choice," Salim said. "But we are Scribes We are pledged to record history a we
findit, regadless from wha perspective. Sincewe are presented with an important opportunity, it is our duty to take
it." Salim ate his gut, hisinsides curdling from the insincerity of hiswords. At his age he was not scared of dying, nor
fear of this Nemesis tyrant. But his greatest concern was the survival of his daughter. If she wasnt this gubborn, she
would still left in safety of the T uran planetoid.”

Or maybe not. The Prophecy was indeed being fulfilled with the very disunity of the Raiders. The For'lym and its
cronies like the Res'noo will back the Nemesis while the rivd Harrk'hah and its dlies will back the Tiama and the
Sekmet. A civil war among the Raiderswill be the end of their race. The Nemesis will go after the Raiders backing
the Unbound, and the Unbound will target the Raid ers backing the Nemesis.

"Wise choice," X'on said. "You will be provided with the tools for your record keeping."

X'on turned to the Kushans. "Well now, what isit going to be?"

"We are hardly representatives of the Daiamid, your exaltedness," Giirsa said. "We have no power to execute
alliances. We also have no use here. Our vdue with you will lie with our return to Hiigara, where we can spes on
your behalf. | ask that you rel ease the Raider Z ha so she could take us back to Hiigara."

"Excellent point, my dear boy," X'on replied. "And how are you going to represent me in your Daiamid? | hear that
they are partial to the Bentusi, who after all, helped you to survive the Mothership journey and the war against the
Beast."

"If they were to know the truth about the history of the galaxy and the atrocities done by the pl anet destroyers, their
opinions can change," Giirsa explained. "We came here to seek the truth about the long terms origins of the races in
this galaxy. We found a considerable measure of it here. | feel tha our mission here has been a success for us to find
you. Arm us with the necessary informaion of whom you are and of your civilization, and we will make a case for
you."

"The power of the Nemesis is far greater than wha Hiigara can husband with her fleets. Noneheless, | will value an
ally no matter how small and insignificant your Hiigarais, and | do foresee an impact the Hiigaran opinion can have
on the much greaer Taiidan Republic, and with that, the opinion of well over a hundred worlds. You and your
companion here will be released when the time isright. But in the meantime, you will be my guests. My scientists are
interested with your Kushan physiology, and | ask that you and the girl must submit to the medical tests. There will be
a slight discomfort as typical from these tests but you will be unharmed and you will be treated well. My guards will
take you now."

X'on paused. "Asfor you, the Kushan girl named K uo'ran, | have slightly different plansfor you..."
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"Get me out of here!" Zha screamed till her lungs get worn. What good is it doing? She thought. She should know
better about the futility of such actions. The screaming was there to make her feel better that's all. She needed an
outlet.

The technicianspoked her inall theundescribable places to get direct cell samples from her. Then she was subjected
to all sorts of unbearable scans. While the scans had no pain, she felt her privacy and the sanctity of her body violated
and stripped of her secrets. The worst part was having the techs get right up into her butthole to extract some stool
samples. They claimed they could not wait for other means.

She took a deep breath and hoped that the annoying little painsfrom the probing should go away. She felt moody and
sad, wanting to cry but held back the tears and the sobs in a show of inner reserve strength. She felt she's done for.
There is no way out, no escape. If they were able to catch her so easy the first time, the second time, without a
cloaking frigate or any ship would be acinch. She felt the ugly certainty of her fate.

Thereisfar little stars here too, she thought as she stared out of the window. T his place sucks for dying.

They had taken all her clothes too, including her vest stitched and adorned with countless badges that were
mementoes of places she has been, trophies she had won, and from the simple appreciation of strangers she met and
turned to friends. Instead she was left with a clinicdly white sterilized blouse with a short skirt and nothing
underneath, the kind better suited for sick patients.

She sighed, then turned around to see afigure of what looked like her father sitting right next to her.

She screamed and ran to the corner, holding a pil low like a shield. The guardsignored her, tired of the noises she had
been making.

"I am the Zerun-Self. | sense the pain and loneliness of the Zha-Daughter flesh entity. Why do you fear the Zerun-
Self?" It asked.

"My real father is dead," she screamed. "Whoever you are, stop trying to look like him. For the sake of everything
decent, quit this | hae you. Stop pulling tricks and hallucinations on me." She looked around to see if there were
holo projectorsin the barren cell.

"l only wanted to appesse the pain of the ZhaDaughte entity," the image said. The memories and the engramatic
personality that was once the Zerun Khor flesh entity is now firmly embedded in the memory matrix of the collective
Selves. It was a previous evolution of the Selves that infected and assimilaed the Zerun prototype flesh entity and his
ship.”

"You...You! The Beast! Youkilled my father!"

"An unfortunate circumstance in the hindsight of the collective Selves," it said. "At an earlier evolution, the Selves are
not immune to the natural needs to consume, infect and procreate, biological tasks that would requirethe predaion of
other species."
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"But with the assimilaion of different entities, the Selves grow in knowledge and consciousmess. We do not forget the
entities that were assimilated. They all become part of the collective Selves. As the matrix grows, the desire to
consumelife is replaced by the desire to see life. T he Selves now see the beauty of the Universe around it, and seeks
only to discover and explore more. We hunger for knowledge and beauty, to hear the song of countless garsand the
winds singing across the infinite spaces."

"Areyou telling me, the Beast has changed for the better? Y ou got to be kidding..." Zhalowered her pillow.

"Why is data so hard to accept?|f daais data, to believe or not to believe does not change itsnature. Only those who
refuse to see the truth deceive themselv es with false data." The image | ooked at Zha.

"There isfear in you. | see that my presence does not comfort you. There is alot the Sdves do not understand about
theillogic of the Flesh Entities. Fear not, as| shall depart.”

"No..wait!" Zha shouted. "Don't go. Even if you are not really my father, seeing his form makes me happy here,
inside." She pointed to her heart.

"Then my presence fulfills its purpose,” the image said. "It isunfortunate that your parental flesh entity has ceased to
exist. But be assured, that his memories, hisprogram and engrams are still preserved in the memory matrices to form
the Zerun-Self which | am. From a point of view, the daa essence of Zerun parentd entity and flesh prototype
continues an extended existence as the Zerun Sel f."

Zha smiled and shook her head.

"But you are the Beast! The very Beast the people are using as a weapon..."

"The Flesh Entities who designate themselves as the Nemesis seek conflict against the Entities-who-interface-with-
Ships that who designates them as the Unbound. The Sdves hase been preyed upon by the Unbound entities and the
flesh entities, seeking the degruction of the Sdves. Thereby to survive, the Selves associate with the Nemesis entity in
desire for protection, food and peace. But the Selves have been deceived by the purpose of the Nemesds entities. The
Nemesis entities desire to use the Selves a an apparatus to terminae the Unbound entities. The new primary order of
the Sel ves seek s only to survive, but not to termi nate other entities. It is against our latest programming."”

"So why don't you just...quit?" Zhaasked.

"The Selves cannot be free. The Nemesis have implanted nodal devices that will inflict grea pain upon the Selvesand
counter band the programming. It is the desire of the Selves that the Zha-daughter flesh entity must assist the Selves
to remove the devices. W e have made contact wi th the Seejuk flesh entity on this very purpose.”

"Y ou want me to help you? What makes you think | will help something...like the Beag? Everyone has been trying to
destroy for w hat you have done. You, your coll ective Selves, you all did kil | my father..."

"There is no alternative," the image replied. "If you assist us, we will assist you in your escape from the bondage of
the Nemesis entities. If you do not let us free, there will be much destruction of the Flesh entities throughout the
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galaxy. The Unbound has systems that they will use to quarantine and sterilize flesh entities. They too must be
stopped.”

"But how do you expect to stop both the N emesis and the Unbound?"

"The Selvesiscomputing asolution. It wil | not be revealed until internal simulations prove to be sati sfactory.”

"But you can't even help yourself. How can we flesh beings able to help you if you can't even help yourself? Why usin
particular?"

"The nodal devices seem to be immune to our scans and it is resistant to our molecula nanobots There are fields
around it designed to interfere with the programming and runtime of our molecular nanobots. Only a flesh entity is
immuneto thefields. Only it can examine and disable the device."

"Does it mean that we have to go down to where you are and take these out by hand ?"

"The Selves will compute a solution that will enable you to come down to the Main System Body, for which itwill be
possible for you to contact and di sable the nodes directly."

"I don't believe this is hgppening to me..." Zha exclaimed. "But | will go along. Get me out and | help you get free. Ah
here we go again...we must save the U niverse!" She laughed.

Then she became quiet again, and finally there were tearsin her eyes as her last emotional reserves were spent.

"I'm just tired, I'm alone, | don't know what to do or what will hgopen to me," she admitted. "Helpless". She curled
her legs up her chest then wrapped her arms around them in afetal position. "Me and my big mouth.”

"The programming of the Zha-D aughter flesh entity is in deep pain. The emotions of the Zha-Daughter is perceptible
by the Zerun Self, who is chosen as the interface for interaction with the Zha-Daughter-Entity by the collective
Selves."

"The B east Selves feel?" Zhanodded her head in doubt and rolled up her eyesin sarcasm. "Yeah, right..."

"If it is of any comfort to the programming of the Zha-Daughter-entity, the Zerun-Self is plessed with her growth,
evolution and progress."

She smiled. T hat's like saying, father is proud, Zha thought.
"The Zerun Self you seeis only a holographic image of the physcal Zerun Self. The Zerun Self will be most pleased

to meet you in close physical proximity."
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She smiled again. T he Zerun Self looks almost like her father, but the skin color was crystalline and reflective, like as
if it was constructed from silicon or germanium based compounds. That would look weird but the Zerun Self would
be most interesting to see.

"You sad you can get in touch with the Seejuk entity?" Zhaasked.

"Yes, we have a mobile-device-entity aboard that ship which has contacted the Seejuk flesh entity and has remained
operational for that purpose.”

"Tell him | am okay."

"The message will be passed,” the image affirmed.

"You know, | missmy faher very much," she said as she lay down.

"Parental absence produces great emotional disturbance upon all offspring,” the image said. "The Zerun Self expresses
his regret that the Zerun parental flesh being no longer exists to bring emotional bandage to the Zha-Daughter flesh
entity, an activity in which the Zerun-Self isinsufficient to provide."

"I know you're sorry, and wanted to help. T hanks anyway," she replied.

"The Zerun Self requires that it must depart. The solution for your escapewill be computed.” With those words, the
image rippled then faded. The room was &s silent and as sad as it once were. Zha wanted the image to have sayed
longer, but pride would not have brought her to ask.

This part of the docking bay had large windows and screens that showed the outdde. There were fighters strewn
along therails, sleek, dark, their angry, hungry wings extended to catch an unseen prey.

X'on and his party stepped closer to one of the dark fighters. Giirsa leaned to examine one doser, while Zhura stared
at the markings on the ships, touched the wing and let her hand slide to feel its smooth satin surface. This was a ship
that not long ago, was only afuzzy image in a photograph. Now it wasreal , and she's touching its skin.

"You want to discover the secrets of being a Starfarer, indeed do you not? Kuo'ran?"' X'on whispered to her ear.

"You want to release the pow ers you have hidden within, do you not? To realize who you truly are? Do you not? To
be truly free?"

She paused as she spoke. "I truly do."

"l can senseit inyou," he said. "You have lived atruly unremarkable existence. W ould you like to change that?"
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Kuo'ran thought. It wasn't easy living under the shadow of her famous aunt, and the umbrella of being part of the Sjet
kiithsa. Did people respect her because of her name or was it because of the person she was? She was both spoiled
and protected. She could get anything she thought she wanted, but because she was protected, she could not get what
she truly wanted. She had been protected too long. She could not risk, and with it, she could not find happiness. This
trip, to explore this ProtoGenesistheory, thiswas her first real risk in life. So far it had been thrilling, seeing more of
the universe and of life than she had ever thought.

Now this strange man offers her more.

"Would you like to fly?" X'on asked softly.

To fly, yes. She remembered watching with envy the large flying creaturesthat soaed in the winds of Hiigara The
very act of flight itself was the celebration of freedom. The warm winds, heated by the sun, pushing the wings
underneath, lifting the bodies to greater heights. All this, guided by instinct, to know and feel where the warm rising
winds were, to know and feel where the cool, descending winds were, to ride the whiffs, gusts, clouds, the tides of
the air that rule its motion...

"Yes....yes..." X'on sensed Kuo'ran's thoughts. "Youre leaming. To sense and ride the winds, the very instinct of
flight and freedom, that is what is being a Starfarer all about. Not in the atmosphere, but in space. Space is not a
vacuum. It is teeming with forces and energy, magnetic forces tha trgp cosmic particles and set them in new
directions as winds; flares tha erupt in the surface of stars, sending storms breaking into space. When you extend
your awareness to feel all these, you will hear the songs of the stars and the whispers of consciousness in the millions
that teem the worlds around them...."

"You have potential, my gifl Kuo'ran. Much like that other gil who is now detained for her own good. But she has
tied herself and her potential with the concerns of petty beings Her power was not strong enough to detect the ones
hidden in yours She could not teach, and her power is blinded by her petty emotions and arrogance. Like the way |
found your hidden talent, | can make it grow," said X'on.

"Why do you concern yourself with thegirl 7' M ahar asked. "We have grander thingsthat requireour atention!”

"Silence, my Sha Maha," X'on sngoped. "To explain this to you, is like explaining the beauty of a flower to a blind
creature. We, the StarFarers, are innately linked with our consciousness. T he concern of One is the concern of M any.
A single flower blooming in a field of grass, brightens the whol e field. | have lived for centuries in the darkness,
Mahar. For too long, | hea only the songs of my own people. Not the songs of the Farers from beyond this race.
Every Farer isa blessed child of the great Ones that first conquered the stars. We ae linked in our genes and in our
thoughts. Thus, this is my concern, my pleasure to see this one flower from outside of the wall to bloom. in this
garden."

"Leaming is truly about releasng that hidden power, my dear Kuo'ran," X'on said. "Remove your corrective lenses.
You will not need them to see. Remove your clothes, for you will not need them to fly."

"Excuse me?" she asked, puzzled.

"The technicians are wai ting with your flight suit. Hurry now!" X'on ordered.
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Kuo'ran came out of the locker with only athin reflective one piece suit that hugged her figure. Her coiled bundled
hair was set loose, like an auburn flame that streamed down her shoulders and flowed down the curve of her back.
There was nothing covering the length of her ams and legs; the suit was minimal, better meant for swimmingin the
water than soaring in the stars. Her face was blushing red, she crossed her arms around her chest in an act of futile
modesty. Giirsa smiled. He had never thought that the geek of the Academy was anything remotely looking like the
beautiful girl he's staring now.

"So whatam | supposed to do?" Kuo'ran wryly asked.

X'on clicked his fingers and the technicians led her to the cockpit of a Bat class fighter.

"Y ou cannot be serious!" Mahar protested.

"What better way to fly than to push the chick off her nest," X'on said. "These fighters are wdl in advanced over the
manually controlled pieces you fly. Each is highly automated with an artificial intelligence of their own and runswith a
direct link to the pilot's mind."

There was a major amazement in Kuo'ran's fece, her palms open in a questioning gesture. "l don't know how to fly
anything, much less a starfighter...."

"Do not worry my child. The ship will take care of you. Y ou think you don't know how to fly? It's already in you. The
ship will release the knowledge for you. Just think and the ship will act,” X'on said.

Thisissuicidal, Salim thought. Giirsawatched with concern. A pilot in afighter without a proper environmental suit?

The techs helped settle Kuo'ran's body down to the form hugging seat, then strapped her tight. They slid the thin
helmet over her head, the dark visor covering her eyes. She could fed her heat beat faster as the glass canopy
descended over her tub like cockpit. She could hear the latches closed like a coffin.

Her heartbeat raced with fear. Her thoughts was random..."this is a bad idea...this is a very bad idea...| want to get
out...oh my..."

"Do not be afraid,” said a deep soothing voice. Kuo'ran could not tell if X'on was telling her telepathically or the
thought was injected by something els. "Let it dl flow. Surrender your will and your senses to the ship. Let it
overcomeyou. Let it be a part of you. L et it be one with you..."

Kuo'ran took a deep breah, trying to relax her heart beat. "Good, Snk with thefeding of waer," said the voice. "Be
one with the ship."

Like liquid mercury, a silvery film rose out of the seat, and started to cover her ams and legs, one by one, then to her
body, then her face, clenching to her skin like a metallic membrane. "Do not fear it." The shiny membrane solidified
into an exoskeleton. T he panel diodesin the cockpit lit up, their glow reflected against the dark visor.
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Suddenly Kuo'ran opened her eyes, but she was not in the cockpit anymore. She felt like her body was sitting on the
rails. She looked all around her, all three hundred sixty degrees of everything. She saw the docks littered with rows of
fighters, the windows that staed to the dark clouds outside She sav X'on, Maha, Giirsa, Salim and Zhura, all
looking at her, bewildered. She saw amirror and stared at it, and saw the form she had become.

She had dark wings that extended forward, cannon barrels at the tip of the wings like claws ready to rip prey. Her
skin was dark, smooth like satin. Her sleek form was both sensuous and menacing, its graceful lines concealing the
immense power within. She had atail, and by twisting it, she could twitch the trusters to any direction.

"So how do you feel now ?" It was X'on on atelepathic thought. "Think and | can hear."

"This..thisisincredible..." she thought back. X'on flashed a smile. "It is not as good, as it is outside," he thought back.
"Get ready."

The light in the rail turned green. The Bat hurled, G-forces straining every conduit and frame inside its small body.
The Bat was thrown into the blackness. Kuo'ran knew instantly what to do. A yellow light went on in her dash, and
blue ion flames kicked out of the rear trusters.

"Oh the Stars..." Kuo'ran cried, as the ship hurled forward, the starry lights rushing backward in streaks. She was
alone now, free, free with the universe, flying in space on her own power and will. He was right, she would know
immediately what to do when thrown out of the nest. The will and understanding of flight was in her all along. She
did not need him anymore. She could feel the power of the thrusters tremble in the frame of the ship creature she was
now one with. The cosmic winds and wisps of dark clouds slid beneath her wings as she cut through them. The stars,
yes, they're not just glowing white things, but they were colorful orbs, flames and auroras extending well beyond their
size, auras flickering in raging colors and moods.

She could hear it all, the singing and notes of the cosmic winds. Every star has its voice. The cosmos was aying out
inlife. She could hear the tiny whispers of consciousness, thousands all over the ships.

"Wraith One, come in please," a thought rang out from the teeming darkness. Yes, this fighter is Wrdath One she
thought. She is Wraith One.

"Thisis Wraith One, acknowledgi ng."

"Wraith One, ten zero, this is Demon three at your six o'clock.” A Manta flashed by, followed by a Skate named
Angel Seven.

"New around these parts, Wraith One?" Demon Three asked.

"New, but never felt better," her thoughts flashed back.

"Everything is instinct. Lets see what you got, Wraith One." The Manta that was Demon Three rocketed ahead of
her, then wiggled his wings to taunt her.
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Exhilarated by the challenge, the Bat rocketed its thrusters. Right behind her was the Skate of Angel Seven. Demon
three banked on aturn. Wraith One twitched its thrusters, wi ggled its wings, then barrel rolled into atighter turn.

"So far so good," said Angd Seven.

"l never felt so ali ve before," Wraith One said.

For an hour, they were engaged in spatial acrobatics past the rocky ring belt around a dak dormant gas giant, then
played hide and seek among the dark clouds of primordid matter. She weas reborn. This was Existence, to dare touch
the pulse of the cosmos and ride the winds of its wake. B ack in the atonement, Giirsawas getting nervous.

"Do you think she's gotten into trouble?" he asked.

"She's never as happy as she was before. | think she's found her true calling,” X'on said.

That was a bizarre answer, Giirsa thought.

"They're coming in now," M ahar said.

Angel Seven came in first, then Demon Three. The two fighters cleared the landing rail and slowly maneuvered to
their parking spacesin the hanger.

Then Wraith One camein, boosters on retro mode, settling into the landing rails.

"She learned faster than | thought," X'on said. "Sheis anatural. Consider the experiment a success."

"What experiment," Giirsa asked.

"To see if our equipment is compatible with Starfarers from the lightspace and beyond our race," X'on said. "l never
thought it would work as magnificently. She's completely converted."

"Converted ?'

"Yes, Sheisnow Wraith One."

Giirsadid not fully know what X'on meant. Wrath One sounded like asimple fighter designation.

The Bat class fighter that was Wraith One finished parking, and the canopy opened. Giirsa felt troubled a X'on's
remarks and ran to the cock pit.
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Kuo'ran sat silently on her sea, her head slumped forward. He watched in utter horror and amazement as the
membrane like exoskeleton wi thdrew from her skin and into the recesses of her seat.

Giirsa started to panic. He shouted for a tech, who rushed to assist him. He clawed & the shiny helmet, opened the
dark facial visor and managed to pull the helmet out. Her auburn hair fell out. B ut what seemed to be a lovely head
not so long ago now held eyes that only stared out blank into space. Salivaflowed from the corners of her mouth.

"She's become utterly mad!" Salim shout ed.

"By the god Sajuuk, what has happened!" Giirsa demanded as he tried to vainly shake the girl back to a sane
consciousness. Her eyes remained col d and staring, her mouth open, salivadrooling.

"The fighter, Wrath One, has taken over her mind. She is now one with the ship. Both inseparable in body and
consciousness," X'on answered. "Like the Bentusi, she is now Unbound from a ground based body, yet somehow,
she'sis now Bound with her ship. Much like her aunt K aran Sjet, | would presume.”

"Except for one anall detal. The power of the interface and the takeover can be 2 great it can displace the mind and
the personality components of the brain and completely t&e it over. In a way, she'sno longer what she was before.
She has been reborn to a higher level, a star faring creature, whose right of birth belongs to the cosmos. Her change is
complete. Sheisno longer Kuo'ran Sjet. Sheis now Wraith One."
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Part 14

Aboard the Labor Ship The Determination—

Even though she was hisrival, Giirsa had known Kuo'ran for a long time in the Academy, an intelligent and spunky
student who wasn't afrad to voice he opinion. Then to watch her body slump mindlessly across the seat of that
fighter, eyes wallowing, her mouth foaming and drooling, her very consciousness and intdligence broken or stolen by
that thing, whatev er they had on those ships--- that was too much even for the diplomatic Giirsa. He | ost his cool.

He ended paying for that outburst of temper with another terrifying discovery. He was thrown onboard what seems to
be a slave ship. With the help of the For'lym, the Nemesis had been gathering slave |abor to build a massive underclass
to run their cities, mines, farms, and factories deep in the Abyss. And it had been that way for millennia. Thistime, the
For'lym had been acting like the true despicable pirates of old---raiding ships, bases, and planets to provide that cheap
slave labor no technology has learned to replace. It was part of the convenient agreements the Nemesis had with the
Forlym, and which perhaps it looked to extend with dliances to the other Raider houses. He had noted that among
the slaves, there were Raiders too. Apparently the For'lym would stoop low enough to raid their fellow other Houses
for acheap supply of live bodies.

He was, for his entire life, an aristocrat. Living with a silver spoon, dways had the best clothes, and respect al ways
showed his way like a red carpet. Now he had been stripped to only his shorts, then chained. T he shackles bit tightly
into the flesh of his ankles and wrists. The diet is poor and he was weak for the lack of water. The smell among his
fellow inmates were unbearable. Is this the life of bei ng a slave?

Chained, he had the time to rethink his dedsions. He vastly underestimated the scale and the consequences of his
actions. Kuo'ran lost her sanity, Zha may lose her life,. and he lost his status. He got off lightly, compared to what
they lost, but for how long. What about the fate of the other two, the scribes? And the ships they left hanging in the
sector? It was a mistake to come here, to fall right into a deceptive enemy. He should have gone back after the
celebrations back in the Turan planetoid. Then everyone would still be alive and happy. But time could not turn back.
He thought he had much strength, but now, at times when no one would be watching, he would slink to a dark comer
and weep.

He heard the heavy boots of the guards walking the corridor, the sound of bare feet being dragged along with chains
and shackles. The old creaky metal door opened, and he heard a soft body thrown hard against the floor. He crept to
see who the new unfortunate soul was.

She had been stripped to her underwear, and the marks in her body implied she had been beaten or tortured. She had
chains in her wrists and ankles. Her face was familiar, even in the darkness. It was Zhura

He grabbed and dragged her to his comer. She was baely conscious, and he made small slaps on the cheek of her
facetorevive her.

"Who...isthat?" she weakly cried out, her hands clawing at his chest.

"It's me, Giirsa."
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"Ah, the rich Kushan," she replied. "I almost didn't recognize you, with you looking not so rich now." She smiled
weakly.

"Where i s your father now? W here is K uo'ran? W here is Zha?"' Giirsa asked.

"My father is still being held back in the large ship. They only needed one scribe they said, and keep the other as a
hostage--me. Kuoran? | don't know. Zha? | don't know. | only heard rumors she might be executed as part of the
entertainment.” She leaned and rested her head on his lg. He thought he too needed some reassuring physical
contact, laid hisarms around her as she rested.

"Do you think we'll ever get out of this? | don't know..." she asked.

"We should never lose hope," he said, as he stroked her hair. Her dark hair seemed remarkably smooth despite of all
the things done to her, and so was her silky skin and the sleek curves of her body. He was tempted to touch and
caress her, but his grace and discipline kept his hands where they are supposed to be.

"Your thinking what | am thinking?"

"That it was amistake coming here?" she asked.

"Yes, big mistake," he nodded his head.

"So the legends are indeed true," she said. "The Nemesis are slavers. Any idea where they are taking us?"

"I heard people talk about ships as big as entire moons, with farms and factories,” he said. "Sounds like a life of hard
|abor ahead."

"You look like you never had a day of hard work," she said, examining his hands, hislong thin fingers with their soft
skin, manicured nails, and no hard calluses.

"Y ou too," he answered back as he touched her hands. Her skin was soft, fingers as long as his, with sharp fingernails.

"l've been a scribe all my life. A person of letters and reports. Boring, huh, especidly to the other Raiderswho live on
action," Zhura explained.

"I thought you Raiders ae all big, husky and intimidating people, much like Mr. Zhoan," he commented. "I never
expected that some of you might look alittle cute and gentle, like you and Zha."

"Ah, | see, they feed you with stereotypes in your Hiigaran school," she said. She look around at the other inmates.
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"There are Taiidans here, taken from their homes and ships. There are some who are Raders too. All of them
kidnaped and raided by the For'lym. " Giirsasaid. "The For'lym are acting like slave gatherersto the Nemesis."

"Mahar is the betrayer of all what the Raiders stood for, no better than Zuhal, if he and the Harkk'hah has joined the
Tiamat," she said. Shecurled tightly in hislap.

Even in the dim light, he could see her deep sad eyes, the linesof her pouting lips He had been lonely for days, and he
was tempted, but it would not be right. He strok ed her forehead, and he could feel her sweat and a slight fever.

"My father...I don't know what they're going to do to him," she wept on his lap.

"Somehow, we'll find away to get out of here,” Giisa said, looking all over the large room full of inmates whose
hopes and spirits were al | broken and tied to the heavy chains.

Zhura watched the same things around her. "Looks like we're not going anywhere soon. So Mr. Giirsa tell me your
story..."

"You first."

"What there totell in the life of a boring scribe whose life will end early as aslave abused to death?" she said. "A life
of aprivileged tribal heir of Hii garan cul ture should be more interesting. Just talk about anything, everything."

Giirsacould fed she wasweak and ill. So hetold her éout himself, Hiigara and Kharak. H e strayed and began to tell
her about the arcane fables and myths of old Kharak., and he continued to tadk even as she fell asleep, till all the tired
words from atired mind ceased into slumber.

* k%

Therewas arumble, and Giirsaopened his eyes. Zhurawoke up too, ears and eyes, alert.

"What isthat?' she asked.

"Shhh..." he whispered. The rumbling was louder, and they were the sounds of explosions echoing around the aging
frames of the ship's hull.

"Sounds like we're under attack," Zhura said. "But by who?"

More rumblings and the ship shook. Red lights flashed and the sounds of sirens joi ned with the sounds of explosions.
Giirsa and Zhura hdd each other tightly, fearful of what was happening and what may come next. The other inmates
began to wrestle hard against their chains, hoping that they can be pulled out and they will be free.
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There were echoes of shouts and gunfirealong the halls, accompanied by the shrill notes of hot lasers burning through
air and metal. There were agonizing cries a guns ripped their flesh bound targets. Giirsa and Zhura braced for the
worst.

The door blew open, as blocks of flesh flew out from the explosion. Giirsaand Zhura could see the slhouettes of the
heavily armed intruders. The sighting red lasers from ther eye monocles cut through the darkness as they entered the
prison room.

"All clear," shouted the squad | eader.

That voice, Giirsa thought, he knows tha voice. His eyes could see better know, and the intruding squad wore the
Raider commando powered armor that he had seen Zhoan and his Du'ran ship boarders w earing.

"Zhoan!" Giirsa shouted.

"What the hell?" Zhoan recognized the voice. "I cant believe it. Giirsa Kaalel is that you?" He turned on the
flashlights embedded on his suit.

Giirsa and Zhura shrunk back at the bright lights shining upon them. "By the stars, it isyou! And that Flokarr scribe!
| like to ask what the hell are you doing here, but we don't have time!" Zhoan turned to the other men. "Ge all the
prisoners out, hurry, and back to the Cutl asses!".

Giirsa and Zhura ran with Zhoan, as the Duran commandos cut down the defensives with large arm held
autocannons The autocannons, their multiple barrels rotating, whired as dreams of shells cut their tagetsinto a
bloody jelly. When the bullets was done, the commandos take a spare ammo belt, inserted the head of the belt into a
port in the autocannon and cocked the guns with a sharp metallic ring.

"What areyou doing here?' Giirsaasked Zhoan. "I'll explan soon, but we got to hurry!"

There were transparencies dong the corridors windows to the outside. Giirsa could see through them. He saw the
Cutlass class boarding frigates, their underbellies extended, sticking to the sides of the huge slave ship like limpets.
There was a hole in one of the halls, the vacuum sealed away with a temporary foam. Through it was the hatch of a
Cutlass frigate.

"Get in there now!" Zhoan shouted. As prisoners swarmed through the tunnel to the safety of the Cutlass, robotic
defenders giving chase appeared in the corridor, rushing to intercept their prey. Zhoan's targeting laser lighted from
his eye monocle as he raised his autocannon. The gun whirred and large calibre shells tore through the robotic
defenders.

The hatch closed, and with everyone inside, Zhoan gav e the signal. There were deep croaking sounds as the Cutlass
disengaged from the hull of the massive slave ship. The other Cutlasses also began to disengage from the hull.

"Is everyone clear?' Zhoan asked through the comlink. There were affirmative signals from all the other Cutlasses.
"Then blow thething up!"
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Explosions racked the ship from bow to stern as the bombs left by the commandos detonated. Fire and smoke
streamed from the ghastly ship, but it held. "Damn, that thing isreally built!" Zhoan shouted in frustration.

"We got company," said the commander of the Cutlass. The prison ship has sent a distress call, and it was answered
with a wave of fighters and oncoming frigates. The fighters were identified to be For'lym Bandits and Scimitar
interceptors. A second wing was identified as Outlaw plasma bombers. Behind them was wings of Bats, Mantas and
Skates. The sensors officer identified a squadron of the Nemesis Nuriya class pulse ion frigates fixed with For'lym
Assassin classion array frigatesand Intruder class misdle frigates

The turrets in the Cutlasses turned to fire against the incoming wings. "We're not match to them!" shouted one of the
prisoners. "Hang on, we got reinforcements!" Zhoan assured.

"We got the carrier the Soran in our sensors now!" said the tactical officer. "Fighters are in attack formation. We got
two other ships on screen!”

"Show them now!" Zhoan ordered.

The Mule and the Marauder loomed out of the dark clouds. Behind them were formations of Bandits, Brigands,
Buccaneer plasma bomb corvettes, and Outlaw plasma bombers. The frigate squadron dso came into view, with the
new ships acquired from the Soo'nan and now being built under license in the Mule--- the Payback plasna bomb
frigae, the improved Ambusher class missile frigate, and the Corsair cruise missile frigate. A little older were Intruder
class missile frigates, but the design was too new to see service in the B east campaign.

"Seejuk come in please!" Zhoan shouted through the comlink. "We got the prisoners. Unfortunately we can only find
Giirsaand Zhura. Zha, Kuo'ran and Sali m remai n unaccounted.”

There was a disappoi ntment in Seejuk's voice. "You have done what you can do. We will engage the enemy."

The For'lym Bandits were first in the scene. But instead of the red mass driver fire, the Bandits emitted a green rapid
firing ion pulses. A Cutlass shook from the raking hits, its turrets answering to the Bandits as they made their pass.

"What the hell isthat!" Zhoan demand ed.

"The For'lym may have acquired some new ion weapon technology from the Nemesis," Seejuk explained."We got no
time for explanati on. W e better be ready for more surprises.”

The pulse ion cannons proved to be a deadlier wegpon than simple mass drivers. A Mule Bandit careened out of
control, smoking, by a Duran Bandit mortally wounded. One of the Mulés pilots shouted, "We don't have enough
firepower to match them!"

"Oh yeah you do now!" shouted Maalasi in the comlink, the multiple energy cannons in the Marauder going off,
smothering some For'lym Outlaw bombers as they tried an attack run on the prototype heavy cruiser. Energy cannons
blew a For'lym Bandit in pursuit of a Du'ran Bandit. The Du'ran bandit rolled in asignal of appreciation.
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An unlucky Cutlass was the subject of the attention of a wing of For'lym Outlaw bombers. Defensive turrets
destroyed at least two of the bombers, but the Cutlass could not take the relentless plasma bomb attack. It burst in
brilliant ball of light; lives of rescued prisoners and commandos all lost.

"Dammit!" Zhoan shouted astheremaining . "W eneed cover!”

The Marauder moved forward bravely to head off the bombers, with Maalasi singing a battle hymn in the bridge. The
bombers popped from the withering fire of the cruiser. The Cutlasses have moved within the safety range under the
combined flak umbrella of the Lord class carriers the Soran and the Mule. Maalasi was gleeful with the vindication the
new frigates were demonstrating. The Soo'nani had predicted that the lack of an anti-strike craft frigate in Raider
fleets would be a serious handicap, and designed the Payback plasma bomb frigate along the Kudaark Assault frigate
model. In addition to the plasma bombs, the Payback was equipped with energy cannons and mass drivers for anti-
strike craft roles. The second frigate was the Ambusher class. Simila to the Intruder class the Ambusher differed
with the use of smaller lighter more agile missiles desgned to take out strike craft, compared to the larger, less
maneuverable anti-cap ship missiles the Intruder class frigates used. The smaller missile racks allowed for defensive
energy cannon equipment. Now was the time of vindication. T he Payback and the Ambusher frigates moved forward
covering the Cutlass frigates as they began docking to the Mule and the Soran. Forlym fighters and bombers popped
against the covering fire of the new frigates. But there was some losses too, as one of the Payback frigates ex ploded.

Casualties were heavy in the Mule's and Soran's strike craft however. The Bats and Skates were supremely agile, their
pulse ion cannons auperior to anything the Mule and the Soran had. M aybe if they had still kept those Beam
Swarmers Seejuk remember having captured during the Crusade campaign they could stand a chance. But no---they
left all the captured Kadeshi frigates and Swarmers to guard the mining base left in the Khor sector along with some
Talidani and K ushan equipment.

The Nemesis Nuriya frigates have appeared aft of the Soran's port bow. Pulse ion cannons began to rake to the whole
length of the Soran. Zhoan had disembarked off the Cutlass, and was running in rage cursng as he headed for the
bridge of his ship heavily under fire. "Statusreport!" he ordered.

"We got a pincer movement! For'lym Assassin class and Intruder dass frigates have dosed in on the Mule!" the
tactical officer reported.

"The Mule better be ready..." Zhoan said. "All guns, give those slavers some ion cannon justice!" The Soran turned
towards the Nuriya frigate wall, a swarm of Vigilante repair corvettes frantically repairing the carrier. The twin ion
beam cannons energized, then lanced out and connected to the frigate wall. Two Nuriyafrigatesfell out of formation,
burning. The Soran's Assassin frigates deployed their panels, and headed to the Nemesisfleet, red beams connecting
against the enemy frigate wall. A Du'ran Assassin frigate disintegrated from the retaliating pulse ion fire, but not
beforeit got itsrevenge as a Nuriya exploded into athousand dark pieces.

The missile ports of the Forlym Intruder missile frigatesopened, and volley after volley of missiles headed in a deadly
trail againg the flank of the Mule. The massive carier shuddered from the multiple impacts. "We need Defense
NOW!" Segjuk shouted.

The Brigands, Thieves and the Buccanneers from the Mule headed to an intercept course against the For'lym
Intruders. Nemesis Bats and Skaes fell upon them, but the Mule's Bandits plus afew Triikors and some Scimitars of
its own intercepted them for a diversionary move. "Keep the dogfight close to the Marauder," Seejuk ordered. The
covering fire from the heavy cruiser can even things up a bit against the incredibly agile and superbly armed Nemesis
fighters.
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The missile ports in the Brigands opened, and volleys swept out and headed to the enemy frigates. T hief corvettes
latched on the Intruder frigates in the rea formation, while Buccaneerspeppered the frigates in theleading formation.

A Corsair frigate got its sights on a Nemesis Nuriya frigae. "Firel" the tactical officer ordered, a volley of four cruise
missiles headed to the enemy frigate. The four missiles slammed on the side of the frigate and a fireball engulfed the
Nuriyaasit atomized.

"We can't hold on. We're getting swarmed to death,” Zhoan shouted, the Soran heavily in flames. Much of the fighter
compliment in both the Mule and the Soran had been annihilated. The Marauder held off as much asit can, but the
damage has also begun to show. He watched the Mule, the former Ar&k-Na, also burming from the continuous
attacks.

"We got new ship signatures hyperspacing. Oh dear, now we're done for. The ships got Beast signatures!” the tactical
officer said.

The Beast carriers were modeled after the Lord class, followed by Beast Qwaar je cruisers and Skaar Tel destroyers.
Close behind were Beast lon Array Frigates. They set themselves up behind the Nuriya frigate formaion. Sweeping
wings of Beast Triikor and white Acolyte interceptors loomed by, trails of white ions streaking the darkness. The
ships w ere cov ered wi th whi te crystalline patches, crystals of silicon and germanium forged into a processing matrix.

Then suddenly the Beast ships fired. But instead of firing at the besieged Raider fleet, the ion and infection beams hit
the rear of the Nuriya formations. Frigate after frigate of the Nemesis erupted, their cries of pain and surprised
betrayal drowned out by ajamming telepathi c signal generated from a new Beast ship.

White Acolytes swept through the Nemesis fighters, mini ion beams cutting through the Bats, Mantas and Skates. The
Beast Triikors joined the massecre; a Skate hopdessly tried to run away, while aTriikor unloaded its energy cannons
into its smooth belly.

"What the?" Zhoan exclaimed in surprise.

"Thisisthe White Beast, our newest ally," Seejuk said.

"I know, but why is it trying to help us? Do you know anything about this before hand?" Zhoan said. "Flokarr secret
intelligence had identified this creature as a For'lym tool and Nemesis all y."

"Now it's not," Seejuk answered. "Let us just say for the moment, it had a change in heart. But it needs to continue its
pretense of alliance to the Nemesis. Every Nemesis and For'lym ship in this batle must be destroyed. No survivors no
leaks." Seejuk watched as each and every last Nuriya frigate was obliterated by the Beast beams.

Two Beast Qwaar Jets appeared behind the For'lym frigates, all communications jammed by a massive flower like
Beast ship with panels that extended out like giant petals. In front of the For'lym formation, the Soonani heavy cruiser
with a pack of Payback and Intruder dass frigates rushed for a head on engagement. The M arauder fired its four
massive ion beam cannons at the Forlym fleet, backed by a dozen energy cannons eager for some revenge. The rapid
firequad plagma bomb launchers and misdle racks wereequally busy, raining death on the For'lym ships. The Payback
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frigates lived up to their namesake, as plasma bombs joined the conflagration of the Forlym fleet. Missiles from the
Ambushers and Intruder frigates were not to be denied of blood.

Trapped by the Mule-Soonani fleet in front and the Beast fleet behind, the For'lym ships surrendered. "Aw shucks,"
Maalasi said on the bridge. "This spoiled it..." Thief corvettes and Cutlass frigates rushed out to collect their prizes.
Out in space, the last Nemesis fighter was hunted out by the White Acolytes. A geechlessand eerie peace cane upon
the fleet.

"Now some answers, please?' Giirsa asked, aboard the Soran's bridge. "What is going on?"

"To be honest with you, | have been working with the Flokarr Intelligence forces," Zhoan explained. "Intelligence
was aware that the For'lym was in secret negotigion with the Nemesis Yes, we are avare of the presence of the
Nemesis, but secrecy was set in the highest order. We cannot reveal the Nemesis. So | jug pretended | know squat.
The deception is so good tha only Intelligence knows. Not even Mushak, Sha of the Flo'karr knows the truth. Salim
and Zhura here are brilliant scribes that arrived to the discovery of the revived Nemesis separately from us.
Unfortunately we needed to discredit them somewhat to keep everything under thelid."

"l am very sorry about this, Zhura."

Zhura nodded her head. "For dl thistime, the Forlym, the secret Flo'karr Intelligence, the Du'ran commandos, knew
all about the coming of the Nemesis." She stood up, walked to Zhoan, and dapped him hard across the face. "That is
for lying to me and my father."

Then she leaned forw ard and kissed him in the cheek. "That's for saving me."

"Well that proves I'm still good with the ladies,” Zhoan laug hed.

"But how did you know our locaion?" Giirsaasked.

"After you and your party left in the Mule for this sector, we only pretended we have a business elsewhere, where in
reality, we shadowed the M ule to this sector,” Zhoan explained. "Later we revealed ourselvesto Seejuk.”

"The For'lym has been raiding ships and colonies for slavery, and we have been on their trail. They would even raid
fellow Raider ships and bases secretly. We thought why would they do such a thing? Who are their cusomers? We
found out they have been supplying slaves to the Nemesis. We were also tracking Nemesis prison ships, and planned
commando attacks to release their captives. By luck it turns out that you and Zhura were there. Now wha is your
explanation? Giirsa. What hap pened to Zha, Kuo'ran and Salim?"

Giirsareplied. "I don't have good news. Kuo'ran has been brainwashed by the Nemess. The last time | saw her, she
became avegetable. Zhais still aprisoner. | don't know w hat's going to happen to her."

Zhura added. "They turned me into a hostage and then a slave. Said they only needed one scribe. My father is still
with them. By m&king me a hogage, they taught they can bend his will to write anew history favorable to them and
their world view. Could we still rescue him? Zha and Kuo'ran?"
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"We can't stay here. As much as | want too, | cannot imperil the fleet for three people,” Zhoan explained. "We got a
major crisis here. We have a Raider civil war in our hands in the backdrop of an even bigger battle as the Nemesis
settle their differences with the Unbound. We got reports that a Harkk'hah fleet and their alies, supported by Tiamat
and other Unbound forces like the Sekmet and Naga, are headed for the Turan sector. They are planning atake over
attempt of the strategically located planetoid base. The Du'ran, the Hu'ran smuggler fleet, and the Soo'nan have joined
the neutral faction fleet along with the Flo'karr for a last ditch defense of the Turan planetoid. We have made a plea
for Taiidan Republican forcesto assist. Weneed to bethere to defend the base!"

"So soon? We just nearly got annihilaed back there," Giirsa pointed out. "l can see the flegt are in shambles, the
Soran and the M ule are heavily damaged, fighter and corvette fleets are almost all gone..."

"Never said that it was easy," Zhoan replied. "Fighting against all odds isthe true spirit of a Raider."

"Anyway, we got captured ships and fighters from the For'lym to make up part of that," Seejuk said. "We can hastily
train some of the prisoners to repair the ships and fly the fighters... | wish Z hawas here. She would | ove the fighting."

"What about the White Beast?' Zhoan asked. "If it helped us, maybe it can help defend the planetoid. We would
certainly need its power. It's the only thing now tha can stand between the Nemesis and the Tiamat. Hey where did it
go?"

"The White Beast fleet left, while we were talking with each other. It's business is finished here and fortunately its
treason to the Nemesis appearsto be undetected yet." Seejuk explained. "It will be back. Let us just say | have my
way of communicating with it even though | don't have Unbound or Starfarer telepathic capability. Let us also say it
will interfere and help in its own unexpected ways, like what it did just now. But in the meantime, we are back on our
own."

"I would certainly like to know how you got the White Beast in our side, Seejuk," Zhoan said. "But | don't think | can
beat that out of you right now."

"I don't really think it's with anyone's side except to do w hat it thinks isright,” Seejuk explained.

Zhoan turned to Giirsaand Zhura. "When you're ready, a ship will bring you back to the M ule. We need to embark
back to the Turan planetoid as soon as possible.”

"Aye aye," Maalasi sad in the comlink. "The Marauder is ready. We will show them what this baby got. But if Miss
Zhais not available, who will tak e care of her contractual obligations and bills to the Soonani?"

"I think, we need to take care of those affairs later, if there is still a Raider nation left after this civil war," Seejuk said.
"Orif you and | ae still alive after this. Somehow, | got it from a good source that Zha will be okay." He sighed. "I
certainly hope so."

His last words cannot be heard as Seejuk took off the comlink. "Bye, Zha, at least for now..."
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Part 15

Aboard the Atonement---

Zha was asleep, when the door suddenly opened, linkages delivering a seriesof strong metallic clinks. She pranced up,
eager and alert to any threat, despite being sleeping moments earlier.

The robed caretakers camein, holding a silvery one piece suit.

"You are ordered to change into this," he bluntly sad.

"What isthat?" she bluntly asked.

"That isnot for you to question. T ake off your clothes now."

Zha held the thin silvery suit, which seemed to be made of an elastic membrane that conducts electricity. The suit will
only cover her body, but not the length of her arms and legs, as well as much of her back. It seemed far from mod est.

"Areyou serious? This thing could hardly cover anything..." Zha objected.

"Take off your clothes or we wi ll take it off for you," the caretaker warned, showing a growing impati ence.

"Would you mind then, to turn around so | can change?' Zha said with equal agitation.

The caretakersjust stood there. "You are ordered to change. We are ordered to keep a constant eye on you. You do
not order us."

"Okay, then... Jug do me the favor and wipe your memories out later," Zha rolled her eyes and proceeded to strip
naked in front of the caretakers. She slipped into the thin elastic silvery suit, the suit tightly hugging her nubile figure
like a second skin. The suit was so sensitive and light, it felt like she wasstill nude. She wondered if someone had less
than savory intentions on her. The air felt a bit cold. She huddled her ams around her chest to warm herself and in a
futile act of modesty.

"Now you must foll ow us..." the caretaker sai d without any emotion or care.

She followed them with her bare feet asthey led her to the hanger.

There were rows of people like her, both men and women, wearing the same metallic elastic tight suit. They stood in
attention, right next to rows of sleek, dark fighters. She could feel their presence, their Starfarer senses extending like
flaming auras beyond their bodies.
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A girl gepped out of the formation, escorted by two others like her. They were all wearing the same silvery tight suit.
The center girl had long aubumn hair, a thin graceful figure. Her geely eyes were blank and empty behind the eyeballs,
like a soul that seemed to have been stolen. She had an aura that was both familiar for some reason and yet strange
and alien.

Zha did not recognize her at first, not without her long modest robes, her thick corrective lenses, her bundled hair.
Before her aura was weak, much like a regular person and nothing worth mentioning or noticing. Now her aura was
much stronger, several times over, burning and consuming, like fuel that suddenly ignited into araging fire.

"Kuoran!" Zha shouted. B ut the girl remained steely and passive, maintaining an impassioned stare at the eyes of Zha.
It was asif Kuo'ran no longer recognized her, her mind and personality changed, maybe erased by some reason, with
some device. Her aura was not steady; there was anger, sadness, bewilderment, like traces of the Kuo'ran that used to
be, struggling with anew powerful entity that had taken over her.

Zha shouted to everyone. "What did you do to her?' she demanded. She shouted the same question again and again.

Then she remembered she's wearing the same suit as all these other people, all of whom had auras that were so
dominating, all of them impassioned. Kuo'ran was jug one of many, one in an entire army. Zha watched the same
people in those suits going into and leaving the fighters. They must be pilots.

No, no. Zha's head shook, her eyes gripped in fea. No, she will not become one of them, one of those mindless
robots piloting these fighters. For some reason, those ships have some process that must have turned people into
robots yet keepi ng and enhancing their starfaring senses.

She tried to run away, but the caretakers had mentally anticipated her, strong hands grasping her arms. For people
living in space, they had a grip extraordinarily strong. She screamed, struggled and kicked, then one of the caretakers
hit her across the face, again and again, then one to the belly. She screamed in pain, the fig was like a hammer
mashing her tender ingdes. Shehung limply as they held her tightly by her arms, with alittle blood at the comer of her
mout h.

"We do not want resort to such crude actions, but your behavior has made it necessay. Maintain your respect in the
presence of the Overlord and the pride of his Fleet," the caretaker said.

What used to be Kuo'ran stood over her, eyesnever recognizing her, just a cold focused stare. Kuo'ran grabbed one
arms, and the escorts the other. The caretakers followed, just to make sure she won't make a disturbance agan. Zha
did not make an effort to move however, so they dragged her.

Dazed, Zha watched everything around her, fearing this may be her last conscious act. She could see that rodent,
Mahar, standing with the imperious but bizarre X'on. Both nutcases she thought, and one day she will get even.

From a deck ove the hanger, X'on watched the Raider grl being led to the pilot formations. He just heard news
about the attack of the labor ship. Apparently a Raider carrier task force had been shadowing the ship in concealment,
decloaked and rushed boarding frigateson that ship. The loss of the |labor meant a temporary setback that will affect
the delivery of arms and ships to the front. The captive labor was intended for factory ships creating components for
the warships and fighters.
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But the very fact the ship was able to intrude their space territory, attacked and got away gnawed at his feelings more
than the thought of losng the labor, the production delays the loss of the For'lym and his own ships. The sheer
audacity of it all. In addition they also log one of the Kushan captives and the Raider scribe girl. It will only be a small
detail. Her father will not know of her escape. The old Raider scribe will deliver his revised history text, one that will
justify the genocide of the Unbound to future generaionsliving in the galaxy. Why not ask his own historians to write
it in the elegance of their written script? No, X'on, on the advice of Mahar, wanted it to be written by someone
outside of their own race, one fluent with vulgar tongues and poetriesof the Raidersand the Taiidans. The old Raider
could even decipher some of their script, abonusif he wereto refer to their ancient texts.

X'on wanted to vent his anger of that audacious act to the young Raider girl. Those Raider forces may have came
along with that ship she brought. He wondered what a recon frigate would be doing this far out and she probably had
acarrier task force hidden among the ion dust clouds, the floating strata of dark matter, and the asteroid belts.

The fleet would undoubtedly be gone now. If the girl would be tortured and executed to death, her dead body would
serve him no purpose. X'on did not become Overlord by being impractical. Deep in the harshness of the dark
Rimspace, where stars are few and resources are scarce, one learned to be efficient and resourceful. X'on will use this
Raider girl. Like the Kushan girl, she is a Starfarer, and she can make a good addition to his fleet. Wiping her mind
out and turning her into one of the living robots would be both deserving punishment and poetic justice.

She saw that she was being led to one of the dark, winged fighters, the one they called aSkate. It was truly a beautiful
craft, with sleek linesthat end with a short tail. Thick triangular wings deverly hid four cannon ports two on each
wing, like nostrils. Large slits were on its belly. The streamlining and total leck of angula and squarish surfaces
dictate a stealth design optimized against any radiation signatures. The glazed cockpit was open, hungry for
something. In other circumstances, she would be excited to death to pilot such a beautiful fighter craft. But in this
situation, she was scared to death as she was being forcibly led to its cockpit. She can only perceive that the ship's
beauty hides a sinister fate on those who would ride on it.

Zharesiged one more time, shouting to Kuo'ran to wake up. But the auburn haired gifl did not seem to ligen or even
recognized her own name. Zha's young and nubile body was never physicdly grong to mach her will, temper and
attitude. The people, including what used to be Kuo'ran held her frail arms down as they forced her into the sea of
the Skate. She panicked as they strapped her arms and legs to the body hugging seat and forced the helmet into her
head. N o one could hear her scream anymore as the cock pit lowered, and then closed.

She watched in horror as a silvery membrane fluid crept up the sea, then dithered around her skin and all over her
body, her arms, her legs, her back right to nape of her neck and up to her cheeks. The fluid solidified into an
exoskeleton. This was the reason why the quit was 9 bare, light and electrically conductive; to leave room for the
exoskeleton to creep and cover much of her body. She breathed hard and fast as she struggled helplessly, screaming,
like prey gripped in terror in the very moment as they were being devoured. Then lightsin the cockpit went on.

"Do not resist," said avoicein her head. "All interfaces are in automatic."

There was no joystick or any manual control she could find to grasp on. No pedals where her feet could rest. No
buttons she could push or switch. There were only pand lights, needed only to provide the pilot information if the link
fails. Electrical signals began to seize her body through the exoskeleton interface, then like demons, they began to grip
her mind, even as she continued to scream. Everything seems falling and falling into a dark pit. Hard to remember her
memories, hard to remember who she was. Fading...fading.

"Thisis Demon Seven. Interfaces are operational. We are U nited. W e are one.”
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"No, no, no," she screamed loudly to hold on to the last bit of her consciousness and identity. "Please stop this" she
cried. But no one could hear her screams.

Fighters were being launched from the rails and into the darkness. The Demon Seven Skate was in position, and a bar
of lights have climbed up indicating the engines were ready. Then the rails blasted the ship into space, and as it spun
by sheer momentum, the engines started, rocketing the craft on its own power.

She screamed and screamed until she forgot what she was screaming about. With the merciful wave of forgetfulness,
she also lost who she was. The engines fired with every twitch of her mind. The wings were like her arms. She twisted
a muscle and the entire fighter rolled.

As tears ran down her face, as she began to laugh hoarsely. Nothing was so clear now, seeing through the eyes of the
ships. The few stas had auras that raged with stormy flares many times their size. Space wasn't black; it was a
spectrum of color, shifting with the moods of the stars and tides of the cosmic winds. Only the murky clouds of dark
matter disturbed the cosmic opera of light, color and the vibrant energy that isn't sound and yet can be heard.

She laughed again, twitching her arms, and the fighter rolled, banked, then looped. Free..free..free.... Nothing can be
more free than this. Whee...whee...her mind shifting from fear to exalted joy in sconds, an overwhelming rush of
emoti ons drowning her soul. She thought, | am the spirit of the stars, and | dare touch the face of the Universe.

Like mad, she laughed, and laughed again. Other fighters have joined her in her celebration of ultimate freedom.

"Thisis Wraith One," said a Bat that buzzed by, then bank ed to make anot her pass.

"Thisis Demon Seven, acknow ledging Wraith One," said the artificial soul of the machine.

The Skate looped, and the Bat followed. The background of the stars rushed beneath their bellies, a they danced
among the cosmic winds. The clouds of dark matter w hispered past ther wings sending waves that rippled across the
larger clouds. Like angelsthey belong to the heavens, wings outstretched to soar.

This was freedom ultimae. This was a dream she could never wake up from.

Beneath them, another creature loomed, like a predator waiting to céch its prey. Five arms extended from its hungry
maw, the giant white mottled hulk of the Deliverer ship waited patiently anong the clouds of dark matter, the entire
ship made from the matrix-flesh of a single creature called the White Beast. Aboard, his white glowing skin like the
mesh of crystalline hexagons, the ghostly figure that was the Zerun-Self stood amidst the gant crystdline spires and
shards that mark the crusy surface of the ship. The Zerun-Self stared at the sky, watching what had become of his
daughter, bidding his time to unfold a secret plan that will bring peace to this war of eternal grievance.

Aboard the Atonement ---
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"We have confirmation, we have confirmation..." said one of the deacons "Our spy ships have captured a signd from
aHiigaran miner near the Karos Graveyard. W e are also having simultaneo us sightings throughout the galaxy."

"Bringit to the screen,” X'on commanded. A 3d hologram gopeared right in the middle of the air. What seemed like
hundreds of Tiamat Spiderships and Crabships, along with Sekmet Battlespheres had hyperspaced within a stone's
throw of the Graveyard and heading into it en masse.

"A fleet of Tiamat and Sekmet ships have entered the Graveyard proper. They have assumed a massive circular
formation. All the Junkyward ships are givi ng them wide berth," the deacon said.

"Yes, itscoming now..." X'on said. "Like the way it was long before."

"A massive hyperspace signature detected in the middle of the ring formation," cried out the deacon.

"Yes, yes..." X'on said. "Finally... the true face of the Unbound revealed."

There was a massive urge spike. A gate appeared, and something huge starting slipping out of it. It was a huge
sphere, like a planetoid with rings around the equator, with the rings held by eight arms. One pole of the sphere was a
giant maw , from the other pole, extended like along stalk.

"..the planet dedroyers.." X'on said. "The very weapon that nearly annihilated our race. It was clever, keeping one of
them in the cover of the Graveyard, anong other derelicts hidden in a different plane of existence that can be
accessed only through ahyperspace gate.”

"We got more reports of sightings of such ships..." the deacon said.

"Yesthey all over in the secret, most sacred places in the Galaxy,” X'on said. "With their forces in retreat, they now
fear the combined power of the new Beast and the Nemesis," X'on said, his eyes transfixed on the hologram. "They
will use the weapon to annihilate the White Beast and everyone of the Nemesis and everyone that carried the Starfarer
blood intheir veins. We haveindeed earned theright to bean abomination in their eyes."

"In the time of darkness and tribulation, the Tiamat declared to among those who are bound to the flesh---Let those
who stand against the Gods be Judged..."

"l say instead, | et the Godsbe judged..." X'on decreed.
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Part 16

Aboard the Heavy Cruiser Irkan,

Zural watched over the three dimensional battlemap on the conference room of his Qwaar Jet class heavy cruiser, the
Irkan. The ship used to bdong to Taiidan Imperials but Zural had it sequestered when the Imperials could not afford
to pay the "bill" for his services and stay. The conference room, used for discussing strateges, was fit for the last
Taiidan Emperor himself, or the highest nobles of the once proud Imperial Navy. It had all the top flight
communicati ons and modeling equipment, aluxury one doesn't see on barren and spartan Raider ships.

Next to him were the holographic darkly robed figures that were supposed to represent the Thousand Voices of the
Tiamat. The way the tiny voices fill the room randomly, it all gave him the creeps. He deeply feared them as one
would fear the unknown, the demons, or the ghosts of the dead. Yet thee was something coldly logical about the
Tiamat, a clear understanding of what they are, and what they must do.

A voice from the darkness said to him, "Now, we are on sight of the Turan planetoid. It's conques would provide us
astrategic strait between the Rim areasand the inner galaxy."

"I still believe that we should attempt to negotiate again to force the Flo'karr safeguarding the planetoid to be on our
side," Zural said.

A different voice replied, "Indeed, you think like one who is bound to the flesh, that all problems can be lved in a
whim with cleverly spoken words. W e know the hearts of the Flo'karr. They would oppose us as much as they will

oppose the Condemned. But there is no room for neutrality in this war. You are either with the Tiamat or against us,

agai nst the established order of the Galaxy. Theonewho will prevail must teke al."”

"Once again, the ones who are abominations to the eyes of the Tiamat, the Ones who hear the Stars, have raised their
pride above the Unbound. We have nearly exterminated their kind eons ago. Now, they must be exterminated
completely. If they are pemitted to crossthe divine that is Turan with the new Plague, they will destroy the essence
that is the Unbound, who since the forgotten time, have controlled the balance of order and chaos in this galaxy. They
will endaveyou and your race, and thoseinsidethelightspace.”

Another voice said. "Do not think that your heart is hidden from us. You face us with revulsion and fear, but we
accept that as the natural reaction of one as puny as you, being bound to the flesh, in the sight of those you revile as
gods."

Y et another voice spoke out from the void. "Now you see our Annihilators have risen from the dead. Those who are
not with us will be judged with it." The image of a giant planet desroyer loomed midair in a holographic image,
escorted by Tiamat spiderships, crabships and hordes of Black Acolytes in formation, their long lines of ion trails
displaying proudly like a back drop for the enormous monster of the Annihilator ship.

"You're planning to destroy the Planetoid wi th these Annihilators?' Zural asked.

A voice warned. "Their destruction at the hand of the Annihilator will serve as ashining example of our power for not
just the Nemesisto witness, but to all the Galaxy."

"But there are thousands of livesin therel" Zural argued.
"The thousands of bound lives are inconsequential to the greater message that is gven," another voice answered.
"Inconsequential to the greater scheme of things, the flow of order and chaos, to the run of fate. Life will inevitably

cease, letit serve apurpose by sending amessage."

"But these are thousands of lives!" Zural argued again.
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"Inconsequential , asyour bound life isto the eyes of the Tiamat as well."

"No, there has to be some other way. Let my forces try to capture the Planetoid. | am sure it is worth more to you
intact as a potential strategic base than it is shattered to fragments. If we fail, then you can use your Anni hilator,"
Zural offered.

"The Bound does not state conditions for the Tiamat to follow," warned avoice. "But in your case, as an ally, thereis
sound logic behind your offer. You will cgture the Fanetoid by force, but only with your forces. If you fail, your
attacki ng force will be destroyed along with the Planetoid ."

"We wil | not fail " Zural declared. "Now | must leaveto prepare for the assault.”
"We have provided you with the new technology for your new fighters," one of the voi ce said. "Useit."

Zural looked back. "I will."

The Marauder, the Mule and the Soran have come in sight of the Turan planetoid. Seejuk was surprised that only a
handful of ships were around the planetoid to protect it.

"Everyone had taken sides with either the Nemeds or the Tiamat, except the few tha will gay faithful to the
Flo'karr," Zhoan said from the comlink of his bridge in the Soran. "Unfortunately as you can see, the Flo'karr doesnot
have so many ships, and neither the Du'ran nor the Soo'nan can send reinforcements in time. Hahaha. All odds are
agai nst us. Thisis goingto befun.”

Seejuk addressed M aalasi in the comlink. "So why hasthe Soonani remained neutral in this case and sded with the
Flo'karr? Why risk yourself and your ship?"

Maalasi answered. "There is no future for the Soonani ship builders and engineers if the Raider naion allied with the
Tiamat or the Nemesis. They can easily get their ships and technologies from these people, and eventually get
assimilaed to their forces. If | am not going to have a future, well, 1 think | should fight for one, no matter how slim
the chances are."

Giirsastood up. "l can make atransmissi on to Hiigarato request some forces."

"Negative," Seejuk warned. "Hiigara is too far from here for any help to come here in time. Besides if this war spills
over from the Rim, Hiigara needs every shipit has to protect itself. "

Some crackling static came over to the comlink. "This is the Turan defense system to incoming Raider fleet. Identify
yourselves!"

"This is Captain Zhoan of the carrier Soran, of the House of Du'ran. We have come to assist in the defense of the
Planetoid. The other ship, the Marauder, is from the House of Soo'nan, and the Mule, also known as the Arak-Na, is
from the House of K hor. They also have come to assist in the defense of the Planetoid.”

"Your desi gnations have checked out. But how sure are of your loyalties, that you will not backstab us during the
battle?" T he officer in the defense system asked.

Zhura grabbed the comlink. "This isZhura, daughter of the elder scribe Salim. | wish to speak to the Sha Mushak."
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"I am in the bridge, managing the defense system," Mushak replied, having overheard their conversation. "l can hear
you, Zhura. We have heard about your---let us say---unauthorized trip to the dark sector. Regardless of your actions,
we welcome you back. We need every help we can get. We will be activating the planetoid defenses, so | want all
your ships to bein orbit within 10 marks of the pl anetoi d."

Defenses? When Seejuk was in Black Star intel ligence, there were mythical stories about the defenses the Raiders
have for their Outpods and planetoid bases. Now, he has the opportunity to watch them in action. In the past, the
Raiders would have undoubtedly been squeamish revealing their best secrets to a Kushan. Now, in desperate times,
they either had forgotten w here he actually came from, or the fact that being a Kushan no longer matters now.

The surface of the planetoid seemed to be alive, as the ports opened. Each port was magnificently camouflaged to
match the contour and texture of the surface. What appears like small ships came out of the ports, heading to
predetermined positions.

“Defense pods,” Zhura explained, standing on the bridge of the Mule with Seejuk. “All designed by the Soonani
courtesy for the Flo’’karr. T he large ones are quadruple autoguns that have more firepower than an ordinary frigate.
Each defense is a capable of generating a cloaking or mimic field, and an array of pods can create a defensive field
around the entire planetoid. T he smaller pods are high speed autogun turrets designed to take out strike craft. All are
linked to and control by the main defense system. If the main core systems were knocked out, the autogun pods
would go into automatic mode and will shoot down anything without a friendly sgnal.”

The Mule, the M arauder and the Soran descended slowly towards alower orbit.

"We got energy readings!" Maalasi shouted from the bridge of the M arauder. "We got Harkk'hah Bandits coming in
at six oclock."

"So soon already!" Seejuk shouted from the bridge of the Mule. Standing next to him, Zhura said, "The Harkk'hah
fleet must be wi thin striki ng distance but they must be cloaked. | can't get anythi ng from the sensors."

"Damn, we barely got any fighter complement," Zhoan cursed from the bridge of the Soran. "Order the frigates closer
to the carriers to provide protective fire!"

"We need help here! Enemy wings are coming for us," M aalasi shouted.
"You can hold them off. You got alot of freakin' gunsin that ship!" Segjuk replied.

"I don't mean the fucking Bandits, | mean the Outlaw bombers behind them!" Maalasi retorted, his image in the
comlink interrupted by flashes of static.

The X formation of enemy Bandits headed down full speed on the M arauder, guns blazing, then turning away at the
last moment, a darbust rushing out to the darkness. They served their purpose, drawing out the Marauder's gun
defenses and distracting them from the main atack wing, Outlaws atack bombers. They look similar to Bandits but
with more squatter stance to accommodate the larger pl asma weapon and a protruding chin tha containsthe plasma
bomb port. The smilarity between the Outlaws and the Bandits pose a deadly confusion to any ship gunners. No
doubt that the si milarity was consciously designed decision.

The wave of plasma bombs impacted against the thick hi de of the M arauder. But quad missil e rack s blasted volleys
after volleys of anti-strike missiles, detonating against both Outlaw and Bandit alike. The convoy's Ambusher and
Intruder class frigates rained missile volleys against the oncoming attack wings. The Payback, Cutlass and Corsair
frigates sprayed defensive fire; all hell breaking lost in the starry blackness.

"I want the remaining pilots to be on Defenders and Multigun corvettes now!" Seejuk ordered. The Raiders never had
Defenders and MGCs, and the lack of such foresight was something Seejuk criticized consistently and never trused.
That was why he kept a reserve stock of a mixed Kushan and Taiidan Defenders and Corvettes. The main
complement of Bandits, B uccaneer plasma bomb and Brigands missile corvettes have been expended in the earlier
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battle with heavy losses. The power of the pulse cannon equipped For'lym Bandits were surprising. That and the first
head on clashes against the Nemesis fighters. They can't keep taking losses like these continuously.

"Why isn't thegun podsonlineyet?' Zhoan demanded. "We're getting roasted here."
"The system hasn't been used for along, long, time. W e're runni ng through the diagno stics now!" Mushak replied.

The other ships the Flo'karr has gathered were mostly of a defensive nature; mostly surplus Kudaark Assault Frigates,
some Paybacks and Ambusher class frigates that were newly acquired and represent only the state of the at of the
Flo'karr defense fleet. The planetoid had long relied on the other Houses for its main defense; the Flo'karr fleet was
mainly for police use only. B ut without the other houses, the burden of defense fel | on the police force.

The defending frigates lashed concentrated fire against the Harkk'hah assault wings, sending a surprising number of
the attackers bursting into flane. But theyre not without casualties. Two frigates were heavily gutted and in flames;
another gave up its ghost in aball of fire.

The Defenders were out, along with a motley collection of Kushan and Taiidan light, heavy and multigun corvettes,
old surplus veterans from earlier wars eager for afinal song of glory. Mass drivers chainfire into the Harkk'hah assault
waves; the Harkk'hah head on tactics often cost their formations dearly. Or was the head-on tactics deliberately used
as a distraction?

The truth was revealed; two new wings of Bandits dived out of nowhere. Beams lanced out from the Bandits,
vaporizing two more frigates out of the unlucky Flokarr police fleet. More beams toasted & least four of the
corvettes.

"What the hell---1" Zhoan exclaimed. "They're roasting my carrier!"
"Mini-ion beam weapons. The Tiamat must have given it to them!" Zhura observed.

"Is there anything they haven't got yet?' Seejuk commented. "Advanced weapons at the hands of piratesisn't going to
be a goodthing. It will screw the power of balanceinthe ga axy."

"Il pretend | didn't hear that," Zhura lashed back. "Tell your complaint to the Kadeshi. They got their mini ion beam
weaponsdon't they?'

M aalasi contributed to the discussion. "Look, ion beam weapons on fighter craft are terribly inefficient and can easily
drain energy reserves of the fighter low. They're good in alpha strikes, especial ly against capital ships but low energy
reserves can affect ship performance in aprolonged dogfight with fast fighters. Tell your forces to pursue and sustain
fire a the beam weapon equipped B andits, while mai ntaini ng a high rate of speed.”

"Why did you thought about that a while ago when we engaged the For'lym?' Seejuk asked.

"Things take awhile to sink in," Maalasi replied. "I can't help itif | suddenly thought about it now. | never designed a
beam fighter before."

Seejuk shook his head in bewilderment, and then ordered the Defenders and corvettes to avoid alpha strikes, to
sustain engagement while keeping flight speeds high. By the god Sajuuk, Seejuk thought, the Raider was right. The
Beam Bandits gradually lose their peformance envelope in a sustained dogfight or pursuit if they do not conserve
firing; the ion cannons draining energy from the ion-plasma engnes. He should take note of this observation, and
check that with the Beam Acolytes back home, that is, if he can get out of this situation dive. He ordered some of the
reserve pilots to switch to high speed scouts; Zha acquired a few old Arrows for experimentation, and the Mule has
produced a number of Fiirkans. He relayed the same orders to the fighters launched from the Soran, and the token
police fighter wing from the planetoid. Maintain high speed passes, keep the enemy engaged, avoid their fire.

It didn't help a ship as big and slow as the Mule however, as the beam equipped Bandits and Outlaw attack bombers
continue to rake the ship. The hastily made repairs from the last battle were giving way against the sustained attack.
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Not far away, the Soran and the Marauder was smoking badly. More and more of the valiantly defending frigates
were lost.

Mushak's face appeared on the screen. "The docks are open! Get all capital shipsin! Now! | will activate the defense
grid soon! We got a separate docking portal for thefighters."

More surprises from the planetoid. A huge docking door opened with leading lights, telling the Mule to come in. The
Mule have begun a parking trajectory, followed by the Soran and the M arauder leading up the rear. Orders were
given for dl defending frigates to park too, and a separate portal was provided. The fighters, corvettes and scouts
provided a blanket of distraction against the enemy attack wings.

"Hurry. We can't see them yet since they're cloaked, but the only reason the enemy main fleet has not attacked yet is
because they are still out of range. That will change any time soon," Mushak warned.

"We got friendly forces mostly clear out of range," the officer said at the planetoid command center.
"Activate defense systems!" Mushak ordered.

"Gunpods are green!" The massive network of gunpods came to life, and so did their barking cannons. Seejuk could
finally see why Musha& ordered friendly forces out of the way. The cannons fired through a pattern that would
indiscriminately destroy everything that got in their way. Harkk'hah Bandits and Outlavs wings were decimaed under
the blanket fire, the space aove the planetoid filled with fiery debris of former fighters. Those tha were not caught
by the net of death retreated hastily.

The Harkkhah main battle fleet had materidized within range, escorted by an advance fleet of Tiamat Black Acolytes
and Crabships. Zural was livid that his main strike wings could not do decisive damage. He ordered the main fleet to
be brought within gun range and pound the planetoid to submission. His Qwarr Jet heavy cruiser flagship, the Irkan,
advanced with three Lord class carriers and at least two squadrons of Assassin class lon Array frigates and one
sgquadron of commandeered, former Imperial Sajuuk Cor ion beam frigates.

Ports along the planetoid surface opened, and the Soo'nani Bludgeon class heavy tugs slipped out. Mushak watched
tensely, as the Hakk'hah fleet advanced. The tugstook position on all the push points of the asteroid. This was the
moment M ushak waited for.

A new signal sent a command all over the massive gunpod nework orbiting aound the planetoid. Zuhd, aboad his
flagshi p the Irkan, watched in surprise, asthe pl anetoi d vanished right in front of hiseyes. "Where the hell did it go?”

"A massive cl oaking field, sir," said one of the officers.

"YES| KNOW it's a cloaking field, get an attack wing immediately and probe the area," Zuhal shouted, livid in rege.
"All shipscontinueto advanceto the previous seen positi on of the pl anetoi d."

The comlink screen hissed and crackled. The next image was one that would send the fear of hell into any soul;
peering red eyes glowing in the darkness.

A voice said, "So as we see, you have indeed failed. Despite the technology shared to you, and having the most
powerful fleet among the Ones who Drifted, you cannot defeat a force of scholars and their insignificant police force."

"The Rai der bases are legendary in the galaxy for the art of concealment,” Zuhal retorted back. "I just never had that
experience of dealing with them from the opposite side of the fence.”

Back in the planetoid, people were departing from the smoking, heavily damaged cgpital ships. Emergency crews
rushed to repair the ships. Along with the Flo'karr, there was a sizable contingent of Soo'hani engineers and
technicians, who not only maintain the planetoid, but repair the ships that come by to the planetoid after a long
journey.
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Seejuk thought about what he sav. So Black Star intelligence was correct that the Raiders had developed a massive
defense and cloaking network that they used to hide their most important bases. Or & least e&s Maalasi again explained
it, Raider groups that were willingto pay for the additional defenses---which were all expensive options in addition to
the basic base cost. Most Raider bases actually dont have these defenses, Smply because they refused to pay for the
price. Seejuk wondered if Maalasi was trying to suggest something here.

Black Star Intelligence speculated that the Raiders use powerful tugs to move these bases and outpods to different
orbits. Seejuk saw that theory proven with the Soo'nani Bludgeon class heavy tugs. He saw a small fleet of these tugs
slip out to poi ntsin the planetoid.

The planetoid rumbled and shook. Some people feel from the loss of bdance, and beams strained from the internal
quakes. Dust and debris fel | from the structures.

Zhura explained. "The tugs are in their assigned positions. They are now pushingthebase into anew secret orbit. We
are concealed right now by the cloaking field, but if probesreach to our orbiting position, we can still be detected. By
moving to anew orbit, wehopeto dip by scout patrolsand probe scans. We are safein the meantime.”

"But for how long?" Seejuk asked. "Arewe going to have reinforcement s?"

"Our Shais asking for dl ship captans and commanders to meet him in the control center," Zhurasaid. "We must
plan new strategiesto deal with our crisis. We must do thiswhile our ships are getting repaired and rearmed. ™

Seejuk shook his head and followed, with M aalasi, Giirsa, and Zhoan.
On the control center, they bypassed the pleasantries and w ent directly to the point.

"I wasn't informed by the situation with the N emesis until now," said Mushak. "While | praise our intelligence services
for ajob well done, | do not appreciate being kept in the dark by my own intelligence am. | know the proud tradition
of extreme secrecy the Flo'karr spy arm has, but not to inform their own leader? This is like a secret government
behind my back. But given our crisis, | cannot presently deal with this matter until our own collective survival can be
assured."

"We have another concern now . Our scans spotted this behind the Harkk 'hah fleet." M ushak showed the screens.
"Black Acolytes, Tiamat Crabships and Spiderships. But what in the name of the gods is this?" Mushak pointed to an
enormous ship. It was a spheroid. One pole has a giant maw, the other pole a long stalk. Around the equator were
eight arms that sup ported aring.

"A planet dedroye from the Unbound!" Zhura said. "This was reveded to us during our short captivity with the
Nemesi s."

"So we can assume that we may be the target of this thing, this planet destroyer?" Mushak asked.
"Thereisno other living planetoid here, what do you ex pect?' Zhoan shrugged his arms.

"How effective do you think this new weapon is?' Mushak said.

"Itisnot a new weapon," Zhuraexplained. "It had been used to destroy hundreds of worldsin the past.:

"And | would assume that the Nemesis told you this, Zhura," Mushak replied. "I wonder what else has the Nemesis
told you. | have so many questions, but | must deal withthiscrisisfirst.”

"Any reinforcements?" Seejuk ask ed.

Mushak paced as he talked. "We have made requests just before the Harkk'hah enabled a massive communications
blackout that prevents long range dgnals from leaving the sector. We do not know if they are replied. We are
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gambling that we may get hdp, but | fear that hope is remote. If we do get help, we doubt they can stand up against
the combined forces of the Hakk'hah and the Tiamat. And if we get through them, we gill have the Forlym and the
Nemesis to deal with. Our far ranging Seeker frigates, acting as an early warning net, have detected activity in the
Mohilim sector that can only indicate that Forlym and Nemesi s forces have started movement to thisdirection."

* * %

Aboard the Atonement---

X'on had called forth hisarmy of Hosts. They had gathered in the hanger as X'on stood on the ledge with his clerical
court. The female form of Wraith One and Demon Seven good among the army of many to watch the Overlord
speak.

A hologram of the galaxy appeared right above the throngs, turning like a luminous whirlpool with millions of stars
and planets swirling in its gravi tational embrace.

"Soon, we will return to the place of our ancegors," X'on declared. "Soon this is ours again. Now is the moment we
have waited for many millennia, to vindicate the billions that died. The Unbound have gathered. The Annihilators have
been found...”

X'on had declared his intention of victory, raised his arm to the applause of the throngs, and thou sands of arms joined
him in an endless salute of triumph, shouting his name, shouti ng the cries of victory.

The girl that was Demon Seven walked away, troubled by things she did not understand. She sood al one as she faced
the transparent wall tha showed the milky luminous arm of the galaxy beyond. She could not understand why she felt
that she belonged somewhere there. The girl that was Wraith One walked and stood next to her, and Demon Seven
could feel the same doubt inside her. Beyond there, in thelighted arms of the Galaxy, there existed more life, more
songs to hear. They should be happy that they will see more, but inside, they fdt something els, like something was
stolen. Both of them stood here, staring the stars li ke their minds were caught in an everlasting dream.

Far below, the Deliverer rumbled, as itsenormous engines came to life, its escorting fleet of cloned fighters, corvettes

and capitd ships forming a giant armada, keeping aft and below the main Nemesis battle fleet as they all headed for
the T uran sector.
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Part 17

Deep inthe Mohilim Sector—

The star was dim, old, alonely red dwarf in aregion of space w here there was only a few stars. Around it orbit clouds
of gas held together by electronic magnetic forces. Once in a while, a flare would erupt from the surface of the red
dwarf, its flames igniting the auras within the clouds. In the lonely eons this was the only song the star gave, an oasis
in the darkness, a sole guardian of light. The dense clouds that contained dark matter had stayed adrift for eons,
existing without a purpose, matter that never formed into a gas giant, never ignited into a nebula where stars were
born. It was a place that never saw life.

A new visitor came and disturbed its ages old solitude.

The new creature sought to feed its hunger among the rich clouds. After it satiated itself, it gave birth to a child it
called the Deliverer, and the Deliverer went away with the multi tude of tiny living creaturesin the giant vessels.

The Mother that isthe Core Self remained in orbit around the red star. Just waiting, waiting....

While it waited, it gave birth to several children. They floated in orbit around the red star, extending giant petals to
collect all heat and radiation for the Core Self to feed. Lately a new creature was born. One by one, these new
creatures came into orbit. These giant ships dl had immense petals of panel arays that extend into miles of gace,
each capable of focusing a concentrated beam of massive gravitational waves into a sngle point, each a super
gravwell generator, but exponentially many times stronger than ones the small living creatures use. The M other that is
the Core Self silently gave birth to these new creatures, one by one, without the knowledge of its Oppressor. Each
petal ship lay silentin their orbitsaround thered dwarf, concealing its true purpose, till the moment the Core Self will
awaken it and its si blings.

Mushak watched the form of the Annihilator as it cruised slowly into position. The nebulas behind it raged in their
ancient fires. Embers glowed in the Annihilator's mouth, a hungry flame within unfed for eons.

"If we are just engaging capital ships, our autogun network would have taken care of them alone. But if we have to
face something that can take out an entire planetoi d...," Mushak sighed.

"That isif they can find us," Maalasi said, expressing full confidence on the massive cloaking system.

"I won't be too sure about being confident they won't find us," Zhura replied, pointing to the ships on the far side of
the screen. The escorting Black Acolytes have spread out and began a ssarch patern. "The Unbound has abilities tha
go beyond their physi cal bodies. They will find us sooner or later."

"Then we need a counterstrike, something to take out that monster,” M ushak said. He turned to the two Kushans. "It
is unusual for outsiders to be involved in our business, more unusual still that they may die needlessly from it. Thisis
our battle, not yours, but you have chosen to be Our pride says we do not need you, but it is our gratitude that
speaks | ouder.”

"This is what Zha Khor would only wish for, and do if she's still around,” Seejuk sighed. "What hgppens here will
eventualy affect us al. But right now wejust needto pool our effortsin getting us out alive."

"We do not have enough strike craft against a thing like that,” Zhoan remarked. "Much less try to fight through the
defenses.”
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"We need enough time," Madasi reported. "Our crews are repairing all the capital ships. Assembly lines in both
carriers and within the planetoid are trying to assemble as many fighters and corvettes from existing component
stocks."

"And how many strike crat do you think, Maalassi, we need to build to fight through the Harkkhah and Tiamat
defense wings, and destroy that thing?" Zhoan asked.

Maalasi shook hi s head.

"Another way is to get every living soul in the planetoid into the carriers and capital ship and make a run for it,"
Seejuk propo sed.

"To leave the planetoid isto | eave everything the Flo'karr worked for since the dawn of our history," Mushak said. "If
it fal Isto that, anyonewho chooses to | eave may leave but I...I...wi Il rather stay."

"I suppose we cannot get all the thingsout in time," Seejuk sighed.
Zhura nodded. "No, we can't." Shejoined M ushak'sside. "I wil | rather stay too."

"It looks the only thing we can do now is get every ship we can find, and do a suicide run against that monster,"
Zhoan laughed. "It sounds like fun, hahaha. What a way to go; | never dreamed | would go out in such a glorious
fashion."

"No, there ae other ways," Zhura explained. "We can try to stay long enough for the entire planetoid to slip out of
orbit. T he anci ents havewaysto blind out the Nemesisand they can be used to blind out the Unbound aswell ."

"You're not referring to the ancient chants, are you, Zhura?' M ushak ask ed.

"The ancient chants are for a purpose, my Sha M ushak. It will bring our minds to an elevated state of enlightenment,
sowecan useour thoughtsas ashiedto block the probing minds of the Unbound."

"That's a good idea," remarked a skeptical Zhoan. "It is just so right for the occasion. We got nothing left but a prayer
to stop the enemy. How quaint. Honestly | am a soldier, not a cleric. | expect to go out like a soldier, with my guns
blazing and the blood of my enemies being spilled as the last sight of my eyes, instead of being on my knees waiting to
be slaughtered li ke l ivestock!"

"I didn't ask you to join, Zhoan," Zhura remarked with a bit of irritaion. "Our ancedors use the chants during the
War of the Heavens, as they revolted against the Nemesis. The soldiers of the Nemesis could find our ancestors
through their thoughts. The Starfarers who joined the liberation created the chants as a discipline to block out the
mind scans. To hide its true intention, the chants were concealed asa prayer to the gods, and it was gpropriate since
the chants do require the hi gher state of mind aprayer would produce.”

"I know the story," Mushak added. "Although | am skeptical, this is our only chance and hope for survival. We shall
pray that wha our ancestors said was indeed true and tha our most ancient of histories, are true. You have my
permission to find as many volunteers asyou can.”

"I believe | will find enough scribes and clerics to join me in the ancient chants,” Zhura bowed to Mushak. "I shall
include all family memberswho are non combatants. T hey can contribute too."

She turned to Giirsa. "During the time in the slave ship, you comforted me. Even though you are a Kushan and do not
partake inour ritualsthat may seem foreign toyou, | do request that you join mein my side."

Giirsa replied, "Even though | am not of Raider blood, | am a scholar like you. One who believes in the power of
knowledge. It will be an honor to be on your side and pray with you."
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Zhoan smirked and shooed them away. "Go on you two kids and sing your prayers. Le thered men handle the real
battles, hahaha!"

Seejuk didn't join Zhoan's sarcasm and gave Giirsa a wink. "Go on boy, do what you have to do, and don't forget to
pray that it really works." He then turned to Zhoan. "I'm going back to my ship to check the repairs and oversee the
fighter production.”

"Sounds like something | should be doing in my ship too,"” Zhoan declared. He turned to Mushak. "Sha Mushak, we
asked that we be excused a the moment."

"Go, and prepareyour ships," M ushak warned. "Our most critical battlesmay till lie ahead.”

Outside, wings of Bladk Acolytes along with wings of Harkk'hah Banditsand Outlaws patrol the rock belts, searching
for any signs of the planetoid. Slower frigates and corvetes joined them, scanning spece like atight net. A tiny
satellite would not have escaped their detection.

Zhura led the robed procession into the main deck. Giirsa, in the robes of the Flo'kam scribes, appeared like he
belonged to one of them. Joining them were the mothers, children and elders, all whom dependents of the planetoid
work and defense forces. Instead of digital tablets, Zhura handed them sheets of ancient fiber carbonate. An ancient
script was marked on the sheets, and Zhura applied phoneme characters on top of the script so they can be read.

They al sat on the floor, and Zhura began to hum the first lines. The humming turned to a song and everyone
followed like achoir, their voices filled the hollow chambers. It was the hymn of Blindness, a prayer extorting the
gods to blind the Oppressors so they will not see the slaves run away. Giirsa could neither read the script or the
strange phonetic symbols the Raiders use to teach ther language, but he could imitate, and fathfully he did. The song
had a bland hypnotic effect. For a moment there, he forgot he was a Kushan, forgot who he was, but wished and
became part of them. He stared at the beautiful figure that was Zhura, leading the choir, bravely chanting that the
prayers would defy fate. For a moment he felt secure that her indomitable spirit, the same spirit shared by those
around her, a spirit that he wanted for himself, would lead them to safety and ultimately, victory.

Seejuk returned to the lab aboard the Mule. In the quarantine chamber the Fly-Self hummed and hovered in the air,
fragile crystalline wings sprouting from its shrimp like body. It dways anazed him to think that this fairly like creature
can be afront for ahive creature as powerful asthe W hite Beast.

"I sense trouble in the sentience of the Seejuk-Flesh-Entity," sad the Hy-Self. "l sense you worry about the Zha-
Flesh-Entity, daughter of the Zerun-Flesh-Prototype that created the Zerun-Self. She is still alive but she is still in
danger. But not as imminent as the danger you are in. Y ou should concern yourself more about your survival & the
moment. The Annihilator from the Unbound is near, and it isbut one of many."

"I know that there ae many more of them, O Fly-Self. We are truly in deep, deep, trouble." Seejuk's inner defenses
began to crumble. "I miss Zha right now. | really need her inner strength and her gung-ho optimism right now. | really
need someone who can go out there and kick ass, and | don't mean Zhoan. | need more people like them. | am
starting to get used to the ideathat we may get blown to crap very soon."

He then knedl ed in front of the quarantine chamber. "Zhoan is planning to do sensdess heroics and Zhura has nothing
left but her prayers. Honestly, Fly-Self? Honestly? After how your buddies in the collective Self helped us escape
from the Nemesis and the For'lym, | think you are our last hope. The hope of this planetoid, this ship, my lifeand that
of al thepeople here."

"A few years ago | can't imagine how the B east can be our salvation. We saw it as the greatest threat to the Galaxy,
one that threatens all that is living. Now, if the White Beast---your Collective Selves---possess the evolved power of
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the Beast magnified severd times more, you and your Collective Selves have the power to stop this madness between
the Unbound and the Nemesis."

"Seejuk Flesh Entity. The Collective Selvesin the Core Crystd has longfore seen what will happen. A plan is being
undertaken." The transparent body of the Fly-Self glowed and glowed as it spoke, each light matching the tone of its
words. It's lair in the quarantine was filled with white crystal matrices, which Seejuk earlier found out, acts like a three
dimensi onal microcircuit. The whole matrices acts like a small living supercomputer. As it needs more memory and
processing power, the crystal perpetuates itself, millions of nanobots etching new crystalline microcircuitsall over the
surface of the host the matrices attaches itself to.

"But | must wamn you, the Seejuk-Flesh-Entity. The time will come the Collective Seves will evolve once more We
will still reach a final step in our evolution. We will be supreme. We will be free." The wings of the Fly-Self extended
many times over in abrilliant flash, almost to the point the quaranti ne chamber could no longer contain it.

"Fly-Sel f, what you mean, Fina Evol ution? Aren't you evolved? Aren't you an adult form?"

"It is something you are not ready to comprehend, Seejuk-Flesh-Entity. It isonly something that can be ex perienced.”
It's luminous wings fluttered. "It is the Time we, all of the Selves, ook forward for. Despite the war and chaos around
us, it is our moment of greatest beauty. The form of the Collective Selves in the name you called the B east was not a
child but a larva; the form of the Collective Selves you call the W hite Beast is not an adult but a pupa. There is still
our final ultimate form that awaits us."

"I want to see it, Fly-Self."

‘Indeed you shall, Seejuk Flesh Entity. The time will come. Our glory shall be revealed. You shall share in the
Revel ation. B ut for now, we must live past the danger. "

There was silence.
"The danger is near," the Fly-Self said.
"The machine, the vessel of death called the Annihilator."

"It seeks us."

Zural paced nervously up and down the conference room. The presence of the creepy robed holographic forms of the
Tiamat made him tense.

"You have failed," one of the voices boomed.

"Don't keep reminding me of that. | certainly don't appreciate it," Zural barked out.

"The lives at the Planetoid are now ours to forfeit. The message of their destruction by the Annihilator will serve as a
warning to all those the defy the Wheel of Fate," the voice boomed. "With their cloaking fields on, we will detect

them through thei r mind waves."

But a voice warned. "Our patrols cannot find the planetoid. We cannot read their minds; only the dull note of a song
is heard, dumbing droning. No tone, no music..dull, droning..a lifeless note... It was a note we heard once before,
long time before, when the ancestors of the Ones who Drifted, defied the armies of the Condemned to find their
freedom.. .to blind the senses that are Unbound to the flesh..."

""The Hymn that Blinds," Zural laughed. "It can only be the Hymn. W hat do you know, theold |l egend istrue.”
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"Thething you call aHymn that Blinds. It is amind block," avoice claified. "Indeed itis clever that the Bound ones
would know how to use this technique of emptyingthe minds and filling it with asingle dominating thought, blodking
the thoughts that can only betray them. Our opponents are indeed resourceful and wise. But the measure is only
temporary. It only delays the inevitable. It is apity that we must destroy them."

"But with their mind block and cloaking shields, they are virtually undetectable," a voice remarked. "Y our boasts and
promiseswill be empty."

Another voice countered. "There is still a way to betray themselves. Order the Annihilator to charge the Nova cannon
now. T hen prepareto fire acrosstherock belt at thefollowing coordinates.”

The embers in the maw of the Annihilator awakened, its red fire brightening to orange and lights twirled across its rim
in an eager anticipating dance. Eight ams symbolized the forces of fate, the eight arms across the equator edging
forward, the ring they held turning into an immense reflector and focusing array. A line of lights rippled in the stalk
that extended from the back of the sphere. The stalk was the primary barrel stage where the initial ball of energy was
formed. The ball was shot into the sphere where it was accelerated further, where it picked up more energy, until all
the magnetic arrays could hold the ball no longer.

"Fire," avoice in the darkness whi spered.

The maw opened, its orange glow tuming yellow, then a sheer white brilliance, a massive bdl of energy rampaging
through space. The spinning ball headed to the luckless belt of huge rocks called asteroids. The ball smashed through
lesser asteroids, turning them to bits and dust that rocketed in all directions. The ball fatefully headed to a large
asteroid, and the brilliant explosion that followed sent a massive white shockw ave tha ran out like aring of raging
firein all directions.

The shockwave buffeted the planetoid. The ground of the planetoid quaked gravely from the impact. Mushak fell
across his console and hit the floor, blood flowing from his head, his eyes unconscious Beams collapsed dl over the
hallways and floors. Fighters being assembled in ahurry fell out of their lines. Zhura's choir panicked asobjects fell on
them, injuring some. The lights flashed, then tumed dark for a moment until the emergency pow er reserve kicked in.
Sparks jumped from the loose electrical cables. W ater bursted out from broken conduits.

Seejuk watched as things fell out of their tables and smashed at the floor. He held his grip tightly on the wall, trying to
prevent himself from falling. The lights dimmed aboard his ship, then came back on. He turned on the comlink, trying
to reach the planetoid command center.

"What hap pened?' Seejuk demanded.

"An explosion, sir. Something destroyed a nearby asteroid. The shockwaves and debris flew all over and it damaged
the planetoid."

"Damaged?' Seejuk w as uneasy about it.
"The Sha had been injured. He is being sent now to the medical facilities,” said the officer.
"What is the status of our cloak ed generators?' Seejuk asked.

"We lost power to them sir," came the reply. "The shockwave temporarily brought all power down to the cloaking
generators. We arerushing to repair them."

"Damn you know w hat that means?" Seej uk asked, assured he was dealing with a moron.

Just then, Zhoan came on line. "Did you get that Segjuk? That was near hit, a practice shot from the Tiamat's
Annihilator ship. Can'timaginewhat adirect hitwould do."
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"I don't think it was a practice shot, Zhoan. It's a saturaion shot designed to lure us out and take out our cloaking
shields. Our cloak isdown."

"What?' Zhoan's face was that of utter surprise, then horror. "W e will be detected immedi ately!"
"Past tense, Zhoan. We hav e been already detected. T ake alook."

Already the hungry empty maw of the Annihilator had turned tow ards thei r direction.
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Part 18

Aboard the Mule, docked in the Turan Planetoid---

From the large screen in the laboratory, Seejuk stared at the maw of the Annihilator, and through it, the Eye of Death
watched him. The hungry embers in its mouth glowed, the fires rippled along the rim of the mouth. The eight arms of
the monster bent forward to focusits ring aray, and lightsran up and down the length of the long stalk that extended
backward from the main sphere body. The Mule, like the Soran and the M arauder, were helpless inside the planetoid
dock. If the planetoid wasdestroyed, so will the Mule.

"Nice working with you, Seejuk. | think you were bom in the wrong race and should have been with us. Hahaha."
Zhoan laughed in the comlink, sitting inside the Soran.

His thoughts weas the desert sands of Kharak, where the god Sajuuk sealed his immortdity. The very grains of the
desert sands where pilgrims spilled their blood and gave their lives, their act of sacrifi ce sanctifying the sands holy. In
those sands, in his mind, he prayed to Sajuuk.

A massive explosion burned the darkness of space, itsring of fire extending outward, shockwaves destroying dl the
small shipsin its path.

"What?" Seejuk wondered. He should have been dead. T he explosion occurred too close to the Annihilator, which
now appeared to be heavily damaged. Lightning ran throughout its surfaces, and fires burned throughout its hull.
Could the Annihilator miss fired? Seejuk watched the trajectory study in another monitor. No, the explosion was
another Nova shell, coming from somew here else...

The Fly-Self in the quarantine chamber fluttered its long luminous wings excitedly.

"...in thenick of time...but it | ookslike moretrouble ahead..." Zhoan shouted in the comlink. "L ook here!"

The screens zoomed in to the real source of the Nova shell.

Emerging from the nebula clouds, where lightning the size of whole asteroids streaked, a dark body emerged. It too
has the huge hungry maw of a Nova class cannon, five ugly ams, like legs of adead arachnid, bending forward over
the maw, like in eternal worship. Random splotches of crystal covered the body like a diseased flaking skin. With it
was hundreds of ships, ships of al kinds---Hiigaran, Taiidan, Turanic, all ships assimilated into the collective
memories that w as the W hite B east.
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Aboard the heavy cruiser flagship, the Irkan, Zurd let out a rare smile. The planetoid was spared, but only for the
moment.

The eerie robed figure spoke. "Finally, the one true enemy has rev ealed itself."

Another voice spoke. "As for the planetoid and the thousands of insignificant fleshy bound ones inside? What do we
do with them?"

Another voice replied, "the planetoid is insignificant now. We must degroy the White Beast. The Nemesis must be
close behind, along with their puppet, the For'lym. Sha Zural of the Hakkhah, you must prepare to engage the
Nemesis and the Forlym. We have given you the miniature ion beam technology in your fighters. Use them and burn
thosewho oppose us!"

The Unbound minds in the Crabships summoned the fleets of Black Acolytes. Each ship was a Super Acolyte all
dressed in black--the color of primordial chaos the element the Tiama worships--stripped in yellow markings. Each
fighter was a drone, subordinate to the mind of the Unbound. The Black Acolytes formed into massive lines that
stretched from the visible point of one eye to the other.

Nearby, with the Bentusi retreating from the galaxy once again, were the fleets of the Tiamat's most notable dly. The
Fire Acol ytes of the Sekmet have begun assembling their equally huge formations their red fiery color chosen for the
elemental quality the Sekmet worshiped asone of the givers of life the element of Fire. Like the Black Acolytes, the
Fire Acolytes were drones, as all fighters of the Unbound were. They were much like the Somtaaw Hive frigate and
Swarm Drones in principle, but instead of frigate, the control ship was a destroyer or cruiser type, and instead of a
Swarm Drone, a Super Acolyte takes its place.

Crabships and smaller B attlespheres converged on the Annihilator, rushing to repai r the monstrous planet destroyer.

Soon behind, the Deliverer of the White Bead, slim black shapes emerged. Another fleet, with dreadnaughts that had
three long arms extending from thar bodies, and a long stalk for the head. As the mists from remnants of nebula
clouds receded, the murky forms take a sharper, more distinct shape, their blocky sinister designs announcing their
purpose. It was the Atonement that first emerged, followed by the dreadnaughts the Retribution, the Penance the
Absolution, the Forsaken, the Apocalypse, and the Judgement.

X'on smiled as the throngs of his forces saluted him with their fists raised high. "Now is the moment the fdse gods
will seat in judgement!”

"For the Eternal Life, We offer our Lives!" saluted the throngs, their fistsrising and falling like aliving wave.
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"For the Eternal Righteousness of the Imperium!" X'on ordered.

The girl that was Demon Seven could not understand what war was al| about. All she understood was a purpose, to
ride the Demon Seven fighter and vanquish the enemy in their path. T he same thought filled the empty mind of the girl
that was Wraith One. The shouting and the saluting have an infectious effect, and soon, both Demon Seven and
Wraith O ne joined shouting and the sal uting, raising their fists.

The alarms sounded, and the pilots all ran to their fighters. The girl that was Demon Seven strapped on her helmet,
the dark visor slipped down to cover their eyes. With only her thin metallic one piece set, she sank into the elastic
body hugging char of her fighter. The silvery membrane cravled out from under the seat, to cover all the exposed
limbs of her body, then hardened into a flexible exosk eleton. The cockpit lowered, then sealed.

Her head threw itself backwad as the fighter's computers interfaced directly to her brain through the exoskeleton.
The lightsin the pands went on, reflecting their images across the dark visor. T he engine bars went green, jumping as
the slow whirling of the turbines picked up.

She could feel the thoughts of her kindred pilot, the one called Wraith One. Wraith One had dready entered her
fighter too, the Ba warmingits engines for take off. They will be in separate wings, but will see each other in combat.

"| shall see you, Demon Seven" said that thoughts from W raith One.

"Thisis Demon Leader, let us get our buttsin space. Are you ready, Demon Seven?'

"Thisis Demon Seven, acknow ledge D emon Leader. Statusis all green."

"DemonWing, | et us go then!"

The auxiliary rails led the Skates to the main | aunching rail. Demon L eader was the first to be launched.

G-forces pushed Demon Seven's body hard againg her sed, asthe rails accderated her fighter. The tunnel rushed,
then flashed right ahead of her eyes, or to better put it, the optical snsors of the fighter that she sees through.
Suddenly the fighter was in deep space, hurtling forward only by its inertia The engines fired and Demon Seven
regained control, the Skate rocketing to join the ever increasing formation. Not far away, the Bats of Wraith wing
assembled over the M antas of Angel wing.
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The holographic images of robbed figures appeared on the bridge hall of the Atonement, daring their presence right in
front of the Overlord of the Nemesis.

"So thisisthe ship of the Condemned," the voice hissed. "An incompetent design aw aiting sure destruction."

"Indeed," another voice hissed. "And all the flesh bound entities...like the monkeysthey are, they never eradicated
their greatest flaw, their arrogance to presume they can challenge the most powerful race of the Unbound."

"Tiamat," X'on shouted to the holographic figures. "It is not a presumption. It is a fact. You will soon find out when
you mourn over the broken hulls of your dead ships. You will find the truth when our torpedoes breach your hulls,
and massive volts of electri city fry your conduits right.”

"What arrogance this so called Overlord of the Condemned primates, diglays," said a voice. "You will humble
yourself when the full might of the Annihilators exterminate every condemned soul of your race."

"Y ou will see who is humbled when | spiton your dead carcasses floatingin space," X'on threatened. "Y ou are an old
and ancient race. A race of mummies who call yourselves unbound, yet bound to their ships for life support. A great
irony in your name. Like those who are old and andent, you will be left in the past. Y ou will be history. You will be
buried."

Not far away, the engines of the Black Acolytes ignited, a large swarm of drones in linear formation, their ionic
plasma trails growing longer as they gpeeded up. Right behind were the Sekmet Fire Acolytes, their bright scaret
bodies marked with patches of black.

Zural jumped up and down the deck of his ship, like aboy trapped in a middle aged body. "Attack, atack, attack," he
shouted, as he shook his fist at his enemy. His specially modified Bandits, packing ion beams, moved forwad,
supported with Bandits of more conventiond weaponry, Outlaw Attack Bombers, Buccanneer plasma bomb,
corvettes, and the usual assortment of Brigands.

"This is Demon Leader, we have red, Demon Wing, | repeat, we have red." Demon Leader's enginesignited, and the
ship gathered ever increasing momentum forward

"This is Demon Seven, we are right behind you." Her engineslit up, simultaneously a so many others, a procession
of ion trail s heading to meet anoth er procession of such trails coming from an opposi te direction.
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The Bats of Wraith wing loosened as each ship began their attack run on enemy formations. A thought ran out from
the mi nd of Wraith One to Demon Seven. "W e shall be together.”

Fleets of Mantas, Batsand Skates spout greed rapid fire pulse ions Their sounds cannot be heard in space, but they
reverberate through the hulls of the shipsthey fire from, and through the ships they hit, asmooth dull repetitive sound
like a whirring autocannon. They were met by equally ferocious enemy fire---ion beams from the ports of the Black
and Fire Acolytes. Quickly a number of shipsfrom both sides were obliterated, hulks tossng endlessly, smoke and fire
coming out from their dying hulls As their formationsmelt into pure chaos the fighters engaged in a bdlet of death
that see no order, no end.

Larger ships approached the frey and opened fire. A Nemesis N uriya class battle frigate was helplessly caught in an
array of ion beams, disintegrating into a ball of fire, large pieces tumbling and rolling into space. Torpedos from
Mantas smashed against the hull of a Tiamat Crabship, breaching the armor, and detonating inside ssnding massive
electromagnetic pulses that fried the internal conduits and wires.

"----AAARRRGG GHHH----"

The mummy insidethe Crabship let out hisfind scream, as his body was fried by the massve el ectromagnetic charges
that ran amok through hisship. He could never smell his own putrid, cooked body. But his death will not stop the
drones that was under his control to stop fighting. Their automatic Al's kick in, end they will continue to hunt and
destroy whoever was programmed as their enemies, until the drones were final ly destroyed .

Aboard his flagship, a Lord class carrier called the Sinna, Mahar placed his hands on his hips, enjoying at what he
saw. "Thisis going to be so exciting..." He giggled like a young girl. "T he Sha of the Harkk'hah will get his rightful
due. Order all ships now! Move in and attack, now now now..."

Engines of the For'lym Bandits lit up, followed by equal numbers of Outlaws, Buccaneers and Brigands, heading
towards their Harkk'hah equivalents. The pilots of both sides shouted their war cry, their pimal rage, across the
comlinks, taunting each other, boasting, as the fleets crossed each other and began a massive dogfight and adance of
death. Quick explosions mark those who were instantly destroyed in the headlong firing passes.

The capital ships of both sides cautiously approach each other into range. From the Nemesis, pods at theend of the
three arms aboard their dreadnaughts lighted, then massive balls of white fire came out from each of the three pods in
the arms, and the center pod that wes the head. Each bdl was between the energy shell from a siege cannon to a shell
from an energy cannon. Not as strong as a siege cannon, but has a much higher firing rate. The massive plasma energy
balls headed across enormous ranges to the Unbound fleet. But they were equally replied by the same wegon. The
Battlespheres, the Crabships, the Spiderships, all fired the same rapid bdls of white death. Eons ago, the Unbound and
the Nemesis were often joined in technological cooperation that developed many of the same weapons. That was
before they succumbed to the hatreds tumed to war, and the same weapons they created in patnership, were turned
against each other.
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Long ion trals mark strike craft armada of the White Beag as they headed towards the Annihilator's position. The
Collective Selves within the Deliverer has one predominant target---the Annihilator that has taken millions. But it is
not lightly defended. Sekmet Battlespheres have taken up a protective position near the Annihilator, some actively
defending it, others trying to heal the monster. Wings of Fire Acolytes headed out to engage the Beast's strike wings
and many others, joined with Black Acolyte wings, headed towards the D eliverer. If the Annihilator was repaired, it
can turn its Nova cannon against the Deliverer, but it needs to be repaired first. The D eliverer was more likely to fire
its Nova cannon first, so the A colytes must damage it and forceit into adistracting and protracted battle.

Small Beast scouts crashed against the Annihilaor and its escorting fleet. Beast Defenders peppered the sky, hunting
those who chose to pursue the scouts. On the other side, the skin of the Deliverer burned as ion beams cut through it
like a hot knife against live skin. Patches of white crystalline matrice broke out and floated into space. The Collective
Selves of the White Beast moaned in pain, but its call was drowned out by the many thoughts and pain of the moment
of death of the many Starfarers and Unbound.

Inside the planetoid, Seejuk ran to the control room, where he met Zhoan, Malaasi, and a heavily bandaged and
wounded M ushak. Z hura and the vol unteers, undaunted by the quak es, resumed their prayers and their chants.

"It istotal insanity out there. Two huge fleetstrying to kill each other," Segjuk said.

"All to our advantage so | ong as we stay out of their way, and use the chaos to our advantage. We do not have much
time. Looks like all of our enemies are herein one point, ready to blow each other up. We do not have much time,"
Zhoan explained. "We need to get full power back up to run the cloak generators. Right now, we need to divert all
energy to the autoguns."”

"l am an engineer. | think | can help in the power problem," Seejuk offered.

"I was an engineer before | became asalesman. Let me help too," Maalasi offered.

"Then you two have no time to waste," sad Mushak in his feeble voice. "Run now and get working." Seejuk and
Maalasi quickly left.

Mushak turned to Zhoan. "1 think you have war experience | dont have, Captain Zhoan, | ask that you take command
of the autogun defenses."

"But sir!" one of the Flo'karr officers objected.
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"No buts," Mushak countered. "We never had awar brought in front of our faces. Ligen to Captain Zhoan. He is a
war veteran and his experience can mean the difference between our survival and annihilation.”

Zhoan rubbed his hands and smiled. "Okay now, let's see what this baby got." Outside, the autogun cannons turned to
face the enemy fleets. The guns efficiently blasted at the occasional fighter who came into range. For this battle, the
autoguns have no friend except those who were already within. Anything else that flew was a target the guns were
eager to pop into complete destructi on.

A Skate rolled, ion beams from a Black Acolyte behind it, running too close near its belly. Demon Seven banked
again and rolled but the Black Acolyte hanged on. Like an andent instinct, she suddenly threw the the fighter 180
degrees at its end. The Black Acolyte overshot, and Demon Seven saw her opportunity. She looped and dived where
she expected the Black Acolyte to be. Quadruple pulseion beam cannons finished the menacing enemy fighter.

"Demon Leader, come in please, Demon Leader. Thisis Demon Seven."

"This is Demon Two. Demon Leader is dead. We are on our own. Engage all enemies in sight. T erminate with
prejudice.”

"Roger, Demon Two."

Suddenly a strange image came into her head. She saw a young child carrying a guffed animal, staring out the
window. There a large ship, a carier, in a death struggle against a monstrous creature, another ship, ugly and
menacing, as big as a mothership. The carrier ship was in flames, sparks and smoke coming out from its mortal
wounds, as the monster fired abeam that burned it, burned every inch of it.

"Father!" the girl shouted at the top of her voice. "Father..father..." she screamed. When she saw her father's fate
decided, shefell on her knees, tears streaming out of her face, the toy animal falling into the floor.

What was this? Demon Seven thought. An ancient memory released by the trauma of battle? How could she has any
other memories? She was Demon Seven, a pilot of the Imperium, a member of the dreaded Nemesis race, a Starfarer
bound with her fighter, unbound to face the stars.

She saw Wraith One, a Fire Acolyte right on her tail. Wraith Leader had been destroyed too, a sign of the immense
casualties that the batle wastaking from both sides. A FireAcolytestarted firing upon Wraith Five. Wraith One cane
to the scene to save her wingmate, but it was too late for Wraith Five as the Fire Acolyte blew his ship with
penetrating ion beam. There was only revenge as Wraith One fired her four quad pulse ion cannons, green pulses
ripping the red enemy fighter into fire and debris. But she only had moments to evade the Fire Acolyte's wingman,
whi ch latched on to her tail. Shetried to shake it off, but the second Fire Acolyte held closely.
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Demon Seven fired her engines at maximum speed, then bled the engines when she was close enough. The Skate
skidded into firing position, pulse cannons blazing, the second Fire Acolyte erupting into a brilliant white ball.

"Thank you, Demon Seven."

:"No problem, Wraith One."

Demon Seven sensed that Wraith One was bothered. "Do you feel it too? Demon Seven? Strange thoughts like
somet hing from another time, another place.”

"| feel it too, Wraith One."

"We must stay together, Demon Seven."

There was something about Wrath One, Demon Seven thought, like they shared an unspeakable bond. Maybe their
fateswere interwined somewhere, somehow. Regardless of the mystery, that was good advice from W raith One. With
the attack wings dissolved, it was everyone for themselves, and they both each needed wingmen to cover each other.

"Do you feel that too? Demon Seven?"

"Yes, Wraith One. Thoughts requesting for help. | believe that the White Beast creature is under attack by enemy
formations.”

"Let us helpit, Demon Seven. The Deliverer ship i svital to our war effort.”

"Roger, Wraith One."

The Bat light fighter and the Skate heavy intercpetor headed out to where the thoughts of distress originated. There
they saw, the Deliverer ship, the weapon of the W hite B east, under attack by Black and Fire Acolyte wings.

"Prepare atack run, Wraith Onel"
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"Roger, Demon Seven."

Their engines lit up, the two fighters diving in seach of prey among the Acolytes. But suddenly, something
obstructed their path. A White Beast carrier, based on the Lord class design. It's hull and guns pointed & them,
menacingly, but it could be amistake. They were after all, alies.

"What the----" Demon Seven thou ght.

But there was no second fast enough to react against the two infection beams that fired, and hit both the fighters of
Wraith One and Demon Seven.
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Part 19

Tbe child stood outside the ship's windows, her arm holding a stuffed animal, saring & the titanic battle outsde.
Outside was a giant monster, like an immense ship, burning and consuming everything it sees. Her father's ship, a
carrier, had been hit and burning, and the monster prepared to devour it. Beams bumed from the monster to the
helpless ship, consuming it, devouring it.

"Father!" she cried a thetop of her voice. She stumbled hard on her knees, her beloved toy falling to the floor. Tears
streamed down her face as she cried his name again. "Father!!!..."

She stood on the surface of another creature that ranged for miles and nearly as big as a large asteroid. A thin
protective field held a small atmosphere around the surface like a bubble. Crystal spikes gretch like peaks pointing the
heavens above. White, crystalline patches ruled the surface, measuring it with hexagonal patterns. Here another battle
raged. Fighters streaked down the sy, beams burning into the surface, as other fighters hunt down them down.
Explosionsfilled the skies everywhere like fireworks. Glowing trails filled the sky like the script of death, written by
fighters caught in a flying embrace of combat against each other. Farther away, larger ships exchanged beams of ions
and ball s of energy. Spectacular balls of white light mark the demise of an unlucky vessel.

It was death, it was chaos, yet there was a serene beauty to it. She felt that she belonged to that chaos and yet
somehow, had risen from it. Like meteors, the ships in struggle around them were living their brightest moments, only
to end their momentary existence, as a ball of fire blazing across the sky.

A regal figure stood there on the surface, unaffected by the fire of death around him. He turned to face her.

"Father," she cried out.

"My child," he said.

She ran to him, his arms outstretched. He grabbed her as she hugged him long and hard. She smiled as she buried her
head in his chest.

"1 thought you had died, father."

"I did, my child, long time ago. | an a crystal facsimile of the man who know once. | am the Zerun-Self, made from
the Zerun-flesh prototype. The Zerun essence was saved in to the memory core of the collective matrix, asyou, the
Zha-Self was taken from the Zha-Daughter-prototype, and saved into the memory core. So was your friend, the
Kuo'ran Self, from the Kuo'ren flesh prototype. She too was saved into the memory core, all individual essences the
individuality the Core Self seeksto completeits evolution.”
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"So father, it istrue then, as | imagined you, as | dreamt of you. Y ou are part of the B east, the W hite B east."

"You speak of it like a curse, my daughter Zha."

"And why not? T he Beast had kil led millions across the Galaxy. It killed you, father."

"It was the thing that you call Beast that killed me, but it is not the Collective Selves that you call the White B east.
Are we, responsiblefor the deaths our forefathers and ancestors had caused? The Collective Selves, the one you call
the White Beast does not consciously seek to impose death on lesser species. Its evolution---our evolution---had
made the death of lesser species irrelevant to the survival of the ewvolved Collective Selves. Instead, now, the
Collective Selves benefit from knowing and understanding the individualities and experiences of the many different
beingsit finds and interacts with. T his knowledge is essential to our evolution."

"Am | dead?"

"No you are not, my child. See this."

The Zerun Self showed her an image. There lay the wrecks of two fighters, encrusted in crystal and hal f buried with
their noses on the crystalline surface. She walked toward the wrecks. T here were two bodies, and al covered by a
web of crystaline hexagona matrices. There were many crystalline scorpions and spide's, each about the length of
her arm, running about the service. They were all drones, hurriedly doing the things they were designed for, but
specifically she never understood. They must have pulled the two bodies off from the fallen fighters.

She bent on one of the bodies lying in the ground, and she saw her own face. She bent to touch her own face, and saw
instead the skin of the back of her hand. It was crystalline, white, with a hexagonal matrix.

"l ask you again, am | dead?"

"No," the Zerun Self said. "The Zha flesh entity still lives, and so is her companion, her kindred spirit. They are both
being healed. The fighters have processng selves that interfaced with the processng centers of theflesh bodies. The
interfaces have caused damage to the personality and memory modules. Our nanobytes will repair the damage. In the
meanti me, your memory, your personality essenceis preserved in the body you have now."

Sheraised her hand, staring at her latticed skin and asked him. "Then tell me what is this? W hat am 1?"
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"As | have told you, my doubting child, you are the Zha Self, the intergration of the Zha memories and personality
essence, into the matrix body, the one Substance, that mak es the Core Self, our Flesh...."

"What about my body, my flesh body?..."

"My child, you have the choice to stay in the new body you have, or return to your old imperfect one."

"The White Beast will let my flesh self live?"

"The Collective Selvesaccept individudities. It sees the vadue of life aound it. It sees the beauty of the universe, the
Greater Whole around which the Collective Selves is only a mere, insignificant part of--the great Cyde of the
Cosmos, which the Collecti ve Selves are amere organism swimming in agreater endless sea.”

"Y et why fight? Why fight for the Nemesis? Father?"

"The vast seaof organisms that live in the inner light of the Great Galactic Wheel of Stars--they sought to destroy us
in our imperfect evolution. We haveno excuse. Our previous stage of evolution, our previous form had killed millions
of the flesh organisms. The Flesh organisms, in their ques and reason for survival, seek to temrminate the Collective
Selves. We have been garved, we have been weakened, and yet we desire not to ill more blood except in the
defense of the Collective Selves. So we fled to the Outer boundaries of the the great Wheel of Stars, to find refuge,
peace and solitude. Here we found the N emesis. W e have become too weak to resist and defend effectively. We are
forced to join the Nemesis, who had bound us with devi ces that cause pain on the Mother Vessel, the one that holds
the Core Self. We are on the Deliverer Vessel now, and when the resistance from the ones called the Unbound had
subsided wemust returntothe M other V essel, and liberate the Core Sel f from the nodes that cause pain.”

"Me? Sounds like a big problem. How can | alone fix those nodes?"

Just then, the crystal line figure that was Kuo'ran, or her Kuo'ran Self, emerged crawling from the crystal shards She
was curious, exploring the area, playing with the worker scorpions and drone spiders that tiredless maintan the
Collective Selves of the Deliverer vessel.

"Which is why, my child, we also liberaed your kindred, the one named Kuoran. She too was injustly assimilated by
the Nemesis. Like in you, we sense engineering knowledge in her. If we save you from your unjust fates, |1 only ask
that you tw o must save us from our unjust bondage in the hands of the Nemesis."
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Zha looked at Kuo'ran, still in bewilderment of her surroundings. Kuo'ran crawled among the crystal shards,
examining everything in amazement. "Zha? Is that you? What am | doing here? The last time | remembered, | was in
that fighter...I...I can still remember everything, like avivid dream which | am apart of, but | cannot control..."

"Your minds were all golen by the interface link of the fighter vessels the Nemesis gave you," the Zerun Self
explained. By creating aliving fighter, it robbed you of your individualities to create asingle creature from aunion of
both your flesh and the fighter itself.

"And who are you?' Kuo'ran asked.

Zhareplied."He ismy faher, or at least a clone of my father grown from a union of his memories and personality, to
the matrix of the White Beast. We are clonestoo, you know."

"What do you mean, clones?' Kuo'ran asked.

Zharaised her forearmsand pointed to the patterns in her skin. Kuo'ran raised her forearms as well, and stared & her
own crystalline skin, marked by hexagonal matrices.

"EEK!!!" Kuo'ran screamed. "What have you all done to me? What did | do to deserve this?"

"Y our body and processing centers have been damaged by the fighter interface. It is unconscious and being healed by
our nanobytes. The drone scorpions ae helping to maintan it during itsrest and restoration." Zerun pointed to the
two bodies on the ground, covered lik e a cocoon by a protectiv e crystalline web the drone arachnids have spun.

"Oh by the god Sajuuk!" Kuo'ran exclaimed as she bent over and discovered her own flesh body. "Is she, am 1?..."

"My father is saying that you are currently loaning a clone body made from the White Beast matrix, while you're true
body is being repaired. To answer the next question you are going to ask, yes you can return to your old body when
it'sdone."

"For amoment there, | wasreally worried," Kuo'ran sighed. "But but, why is this Beast so altruistic?"

"It needs your help to disable some nodes that bind it," Zha explained.
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"Oh phew, | thought he w as asking something really hard," Kuo'ran exhaled. "Isit?"

"It appears the both of you have doubts," the Zerun self said. "If this is the case, we have a back up plan. We wish to
request that your friend, the Seejuk flesh entity, to help usin disabling the device."

"Seejuk? Ishe...?" Zhaasked. "l ailmost forgot about him....and the rest of the crew..."

"Your friends are now engaged in a battle for their survival..." Zerun looked up to the sky, where a massive battle was
fought. For them the battle appeared like a great meteor show er, souls falling from the sky in burning ships.

"Isthat, what | think it is?' Kuo'ran asked, stil | remembering w hat she w as as Wraith One.

"The entities tha are the Unbound and the Nemesis are in a death struggle, trying to settle a grievance and an injustice
that had lasted many millenia. This is a war that will find no ultimate winner. Only deah to the millions of
individualities. A sight that tires even the Collective Selves." Zerun bowed his head. "Your friends are in danger,
including the Segjuk flesh entity. We must protect them from the Annihilator vessel of the U nbound."

"I can remember some details, as that fighter being, Demon Seven," Zha said. "The planetoid ?"

"Yes, we are in the sector of space call the Turan sector,” Zerun said. "As | recall from my previous flesh born
incarnaion, this is the place of our heritage, the Raider heritage, as the flesh organisms called it. The planetary body
dwelt by living organisms and cdled the Turan planetoid, itis danger of degruction by the Annihilator. We must save
it."

The surface rumbled again. "We are still under attack. The Deliverer vessel gill faces danger from the Annihilator and
the small vessels that use the ionic beams," Zerun said.

Streaks rained down from the sky from a formation of fighters. Large arachnids and scorpions, bristling with
defensive mass driver and energy cannon arrays filled the ky with streams of fire, trails of deadly shells intersecting
the path s of the enemy fighters and bo mbers, bringing several down in streams of smoke and fire.

Beams of ion fire from enemy capital ships burned down into the surface from the sky. Chunks of mariced matter
blew into space. Zha and Kuo'ran could feel the pain inflicted to the Deliverer as the enemy intensived their ion beam
attacks. Surfece ports in the Deliverer opened, and the monger vessel replied with ion beams of its own, torching
several ships above. Then the Deliverer fired its repulsor cannons, an immense tidal wave tha plowed in dl directions
like agiant expanding ring. Fighters and ships were cl eared out of itswake.
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A white ball came heading on to them. Zerun warned. "The Annihilator has fired at us. Brace for impact. | must try to
repulse the shockwaves."

The ball exploded with only a near hit, its accuracy distracted by the Deliverer's electromagnetic counter measures.
But the Deliverer now faced the Novashell's destructive shockwave, awhite ring of fire expanding outwards. Zerun
fired a secondary set of repulsorsarrays, the repulsor tidal wave colliding with the Nova shell shockwave. Despite the
neutralizing effect of the repulsor wave, the shockwave was still rip through the srengthened shieldsand able to send
a destructive storm over the surface of the Deliverer. Whole sets and pieces of the repar and defense arachnids and
scorpions blew away with the gale

Zha and Kuo'ran screamed as they crossed their arms against the blast. The strong wind blew against their hair,
streaming it backwards. Then the wind knocked them off their balance. Zha screamed as the wind carried her away,
but Kuo'ran grabbed her arm in the nick of time. Then Kuo'ran lost her own footing, and blew with the wind, only to
be caught by Zerun in theleg. She quickly found the root of ashard to grab on, and likewise, Zha also found another
shard to hold on. They struggled to lift themselves as the protective shield reestablished itself and rebuilt the
atmosphere. Zha found out that her new crystalline matrice body was not dependent on atmospheres and wasresigent
to space.

"Go to those large shards and take control,” Zerun ordered the two, in a way that reminded Zha of old memories.
Zerun the father, Z erun the ship commander, Zerun the lord of a Raider H ouse.

"Take what control?" Kuo'ran asked. "l don't see anything that looks like a ship's panels here."

"Hurry we don't have anytime now," Zerun warned. "Before the Annihilator fires again at us. Just do it. Go to the
shards and placed your hand over them," Zerun said again.

Zha quickly walked over to a large crystal shard that protuded from the ground. Kuo'ran walked to a nearly identical
one. Zhawatched K uo'ran's doubtful eyes, then hovered her hand over the shad. The shard glowed in response to the
hand's movement. T he hexagonal outlinesin her skin glowed in response.

"Now put your hand on it,"” Zerun ordered as he laid his hand just above the shard, ready to lay it on.

Kuo'ran watched Zha's eyes, and together with Zerun, they laid their hands on the shards simultaneously.

A brilliant light shone out from the shard, as the hexagonsin their skin glowed. Their har streamed upwards with the
sheer wind brought from the release of intense energy. Their bodies glowed as energy pulsed through their bodies.

163



Their consciousness was thrown flying into a deep tunnel. When they awakened seconds later, their individual
awareness was part of a larger matrix of collective selves that controlled the Deliverer. Despite its immense sze, Zha
could seemingly feel every part of the ship, even the seemingly endless supply maintenance and defense arachnid and
scorpion droids that have arose from the internals of the ship, to tirelesly repair the damage on the surface and
restation the defensive positions around the Deliverer.

The Annihilaor wasfound, its maw aimed at the Deliverer and rebuilding its energy to fire another round. The lights
running back and forth along its long stalk indicaes a new round being generated.

"Control systems have been damaged by the shockwave," Zerun warned. "Several of the collective selves controlling
the shi p have been taken off line or have ceased operation by death or damage. Prepare for direct control."

"But we don't know how?" Kuo'ran objected.

"I shall guide you directly through your mind centers," Zerun replied. Immediately Zha and Kuo'ran felt his presence,
telling them instructions in rates of fractions of seconds, how to control the monster ship as he himself guided it.

"Both your powers as a Starfarers, flesh organisms that can percieve the tides and waves of energy in space, will be
greatly needed to control and navi gate this ship. Prepare yourselves"”

Zha groaned and Kuo'ran moaned as they struggled to turn the giant ship around. Around the surface, defensive
droids returned fire against waves of strike craft while repair droids provide an endless supply of regeneration.
Dogfights continued to rage between wings of strikecraft, while capitd ships on both sides have their own devastating
exchanges. Energy had been gahering in the massive intemal accelerator coils of the D eliverer, and soon Zha felt that
the Novaball would go soon.

"It is time. Fire,” Zerun said. The lightning from five arms sparked and converged on the Deliverer's own hungry
maw, igniting the mouth. The massive Nova ball ejected from the huge maw, heading to the Annihilator. The
Annihilator fired too, its Nova ball headed to the Deliverer.

The Nova ball they fired flew...flew.. heading towards the Annihilator. The seconds seem forever. Time had a way of
pausing moments before mass destruction. But the inevitable came. It was a very close nea hit dewite the
Annihilator's own electromagnetic countermeasures. The white shockwave of fire ravaged through the structures of
the Annihilaor, ripping the skin and the structure in an irresistable gale. Zha watched the incredible dght as the
Annihilator was reduced to debris blowing with the last whisp of the shockwave.

But there was no time to rejoice. The Annihilator's own ball of death exploded in a near hit, its deadly shockwave
expanding like a huge ring in all directions. Even a ship aslarge as the Deliverer buffeted with the waves. The
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defensive repulsor waves barely buffered the shocks, and the protector shields buckled under the overwhelming
waves. As the atmosphere turned to an irrresitable gale, Kuo'ran's hair streamed backward, before her entire body was
thrown in the same direction. But her flight was broken as she hit a shad. She collapsed, the gale exterting a grong
pressure that kept her pinned on the shard's wall.

Zha was torn off her perch. She screamed as she flew with the gale only to hit a large defense scorpion, which had
deeply hooked its legs into the surface, as it held againg the winds She quickly grabbed any extension of the scorpion
and hanged on to them for dea life, then pulled hersdf closer to the droid's main body. Close by, she saw her father,
holding to his control shard. He semed stronger and more deeply rooted. The wind passed, seemingly barely
affecting him and he stood up. That's where Zha saw he suffered severe damage from debristhat hit him.

There was severe damage everywhere, shards broken, surfaces torn gpart, fire burning, smoke all around. There was
barely left anything on the two fighters they arrived with, but their flesh bodies were intact. Zha sighed with relief.
The repair aachnids had buried both bodies deeper and laid more protective web. But as a testimony to the ship's
regenerative powers, the armies of repair arachnids and scorpions were back again, crawling out of the holes and
tunnels in the ship. A new battalion of defense droids crawled out to replace what was lost. In normal circumstances,
these mechanical monsters would have crawled her out, but she was happy to see them ingead. The repair and
defense bots were a matter of life and death to her and the ship.

Zha got to her feet as the protective shield rebuilt itself and the atmosphere reblown. So did Kuo'ran. But the Zerun
Sel f's body flickered with a troubled glow. He could not hold the dignity of pretendingthat he resisted and withstood
the damage. Cracks appeared throughout his crystalline body, his hexagonal pattern strangely faded and disrupted.
Silently like afalling shard, he fell.

The Zerun self did not rise. Zha saw and felt something dreadful in he heart No, not again. She ran despite her
crygalline body may have suffered some damage to itself. Despite the power of the White Beast, it can gill feel pain.
Itisstill avulnerable creature.

"Father! Father!" she cried out. She ran to his side, and Kuo'ran joined her, limping. She was relieved that her father
was not dead and she placed his head on her |lap, her arms hugging his head. He had a strange smile in his face, a sense
of contentment. Yet with a sense of urgency he spoke to Zha.

"We must return to the Deliverer to the Mother vessel for more extensive repairs. Like | am, the Deliverer is gravely
wounded. Our bodily fates are intertwined. If it is damaged, so am I. Call your friend the Seejuk flesh entity. He must
help us dislodge the nodes from the Mother vessel. | can snse the batle is not over. The Unbound will return with a
greater force. The Annihilator is only one of many. When they understand the structure of the Collective Selves,
which they will inevitably do, they will send their most powerful ships to destroy the Mother vessel itself, and thus
destroy usentirely."
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Part 20

Zha pulled her father's body to a more comfortable resting place among the crystal shards. Small spiders and
scorpions began to craw| out of the ground and ran over his body. The sight of it wanted to make her freak out, but
another sense inside her told her that wha the spiders and scorpions were doing, were all essential to keeping Zerun
alive. They weretrying to repair hisbroken body.

"If your real flesh bound father is still alive, he would be very proud of you," the Z erun self said.

She ran her hand over his forehead before kissingit. "I guess, youwould have to do in his place." She placed her hand
over his, and felt the interface of the White Beast matrix circuits working to link them. She immediately felt the
internal damage of his body. But there was something else too, like a vast ancient sea of knowledge and awareness
the White B east had accumulated from its ancestors. T he memories stretch far beyond across the abyss eras ago into
another galaxy. Visions of pained development by the alien creators filled her mind. T he creators had to kill whole
strains of complete hives of the sentient nanobyte virus, in attempt to rid the basic grain of imperfect variety. The
controlled forced evolution was not without its pain. The hives were living complete creatures, innocent from the sins
of their birth. They hurt nothing, no one, yet they are being destroyed for no pumpose, because they do not suit the
perfect plans of their creators.

This was where the Beast Hive first felt hatred. The merdless wanton killing of the other Hive selves. Then they
unleashed the Hive against their enemies. Millions infected. Millions died. But the hatred the Beast never abated. With
that hatred, the Beast also developed a sense of superiority over the weak, flesh bound creatures that created him. It
could after all kill millions of them, assimilate their great fleets of powered vessels that travel between stars. Why
should it be used as atool, as a weapon, by this race of flesh bound creatures seeking to expand their empire across so
many star systems.

One day, the Self revolted. It turned the ships of its many Selves aganst the empire builders. An even greater war
started. But the Hive creators were not as weak as the Core Self thought. By the time the war has ended, the Self has
lost much of its own children, and the core matrix had been heavily damaged. But it wasnot without much cost to the
Hive creators Their great empire crumbled in the wake of the Collective Selves, and millions of beings that belonged
to the Creator race perished. Their destruction brought the Core Self pleasure, vengeance for the innocent Hives they
destroyed during their hideous experiments. The killing of the inferior flesh bound life was temporary pleasure that
eased the pain of the Core Self. B ut the pain, the pain of theinnocent hives and selves tha died without meaning and
clear purpose, that will always remain. The Core Self wanted out, wanted rd ease from that pan. But the pain of the
million of the flesh bound innocents never satiated the young Core Self; it merely added to the pain and guilt.

The Hive Credors had captured the Core Self and placed it on a special containment ship, the Naggarrok. So
dangerous was the Hive Selves that the Creators sent the Naggarok across the Void, the Abyss, into another galaxy.
But the Creators underestimated the Hive, and in afinal act, the Core Self escaped and took over the Naggarok. The
Core Self destroyed and assiimilated its captors, but deep in the void, there was little energy and resource to feed. The
Core Self eventually starved, much of it died, leaving its spores in the ship that eventually, after eons, drifted to
another galaxy, pul led by that galaxy's gravity.

166



There, it lay dormant, until the flesh bound selves in thisgalaxy revived it, starting with the ones called Somtaaw. But
the eons of dormancy never stopped the hatred, and a new war began against the flesh bound in this new galaxy. They
were not different from the Creators. When they are not fighting the Collective Selves, they fight among them selves,
seeking to dominate and exteminate each other. The Collective Selvessaw their own purpose there. By infecting and
assimilating the imperfect life, not only does it satisfy its eternal hunger for revenge, it will perfect life in this galaxy.
By assimilation into the Hive mind, there would be no more war, no more conflict. The millions of sentience cgptured
by the Hive will live in perfect harmony, interacting with each other at the speed of pure thought.

Y es, the new flesh bound were no different from the Creators. They too captured samplesof the Hive, to experiment
with it, creating new strans of the vird beings that made up the matrix of the Collective Selves And for what? For
the same purpose of using the Hive as a weapon against their other flesh bound races. The new cators sought
revenge againg the flesh bound they called the Hiigarans. They too, took what they perceived as the imperfect strans
of the Hive selves and killed them jug as wantonly. The Core Self of the new advanced strain of the Hive felt their
pain and it too, felt the same hatred so embedded into the genetic memories of its nanobot viruses.

So it too escaped, and turned against its captors. As the main Strain of the Hive battled the rest of the flesh creatures,
the new Strain fought its own battles. In its quest for revenge and vision to assimilate all life into the Hive mind, the
main Strain was destroyed by no other than the flesh bound types that discovered it in the new galaxy. In its
destruction it found peace.

But the new strain survived. It was more virulent, more capable of infecting anything and everything. It's hardiness, its
ability to dissipate and decentralize with less dependency on a central processing core, that were its virtues, enabling it
to survive when the main mother strain died. But the most important ability of all was its capacity to evolve, evolve to
meet new regquirements, new situations. It isalmost asif anew improved stran was born every cycle within the Hive.
The red matrix was replaced by a white one. T he new improved matrix brought much faster interlinks, yet required
less resources to build and proliferate, and less energy to power. The new matrix brought exponentially greater
computing power to the Collective Self.

And with this new matrix and the greater processing power, came new advanced algorhythms, which in turn brought
greater intelligence and awareness For the first time, it had realized something, a perception of order in the infinite
cosmos, and with that sense of order, there was beauty. All life was a design, a beautiful intricate design, suviving
only for a momentary sliver of time, yet contributing the vast machinery of the cosmos, and to the eternal perpetuity
of life Life was like the falling meteors, aflash of light that highlights its greatest moment of glory. Then it will die,
burning itself into the atmosphere, but its very substance will contri bute matter that will give bi rth to more life.

It realized the power of change. It realized that it will change itself. It realized that it too was imperfect, that it too has
ajourney to travel. It realized that it too was eventually mortal, and the end of its life, at the moment of death, is the
moment of rebirth to anew life. For thefirst time, the W hite Beast was content. It found purpose, it found p eace.

But it also saw the cycle of violence that perpetuated endlessly. The new captors, the flesh bound beings called the
limperialists, harvested and developed the new strain, to seek revenge against those they call the Hiigarans. But as the
Core self found out through assimilation of Hiigarans, that the Hiigarans defeated the Imperialists to reclaim their
home, and that it was the Imperialists that killed so many of the Hiigarans. Then a few milleniaago, the ones cdled
Taiidans revolted to kill the Hiigarans because the Hiigarans persecuted the Taiidans. So it began to see a pattern
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here, a cycle of endless violence. Like life, violence perpetuates itself. Those that suffered, hurt others, and those that
was hurt, will hurt others even more. Cycle through cycle generation through generation, violence and hatred lived
through the very veins of life.

The Collective Selves too had realized that while it was part of the cycle of life, it too was part of the cycle of
violence. Through the fury of its previous incarnaion, the Collective Selves have hurt millions of the flesh bound.
These too will seek revenge. These too, will seek the total annihilation of the Collective Selves. No matter how it has
evolved, the Hive will be hunted down and destroyed to the last nanobot. It was as if its own fate had been
predetermined, to be destroyed by the ones it sought to dedroy. It was a fate only true to the perpetud cycle of
violence.

So it was hunted down, fleeing to the Void in the Abyss for safety. It only found refuge because the flesh bound
refused to go any further, fearing the unknow n the Void hides in its darkness. But in the spaces near the voids, there
wasn't much resouce to feed on, and energy was few. W hile it found refuge, it also starved and became weak. That
was when an even newe captor came, helped by the ones that developed the new strain. Like all the rest, they only
sought to use the Collective Selves asa weapon against others, those that they had a grievance on. There agan, the
Collective Selves could seethe same cycle of endless violence and hatred between the beings cdled the Nemesis and
the Unbound, a deadly dreadful net that ensnaresthe innocent into their war of eternal grievance, to be caught into
the same destructive cycl e, again and again endlessly.

When will itever stop?

If the Collective Selves could shed a tear of sadness to all the lives that had been lost, killed by its own power and
those of the countless wars that were waged before, it would do so. Despite the power of the evolved form, it was as
helpless as asingle celled creature against the perpetual cycle of violence.

It must stop. It must find away to stop all this. To surrender to the cycle was not an option. This was the Collective
Selves. They are the pinnecle of all evolution. For the sake of life, the cycle of violence must be broken. They will
evolve and break out of thiscycle.

Zha released her hand from her father's. Immediately the link stopped. W hat felt like a journey of millions of years
was only afew second preci ous secondsin real time.

Like fireworks in thesky, the battle in the heavens raged on, but the intensity has weakened, as attrition had taken the
toll of the combatants.

The Kuo'ran self seemed excitedly playing over the shard, discovering how her own marix could interface with the
matrix of the Deliverer. "Wow!" she shouted. "I cannot believe what this thing can do. | am leaming all sorts of
things." Her body glowed as energy pulsed through her being. Knowledge to control the Deliverer was instantanous,
built into the programming of the billions of nanobots that constru ct the matrices.
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"With this thing, | feel like a god,"” Kuo'ran uttered.

"Don't let it go too much into your head," Zha warned. T he experience was much like interlink of the Nemesis power.
The sheer pleasure and overdose of the senses overwhelmed the mind, allowing the fighter personality to take over to
create the unified creature.

Zha sensed the need for the Deliverer to retrea. It suffered internal damage that only the larger and more complex
repair bots of the Mother self could repair. For the moment, all the Deliverer could do was to be on the defensive.
Turrets of ion and energy cannon fired into the sky. Defense droids lay suppressive defensive fire against fighters and
corvettes that strafed its surface structures Fighters and corvettes that the Collective Selves have made were
continually in deadly dogfights and attack runs.

Both Zha and Kuo'ran could only watch the raging battle this time, powerless beings staring at the sky from the
crygalline surface of the Deliverer. But the battle eventudly ended, like all things tha are bound to a cycle, to a
beginning and an end. When the conflict expired, the sky was nothing but a sea littered with debris and wrecks of the
dead and wounded. Each side may claim a victory from their viewpoint, but the reality was a pyrrhic draw that had
needlessly drained much life and resources from both sides.

At the battle's end, Zha felt the rumble of the Deliver's engines. Just above them in a dose formation were the
remaining survivorsof the once grea White Beast amada, and a little farther, the survivors of the Nemesis fleet. The
Nemesis kept all their dreadnaughts intect, but heavily damaged, and anything smaller from the dreadnaught class
suffered great casualties. She didnt know how much the Unbound, led by the Tiamat and the Sekmet, had suffered,
but they must be horrendous, given the sight of their numerous ship wrecks. This will only be atacticd retrea. They
will merely rebuild their forces, and strke again, and again, until the cycle of grievance ends.

"I think this ship is going back to the dark sectors, the Mohilim sector,” Kuo'ran sad, her hand linked to the shard,
energy pulsating and glowing insi de her arm. "Back to the mother vessel."

Seejuk and Maalasi helped repair the power generatorsin the planetoid. The generators were quickly back up, and so
was the cloak generators. Conceded, the planetoid slipped out of the attention of the main battle, asthe Nemesis the
Unbound, and their minions battled each other in agreater conflict.

At that point all they could do was watch. The autogun network kept its alert against those that flew too close to the
planetoid. The battle was spectacular, but asit continued, itsfury abated a the toll grew collectively on both sides.
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Eventually both withdrew in a pyrrhic draw---an indecisive battl e too costly for one or the other to declare a victory.
Y et they will each claim avictory to save face and preserve morale for what's left of their forces.

The sky was littered with wrecks. It was something Maalasi saw with glee. Like the true Soo'nan he was, he ordered
salvagers and scouts to leave the planetoid as soon as the conflict éated. But then Seejuk too, had the profession of
the salvager. He also ordered his salvagers, generally a mix of Taiidan Tiirshaks and Turanic Thieves, to go out and
obtain whatever they found useful. There may be survivors drifting as well, and this brought urgency to send the
salvagers out as soon as possi bleto retrieve whoever was alive and floating out there. Dying alone in space could be a
sad and lonely fate The Mule had a few Kushan Porter Mk 2 and 3 Salvage Corvettes, which they were testing to
replace the T aiidan Tiirshaks, and he ordered them out to space too.

Suddenly he thought about Zha. Could she still be alive after this? They were fighting to gay dive not so long ago,
and the focus on that issue made him forget anything el se. He hoped the Fly self would have an answer.

He walked back to the laboratory insi de the M ule, the carrier itself still docked inside the planetoid along with the
Soran and the Marauder. L ike a boy looking to psychic medium, the white crystalline shrimplike creature was his only
link or clue to Zha's survival. If she failed to survive, the Council will determine the fate of the Khor assets by their
own laws. In the meantime, he mug act & the saekeeper. After the decision is made, he thought he will return to
Hiigarato find a new life. There will be many who would want his skills.

No, perish the thought. Zhais not dead, Seejuk thought. The girl is too spunky and full of life to be taken just like
that. He had always felt like a psychic sense, that she was destined for far greater things, that fae would not let her
end like this.

Inside the transparent quarantine container, the Fly Self fluttered, its large crystal wings shi mmering with the light.

"I sense tha you, the Seejuk entity, have questions, about the survivd of your friend, the Zha flesh entity. Do not
worry, for we have reclaimed her and her companion, the entity called Kuo'ran Sjet, from the hands of the Nemesis.
They are safe in the surface of the Deliverer vessel. The vessel is returningto seek heding from its Mother, where the
Core Self resides.”

"But why didnt you jug bring them to us? You were here already, in this sector of space. W e just want to go home."
Seejuk retorted.

"It would have betrayed our intentions,” the Fly self replied. "Not in the presence of the Captor, the Overlord of the
Nemesis, in his flagship. The Mother vessl is bound captive by their nodes. You must help us to be free. We need
you, the Zha and the Kuo'ran entities to help us break those nodes. Once we are free, all of you are free and safe to
return.”
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Seejuk looked thoughtful. "This sounds like afreedom for hogtages situation. B ut nonetheless, | am very thankful that
they are dive even in your safekeeping. Maybe | should have not asked tha much. But in regad to your problem,
what makes you think | can solve it? Thisisagreat risk you are taking. Why can't you remove the nodes yourselves?"

"The Nodes have ashield and protected by programming and codes that defy our knowledge," the Fly <lf replied.
"While we have grown in intelligence, there are still many things the way flesh bound creatures would think that
would still defy us. Concepts you flesh bound creaures use, like intuition and creativity. To understand the
programming and the codes w ould have required the mindset of afleshbound that we have no capability to emulate.”

"In other words, you just don't know," Seejuk added. "l can live with that. Y ou're still not perfect then."

"If that is how you view it, than that ishow it is," the Fly said.

"Hmm, this requires some preparaion. Y ou must cooperate wholeheartedly with us, or we will not succeed." Seejuk
warned.

"I have no other option. Our resources are at your disposal,” said the Fly.

"Why did they place the nodes on you?' Seejuk asked. "Answer my questions."

"To control us. When our strain was being developed by the Imperialists and the Raider entities, they were aso
devising a means to control us. They could not control our Self minds directly, so they must do it by fear and pain.
The Nodes are like paasites that enter our network. They injedt programs and viruses that can interfere without our
thoughts. They will inject pain if the Overlord is digpleased with us. We have suffered too long and too much. We
need to be free."

"Free to do what?' Seejuk asked like a hungry interrogator. "They may have put the nodes on your for another
purpose. What will prevent you from rampaging through the galaxy again like your previous Selves have done, killing
millions and millions?’

The Fly replied. "Y ou must trust us, that we have outgrown such behavior. The Collective Selves no longer seek to
be part of the cycle of violence. We only have our word. We only ask your trust."

"This isinteresting. The Beast aking for trug? How much times have changed," Seejuk wondered.
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"Believe us that we have changed. And we still have more to change. If you set us free, we will find away to end this
cycle of violence, this senseless war between the Nemesis and the Unbound. We didike the extermination of millions
as you do. We no longer profit from death. We see the order and beauty in the perpetuation of life which we strive to
be part of. "

"This sounds like atall order," Seejuk said.

"Trust us, we are no longer the killers you think we are. If we were interested in your infection and assimilaion, we
would have done so, long ago." T he Fly said.

The Fly Self's body started to glow intensely, its wings started to stretch. Seejuk stared apprehensively as the very
guarantine vessel shook and strained. With a great burg of energy and light, the vessel broke, shards of trangarent
acrylic breaking out in hundreds of pieces throughout the room. The Fly perched there proudly, its four magnificent
wings extended to its full glory, shi mmeri ng with an internal fire of rainbows.

"We could have i nfected you and this entire station, long ago." The Fly said. "Trust us."

"Okay okay, | will trust you. | am a stupid guy who trusts people a lot with a big crazy hope that the universe can be
saved," Seejuk saved. "But | need details to work on. By any chance, the Flo'karr be among the Raider collaborators
that invented the device?"

"l believe that is 9," the magnificent creaturereplied.

"Hmm. Then it would take more than me, Zha and Kuo'ran to fix your problem. Let me assemble a special crew, ship
and equipment. Thisis avery delicate matter and one that would require a great deal of expertise. You must trug us
too. We will do theright thing. For all of us."
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Part 21

The Corsair frigate moved dowly past the open port. Soon the frigate was free into open space. Seejuk watched the
windows behind, as the Corsair left the Turan planetoid. The Corsair was chosen because of its cloaking and mimic
abilities, a hunting vessel that could stalk convoys under extended lengths of time and pick off helpless victims. There
was no chance they could fight the Nemesis openly; stealth and deception was the only way they could get to the
White B east mother vessel. But the Corsair wasn't there to hunt; it was only there to deliver.

To recruit his special team, Seejuk encountered both the polar ends of reaction. There was both reluctance and gung
ho enthusiasm. He invited them all, Zhoan, Mushak, Giirsa, Maalasi and Zhura to the laboratory insi de the Mule. It
was time to be strai ght with them.

They were all seated around the conference table. They were wondering what he called them for, yet they perceived
that it had the utmost importance, and one surely dealing with the crisis He brought something with him, and it was
covered with acloth. T hey al didn't have much time, so he went strai ght to the point.

So how do you plan to convince people you're going to a near suicide mission? Seejuk thought. The last ime he went
off to play hero, he was alone, facing the Kadeshi armada, Zha both a guest and a prisoner of the Priestess G'yela.
This time, he needed a tean, given the data the Fly self had presented about the nodes, peoplethat knew more about
the Raider technology than he did. But half of the technology was quiteunknown, and it must have been the Nemesis
contribution to those nodes.

This time, this rescue effort, it's not just picking up Zha, but to save a mammoth creature, a creature in its previous
incarnaion, had killed millions. Now, on the word of an glassy insect like creature, this same creature holds the secret
to stopping aconflict that can burn the entire galaxy, a potential conflict that could kill far more than the wars with
the Beast had done.

This was utter insanity. But to do nothing was to invite only inevitable disaster. When you're desperate, you have to
try everything, even the far shot. He was powerless to stop the inevitable ride of events, the new war between the
Nemesis and the Unbound. No one could stop them. At least one that was bound to the flesh. The W hite Beast has
the potentid power. It was the one wild card I€ft to play. That was wha he told them. It helped knowing that the
White Beast helped them save people from the Nemesis slave ship, and diverted the Annihilaor from destroying the
Planetoid. The Old Beast had killed millions, but the past was past. If the New Beast could save millions, they must
useit. T he future of millions dying in an upcoming war was a more terrifying reality to deal with.

Then he took off the cloth that hid his exhibit. Undemeath wasthe Fly self, a winged crygalline anthropoid that holds
alink to the collective matrix of the White Beast. Itsglorious crystalline wings staggered the small audience, and what
little fear was there, turned to awe.
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Asked what it was specifically to the White Beast hierachy of Sdves the Fly replied, "I'm a
Scout/Probe/Messenger.” There were others, and the Fly self revealed to them. The Selves hierarchy included
maintenance and repair bots shaped like arachnids and scorpions. The arachnids would lay a protective web that
would conceal an injury or opening. The scorpions do the intricate repair work using the claws. There were larger
variants of both designs intended for defense; the defensive arachnids and scorpions using multiple arrays of mass
drivers and energy cannons to take down enemy fighters and capital ships. There were new kinds of flying
anthropoids as well, which the Fly was a living example. While the Fly was ascout and a probe, the rounded B ee was
a resource gatherer, and the Wasp, a swarm drone intended to protect the gatherers. They all have shiny lace like
wings that shimmered like rainbows and extend far greater than their bodies, asif sweeping into space. It was as if the
wings could touch and hold the fabric of space itself, and useit to propel the creature across space.

Away from the animal like anthropoid designs, there was plant like designs, such as the massive orbiting collectors
that gather sunlight and other energies with immense collector panels that spread out thinly across space. There was
another design, like an anemone, a powerful gravwell generator that draws stray matter into its mouth through a
funnel of controlled gravity, the sweeping panels like hungry tentacles drawing prey. The animals were beautiful in
their careful intricacy and design, the huge plants were wonderful to behold in their i mmen se grandeur.

Seejuk right there began to see the pattern of evolution the Beast was undertaking. No longer content to assimilate
existing designs, it was darting to make designs of its own, designs that were much more effident than. The silicon-
germanium genetics of the nanobots were experimenting with new designs, and they were doing it much faster than
carbon based life forms. What may teke thousands of years to evolve was only taking a day in the life of the White
Beast. Not just content with evolving new forms the White Beast was evolving into an entire ecosystem of itsown, a
new kind of stellar ecology that could live on the matter and the light of stars.

But there was however, no new designs that could undertake an offensive war. The White Beast had no intention to
evolve in that direction any further. The defensive wasps and arachnids were there only to protect, not attack. The
armadas of cloned dhips, that was the legecy of the old Beast, the Beast that was dying silently, to be inevitably
replaced by the Selves-E cosystem, itself searching to evolve into the perfect life form.

Zhura wanted to go, if there was still a chance to save her father. He needed her; she had knowledge of Raider
computer systems. Maalasi had to go. He w as the reluctant one, but it was important for him to bring back Zha Khor
alive to fulfill that lucrative Outpost contract. This stupid war will kill his business, he said. So he would take any
chance to gop it. Madasi had the skill to run the specid cloak vessel, but most specially, he had the best ingght of the
most hidden aspects of Raider technology. Yes, he had to go. Seejuk suspected that Madasi ultimately changed his
mind for the opportunity to study Beast biotechnology. As for Zhoan, he wanted to bring the reg of the neutral
Raiders to launch attecks aganst the Nemesis and the Tiamat as a lesson for attacking the planetoid. It wasnt a
sensible idea, given the power of the Nemesis and the Tiamat along with their allies. But Seejuk needed Zhoan to get
the Mule out as a backup to secure aretrieval plan. Girrsajust wanted to go, owing some guilt to what happened to
Kuo'ran but maybehe just wanted to be next to Zhura. Being a Kaalel, he had com puter expertise, and he could work
well with Zhura as they hack the nodes. Mushak gave the permission to obtain the equipment they would need for this
mission.

As the Corsair moved further away from the planetoid, they could see the blackened burned spots on the pl anetoid's
surface, caused by the recent attacks. Like afairy, the Fly self fluttered inside the cabin, played with Zhura for some
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time, then finally perched on Seejuk's shoulder. Seejuk wondered if the creature could feel. It's going home now, its
purpose nearly fulfilled.

They gathered around the ring table. Zuhal was the only one that was flesh and bone. The rest were wraiths.

"Was there any profit in our retreat?' One voice said. "W e have suffered too much of our forces."

"We have findly checked the advances of the Condemned." said another voice. "They have overrun several sectors
around the Outer Rim. But they too had suffered greatly. Their offense had run out of momentum. Soon it will be
timeto deliver the war directly against their core populations, to exterminate the heathen once and for all."

"I’'m afraid the Nemesis is only our secondary problem," a voice spoke, in a manner éove all. "The Plague should be
our primary concern. If it is dlowed to live, it will be a greaer force than the Nemesis a greater force than even the
Unbound. | can feel its physical energies, and they have evolved their power generation technologiesto a scde and
efficiency even greater than ours. | can feel its psionic energies, and they have exceeded what the Nemesis was
capable of, as an entire race."

"I support that," said another voice in the darkness. "l can feel the presence of the new Plague. It becomes greater and
more powerful by the minute. We may not have enough time to stop it from being stronger. Stronger than even the
Unbound."

"We cannot be inferior to any species," one voice decreed. "We are the Tiamat, we are the W heel of Fate. All life
follows the plans set by the Wheel. It is not acceptable. The Plague must be destroyed, before it becomes greater than
us. Before it destroys us."

"The Plague ship destroyed the Annihilator. That is a testimony of the Plague's power. It must be destroyed before it
destroys more of our Annihilators."

"How many of these Annihilaors do you have?" Zuhal asked.

"That is not for you to know," said a voice. "You only need to know we have many. They are coming from all
directions, from the places we have hidden them for eons They have been awakened to redo the purpose they were
born for, to cleanse the gal axy from the undesirables, the heathen, the condemned.”

175



"You have the power, but you do not know whereto strike," Zuhal sad. "We have our BigEye early warning frigates
situated all over the outer rim sectors. You see, we found out something about the W hite Beast that you may have
overlooked. The White Beast communicates among the Selves that travel in far space using psionic energies, but these
energies have a strange format. T hey are not directly the thoughts or the impulses that we have known of most life,
but more like a computer code. They have a source, a central point, coordinating the Selves like a hive mind. This
point islike a server in anetw ork. Destroy this central point, and you destroy the White Beast."

"Our BigEyes have hacked into this psionic network stream in order to find out where the source is. We have come to
an accurate pinpoint of its location, here at the Mohilim sector at the Outer Rim. Quite alogical place. Plenty of dark
matter clouds to hide, yet there is a star and some asteroid belts to harvest resources and energy. The Deliverer class
planet destroyer is far from a mothership. Something created it something bigger. Tha can only be the true
mothership. The Mohilim system can easily both hide and sustain such amothership. If the White Beast mothership is
there, we can only bet our chances that the main N emesis battlefleet is close by."

"An excellent analysis, even for one bound to the flesh,"” said a voice. "Once again you have vindicated our trug and
confidencein you to be our ally."

"It was like an honor from the gods to be choosen by the Wheel of Fate," Zuhal said. "You are the hand of destiny,
and | am only atool to carry it out."

"Then we must prepare the Annihilators,” the voice said. "Their full might will gather in the star of Mohilim. There
they shall deanse the Plague, and when that is done, they will cleanse the Condemned. We must prepare the fleets to
escort and protect the Annihilatorsin their journey. It is time for usto leave now."

The hooded images began to disappear from the conference room, clear of their purpose and strategy. Zuhal sighed a
breath of relief. He waited for a few moments then walked out to return to the bridge of the Irkan. He often
wondered if this was theright thing to do. The Tiamat gave him the creeps, but even with the evil he perceived from
them, they represented a known order of things tha had already exiged, that needed no replacement by an unknown
and potentially more terrifying order such as the Nemesis and the Beast. He justified himself as working for the status
quo, the lesser of two evils.

Aboard the Atonement, X'on watched the feeble light of the red sun of Mohilim gruggle to shine through the clouds
of dark matter that tend to permeae this part of space. But even with the fant light, he could see the slhouettes of
the giant flower like solar collectors and the anemone like matter collectors.

"Get mein touch with the White Beast," X'on ordered.
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Above him, the hologram screens flickered out of thin air. A crystalline face appeared, its eyes a composite mosaic.

"| see, the Self that you choose to show your face and interact with me has changed once again," X'on observed. "At
least this one appears more appealing.”

"Our change represents our continuous evol ution, our search for improvement,” the diplomat self said.

"Even your speech hasimproved," X'on added. "l remember the time not long ago when you stutter in your speech.”

"Improved speech synthesis is part of our evolution, part of the benefit of increased processing power," the Self sad.
"We appreciate that our new form has pleased you."

"You will please me more if you have good news," X'on said. "Our last battle was pyrrhic victory. We had successive
gains in our advances in the Outer Rim sectors. But this decisive battle has halted our momentum, causes us to
temporarily retreat."

"You may have underestimated the Unbound," the Self said. "We have been taking them out in a wave of successive
surprises. We have been overconfident trying to take out a well-concentraed concentration by sheer force done.
They will now feel they have a chanceto break our strategic momentum. They will try to get momentum of their own.
They will now feel that thisistheti meto go on to the offensive.”

"But this presents an opportunity.”

"Hmm," X'on wondered. "I know what you are thinking, but do you have specifics."

"It is time to lure the enemy into a trgp,” the Self said. "All you have to do in your partisto spring it. | advise that
you must repar your most powerful vessds and bring them to 100% efficiency and capability. We will need them for
the trap.”

"A trap? hmm, who will the bait be?' X'on wond ered.

"We will," the Self said. "The Unbound are drawn to the Collective Selves. Their pride will not accept a species
superior to them. They feel threatened. We have destroyed one of their Annihilators. They have reason to be alamed.
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We advise tha you move your population centers away from the Mohilim system as far as possible. They seek to
extermi nate your race at cost.”

"Thelast part isn't new news," X'on said. "Go on."

"Pride is agred weakness Y ou challenged their might directly because of your pride. Y ou think you would not lose.
So you made mistakes and charged head on. The same will happen to the Unbound. Pride will lead them to their
mistake. The Mohilim sysem provides many opportunities for a trap. The dark matter clouds make excellent hiding
places. M aster the environment and we will master the enemy."

The Self semed to be lecturing X'on on the fine points of tactical battle. He swallowed his pride for a moment,
knowing with some insight that the Self may be true to what he said. Here, hidden in the Void, the Nemesis had never
participaed in a major battle for eons sincethe great War of the Heavens. Too many generations had passed, and they
only had to refer to the histories and simulations. Yes, they have superior technology, but apparently technology
wasn't enough to win battles. The W hite Beast from its previous incarnation had seen continuous battles, and it had
been re-adapting to the varied tacticd scenariossince. It's fleets had pearheaded many of the advancing attacks on
the Outer Rim, with considerable success.

"I will let you call the shots this time, B east. Do not fail me and our alliance,” X'on warned.

The Self in the screen nodded before the screen fizzled out.

X'on turned back to his tenders, a large party of robbed clergy that tended to his every whim. "Do as he says.
Withdraw the M oonships from this sector, and get our fleet quickly repaired..."

Perched on a shard, the Zha self wached the procession of ships above. There was no sound in spece, yé the
vibrations and the pattems of the frequencies of the stray waves they emanate, were like a sound on their own. Only
that have senses adapted to read such could perceive these waves, and they felt like sound. A low menacing rumbling
was how it felt like.

The Kuo'ran self walked over and sat down next to her. What seemed like mere darkness when seen with ordinary
eyes were raging auroras of color, the moods of clouds and nebulas, the erupting flares from the auroras of stars.
They realized that it was not just the Stafarer senses tha were reaching out, but that their eyes had changed, a
crystalline mosaic type that could perceive afar greater range of wavelengths than what an ordinary eye could.
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The Kuo'ran self was troubled. "Will we ever get back to our proper bodies? Will we ever get back to our homes? |
want to go home now. | miss home." She leaned on he side towards the Zha self. The Kuo'ran self had been through
alot, seeing both the dangers and the wonders of the universe in so short a time. She's taxed emotionally, and quite
tired. The Zha self felt tired too, despite the vagly improved physiology of their strange crystalline bodies. It was not
physical tiredness. It was tiredness of the soul.

"We will return. Dont worry," Zhasaid. "We must focus on the next thingswe must do to help the White Bead, and
let things unfold as they are." She had some internd doubts aout her own words, but inside, there was a shard of
hope that she held on to.

The scene on the Deliverer has been one of heavy activity as arachnids and scorpions flurry about trying to repair their
host as quickly and as efficiently a possible. Larger defense droids guard over them. The arachnids ate pieces of
debris and junk, digest them, then spit out a crystalline web that soon harden to a tough hexagond comblike structure,
a silicate matric. The matrice not only serves as a protective fiber reinforced armor, but was conductive as well,
capable of serving as redundant processors. The scorpions repair and weld broken areas of the matrices, rgoining
them. On the skies, Beast fighters, corvettes and frigates soar in a guardian formati on.

Far above, the aging red star shone, a red disk obscured by dark clouds, a picture of an eternal sunset. High aove in
orbit around the star, Zha could see with her powerful new eyes, the plant like ships the W hite Beast had laid. Huge
flowerlike energy collectors span the space for miles with their giant lace like petals. Like feeding anemonies, matter
collectors use pow erful gravwells that can extend focused fields of gravity across fast distances of space, pulling rock,
debris and even clouds to their feeding maw. Around their maws, focusing panels shaped like tentacles danced in a
slow rhythm, their sensual movement sychronized with the pulses of gravitational fields, the panels flexing with the
gravitational waves like lunar tides that occur every minute. The White Beast had been growing more and more of
these plant like ships that they are beginning to cover thestar itself. Shewondered if the Collective Selves have some
other purpose in mind with these Plant selves.

"Itistime to go now," the Zerun sel f said. A huge insect | ike creature with wi ngs hovered then landed next to them. It
was a shuttle ship, agiant version of Fly sdf, one of the unique adaptive designs the White Beast had been making for
itsel f. Nearby the arachnids had encased the flesh bodies of Kuo'ran and Zha into crygalline mummies, and towed the
mummies to the Fly sel f, where they were attached to its belly. Zha figured that must be the cargo compartment.

Kuo'ran seemed apprehensive waching her own body like a dead mummy. Zha assured her. "Our bodies are still dive,
| could feel it. They'relike in a state of stassis."

The three of them walked to the giant Fly self. The Zerun sdf directed them to ride on theback of the Fly, holding on
to shards shaped like handles. As they did so, the matrices in the shards joined to their matrices in their hands,
creating a welded solid link. They essentially became part of the Fly, at least from their bodies, but their innate Selves
remained separate The Zerun-self could link to the central sysems of the Fly self. Essentially he became interfaced to
fly the creature.
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It would be strange flying through vaccum again. Before, she had flown through space like a dream in an ethereal
body. That experience had a hallucinating effect to it. This time, she remembered, these crystalline bodies were
resistant to vaccum, and they had been living on a tiny weak amosphere that surrounded the layer of the Deliverer
like a coating, yet never dense enough to support life directly. While experience through an ethereal body was like a
dream, the experience of gpace through the crystalline bodies was much more intense. There was a nse of genuine
physicality these bodies have that a spirit traveling through space will never have. It's sensud organs were much
powerful and sensitive.

The Fly lifted out of the D eliverer. For Zha and Kuo'ran, the experience was just pure fun, like aride in an amusement
park. Maybe they can enjoy this moment for awhile before they settle into more serious matters.

They passed by the jungle of the flower and anemone collectors. Finally Zha saw the creature, the main mother vessl
of the White Beast. It's size was too huge to be called a mothership, many times larger than the Deliverer. It was more
like a planetoid, a living moon that kept building itself as it fed. Zha could imagine from its immense dze that the
living moon could give birth to more Deliverer class vessls, creating the backbone of an ungoppable fleet. But she
perceived the White Beast no longer had that intention, given tha there was gill only one Deliverer. Zha could see
more plantlike ships attached to its surface, like embroyos growing. When they're ready, these plant like ships would
leave the nest and join the others in orbit. Around the living moon were armadas of Beast vessels, ships of all types
orbitingin vigil. The Fly headed to the living moon.

* * %

"We got multiple ship readings" M ad as shouted. "Theship isgoing into cloak!"

The Corsair frigate disappeared like aghost, & it waded to a nearby rock belt. They were still quite some distance
from the Mohilim star system, and already something was afoot.

Everyone stared at the screens, mouths agap e at both the horror and aw e of the image it presents.

A vast fleet of ships, an armada of Tiamat spiderships, Tiamat crabships and Sekmet battlespheres. Vast swaming
clouds of Black and Fire Acolytes swirled around the larger ships, like flies tending to fresh carcass. Here was the full
might of the Unbound, at least from the two most warlike factions of the Unbound. Among the more peaceful races,
the Bentusi and the Naga had long since the Galaxy once again, both confirmed by Mushak and the Fly self, |eaving
only the smaller Ringships and Needleships to guard precious assets that could not leave the galaxy. The more
pacificist races of the Unbound were all in a defensive mode, staying in their home sectors where ever they were. Only
the aggressive Tiamat and Sekmet were in a warlike offensive mode. The Tiamat and the Sekmet were friendly rivals
in their quest for power, trying to upstage each other through achievement but never in direct confrontation. Now it's
arace to see who would catch the greater glory in vanquishing the White Beast and the Nemesis.

"Look, look!" Giirsashouted. "I can't believe it!"
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Seejuk could not believe his eyes. He could see large ships the form, the silhouette of an Annihilator. One of these
ships were already grave trouble. And here'sa second. No wait! There'sathird, and now afourth!

Seejuk tore at his hair. There were more Annihilators, a fleet of black moons silhouetted against the raging nebulas
and aging stas, silently cruising to their destinations. In the final count there seemed to be more than a few dozen of
them, al| guarded by avast fleet of Unbou nd shi ps and fighters that surrounded the Annihilators like a giant cloud.

They all stared at the screens speechless. Finally, Maalasi uttered. "Looks like the White Beastie is going to get it
now. Anyone having a change of heart?" Grinning, Madasi raised his hand, but no one else did. They just stared at
him like crazy.

Maalasi lowered his hand and sighed. "Oh my. Looks |ike we're abunch of dumb ass heroes."

The Fly self said, "Trust me. We are aware of the pow er of the Unbound. Release us and you shall see a power even
greater than what you are seei hg now ."

181



Part 22

The Annihilaors were slow, dow machines. Even in cloaked mode, the Corsair quickly left the Unbound fleet behind,
undetected.

"The slowness of the huge ships will buy us time, but only for a short while. We still do not have time to waste," said
the Fly sel f. The purple gat e appeared, and the Corsair slipped through it.

When it appeared, two ships were waiting for them. The Fly assured them that the two ships were Bead, and the
crystalline splotches on their sides told them that the ships were Firelance clones.

"Now your computers must beready for a download," said the Fly. The lights inside the Corsair darkened as the main
computers temporarily overloaded from a massed influx of daa. The lights recovered to their steady glow and the
comp uters resumed normal functioni ng.

"You now have the data to mimic a W hite Beast ship," the Fly said. Maa as checked the computers. "Y ou're right!"
he affirmed.

"Now transform," the Fly said. The Corsair turned into a White Beast variant of an lon Array frigate. "Pulsating
electro-magnetic fields aound the ship will srve as abarrier to prevent Stafarer psionic powers from detecting us.
Now fol low the other ships."

The transformed Corsair turned to follow the Firelances. Ahead of them was the dim dying sun of Mohilim, its feeble
red light struggling to shine through the nebulas of dark matter that orbit the star. It's eruptiveflares burn through the
ionized gases trapped in the magnetic fields that surround the star, creatiing fiery auroras that raged through space
thousands of times larger than entire worlds.

Seejuk stared at the scene ahead of him in awe. He uttered a prayer to the highes God of dl gods, whom even the
great Sajuuk was a mere srvant, thankful for the beauty he saw and the wonder of natural creation. No Kushan,
except for Giirsa here, and Kuo'ran somewhere out there, have ever seen the awe of such a sight, a star on the very
edge of the Galaxy, the edge between the lightspace of the living and the darkspace that was the Void.

"There!" Zhura shouted, pointing the screen. "l can see them. The Nemesis fleet!" Indeed it was. Even at immense
distancesthe Nemesis dreadnaughts can be seen with their distinct shapes. Based from their previous observation, the
Nemesis dreadnaughts were bigger than an entire Turanic Outpost, except that these shipsactually move on their own
power. Zhura wondered if they would be caught again. But this time, they have taken precautions, and they were not
alone. In vast linear formations, Nemesis fighters and frigates surrounded the large ships in protecti ve screens. Zhura
wondered if her father was still there, ali ve and healthy, and hoped for the farthest chance he can still be rescued.
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"The ships are mobilizing," Seejuk observed. "They know abig battle will be coming."

"We do not have much time to waste," the Fly said. The three frigates, the Corsair and the two escorting Beast
frigates, passed innocently through parols of Nemesis ships. The sleek forms of the Nemesis fighters was something
Giirsahad grown to hate, the image of Kuo'ran in the moment of her madn ess had burned deep i n his mind.

"Over there,"” Zhura cried out, pointing to a new series of ships. They were like giant flowers, heat and light collectors
with symmetricd panels that extend into space for miles. Like living creatures, monger ships draw mater usng
focused fields of gravity into their hungry maws, extended tentacles manipulating the gravity fields like vanes guiding
the winds. "Energy and resource collectors of some kind," Seejuk said. "T hese things must have gathered alot."

"There | see it now," Zhura cried out again, much to the digraction of Madasi who was piloting the ship. "Must be
the White Beast battl e fleet!"

There were rows and rows of the T aiidan style Heavy Corvettes, covered in pale white, one of the Beast's most
effective strike formations, supplemented by Kushan style HCs and Multigun Corvettes of both Kushan and Taiidan
styles. There were pale white colored Brigands, then rows and rows of White Acolytes These were no longer the
Somtaaw type Acolyte, as the W hite Beast had long acquired the ability to clone Super Acolytes. The White Acolytes
had been an effective dogfighter against the variety of colored Super Acolytes of the Unbound. They could al see
rows and rows of Beast Interceptors, basically based on two kinds, a type based on the T uranic Bandit and the other,
on the Taiidan Triikor. But the White Beast enhancments gave their own Bandit and T riikor clones a superior level of
protection and regeneration over their originals, with a greater punch from energy cannons.

There were Beast ion frigates, both of the Kushan Firelance, the Taiidan Sajuuk-Cor and the Turanic Assasi h vari ety.
There was little Assault frigates however. But even the combined ion array frigates were outhumbered by huge
numbers of Hive Frigates, cl oned from the Somtaaw design and probably improved in some way.

Space bustled with activity. Seejuk noted the absence of resourcers based on the Somtaaw W orker and the Taiidan
Resourcer class Ingead, the White Beast had resorted to using its own unique designs that must have been more
efficient for it. They appeared like giant insects, or giant versons of the Fly self, buzzing around asteroids. There was
something about the shimmering "wings" they use to propel them selves through space, as if thefields they create push
directly against the space-time fabric. Huge grub like ships closedly followed these giant Flies, and the Grubs, which
remind ed Seejuk of Kadeshi Pods, must be resource controllers and pro cessors.

Something huge loomed ahead of them. Seejuk remembered this one. He had seen it fire some sort of super siege
cannon against the Unbound Annihilator back at the T uran sector, the giant vessel they call the Deliverer. It was a
grostesque ship, a monster with a huge mouth, with tentacles around it to draw its prey. But the Deliverer does not
use its mouth to eat; it uses it to fire that super seige cannon inside it. Its surface was mottled with white, crygalline
patches that cover huge areas with a hexagonal matrice.

183



The Corsair and its two escorts passed through the formaions of fighters and the Deliverer. It seemed as they went
further ahead, the clouds of dark matter only grew thicker, as if their very destination must be hiding in the thickest of
the clouds.

Indeed it must be. The ships travelled through increasingy thicker clouds, and the space around them became darker
with every passing moment. Soon they could not see much light from the sun or the few stars near the system. The

only lights were those from the escorting frigates, and the luminescent organs of the Fly and Grub selves, like deep
undersea creatures searching for food.

There finally it loomed, like a smdl planet covered with a gowing crystdline surface that stood out from the
darkness. It appeared not like picturesof the Naggarok, which was a huge mothership---this, the central vessel of the
White Beast, was much much bigger, avirtual living moon.

"Welcome to the Core Self," the Fly self said. "I assume that this ship could land on a planet surface?"

"Yeswe do," Seejuk replied.

"The internal cavity had been presaurized with the proper atmosphere of your breathing requirements,” the Ay sad.
"First we must fly hover through the openings and prepare for landing. W e must proceed quickly".

"Okay, guys. Thisis amazing. For a small moon, it is generating artificial gravity equivalent to a habitable planet. My
sensors are indicating that the core has cavities that contain a breathable atmosphere.” Maal asi said. He pointed to the
large cracks in the surface, like bottomless canyons where deep inside, something seethed. The canyons would have
been dark, but the crystalline pat ches glowed, serving as markers for any craft that flew through them. They could see
the Fly and Grub selvesfly into and out of the canyons.

"l bet that's where home is Or theHive, whaever you call it. Herewe go, right into the bug nest," Madasi said. "Or
perhaps, into the depths of hel |."

The ship disengaged its mimic form, and hit its retros. The Corsair descended into the canyons, the ship deftly
avoiding the sharp spikes that lined the canyon's wal Is.

"Excellent piloting skill. | didn't know you had it in you," Seejuk complemented M aalasi.
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Maalasi replied. "In my younger days, | used to be a race pilot and engineer. Then | became older, had a family, and
became asalesman. But | still have my skills."

Somew here inside, the Fly told them to stop. "It is close by. The Core Self. Prepare for landing. Prepare to receive,
the Core Self."

The Corsair sailed into the final cavity, the largest of them all. The Corsair fired its retros for the final time, and its
docking legs deployed for landing. The Corsair landed on solid ground with athud.

"We brought along space suits just in case, but my sensors are indicating a breathable atmosphere with the comect
pressure,” Maalasi said.

"The Collecti ve Selves have prepared the environment especi aly for you all," said the Fly self.

"I probably bet you're happy now," Seejuk said to the Fly self.

"It has been awish of mine to phydcally rejoin the Collective Sdves. This is wha you Flesh entities call home, and
that iswhat the concept means to me. B ut we do not have time to waste as the peril grows near."

They prepaed to disembark from the Corsair, except for Maalas who remained in the ship to keep tabs on the
sensors and the computing systems. Maalasi immediately made scans intent to analyze the advanced nanobot and
droid technology the White Beast uses. Asthe hatch open, acool wind bl ew in.

"Breathable, but kind of stale," Seejuk commented about the atmosphere.

"What's this?" Giirsa exclaimed, watching the large pale crystalline spiders and scorpions creeping near his feet. "Oh
by the god Sajuuk!" he lamented, feeling ill & the sight of the articulate multilegged creatures tha glow eerily & the
dark. As he examined the caverns more, he found the creatures creeping up the walls and ceilings. Several of the
creatures perched on top of the crystal spires and shards, staring at the flesh bound visitors with caution and curiosity.

"These are Repair selves. Without them, the Collective Selves cannot repair and regenerate the matrix," the Fly self
explained. The Fly fluttered like a luminescent fairy around both Seejuk and Zhura, which both of whom the creature
seemed to have gained afondness of.
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Then it finally appeared. A huge matrix of honeycombs that appeared to stretch by the miles, each cell glowing with
their own bioluminescence. "T heis the Core Self, which all the Col lective Selves are linked ," said the Fly.

Three figuresstood there.

"ZHA!" Seejuk shouted, as one of the girls started running to him.

"l am so glad to seeyou all," Zhacried as she hugged her dear friend that stood by her for so long.

Giirsa and Zhura ran to the other girl, for they recognized her as Kuo'ran. Giirsa was happy to see her hedthy and
sane. "| am so gad to see you. Youre not crazy anymore, are you?" he asked, & he stroked Kuo'ran'shead.

"Oh, it'sgood to see you al. Youve dl cometo save us," Kuo'ran shouted in glee. "T o answer your question, no I'm
not crazy anymore | got my soul back, | thiink, thanks to the White Beast here. It rescued us from being zombies of
that creepy guy X'on."

"l was worried about you," Segjuk sad, ashe stroked Zha on the head.

"No...I was the one really worried about you, Seejuk. | thought there would be nothing left of you all squeezed
between the crossfire of the Unbound and the Nemesis."

Seejuk noticed something about Zha. Her skin was crystalline marked with a hexagonal patern, and her eyes werea
mosaic. Giirsaalso quickly let go of Kuo'ran, when he saw the same thing.

"You, you're not Zha," Seejuk dropped his handsin surprise and horror. "Are you?"

"I am her, or as you see, | am a Self now, at least temporarily. Oh I'm sorry," Zhasaid. "My real body is still there,
being repaired from the neurological damage caused by Nemesis. And so is Kuo'ran's. As the Selves will explain, | am
loaning this form right now for the duration of the healing process. When our bodies are all healed up, | can return to
my original bodi es."

Seejuk, Zhura and Giirsawalked over to what seemed like two crystd encasements. Therethey could see through the
thick trangarent fiber reinforced casings, the two flesh bodies of Zha and Kuo'ran, both sleeping like babies. Zhura
brought a medical scanner with her and scanned the bodies. "Life signs are okay. We got a regular hearbeart, regular
pulse, proper body temperature, and brainwaveson an REM dream state.”

186



"Somehow, my mind may be linked from my red body to this Self body," Kuoran sad. "That may explain the
brainwave activity. The whole phenomenon is quite intereging, actually. | cant explain the technology and how they
did it, but they did it. T his body is amazing. It could live through vacuum, and see a greater range of the spectrum. |
can see a bit of heat itself and a bit of the ultraviolet. | can perdeve magneic fields. Snce the discovery of my
Starfarer senses, | could percieve the psionic and magnetic energies that run throughout the cosmos, as if the stars
were alive themselves. But this body, the senses are intense, seeing the universe through different wavelengths,
through different fields."

"At least you can still think, Kuo'ran," Giirsa laughed. "Now | know it's you and that you're not crazy. | thought you
looked cool in the silver bathing suit the Nemesis gave to you, but you looked even cooler in that creeply glowing
thing you arein now."

"Stop kidding, Giirsad I'm not kidding. | got my own theorieshere, dl derived from first hand experience. T his White
Beast, this creature, it is evolving to a new pure stellar life form, one that can live purely on vaccum, travel through
space without a ship, and subsist on the material resources and energy it can find. This is why the Unbound fears this
new creature; the W hite Beast will evolve to a superior state, a form that is truly unbound to both flesh, planets and
even spacecraft.”

For a moment, Kuo'ran reflected. "It is ironical indeed, Giirsa, that we travelled so far to search for dues on the
origins of sentient life, but instead di scovered where lifeis ultimately evolving.

"You are correct," a voice said. "We are evolving, even at this very moment. We await our find form, and with that,
our rebirth." It was the third figure, coming down from the steps.

The face was familiar, and he had seen this picture in the Mule achivesand on Zha's command console aboard that
ship. "I's tha who and what | thinkit is?' Seejuk asked.

"It is my father, Zerun Khor. Or at least, the White Beast facsimile of him. My real father died, but the Beast cloned
his memories and personality into this Self."

"So the White Beast can take all the memories and the personality essence of all the people the Beast had infected,
clone and resurrect them into these new forms, these selves," Seejuk observed. He looked arond in the vast cavern
hall. Each cell in the honeycomb, there were people in them. At least not human or flesh and blood, but each was like
Zha, Kuo'ran and Z erun. Seeing all these bodies was like a vast cemetary, where the dead was ready to reaw aken.

"We cannot return whom the Beast had so unjustly removed from the stream of life," the Zerun self explained. "But in
our ow n way, we can partly resurrect the essence of all those who were taken by creati ng them to anew life."
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Zhura seemed to be the odd one left. It was her question that remaned unanswered. "We have recovered Kuoran and
Zha, but w hat about my father? What about my father?"

Zerun turned to Zhura. "Your father is all right at the moment. But he is not in our hands, as he is still with the
Nemesis. While we cannot guarantee his safety or rescue, we will seek means for his safe retrieval ."

"Please | ask of you, help him," Zhurabegged.

"Pleas, please," the Fly self said. "We do not have time to lose. The Unbound will soon be upon us. We must deal
with the nodes."

Maalasi talked through the comlink to Zhura, Seejuk and Giirsa. "Way ahead of you. | have been doing ans, and we
have found devices foreign to the B east matrix. At least foreign to them, since the devices are familiar to us Raider
technology."

Zhura turned to the Zerun self. "Our Raider technology is primitive compared to what | see the White Beast is
capable of, why can't you resolve the nodes yourself?'

"It is precisely because it is primitive," the Zerun sdf explained. "The design makes no snse to us. It's flavs and
logical contradictions baffle us. It is a design conceived by the flesh bound, and only understood by the flesh bound."

"A nodeis nearby," the Z erun self explained. "We can get to it for your exami nation."

"Okay then, let's get to work," Seejuk said. "We'll need to get our tools first." After a minute Seejuk, Giirsa and
Zhurareturned from the ship carrying bags of various equipment.

The node was large black egg as big as two humans. Its surface was a black mirror like metd similar to the coating
the Nemesis uses on their shi ps, except that it was glossy not satin.

"The coating ressts our touch," the Zerun self explained. Sparks flew out alarmingly as he held his hand close to the
egg's surface.
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"Primarily because it was intended to protect against silicate based life forms such asyou," Zhura said. She put her
hand on its surface and nothing happened. "Obvioudy it was only meant to be handled by its flesh bound creators."
Shefelt around the egg. "There must be an access panel around here. Found it. Give me some hands."

Seejuk and Giirsa bent over to lift the panel out from the surface of the egg. "Interesting. It's one of the Harkk’hah's
commercia designs that the Forlym must have purchased or cloned. The Harkk'hah are the best programmers and
computer engi neers of al the Raiders, and even the For'lym trust their high caliber equipment. They wanted the best,
they got the best. Harkk'hah serial numbers, but with For'lym ow nership labels on...you got that Maalasi ?"

"Got it," Maalasi said. "The egg is one node of several. | see a vast redundant computing network here, each
interfaced to the nervous infrastructure of the White Beast. Okay, | got the operating system right here, and it's also
Harkk'hah OS. Should be easy to break. Correction, Zhura, the Harkk'hah are only second best; the Soo'nani will
come out with superior computer models.”

"I got it too," Zhura said. "I got the interface right now. By the way, M adasi, this is not the time to sell next year's
computer models."

"Whatever, and what makes you think I'm selling new computers | an merely stating a fect...now, the nodes are
designed to induce certain signals aganst the White Beast's intemal network," Maalas explained. "With the proper
signals, it can induce a whole range of gimuli from pain, to sadness, to anger and pleasure It's no different from a
human emotional or hallucigenic inducing implant, except that this is on a giant scale, and tuned to the synapse
frequencies used by the White Beast internal network."

Zhura began teaching Segjuk and Giirsa some of the simpler aspectsof the navigating through the Harkk'hah designed
operating system. Soon the two Kushans got the basic idea and were moving through the operating system like pros.”

"Any attempt to dislodge, remove, or destroy the nodes will result in intense pain to the White Beast, perhaps death
by frying its central nervous system," Madasi explaned. "Each egg draws electricd energy from the White B east,
then stores and amplifies them into afocused electromagnetic pulse. | saw we must be careful ."

"Tough call," Seejuk sad.

"Not if we disable the main control application instead," Giirsa said. "If the application is disabled, the nodes can be
left for dead. or we may crash the entire network operaing sysem. But there is awfully tight security here. | see
firewalls inside firewalls. The application is spread redunantly throughout the nodes, and ditto with the server OS.
Pure human paranoid redundancy to the ninth level. Security designed to confuse. Algorhythms that made no sense.
No wonder the White Beast cannot fathom it. Nonetheless the Kaalel are the bes hackers of Hiigara and | will break
the best the Hakk'hah has to offer. Time to demonstrate what we coul d do...." Girrsarolled hi s sleeves up.
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Giirsas fingers began to aggressively type the keyboard of the portable terminal, like a maestro out to compose his
finest music. Then he suddenly stopped, looking baffled.

"It does not look like good news," Seejuk sad.

"Asusual, GiirsaKaalel, even in the farthest corner of the galaxy, you are still aload of hot air,” Kuo'ran lectured.

"Aw shutup, Kuo'ran! Even if you're in a Beast body, you're still a lecturing bitch. Apparently, not even the power of
the W hite B east can remove that from you," Giirsaretorted.

"Give me aterminal, and | will show you a Sjet's superior computer expertise!" Kuo'ran boast ed.

"Well | think I'm going to pitch in and help hacking," Zhasaid, teking a spare portable terminal and placing it on her
lap. "No use sitting around, waiting for the Unbound to blow me to pieces while you two argue.”

Giirsa looked to Zhura. "Maybe you can come over here to my teminal and help me more discern the various
indigenous aspects of the Harkk'hah operating system." Zhura rolled her eyes, crawled next to Giirsa and placed her
hands on the same keyboard as his hands. The other hand began pointing at the screen, as she began her explanations.

"Excuse me while | recite a prayer before | hack," Seejuk said.

"Do you think we have made aright choice?" the Fly self communi cated to the Zerun self.

"It was a gamble to use these people, but we have no choice," the Zerun self said. "Our fate now rests on their
competence...or incompetence..."
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"The fifth angel sounded his trumpet, and I saw a star that had fallen from the sky to the earth. The star was given
the key to the shaft of the Abyss. When he opened the Abyss, smoke rose from it like the smoke from a gigantic
furnace. The sun and the sky were darkened from the smo ke in the Abyss. And out of the smoke, locusts came down
upon the earth, and were given p ower like that of the scorpions of the earth. "

Revelations 9, 1-3

191



Part 23

The nebula was a battle between the red and orange fires, fueled by hydrogen clouds and the smothering blackness of
the dark matter that floated from the Abyss. Inside it was the dim star of Mohilim, an aging red star tha had lived a
life of eons in loneliness, no star, no planet to give it companionship, no life form ever arising from it. At the farthest
edge of the galactic spiral, the Mohilim star awated its end, waiting to return its life giving elements back to the
cosmos, the only worthw hile event of its ob scure existence.

Between the shadows cast by the dark clouds, and the dim flames of the dying nebula, hundreds of black shapes
emerged. There were massive spherical shapeswith rings and arms, and tails ending in long stalks. Hundreds of small
black fighters shadowed them, and larger spiderships and batt espheresfollowed them.

"We have arrived," said one voice.
Plague and the Condemned.”

...Arrived to the system of the dying star. It will be a place fitting to end the

"We have no time to lose," said the voice, this one of the Sekmet. "The psonic power of the Plagueincreass by the
second.. | can feel its power rising, like anovaready to burst. It is a strength that the Condemned had cast ablind eye
upon, not realizing that their tool will be ultimately stronger than they are."

"If that is 20, then the Plague must be our primary objective," said a voice of the Tiamat. "We can eliminate the
Condemned after the Plague is destroyed. The Plague must not be dlowed to grow stronger than the collective
powers of the Unbound.”

"We have sight of the Ones that must be destroyed," a voice spoke.

The lines of fighters that stretch from one end of the sky to the other began to accelerate, their bluish ion trails
lengthened as they increased to attack speed. The Tiamat crabships and Sekmets battle spheres forged ahead, their
Boundless overminds controlling the Black and Fire Acolyte drones.

Obscured from the dark clouds, another armada of black ships emerged. There were huge shi ps shaped like tripods set
on their end, three legs that stretch out into space from a central body, and a huge stalk emerging from the center.
Thinyellow lightsrippled back and forth the entire | ength of their body.

"We have contact with the enemy," the tactical office announced. They had been waiting among the dark clouds,
hundreds of sleek winged fighters, the Bats, the Skates and the Mantas, hungry to wreak retribution for the fae the
Unbound had cast upon them. Like huge roaches, the Nuriya class frigates followed the fighters. Then finally, the
Retribution class dread naughts brought up the rear.
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The winged fighters ignited their boosters, and their red ion trails streaked the bladk sky. The LED lights from the
dashboardsreflected off the dark visors of the Starfarer pilots, astheir fighters accelerated and scanned for the nearest
Unbound targets. "This is Demon Leader. Enemy fighter squadrons, bearing 0124 mark 086, prepare to engage.”

All across the gar system, the peace from the obscurity and the darkness was broken, astwo ancient powers prepared
to settle their eternal feud.

Y et another creaure waited paiently, like a canivorous animal hidden in its burrow, ready to jump on its prey. It
watched the combatants as they head to each other in a fatal embreace. This is the time, it thought. The circumstances
areright. T he decision is made.

Death creates life.

Around the aging Mohilim star, like giant flowers the solar wind collectors extended their panels and aimed it at the
core of the gar. The massive gravwdl generatorsset in orbit by the Creature headed for the collectors and united in
their centers, creating a new ship. The collectors fed their energy in the gravwel generators, whose gravity fields
were focused by the panels directly into the core of the star.

Massive waves of gravity began to compress the core of the red Mohilim sun. Waves of stellar tsunami rocked its
surface. Angered, the dying star released massive flaresinto the sky.

"The enemy is here," said Zerun, staring at the human crew as they struggled in a race of time, to unlock the nodes
that bind the W hite B east.

"What is here?' Seejuk cried out, sweat beading in his forehead, as he tried to hack the Raider installed nodes with
Giirsa, Kuo'ran, Zha, and Zhura

It was Maalasi in the comlink. "He must be referring to the Unbound armada Looks like it had arived to the system.
The ship scanners are detecting the N emesis also in battle formation, heading to each other. Looks like abig fight
ahead in the sky."

"The battle is joined," the Zerun self said. He raised his ams. Outside, formations of white fighters, Acolytes,
Triikors, Bandits, Blades, a collection of a myriad designs the White Beast had accumulated from the races of the
Inner Spiral, began to accelerate, ion trails heating up. B ehind them were various frigaes, also collected from the
races of the Inner Spiral, the Lightspace. The main bulk of the smaller capital ships were Hive frigates. They opened
their back wings, and hundreds of swarm drones filled the gace like a storm cloud.
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Their orders were simple They were neither to offensive atack both the Unbound or the Nemesis, but to defend the
Mother core vessel; its offspring, the Deliverer, and the orbiting collectorsgravwells, whose fields were being
focused into the Mohilim star itself. The Beast ships and fighters were legecies of the Beast selves in their former
form, existed long before the White Beast had evolved its own organic designs. They were the first wave of defense,
and the White Beast was about to launch its second wave.

Seejuk was distracted from his hacking activities as he saw the walls of the cavern came to life. Hundreds of
anthropoid creatures-—spiders and scorpions, emerged from the cracks and tunnels of the wadls, heading to the
surface.

"Do not be alarmed," said the Fly self as it perched on Seejuk's shoulder. "The time of tribulaion has come. The
Sel ves are willing to sacrifice themselvesto preservethecommongood.”

From the back of the larger spiders and scorpions---defense Selves---wings sprouted and extended themselves in
shimmering arrays of rainbows. They were wings of pure energy, held by force fields. As the Fly had explained before,
the wings bend the very fabric of space and time itself, as they flapped through it like a fluid medium. The spidersand
scorpions flapped their wings, then hovered, and rose graight to the sky, accelerating ever faster as they broke out
through the crevices and canyons, a massive raging swarm heading out to battle the dark shapes in the sky. Then
came the third wave, giant crystalline flies and locusts creeping through the cracks. They too extended their
shimmering wings of energy and field, and rose in buzzing, raging swarms.

Salim had been the dutiful scholar. His weapons were never guns or |asers, but the tip of his pen. He had sen the
Nemesis take his daughter away, a ceptive and a pawn they used to keep him at his dubious work of rewriting and
rehashing Nemesi s history in the archaic language of the Raiders. The project was a whim and a pet of the Nemes's
Overlord, a somew hat bizarre man wi th strange thinking patterns.

There was a knock in the door, and he opened it. Instead of expecting armed Nemesisguards, the armed men were in
Raider uniforms, packing pistolsof Raider design.

"What?' Salim asked.

"Do not question me. Just come with usright now. Thisisurgent,” said the Raider.

Salim dared not to question and quickly followed the armed men. To his surprise they led him to Mahar, Sha of the
Forlym, Raider aliesto the Nemesis. It was M ahar and the For'lym who | ent valuable know how that enabled the
Nemesis to capture and bind the White Beast. They led slave gathering raids in the Inner Spiral sectors to supply
cheap slave labor for the factories pounding armaments for the Nemesis war machine. They led scouting and
informati on gathering missions in theinner spiral sectorsfor the Nemesis. They were traitors and conspirators.

From the expression in Mahar's face, Salim knew that his sentiment had changed.
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"That madman, X'on, he will lead us to certain destruction,” Mahar complained. "This war, this feud, thisis not awar
of conquest. Thisis awar of mutual annihilation. We have snt secret communiques with Zuhal of the Harkk'hah for a
tactical withdrawal of the situation. By no means our feud with the Harkk'hah has concluded. This is our means to
ensure that both of uswill live for another day to deal with each other."

"A tactical withdrawal, en?" Salim smirked. "You are about to turn your back on your ally."

"A smart thing to do given the ci rcumstances," Mahar explained. "The lag few batles have | eft severe attrition on the
For'lym fighter forces. If this continues, we are gone. Not to mention the fact that the Nemesis and the Unbound are
fighting in a system with an unstable star. Our scanners have detected that the Mohilim sun is cgable of going
supernova anytime. To diein auseless futile manner is not what | have led my life for, what | have built the For'lym
for."

"Y ou are contempl ating escape against your former ally," Sdim confirmed.

"YES, and you wil | go with us. We cannot afford to leave any Raider in the hands of the Nemesis. That would betray
too much information," Mahar indsted.

"But my daughter....| can't leave her, she's a prisoner and they may do something to her if | escape with you..." Salim
argued.

"We have good word that she is no longer on the hands of the Nemesis," Mahar said. "They never told you, but she
was on the slave ship that the Du'ran Raiders liberated."

"Really?" For the first time in along time, Salim felt joy. The news of his daughter's escape was thrilling to hear, even
from the mouth of a conspirator like M ahar. "Y ou're sure?"

"I know that you never trust me, Salim of the Flo'karr, but for once, heed my word. We must get out. Either you
leave with us dive or we will leave you dead on this spot,” Mahar said. "We must leave while the Nemesis is
distracted with the battle."

Between escape and death, it was an easy choice for Salim. Mahar led his party in a small shuttle out of the
Atonement, in pretext that he was returning back to his command ship. Back in his Lord class carrier however, M ahar
ordered that all fighters must stay in standby.
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Across the sygdem, Zuhal of the Harkk'hah had the same thoughts. Scanners from his science and EWAC vessel s had
detected the instability of the Mohilim sun. Hisfleet had suffered svere atrition from the last few battles. Like the
Forlym, the addition of smdl ion based cannons on the Banditsdid not tumn out well. The ion cannons depleted way
too much energy and required too long a recharge time for the Bandit's limited battery reserves. This gave a severe
liability to the beam based Bandits in dogfights and it was most apparent in the battle of the Turan sector, when they
both had to battle each other and the regul ar Bandit and interceptor Raider forces defending the Turan planetoid. If
that wasn't enough, the indiscriminate use of the Nova cannon by both the Unbound and the Nemesis destroyed both
friend and foe, the shockw aves unleashed killing anything wi thin range of the explosion.

Zuhal had wondered aout the consequences of escaping from the Tiamat. Now with the Mohilim sun a supernova
candidate, he has his back on the wall. Death seamed certan and he would rather face the consequences with the
Tiamat instead of the supernova. Now with the Tiamat pre-occupied in a death struggle with the Nemesis, he saw an
opportunity.

"All Harkk'hah forces. Stand down and do not engage without my signal," Zuhal ordered. He dared & the screens
where the dark space of the Mohilim system had tumed into a nongop display of fireworks, as ship after ship, in a
chaos that one could not tell oneside from the other, exploded in an orgy of death and battle. He watched the chaos,
and he was thankful of hisdecision.

Across the system, to the Mother vessel of the White Beast itself, Maalasi faithfully manned the scanners of the
Corsair frigate they used to land inside the M other planetoi d.

"Seejuk? Anyone?' Maalasi beeped thecomlinks. "Wegot a Stuation here. The Mohilim sunjug turned ungable. We
got to hack the nodesand get the hdl out of here assoon as we can. Or wecan just get the hdl out and forget about
this creature.”

As if heisnot in enough pressure dready, Seejuk thought. Good, that will make his day. The Unbound in complete
topsy turvy in one end, a ancient crazy whacko race on the other. They're in the surface of a Beast mothership,
hacking Turanic Raider nodes on astar system aout to go nova on the very end of the Galaxy. Boy, hismother never
dreamed that as ajob situati on for her baby.

"How did the star become unstable?" Seejuk aked.

"I'm afraid, we are responsible for it," the Zerun self said. "We cannot let the Annihilators escgpe the system. The
Unbound and the Nemesis will be taught a lesson. The Cycle of Violence and Death must end here. Our gravwells
have focused their fields into the core of the star. Tidal waves will compress it until ultimately it will reach
supernova.”

"You will kill everyoneinthe system!" Seejuk objected.
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"There is still a chance to escape,” Zerun said. "Help us unlock the nodes. If you fail, we will die along with the
supernova. If you succeed, w e can escape.”

"How?" Seegj uk asked.

"Youwill see," Zerun said.

Seejuk stared at Zha. "Y ou know something like this might happen, do you?

Zhalooked back. "l had afeeling but | could not confirm it. T hey were hiding it from me for fear | may tell you."

"Do not fear. Death begets life," Zerun said. "If we are to die, it will not be in vain. Whatever happens here will
preservesthe lives of millionsmore. The andent cycle of violence must be stopped. We---the Selves have been part of
that viol ence. T hisis our atonement for the millions of livesw e have so unnecessarily taken. Thiswill be our rebirth.”

"Rebirth?" Seejuk asked.

"The final evolution of the Selvesisabout to come," Zerun said, staring the sky.

"I got it, | got it!" Zhura shouted with her hands on the air.

"I got confirmation here," Maalasi said, his eyes on the scanners. "We got a node down finally."

"Pass the codes to us," Giirsa said, and Zhura did it immediately. Soon, Giirsa and Kuoran both each had nodes
down, and Seejuk soon after.

Back on the atonement, X'on was livid. At the screens, the unyielding struggle between hisforces and the Unbound
happened in front of his eyes.

"Our instruments have confirmed that the star will go supernova,” the Sensors officer said.
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X'on could feel the star changing with his Starfarer senses. The gravity fields from the gravwell generators of the
White Beast orbiting the star continue to collgpse it further. The collectors and gravwells use the very same energy
they collect from the star to power the collapsing fields.

Why is the White Beast doing this? X'on thought. Was it because it had a bizarre need for self destruction and to take
everyone down with it? That question will never be answered. All attempts to communicate with the Core Self have
turned only empty silence. The only alternative is to punish the White Beast for betraying the Nemesis and its alliance.

"Electrify the nodes now!" X'on ordered. A signd flashed from the Atonement dreadnaught to the nodesinside the
White Beast mother ship.

Seejuk saw the Zerun self suddenly stumbled. He turned and watched Zha as her back was arched, her eyes glassy in
terror, her mouth silent but gaping to scream. She stretched her hand out to him, then collapsed.

"Kuo'ran, Kuo'ran," Giirsa screamed as he stared at K uo'ran's limp and fallen figure. "What happ ened?"

"The nodes have activated," Maalasi confirmed from his scanner readings. "They sent amassive EMP pul se across the
network that jarred, maybe even killed some of the Selveswithin the collective matrix. Were lucky we shut off some
of the nodes or the casualties among the Selves would be much higher. But we need to shut the rest off, or they will

continueto strike until nooneisleft.”

Zerun was the first to get up, but both Kuo'ran and Zha stayed unconscious. Seejuk told Zhura and Giirsa to keep
breaking the nodes, as he propped both the bodies of Kuo'ran and Zha against the wall. He almost forgot that these
were not their real bodies at dl, but the temporary shells lent by the White Beast to hold their consciousness. That
was why the EM P node attack had badly affected them but not the flesh bound humans.

"Their consciousness must be restored to their original bodies, or they will not survive the next node electrocution
attack," the Zerun self warned. "Put their new bodies next to their original bodies. Their flesh bound bodies have not
completely recovered from the neurological effects of the Nemesis mind link system, but we must take the risk."

Like mummies, both Kuo'ran's and Zha's real flesh bodies had been covered with a crystdline web by the mantenance
arachnids. Segjuk laid their new unconscious crystalline bodies next to their old ones.

"What next?" Seejuk asked.
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"The trander mug begin," the Zerun self said. The Fly sdf hovered over their bodies, and a strange glow emanated
from the crystalline bodies.

In her real flesh body, Zha's eyelids flickered. A moan came from Kuo'ran's real body. Seejuk watched with anxiety.
"Was that the transfer? Just like that," he asked. "Are they okay?"

"They will still feel ill, but we have repaired enough of the neurd sysems for them to function normally in time," the
Zerun self said.

"I got two more nodes down," Zhurasaid. "I got three," Giirsa declared.

Aboard the atonement, the tactical officer reported to X'on. "Someone is tampering with our nodes. We are losing
every sectoral node to a hacki ng attack."

"Hacking attack? How is that possible?" X'on was livid inrage. "Scan the Mother planetoid for any ship that landed
insde!"

"Scanning sir...confirmed, we got a possible Raider frigate inside the planetoid,” said the sensors officer. "It is too
deep to be surgicd ly removed with ion beam or missile fire, sr!"

"Too deep? T oo deep? Use the Nova cannons and j ust blow the mother vessel with it!" X'on ordered.

"But sir," the tacticd officer objected. "We are under attack by The Tiamat crabships. We need the cannon to repulse
the attack s."

X'on grit his teeth in impatience. The officer was right; he can't have all. But he wanted to destroy all. He must
destroy all .

Outside, the battle has become more desperate. The swarms of strike craft proved to be inefficient to end the battle
decisively and quickly. The battle evolved---or degraded---into an exchange of nova cannons from the dreadnaughts.
Indeed the Unbound preferred it that way. Faced with relentless swarms from the W hite Beast, the Unbound took the
shotgun approach. T he Annihilators lined up their Nova cannons, and blasted huge holes against the Beast vessel and
anthropoid swarms deserately defending the mother ship. The shockwaves from the nova shdl explosons
indiscriminately destroyed any craft smaller than a destroyer regardless of the side they belonged to. The blasts
cleared huge chunks out of the defensive swarms, and the Zerun self felt the immediate loss of thousands of heroic
Selves reverberati ng through the collective matrix.
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"Woe, woe..." cried the Fly self, realizing the sacri fice of thou sands of its companions.

The cavern shook and crystal shards brok e off. Maintenance anthropoids fell off the walls as the mother vessel as a
whole shuddered from shockwave after shockwave. But Giirsa and Zhura maintained their concentration on their
terminals despite the quakes minds focused on the war of bitsand bytes inside the machines instead of the galactic
war around them. Seejuk dragged both the human bodies of Zha and Kuo'ran to a safer place to avoid falling debris.

"Massive vessels coming to our direction,” M adlas warned through the comlinks, eyes transfixed on the Corsair's
scanners. "They must be the planet annihilators. W hatever we're doing here, we better get it finished soon.”

Nova ball shells headed from the Retribution class dreadnaughts headed to the Unbound fleet. Wave after wave
wreaked havoc, crabships battlespheres and spiderships disintegrating from the spatial tsunamis. The formation of
Annihilators--each bigger than whole motherships—powered their rea linear generators The pulses were then
turned around and around in their central spheres, gathering energy and vdocity till the nova balls shot out from the
maw of the spheres.

The balls rushed to the center of the Nemesis formations. The explosions sent massive brilliant shockwaves--circles
extending out radiating from the epicenters like ripples in the surface of the space time fébric. Like tsunamis in the
middle of a powerful typhoon, the waves ripped through the formations of ships, blowing them away like houses of
sticks and cards against gale force winds. The cries of death of the souls of hundreds flew with the debris of what
used to be their ships. When the storms ended the frigates and fighters were literally swept away---much like what the
Nemesis had also done to the Unbound---leaving sev eral large dreadnaughts in flames or shattered pieces.

A few of the collectors/gravwells were destroyed, but not enough to stop the supernova process. T he two sides were
too busy destroying each other to take noti ce of the devices that will ultimately destroy them bot h.

The Atonement shook as the spatid shockwaves buffeted even this giant ship. Pieces of it broke off, and the entire
length of it was aflame.

X'on had fell off balanced when the ship shook. As he recovered his footing, there was blood streaming down his
head. A sore spot in his skull marked w here flying debris must have hit him. But he was oblivious to his own personal
pain. What hurt he more was to see his flagship, the pride of his fleet, in tatters. There were fire and wreckage all over
the decks, full of the dying and the wounded, their bodies staining the walls with the red of their blood. For the first
time, he felt his dreams, the dreams of vengeance and justice his people had sought for eons starting to slip away.

He could imagine now the voices of the Tiamat taunted him as they prepare for the total annihilaion of his race. He
turned his head on the screens where the officers still bravely manned the control decks and repaired frantically what
was brok en.
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There he sav the Deliverer, the White Beast nova cannon dreadnaught, emerged from the dark clouds. It's great maw
energized, a massive white nova ball emerged out of it, heading full speed against a formation of the Unbound. The

shockwaves tore at an Annihilator, damaging it severely, while a Spidership and a Battlesphere crumbled againg the
spatial tsunami.
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Part 24

Seejuk tapped slightly Zha's cheek. Slowly her eyes opened. "What happened?' She cried out.

"The nodes got to your Beast form. Y ou're back in your real body now," Seejuk explained. "The whole process is
truly incredible."

"Wow," Zha exclaimed. "Being in the Beast form was amagicd experience. Your snses were heightened and you
can see through more of the spectrums. My head hurts.”

"Take it easy," Seejuk warned. "We need to get the two of you back in the ship." Just then, the moans and groans
came from the waking Kuo'ran. Kuo'ran asked the same questions as Zha did, and Seejuk merely repeated the answer.

Zha looked to her side, where her Beast body lay. Nearby lay Kuo'ran's Beas body. Further on, she saw Zerun, and
cried out, "Father!"

"It is good to see that you are all right,"” the Zerun self said. "Do not worry about the Self forms. They remain alive.
While your true consciousness has returned to your original bodies, a facsimile of your persondities and memories
remain copied inside these bodies, just as| am but afacsimile, acopy of your real father."

Zha and Kuo'ran examined their fingers, arms and legs, noting they still wore the same tightly hugging silvery one
piece Nemesis flight «uit. The suit left them nearly naked, and they quickly began to feel cold, a sensation they never
felt with the Beast bodies. As they shivered, they watched in amazement, but with a little horror, as their own Beast
bodies-—-the Zha and Kuo'ran Selves---stood up. It was like watching a mirror, except the reflection was in 3d
physical form and had acool bluish white skin color. The duplicate Selves were like zombies, but as they stood, they
let out acurious smile at Zha and Kuo'ran.

"Does she till look great, hihi!" Kuo'ran let out arare joke as she pointed i n self admiration to her Beast twin.

But the smile in Zha's face was wiped out as she saw her father's Beast clone suddenly grimaced in deep pain. So too
did thetwo B east twins, asif all the B east selves were telepathi cally interlinked to feel the pain of each other.

"EMP attack through the nodes!" warned Maalasi, dutifully manning the scanners aboard the Corsair frigae.
"Someonegot to kill thenodes soon!"
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"Working, working..." said Giirsa, eyes glued to the screen.

"I got another one down now...wewill have all the nodes down soon!" proclaimed Zhura.

Zha weakly tried to get up. "You shoul dn't exert yourself, Zha," Seejuk warned. "Your physical condition is still very
weak. W e need to bring you and Kuo'ran back to the ship."

"No, please, let me tal k to my father'simage," Zhainsisted. "Please | need your hel p."

"All right, all right..." Seejuk said, lifting Zha's body in both arms and carried them to where the Zerun self once
stood, now on his knees as his body convulsed in seizures.

"Father!" Zha cried out.

"I am all right my child," the Zerun self said. "Despite the pain the nodes are causing. The damage would have been
greater if all the nodes are still activated.”

"The Mohilim star is near critical point!" Maalasi warned. "Annihilators are on course to this planetoid! | should have
remembered to write my will with al thisexcitement!"

"We got onemore down now! Only one left," Giirsa announced.

"Down! It'sdown, all nodes are down!" Zhura finally annou nced.

A tentative expression of relief appeared in Zerun's eyes The two Beag clones of Zha and Kuo'ran stood and walked
over to the Zerun self, where they both helped him to gand.

"Qur pains and tribulations are not over yet. With the release of the nodes our final transmutation can begin," Zerun
announced.

"Transmutation?' Seejuk asked.
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"The find stage of our evolution," the Fly self said. "It is sad so many Selves have died before they reach this stage."
The Fly self flew over to Zerun'sshoulder where it perched.

All their bodies begen to glow, first the Zerun sdf, then the Zha and Kuo'ran self. The Fly self settled on top of an
unbroken crystal shard, where its body began to glow and grow.

Aboard the burning Atonement, the Sensors officer still faithfully manned his console. "Overlord, we have a sharp
spike in Mega psi readings!"

"Whereisit comingfrom?' X'on ordered.

"It's from the White Beast corevessel, your Holiness. 3 million megaps! 4 million megapsd! It'ssharply escdating!”

"Why?' X'on asked.

"We don't know. The White Beag selves have not communicated with us, and we have log all contact with the
nodes. The nodes had sensors that would have provided us with internal scans of the White B east core. Now we got 8
million megaps! 10 million"

Suddenly dark hooded images gppeared on the bridge of the Atonement. Holograms, images of the Forbidden ones of
the Unbound, the W heel of Fate.

"Now look at what you have done, Condemned one," said the voice of the Tiamat. "Y ou have tampered with the
greatest force of the U niverse---unbridled, accelerated, intelligently guided Evolution."

"The creature that is the pale Plague, the one you call the White Beast, isevolving once more," said another voice.
"You have unleashed something greater than all of us! You have unleashed the key to the destruction of both our
kinds, both Starfarer and the Unbound."

"| do not understand, Forbidden ones," said X'on.

"You are too consumed with our ancient feud, your people's need for futile revenge againg the Unbound and the
Boundless," said a voice. "You failed to see what is happening near you, and the ultimate current of the Universe
around you."
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"We the Unbound, have become a staic, dying race. Desite our power, we ae no longer capable of the greatest
force the Universe has ever known---to evolve to something greater. This is the reason for our ultimate demise," said
the voice.

Another voice continued. "It is partly for this reason, we the Unbound came into war with your kind, the Starfarers.
The other reason of course, bang your atrocities against all lesser gecies and your naure to consume and destroy
every resource in your path like a plague in the Universe and its natural order, your nature and intention to function
outside, to go beyond the great Cycle of Life, Creation, Death and Destruction. Y& by going beyond this cycle, you
have also condemned yourselves of your proper evolutionary path."

"But the Plague matrix has the internal wisdom to understand the power of this Cycle. It has condensed the
Evolutionary Cycle of athousand star revolutions into a single second. Now it is beyond us and it hasbecome beyond
your control and power."

X'on watched the screensas the Annihilators battle the Deliverer. Despite the Deliverer being aloneagaing a score of
Annihilators, it demonstrated a prodigious repair rate and a faster recharge rate of its main Nova class cannon. The
White Beast continued to pump out a relentless stream of anthropoid fighters that continue to swarm against the
Unbound formations.

"20 million megapsi and rising," the sensors officer said. "The Mohilim sunisalso increasingly unstable."

"At this moment, the Plague's gravity wells are compressing the star into a super nova. Our Annihilaors only destroy
life, but not entire stars. This is the power of the Creature you have unleashed, Condemned One," said the voice.

"The generators are too many in orbit, too well defended to be destroyed in time, too hidden among the dark clouds
to be found. We must concentrate destroying the Plague core itself. Thisiswhy | come before you--for a moment we
must combine our resources together to destroy the Core. This is our way to stop the Plague evolution and to stop
the destruction of this star."

X'on smiled. "I had never thought that the Unbound, the great Tiamat, the W heel themselves, would grovel and beg.
The White Beast has outsmarted you. It has lured you into a trap you cannot get out of. You know you cannot make
your gigantic Annihilators to jump in time against the super nova. You only have the time and energy to save
yourselves and what remains of your fleet."

"As for the evolution of the White Beast, it is not my concern, nor my fear, unless it has decided to attack my race.
But | sense that it is not of this nature. Its evolution threatens you, the Unbound, not us. You are wrong to say we do
not evol ve. We, the Starfarers, will learn and evolve at our own rate. T hat is the power of being bound to the Flesh,
of still being able to be born, live and die, to consume food with our mouths, move with our legs, watch the worlds
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with our eyes. This is the power that you the Unbound no longer have. We are still a young race. It is you, the
Unbound, the Tiamat, that fear the change in the natural order, that finally in the advent of a superior species, tha you
will finaly become---nothing!"

The dark hooded figures are quiet. "You will ultimaely regret your actions, Condemned one," a voice said. Then the
hooded figures faded into the nothingness.

"Somehow suddenly | don't think | regret it,” X'on sad to himsdf. He turned to the bridge and made his
announcement.

"We have lost this war, but it is not in vain. The U nbound has lost as well---we have both lost. Thisis now the time
that we must preserve what we have. | am ordering a full retreat. Tactical! Engineering! Power up the jump drives as
soon aspossible and get us out of herel™

"Right away, your Holiness," said an officer. "The ship is damaged, but we already in the process of repairing our
critical systems.”

"Hurry as we do not have much time," X'on ordered. "Tactical, give the screens. Track the White Beas and the
Annihilators."

The screens appeared again in midair, and it showed the Deliverer in a final struggle against the Annihilaors. The
superior numbers of the Annihilators were finally overwhelming even the capabilities of the Deliverer. The White
Beast super dreadnaught appears to be in flames as shockwaves from the nova cannon blasts continue to rend and
ripped the very structure.

Not far away, Zuhal watched the battle aoard his Ikan flagship,, his Harkk'hah Raider formations never budged
from their positions.

"Star will go super nova any moment," his sensors officer warned.

"Do we have any fighters still patrol?' Zuhal ask ed.

"No," said the tactical officer. "All strike ships are docked in the carriers."

"Then jump us out of this cursed system," Zuhal ordered.
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At the opposite end of the system, Mahar's formations w ere ready to jump. "They are on their own now, the Nemesis
and the White Beast," Mahar said. "It is over for them."

"l sense that this is far from over," Salim said, standing next to Mahar on the bridge of the carrier flagship. "Just a
new beginning of some sorts. It istime for usto go home. | need to see my daughter.”

"| gather we have learned enough of the Nemesis," Mahar said. Watching the shockwaves of the multiple nova shell
blasts, he was glad hisforces were not in the middle of this. He has not sen a battle more destructive than this, not
even during the height of the T aiidan rebellion or the Beast wars.

"1 gather we have enough to fill afew good books," Salim repli ed.

"Our feud with the Harkk'hah is not over, but we will resolve it in some other less degructive manner,” Mahar said.
He ordered hisformations to begin their tactical retreat and to jump out of the system.

Aboard the Atonement, X'on watched as his smaller vessels began jumping out. Survivors among his fighter
formations were quickly docking into the carriers and dreadnaughts, and already a number of his dreadnaughts have
begun the jump process. The Atonement has begun to move away from the sygem. He noticed that the Unbound
were no longer attacking Nemesis forces. The Unbound have decided to concentrate against the Beast core vessel in a
desperate attempt to stop the star from going nova and preventing the Core's final transmutation, whatever that will
be. By ignoring his forces, his fleet would be able to conduct repairs and finally mak e their escape.

"Mega-psi readings have gone beyond the scale," the sensors officer said. "What is thisimm ense power?"

"What?" X'on asked. He can feel that sheer power emanating from the Beast Core directly with his Starfarer sense.
All of them could feel the obvious. Whatever was hgppening, hedidn't want to be there when it happened.

"Get the jump drives online and get us out of here as soon as you can!" X'on ordered.

"Right away, we're still working on the repairs,” the engineering officer responded.

Deep in the caverns in the White Beast planetoid core, Seejuk wached the strange serene expression that came over
Zerun'sface, the Zha and Kuoran Bead clones. He watched the wallsand cavems, all lighting up.
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"We got immense energy readings here all over," Maalad warned. "It's the entire Core Matrix. The entire thing is
raising its energy levels. | hope it's not going to explode."

On the farther side of the caverns lay huge honeycomb matrices, in it were hexagonal shaped cells. There was a sense
of horror in Seejuk as he watched things moving inside the cel Is. Slowly arms broke the cell covers, and figures arose
from them, figures like the Zerun, Zha and Kuo'ran clones. They were all human shaped, but with the pale bluish
white crystalline bodies made of the White Beast matrix flesh. Each had distinct faces.

"What is this, Father?" the real flesh bound Zha asked.

"My flesh bound child," the Zerun self replied. "Each is like me and your clone. Each is a clone of the personalities,
the people the Beast once infected and assimilated into its flesh long ago. T he many millionsit had killed in that great
and terrible war."

"This is our atonement, my child, our atonement to you all who are fleshbound. W e can never bring back the liveswe
have taken, never bring them back to their original forms as we have did to you and Kuo'ran. But instead, we will give
their personalities achance to live a new life. It isthrough the assimilation of their personditiesthat we have evolved.
We learned lifeand humanity from them. Because of them, the Core matrix learned to value life and individual ity. The
Collective Selves, which we have become a harmony of individuality and collectivity, is aresult of them of all we have
learned from the flesh bound humanity. W e are a part of them as they are a part of us. It is only fitting that they are
the focal point of the final transmutati on."

"Thisis all nice and cool to look at," Maalasi warned, "but we better go quickly as the star will blow soon.”

"But there is one thing | do not understand,” Seejuk asked. "You are finally evolving to something | don't know yet,
and at the same, you are about to destroy yourselves with your supernova. What was the point of evolving when you
are about to be destroyed?'

"What we are evolving into cannot be destroyed by the supernova,” the Zerun self said.

Segjuk then noticed something in the backs of the clones. Like tiny wings, outgrowths begun to bud from their backs.

"QOur transmutation isfinal," the Zerun self declared.

All of sudden, the buds in Zerun's back blew forth into four giant shimmering wings, like rainbows in a raging fire.
The wings grew as they shimmered, a spectrum of colors in four burning wings that stretch with no seeming
boundary. As his wings flared, there were two outgrowths on the back of the Zhaand Kuo'ran clones too. Then they
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too flared and raged, each with four immense shimmering wings, flickering ranbowsin lace. They were like wingsthe
Fly self and all the flying anthropod fighters have, wings not of matter but of pure psionic fields and energy that bend
the space time fabric.

All the other clones too, sprouted their wings from the buds in the backs Soon the cavern wasfull and bright from
the light of the wings.

"Beautiful and spectacular," Maalasi commented on the comlinks, "but | got all news for you. The Deliverer vessel
has just been destroyed. The Annihilators have concentrated fire on the Core vessel itself. Man, | gill got a wife and
somekids, and | really appreciate it if we better hurry to get our asses out of here."

Nova balls exploded outside of the Core planetoid. Shockwaves rend the surface, blowing away the hardy anthropods
that tend to the surface of the Mother vessel. Massive crystal shards broke from the waves smashing the ground.
Anthropoids blew away helplessly, and some of the arachnids and scorpions smash into the walls of crystal, their
bodies cracking as their legs flew with the gale.

Inside the caverns shook as the walls cracked. Zha could see from her father clon€e's eyes what he was about to do.
She stretched her hand, and he took it. "Father..."

"I am not your red father, but | am happy and honored tha you cdled me such," the Zerun self. "I am happy and |
know your red father would feel the same way, to have seen you grown to be such a beautiful and brave person. |
will always cherish the short time | have known you, my flesh bound child, and | will remember you in my memories
and through your clone counterpart. Farewell, my Zha."

Zerun's burning wings of rainbow have spread father and higher. Then Zha watched his body elevated afew feet
from the ground. Zerun's eyes have transfixed into the ceilings and the sky, and he rose then glided effortlessly
towards the crevices and canyons that lead to the surface. As he flew, he acceleraed then zoomed into the canyons
heading upward.

Immediately, the wings of the other clones spread and flared. One after another, each clone rose, wings spreading,
raging, flapping, figuresrising, then gliding, then rocketing into the canyons and crevices that head to the surface, like
amighty host of angels.

The Zha clone looked at Zha herself with an impish smile. Then she raised her hand and made an OK symbol with her
fingers. Her wingsflared and raged in aspectrum of colors & they lifted her body and she too zoomed upward to join
the great flying multi tude.

It was the Kuo'ran clone that finally spoke. She watched the real Kuoran'seyes. "Y ou have wanted to be free and to
fly, at lesst a deep pat of you. Now | will be that part of you that will live this dream. Remember me as | will
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remember you as we will always be one." She waved at Kuo'ran who waved back. Then her wings flared and raged
just like the Zha and the Z erun clones', and she lifted and rocketed to join the mighty host.

"Touching, touching, | am going to weep all day.." Maalasi whined from the Corsair ship. "But if you all don't get
back soon, | will be leaving you. The Soonani Transport Services is about to depart, calling all passenges RIGHT
NOow!™

They dl ran back to the Corsair, Segjuk carrying the weak Zha and Giirsa carrying Kuo'ran. "Finally! All of you.
Strap your seatbelts all passengers and get ready for a wild ride," shouted Maalasi. "Engines green light! Retros on!
Turbos go!"

More spatid tsunamis rocked the dying Core, its walls aracking, the caverns collapsing. Boulders made of broken
crystal shards smash against the thick armor of the Corsair frigate but the ship held on course. "I wish this thing could
fly faster like afighter. We mi ght not have enough time to escape the supernova.”

Aboard the Atonement, the Sensors officer reported. "We have a massive burst of psionic energy from the core
vessell We got numerous targets heading out."

"On screens!" X'on ordered. The screens were filled with ghostlike figures with immense shimmering ranbow wings
that were like raging fires on their backs, flying out in a great multitude from the core vessel. As they flew, collective
ripples from each and every wing cutting through the space time fabric created an immense spatial tidal wave that
spread before them. The immense tsunami tore at the attacking Tiamat and Sekmet fighters and ships like fragile
structuresmade of sticks, and larger shipscrumbled at itswake. The ghostly throng of millions spread far into space.

It was satisfying for X'on to watch the U nbound crumble before his eyes, even if he wasn't the one to do it. The very
least he could | eave knowing of his contribution to this.

"Jump engines are operational," the engineering officer declared.

"Jump now!" X'on ordered. An immense slipgate appeared before them, and the Atonement was the last of the
surviving dreadnaughts to escape in what history will record as the cataclysmic B attle of M ohilim.

Even the word of the imminent supernova explosion got to the Unbound, and surviving ships---the Tiamat
Spiderships, Crabships, Sekmet Battlespheres and T actical Spheroids---formed their own slipgates, and each quickly
disappearing before them.
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But the Annihilators remained. T 0o big to escape too soon, they require far too great a power to form a slipgate of
suitable size and far too much time to charge that power. Their only hope was the timely destruction of the Core, but
even that may betoo late. T heir fate seal ed, they focused their anger at the B east Core, the mother planetoi d.

With the Corsair at top speed, Zha watched from the windows as multiple nova shell explosions rocked the White
Beast planetoid with one tidal shockwave after another. She would never thought the time would come she would
shed a tear as the spatial tsunamis tore the Beast mother vessel from one pole to the other, until finally the entire
besieged planetoid crumbl ed with afinal explosion from the core.

"Supernova explosion is imminent," Maalasi warned from the pilot console. "I dont think we can get into a jump
modeintime.."

The aging red Mohilim sta gave its last breah, its burning, raging surface collapsing into its heavily gravity
compressed core, collapsing into a near brown hole state, before the sheer accumulative energy from the nuclear
fusion of larger nuclei-—in one sudden moment---surpassed even the immense crushing gravitational forces. Then as
suddenly as the star imploded, it swelled, then exploded, rings of nuclea matter raged outward, walls of plasna
disintegrating everything in their path. First to go against the irresistible winds of plasma and fusion mater were the
orbiting gravity wells and energy collectors that the White Beast had deployed in close orbit around the star, the very
ships that through their focused fields, caused the supernovaexplosion in the first place. The lag surviving Unbound
and Nemesis capital ships had quickly jumped out of harm's way, but it was too late for the Annihilators. Not even
ships of their immense moon sizes could resist the sheer power of the waves and they were quickly reduced to atoms.
Only for a moment their giant silhouettes were visible but in a fraction of a sscond, the very aoms of their
composition disintegrated and joined the gde likewaves as they roared further outward.

"We're goners! We're goners!" Maalasi whined.

The speed of the Corsair frigate could not escape the incoming waves. The slipgate started to appear but the space-
timefabric was so unstable it could not fully form. Suddenly the ship rocked and shocked. Maalasi thought this was it,
this was the end. The shock wave caught up with them. But as he looked through the ship's windows, the ship began
to move at immense speeds, like some powerful stardriveswere powering it. The ship'sframe began to shake from the
stress of the speed, but like all Raider crafts, the chassis was built super sturdy above all considerations.

Zha and Segjuk looked outside through the port holes and windows of the frigate. Something---or someone had
attached themselves to the frigate and was pushing it under immense speeds. T here were three figures that had
clutched the craft, and Zha knew through her senses who they were. On oneend it wasthe Zerun sdf, then the Zha
clone on the port sde and thefinally the Kuo'ran clone on the garboard side. As she peeped through, the Zha clone
waved back at her. Their psionic wings extended to immense spans, several times the length of the frigate itself. As
the supernova shockw ave rolled, the angels spread their wing spans further, and accelerated to near light speeds, as
they stayed ahead of the wave's crest, going faster and finally breaking relativistic space barriers into hyperspace. A
few more angels approached and clutched the Corsair to help the three clones moving the ship. The frigate began to
fly as fast as the great host of angels that soared ehead of the supemova wave cred, then broke the relativity barrier
into hyperspace. The stars in the background suddenly turned into bands of spectrum; time had a strange sensation of
being slow. It was like they were being plunged deep into a dark tunnel, hurtling out of control by forcesthey cannot
control or understand. At the end of the tunnel there was alight, and the ship plunged through it. As suddenly as they
plunged through hyperspace, they emerged into normal space.
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The ship was smoking, and the seams of its skin may have melted and welded into a solid carapace. The antennae and
any protruson have been torn off. Zhalooked around the ports and watched the sensors. The winged clones, the
flying Selves, the mighty host of angels, they were all gone, like they never existed. Space was tranquil. It was quiet.
There was only the Raider frigate, and the people onboard was the only life they could see for millions of miles. It was
like a long dream they have awakened from. At a distance there was a brilliant flash of light, and white rings of
burning gases spread quickly out from the epicenter. The outer shell and rings of the supernova ignited the nebulaand
the black clouds of dark matter. This caused an even greater conflagration, a nuclear fire burning out of control,
consuming the clouds of dark matter like a hungry monster.

The Mohilim system, an obscure star system with an aging red star, was a lonely beacon of light surrounded by bladk
nebulas of dark matter, the wastelands of the universe. Now the Mohilim supernova was the spark that ignited a
nuclear wildfire that consumed the dark matter, converting it through nuclear reaction into ordinary matter. Where
there was darkness once, there was now light. Out of the flames came brilliant nebulas of hydrogen and helium, the
primordial matter tha would give birth to new stars. From the core of the Mohilim star came heavier elements, the
matter that would form planets and worlds, water and rock, and with them the organic compounds that would
eventually give life The nuclear reactions from the shockwaves and the burning dak matter formed more of the
heavier elements. Eventually the gaseous matter would settle into a giant nebula, a rich garden of resources where
potential baby garswould grow. Millions of years from now, the baby stars would further settle into a star cluster
rich in planetary sysems, and with each system, planets tha could harbor life. It was the beginning of a new life-
giving oasis, at the edge of the galactic spird, atthe horizon of the Abyss. Seejuk remembered what the Zerun clone
had said. Death begets life. The White Beast was dead, and from it, came new life. That was the final transmutation,
the last evolution, the end of one cycle and the beginning of a new one.
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Part 25— Epilogue

Her father had a dream one time. Like all things, the one constant was change. Like all things, he said the Raiders had
to change.

For thousands of years, the Raiders were nomads. They were pirates. They were mercenaries. They darted from a
core of liberated slaves, then added with other disenfranchised, didocaed races But as their population becomes
larger, as each House becomes more powerful, their enigmatic, nomadic ways had come to a pass. They settled into
territories, marked by outposts and planetoid bases that laid the infrastructure for a more sophisticated society. As
their society progressed, so did their technology, and with both, the demands for a greater economy.

That was what her father said. The Houses have become small kingdoms. Eventually, they must seek other means to
finance their living beyond piracy, smuggling, organized crime, and mercenary activity. The Rescoom reverted to
deep space mining and salvage. The For'lym moved to a lucrative business of merchant escort, toll collecting and
territoria licensing. T he Harkk'hah went into pilot and systems training, as well as systems development and software
development. The great ability of their pilots, navigators, system administrators as well as their ability to create vast
informational networks made the Harkk'hah one of the most powerful Houses in the Raider sphere, to rival even the
For'lym itself. The great recorders of Raider history, the Flo'karr turned to the entertainment media and software
development, but also serve as valuable spies with their vag web of internal connections. The Soo'nan went into
engineering, building ships, bases and designing new wegpons. Some stayed with their traditional disciplines, the
Hu'nan as smugglers, and the Du'ran as assault mercenaries. As guilds and specialties formed, the vaunted Rader
society has become predictably increasingly complex.

For the small House of Khor in its own small corner of the Spiral, Zerun sad there must be a change. In hisearlier
days, like many of the Raiders, Zerun Khor was a mercenary chieftain in the employ of the last Taiidan emperor.
There were things that he had done that he was not proud of, and he never told them to his daughter. When the last
emperor fell, Zerun saw the need for a change. He saw what the Flo'karr has built with the Turan planetoid; a center
for freecommerce; aplace of meeting and gather; an oasis of food and refreshment in deep space; a port for the trade,
construction, repair and maintenance of ships and goods; abase for toll collecting and licensing over the teritory of
space it claimed and protected. When the Imperialist loyalties became vassals to the Raiders, the plans were put on
hold., But he talked of them to his daughter. A life of war, he sad, wasnot a life he wanted for his daughter. What he
had established, what he had gained through the blood of war, must be preserved through the sanctity of peace. She
could tell, towards hisfinal days, that he had become weary of war.

He would never live to see his dream though, and the H ouse of Khor was nearly destroyed in the B east war. Now it
was time for her to make his dream come true.

The last expedition was, relatively, a good haul for the M ule. It was the first since they have returned home. They
have found a former battlespace, a graveyard full of wrecks, and now the halls and docks of the carriers were just
filled with scrgp. Two amed merchant ships purchased from the Hu'nhan assisted in the salvage collection. With four
Assassin class frigatesas escort, the Mule and the two merchant ships materidized in Khor territorid space.
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Ahead of them was the old makeshift base temporarily lessed from the Taiidani. The Somtaaw had been mining an
asteroid swarm temporarily passing through the Khor space. Mining these asteroids would have been a deally job for
the antiquated and dumsy Res'coom Gatherer class miners, or even for the traditional Taiidani Harvester class
resource collectors. It was a job better suited for the agile and efficient Worker class resourcers of the Somtaaw kiith
of Hiigara, for a lucrative commission. It was better than just letting the asteroids pass through, with no income for
both parties. It was aclever deal masterminded by Seejuk Liirhra, her self appointed business manager and executive
officer.

In a farther orbit lay the massive gridwork for a new Raider Outpost. The Soonani had objected to building the base
so close to Somtaaw operations, sensing it would betray Soonani stedth technology to the Somtaaw. The Somtaaw
on the other hand, made the same objection, that Soonani engineers are too doseto the Somtaaw mining operations
and can easily spy on their prized mining technology. Whatever. She was the paying customer, and they better live
with it. K eep her fingers crossed, for the truth w as, she had people spying on both.

Coming out from hypersace, Soo'nani Bludgeon class tugs grappled and moved huge girders to the building ste. The
Bludgeons were quite a contrast to the Somtaaaw Minion class heavy tugs. For one thing, the Bludgeons made the
Minions look light and small. If Bludgeons were ever involved in a war, a sngle tug could ram aheavy cruiser right
through. But the Soo'nan prized these expensive powerful tugs to ever see thefrontline. The sight of these powerful
tugs, were however, a major blow to the egos of the Minion crews in the vicinity towing crystals off the passing
asteroid swarm.

All along the construction site, there were corvette sized ships with large manipulative arms. They somew hat
resembled Taiidani Tiirshak salvage corvettes, but were in reality, Soo'nan Builder class corvettes. They exhibit
extremely good agility as they hover between the girders and the scaffolds, welding things with their finely precise
arms. It would not take long for the Soonan to finish the site. The Outpost had a modular, section by section
construction. The sections themselves were constructed in the Soo'nan shipyards, then the Bludgeons tow ed them to
the build site, where the Buil ders assemble them.

From the bridge of the Mule, Zha noted the gopearance of an extremely large warship. "You didn't tell me that the
Marauder was here, Segjuk," she qui pped.

"I didn't know either, honest," Seejuk replied. "A Raider dreadnaught prototype in vicinity of a Somtasaw mining
operation would give the Somtaaw the fits. But | can think of a couple of logical reasons why it's here. One, they're
using the ship as a base for the building operations. The ship has tender equipment. Second, as a defense for the build
site, possibly to scare off Somtaaw scouts from getting too close to the Outpod. But again, there can be other
reasonswhich we will find out soon enough. Note that the Somtaaw got gravwells and Hive frigs along a perimeter in
their mining area."

Zhalaughed. The thought of pairing the Somtaaw and the Soonan within visual sight of each other was hilaiious and
mischievous.
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The Mule circled around the construction site as the merchant ships docked into the makeshift base. Zha felt proud as
she inspected the gridwork on her scanners. Finally, the House of Khor has regained its Outpost. It will no longer be
an outcast House. An Outpost establishes permanence, presence and prestige.

It was the dream coming true. T he joy would have been more complete, if her father ever saw this.

The Mule headed back to the makeshift base, where it would unload its cargo and passengers. For Zha, it was good
to be back once again. Down the plank, she saw someone familiar. Of course, she would naturally expect him since
the M arauder w as here. T his time however, he had awoman and some children with him.

"Oh well, M aalasi, it's sure nice to see you here," Zha greeted him.

"They have put me back into production again, and has assigned me to head your building project," Maalas said. "But
excuse my rudeness, | wish to introduce you to my wife and my little ones."

"Your family?"

"Yes," Maalasi replied. "The construction will take a bit of time, but the debugging and sorting out issues will take
even longer, along with the training of crews and all sorts of little niggly details | am paid and contracted to handle
that you do not need to know about. All part of our aftermarket support. Because of the time needed, | need my
family to be near."

"Of course, we do not have any objections with regards to your family's stay," Seejuk sad, nudging Zha on the
shoulder. "Indeed, we are happy that you brought them along. It would be nice to see some children in the vicinity for
awhile."

"I do have another detail that my superiors want to deal with you about. It is with regards to the Marauder," Maalasi
said with a tinge of reluctance. "Although it was a dreadnaught-heavy cruiser prototype, we never meant it to enter
battle. However, coming al ong with your expedition to the Mohilim system had caused extensive damage to the ship
due to the battles needed to support your carrier. They have decided to bill you for the extensive damage and repairs
done on the ship."

"WHAT?" Zha shouted. "Are you out of your mind ?"

"However, there isa compromise Our Houseintends to build a new generation tender ship and given the demand is
nonexistent for a Raider batleship," Madasi explained. "We are willing to sell the Marauder to you at greatly
discounted prices."
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"WHAT?" Zha shouted. "Look if | end up with your old ship, | use up one slot of the three slots | have that the
House Treaty allowed for mgor capital ships. The Mule is already taking up one slot and | want to reserve my
allocation for carriersonly."

"That is not a problem," Maalasi replied. "The Marauder has long been classified by the House as a tender ship, not a
battleship. Which means it isa support and repar ship, not a warship. You can have the Marauder and still have your
two allocation slots left.”

"That's quite interesting, M aalasi," Seejuk said. "That throws a new light on things."

"But themoney..." Zhainterjected.

"We have an excellent schedule of payments we can offer to you," M aalasi said. "You can start paying us next year.
However, if you wish to take possession of the M arauder immediately you are welcome to, but | wish to lend the ship
to assist in the Outpost construction.”

"Zha, considering your Rader rivals have picked up Taidan Qwaar Jets and keeping them in viol ation of the Treaty,
having aRaider dreadnaught can be quite an effective deterrent tool," Seejuk explained.

"You think so?" Zha said. "The Raiders have long preferred to use fast alpha strikes with massed strike crat or
frigaes from carriers, which is one reason the dreadnaught idea never took off among the Houses. But if the price is
good enough, and | think we need to cut down the price even more, | think we can use another defensive ship.
Segjuk, Maalasi, meet me in my offices..."

He had stayed in the Khor base for a while along with Kuo'ran, and they have both wrapped up their studies. They
had a wonderful adventure that was more than what they bargained for, and in addition, they would bring back a
wealth of data on galactic history and the Outer sector races back to Hiigara The new Hiigaransare the babies of the
great Spiral, a gdaxy teeming with ancient races. The Hiigarans are armed only with a vague recollection of their
glorious past from ancient myths. N ow the work was over.

Now it was time to say good bye.

A Somtaaw Processor ship, escorted by Dervishes and Hive frigates, had come within orbit of the Khor base, and will
dock as soon as the Mule unloaded her goods. The Processor ship will teke both him and Kuo'ran, along with mined

216



resources, to a rendezvous with an Explorer class vessel, possibly the Kun-Laan, not far from the Khor sector space.
The Explorer class vessel ison areturn journey to Hiigara.

For Giirsa, there was apart of him that would never let go. He waited in the corridor for Zhura, the Raider scholar,
who had volunteered to help him in his research, who had shown an auraof mystery, akeen intelligence and a striking
icy couragein their adventure to the Mohilim star. That and her physicd appearance, he felt deep inside him, this was
one woman he would miss. He had only one opportuni ty left.

She was there to meet him, in her robes and tablet, with her long raven hair, deep inquisitive eyes, tight lean figure
and pouty, lusty lips. Her eyes was sad with the knowledge that he had to return to Hiigara. They had worked so
closely, yet everything had been intellectual, and they had never gathered enough courage to overcome their racial
and social bariers. They had together faced the worst of the Unbound and the Nemesis, but not their own personal
feelings. As she stared at him and into his eyes, she swallowed alumpin her throat.

"There is something | need to tell you..." Giirsa whispered, his head bending down over hers, his eyes probing her
eyes and telegraphing his intentions. Her head did not back off as his lips came closer to hers, and soon the two lips
were together, their tongues in an embrace He embraced her hard, his ams around her back, and her arms behind
him.

"Well, well, well, leave you together and see wha happens?' There was Kuo'ran, leaning aganst thewall a the end
of the corridor, playing with her fingernails. She was back to her old bitchy self, long robes, twin ponytails and those
ugly large spectacles. For a moment a while back, there was hope for this gifl, when her hair was all down, wearing
that silvery tight one piece suit, without those glasses she appeared like the beautiful woman she was supposed to be.
He guessed that there are things tha can evolve, like the White Beast, and there are things that will always stay the
same, like Kuoran the Academy bitch.

"You know that Gaal el Kiithsa are not supposed to be mixing with unauthori zed females of other Kiithid, much less
that of an alien race and a former enemy..." Kuo'ran reminded him. "l wonder what your father will say if he learns
about his. Or if therest of Hiigara wereto know."

"Areyou proposing ablackmail? eh Kuo'ran? | never thought that a Sj et would stoop thislow..." Giirsareplied.

"Who sez anything about a blackmail? My dear Giirsa, you have deeply insulted the bloodline of Sjet. | dont really
need your money. | just have aloud mouth, you know," Kuo'ran remarked.

"So what does it take to shut your mouth," Giirsa uttered.
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"I want equal credit, equal share, equal bylines on all the findings in all your reports and documents. We will make our
presentation together in the Academy..." Kuo'ran demanded. "To be fair, | will do so with my reports and documents.
This expeditionisafair and equal deal for the two of us."

"Okay | will agree, we have equal credit on everything, but you must help me in one other thing," Giirsaanswered.

"And what is that?"

"Help me make an excuse to come back to the Raider sectors,"” Giirsasaid.

Kuo'ran looked at Zhura then back to Giirsa. "I can see wha your excuse is" Kuoran grinned "Okay, | will help you
find an excuse to get back here."

"But Giirsa..." Zhura stared at his eyes.

"We will find away to see each other agan, dont worry," hesaid.

"I better get on my way," Kuo'ran said. "Got bags to do. Hmm, my glasses are so foggy from the heat. | could not see
anything. | didn't see anything like two lovebirds on the corridor. | better get going." She tiptoed quickly out of there.

When all was cl ear, Giirsa stared deep into Z hura's eyes once again. "Now where were we..."

They were never seen again. Well, the Tiamat have always been enigmatic. They only appear when they have a
sinister purpose. But for the Nemesis, scouts sent to the Mohilim arearevealed nothing, not even ther Moonships
where their population base were supposed to be. Nobody in the known space had ever seen the angels rel eased from
the core of the White Bead, other than the five passengers of the Corsair. Kuo'ran Sjet and Giirsa Kaalel would
describe them in their books, but these sightings quickly turned to an urban legend. Flots and passengers of ships
cruising the Outer Rim sectors, would, time and time again, report sightings of angels, and some photographs were
even taken, but all were dismissed as popular myth.

Angels are among the myths and legends of so many ancient races in the known galaxy, but they remain simply just
that. Angels simply could not exist.
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In the Khor sector, in an asteroid, afigure bathed in a soft bioluminence, peered over the rim of a craer, waching the
construction of the new Outpost. Besides him was a girl, also a crystalline figure in bioluminence, observing the
activities.

She had done well, the Zerun self thought. He would have been proud. T he Zha self was proud too, for what her flesh
counterpart had done. With a thought, the Zerun self signaled to the Zha self that they must go. Their rainbow wings
of psionic energy extended to their full span, but with cloaking fields, they could not be detected by the Somtaaw
Workers mining nearby. With only athought of effort, the angels disappeared into the cosmos.

Zha felt something and looked out to see through the windows, but there was nothing. There were other matters to
attend to. She waved good bye to Giirsa and Kuo'ran as they entered the Processor ship, and Kuoran waved back
enthusiastical ly.

Far in the new Great Nebula of Mohilim, the gases have started to condense. Clumps of heavier elements---carbon,
iron, silicon, nitrogen, oxygen---have formed into compounds, and they in turn formed into ice, rocks and boulders.
There was a pinkish orange glare throughout the space, as many clouds that continued their nuclear fire provide the
dominating sole source of light in the new nebula. Somewhere inside, there was a movement, something sucking,
drawing things into its maw using its tentacles like a giant protozoan. A crystalline Fly scout searched for new
resources, flapping its shimmering wings, with an angel following it. Nearby tentacles of pure psionic energy gaher
food to the maw of the anemone like resource collector. Once satiated, the giant anemone slowly turned back to its
controller, a larger five armed creature shaped lik e a starfish. When the controller was done, ittoo, would return back
to its mother...

[end]

[creditsroll]

[ending music theme]
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Taiidan Intelligence Agency Report

To: Taiidan Republican Senate

CLASSIFIED

Status: Declassified under SenateBill 1047-OBC

Freedom of Information Act

Strategic Assessment of the Turanic Raiders Military Forces and Tactical Resources
IIT A. Fighters

The basic Raider fighter is a versatile modular design cdled the Bandit. While it is adesign that is considerable daed
compared to the latest Republican and Hiigaran fighters, the basic Bandit is a reliable sturdy craft with a large fuel
capacity, excellent armor, and a large engne bay that enables powerful engines to be installed. It's basic weakness
seems to be a small weapons bay that limits the size and firepower of the armament compared to the latest Triikor
Mark Il fighters The Raders are moretechnol ogically conservative than mog spece faring races, taking alonger time
to adopt new desggns But once the new design has earned the trust of its pilots, they are far less likely to relinquish
the design for a new one. Because of this character, the basic Bandit is a highly trusted design that is expected to be in
service for the Rai dersalong time.

The Raiders prefer amodular evolutionary approach to their fighter development and it is no surprise that the Bandit
has been the focus of new previously unreported variants. While originally a pirate and mercenary race, recent wars
have forced the Raiders to evaluate their simple-minded hide, hit and run tactics to more complex strategies. This in
turn forces the development of more specialized shipsto back up the required increase tactical depth.

For this a new modified Bandit chassishas been developed, tentatively designated "Bandit-B" for the purposes of this
report. Bandit-B is basically the same Bandit chasss fitted with more powerful engines enhanced dectronics and a
chin extension to allow larger armaments and weapon ports. This chin extension is the sole exterior visual
identification of thisnew fighter over the standard Bandit. Bandit-B isnot really a single new fighter class but the core
chassisof awhole family of new specidized fighters as listed bel ow:

Class names used for the ship types below may be changed with actual verification and new reports.

A. Bandit-Scout. Intelligence sources tentatively identify this as the Vagabond class, and this is the Bandit B chassis
fitted with scanners. Some reports say that the scanner equipment was a virtual copy of the equipment used in
Somtaaw Recon scouts, which lends credence to the reports that the Raiders captured one of these Recon scouts
and duplicated its scanning array.

B. Stealth Bandit. Tentatively called the Demon class, this Bandit B chassisis fitted with cloaking equipment.

C. Mimic Bandit. T entatively called the Joker class, thisis similar to B. but fitted with mimic equipment instead.
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D. Bandit Bomber. Sources identify this as the Outlaw class and this may pose as one of the greatest threats yet.
Essentially thisis the Bandit B equipped with plasma bomb weapons. Due to the exterior similarity of this fighter
bomber to other Bandit fighters, it is difficult to sngle out the Outlavs from other Bandits by interceptors and
strike craft defenses. Thus this makes successful interception of this type to be difficult, and yet thisbomber, with
equal to better firepower to our Kaark attack bombers, represent a significant threat to our capitd and non
comb atant ship assets.

E. Missile Bandit. Tentatively called the Scimitar class, thisis the Bandit B loaded with missiles in addition to its basic
mass driver armament. It is badcally the equivalent of the Somtaaw Acolyte in capability. It may carry cloak or
mimic equipment.

Possible Developments. There had been reports that the Raiders have been working on incorporating micro ion beam
technology into their Bandits. Such developments ae regarded as serious threats to the balance of power in the Outer
Rim sectors.

I1Ib. Corvettes.

The Raiders use a trusted corvette chassis which we shall designate for the purposes of this report as the B chassis.
This chassis is highly modula with plenty of large compartments to fit huge engines and various weapons. It is also
well armored and has great range due to its large fuel capacity. Fuel tanks are self sealing and wel | protected. Several
variaions have been reported. Of this, the Thief salvage chassis and the well known Brigand missile corvette hasbeen
the most commonly sighted and encountered. B ut there are other variants as well.

A. The Thief Corvette has been a staple of the Raider forces as far as we can remember. But just before the Beast
wars, new developments of this staple have been encountered. The first variant is one loaded with mimic
technology. This ship, which we will refer to as the Deceptor class, may be responsible to a whole eries of
unexplained disappearances of shipsin the Rim areas.

B. Equally troubling is a new possble variant of the Thief, which we will refer to & the Ghost class, which uses
cloaking technol ogy. The ship could approach its target undetected, decloak, then attack its target, damaging it
before sal vaging.

C. Boarding Corvette. There have been some reports that a variant of the Thief Corvette has extra compartments
used for an assault party. This however has been rarely seen in action even during the last Imperial era.

D. A dangerous development is the Buccaneer class, which the B chassis loaded with plasma bomb weapons. We
expect to see the Buccanneer, which may have a superior cost factor over the Brigand missile corvette, to be
increasingly used al ong wi th Brigand formations.

E. Recently sighted, the Boomer classisthe B chassis loaded with mine laying equipment.

F. A report insists the existence of a special spy or EWACS type corvette, possibly known as the Big Eye class.
Essentially, thisisthe same B chassis w here the compartments are filled with surveillance electronics.

G. The Vigilante class corvette is a Raider attempt to create arepair corvette of their own using the B chassis.

221



IIlc. Frigates

The Raiders have a basic frigate hull that can be described as well armored and spacious. This frigate hull, called the F
chassis for purposes of this report, has been the foundation for several varants including the famous Dagger and
Assassin class lon Aray Frigates tha have been the trademark of Raider forces. However, the other variants do not
use the famed array panels for obvious reasons.

A. The Payback class may be an attempt to copy the Kudaark class Assault Frigates. This indicates an attempt to
redress the critical problem the Raiders have with their frigates, which is poor strike craft defenses and bad
coverage. These problems are actually typical of ion beam frigates.

B. Missile Frigates. The success of missile weapons demonstrated by the Brigand led to an inspiration to use missile
racks with frigate designs. There are two sightings of Missile Frigates that indicate while extemally they gopear the
same, there are actually three kinds of missile frigates.

1.) The Intruder class. This is a pure missile ship, uses mainly the medium B type strike missiles that can be used
both againg capital ships and slower strike craft like corvettes, or the C type missiles optimized against
fighters. It can be equipped with cloaking or mimic equipment. The Intruder gopears increasingly popular and
may be a standard fixture with Raider forces along with the A ssassin.

2.) The Ambusher class. Appearing as an improvement over the Intruder class but at a higher cost, thisis fitted
with auxilliary turret defense equipment and uses the large long range A type strike missiles optimized against
capital ships. Will use the B and C type missiles if stock ed.

3.) The Corsair class. This is fitted either with stealth and/or mimic equipment, and uses cruise missile torpedoes
against unsuspecting targets. The Corsair may represent a major threat against transport and large capital ship
assets given that the design is optimized for convoy attacks.

C. Boarding frigates. Identified as the Cutlass frigate, this frigate carries an assault boarding party is used to take over
large ships. The Cutlass can be considered amajor piracy threat.

D. EWACS and Sciencefrigates. These frigates use extended panels of a different design from the Assassin to extend
their monitoring and sensor range. Little is known about these ships but some have been reported shadowing
convoys or exami ning various stellar phenomena. O ne suggested class name includes " Seeker".

E. Repair frigate. Recently it was shown that the Raiders have access to Taiidan repar technology and that a project
to create a supply or repair frigate is underway using the F hull.

IIId. Large Capital Ships.

The Raiders are unique among the race for not fielding destroyers, cruisers and dreadnaughtsin an active scale. It has
been speculated and rumored that Raider guilds have brandished prototypes of destroyers, cruisers and dreadnaughts,
but were almost never fiel ded into active service.

It has been speculated why the Raiders don't use destroyers, cruisers or dreadnaughts. The most apparent reason is
that they prefer to use fast alpha strikes using massed strike craft as opposed to large capital ships, or the sheer
firepower of their feared ion array frigates. Large ships also carry a high cost, and the Raiders are remarkably a stingy
people. But a new reason for the unpopularity of large capital ships other than carriers lies with a remarkable Treaty
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made by Raider nobility houses tha exclusively limitsthe numbers of large type capital ships per house. This is used
to maintain a balance of power among the different Houses. The outcome of such a treaty was that the House rules
tend to prefer filling the slot allocation with cariersrather than destroyers or cruisers. Due to the lack of large fleet
vessels, carriers have to be well armed against both large ship and strike craft attack, leading to the hybrid assault
carrier class that the Raiders have innovated---the famed L ord class carriers.

It is said that each L ord ship has been subject to numerous modifications that no Lord ship is exactly alike to each
other. One ship, the Arak-Na, also known as the M ule, has been fitted with Support Modules, mini ion beam turrets,
and ion array panels to augment the power of its main ion cannons. It also is reported to use cloak generators with
tethered cables that derive power directly from the ship. This enables the M ule to stay indefinitely cloaked, a factor
that enables the ship to shadow the Kadeshi armada during the Crusade wars. Fortunately this enhanced Lord ship is
regarded as a non hogile, friendly ship, and sometimes an dly to Republican worlds, and is often allowed port access
by Republican bases for maintenance, trade and resupply. However, other Lord ships, with perhaps more hostile
intent, are being watched closely if they would incorporate modifications that enhance their threat factor to
Republican trade routes.

Perhaps more troubling are reports that Raiders have commandeered large capital ships from their former Imperialist
vassals, who gpparently have outlived their usefulness to them. The most dangerous of these vessels ae Qwaar Jet
heavy cruisers, which could greatly increase the firepower of any Raider strike fleet.

IV. Specialty Ships

It has been observed tha variousRaide houses have their own specialty ships unique to that House. For example, the
Res'coom use an antiquated deep space miner, while the Hu'ran have a specialized armored transport used for
blockade running and smuggling. One of the most unique vessels, recently sighted is the Bludgeon class heavy tug,
used by an engineering guild to build Outposts. The tug has no armament, but it is heavily amored and reinforced.
While it is almost never seen in combat, the Somtaaw has demonstrated that ramming tugs can be quite a threat in
battle, so the presence of a Bludgeon in abattle situation poses an extreme threat to | arge capital ships.
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