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Prologue

After the great Crusade of the Kadeshi, Zha Khor, the arrogant young Raider princess and her 'business manager' the
brilliant engineer Seejuk Liirhra returned to the Turan Planetoid. It was for the great Raider festivities of the
Oathtakin g, a cultu ral celeb ration th at has un ited th e different H ouses  of the R aiders for m any millen nia. 

Aboard, two rival scion s of Hiigara's greatest Kiiths are em barked on  a journey to pro ve their theories about the
origins of intelligent life on the Galaxy---the ProtoGenesis theory. It is a journey that begins in the great Planetoid  in

the search for the origins of the Raiders and a strange prophec y. It ends to the far side of the Galaxy, where the past
still lives in the form of a malevolent alien race.

But h ere, also o n the e dge of th e Galaxy, a ne w Beast  lives...and  evolves . 

Facing n ew thre ats, the Un boun d have g athered  their ult imate war m achine s for a show down . 

As two ancient powers collide, 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.
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Part 1---The Mysterious Sword

Aboa rd the K adesh i arksh ip Kh ar'Nua  at The  Oracle  of Han non . . . 

"Th is is  sacrile ge," dem and ed t he K ade shi  priest . "No  one can take the D ark S word o ff from  the  Orac le!" 

A fearsome statue of the goddess N 'ua in warrior a rmor stood watch over the Oracle along with four other armored
warrior gods. Incense smoke from worshipers filled the air, the aroma intended to wake the gods and keep  them at

peace. F emale ac olytes ch anted in  an ancie nt Hiigaran  tongu e, their m elodie s greetin g the kn eeling w orship ers. 

Th e young ma n in  rob es asked h is compan ion . "Ta lk to  him , or j ust  give hi m th e stuff." 

The companion walked to the pri est, and placed  his arm around  the priest's shou lder. He led th e priest to a dark
corner.  "I am from the KMP , or the Kades hi Military Provate. You can do a great service to your people and to your

leader s." 

"Cardinal M'jor's KMP is an abomination to the Faith of all Kadesh. He seeks to strip the gods of Kadesh and replace

it with h is own ---himse lf," answered  the prie st. 

"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 th ere. But in the mean time, we have some o fferings
for you." The companion  gave the priest a bag.

 

Th e pr ies t exami ned  the  con ten ts o f the  bag . "Is th is a b ribe?" 

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

again?" said th e com panio n. 

"Hurgan . I am Father  Hurgan ." 

"Okay, Father Hurgan," affirmed the companion. "I see better ways your temple can be more a service to your people.
The temple seems to be old and decrepit. With some contributions and some help we can provide, the temple can be

reb uil t ne w an d cl ean . It will s erve th e Great  Mo the r and her worship ers  eve n better th an b efore." 

"And if I refuse?" asked  the prie st. 

"Well, the poor temple looks like it's structurally unsafe. The Arkship civil inspectors are going to come so on, give an
inspec tion an d they wi ll likely rule  the plac e to be  unsafe," said th e com panio n. 

"And?" the p riest asked . 
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"We will c lose th e temp le dow n," the co mpan ion rep lied wit h a smirk. 

The priest seemed to give it some thought. He uttered a short prayer. "Forgive me Great Mother, but this is all for

Your se rvice." He to ok the b ag and q uickly hi d it in h is robes. 

"Come with me please," the priest advised to his guests. He opened a small room that led to the bottom of the Oracle.

"The Great Mot her and the  Four Warr iors watch over this relic of great evil. The mere sight 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

be w ise  in yo ur d isc ret ion  with th e ha ndling of t his  evi l art ifac t." 

Laying in the middle of the room was an ancient musty box with carvings of fearsome warriors intended to deter

looke rs. The  priest p laced a ke y into a loc k and tw isted it. H e raised th e lid. 

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

"Magni fice nt, " he s aid . "Get my equ ipm ent , please." 

The compan ion took  the bag and  gave it to Giirsa. Giirsa too k the apparatus  and with a soft blue light, the device

scanne d the tw o-foot sw ord. 

"I have never seen any metallurgy like this. Not Hiigaran, not Taiidan or anything I have seen from the U nbound . This

come s from a ne w race we  have no t seen b efore," said Gi irsa. 

The priest interrupted th em and p ointed to  the walls. All aroun d them, th e walls were p ainted with  fading murals that

tell the s tory of an anc ient leg end. 

"Two millennia ago, a race of demons called the Abomination came to  the Garden s," said the priest. "The y were more

terrifying than the Taiidan De filers, 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 against the Abomination for years and years, and with the safety of the Gardens and the blessings of 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 ,

cap tured b y the  her o, H ann on . Fo r th is it  is calle d th e Sw ord  of Hann on ." 

"This is truly a great find," said Giirsa. "Look at these strange writings all over the blade and the handle. I have seen

nothing like this. It's not like any Hiigaran or Taiidan text. These scans will make a three-dimensional recording of the
swo rd, i ts compositi on  and  its w riti ngs . Th en w e can make  a complete repli ca o f the  swo rd fo r a further sw ord ." 

Giirsa han ded th e sword  back to t he prie st. "Is this all?" asked th e priest. 

"That is all," Gii rsa replied . The p riest retu rned th e sword  to the an cient b ox. 
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"I feared that you will take the sword with  you," the priest expressed his great relief. "It is a priceless treasure of the
Oracle ." 

Giirsa replied. "It truly is a treasure but we respect your faith and your sacred relics. We only need to make a direct
copy of the artifact for our study. We are looking for clues of this ancient race, these demons or abominations as you
cal l it. " 

"You temp the Gods," the priest said. "You temp Fate itself. Do not call upo n the names of what has be en forbidden,
for they  may r etu rn, for i t has be en p rop hes ied  tha t they will r etu rn in th e en d of the  ages." 

"Th ank  you , Fat her ," Gi irsa  polite ly remarked . "We  wil l tak e your advi ce. " 

The priest silently led them outside o f the Oracle. Giirsa watched the crowds closely, so fascinated in their steadfast
beliefs. They would  come to the o racle, kneel on the hard groun d for hours and ch ant. Even with th e revelations th at
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 despondent Sleepers, even though most of the cynical Firstgen like him would consider
them not gods at all, but like the Kadeshi idols, heroes and heroines of an earlier age.

***

At the A cade my of A rcheo logica l Resea rch, Hiig ara . . . 

She would be attractive for a petite young girl, but freckles marred her face, with large lens spectacles whose purpose
seemed more to in timidate m en than co rrect her bad eyesight. The spectacles themselves were silvery 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 bo dy. Regardless of the hot and hum id

weather,  she had in sisted to we ar the thick formal ro bes, whose  skirts reach dow n to the an kles of her feet. Once in a
while, she would trip on  the ends of these  robes, and the edges of the skirts re veal their wear. Bu t like her stub born
spectacles, she ins isted o n the d ainty robe s, becau se they reflec t the sch olarly prid e of a Sjet, and carried the Sjet

shield  of arms that  every youn g, Firstgen  memb er have in  their un iforms as th ey study in  its exclu sive privat e scho ols. 

"Welco me the  new L ibrary of Acade my of Arche ologic al Researc h," said the  librarian p olitely. 

"My name is  Kuo'ran S jet. I am new  in the Ac ademy, an d I have co me he re to rese arch on  the Kh ar'nakian artifacts ,"
said the  dainty, pe tite girl wi th a high  pitch an d an ins ecure n ote. 

"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 bu t we were allowed to have faithful, three-dimensional models o f the artifacts. These

simulated models are in hologram form and can be found stored in the core memory modules at shelf eight. But you
do  nee d so me authorizatio n to  view th em. Do  you  have au tho rizatio n?" 

"Err . . . yes? ..." said the ne rvous girl . 

"...ye s . . . w hat? ..." repl ied  the  lib rarian.  "Do I kno w you so mewhere? Yo ur n ame  sou nds fam ilia r." 
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"My name rhymes with Karan. You kno w Karan Sjet. She's my auntie," said Kuo'ran. Kuo'ran was eagerly ready to
raise that se cret weap on to im press he r way out o f any situation . 

.” Aunti e who ? Karan Sje t?..." said the lib rarian. 

"You kn ow...Karan  Sjet of the  Moth ership...th e one w hose h ead has all  this wire s hook ed to sh ip..."

 Kuo'ran u sed he r dainty han ds to m ake repre sentatio n of wires c omin g out from  her head . 

"Oh, that Karan!" said the librarian. "I'm sorry I'm just this off world Taidanii girl they hired to fill this labor shortage

and do all the boring tedious menial jobs you Kushans seemed spoiled to do on your own. By the way, I got news for
you , gir l, havin g a re lati ve w ith  a ce leb rity s tatu s is n ot c onsidered an  authorizatio n by Academ y rul es." 

"Hold o n fo r a se con d," K uo 'ran  said . "Do  you  have a comlink he re?" 

"Be my gue ss, use m ine." Th e librarian  gave her a h andset . 

Kuo'ran punched a series of buttons on the handset and soon she was having a friendly conversation with someone the
librarian p erceive d as imp ortant. "Here , this is for you ." Kuo'ran gave  the libra rian the h andset . 

"Yes..yes sir...righ t away sir." She b linked  as she ans wered t he call. T he librari an turne d her atte ntion  to Kuo 'ran. 

"Looks like you got your authorization. For young student like you, you seem to pull a lot of weight here. All I need
for you now is to fill this form, and you're on your way." Kuo'ran happily and quickly filled the form, and the lib rarian
gave her th e core ke ys. 

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

The holograms came to life. For Kuo'ran, they were astounding, almost real. It was as if she was actually viewing the
precious relics in the Khar'nak derelict right in front of her. She pressed a few forward buttons, and one relic shifted

to another relic. T his will take a lon g time to search , so she began  to punc h a new search algorithm. The o bject was to
search for art ifacts that h ad certain  strange sym bols o n them . 

The search narrowed to a series of artifacts. O ne of them was a metallic tablet with inscriptions on it and some
drawings. One of them seems to be a helmet and another, a suit of armor. But the final one had her nearly jumping out

of her ch air. 

"Magnify!" she sho uted, alm ost dist urbing  the oth er stude nts in th e same h all. 

The hologram expand ed 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 mod el began to
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mark boundaries, and then  began to flash a series of symbols---words---next to representations of stars. Not just
stars---star system s with h abitable  planets . 

The boundary covered and  the database listed over 2,000 star systems from the center to the outer laying regions of
the Galaxy. Kuo'ran sat 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 stellar empire. It stretched well into the

unkn own, u nexpl ored fron tiers, the R im, the G alactic Arm s, the Cl usters at th e oute r edges. 

She jumped up and down with glee. What started as a small but ambitious school project and term assignment cou ld

lead to one of the most rem arkable archeological discoveries since the D aiamid formed the Xeno Genesis th eory
during the Time of Re ason. No, this would b e bigger. The name K uo'ran will shine among celebrities such as M evath

Sagald, her idol, the one that disco vered the Guidestone. But who were these people? Their language was neither
Hiigaran n or Taiid an. Nor d id it matc h any langu age with in the m assive T aiidan C atalog of R aces. 

Kuo'ran had called her own p et theory as the ProtoGenesis theo ry. Here, she contends that races, including H iigaran
and Taiidan, came from an anatomic ally hominid life form, evolved from  a Homew orld muc h distant from H iigara
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 races that have evolved separately since then.
Here sh e found , was perh aps the first  such e viden ce of a sup er galactic e mpire. 

Kuo'ran g iggled as s he illeg ally down loaded  the mo del int o a backu p core b ank she  smuggl ed in h er bag. 

* * * 

 

In a be achfro nt at a s ea in H iigara ... 

Wearing only a swimsu it, Zha splashed the Hiigaran turquoise blue waters. Despite th e increased gravity, this was so
much fun to be on a planet's sea body. The nearb y star was so bright, the light must be burning through her skull. The
salty waters, hmm, they had a briny tas te in them and when she peeped down, all sorts of weird creatures crawled and

swam. She tried to catch th e creatures with her hand , but could  not cat ch the ones who swam so fast. She saw the
creature s that craw led be neath th e sand, an d they rem inded  her of the  most tre asured R aider de licacies. 

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

tastes exc ited he r senses. 

"What are you doing? Seejuk looked at her sternly. Zha raised her watery eyes to meet his, her mouth too full to say

anything . 

"You just don't go around eating the wildlife like that," Seejuk lectured. "We have not studied every biological species

in this planet, so we don't know what the effects are to different sentient biologies---Hiigaran, Taiidan, Kadeshi or
Turanic. Back in Kharak, in the Majiiran Sea, we used to catch 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 delicious. I bet the

Kharak ian  fire sto rm w ou ld n ot a ffec t th e se a li fe over  the re." 
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His advice was unheed ed as Zha searched the sh allow waters for more  edi ble  sea  life . "Zh a, do n't fo rge t that yo u don 't
know how to swim. Do  not go into dee p water because I'm not going into deep water just to fetch your drowned
carc ass!" 

Zha raise d her h and in ac know ledgm ent, ano ther un fortunate  sea creatu re squirm ing in h er mou th. 

Seejuk smiled. He has not be en this relaxed for a long time. Along the beach, some  members of the M ule and her task
forces were also taking a needed break. For all, this was the first time to set foo t on Hiigara, and for m any, like Zha,
the first tim e to set foo t on a hab itable p lanet. T here was  so muc h curio sity and talki ng abo ut the e xperien ce. 

A hover vehicle suddenly came and parked near the Mule's shuttles. A tall young man stepped out, w ith robed
servants carrying his bags and boxes that seemed to be ungainly and complicated equipment. He studied the Raider

shuttle  for a mom ent the n stepp ed tow ards the b each. 

He announced loudly, "I am looking for former Black Star Lt. Commander Seejuk Liirh ra and his prote ge, Her Royal

Hig hness  Seg ura  Zha Kh or, P rinces s of T uran." 

That  caught Seejuk's attention and he quickly ran to meet the new man. "Coming, coming!" Zha shouted as her arms

carried a lo ad of uns avory watery cre atures. 

"Who w ould yo u be? M r.---" asked See juk. 

"My name is Giirsa Kaalel. I am sent here in behalf of the Academy," the young man said, standing so straight, like a
military cad et. 

"Kaalel, eh?" Seeju k wond ered. "So yo u mus t be the  one th e Acade my has no tified me  about. W elcome  Giirsa. We
have be en e xpe cting yo u. B y any cha nce  you  would  kno w an yon e wo rkin g in  Kaalel  Sof tware?" 

"My father is ch airman an d chie f executiv e officer," Giirsa ad mitted . 

Seejuk was taken aback. Zha, munchin g on a live snack, was puzzled abo ut Seejuk's respon se. "What's the big thin g?"
she aske d. 

"Nothing much, except that his father is perhaps the richest man in Hiigara now, building an im mense fortune in
develo ping co ntrol so ftware for ship  comp uters," Seej uk replie d. 

"That is fantastic," Zha observed, her mouth swallowing another live creature. "I like rich people that has a lot of
resource  units.  We  cer tain ly co uld  use  the m." 

"I prefer not to  talk abou t my father," Giirsa s aid. 
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"I see," Seejuk said. "One of those young ones trying to prove th emselves and eme rge from the shadows of their
fath er. J ust  great." 

"Is there anythi ng wron g?" Giirsa asked . 

See juk  turned  to Z ha.  "His  father, h is fam ily i s als o Kiith sa of Kaa lel . Th ey ru le that  rich , influe nti al Kiith id. " 

"Th at's d ouble  fant asti c," Zha repl ied . "Mo re st rings in  hig h pl aces. W e can use that ." 

"Forgive m e, for I am rud e, may I ask you w ho you  are?" Giirsa turn ed to Z ha. 

"You called my name, did you?" Zha said.

 

"You..you ...you are th e High ness, th e Princ ess Zh a?" Giirsa asked . 

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

replied . 

"No I don't know what you mean, your highness," Giirsa said. "Forgive me once again, your highness, I have seen

you r pictu res  in the j ourna ls an d te len ews , bu t I did not reco gni ze yo u without you r cu ltu ral c ost ume." 

"Oh you m ean t hose sill y robe s..." Zh a inte rrup ted h ersel f to take a bite out of living sea creature. Then she shoved

the  creatu re to  Gii rsa's  face . "Yo u want  one to o?" 

Giirsa frowned and moved his head back. "Thank you, your highness, but I will pass." He turned to Seejuk. "You

see med co nce rne d, an d I se nse d it s about me ." 

"You look seventeen o r eighteen," Seejuk said. "Firstgen, or as we say, First Generation born in  Hiigara. I requested--

-and ex pec ted ---someon e much  old er, l ike  som eon e wh o traveled  with th e M oth ership  and  was  born in Kharak." 

"Why is my age  an issue ? Age doe s not se em like  an issue  to Mis s Zha he re," Giirsa asked . 

"Age is not the issue, but being a First Gen heir of a Kiithsa running one of the most in fluential Kiithid around, that is
an issue," See juk e xpla ined . "Tha t is a b ig issue an d I'm no t a bab y sitter. You know what happens if something

happens to you, what your Kiithid is going to do to me? What's going to happen between the Kaalel and th e Liirhra? I
am n ot read y to t ake  tha t res ponsi bil ity." 

"Will you take that responsibility if I show you this?" Giirsa reached to his bag and pulled a document. "This is a
Hiigara Interstellar Bank note for 1 00,000  resource u nits. This is rec ognized  by all leading T aiidani Rep ublican
ban ks." 
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See juk  stared a t him with  steely e yes.  "You are go ing  to b ribe me?" 

"Not br ibe  you ," said Giirs a. He  turned  to Z ha.  "I wan t to  hire. I want  to h ire  you r highn ess  Zha he re an d her sh ip. " 

Zha's m outh w as ag ape , he r eye s dw ell ing  on  the  ban k no te. "1 00 ,00 0 RUs?" 

"100,000 RUs, yes," Giirsa said. "More than enough to buy that Outpost you sorely wanted. As you see, I 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 compensate, and I can even arrange with the

Liirhra to buil d it for you. Im agine, th e best e ngine ering reso urces th e Kush ans can o ffer, all at yo ur feet, M iss Zha. I
bet  the se re sou rces are  sup erior to what  you  may f ind  with your R aiders ." 

"...compensate...mo re?" Zha thought. Zha turned to Seejuk. "Seejuk, we got to take this job or I'm not speaking to
you. I need this job. We Raiders have worked for far less, for worst people, doing far more dangerous jobs." She
turned  to G iirs a. "What  is our m issi on  in p arti cul ar?" 

"You will know when  the time comes," Giirsa said. "I believe an issue has risen that requires you to return to the
Turan sector? Yes we found out that too . Kaalel Soft has its own private intelligence branch and  we know everything.

We  nee d to  hit ch a  ride wi th yo u to  the  Tu ran  sec tor . Th en you  wil l kn ow more ab out ou r mi ssio n." 

Seejuk laughed. "We are bringing the scion of the Kaalel Kiithsa to the heart of Raider territory? You are absolutely

insane, Giirsa Kaalel. And you are crazy too, Zha Khor, if you are going to agree to take Mr. Kaalel here to your
homespace. " 

"But that is exactly what I am counting on," Giirsa said. "Miss Zha's position as a Segura Princess of an Inner House
sha ll p rotect  me in fron t of t he C ounci l of In ner  House s. W ill yo u, M iss Z ha?" 

"Well I..." Zha wo ndere d. 

"You sur e like livin g dange rously, Zh a Khor," See juk warn ed. 

"I guess I do..." Zha c onclu ded. 

"Wh y are  you  goi ng t o su ch e normo us r isks?" Seej uk s aid  to G iirs a. "What  is al l th is fo r you ?" 

"When you d efect ed to  the K ades hi flag ship  the K har'na k, you  know you  had a n op port uni ty to change history. This

is the op portun ity I face now. T his is my c hance  to put m y mark in hi story..." Giirsa rep lied. 

"..and that is?" Zh a asked. 

"You wil l only kno w whe n I am ready to  tell you," Giirs a said. 
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The sudde n arrival of ano ther ho ver vehic le interru pted th eir conv ersation . The door opened and bags slammed at the
groun d. She l ifted her l ong da inty skirt as sh e plante d both  her feet at th e groun d. 

"You!" Gi irsa  point ed a ccu sin gly a t the gi rl. "Y ou...You ....w hat  in h ell 's name are you  doing  her e!" 

"You! Yo u!" Ku o'ran poin ted  accusi ngl y at G iirs a. "What 's you r explanat ion  in b ein g he re!" 

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

unde rtake," Kuo'ran  explain ed. 

"You kn ow he r?" Zha asked , munc hing o n anoth er sea creatu re. 

"Kuo'ran Sjet. My rival in the Academy, a desperate struggling student who vainly strives to surpass my superior
academ ic record  but ult imately failed ," Giirsa said. 

"You bribed the teachers, Mr. Giirsa," Kuo'ran said. "That's the only way you got those grades. You w ill never pass
anyt hin g re lyin g on  you r ow n brain power , Mr . Gi irsa ." 

"Allegation s, all unfou nded  allegation s, Miss K uo'ran," Giirsa c ounte red. 

Zha walked to Kuo'ran in her bathing suit and an armful of slimy creatures. She took one of the creatures and offered

it to  Kuo'ran. "Y ou hungry? Want  a snack?" 

"EEK!" Kuo'ran s houte d. "Who  is this girl? W hat is she  doing  here?" Ku o'ran brus hed h er shou lders. 

"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 again, Mr. Giirsa," Kuo'ran said. "You won't fool me this time. I am an expert in alien
cul tures and  race s, with  top  grad es in cl ass,  and  thi s gir l he re is  no t the Raider P rinces s Zh a. No  sir she i s no t!" 

"I'll wager you're read y to make  a bet, M iss Kuo 'ran," Giirsa offered . 

"I would if I have  mone y right now , Mr. Giirs a," Kuo'ran said . 

Zha stared  at Ku o'ran i nten sely, e xami ning her . "You  don 't have  any mone y? Mr. G iirsa here has offered 100,000 RUs

for our services. I am indeed the Zh a Khor you speak about. If we were to take you along, what sort o f compensation
can we expec t?" Zha expressed  the senten ce in her b est busine ss voice, a lesson Seejuk had been gradually teaching
her. 
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"As I expect, G iirsa mus t bribe h is way onc e again. As for p ayment I do  not kn ow, but expect this, while the Kiith
Sjet doe not bribe like the Kaalel, we will always pay gratefully for any service honorably rendered to them," Kuo'ran
replied . "I will talk to my fam ily after this."

 

"Hah ," Gi irsa  lee red . "Co mpared  to the m edi a em pires the K aale l ow ns,  the  Sje t is a  ban krupt K iith id. " 

"The K iithid S jet is ho norabl e, but th e Kiithi d Kaalel i s corrup t and rot ten," Kuo 'ran retorted . 

Seejuk smiled. "You know you remind me of someone, Miss Kuo'ran Sjet. I have seen pictures of Karan Sjet in the

Academ y in K harak an d you lo ok l ike  a very you ng K aran  Sje t. Sa me spu nk t oo ." 

Kuo'ran was re ady t o pounce  upon  tha t fac t. "T hat  is because  Kara n is  my d ear aun t." 

"That’s quite interesting. That makes you and your family, Sjet-sa," Seejuk observed. "That m eans I must be doub ly
insane  if I'm going to  carry both  the spo iled firstge n scion s of the Ki ithsa of Sje t and Kaal el into  Raider h omesp ace."

 In respon se to Se ejuk’s res istance, K uo'ran to ok a port able co mlink an d push ed a serie s of butto ns. 

"I see again you r need t o push  your famou s family weigh t around ," Giirsa grinn ed. 

"Here, this is  for you," Kuo 'ran hande d the p ortable c omlin k to See juk. 

Seeju k stiffened, h is eyes fully alert  and in aw e as he h eard the  voice in  the co mlink. 

"Yes..yes...Kiithsa Matron Karan...yes.... I understand...but the Raider ho mesp ace...that will be most

dangero us....no...yes...I  understand that you fully trust me...no ...yes...I understand that the mission is urgent...the
future pres tige o f the S jet w ill de pen d on  this ...yes..n o...o f course not...I w ill no t refuse Kiithsa Matron Karan...you
can count on me, Kiithsa Matron Karan..." At the end of the conversation, See juk handed the  comlink back to

Kuo'ran. 

Seejuk appeared bewildered, shaking his head. He told Zha, "I just talked to Karan Sjet directly on the com, imagine

tha t. T he M oth ership  bra in h erself.  I can 't be lieve this ." 

"I can 't be lieve I'm  goi ng t o do so mething e xtre mely stup id." See juk  said . "Aga in." 
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Part 2---The Prophecy

"Father ?" 

"I’m right here, my child." His image beamed with light, and an aura surrounded him.

 

"I tho ugh t you  were de ad." Zha knelt  before  the  image.  "Is that re ally  you?" 

"I wil l alw ays b e wi th yo u, m y lov ed o ne, " said  the  image.  "You  kno w me by  what yo u feel in your h eart ." 

"Father?" Zha reached out to  touch the ethereal image, and that was when she opened her eyes. She stared at the
walls that made u p her bed room, all line d with ph otos of plane ts, diagrams and p ictures of starships  and fighters, and

a few photo s of some T aiidan 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 purification ceremony aboard the Kadeshi mothership. Did that drug really stoned her mind permanently? She

shook  her head , then w iped h er eyes. Her s kin was sw eaty, and he r face was pale . 

She got up and pu t a shirt on. She sighed as she left for the ship hangers. In the locker rooms, she slipped on a flight

suit. A new custo mized Arro w awaits her, a che ap surplus m odel she  had bought during the stop  at Hiigara. Beside it
were other custom h otrod projects---a Triikor with an engin e 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 a new  seat mo lded to  fit her peti te physiq ue. 

On the back was the liquid membrane modu le, which w ill interface with h er helmet. W hile she h erself does no t require
the liquid membrane apparatus, there are others in her people who have evolved to become addicted . The liquid

contains a drug th at heigh tened  awarene ss and ke pt the p ilot awake  during  high G  maneu vers. The liquid was also
oxygen rich, and kept the bloo d fully supplied to keep the pilot from blacking out. The combination of the drug and
the con cen trat ed o xyge nated f luid al so g ave  pilots  a immense  "high"---the brain became hyperactive. Th e 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 T aiidani had forb idden th e use and re search of similar

environments for their pilots.

 

She was too young to be addicted, b ut her dep ressions and  dreams had d riven her to u se the liqu id environ ment m ore

often. She slipped on  the helmet and clicke d a button on it. T he liquid  began to fill her helmet, submerging h er eyes.
She coughed a bit as the liquid entered her lungs, replacing the air she breathed. The liquid began its kick and
suddenly it felt like she was aware of every detail in the craft. Everything suddenly became so clearer now, and she

laughed with the euphoria. Her Starfarer senses kicked in and the liquid enhanced it. She can hear the stars singing
and the winds of the cosmos passing, ebbing in waves and rushing in tides. She could not cry, as the tears in her eyes

quick ly dissolv ed and  mixed  with th e liqui d. Th is was all so  beautifu l. 

She waved her hand, and the flag man acknowle dged 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 musc les, every
vibration  and sou nd from  the craft lin ked to h er nerve  endin gs. 

This was her element she felt, her escape. Here, she felt like one among the stars and the winds that fill the void
between them. Here she can he ar their songs so vividly, their melodies lapping on e 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 o f 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 bound aries, no limitations on what h e can do. In vict ory, 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 a loop to loo p, executing one o f her father's famous stunts. Will she e ver live

to his expectations? Will she be able to fill the shoes he left? She banked her fighter into a tight turn, then rolled in to a
spin, th en cam e out agai n, boo sting. 

"What is go ing on ?" Seejuk ask ed as he  entered  the brid ge. 

"It's th e capta in,  sir, " said  the  offic er in  cha rge . "She's o ff agai n te stin g he r ne w fig hte r." 

Seejuk watched Zha do  more acrobatics on he r scout. She had been  more edgy and mo ody 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 he r ship an d her figh ters. He could not be a new father for her, but he tried in his own unique way. 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 futur e of her House on her shoulders, that was a bit too much for a girl of her age. But she hanged on. She hanged

on, yes, but n ot with out a pe rsonal co st Seeju k had starte d to pe rceive. For a brief moment she was happy 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 wate r. 

Mayb e she missed living in a real hom e, something that had pe rmanence. 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 neede d to return to  the Raide r Counc il, where in th e presenc e of the Inner L ords, she must
make a formal request to rebuild that Outpost. For a Raider House, an Outpost signifies validity in addition to its

prestige and practical uses. Without an Outpost, the Khor sector in space faces threat from trespassers and mining
poachers. Mining ships would slip to the sector and m ine illegally. Rivals among the Raiders wou ld attempt to make

territorial c laims again st the se ctor. 

See juk 's thoughts were suddenly interrup ted. The re was an unw elcome  visitor to the b ridge. "What's going o n here?"

said Kuo'ran. "I’m trying to get some sleep, bu t it is so hard to do it in this messy bu cket of bolts. The room s are so
dirty and musty. The floors needed to be desperately cleaned. This ship must be very old, not like the new carriers the
Sjet have  in their fle et."

 

"You know, Miss Kuo'ran," Seejuk replied. "If the facilities in this ship does not m eet your requirements, you can go
bac k to  the  Sje t fleet an d have  the m bring you  to w her e ev er yo u want  to go." 

Kuo'ran toggled her large glasses. "Ships with the Hiigaran flag are still not allowed to enter interior Raider
homespace such the  area that surroun ds the T uran planeto id. Hiigaran ships are only allowed currently to visit

territorial space of outer Houses that have a co mmercial and passage treaty with Hiigara. I need a Raider vessel to
take us w here I nee d to go . Besid es, I want th e opp ortuni ty to mee t and talk to  the great S eejuk L iirhra."
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"Me?" Seeju k was surp rised. 

"Yes, you, Mister Seejuk Liirhra," Kuo'ran explained. "You are a legend in the Academ y. You opened u p a vast
treasure of relics from the Kad eshi . Wit hou t you , we w ould no t be able t o op en u p stu dy on  anci ent g alact ic hi story.
We  are p ion eer s, M r. Se eju k, but I am only a  pio nee r fol low ing  the  steps o f an e ven  greater pioneer ---yo u." 

"Me?" Seeju k asked agai n. 

"That is w hy your pe rsonal ex pertise i s need ed for my w ork. Wh en the  time co mes, I will le t you kno w," Kuo'ran. 

There  was  ano the r pre sen ce i n th e br idg e. "So when  is th at, K uo 'ran ," asked Giirsa. "Playing more of your mind

gam es?  Th e le ast you  can  be i s to  be h onest  with M r. Se eju k and M iss Z ha.  Bu t no ..." 

"How dare you," Kuo'ran flashed her temper. "How can you tal k hyp ocritically about secrets---Mr. Giirsa Kaalel.

You---the Corrupter of the Academy---you...you got more bones in your closet that one day, not even your rich
fath er an d your b ribes w ill b e ab le h ide  the  stench  from ." 

Giirsa laughed, deliciously taking pleasure at seeing Ku o'ran indignant. There was no greater pleasu re in life than to
take pot  shots at th is young  Sjet pru de. 

"So what are you going here too?" Seejuk said. "Is the accommodations too dirty and antiquated for the fine likes of
the  scion  of Kaale lsa? " 

"Your accommodations are sufficient for my purpose, Mr. Seejuk," Giirsa replied. "I cannot sleep because of my
excitement in the discoveries that  await us . My theory of ProtoGenesis will not only be pro ved but we will be  able to
draft how the galactic civilizations was before the ancient Hiigaran Empire. We can begin to find where our ultim ate

origin s came from ." 

"YOUR THEORY?...YOUR THEORY?" Kuo'ran s hou ted. "It i s MY  THE ORY . I made it an d YO U ST OLE  IT.

You peep ed i nto  my d esk , my l ock er. Y ou  stealer, you ch eate r... T hat  is what  you  exp ect  of an y Kaa lel ..." 

"You nearsighted imbecile," Giirsa snarled. "I am beginning to lose my patience with the likes of you, Miss Kuo'ran,

to suggest that I--I, 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

foo lish  tha t it d oes  not de serve an in tel lige nt resp onse." 

"For your information, ladies and gentlemen ," Seejuk interrupted, "I wrote a theory like that in m y journals when I

beg an m y catalog of t he K ade shi  arti fact s." 

"Forgive me, Mr. See juk, but I made  the theory be fore that in my stud y of Taiidani ancient h istory," Kuo'ran

cou nte red . "I made a  term  pap er o ut o f it an d you ca n fin d th e pa per  in the A cad emy rec ord s." 
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"I publicized this the ory in the Hiigaran Discovery Journal, published b y my company Kaalel Publications, in my
analysis of anc ient artifacts  found i n Hiigara it self," said Giirsa. 

"Who are you call ing a nears ighted  imbec ile and a b lind fly, Mr. G iirsa? I will report this incident to my aunt and
Kiithsa m atron," Kuo 'ran threaten ed. 

"The slightest sign of trouble and you retreat to the skirt of your matron. Now as you expect the en tire vast networks
of the Kaal el financi al and m edia em pire sho uld be  scared o f Karan...Mu hahaha," Gi irsa laughe d sternl y. 

There was a voice in the comlin k. "This is Zha Khor in Alpha On e to the Mule , come in please . My sensors have a
sighti ng. " 

"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 hostil e en ergy signature s, I'm  flyin g in  for a  clo ser  loo k, Zha h ere  in Alph a On e." 

Seconds later, her voice cracked through the comlink. "This is Zha Khor at Alpha One, I got visual contact. Looks

like  a large ship  bei ng p ull ed b y tug s. No, i t looks  like  a base. I'm  sen din g you  pic tures ri ght  now." 

Seejuk stared at the screens and smiled. "Looks like one of our assignments came early. Zha, meet your new

temporary Outpost. Rem ember we signed  with the Somtaaw for minin g rights? Well, they're ahead in keeping their
bargain. They bought an old Taiidani base so they can use as a temporary base of operations, and which we can use
for the same purpose as a base for the Mule. The base was supposed to have been retired but it appears we can give it

a ne w le ase  in l ife,  tha t is u nti l we  have a fo rma l Ou tpo st constru cte d." 

"How co me you  did  not te ll m e--- -oh  I rem ember  now. I am  so fo rge tful  late ly," Zha said . "Th ank  you ." 

"We  nee d to  esc ort  the  base an d th e So mta aw tugs  to the K hor ho mespace, " See juk  said . "Up  to i t, Zha?" 

"Yes..." her voic e turne d to exc itemen t. "I will you me et you in  the brid ge, Seeju k" Zha said. 

Seejuk turned his attention to Kuo'ran and Giirsa. "Well, we have work to do here, and I would appreciate you two

take  you r squab ble s el sew her e." 

"This is n ot over ye t, Miss K uo'ran," Giirsa w arned as h e left. 

"Hmmp h!" Kuo'ran said , waiting for G iirsa to cle ar the co rridor be fore she le ft the brid ge herse lf. 

* * * 
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The old scribe Salim of the Inner House of Flo'karr poured over the ancient Scriptures. For eras past, the House of
Flo'karr had been the caretakers and th e recorders  of Raider histo ry. That was a task imp ossible, as the R aiders
spanned the who le breadth o f the Outer regio ns, includ ing the Rim  and all of the Arm s. The R aiders was, and had

been for generations, spanning t he galaxy before the  great Taiidan e ncoun tered them  in -475 B L 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 w hat the Raiders name meant and adopted it. Later, when the
Taiidans kept referring the N omads as T uranics, the n ame Tu ranic becam e stuck in th e 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 Em peror and court of the Taiidan Empire. This base became ceremonially, the
"homeplace" of the Raiders. It became a place where the Taiidans negotiated with the Raiders, a place where they

exchanged technol ogy and oth er goods---a front to  represent what is all of the Raiders to the known civilizations of
the Galax y. 

But it is not the tru e home space of the R aiders. The ir origins wou ld lay in a past darker and  ancient, on e that is more
lined i n bloo d than al l the pira cy and crim es the R aiders ha d com mitted . 

The Inner Ho use of Flo 'karr was elect ed to ru n the T uran plan etoid b ase, and they had done so for eras. Among the
rivalry of the Houses, the Inner House of Flo'karr was a safe political choice. They were a House of intellectuals,
historians and engineers. They distanced themselves from the power plays and political manipulations 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 repercussion s of such political manipulation s. In time, it has become the neu tral ground to hold

the Gran d Cou ncil for b oth th e Inner an d Oute r House s, where al l Raide rs meet, d iscuss an d plan t heir futu res. 

Near Salim was his young assistant scribe and daughter, Zhura, who he hoped so med ay will succeed him in the

recording of time and the preservation of the acts, deed s and songs of the great Raiders. "You ever believe in the
Proph ecies in  the Scri ptures? " He asked. 

"I do, Father, but there are many among us now who do not. The Scriptures and the Legends are so ancient no w, that
man y of u s no  lon ger  bel ieve th at it  was  true. T hat  eve ryth ing  was  a myt h." 

"If they do not believe in th e Scriptures, then the core an d the soul of the Raide r spirit will be gone," Salim warned.
"For it is the past that m ade us and  binds us to gether. To  forget our past is to forget about being a Raider. We mu st
no t for sake  our past. W e must  no t for sake  who we are ." 

"You kn ow the  Pro pheci es, Z hura?" 

"I kno w th em by heart , Fat her ." 

"You kn ow abo ut t he c oming  of th e Ne mesis,  Zhura ." 

"I know that, F ather---. 

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
Neme sis will tam e the B east and h old th e key to th e Delive rer. 
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---that is the  Prop hec y of the  End , Fath er, th e end of o ur race, the end of the R aid ers ." "But Father, many scribes
amo ng o ur H ouse say th at th is p rop hec y has  bee n fu lfil led . Our future  is sa fe." 

"Th e Promised ones  are t he K ush ans , wh o have  retu rne d to  the ir Homewo rld , Hi igar a." 

"Th e Great  Star is t he l ast E mpero r of T aiid an,  who fe ll w ith  the  retu rn o f the  Exi les ." 

"Th e we epi ng s tars  are t he T aiid ani  Imp erialis ts, w ho  have lo st th eir  war. " 

"Th e Beas t cam e, an d we ha d our t ime  of T ribula tion as  the  Beast d est roye d much  in o ur h omesp ace ." 

"Th e So mta aw w ho rele ased th e Beas t are  the  ones w ho des troyed  it." 

"It is over Fathe r, we are in a n ew age o f enlighte nmen t," Zhura co nclud ed. 

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

pro phecy." 

"Th e Prophec y lie s un fulfi lled, b ut i t wi ll se e it s tru e fu lfil lme nt soon." 

"The Promised one s were the Protectors of the Garden s, who have returne d to the H omewo rld of their Mo ther, as
pro mis ed b y the ir Great  Mo the r." 

"Th e Great  Star was  the  ship of the  Mo the r, th e Kh ar'nak, as it p lun ged  in the s ky of  Hiigara ." 

"The Stars that weep and the winds that carry a song---these are not the Imperialists. They mark the return of the

Starfare rs o f our old le gen ds,  tho se w ho can  list en t o th e so ngs  of th e stars and  the  melod ies  of th e co smi c wi nds." 

"The Somtaaw was never the Nemesis. The Nemesis was our ancient enemy, the ones wh o enslaved our Ance stors.

Long time ago, the slaves made the Oath o f Baruk, swearing strength  in uni ty, and with th e 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. Every year, every House of the Raiders must recite the Oath of Baruk, to remind
themselves of the bo ndage th at disun ity brings. I t is b ecau se of t his Oath, we Raiders survive united  as a race, despite
spanning the galaxy in nomadic tribes. Disobedience to this Oath is the end of the Raiders. There are those who do no

believe in the Nemesis, of those wh o do not be lieve in the past, and of those who  do not believe  in the Oath . They lay
the  see ds o f our de stru ction ." 

"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 th e Faith an d the W isdom  renow ned o f the Flo'karr, an d that is o ur Swo rd."
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"The Nemesis shall return, and I do not b elieve 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 have the
power to capture this Beast, or make it its ally. If such a things happens, the combined power of the Raiders cannot

sto p su ch a  foe , and  the  Age  of Darkn ess  wil l fall  upon  us o nce  again." 

Zhura would have dismissed all this as the rambling of a cynical old man. But Salim was her father, and he was once

the most renowned scribe of all the Flo'karr and to all the Raiders. She would need to study this, but even if what her
father says is true, how can  she conv ince the res t of the Flo'karr and brin g this to assem bly of the Cou ncil? Th is was

so against the mainstream interpretation of the Nemesis prophecy. They would laugh at her. Zhura could imagine her
frail frame shakin g at the h oarse lau ghter of th e strong  men o f Du'ran. 

* * * 

Aboa rd the fl agshi p, the A tonem ent, 

X'on stared through the magnificent sp here like portals into the dark spaces beyond. The circular spiral disk of the
galaxy lit the background of his view. Abo ve his head was the dim glow of a nebula, the b irthplace of young stars.

Silho uette d again st the  glow w ere th e legio ns of h is armad a. 

The formations of M antas bomb ers swept by, follow ed by formation s of Skate fighters and B at scouts. Th e Man tas

and the Skates had sweeping wings, slits where the cannon ports are, and a structure that ends in a short tail. The Bats
had no  tails, but th eir wing s were ju st as impo sing, and  twin can non p orts extru ded from  the ed ge of the w ings. 

An officer entered the bridge to make his report. "So what now, Centurion," X'on asked. "Our Legions are ready. The
Penance, the Forsaken and the Unforgiven are all in place. We have pinpointed the location of the Beast," said the
Officer. 

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

"It is many generations removed  from the Naggarok Beast. We do n ot know of its temperame nt, but its power i s
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 a massive dam pening field  that affects gravity and energy fields. After that

we c an inst all t he n odes." 

"I app laud th e in gen uity," X'o n sa id.  "You are di smi ssed. P repare t o ex ecu te m y plan on my word." 

In the dock ing bay of the Aton ement, a pilo t among th e legio ns, rushed to his Manta. As he sat, the instruments came
to life in an instant from his sheer presence. Square metallic patches suddenl y grew in his skin and soon all the

interfaces  were co mplet e. 

With a thought in his min d, the rails propelled the M anta, followed by a Skate. Flung at high speeds into space, the

pilot in a flick of his mind, lit the engines, and the M anta coasted into formation with a lon g line of fellow Mantas.
"This is Angel Zero-Four, I am in position, Angel L eader." The Manta was united  with him---he was the brain, and

the M anta was h is bod y, pilot and  ship like  one cre ature. 
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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 format ion in  sight. W atching  your back s, Angel W ing." Bats m oved sw iftly overhe ad. 

In his se at, hi s dark  viso r reflectin g the  con sole  ligh ts, th e pil ot fel t mo re aliv e in h is sh ip. It w as 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 cou ld hear their Songs, and all strong, singing as 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 h ear their
Songs, the great choir of the Universe, an op era carried in the cosmic wind s.
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Part 3---The Fragments of the Beast

Seejuk returned to the makeshift laboratory inside the Mule, one of the sole places of refuge he had in the ship from
the co nstant b ickering  of the two  Kiithsa sc ions. T he lab w as used to  keep sp ecime ns and re lics for analysi s. 

Something caught his attention. He almo st forgot about this experiment. It was shortly before the Kadeshi b egan their
crusade, and the Naabal engaged a Generation 7 fragment of the Beast. The Mule came to the battlesite and retrieved
nanotech samples fro m debris in the battlespace. They found the G7 fragments but the discovery of the Kadeshi ships

in the are a oversh adowe d that ev ent. 

The G7 fragments were kept in a quarantine chamber. He had  placed plants and animal samp les inside the chamb er to

observe and document Beast 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 thou ght---a controllable Beast
virus that can be used as a weapon. No, no, the Imperials tried that, and the experiment blew in their faces. The
released Beas t mu tatio n ravaged b oth  Impe rialis t and  Turanic  hom espa ces. O ne o f the v ictim s was Z ha Kh or he rself.

She was  orphan ed, her h ome o utpos t destro yed, whe n a mutat ed Be ast fragmen t attacked  the Kh or base. 

Since the experiment was ove r, he should con sider disposing the fragments. Not one single nanobyte virus should be

left alive. G7 was one of the fragments released from the mad Imp erialist 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 know n civilization s, or "knownsp ace" as it was
collectively called had become less frequent. The Daiamid report on the Beast coin cided wit h the T aiidani Rep ublican
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 experiments to create a new Beast vaccine and to domesticate the nanotech virus
had be come  moot . The B east tech nolog y was defeate d. Th e Beast w as truly no  more. 

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

The test plan ts and an imals we re all alive. The automatic feeders faithfully kept the  creatures fed. Th e plants were

growing, blooming flowers, and the  animals scurried happily about, like they were never infected  at all.  Seejuk had
the temp tatio n to  just  get in  and g rab a sa mpl e wit h hi s bare  hand s, bu t in th e bac k of his mind, that would  not be the

wise thing to do.

"Compu ter, lower th e scann ers," Seejuk  uttered  distinc t voice c omm ands.  A mechanical arm lowered an apparatus

that he had brought in from Hiigara to this ship. So much of the equipment here were imported from Hiigara, as Zha
and the  survivors  in the M ule we re not ve ry scientifica lly comp etent. "Scan  all Samp les". 

Under an ultraviolet let, th e skins of the sam ples glowe d. What was o nce red p atches had turned to white and
crystalline. Are the fragm ents de ad? No, analysis of the patches showed  that it was still active. "Magnify a single
Beast viru s."

Under extreme  magnificat ion, a Beast virus appeared like a monstrous robot worthy of its name. Small as it was, the
nanotech virus was a masterp iece of engin eering, unm atched  by any civilization in knownsp ace. Each was a self

contained unit, with its central processing m odul e, memory banks, mechanical arms and a tiny pow er source whose
energy was derived originally from breaking down carbohydrates. The CPUs were linked through a subspace network
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that commun icated through me sonic fields, and the collective C PUs would b ecome a massive parallel computing unit
that wou ld ev olve  hou se a "Se lf"----a sentient entity. Each Self was networked with each other, creating a larger
collective mind that wou ld ultimately be known as the  Beast.  Energy was transmitted throughout the network in the

same fashion. The nanote ch would not only infect living flesh, but also computer systems, regardless whether it is
silicon, germanium or bion ic based. The Beast nan otech would  even harness the energy in a ship's engine to  power all

its Selves, and their nanotech  compon ents.  As he had observed, the n anotech viruses would evolve into mo re
specialized forms. Some types are optimized into infecting organic matter, some types are optimized into infecting
circu itry. But regardless o f 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 propagation and survival above all else dominate the Beast sentient

program ming. F or all its cap abilities  and natu re, it was bas ically an anim al. 

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 th at the Beast fragme nts can evo lve, not just in  power,
but in intelligence. With intelligence, comes wisdom and benevolence, and finally the appreciation of life itself.  He

was laughed at, to even suggest some good will come out of the Beast creature. But he held to his theory. Given the
rate the B east nano tech ev olves, a n ew Be ast speci es will arise . 

The plants seemed normal. The animals looked happy. Yet they still have the Beast virus in them. He studied earlier
scans made, like the ones taken w hen 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, wh at?

"Seejuk, come to the bridge , please." It was Zha's voice in the com link.

This was all fascinating, Seejuk thought. He wished he had time more to study this. There was so much to learn, yet
so little time. The lab space was also filled with Kad eshi and other ancient relics, each h olding as much in terest as the

contained Beast virus. Each relic was a window to  new past  that yearns to be d iscovered, eac h with an ex citing story
to tell.  To think of it, he was born as a Kharakian Desert redneck; now he was in the threshold of discovering the

hidde n past o f an entire g alaxy. 

He returned to the bridge. Zh a, Kuo'ran, and Giirsa were all there. "This is momentous" Zha said. "For the first time

since m y Outpo st was de stroyed, w e finally have  some k ind of a bas e in the  Khor h omesp ace."

Zha pointed to the sc reens. The Somtaaw Tug frigates were finally putting the old Taiidani base in its final location.

"You shou ld have bee n, Seejuk. W hat were you d oing?"

"Sorry,  Zha, I should not miss this for anything. But I was really distracted with some research." Seejuk replied. He

clappe d his h ands as th e Tug s released  their ho ld on th e base. 

"It's official, we got a b ase!" Zha shou ted, he r arms in th e air.

"It's a start I guess, I won't b e so exc ited abo ut an ol d creaky T aiidani b ase," Kuo'ran s aid sno bbish ly. 
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"Give the girl a break," Giirsa said to Kuo'ran. "This is not about the base. This is about op portunity. Ye s, I heard
about your agreements with the Somtaaw to mine and use the Khor homespace. The commissions were lucrative, but
why didn't you m ine it yourself, Mi ss Zha?"

"As a warrior and mercenary race, we don't have miners as efficient as the Somtaaaw. Nor do we have m iners with
the agility to take on the risky asteroid belts," Zha answered. "Not even the Hou se of Res'coom, which h ad the best

Raider miners, could match the Somtaaw. They got sensors that can spot oxides and crystals our sensors could not
find in a thousand years. They have a higher success rate of yield and extraction per ton than Raiders’. Their efficiency

surpasses even the best T aiidani mining operations. Th ey can mine an d process e xotic materials m y own resou rcers
could not. It would be better for them to make money for me. I don't even the resources to buy or make factory or
processing ships. I do have my own resource rs, and manage to license crystal processing techn ology from the

Somtaa w as part o f the bargain , althou gh I und erstand  I can obtain  crystal proc essing te chno logy elsew here."

"I understand Miss Zha," Giirsa said. "But one of these days, the Somtaaaw will drain you dry. But then, of course,

you may b e an old  rich lady b y then."

"And one of these days, I will have my own top class mining fleet, Mister Giirsa," Zha said. "But one cannot learn

without a master. The Som taaw are masters. One day I will learn how they do it, and it's best I learn it watching them
right from  my own  home space. T he Som taaw is usi ng me, b ut I am usin g them  too. W e all kno w that."

"Bravo, my d ear lady," Giirsa said . "Spoken  like a wise  and old  Kaalel, eve n if you are a R aider."

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

with th e base."

Zha raised  her ar ms an d gave a vic tory sign with her two fingers, as she danced and hopped down the corridors to the

docki ng bays. "It is goo d that I have  some s uppo sed Ku shan bi g wigs to  share the  dignity o f the occ asion," Zh a said. 

The shuttle left the Mule and made the first ever successful dock in the newest base in Khor homespace since the

destruc tio n o f the la st o utpo st.   Zha greeted her f irs t ev er s tep  on  the base  with  a la rge  sto mp . "So  there !"

"So this is how a Taiidan base loo ks like from the inside," Kuo'ran said. "Are we going to stay here? My belongings

are still bac k in the  ship."

"I bet this is the first time you have ever been inside any base outside of the Mothership," Giirsa said to Kuo'ran.

"Don't  worry. This is also the first ti me fo r me, or to be this distant from Hiigara. We may only stop over here, but
we're no t going t o stay here  long. "

There  were some techn icians and engineers around  the hanger. "Mostly Taiidani recruits," Seejuk said. "Hired by the
Somtaa w to ma intain th e base, o n Som taaw payroll ."

"That's qu ite gene rous of th em, See juk," Zha sai d. "To m aintain th is base w ould s ure cos t a lot of mo ney."
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An officer welcomed in the dock. "Commander Seejuk, the Princess Segura Zha Khor, we welcome you to your new
base. I am Lt. Majur, formerly of the Taiidani Republican 6th Engineering Corps. While I did not participate in the
building of this base, as I was too you ng then, it w as our Corps who built this  place an d main tained i t ever sin ce. I

suggest  that you c ome to  the co mman d cent er of the b ase. We h ave anot her Tu ranic fleet c omin g our way."

"Raider ships?" Seejuk asked as they were being led to the command center.  Kuo'ran and Giirsa followed. "You

know  anything  about t his, Zh a?" Seejuk ask ed. 

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

Inside the control center, the staff greeted with them with a bow. Seejuk looked around and noticed the below
average numb er of staff needed to ad equately run a c omman d center. M any of the termin als were not  functional as

well.  "Th ere is a lot o f work here  to do," Se ejuk ob served. 

"Segura," the o ffic er s aid  to  Zh a. "W e have  an incoming Raider f leet!"

"Hostile?" Zha asked.

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

"Sounds more like someone is coming for a cou rtesy c all," Zha observed. "It's looks like an other Lo rd class carrier.

Ship id entificatio n cod es match  that of the  Raider c arrier Soran ."

Just then the c omlink sc reens bec ome active . There was a vagu ely humano id face, covered  by an insectoid

exoskeleton. The exo skeleton ap peared to b e like a battle armo r, and the transp arent glaze that co vered the h ead was
submerged with liquid. The being was apparently breathing through the liquid membrane module attached to his
battlesu it.  

"Lower d own yo ur weap ons and  surrend er y'ur asses, 'cuz  we're goin g to bo ard you!" said the  creature. 

"HA HA JUST KIDDING!" the creature said next. "Is the Segura Zha Khor there? Tell her it's her uncle , Zh oan ! I
have no t seen th e little in sect for a wh ile."

"Who is h e?" Seejuk  asked of Z ha. "He kind  of looks l ike a Skaar in  that suit."

"He's  not  really a  blood re lative  of min e, bu t he w as a clo se friend o f my fath er. He  is Zh oan o f the  Hou se of D u'ran. I

have not seen him for years. The last time I saw  him we  were still i n the O utpos t shortly after th e Beast ran  amok,"
Zha answered. "The Du'ran are the best armed soldiers of the Raiders, and the exoskeletons are their trademark. They
are often u sed as bo arding p arties abo ard Th ief corvett es. You  won't wan t these g uys board ing your s hip."

Zh a moved  up  to a co ml ink sc ree n. "Hey, Unc le Zh oan. I t's  me , Zh a! Lo ng tim e no see!"
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"Damn you, Zha! You grew  up to be come a pre tty little thing with out me!" Zherak said. "I am dam n sorry to hear
about Zerun, your father. He is a damn noble w arrior and he will always be in my songs. But we he ard about the base
and you r adventu res with  those K adeshi  freaks. I'm glad you 're still alive an d was abl e to kick  some o f their bu tts."

"I know you're going to ask me what I'm doing he re, Zha," Zhoan ex plained. "I got mu ltiple reasons . I heard that
you're going to have a new but temporary base in the Khor sector, so I came to look. Actually, I got business to

transact w ith the  Somtaaw  ships h ere."

"The Somtaaw?" Zha wondered.

"Yes, I got the Imperials 'war criminals' they placed a big bounty on their heads for," Zhoan replied. "The Somtaaw
had requested that we rend ezvous in their  new base at the Khor sector. Hey! I was surprised they are putting a base

here. Yo u prob ably worke d out s ome c ontract w ith the m. It wou ld be a go od op portun ity to mee t you again ..."

They were interrupted with communications from one of the Somtaaw tug frigates. "This is Captain M'aanar

Somtaa w of the T ug frigate, Jaku ul-to, ad dressed  to the R aider cap tain of the  Turan ic carrier So ran."

"Somtaaw, this is Z hoan, captain  of the Soran. W e have the p ersons you p laced a price for. Do  you have ou r money?"

"Do you prefer a deposit in a Taiidani bank? Or do you prefer raw ingots of Mirandium?" the Somtaaw captain asked.

"I prefer the raw ingot s," Z hoan answ ered. "We shall co mplete o ur transaction in  the Kho r base." He turned  to Zha.
"Bring ou t your wel comin g party, Zha! I am go ing in."

Momen ts later, a train of chained Im perialist crimin als, badly beaten an d tortured, w ere led to th e cargo hold of a
Somtaaw Heavy Tug. A w orker push ed out d olly after dolly of raw Mirandium ingots and placed them  in the cargo
hold of a Turanic Ion  Array Frigate. Zhoan in spected th e ingots. He n o longer h ad the glass bowl 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 humo ngous co mpared to Zha's, whose

diminutive  body looks crushed  from the hug of his giant arms. "Damn you look good yourself, and I see that you got
a mighty d amn fine  carrier ou t there b acked w ith a goo d task force ." He laid he r gently on  the floo r. 

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

"And when did you started trading with the Somtaaw? Them greedy bastards!" Zhoan replied. "We go where the

money flows. Them Imperialists are so bankrupt and  unpopular no w with our people, and it costs more to house them
for what they gave us. These Imperialists were responsible for a dozen attacks on Somtaaw mining convoys. When

the So mtaaw laid  a genero us price  on the ir heads, I saw  a natural bu siness o pportu nity."

The Somtaaw captain saluted Zh oan, his face with a slight disdain to the Raider cap tain. "I appreciate doing business

with you , Captain  Zhoan ."
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"Don't  forget, Somtaaw, b ring more in gots becau se we're going to  deliver mo re heads soon," Zhoan said. "Put a price
on anyone's head, and Zhoan and Company will deliver." He turned back to Zha. "You have not introduce d me to
your new  friends."

"Forgive me, Uncl e Zho an. Th ese thre e are Kus hans. He  is Seeju k of the K iith Liirh ra, Kuo'ran o f the Kiith  Sjet, and
Giirsa of th e Kiithi d Kaalel. S eejuk is  my seco nd in c omm and and  my busin ess man ager. I owe a lo t to him ."

'You seem to be a fine healthy piece, Kushan!" Zhoan made a resounding pat on Seejuk's shoulder. "I am glad to meet
your acqu aintanc e." Seejuk  gulped  at the sigh t of Zho an's intim idating e xoskele ton. 

Zhoan  grabbed Kuo'ran's frail body and lifted it, letting her screaming and  struggling. "Damn, this Kushan feels light
and weak . Men  shou ld wan t so me  mo re m eat  aro un d in the ir w om en 's bon es. But  she is  loud , an d she 's got  spun k!"

"I should let you know that my relatives are important figures in Hiigara!" Kuo'ran threatened.

"Na-na-na! And s poiled  too!" Zhoan  noted  as he dro pped  her. 

He turned his next  attention, Giirsa. "You look like a Taiidani banker," Zhoan said. "I hate bankers." Zhoan displayed

a long shar p blade i n front of Giirsa. "The last one w ho tried to tric k me, got it lon g right in the n eck," Zhoan said  as
he made a cutting im pression on his ne ck.

"I assure you sir," Giirs a replied , a bit shakin g. "I am not a ban ker."

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

heading b ack to Tu ran?"

"Yes, I would like to meet the Inne r House coun cil to make a request for a formal Outpost. This base is just

tempo rary until I get th ings goi ng." Zha said . 

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

Zha looked at him and sm iled. "I have not gone since my father died. T he la st tim e I went was with him. Somehow
after he died, I drifted away about being a Raider. No one really came to help me, except for some Kushans, like my

partner h ere, Mr. S eejuk L iirhra."

"Regretfully no one could help you," Zhoan explained. "The Khor sector was remote, and everyone had a major

problem dealing with the Be ast at that time. Everyone was concerned  about their very survival. When the B east
variant ravaged through the Raide r sectors we lost a number of outp osts. You we re lucky, some of the Outposts
never had survivors. The bitterness still lingers. I am more than happy to send the Imperialist criminals behind the

Beast experimentation to the Kushans and Republicans. I enjoy the bounty on their heads, yes, but inside, I take an
even deeper satisfaction. Enough! The F estivities are coming! It is a time of great joy. During the Oath, you can bring

you r req ues t to  reb uil d your O utp ost  in fron t of t he C ounci l of the Inner House." 
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"Festivities ?" Seejuk ask ed. 

"Yes, festivities," Zhoan exp lained. "This is w here we h onor the R aider spirit. Th is is what bind s us as a nation. W e

do not know where we truly came from, on ly that our legends say we were once slaves. We d o not know if we all
belong to one race. We are spread throughout the galaxy. Our warrior, nomadic and mercen ary natures bring us to
contact with many races, m any of whom h ave peop le that joined  the Raide r cause. We R aiders are practical people.

We do not see the inherent value of a person's race. W e onl y see their competency. Anyone who is competent, who
has the heart and courage, who yearns to be free, can be a Raider by swearing the Oath in front of the Coun cil. We in

our history, has ado pted  so m any of the best throughout the galaxy. So we are many people under a single warrior
ideal. The Oath brings u s to our beginnings to the original slaves, who may in fact range a gamut of different races.
Against tyranny, we made the Oath o f Baruk, the Oath of Unity as we also call 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 un ity."

"Our Intelligence branches taught that the Raiders were a single race," Seejuk said.

Zhoan  elaborated. "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. I heard your history. Other than your ancient heritage in Hiigara, you Kushans
and the Kad eshi are li ke babie s. We h ave existe d long  before th e Taiid ans 'disco vered' us. We have  seen much of the

galaxy,  and struggled with the events. We are not the most powerful or the most technologic ally advanced, but we
survived. We survived with o ur freedom. We are most p roud of that. This is all recorded in the ancient journals kept
by the Inn er Hou se of Flo'karr."

"The Flo'karr?" Giirsa and Ku o'ran asked simu ltaneously and  looked at eac h other.

"Yes, the Flo'karr. If you want to know about the ancients, you need to go to the Flo'karr," said Zhoan.

"This is most interesting," Giirsa said. "Then it is the Flo'karr we seek. C an you take us to the Festivities and let us

meet thes e Flo'karr?"

"Yes, I need  to mee t them  too," Kuo 'ran said. 

"Ah, I am not sure if I should bring outsiders to the Festivities. Only few outsiders have ever been invited to the
Festivals," Zhoan said . "I would think th at Zha here w ould co ver that for Mr. See juk Liirhra he re, but you two ?"

Giirsa placed h is arm around Zhoan's huge shoulders. "Think of it this way, Mr. Zhoan, Kiith  Kaale l pays h ands ome ly.
Our Kithiid has m ore mon ey and influen ce than the  Kiithid you ju st did bus iness with, th e Somtaaw. T here is no ri sk,

since all you need to do is take me to the Festivities and set me up to meet with the Flo'karr. I want you to be my
personal  tour guide. I think Zha here has be en a bit out of touch, and you will probably do a lot better for an inside
track with  the Inne r House s."

"Hmm, this seems to be an easy job ," Zh oan  said . "No  risk . Easy money. W e Raiders  always h ave  a pri ce- --it 's
meetin g that pric e."
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"It is always like you, Giirsa, to bribe your way into everything. I wonder  how you will s ucc eed  without yo ur fa the r's
money!" Kuo'ran argued.

"You realize that the price is double because I have to bring two people, you and that pretty lady here," Zhoan said.

"You do n't have to  bring K uo'ran Sje t here," Giirsa  said. "She's a pai n in the  neck th at plagiarize  my work."

"How dare you call me a cheater! You are the one who copied my work!" Kuo'ran shouted. She turned to Zhoan . "I
insist you  that you b ring me  along to  meet th e Flo'karr."

"Nothin g is don e witho ut a price , Miss," Zh oan exp lained. 

"The Sjet  will m eet t he K aalel 's pric e. Fav ors fo r the  Sjet  mean s favor s for H iigara . Th ere are a lo t of intangible favors

we can do for you," Kuo'ran said.

"Such as?" Zhoan asked.

"Her family is big time with Hiigaran politics," Seeju k explained . "It can mean they will ow e you some  favors that
may com e hand y in the futu re."

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

Zha interrupted. "Just bring them both  along and let them see th e Flo'karr. They're paying me too to bring them to the
Turan  planeto id, and I'm ge tting tired  of their bi ckering ."

"Ha ha ha," Zhoan laughed. "The bo y and the girl are both determined. I can sense that. I like that. You will all enjoy
the festivities. T here wi ll be spo rts event s, like fighter racing, hand to hand com bat, singing, and all sorts of dancing.
It is a time o f great merrim ent."

"I'm going to join the fighter races. I got three fighters being modded," Zha said.

"I will be joining the hand to hand combat contests ," Zho an s aid . "Test my skill s an d s tre ngth aga inst t he  very best!"
He raised his armored, mechanical arm and shook his fist. "Aaarggh!" he shouted.

 

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

* * *

"This is Angel Leader to Angel W ing, we got enemies ahe ad." Inside the Manta, instrumentation was basic, 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 bo rn to sense th e stars beyond  their physical  senses, and e ach was born  to contro l a fighter that
is linked directly to their minds. Their prey hid inside a nebula, whose d isturbances and cloud s obscure the best
instrum ents. B ut not  to the se nses of th e 'Farers the mselve s. 

"I could sense the m...this is Angel Leader to the Atonem ent. Is the Enemy also part of the Others? Confirm our
target. Ou r target was su ppose d to be  a Beast fragm ent."

"This is X 'on aboard  the Ato neme nt. Yes, th e target is a B east."

"I sense the p ower o f the Oth ers in it, w hy?" Angel L eader aske d. 

"This is something new . If the Beast has evolved, this one has acquired the p ower of the Others, our pow er," said

X'on. "Our objectives remain the same. You will only readjust your tactics. Our enemy will be more powerful than we
thoug ht. Bew are of the S elves th at can sen se you an d the O thers."

"Th is i s An gel Lead er t o Angel Wing. The  Selve s ca n hear  us, th e Selves ca n hear  us . Cover u s Demon  wing!"

The Mantas banked, as the pilots sense the enemy formation ahead hidden in the nebula clou ds. The Heavy

Interceptor class Skates of Demon Wing loosened their formation, overtook the Mantas of Angel Wing as they
heade d whe re they pe rceived  the en emy format ion was . 

"This is Thun der Leade r to Angel Le ader, we're joining the party," The Bat light fighters jockeyed their wings to
signal eac h othe r. Then  each fight er banke d out o f their formati on, and  dived i nto th e enem y formation s.  

"Our Selve s need  Peace. L eave us. L eave us b e. Or we sh all destro y you... "

Beast Super Acolytes, infected from past encounters with the Bentusi, emerged from the sensor fog. But instead of

the red  patche s that infec t a typical B east craft, the  patche s in the S uper Ac olyte were  white an d crystallin e. 

"The Si rens hav e been  warned . So you sh all be de stroyed..."

Inside the Skate, a pilot twitched, the only muscle mo vement he cou ld 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 e nemy Beast Acolyte

move d just as q uickly, avert ing a col lision in  fractions o f a second . 

"You all have the Presence. Why do you attack the Selves? We hold no thing against you...we did nothing against

you..."

Another Skate quickl y flicked away, but the b eam from an eq ually quick B east fighter connected, and fragments of

the Skate hurled in all directions. Pain! The Self in the Beast Acolyte felt great pain in the final moments of the Skat e
pilot. 
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"Sto p th is in san ity. S top  the  mad nes s aga ins t the Se lvess".

The Bats' looping maneuvers found them in the rear of the B east Super Ac olytes. A Bat sense d the direc tion 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 Oth ers, and the
Selves fro m the B east enti ty, could  sense th e throe s and pai ns of deat h 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
expec t from the  cycle of De ath. Kee p with  your visio n. We m ust capt ure the  Beast."

"This is Demon Leader, we got more Beast boogies headed our way." As Angel, Demon, and Thun der wings
dogfight deeper through the Beast defenses, Beast Triikor interceptors and Taiidan based Heavy Corvettes formed a

second zone o f defense, re ady in wait t o ambu sh the w ave of attacke rs. Flashes and explosions color the clouds of the
nebula where the Beast was hiding. The guns of a Beast corvette ripped apart two Bats, before a third Bat emptied a

full load o f pulsing  ions in to its no zzles o f its rear engin e. The  corvette  spiraled  before it d isintegrat ed. 

. 

"This is Angel Leader, we have visual contact of the target, we have visual 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 p erhaps th an som e mou ntains in  a planet. 

"Be-ware, you are in the abode of the core Self." The voice cracked all over the squadron's comlinks. "You
dare...dare...v iolate m y sacred abo de... I only wa nt peac e...."

"This is Angel Leader, beginning attack run..." The formation of Mantas disbanded, then barrel rolled to begin a
diving run. From the surface of the planetoid, huge plasma balls were thrown at their direction, exploding and sending
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 th e Manta. The T riikor blew into fragments as a Skate
raked it w ith mu ltiple p ulse io n beam s. 

The surface of the planetoid loome d 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 opene d and a large cruise missile slipped ou t. Its engines ignited and its tail
beco me a co met of fire. 

"Launching Torpedo 2." As a second torpedo was launched, the first torpedo joined a wave of torpedoes launched
from the surviving members of Angel Wing. Their white ghostly trails headed to the planetoid's surface. Four

torped oes co mplet ed the  Manta's p ayload. 

"Nooo...", a ho rrified voic e crackle d and h owled  throug h all the c omlin ks. "The p ain! The p ain!."
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Angel Leader pulled his nose up about the same time as 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 as the torps tore the surface.

"Nooo..."

Then there was silen ce. As the M antas blew p ast layers of the nebu la cloud arou nd the p lanetoid, th e dogfights we re
no longer there. The surviving Skates and Bats joined with the Mantas in formation.

"What happ ened?" asked T hunde r Leader.

"I don't truly know," said Angel Leader. "My orders were only to deliv er the torpe does." The  nebula clo udspace  was
littered with  fragments of dead fighters and bom bers. Angel Leader coun ted 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 Beast selves were capable of seeing deepspace
and heari ng th e win ds as w ell as  they c ould. It is  no w ond er wh y the Overlord, X'on, wanted its capture or

termin ation. T he Wh ite Beas t if left unch ecked , can bec ome an  enem y to the N emesis . 

A voice cracked in the comlinks. "This is X'on, your great leader. I have great news to all the brave pilots. The W hite

Beast has succum bed. It has surren dered its will  to us. It has agreed to o ur unco ndition al terms of surrender. It is now
in our c ontrol ."

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 exhilaration and triumph, of great joy and excitement. But that wave was short lived, for
another wave of emotion ro se. It came from the core of the planetoid, the core Self of the White Beast. It was one of

great sadness and pain. When Angel Leader felt the wave of remorse, tears quickly filled his eyes and ran down from
his viso r. 

* * *

Kuo'ran watched from the windo ws o f the dining hall. It was an awesome sight---a sight never seen by any living

Kusha n. 

The starspace was lined start to end with a living row of ships. There can be hundreds of them, ships of all persuasion,

a great convo y of hosts. Along the sides, Lord class carriers protected the convoy. There were rows of the
magnificent Ion Array Frigates. The frigates would  normally close  their panels, b ut for the occ asion, they were

unfolded in their full glory like a parade. Rows of Bandits interceptors, Brigand, and Thief corvettes escorted the
other transports in parade formations. Th ere w ere n ew fig hter s, co rvett es an d friga tes th at Ku o'ran c ould no t ide ntify;
they cou ld prob ably be n ew ship  types that w ere seen  by Kush an eyes for th e very first time . 

 

Kuo'ran smiled. This was all magnificent. There was a sense of history being made here. Kuo'ran felt a tap on her
shoulder and she turned around.
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It was Zha, holding a rolled blan ket and smiling. "Beautiful isn't it?" she said. "When I first saw this when I was much
younge r, I could n ot remo ve the im age off my min d for days."

Kuo'ran shook her head. "This is t ruly a great sight. I never knew or see the Raiders in a light like this. Back in the
Acad emy,  we were all thought that the Raiders were all sickos—no offense. But that was our perception of your
peop le. But  all this, thi s was so b eautiful."

Zha smiled and giggled. "Seejuk taught once we were all weirdos too. He chan ged his mind q uickly. But I do sense
that you are sad, frustrated and angry. I have never seen anyone as angry as you are. Is it because of Giirsa? Do you

really hate him?"

"It's not him person ally. I just don't like what he stands for," Kuo'ran said. "I hate what everyone stands for. Do you

know what it feels like to be born in a famous family, one that has a strong social responsibility? You have to live up
with that, living under other people's shadow?" Kuo'ran sobbed a bit, her eyes slightly wet. "It's been difficult. Very

difficult to live up to the Sjet name and the shadow of being part of the Sjetsa family and a famous relative. Somehow
I think I 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 underst and
what you feel, but I do know that you are in great pain. Things will unfold for you, some unexpected and in ways you
did n't  wish, b ut it wil l all  turn out r igh t in  the  end . Just hang  on , th ing s are  goi ng t o be fun." She fold ed K uo 'ran 's

hands.

Just before sh e left the room , Zha asked, "Are you goi ng to be all righ t?"

"I gue ss I w ill b e," Kuo 'ran  answer ed.  "I wil l go  to b ed l 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 all po werful R aider arma da wou ld have t errified oth er races, bu t she sm iled. They're all going home, she

thought, and they're going to have a won derful celebration. She will be there to  watch it all.
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Part 4—The Festivities

Aboa rd the T uran P laneto id...

It was the time of the Festivities, and it was the opportunity for the Flo'karr to gather the stories and tales from all the

nume rous Ho uses of th e Raide rs and rec ord the m in so ng and p oem for al l their ch ildren t o hear. 

But Zhura, following the quest sought by her father, had another purpose. As Flo'karr 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 tou ched by the Taiidani durin g the height of their Emp ire. Beyond the Frontier lay the great Abyss,
the vast space between the Galaxies, where there is nothing but a few star clusters and where Dark Matter reside.

Dark Matter is the primordial matter left over from Universal Creation, and it can harbor no life, so no life can exist in
the Abyss. Bu t can a civilization  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 sh ipbuild ing Soo'nan , the religious R a'huum, and th e intellectu al Flo'kaars, the Res'coom deviated

from the traditional Raider philosophies and way of life as mercen aries and pirates. T hey chose a m ore peaceful w ay
of life, preferring to mine the gases and the asteroids among the stars. Instead of mining into to the Inner Galaxy, 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 R aider 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 th e mining spaces of the Res'cooom, who paid the For'lym protection
mone y. 

The Res'coo m mining ship  is a unique one. It is shaped like a giant sphere with huge engines on it. The sphere bristled
with antennae for far reaching sensors to detect precious ore, gas clouds and asteroids. T he armor is thick, but it is
unarmed, the miner being o nly equipped with  a mimic generator for defense. The large sturdy engines and its fuel

tanks gave the ship enormous range for traveling in long jou rneys, and the life of a Res'coom miner can be a lon ely
one. It contained storage tanks used to keep the ore in a liquified state, 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 disclose their mining territories not even among the Raider
houses. They are only willing to share the design of their mining ships to o nly a few of the Houses, and none o f their

processing secrets. For that, th eir relations amo ng the oth er Houses w ere poor. M any of the Hou ses were mo re
willing to negotiate with Taiidani min ing firms, and lately with Hiigaran mining enterprises like the Som taaw. Most

Houses would also prefer to use the more available Taiidani Resourcer for their own local mining than a Res'coom
miner, o r choo se to us e the T aiidani S alvage Co rvette for tu g uses, rath er than a R es'coom  tug..

Zhura understood b efore hand the extent of the task needed to pry secrets away from the R es'coom m iner. She sat
with the miner in a cozy bar.  The miner had already taken a few heavy drinks. "You said you were attacked by whom,
and whe re?"

"You know, lady, you look cute," the miner said in drunken stupor. "You said you're going to buy me anothe r drink."
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"It is on the hou se," Zhura said. Most of the bars aboard the Turan planetoid were owned or controlled by the
Flo'karr. They sup plie d valu able  inco me th at allo wed  the p eace ful Flo'karr t o fina nce  thei r stud ies. It  was also a great
way to obtain information and hear rumors. "But first you have to tell me what happened to you. Your mining ship

carries all th e marks o f 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 i n his ch air. 

"I promise," Zh ura replie d with  an insin cere sm irk. 

"We  were in the  Frontier secto r 34B. As usu al, we were just sc outing for gaseous clouds and belts. We saw an
asteroid belt..." the miner hesitated.

"And?" Zhu ra passed  anothe r drink. 

The miner took the drink. "...they were mimics... and they turned into Raider ships. But they were not Raid er... for a
moment I s aw someth ing , something t hat  is not l ike  a Ra ide r." 

"Impossible, no Raide r will attack anothe r Raider. Th at area was supposed to be uninhabited . It is too far in the range
of other s tar voyaging  races... " Zhu ra objec ted. 

"But that is the truth. I have the scans here in my personal tablet." The miner handed  her a portable terminal tablet.
Zhura p ressed a b utton  and its sc reen lit u p. "Thes e energ y scans are no t Raide r signature s," said the m iner. 

Zhura ob served the sc ans. "They're not R aider ship sign atures. Mim ics pretend ing to be R aiders. But w ho?"

"I don't know," the miner said. "I have reported the incident to the For'lym, but they insist 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 th ey cannot handle. It's all political. The Res'coom  will
get scared and pull out of the sectors. The For'lym will be embarrassed and the Res'coom will cancel al l protection

contrac ts. The  For'lym will  lose mo ney. It all boi ls dow n to that ."

"We were  attacked  delibe rately. We h id If it were n ot for ou r own m imic cap abilities , we wou ld have b een kill ed. 

"Can I borrow the tablet?" Zhura asked.

"Can I get an other dri nk?" th e min er said . Zhu ra waved to  the b arten der, a nd the m iner  flushed down the next drink
quick ly. "Can't refuse a pretty lady. Just remember to return it before I leave." The miner appeared close to being
knock ed ou t. 

When Zhura returned to the studies room, her father Salim was still there, reading and taking notes, still avidly
pursu ing h is the ory. "I have s ome  inform ation " she to ld him . 
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Salim sto od straigh t on his  chair, loo king atten tive. "Let's he ar it dear."

Zhura b egan. "I have b een takin g note o f an increasi ngly num ber of dis turbin g incid ents alo ng the F rontier s ectors."

"The Frontier sectors are supposed to be uninh abited. 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 are looking for the return of an ancient

civilizati on, the  return o f our ancie nt ene my."

"The number and c alib er of incidents suggest the presence of an armed force there." Zhura showed a diagram of the

sector with red spots indicating where the incident happened. These areas are frontier borders, pretty much beyond
would  be the Abyss. The Ahagon Prophecies forecasted that the Ne mesis must return from the D arkness. It can only
suppose  that they meant the Galactic Abyss. If there is an armed force there, there must be something to back them

up."

"Th at's  not  all," sh e said . "Th is tab let c ontains scan s of m imic fighters that attacked a Res'coom mining vessel.

Holographic  projection is not perfect. We can use an algorithm to filter out the holographic frequencies and come up
how the ship would look like without th e projection. We d on't have the technolo gy to do this in real time speeds,  but

we can u se it to an alyze past e viden ce."

She plugged the tablet 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 Raide r ships. Their energy and exh aust
signatur es are no t the sam e. I am filtering  out the  holo w avelengt hs."

Slow minutes went by, as a line scanned the images 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 sleek
winged  silhou ette en ding w ith a tail. Po rts for weap ons we re embe dded  on its sm ooth fo rm. 

"We no w see th e true form  of the pe rpetrator," said  Zhura. 

"And it is th e Devil's sh ip," said Salim . 

"What exac tly do you  mean? F ather," she ask ed. 

Salim took out some old tablets that contain ancient memory. He turned one of the tablets on, and scanned for
picture s. "Here," he po inted o ut. It wasn't a ph otograp h but th e pictu res were h and draw n. 

"Our ancestors were slaves, and did not have access to equipment. One of them recorded events of the Liberation by
sight and hand. It was a great task to do it all by sheer hand." Salim raised his own hand, shook it and stared at it.

"The time of Liberation was the time when ou r race was forged, when our race became free. Swearing by his oath and
leadership, Baruk led the slaves and gave u s freedom. T he ones w ho record ed it by hand , would b ecome th e founders
of the Flo 'karr. It is this spirit  that we ke ep."

"In this pages you se e that durin g the time o f 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 that nearly destroyed all 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  challen ge the go ds. If you loo k at the sh ips clo ser und er magni fication, Z hura..."

"I see, Father, th ey look lik e that sh ip."

"No Raider alive has ever seen a ship of the Nemesis," Salim said. "We have lon g though t that their dem ise was

comp lete. Lo ok at the  writings  on the  ship you  scanne d, and m atch to t he writin gs in this  ship."

"I see, they are similar too," 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 th e Oath tak ing."

"This is all too circum stantial, Father. Th e Coun cil would  require mo re than a hazy photograph with  holographic filter
extrapolation to convince them that the Nemesis have returned. The y believed that the prophecies have already

passed, and t here  is no  threat from  the N eme sis. M any don't even believe the Nemesis ever existed at all, and the
stories w ere all fairy tales. I wo uld ne ed stron ger evide nce tha n this, Fa ther."

Salim sighed. Zh ura was correct. "Bu t we still have to  try my child," he said. "Imagine the storm that will come to our
peop le if they are n ot warne d."

* * *

Aboa rd the M ule...

 

"There it is," Zha said, pointing to the screens. "The T uran Planetoid, ceremon ial homeworld for the R aiders." A large
asteroid loomed, structures pocking the surface with various structures. The place has become the cerem onial

gathering for all Raiders to renew their Oath. Formerly a mine, the planetoid has been hollowed; its core filled with a
living city. What started as the 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 Planetoid is the Flo'karr, and

whoe ver has th e respo nsibili ty, also has th e respo nsibili ty as the me diator for d ispute s amon g the R aiders. 

The scene was b reathless for Seeju k, Giirsa and K uo'r an. Ships by the hundreds of all kinds, were parked in rows

extending for miles from the planet in straight lines. Th e Fleet Intelligence estimated in the  size and numb er of ships,
starting from the carrier task forces, m issed it by a magn itude. Small sate llites blinkin g red lights serve  as markers

where  the huge ship s can park. Ahead of them, the carrier the Soran has settled, its fighter escorts have withdrawn
and docked with th e ship, its frigate escorts settling near its side. M ost o f the M ule's  own  frigate  esco rt was  left
guardin g the Kh or min ing base , but two  Ion Array Frigate s escorte d the M ule as an ac t of cerem ony. 

The comlink screens flashed with  a face. "Welcome, the Segura Zha and all  representatives  of the Hou se of Khor.
Welcome to the G athering . Welco me to th e Tura n Plane toid. Ple ase follow  the parki ng instru ctions  for your carrie r."

The Mule settled into  its designated parking spot, and the two  Ion 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," Seejuk s aid, "You g ot Dest royer and H eavy Cruis ers class sh ips. I neve r thoug ht the R aiders ha ve 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 som e of them we re bough t from the T aiidans, and our modified T aiidan ships. B ecause the y're
expensive, they hardly see combat. Generally they're just for ceremonial purposes, what other Houses use to show off.
Besides,  the number of Destroyers, Cruisers, Carriers or anything beyond a Frigate is regulated by the Council

according to th e Treaty o f Houses. Each House has a quota on the number of major ships they are allowed to build.
To go beyond that quo ta, you need a special dispensation from the Council. This is to prevent one House from

becoming too strong over the rest. Th at is why to build an Outpost, on e has to request a permissio n from the Coun cil.
That is  one reas on we  are here."

"But wh at about  frigates and s trike 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,

corvettes and fighters. The Carrier is the heart of all Raider forces. It is armed to the maximum because of all the roles
it must fac e, inclu ding d irect shi p to sh ip com bat. Th e way our forc es are struc tured, h as served  us well."

A face flashed in the c omlink sc reen. It was Zho an, chewin g on som ething, big d ark shady visors dom inating his face.

"Zha, I am sen ding a sh uttle to  you right n ow. W e will ju st go toge ther and  take one  ship for c onven ience."

Aboard the shuttle, Zhoan boasted a major grin in his face. "So what d o you think  you Kushan s? Very few Outside rs

have ever been to the Gathering, mostly Taiidans. This year we have some Taiidans on board, but you three are the
first ever Ku shans to  ever see  the Gat hering  and wi tness th e Oath."

"Are we going to meet the Flo'karr?" Giirsa asked. "Yes I want to ask about that too," Kuo'ran said.

"All in due time, m y friends," Zhoan said. "The Flo'karr is responsible for the Cele brations, and  they would  be very

busy co ord ina ting th e ev ent s. W e wi ll ta ke o ur t ime  and  we w ill m eet  the m when  the  tim e is  righ t." 

"I mus t say, th is is going to b e the  bigg est p arty I wil l eve r atten d," Seejuk  com men ted.  "I am very thankful for being

here." Giirsa an d Kuo 'ran nodd ed in agre emen t. 

"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 ne ed to discuss  with them the terms and costs of construction,
go through th e plans and  schematics  for changes and  customiz ation. After the Co uncil approves the construction, we

need  to settle  on a pric e and d ate of deli very."

"You know Zha," Seejuk said "I got contacts with the Liirhra that are very much interested to build a replica of the

Outpo st. The y said they co uld us e the co ntract, th e mon ey and the  job."

"We've been through this before, Seejuk," Zha countered. "It just won't be right or authentic. The So o'nan have to

build  it."

"Okay, all right, you're the boss on this," Seejuk said.
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As the sh uttle h eaded  to the P lanetoi d, Seeju k notic ed som e strange lo oking sh ips. He w aved his  finger at the m. 

"Miner ships from th e House o f Res'coom," Zho an pointe d out. "You n ever seen o ne before? No t surprised. Ve ry

secretive group, very zealous about their min ing territories. Not very popular with the rest of community, both the
people  and the sh ips . Most other Ho uses prefer to m ine on th eir own, gen erally using Taiid ani resource rs like what
you have on both your ship and my ship. See that miner ship there? It looks pretty beat up. I wonder who  attacked it.

Those  tugs over there probably towed it." Zhoan pointed to another Turan ic ship rarely seen in other parts of
know nspace —a R aider tug ship. "Th at one is  just smal l. Wait till yo u see a So o'nani T ugship ."

The  shuttle  settled  in the d ockin g bay, whe re welco ming st aff greeted R aider lum inaries. 

"Welcome, the Segura Zha of the House of Khor and her Party! I am Malaasi of the House of Soo'nan. I have been

appointed to escort you and deal with you concerning any future projects," said a short man in robes who bowed.

"So soon!" Zha acted su rprised. "How d id your Hou se know th at I am in the market for an  Outpost?"

"Word trave ls qu ickly a roun d," Malaasi  respond ed. "M y supe riors  have  orde red m e tha t it is i mpe rative  that I m ust
have you r contrac t."

"You are so blunt..." Zha said. Su dden ly she turned around, distracted. There was a man there in the crowd. She
blinked her eyes again and  again. The m an 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 again, then wiped a
spont aneou s moist ness in  her eyes. 

Just an illusion, she though t. He had always brought her to the Gatherings, watch the Festivals and h ear 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 h er grown , to see w hat she h ad don e, and gu ide he r in dec isions t o rebu ild the  House . 

"Are you all righ t, Zha?" See juk asked . 

"Nothing, I'm fine now," Zha responded, then turne d her attention to the M alaasi. "You salesmen work so fast, like
vermin  after spoile d food."

"We  are enteri ng a fairly peace ful age in R aider his tory. Naturally we will see our markets cut. We need  the contracts
to keep our drydocks open and our engineers employed," Malaasi explained.

Zhoan  turned to explain a few 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 r aces. The Soo'nani stepped in to sell arms and ships for both of

them, lengthening the w ar more than it should, costing the econom ies and the popu lation 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 d rug dealers?"
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"That would b e the provin ce of the Ho use of Harkk'hah," Zho an answered . "The Harkk'hah have  huge farmships that
raise a drug, a spice, that is used with a breathable liquid environment to raise consciousness and awareness, needed
to pilot a fighter ship to the highest attainable level of skill. The drug can be addicting you know, I 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 k ey.
We believe the y have an even m ore poten t drug that the y keep to them selves as an in-house  advantage, to give their

pil ots  and  nav igat ors  an e dge  ove r the ot her  House s." 

"And we b uilt tho se Farmsh ips," Malaasi  interjec ted. "Just as o ur ance stors did  this Plan etoid."

"Quite im pressive  engine ering ach ieveme nts," Seeju k comm ented . 

"We  have more for you to see," Maalasi said. "Come to our booth. And by the way, you are all honored guests of the

House  of Soo'nan . Your ac comm odatio n bills w ith the  Flo'karr careke epers w ill be pa id by the  Soo'nan ."

"I 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 in to a giant marketplace. Traders from all around, mostly
Raiders, have co me to p eddle  their ware s and sel l their serv ices. M any of the precious items were salvaged or taken
from piracy, as Zhoan explained. Poets and scribe s from the Flo'karr will record one's achievements into b allad, 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 th eir achievements, entertaining crowd s with their martial expertise. Others boast of their records in

battle, looking to be hired  for mercenary work. Others sought jobs as pilots, navigato rs, and ship en gineers. Th ere
were m any bars and  entertain ment c enters, w here da ncers d anced i n front o f jeering cro wds. 

"This is an oppo rtunity to sell wh at you can bu ild and wh at you can do," Zh oan explain ed. "Naturally, all the criminal
elements  and warlords of knownsp ace would com e here to scout for new talent. T his is also a good opportunity if
you are looking to hire a new crew o r expand on the o ne you have. Outsiders are allowed in the Bazaar area, in the

festivities and in the competitions. But the Oathtaking itself will be private for the Raiders, except for guests that were
direct ly in vite d." 

"This is like the circus back when I was young in Kharak," Seejuk said.

They came to the Soo'nani booth, and Malaasi served them chairs to sit on. "I wish to show you our wares, the

newest innovations in Soo'nani engineering." He revealed some ship models and passed them to his guests, then
turned on a terminal in the desk. T he terminal displayed ships that were p arked outside of the Planetoid . Seejuk saw

that these were ships that he had never seen before.

"The late st trend  in Raid er techn ology is p lasma bo mb we apons," M aalasi said. 

"No doubt copied from Taiidani technology," Seejuk said.
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"Exac tly, exactly!" Maalasi responded. "First we were copying the Taiidani Attack Bomber. Then we learned how to
adapt the Plasma bomb system to our un ique chass is design. T hen we m ade it better. T his first ship here is  the Outlaw
attack bomber. As you see, it is based on th e Demon fighter chassis, which  itself was an enhancement of the Bandit

fighter chassis made to increase space. The p rice is amazing, at 70 RU's, you get light corvette firepower. The n ext
ship here is the Buccane er plasma bomb co rvette. At 135 RU's, this corvette c an dish out the firepower of a Taiidani

Heavy Corvette. It uses a simplified version of the Thief corvette chassis. For 30 RU's more, you can have them
upgrad ed with  mimic  generato rs."

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

"The next ship here is the Payback class plasma bomb frigate," Maalasi continued. The model looked like a crude

Taiidani Assault Frigate with four huge engine nozzles in the rear. "Mimic options are standard. 500 RU cost Our
frigates have  been s addled  by the lack  of prope r weapo ns cove rage, and th e Terro r address es it."

"Expensive, for something that looks like a second hand Kudaark," Seejuk said.

"The next ship here is the C orsair class cruise missile frigate." Maalasi handed them a m odel that looked like a larger

ion array frigate without panels. "Instead of an ion cannon, this ship is designed to laun ch anti capital ship cruise
missiles. Each missile is basically a drone that carries quantum explosives. Th e ship carries cloaking generators.
Wi tho ut e ner gy we apo ns,  the  ship is  undet ect able wh en i t fire s these  mis sile s." 

"Now that  is interes ting," Seeju k said. 

"How much is it?" Zha asked.

"It comes w ith a bargain  price o f 800 R U's, cloakin g inclu ded."

"That's expensive," Zha responded.

"Not expensive considering what it does," Malaasi said. "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 th e Corsair class is th ey're meant to circu mvent cap ital

ship res triction s set in th e Treaty o f Houses ."

"But I am not really interested on these ships. The ones I have are doing fine," Zha said. "I just want to talk about the

Outpo st."

"But we are talking about the Outpo st," Maalasi clarified. "Every Outpost has ship building facilities. When you get

the ne west vers ions o f the Out post, th ey will inc lude th e facilities to  build  these sh ips. It is part o f the packa ge."

"But if I don 't want the m, can t he Ou tpost b e cheap er?" Zha aske d. 
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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 d o the Am bushe r class M issile Frig ate for free."

"Missile Frigate?"

"Where have you been, all you peop le? You have been  missing the Gathering events. We introduced the Ambusher

class last year, as well as the Backlash  class of minelaying corvette." Maalasi showed a Thief like corvette with mine
laying po rts. 

"Can the Boomer be added?" Zha asked.

"Sure. What's piracy without mine fields anyway?" Maalasi said. "Si nce  I am in a good mo od, we got two samp le

Corsair and P ayback clas s frigat es pa rked  out side  the P lane toid . Th ey're yours if you have the intent to get the
Outpo st from us ."

"You're pu shing a lo t of crap hard , why the h ard sell?" See juk asked . 

"Comp etition ," Maalasi explained. "Some Houses have decided to out source on their own, acquiring factory ships

from the Taiidani. The For'lym and the Res'coom are plannin g a partnership to make their own ship ventures. Other
Houses are importin g models  from the T aiidani, and th e Taiidani arm s dealers are invad ing our turf. Lo ok at that
Taiidani booth there!" He pointed to a booth where a Taiidani arms merchant was peddling weapons and ships. "We

need  to stay releva nt with  the tim es."

Maalasi stood up. "Look I can see you just got here. I need to ease u p a bit. You have time to d ecide on this. Th is is

the time of Festivities and you should be enjoyin g. Let me sho w you aroun d the area, I want to n otify you that there
will be the fighter race  compe tition tom orrow wh ich we are the  official sponsors. W inner gets a year's supply of the

Pilot Sp ice and  a discou nt to all p rojects c ontracte d to the  Soo'nan ."

"Coun t me in fo r that, Maa lasi," Zha said . 

* * *

Aboa rd the A tonem ent...

"Has the White Beast been towed to a star system yet?" asked the X'on.

"Yes, Overlord," the staff bowed. "The White Beast had been  weakened  and starving of bo th energy and m ineral
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 in orbit around a

star."

"Good, now it is time for me to meet it," X'on said.
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"Meet it? Are you se riously consid ering going d own to th e Beast plan etoid itself to m eet its Core  Self?"

"Yes," X'on ans wered. "It is so methi ng I must  do to g ain the c reature's tru st."

Aboard the shuttle, on the way to the B east planetoid, X'on noted th e solar collectors orbiting aro und the Be ast
planetoid, each collec tor with pe tals spanning  for miles. The  collectors w ere like gigantic flowers, sprung up from the

bowels of the Beast itse lf, to harvest the energy of the starlight and beam them down to the surface. He was informed
that the B east h ad se nt out re sou rce colle ctor s of its own to  harvest the asteroid belts orbiting aroun d the star, but it
may not be enou gh to satisfy the energy hunger of the Beast.

It was amazing what this new Beast variant could do, X'on thought. It could evolve new forms of ships, each almost
like a livin g organis m, an int egration  betwe en livin g matter, se micon ducto r and me tal. 

The shuttle passed through the garden of the collectors, then the thin wispy clouds that seemed form a small
atmosph ere around th e planetoid . Despite its size , the planeto id was gene rating enou gh artificial gravity of its own to

create that atmosphere.

Down the shuttle went to the surface. On it, there seemed 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 crystals all around them glowed with a rhythm that says life. The shuttle landed gently, and

in a space  suit, X'on  disem barked o ff the shutt le and st eppe d foot on  the smo oth hard  crystalline s urface. 

"Welcome tiny F lesh y Selves. It is  of grea t risk t o co me to  the m aw of t he Co re Self. W hat makes you think I will not

destroy you?"

"Because I trust that you will do  the right thin g. I am X'on, Overlord  of the Imperium . If you destroy me, m y fleet

will torpedo your collecto rs and rain death down to your surface. They await my return. But you know m y intentions.
You have starved of energy and material. You are a creature lost and hungry. My fleet has towed 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 mee t your Core S elf?"

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

"What is your pu rpose, 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 f ind. They fear you, they fear your power and perfection. So the y seek your ultimate destruction in alliance with
the Un boun d selves ."
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"So you run away from innerspace, to the darkspaces, where stars are low and young, wh ere dark matter is prevalent,
hiding the stars' energy, blinding your senses. You are lost and you are starving. If I had not found you, you and all
your selve s, would  eventu ally die."

"Is this true, Flesh Self?"

"As I trust you, you must trust me. Trust m e 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 vastness of knownspace. No
empire  has ever m atched  our po wer."

"But one day, the Unbound selves, in envy and alarmed of our power, cast a great war upon us. At the same time, the
multitudes of our subje ct races, rebelled our glorious and enlightened reign. Together, they destroyed the Imperium,

the one force o f Order in the galaxy, at  great cost for all life. Like you, we were hun ted, and then force to cast out to
the darks pace, in  the Abyss  betwe en the  galaxies."

"We  in the m any millen nia, has su rvived. T he selves of flesh continue to fear us, and called us the Nemesis. Like you,
we can h ear the so ngs of the  planets  and the  stars. Our sp irits are on e."

"Even now the cursed ones and their Unbound allies plot our complete annihilation. If we do not ally, we will be
destroye d. If we destro y them first, w e will no t just assu re our su rvival, but  bring o rder again  to the ga laxy."

"Order. Ord er is the p rimary prog rammin g of the C ore Self. C haos m ust be s toppe d."

"So we have an agre ement?"

"X’on self, you r heart is da rk but you r purpo se may be  true.”

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

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

"We have an alliance," X'on confirmed.
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Part 5

Aboa rd a C utlass f rigate ...

"This is the big event!" said Zhoan, as the party embarked on a frigate docked on the planetoid. Zhoan could see the

questions in  the faces of his three Kushan guests. The frigate was large, bulky, with squarish, angular lines, lacking the
clean lo ok of an Ass assin class  Ion Array Frigate , and bris tling wit h turrets . 

"This ship is a Cutlass Salvage Frigate, one of the ships uniq ue to the House of Du'ran, and a great source of pride to
our fleet. As the name sugg ests, we use it to salvage, board and capture large ships. A single one of this can take out
a Resourcer or Tradeship; two of these an entire Destroyer. The compartments here are used to hold an entire

comp any of marin es. It will clam p on a ve ssel, cut  throug h the h ull, and  the party w ill invad e the en emy ship ."

"But for this occasion, we're fitting this Cutlass with extra scanning equip ment and termin al 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 starting position.
The n relax and  watch th e Belt R ace from h ere. So e njoy a relax."

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

Zhoan  explained . "It’s a race across an asteroid belt u sing mod ded fighter sh ips. Some  of the asteroids even move.

With al l those  big rock s ahead o f you, this is g oing to  be a true t est of skill."

"Isn't that awfully dan gerous ?" Kuo'ran aske d. 

Zhoan  laughed hard. "That's the fun of it, haha. Of course people get kil led. But  that 's not going to stop the races!
Skill in handling and n avigating through a rock 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 sh ips there..." Zhoan pointed to  tug vessels along side of them. T o Seejuk,
they resemble the Som taaw tugs with the large bumper in front of their ship, with smooth lines broken by curved

bump s that co uld co ntain ei ther scan ner or co mmu nicatio ns equ ipmen t, or perh aps, defen sive armam ent. 

Zhoan  explained . "Those ship s are Soo'nani tugs , Bludgeon class. They're so strong they could tow an Outport or

planetoid base. Do n't get the m 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 throu gh each
beaco n in a nu mber o f laps."

"See that ship there?" Zhoan poin ted . It appeared to be a large freighter, it's potentially clean lines marred with
angular and circular bulges that were prob ably filled with scanning, deception and  defensive equipm ent. Four large

engin e nozz les com pleted  its rear end . 

"That is a Convict class transport ship, a ship unique to the Ho use of Hu'ran. The Hu'rans are the best smuggle rs of all

the Houses. You w ant something de livered, they will deliver. Those things go t mimic, cloaking, mass drivers, all to
hide and protect itself. It's fairly fast too, faster than most capital ships, and it will run away from a patrolling vessel

just like  that." He sna pped  his fingers . 
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"For this race , the Co nvict w ill be us ed as a refue ling shi p."

Zhoan sat o n a comm unication s console  and turned  on the lin k. "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 m ore space for fuel, gave th e fighter a more imposin g look, and  serve d to  cou nterbalan ce th e shi ft
of a center of gravity brought by the removal of all the weapons. Rep lacing the nose of mass drivers was a beak,
which also housed extra fuel neede d by the voracious modified engines. The extended nose gave the ship the

silhou ette of a pre datory rapto r. 

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 this for her father. As she snuggled into the tight cockpit, she fel t  closer to him, in following

the trails h e blazed . 

She slipped on the glazed helmet. Seejuk had warned her about the dangers of addiction in using th e liquid

environment, but she needed to do this one more time. The rich oxygenated liquid would keep her from blacking out
in high G maneuvers, and it is spiced with the Pilot's Drug that elevated her awarene ss. The oxygenated liquid
membrane module itself was a masterpiece of simple e ngineering---the entire mod ule weighing m uch less than a

typical atmospheric oxygen sup ply equipment, co nsumes 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 su it, and the glazin g began to b e filled with a clear

fluid. She gasped and bubbled as she first swallowed, then let the liquid fill her lungs. As the liquid submerged her
entire head, the rich oxygen gave her a temp orary high. She laughed and bu bbled. The n she began to hu m and sing.

"...Should  I believe m y heart...Wil l all be tru e for me?..."

The cockpit lo wered and  sealed. She c licked on  four switches o ne by one , and each of the ion turbines ignited. The

lights in the panel came to  life. Four bars flickered, each indicating the revolu tion of each turbine. Th ere was a dull
vibration throughout the  scout's frame that cam e from the engines, the vibration rising in note as she revved up the
turbin es. She l oved th e way the sh ip com muni cates to h er with its  mech anical so ul. 

The Fiirkan was perhaps the o ne s hip  she  con sid ered to  have th e be st hand ling of any fight er 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 heavie r with the sp eed. It's a bit heavy on the tail, and removing the guns would worsen the
situation. Extending the leading edges along the side of the ship, adding the beak and the fuel capacity remedied that.

If the guns are stripped , the Tri ikor's power to weight ratio could m atch a Fiirkan's. But the Triikor does not h ave
good lateral or roll balance; it rolls faster in one direction, som ething the Fiirkan avoids. The Kushan Arrow scout
which they have  a few aboard  the M ule, also  tends to  roll faster in o ne dire ction t han the  other, d ue 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 perform ance enve lope, bu t it had a capacity for larger powerful engines. The standard B andit was a

heavy ship compared to other fighters, but Bandits modded for Belt races have their armor removed to greatly lighten
the shi p. 

She had looked at other design s too. The Acolyte had go od potential and b alance, but its tight design left little room
for modification s and its innard s too com plicated for your typical Raider maintenance crew to work on. Besides the
regulations 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, becau se
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the ship  is very easy to  fly despite  havin g a craz y power to weight ratio once the guns---which contributes more of the
weight  of the fight er than an y other co mpon ent---are rem oved. 

The  lights on  the laun ch rails tu rned gre en, and  she pu lled a leve r. The rai ls catapu lted th e fighter in to space . 

She coasted the fighter into an idle position, trying to save as m uch fuel. T hat was why she  needed  the Cutlass  to grab
the fighte r and brin g it to the  starting p osition s in the B elt race. 

"I got  you  in m y scanners , Zh a." Zh oan 's vo ice  was  in the c omlink. "T he C utl ass i s appro ach ing  salv age  positi on ." 

"I got your ship  too in m y sensors," Zh a said. "I am ready to  be pick ed up ."

The Cutlass slowed and sto pped right on to p of the Fiirkan. The hold ing fields extended, trapped the Fiirkan, and
pul led i t to it s underb elly.

"Are you alrigh t, Zha?" Zh oan aske d. 

"Everythin g is fine. Le t's go to th e rock b elt now ," Zha said. 

The Cutlass with the Fiirk an on it s belly, cru ised to  the Be lt. Once  it was a rich  and pro sperou s asteroid  belt. B ut
everything worth minin g hand long been m ined out of the Be lt, except for rocks that had no ore or value. Now  all

sorts of sh ip deb ris and ju nk had  replaced  the min ed rock s, and the  Belt wa s more t reachero us than  ever. 

There were other Cutlasses there, each ho lding a contestant fighter. Zha looked at the fleet and w ondered 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 subdue d pale grey colo rs

of her Fiirkan, most of the racers were brightly painted, full of decals and other unabashed decorations. Scenes
depic ting carn age, fire, battle , and sex w ere often  painted  on the  sides o f the ship s. 

The Bandits were stripped of their armor for weight and had large modded engines, which give them tremendous top
speed and acceleration. The sm aller more nimble Fiirkan cou ld not load with such big engines, but its superior
handl ing sho uld eat u p the B andits w here th e debri s fields are d ensest. 

The comlinks were live with c hatter. Some pilots boasted  openly, taunting the others. "I am the best ever, I am god of
the Be lt! You suc k. Go ho me. Re vel in m y superio r skill..."

"What are my chances," Zha asked.

Zhoan  replied. "Flo'karr accountants have been  going aro und, taking bets. According to th em, the Harrk'hah is
favored to win the event; they fielded five of their best pilots, all in racer Bandits. Next on the betti ng list are  the
For'lym  pilots, also all in racer Bandits. Sorry, Zha, you're a friend, but I placed bets on the Harrk'hah. I do expect

you to gai n a notab le finish. Y ou're takin g quite  a risk usin g the T aiidan sc out he re."
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"I know, but I worked out strategies 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 nee d the machine to  continually
train my pilots and hone th eir skills. The machine wo uld becom e her favorite. One of the things she did was t o

program the T uran  Bel t cou rse, an d played games racing the Belt. She used simulations of different fighters. The
simulator made her well acquainted of the course, and the characteristics of the fighters in how they react to the

course . Using th at know ledge, sh e fine tun ed the  fighter be havior an d came  out wit h a strategy to  beat the  Belt. 

The traditional Raider respon se was to use s heer pow er and skill to o verpower th e course. Ho wever, 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 debris fields into the more open spaces at a higher initial speed, which
means  a higher t op en d 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 fighte r prone crash into an asteroid. She had bet that her skills as a

Starfarer can b e relied  to this lit tle flaw in h er plan. 

The screens flickered, and there was the face of another pilot, imme rsed in the liquid in  his glazed h elmet. "I am Razir,

Ace of the Harrk'hah. I heard  that the  Segura o f Khor is p articipatin g of this ev ent. Yo u look  like bu t a child . This is
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 b abies. That is o nly what you are go od for!

Mu haha!"

Zha grimaced at the  face in  her c oml ink s cree n. Sh e stare d at h im in tens ely, then raised a finger, slowly placed it at her

neck, an d made  a long cu tting motion  across th e neck . Then  she po inted t he finger  at him. 

"I will remem ber you R azir, whe n you w ill eat my ex haust."

She turned off the screen, unwilling to get any more distractions, taunts and other forms of psychological warfare the
pilots w ere eng aging as a pr e race ritu al. 

Zhoan 's Cutlass had disengaged the Fiirkan, and the racer drifted towards its starting position. The other Cutlasses
have also dropp ed the oth er races, and all the race rs have begun  creeping into the first beacon. "When the light turns

green, th e race wil l begin ," said the race  mode rator. 

"Oh father", she thought, "I will win this for you." "Please watch over m e" she said in a small p rayer. With that

prayer, she felt that he w as close by, alive. It was a thou ght she wan ted to keep  to inspire h er.

"Good luck, good luck, win this o ne, I got confidence in you..." It was Seejuk's, Kuo'ran's and Giirsa's voices , sending

their last minute hope s.

She revved up the turbin es without letting the ion  fuel burn through it. 12,00 0 RPM  now for engine on e...engine

two...en gine th ree...and fin ally engin e four. 

The  beaco n light tu rned gre en. She  flicked a sw itch and  the ion s poure d into  the turb ines. 
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It was like an expl osion as the  Fiirkan rockete d forward, throw ing her small b ody 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 aboard 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 engines burning and scraping the surface o f the asteroid to break its velocity, then rocket into a new
directio n. 

"You seemed calm about this, Seejuk," Giirsa observed his companion.

Seejuk crossed his arms. "You don't really know Zha. She does this all the time. If I had to worry about her flying

techn iques al l the tim e, I would  be dead  long ago ."

The Bandits behind her did their slides, turning completely around to let their engines break their speed , then flick to

the fighter to a new direction.

The Bandits ahead of her, banked an d wove with  the oncom ing debris and lo ose asteroids . There was an  explosion  as

a Bandit smashed into a debris, than a chatter in the comlink that the pilot ejected safely. She banked, rolled and
weave as the debris shot past underneath her. For every turn, 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 that gripped and threatened to block every blood vessel in her brain.

She banked, turning inside a Band it and overtaking it. Another Bandit slow ed and slid, jetting past a small passage
between two asteroids. On his tail was the Fiirkan, matchin g every move, inc hing close  with every roll and turn . There

was clear space ahead, 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 the last turn. But
it was not enough as another debris field loomed. The Bandit had to do a 360 degree slide and brake its sp eed , befo re

flicking to a new direction. The Fiirkan headed to the de bris field, hardly braking, then did a full slide that ended with
the nose pointed at the correct direction, ble eding off little spe ed. She b anked, weave d and turn ed inside  more
Band its, then  slingsh ot ahead  when  the de bris bec omes c lear. 

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 coordin ated with those senses. For m oments it was not like she was a creature of flesh and
blood , but a mi nd lin ked to a figh ter, fusing in to a new  creature th at woul d thin k and act l 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 debris fields. Zha could not
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take the chance of running out of fuel. Her Fiirkan slowed, then dived into one of the refueling sh ips. Already there
were racers who burned th eir fuel out too soon , or wasn't wise e noug h to refue l when  they had  the op portun ity. A
fleet of Thief Corvettes waited among the debris field s, salvaging the fighters th at carelessly ran out o f fuel, or fighters

that sim ply wen t broke o ut of me chanic al failure. 

As laps goes by, it becomes more difficult to visually see who is the leader. But the b eacons hav e sensors th at tag

each racer as they flash by, cameras that w atch each sh ip and bro adcasted the  scene to th e fleet of spectator s hips.
The  comm entators  rattled o n their c omlin ks, keepi ng the au dienc e inform ed and  tight on  their seat s. 

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

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

by.

"They're all d irty pilots," said  Seejuk . 

"Haha, what  do you  expec t from a Rai der!" Zhoan  answere d back. 

"Look at th e ranking s, Zha is ju st behi nd the m!" Kuo'ran po inted o ut. 

"My dear Kushan, it looks like you're right. I should have given the girl more credit," Zhoan said. He laughed again.
"She has excellen t sliding tech nique. He r well contro lled slides are p utting her ahead. But going through these

bastards are  anothe r thing."

The racing Bandits were just ahead of her, and they seemed to have more power than the rest. When the space is

clear, the ir sh eer  power  was  ove rwh elm ing , and  the  Ban dit s lit eral ly pu ll ah ead  from  her s even w ith  the  Fii rkhan's
higher initial speed coming out from the debris fields. But as the For'lym and the Harrk'hah bandits tussled, the y do so

at the sacri fice of hand ling spe eds thro ugh th e debri s fields, and  the Fiirk an even tually caug ht up w ith the m. 

One of the For'lyms tried a blocking move, and missed, sending the fighter nearly careening out of control. The

Fiirkan held to its arching trajectory, G-forces squeezing her tight in her seat. She was already going full speed within
the de bris field as  it cleared  to anot her clear w ide spac e. The  Fiirkan o vertoo k anoth er For'lym B andit. 

In the ne xt debri s field, she nipped  past the last two  For'lyms, and as the sp ace cleared, she  was betwee n the For'lyrm
and the  Harrk'hah. 

"The K adeshi  killer is up on us," said  one o f the Harrk'hah  pilots as Z ha overh ead from  the op en com links. 

"Bl ock her!" R azi r sa id . "St op  that w ho re!"
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"I'm not that easy," Zha thought, as the Bandit slipped  in front of her trajectory. Withou t even brakin g, the Fiirkan
slippe d past th e Band it by a few scary in ches. 

"You bo ys playing ro ugh? Yo u cou ld get m e killed !" she shoute d in the  comli nk. 

"If you can't stand h ow we  the real R aiders pl ay, get out, w hore!" 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 was

about to overtake the Fiirkan., the pilot found him self staring right into the Fiirkan's exhausts, as the scout slipped
right in fro nt of him . 

"AAAH!" the pilot  screame d, as the e xhausts  knock ed his figh ter off cours e, send ing it spi nning . 

"You're ne xt!" Zha shou ted, as he r fighter clo sed in o n the le ad Ban dit, an aste roid field  comin g ahead. 

"Segura of Khor! You dare challenge the Ace of Harrk'hah?

"I 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 a w ild bu t contro lled slid e, engin es breaki ng his traj ectory, the n slip je tting hi m into  a new co urse. 

He's  really good, Zha thought, but not good enough. Her Fiirkan dived into the asteroid field at an even greater
velo city.  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 h ead first, tail last  positio n. 

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 slid and braked, but its tail was a bit off from a proper braking position.

The pressure was making him his flight style ragged, and Zha saw her oppo rtunit y. The Firrkan banked, slid then
braked, th en jette d again, h er who le flight arc tu rning in side the  Band it's. 

"Wh oo -hoh !" she shouted as the F iirkan took the lead. There was clear space right ahead, and she ran her engines
right to th e max. 

But the Bandit was right beh ind her, its enormous power eating her short lead. Zha watched her screen, where the
back cam era view sh owed  the Ban dit clo sing in. S he waite d for the las t secon d, waitin g 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 exh austs. 

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

"I said you're goin g to eat m y exhausts ," Zha said, h er fighter takin g a clear lead .  

She remained unchallen ged until the final beacon w ent on. The F iirkhan passed the finish line first, and she jubilantly
shouted through the comlinks. She felt proud, proud to do to this for her father, if he was here right now. Somehow,

she always fel t he was c lose to  her. 

The Fiirkan settled into a parking orbit, and Zhoan's Cutlass floated over the Fiirkan. The captive fields went on, and

the F iirkan  was d rawn  to th e Cu tlass's  und erbe lly.

"Congratu lations, Z ha, I never th ough t you co uld pu ll it," Seejuk  said. 

"You wo n! You wo n!" It was Kuo'ran's vo ice. "I wish I can  handle  a fighter like  that."

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

the Kaale l fleet."

"Boo-h oo," said Zhoan. "I lost an entire fortune on the bet. But you won a great victory, Zha. A stunning upset and

one o f the mo st suspe nseful B elt races I hav e ever see n."

"Thank yo u, thank  you everyo ne," said Zh a, still in th e Fiirkan u ndern eath the  Cutlass ' belly. 

"But we're going to have some trouble, Zh a," Zhoan said. "The Harrk'hah and the For'lym have filed a protest with
the racing board for life threatening maneuvers and they claim your fighter is illegal and that you cheated. The

Soo'nan  deman ded an  examin ation o f your fighter."

"Let them eat my exhau sts again," Zha responded. "They lost, and they can cry over it. The Soo'nan owe me a

discount on whatever I want to contract with th em next, including an  Outpost, and I bet they will go to every means
to squ irm ou t of it. Tel l them  to go kis s my butt ."

The Cutlass  cruised  to the P lanetoi d, whe re it release d the Fi irkan. The Cu tlass settled into the docking bay while the
Fiirkan d ocked  in the h anger. 

A large crowd awaited Zha, who had carried a previous reputation as the "Kadeshi Killer", and was now, winner of
the Belt Race. The  liquid environm ent drained back to the m odule, and she lifted off her glazed helmet. He r face was

soaked with the liquid, her hair wet. But there was nothing happy or jubilant on her face this time. 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 demand ed. "I know the salvage frigs brought
them h ere too ."

"Don't  do it, Zha," Seeju k said. "I know what you 're thinking. Watc h your temper. I don't know wh at the rules he re
on thi s planet oid regar ding assa ult..."

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

* * *

Moh ilim Da rkspa ce Sec tor..

The silhouette of the Atonem ent emerged from the c louds of dark matter. A lon g nec k exte nde d from  its main b ody,
ending with a small head that housed the sensors. Protruding from the main body are three massive arms, extending

equilat erally from eac h othe r, each arm  endin g with a p od. 

Three more dreadnaugh ts emerged from the dark matter cloud s, the Forsaken, the Retribution, and the Penance. They
were followed b y a vast armada of frigates, corvettes, and  fighters. Legions  of Mantas, Skates and Bats darkened an
already dark sp ace. 

"Overlord, was it wise to allow the Beast to feed?" a disciple asked. "It had grown, it had gained back its stren gth. If
we eng age it no w, we m ay never de feat the B east sho uld it tu rn on u s."

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

"'We  have signs that there is a new life within the Beast planetoid The planetoid is pre gnan t, for the lack of a better
word for i t, and abo ut to giv e birth," said  the disc iple. 

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

Screens focused on the crystalline planetoid, surrounded by a portable atmosphere and hu ge flowerlike energy
collec tors that o rbit arou nd it. 

A huge crater opened in the planetoid's surface, and lights burst from it. The clouds over the planetoid burned red and
orange; au ras dance d over th e magne tic fields th at surrou nded  the plan etoid. 

"We have  a massive e nergy read ing," said th e discip le in his  dark mo nkish ro bes. "Th e child  is abou t to eme rge."
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A huge ship  slowly emerge d from the crate r openin g, its surface marred by wh ite crystalline patches.  The main body
was shaped like a bulbous abdomen, with a huge gaping round mouth, where light emerged. Around the mouth
radiated five massive tentacle like arms, each ending with a glowing tip.

"Behold, the new Beast mothership, and it shall be called, the Deliverer, for it shall deliver us from the curse of the
Unbo und," said  X'on. "Watc h its po wer."

Tugs have tractored another planetoid. The Beast ship slowly turned towards it. Light glowed from the ends of the
arms, and the lig hts grew stron ger. Lightnin g fields emerged  from each of the  arms, leaping and  joining to  the cente r.

"The en ergy readin gs are gettin g stronge r, rising..."

The arms glow ed, and  energy co nnec ted from  each of th e arms, and into the center m outh. There w as a massive flash
of light, and a ball of energy as big as the planetoid itself bursted out from the mouth of the Beast ship.

The  planeto id evapo rated in a flash  of light like  a small no va, rings of sh ockwav es exten ding from  the ep icente r. 

"...the power..." X'on said.
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Part 6—The Oathtaking

Aboard the Albagnon

What looked like a Raider Ion Array Frigate orb ited around a gas giant, the giant's rocky rings provided the cover the

Raiders have so traditionally and skillfully exploited. The combination 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 essentially a modified Ion Array Frigate. The

beam cannon had been removed for a long telescope array, while the ion array 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 o n the M ohilim se ctor," said a researcher.

"Looks like a  smal l nova," said  the c aptai n. "It is ra re to  have  ene rgy readi ngs o f that sort in a rather slow and benign
sector. K eep rec ording  the eve nt, the are a has bee n full of ano malou s reading s lately."

Hours later, the  sensors wen t off again, and the capt ain rushed to  his chair.

"We got mu ltiple jum p readings! Hyperspac e signatures d etected!" said the sens ors officer.

"Go into tactical alert," said the captain watching the red blips on the screen. "Raise the mimic generators! We are
going in to silen t runni ng. I repeat, w e are goin g silent. C ut all po wer exce pt for sen sors and  life supp ort system s."

The Albagnon turned in to a small asteroid. Inside the ship, all the lights went out, the engine hum turned silent, and
the only illumination was the glowing lights from the co ntrol panels. The dim ly lit faces turned their tense attention to

the cap tain. 

"Give me a magnification of the enemy fleet," the captain ordered.

"Looks li ke Ben tusi shi ps, Sir!" said on e of the o fficers. 

"They're not Tradeships. Too small, too sleek for that, and it's got energy signatures of weapons all over. Engine
energy signature is Bentusi. I think we are s eein g a ne w kin d of B entu si sh ip th at has  neve r bee n see n be fore. It
resembles a Somtaaw Archangel, and is possibly a dreadnaught," said the captain . Unlike mo st Raiders, Flo 'karr

comm andin g officers we re well ed ucated  about t he man y races of the g alactic kn ownsp ace. 

"I thought the Bentusi were a peaceful race. Why the warships?", 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, tho ugh these  are smaller than a Tiamat Spider class mothership. The sensor readings of the arms
show it to be well armed. These ship s here , they are neither Tiamat nor Bentusi, but they probably belong to other
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lesser known and obsc ure Unbo und races su ch as the Naga an d the Sakm at. Look the y're falling into a military
formation ."

"I would speculate that this is a Galactic Council task force, possibly to police the sector. But why?" The captain
seeme d both ered. "Th e Cou ncil ne ver pok ed the ir nose at  this area. T here is n othin g there th at attracts th eir intere st."

"Until now," added  the main sc ience officer. "Cou ld it be du e to the ano malous readings in the Mohilim sector? We
will no t know  until w e head  to the M ohilim  area."

"Negative," said the captain. "We must report this armed excursions from the Unbound to the Council of Inner
Houses and the Assembly of Lords. But we must wait first . This fleet appears to be recharging for the next jump
even t. L oo k, they are  sen ding patro ls n ow!"

The Bentus i warships we re discharging Super Acolyte fighters, while the Tiamat warships nearby discharged Black
Acolytes. The B lack Acolyte, as recorded by the Flo'karr, is the Tiam at version of the Super Acolyte, with darker

colors  and markings. Little is known about its weapons but it was speculated it would use a similar ion cannon. The
Bentusi  ships were U-shaped, and the Tiamat were radial. The Sakmat ships in contrast were spherical, while the

Naga ships were all long and e longated, en ding with  pods on  the ends , not unlike  a Kadeshi ne edleship . The Sakm at
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 T iamat variants othe r than

their co lors; blu e for the N aga, red for th e Sekm et, while  the Be ntusi w ere gold  and the  Tiamat  black. 

The fighter patrols searched out the star system, but even the sen ses of the Unboun d 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 pow er that can perceive the magnetic and electrical fields. The

Unbound may have great powers, but even these se nses had met t heir m atch to the cleverness and resourcefulness of
the Rai ders. 

The voices inside the frigate had fallen silent as each officer concentrated collecting data on the Unbound fleet. For
them, the thrill of discovery and the unkno wn were as exhilarating as raiding a Republican transp ort or smuggling
through a police blo ckage with a Hu'ran smuggler transport.

As the Unbound p olice force finished their trek to the end o f the system, the various Acolytes returned to their
vessels. Jumpgates began to form, and the armada of the Unbound slipped through them.

"Should w e 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 a final s weep t o make s ure no t one o f the Unb ound  is still in th e vicini ty."

"All clear," said th e senso rs officer. 

"Retract all sensor panels, and power to engines," the captain ordered. The ship's frame littered with vibrations and

squeaks as the pan els retracte d, and th e hum  of the ion  plasma turbines returned to reverberate the h ull. The mim ic
generato rs turned  off, and the  asteroid  turned  back int o the sin ister silho uette o f a Raider frigate . 
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The Albagnon lifted itself from the rings, heading away from the gas giant. "We have energy buildup, preparing to
jump  now!"

The  gate appe ared, and  the Alb agnon  slippe d throu gh it. 

* * *

Inside the T uran Pla netoid---

Kuo'ran carefully applied th e healing o intment o n the bru ises in Zha's face. "You really should not get physical with

the Harrk'hah pilots. I don't know about Raider custo ms, but do they actually teach you to brawl with boys? As if
winni ng and  getting al l the priz es aren't en ough ."

"Those pilots deserved it," Zha answered. "They are mean and they nearly got me killed. They fly with complete
abandon over the safety of othe r people in  the race. I don't thin k we are as restrained  as you Kushan s. We cannot

afford to look weak. Every aggressive response must be challenged with an equally aggressive response." She tended
anoth er 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 pilots would have beaten you to a he lpless pulp . What is wo rst is that
you're abo ut to ha ve your O ath taking  ceremo ny. You  are going  to have al l those  bruises  right in th e pub lic."

Kuo'ran removed the tow el covering Zha's body. "You're black and blue all over!" Kuo'ran took the  Segura
ceremon ial robes and p repared to p lace them o ver Zha.

"I appreciate helping m e with this," Z ha said , and  she  moved  clu msi ly wi th the a che s and pains in  her  body. "I d on 't
think I could  do this m yself. How do you  know so m uch in d ealing with su ch clum sy robes like this?"

"Not with  the c erem onial rob es of a Turanic Lord Princess, no," Kuo'ran replied. "But as a member of a Kiithsa, the
Sjet'sa, the primary ruling family of a Kiith, we must host the traditional 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
all. The se are all bu lk and sh ow. Giv e me you r arm here ...your othe r arm...okay, thi s will go t o the h ead..."

'Now you 're beginn ing to lo ok like a re al prince ss," Kuo'ran gig gled as sh e turne d Zha aro und, e xaminin g the rob es. 

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

calling yo u."

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

"It looks like i t's going to  fall over," Kuo 'ran said, adju sting the  headp iece. 
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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 representatives. This is going to be our table. I am supposed to seat over there with my House of
Du'ran, bu t I request ed an ex cuse so  I can seat he re instead . "

"We app reciate th at," Giirsa said. Sh ortly after, Kuo 'ran joined  them, te lling th em, Zh a's preparatio ns 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, that of
the Flo'karr, which we will soon arrange to meet," Zhoan said.

"I have almos t forgotten  why I am he re," Giirsa said. "W ith all the se festivitie s going o n..."

There was a rapid beating of heavy drums that called the Assembly into silence and attentio n. An old man in b rilliantly

garbed costume step ped upon  the center stage, followed by a woman in  equally brilliant robes.

"The Sha and Lord of the Flo'karr, with his daughter, the Segura and Princess of the Flo'karr. They will lead the
ceremo ny, and th ey will tell o ur histo ry in song ," said Zho an. 

The Flo'karr nobles began an arcane dance and  song. The mo vements were slow and deliberate, the drums pounding
up and down with them. Flutes and harps joined with the melody in a bizarre opera. For Seejuk, it resembled the

ceremonial operas of the Soban, Manaani, and the Somtaaw.

Zhoan  began exp laining the c eremon y. "They said that the Life came forth from a single egg, and like spores from a

flower, th e Life spre ad and p rospere d in the  primo rdial parad ise."

"The Gods saw the Life in the Primordial, and saw it was beautiful. They blessed th e Life with their power and th eir

seed, an d the L ife spread  throug hout t he 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 on e at peace  with th e God s and th e Heave ns."

"But some of the Children had become too prou d. Too prou d of their magnificence, of their power. Th ey raised their

arms against their fellow brothers and sisters, and subjugated them. Brother and sister became slaves. The Nation
blessed  unde r light be came an  Empi re cursed  unde r darkness ."

"Before the Taiidans name d us, as that of Turan, before we are known as the R aiders, the people of the Ro ck Belts,
the people witho ut a home, we are a peop le of peace. We are who that was called the  People who  Drifted, the People

who S ang, the P eople  of the W inds. Ou r ancien t name i s lost, bu t the me aning is n ot."

"The proud Ch ildren who had tu rned into the Nem esis gathered the People o f the Winds through out the Empire, and

brought them un der the swo rd. Many died , never to sing again . Under the  heel of tyranny, our peop les labo red. O ur
childre n suffered , and wh ere there  was onc e song i n their m ouths , there wa s only the  sound  of weep ing."

"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 so terrible that almost all life was destroyed. The stars perished in fire, and worlds
were awash in blood. T he dark angels of the Nemesis we re cast out into the Ab yss, but the Go ds paid for thei r victory
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in the loss of their grace. It was the Age of the Twiligh t. It was  the A ge th at bro ugh t an end to the po wers  at large . It
was the A ge of our b irth."

"It was during the war of the Heavens, that all who have been subjugated and crush ed und er the Master's heel would
rise to fig ht fo r the freedom that was so terribly taken from them. It was the First Lord, Baruk, who would lead us,
and united  us und er a single  oath. T he leaders of the tribes of the subjugated swore un ity under Baruk, and it is this

oath th at we co mmem orate."

Zhoan  stopp ed exp laining w hen th e lyrics from t he Flo 'karr came all to o clear. 

"Our freed om w on, b ut th e pri ce is  war, fo r we ar e no  longer ch ildre n of p eace . Th e swo rd we  carry is the vigilan ce
to prot ect ou r freedom . And it h as been  that way for th e ages, and  it will be  so till tim e ends ."

"Today we remember the leaders who swore the oath. Their children are with us, for each House remembers the tribe
that fought, each Lord of the House , a child of the Oath Taker. Let us hear them take the Oath. Let them relive our

mom ent of glo ry and birth . Let us h ear them  sing the  song of o ur Freed om..."

The Parade of Lords began. Each Sh a or Segura of a House came wearing a magnificent robed costume that glittered

with jewelry and embroidered with the skins, scales and feathers of exotic creatures from strange planets. Each Sha or
Segura, Lord o r Princes s of the Ho use, was a d escen dant of a gre at rebel le ader, the  Oath T akers, each playing  a part

in the libe ration of a slave race that m arked the be ginnings o f the Raiders. It began  with the Sh a 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 I pledge.

For ou r Freedo m I will fight . Unde r the He el and th e Sword , we will alw ays be on e..."

Each Oath was  a mode rately lengt hy song. Each long enough to make a hearer bored, but not long enough to put

them to sleep. Fo r Seejuk, that was th e trouble. It was m agnificent yes, and it w as a great honor to  watch. But it was
also dreadfully mon otonou s, with the lo w tone sin ging and the  constant b eating of the dru ms as one c an expect from a
tribal ritua l. 

The Sha of the Harrk'hah was next, followed by the Sha of the For'lym. Then came the Segura of Du'ran, then the Sha
of Res 'coom, the Segura of Soo'naan, the Segura of Hu'ran, the Sha of Si'rak, Segura of Le'gaia... At some point

Seeju k stopp ed cou nting, as th ere can b e anywhe re from th irty to fifty Inner Ho uses. 

Then came the Segura of Khor. Her ch ildish youth stood ou t from the respectful elderliness of the batch. Her father, if

he were  alive , wou ld p roba bly fit in better, but since he was dead, the young descendant of Khor must take 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 em barrassment of the entire affair. But
amazin gly she he ld on w ith som e grace, and  took ce nter stage  of the po dium . Seejuk  breathe d a sigh o f relief. 

It was Zha's turn to sing. "I am the child of Maz ath Khor, who led the Starfighters against the dark angels. For the
Unity I pledge, for our Free dom I will fight. Un der the Hee l and the Sw ord, we w ill alw ays 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

son g's monotony, Seejuk smiled as Zha beamed from the stage. She was very proud of this moment, and he knew she
would b e thinking  of her father.
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Zha's song ended an d she faded backstage as more Sha's and Seguras take the stage for their oath. After each oath
taking, Se ejuk no ticed th at each Sh a or Segu ra would  join th eir repres entative s in thei r 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. S he was st ill in he r ceremo nial rob es, but n ot with out the  headp iece, wh ich she  had left in  her dres sing roo m. 

"I did it! I did it! I finally made the Oath!" Zha clapped her hands.

"That was most lovely, Princess Zha," Kuo'ran said. "One d ay, I invite you to come to w atch a Sjet ceremony in

return."

"I would lik e that to o," Zha said . 

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

Kusha ns to ev er see th is Oath tak ing."

The last of the  Lord s finally ended  his song, and  the Sha of the F lo'karr returned to th e center stage. As Z hoan

explained, he wou ld go on telling what h appened du ring the War of the Heavens.

"...and the N emesis  was bani shed in to the A byss, neve r to return ..." sang the L ord of th e Flo'karr. 

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

"No! No! No!" Salim crie d. "This i s not tru e. The  Neme sis will retu rn. Th ey are not d estroyed . We are in  peril..."

A handsome girl ran to the stage to restrai n the old  man. "Please, father!" cried Zhura. "Do no t make an
embarras sment  of yourself. C ome d own n ow."

"Ladies and gentlemen," the Sha of Flo'karr, a man named Mushak, tried to appease the commotion and
embarrassment the senile old scho lar made. "Salim was once the best scholar of all the Flo'karr, but now he's quite

old. T oo old  to differen tiate reality an d fantasy. Forg ive a onc e great sch olar of the  Flo'karr, no w old an d senil e."

"I am not Senile!" Salim shouted back, refusing Zhura's hands to lead him back to the audience. "Stay away from me!

You people have not heeded my warnings, so I come here in front of you, in the only place that can still take your
atte nti on ." 

He pointed  an accusing fing er 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. :Like you, the Lords of For'lym and Harkk'hah.

You sing the Oath, but beh ind our backs, you flaunt the Treaty of Houses b y keeping Taiidani Imperialists as vassals,
boasting both your fleets with carriers, heavy cruisers and destroyers that would not have otherwise permitted by the
Treat y!"
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The Shas of For'lym and Harrk'hah stood up, indignant. "How dare this old man lie against the honor of t he For'lym
and the H arrk'hah?"

"Honor? Honor?" Salim answered back. "The Sh a of For'lym talk about honor? The Flo 'karr's Seeker ships have spied
against everyone of you, and we know the disposition of all your fleets. Why, we all have them recorded! You and all
you r Imperia lis t va ssa ls!"

"Now you are talking too  much!" shoute d Mus hak, deeply red faced  by the revelation . "As the Flo'karr, we deserve to
know  what is h appen ing with  all the Ho uses, esp ecially wh en break ing the  Treaty rul es. Th at is our m ission."

"To  spy on your fellow people?" asked Mahar, Sha of the For'lym. "That is one interesting mission! And we are not
break ing th e T rea ty! If t he  Treat y has a loo ph ole an d we so meho w exploite d i t, that is  no t my prob lem!"

As people argued, Zhoan turned to his Kushan guests, seeming embarrassed. "Well my friends, I assure you these
things d on't usu ally happe n in eve ry oath takin g. Well, o nce in a w hile."

"This kind of spoils the event," Zha said.

"Who is that o ld man?" asked G iirsa.

"His name is Salim, once the most famous and now the oldest scribe of the Flo'karr," Zhoan explained. "He may be

the pe rson you  seek for you r intergalac tic arche ologic al studie s."

"Then  why do esn't peo ple resp ect his o pinio n?" Kuo'ran  asked. 

"He has been pushing around a lot of crazy theo ries lately, like a prophet prophecizing do om. I don't know if he still
keeps a level head, and if that is the case, maybe it is his daughter, Zhura, that you must speak," Zhoan answered.

The y turned  their atten tion b ack to th e arguing  scene. 

"My father m ay be  old  and  wea k, but h e kn ows wh at he is  saying, " cried Zhura. "We may have circum stantial

evidence that the Nemesis still exis ts.  We have scans of strange ships encoun tered in Sector 34B  that indicate that a
civilizati on may e xist in th e Abyss."

"Circumstantial evidenc e?" Mushak questioned. "That is not enough for us to work on. It was you Salim who told us
that the prophecies o f the End had been  fulfilled with the coming of the Exiles, the fall of the Empire and the coming
of the Beast. Is this n ot the pro phecy?"

"For the Promised Ones, once exiled 

return to  their M other's wo rld, 

the Gre at Star will fall. 

the Stars w ill weep , 

the winds will carry their sad song.
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For the time of Tribulation have come

for those wh o wande r,

the Feared Enem y, the Nemesis

will tame the Beast

and ho ld the k ey to the D eliverer."

"Now you take you r interpretation  of the proph ecies back? After everyon e has accepte d your word  as canon?"

Grim faced, Salim answered. "Based on previous data, that our proph ecies was fulfilled w ould 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 turned the prophecy back to its true beginning. Isn't the ones who
proved vic torious ov er the Kades hi among  us? The  one from the  House o f Khor?"

"I am she," Zha sto od up . 

"Do you know that you have inadvertently helped part in a train of events?" Salim said.

"No I don't kn ow and  I do not  unde rstand."

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

"Preposterous ," M ushak sa id . "The  pro ph ecies are so  vag ue  they c an be  interpret ed  to  mean anyth ing!"

Sudd enly Flo 'karr officers came  and the ir uniform ed pres ence d isrupte d the se ssion. 

"Is this some thing so  impo rtant that th e Oathtak ing mu st be int errupte d----again?" ask M ushak. 

"Indeed it is, sir, Your Highness," said the captain. "I am Ajaar, captain of the Seeker class deep space research

vessel, Alb agnon . We hav e news  that all the  Lords o f the Co uncil m ust hear."

"We have  detect ed a mass ive ene rgy burst sig nature in  the M ohilim  sector, sim ilar to a smal l nova," said A jaar. 

"Is this the news? An insignificant nova?" Mushak asked. "The Mohilim sector is outer boundary, near the Abyss.
Who req uested th at you scan the are a?"

"It is at the request of the scribe Zhura," Ajaar said.

Mush ak turned to Zhura. "If your action was illegal, I would have reprimanded you. But you are still requested to
make a ju stification  why a See ker class ve ssel mu st be de ployed  near the  Moh ilim sec tor."
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Zhura stood defiantly. "Sector 34B is near the Mohilim sector. Mohilim is the closest near-Abyss region that has the
largest concentration of stars and asteroid belts. While we have not detected a planet in that area, its resource
conc entratio n is high  enou gh to su pport an  interste llar civilizat ion."

"So what interstellar civilization are you looking for? No, let me guess, you are looking for the Nemesis, which had
already been justly banished since the beginnings of our history!" Mushak said.

"Let me interrupt," Ajaar said. "There is another thing we must be concerned about. Nemesis or no Nemesis, we
encountered an armed fleet. This one is from the Galactic Council. Our data modu les recorded  their jump  gate entry

in and out of the system. We can o nly hypothesize that the Co uncil is reacting to the disturb ance in M ohilim. It is an
armed flee t consi sting of B entusi , Tiamat , Sakmat an d Naga sh ips."

"See! See!" Sal im ju mpe d exc ited ly. "Onl y in th e real  presence of th e Nemes is wil l the  Cou ncil  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  is this Ne mesis?" He  turned  to Zho an. "It is impera tive that w e must  meet th ese peo ple as so on as po ssible."

"More circumstantial evidence," said Mushak. "Who knows, maybe the Council only needed to gather more data on
such an astro nomical e vent?"

"With armed ships?" Salim asked. "Who can threaten the Unboun d in a manner the y would sen d an armed flee t? It can
on ly b e th e Nemesis o r a B eas t!"

Suddenly Giirsa stood up. "Gentlemen, ladies...my name is Giirsa of the Kiith  Kaalel. I am a Hiigaran on the invitation
of the Segura Z ha 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 mumbles to deliver
his speech.

"This is addressed to Salim and Zhura of the great House of Flo'karr. You have an issue that has my interest and
curi osit y. It is obvious that there is resistance among the C ouncil of Lords with you r theory. As a fellow scientist and
archeologist, I must say, that while your theory may have its merits, this is not the proper occasion to ram it down

your leaders' throats. As leade rs, the noble  Sha and Se guras of the Hou ses, they have a po sition of respo nsibility that
requires that the actions and decision s they make must be supp orted with enou gh justification. Their argument is

reasonable. I suggest this, that I and our party can meet you outside of the Oathtaking to discuss this matters privately
and let t he cere moni es con tinue fo r the goo d of the p eople ."

"Wow, you  would  make on e hell o f a politicia n," Zhoan  said. 

Kuo'ran stood up, refusing to let Giirsa take the center stage. "I am Kuo'ran Sjet, of the Sjet Kiith-sa of Hiigara and

Kharak. It is m y relativ e wh o was bound  and  pilote d th e M oth ership  of whom yo u ca lled th e Ex iles." T here was a lot
of mumbling and surprised reaction in the audience and it pleased Kuo'ran for delivering the expected result. "I concur
with m y colleagu e Giirsa h ere. We  need t o talk, M ister Salim  and M iss Zhu ra, when  the cere moni es are ove r."
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"Well well," Mushak said. "We have celebrities from Hiigara. You 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 just witnessed does
not cast our people in a bad c ultural light. As Flo'karr, we are learning more about Hiigara and Kh arak, and somed ay

we wel come  an exch ange in i nformatio n."

'I apologize in beh alf of my party here for introducing ou rselves earlier,  Your Highness Sh a of the Flo'karr," said

Giirsa. "We cam e looki ng for just  the thin g you asked , an exchange in culture and information , as well as with
lucrative trade and business con tracts, our Kiithid and the whole of Hiigara might be interested to conduct with the

vari ous Ho use s of t he R aiders , all  for the m utu al p rosper ity o f bo th o ur p eop les ." 

The audience clapped at Giirsa's remarks. "Prosperity", "business" and "contracts" were the clever key words Giirsa

played to pull the strings in an audien ce look for opportun ity and money. He was such a hit among the Raider
nobil ity, and Gii rsa cong ratulated  himse lf. 

"Wow, G iirsa, for a youn g person  like you, yo u are suc h a smoo th pol itical rep tile," Seeju k observ ed. 

"I know, I know ," Giirsa whisp ered ba ck. 

Salim looked at Giirsa. "Then we meet outside of the ceremony." Salim turned to Mushak.  "I shall leave you and your
upper classes to your ceremonies. But I find it with great and detestable irony that it turns out that far away Hiigarans

would be interested in w hat I have to say abou t the future of ou r race instead of m y brethren, the sc ribes of Flo'karr,
and tho se who  will be d irectly imp acted b y the Prop hecies . My peo ple."

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

In the Mohilim D arkspace Sec tor—

The Coun cil fleet slipped  out of the h yperjump gate s. 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
darkspac e of the Ab yss, where  there w as little ligh t and dark  matter d omin ate. 

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. Th e Acolytes formed a magnificent formation, bristling in color against the backgr ound

of darkspac e. 

It was the T iamat that  was first to sp eak, a voice  projec ting from t he radial arm ed spid ership. 

"We are th e Tiam at, the on es who  speak in  a thous and vo ices, the  Whee l of Fate, the  Destroye rs of the Un boun d."

"We  seek the Condemned, and we know where you are. It is useless hiding among the black clouds. We can hear the
dark so ngs  of yo ur sou ls." 

Then another fleet emerged from the dark clouds. The head of a ship, followed by a long stalk, then a body with three
massive arms radiating from its center. Among the clouds, more sh ips emerged, dark fighters with wings and a tail,
the ligh ts in the ir cockp its glisten ing, like e yes hun ting for pre y. 

The Overlord X'on watched from the bridge of the Atonement, as the Penance, the Judgement, the Apocalypse, the
Retribution, and the Forsaken em erged from the clouds. He c an sense the songs of the Unbound, and their anger. But

their feelings were not his concern.

"I can hear you, Tiamat, and I can hear the blackness of your Forbidden sou ls," said X'on. "So why would you again

interfere with  the a ffairs of t he N eme sis? W e live  peac efull y in th e Abys s for all  the g ene ratio ns. Is  the bloodshed you
wrought among the Starfarers, among your Children, among us, not enough for you? The very bloodshed you

instigate d, and c aused yo u to be  Forbid den b y memb ers of your o wn Un boun d."

It was the N aga who  spoke n ext. 

"We are th e Naga, we  are the An cient O nes, Ke epers o f the Unb ound , who rec ord all th e Song s we he ar."

"We  have a treaty that lasted for countless eras, Overlord of the Nemesis. This treaty ended the great War of the

Heavens and bro ught gre at peace  across th e Galaxy for m any, many gen erations . Now, now, I see, you have amassed
a great fleet once again , and you have v iolated this sac red treaty. You have made excursions into the lightspace. You

have experimented w ith new weapon s technologies and  built an armada for aggression. Do you desire to retake the
lig htspace  and re bu ilt  you r il legal  Imp eri um  once aga in? Remember th e grea t War that near ly d estro yed  you r race!"
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"The Great War of your Atrocity, Unbound," X'on answered back. "You remember the whole worlds you destroyed?
The co untless m illions of sou ls whose so ngs you extin guished? D o you feel not  their pain?"

It was the Bentusi who sp oke next.

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

"We  feel the loss of every soul  whose so ng was destro yed. We grieve for th em till this very day. Ou r 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 th e win ds o f the c osm os fo r ages, and the Unboun d never sang a happy song on ce 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 Ch ildren. Y ou felt o ur loss as m uch as w e did w ith yours ."

"For gene ratio ns we he lped  what  was le ft of humanity th at was spread among the stars. Civilizations collapsed from

the war, te chn ology regressed . It was our atonement, our penance for all the deaths 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 spo ke next.

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

preserve  the pe ace for the  Unbo und."

"Now your armada threatens the freedom and the progress that has been made since your tyranny was vanquished

from the lightspace, and when you were all exiled into the Abyss. The tyranny and the enslavement your Imperium
wreaked  upon  all the in noce nt life in th e Galaxy."

X'on replied. "If the Sekmet and the Tiamat were called together, then the Coun cil is truly concern ed. We are
flattered."

"But who are  you to determine the destinies of the Bound? Our Imperium brought a level of civilization and peace
throughout the Galaxy that was n ever seen b efore and after. While we keep ourselves exiled in th e Abyss, we have

sent ships to explore the ligh tspace, to see  what  has happened sin ce then. We see co nstant war, we see empires rise
and fall. The  ones yo u call Hii garans and  later the T aiidans. W e see pi racy, we see  atrocitie s, we see  misery. T he
Imperium would have put them all into check. Yes, 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

Heaven s started. Y ou feared  that the  Child ren wo uld be  greater than  those w ho had  sired th em."

"Even now I see that the Great War has cost so much your number, the Council still persists about acting like the

police  of the Gala xy. What gre at pride yo u have to  assume  that you are  invinc ible, tha t no on e coul d challe nge you ."

"Behold we have found something potentially greater than the Unbound. A freak of fate brought upon ou r galaxy

from a race coming another galaxy, a life form originally conceived 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 turned around to  face th e new en emy.

A giant ship stood there, with a hu ge ugly maw, five arms stretching from its center, curved like tentacles waiting to

ensnare  its prey. It's patched skin had sp lotches of a crystalline substance, like armor and to heal its wounds. Along
with it, were an armada of its own---Turanic Lord carriers covered with the same white crystalline splotches, Taiidan
and Hiigaran ships and fighters, all with the same white crystal patches, and even Super Acolytes, their mottled skin,

white an d crystallin e. 

The Bentusi spoke.

"What is this Creature? I can sense it. It sings from its so ul like the Un bound , and it can he ar 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 B east," a voice fro m the N aga said. 

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

"I can hear the songs of the Selves," said the Bentusi to the Beast. "There are much pain and hatred in your Selves,
but th ere is no ne of the  Darknes s that afflicts th e Con demn ed, the N emesis ."

"I feel the pain. The pain of a million selves dying across the Galaxy. Their weeping...their sadness. There is bitter
pain all o ver."

"You are all s ingers? W hy do you  want to  cause th e Selves  so muc h pain."

"Your previous Selves have infected so much life, assimilated them against their will," said the Bentusi. "They

destroyed Life, and th e life in so  many, foug ht back ag ainst the  Selves. I sen se chan ge in you r Core S elf, but not
unde rstandin g."

"I feel only the p ain, the w eepin g of so, so m any. Death , everywhe re....”

"Why?"

"You do  not un derstan d," said the  Bentu si. "You o nly have th e rage insi de."

The tips of the tentacles around the maw of the Beast ship  began to energize like glowin g embers. The m aw began to

glow b y itself, and so methi ng turn ed insi de it, like  a turbin e gatherin g speed . 
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“Why?”

"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 w ith
sheer light. Shockwave emanated from the center of the Counc il fleet, a brilliant angry ring of fire, spreading out in all

directio ns, rocki ng the fo rmation s of Acolyte s, destro ying many. 

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

Beams fired out from the remaining Council ships, piercing the skin of the Beast. There was fire and steam where the
beam made contact. The Beast raged and cried in pain, and everyone who had the senses to touch the stars can feel

the scorching of its skin. The sou nd and the screams o f rage cannot be heard through space, but telepathic voices
transcend the space and inject themselves into the  consciou sness of those  sensitive en ough to  have metap hysical
senses. Aboard the Atonement, even X'on crumbled to his knees, his disciples gripping their heads in agony, as 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. Th e Beast carriers and  cruisers advan ced 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 as the infection swept over them, nanites corrupting their
essenc e as the w ave of plasm a shoot  throug h intern al cond uits. 

Outside, Beast fighters of every type---Acolyte, Bandit, Triikor, Blade, Scou ts, Kaarks--- rushed to desperately
intercept the Counc il Acolytes in a huge chaotic swarm. Beast carriers continued to launch heavy and multigun
corvettes, designs cloned from Taiidani, Turanic and Kushan fleets. Beast Hive  frigates launched  swarmers that

plagued the Counc il ships. A Black Acolyte tumbled o ut of control, smoking as a White Aco lyte slashed its beam into
it. A White Heavy Corvette vaporized from a direct hit of a Sekmet Red Acolyt e, which in turn was slammed then pot

holed by a White Triiko r 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
bomb s poun ded o n its side  from a win g of Whi te Kaarks. 

The voice of the Tiamat ringed o ut into the darkspace. "We shall not be defeated easily!" The spidership ejected a
pod, which b olted into  an area of clear space, then slipped out through a hyperspace gate. As Beast ships swarmed

over it, it laid a massive repulsor field that sent the enemy fighters careening off away from it. But the relief ac only
tempo rary as the Be ast swarms  contin ued th eir relen tless attack. 

The disciples helped the Overlord to his feet. X'on looked out into the flashes in the darkspace. "Our people should
not be  den ied  of th e pl easure  of re trib uti on . Ord er al l sh ips  to a ttac k!" 

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 Acolyte, fi red a missile, which

exploded into a swarm of smaller missile s. The R ed Acolyte tried  vainly to escape, b ut each sm all warhead
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consecutively hit the Acolyte, wearing away its armor before it exploded. A Manta un leashed more swarmer missiles
against a Sekmet sphereship, po ck marking its surface with a hundred of explosions before the ion beam defenses
skew ed th e Ma nta in  half.

Slow ly, the Atonement, the Judgement, the Penance, the Apocalypse, and the R etribution advanced  on the helpless
struggling Council fleet. X'on could hear the echoes of the howls and screams of the wound ed, dying Unbou nd. While

their pain struck their hearts, X'on, and like all the rest of the Starfarers, relished in the pain o f their demise and their
futile struggle for any chance of life. X'on smiled and laughed, as the Purgatory class Dreadnaughts settled into firing

positio n. 

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
Neme sis to the  Abyss.  

Through  telepathy, X'on warned the Beast to withdraw its strike craft and ordered his own to disengage from the
main Council fleet. He signaled to the fleet to open f ire . The modules on the tips of the three radial arms of the
Atonement lighted, and then the energies fused togther with the main body. A massive white ball of light boomed out

from the main center module of the ship, headed to  a smaller Bent usi ringship . The ball w ent off like a small no va,
fragments and gases of what was formerly the Bentusi ship flew in all directions, the debris leaving trails of smoke.

The ring of shockwaves tore the nearby Acolytes, obliterating them. A small Tiamat crabship was engulfed by the
waves, bre aking int o mul tiple b lack deb ris. 

A wave of nova balls from the Retribution , the Penance, the Apoc alypse, and the Judgement headed out to the
Council  fleet, trapped from both sides, immobilized and paralyzed from the massive exploding balls of compressed
stellar matter. T hen as X 'on watch ed, a wh ole serie s of massive white explosions rocked the fleet of the Unbound,

thought waves of pain, screams and howls radiating from the thou sands of voices of the Unbo und. X'on, and for his
peop le, they co uld feel t hem all , and the y relished  on it. 

But the pain  the Un boun d will rec eive soo n will ev en be g reater. X'on made his orders throughout the fleet with the
speed of though t.

 On  a lo wer de ck, th e W eap on s Offic er s ho uted , "laun ch  EM P to rpedoes!"

From the main body of the Purgatory class Dreadnaughts, the torpedoes dropped from the launch bay. Then each of

thei r eng ines  igni ted,  long ion  trails  head ing q uick ly for th eir pr ey.

A torpedo smashed  against the skin of a Tiamat spidership. Mass ive EMP pu lses radiated from the ship's center to its

arms, and the thousands of voices screamed in agony, electromagnetic waves of emotion radiating all over space.

...and X'on  relished  on the  pain, eve n as tears stre amed d own h is chee ks...

"...Die..." he tho ught, "...die... F or you are al l now c onde mned  by the C hildren  you have  judged  against."

Unable to withstand  the pain, the  Tiamat ship  self destructed , pieces of its great arms spinning wildly, leaving trails of
fire and de bris. 
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A voice came from the Naga. "This is a great crime you comm itted against the Unbou nd and the C ouncil. It will
surely be  respon ded in  force, with  the de structio n of you an d your fleet ."

"As if I care," X'on respo nded . "As if I care... That is th e main  idea, for all of you to come and face your ultimate
destruction. The Ne mesis shall write  the final chapte r of the long, almo st eternal histo ry of the Unbound, and you, the
Naga, will w itness it i n your last  breath."

Torpedoes smashed against the hull of the Naga needlesh ip, and waves of pain radiated from the Naga conscio usness,
as the EMP pulses fried every conduit and structure in the needleship. Instead of explod ing, the Naga consciousn ess

extingu ished i tself, leavin g a black b urning  hulk d rifting in th e darksp ace. 

Only the main Sekmet Sp hereship was left. Someho w, it knew that the White  Beast had also emph atically felt the pain

of the dying Unbou nd conscio usness. It turned to the W hite Beast.

A voice from the Sekmet pleaded to the White Beast. "You felt our pain, and your heart is stricken with it. While you

are our enemy, even this sadden s you. I only ask to spare me from the pain of the missiles of the Con demned o nes.
Make m y death q uick and  painles s."

"...I feel your pain..."

The five tentacle tips of the Beast 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 lo nger, and the white ball of fire ejected from its
maw, he ading to  the Sek met Sp heresh ip. From  anothe r directio n, EM P torpe does rac ed to th e Sphe reship. 

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

Before the EMP torpedoes hit the Sphereship, the white nova b all got to it first. In a brilliant flash, the Sphereship

atomized, a massive shockwave ring bursting out from its center, detonating the torped oes. It's death was so quick,
there was only nanoseconds for the Sekmet consciousness to even feel its own death.

Then it was all quiet. The Council Acolytes that were still flyin g, sudden ly cut their engin es and drifted, th e primary
consciousne ss that controlled them  all gone and have joined  the primordial cosmic  dust. The W hite Beast felt all their

pain and was n ow relie ved the  voices w ere all gon e. The  voices---fro m the T iamat, to the Bentusi, to the Naga and
the Sek met— all quie t, all silent , all gone . 

Only debris was left of the  great Coun cil police forc e. The White B east hungered. Th e battle depleted it of its energy
and material resources. Beast Workers and Resourcers, the last copied from Taiidan and Kushan designs, departed
from the Deliverer to scavenge on the gases, while Beast Salvagers, 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 colo red skins turned white  with the armor and
regene ration ski n of the w hite crystal n anobyte  secretio n of the W hite B east. 

"..I...I could h ave ended  this withless p ain. Is this much  pain need ed?"
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X'on answered, his thoughts telepathically linked with the White Beast. "If you have understood the atrocities and sins
the Unbou nded co mmitted  against us, they des erve pain and  death a magnitude several times greater. Eons ago,
millions of lives were lost as whole worlds and m oonships were to rn 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 wrath and atrocities of the Unbound. Here in the Abyss, our fleet of Moonships grew,

housing our once great civilization, until we have the power to strike bac k with our new Dread naughts and this
armada. You saw the Abyss. Mo stly 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 the darkspace, here is the insanity o f a

lonely p rison an d exile. T his is wh at our pe ople su ffered for man y generatio ns."

"...those we apons , they cause  so mu ch pain ..."

"Yes and I am sorry that we had used them earlier on you," X'on said. "It was necessary, for you had resisted us. The
EMP  torped oes are am ong ou r most p owerful w eapon s, in addi tion to  the No va canno n we h ave beq ueathe d you."

"...weapons of great destru ction. Is this wh at I am meant to be ?"

"I see," X'on said. "You have evolved a conscience. Don't 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. I ask that you must be ready for the
greater  battle s ahead . Take  the ch ance t o feed  now  in pe ace."

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 w ithdraw 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 armada that settled 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 to its ordinary day to day business. The haw kers, as usual,

remained to peddle their wares, as the planetoid represents an important trading post in this wild frontier of the
galaxy.  Mercen aries from all over the  Galaxy and of all races, and n ot just of Raid er persuasion, began to return to the

planetoid, searching for job  opportu nities. Th e parking space  of the planetoid as well as its docking bay, began to
swam ped  by all s orts o f unid enti fiable  craft from all 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  crude ly cut out o f the rock, then  the surfaces glazed  with what

must  be a hot torch into a glasslike surface to trap the air. The air was pungent like a crypt, there was a smell of
methane and ammo nia, and the ve ntilation tu bes leaked w ith brown  clouds. T he ventilat ion and electrical equipment

looked vintage, Seejuk thought, something like one would see in Kharak a hundred years before the Mothership
launched. Yet Seejuk thought, it's possible that 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

mainte nance  engine ers. 

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 hun grily 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 on ce belonged to  your race," Salim said, his entrance unnoticed by the Ku shan guests.

"Navigational  orb, Early Kushan Imperium. Orbs like these tell an important story of our ancient histories. For one,
these orbs contain star maps that describe th e extent of an empire and a log of the wo rlds the ship that carried it
visited. T hese o rbs are the  heart of early in tragalactic n avigation ."

"You me an?" Giirsa aske d. 

"Yes, Kushan Imp erium. Lo ng before it fell to th e Taiidan s. This orb was during its expansion phase, thousands of
years before the fall. That other relic here, is a 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 th ere is a king's helme t from the primitive period of the Quo'nas, a trading group
that used to a xenoph obic warlike race. The evolu tion of the Quo'nas from a warring race to a peaceful one is quite

interest ing."

"I see that I have come to the right person  and the ri ght  pla ce, " Giirsa said. "Compared  to you and you r work, we are

like babies. Our people have just begun to rediscover its galactic heritage. The Kaalel Heritage Foundation, which I
am the Vice Chairman, have b egun several excavations around H iigara to uncover more abou t the hi story of the
Taiida n and K ushan  Empi res. "

"Then you will disco ver more," Salim said . "After the Fall of Hiigara, both T aiidans and T uranics looted the planet
dry,  leav ing  only th e ru ins . Ma ny o f Kushan ar tifac ts do su rviv e wi th the T aiid an m use ums, as  wel l as w ith  us. " 
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"I do wonder," Giirsa proposed, "that for a generous sum, the Kaalel Heritage Foundation would desire to  purchase
many of you r relics."

"History cannot be bought, my friend," Salim said. "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, this does not mean I will stop you from examining
them. In the future, our peoples can work out an exchange where your scholars can examine our relics, and our

schola rs can stu dy your relic s and rui ns. "

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

"Mone y is truly the ro ot of everyth ing," Giirsa said . "Ask your Raid er 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 is very strong. I am honored to be in the
presence of someone so closely related to the leader o f the Exiles that brought down the last Taiidan Emperor." He

bowe d and th e gesture  made K uo'ran bl ushed . 

"I see, Father, your charm with the young ladies has not abetted with age," Zhura said, who had also entered the

room unnoticed. She turned  to the Ku shans. "I feel your reason for com ing here has n othing to  do abou t purchas ing
or rentin g our reli cs."

"Indeed it is not. We will discuss mutually beneficial cultural exch anges later. Righ t now we  have a primary agend a.
We are in a pu rsuit of a theory---"

"The ProtoGenesis..." Salim interrupted.

"How do you know?" Giirsa asked.

"We  are a very attentive group, and academic develop ments get to us quic kly. 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. I often lectured such an idea to the

younge r scribes."

"Indeed, then you are the right person to come to," Giirsa said. "Tell us more. I have a model of a relic 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

Kadesh i called th e Blasp hemo us."

Salim examined  the sword . He uttered a p hrase. "Ceremo nial sword, First Imp erium. Ho w did the  Kadeshi ever g ot

this relic ? The F irst Imperi um de mised  long b efore the  Exiles ca me to th e Garden s. "

"I guess the fleet that attacked them in the Gardens had this," Giirsa said. "What is the First Imperium anyway? How

do you kn ow that it is from th is First Imperium ?"
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Salim pointed to the strange archaic writings carved throughout the length of the blade. Kuo'ran bent to examine the
writings , and the n adjus ted he r spectac les. 

"The writing there  is similar to the writing I have on this orb!" Kuo'ran said, reaching into her bag to pull out another
holo-mo deller. She activated  the mod eller, and it created  a large blue orb  out of the air.  "This was a relic found in the
Kadeshi mothership, the Khar'nak. It is currently in the Academy of Archeological  Studies which---" Kuo'ran stared

Giirsa at the  eye "---was foun ded b y the Sjet-s a, and by m y aunt, Karan ."

"...and whic h if you hav e not forg otten, is  also financ ed by the  Kaalel He ritage Fou ndatio n," said Giirsa . 

"I remember the o rb," Seejuk said. "I was the on e who catalo ged it. Don 't you rememb er it, Zha?"

Zha no dded . "I do. It's a navigation al tool o f some kin d."

"Yes, but not just a navigational orb. This orb happened to described an empire with at least 2,000 star systems

instead of just 150," Kuo'ran said. "This is an empire more than 1 2 times larger than the Taiidan E mpire at its full
extent. Is this em pire the First Imp erium?"

Salim bent to ex amine the  orb. "This findings by itself are remarkable. What is more remarkable is how the Kadeshi
are able to get them, consid ering they are, in the time scale of the races involved, quite a youthful 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, an d that we, have  a history that links us  to the First Impe rium. Wh at are the agings of the  orb and th e blade?"

"The b lade is n o olde r than th e Kades hi," said Giirs a. "We have d ated it."

"According to the Acade my, the Orb wo uld have b een made  no earlier than when  the Exi les first settle d the G arden,"
said Kuo'ran.

"Impossible!" Salim shouted. He stood up and started to pace about. "The Kadeshi is no more than 3,000 years old.
The Imperium was at least 10,000 years old. 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 fall of the First Imperium and the rise of the first Kushan Emperor, and that was also a significant amount of
time."

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

"I will tell 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 exists long after its purported demise, long after its stories
have faded into m yth and legen d. I am right! Then th e Prophe cies are indee d true. Th e First Imperium never

died...an d by the  gods o f the stars, the y will com e back."

"What the hell is the First Imperium, old man?" Seejuk asked again.
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Salim turned to  Zha. "I sense you, the S egura of Khor. Y ou have th e same po wers as your father. Even  tho ugh  I am
not gifted with on e, meditatio ns have trained  my senses to d etect a Starfarer in our m idst. " Salim turned to the rest of
them. "T o und erstand  the First Im perium  is to un derstan d who  the Starfarers re ally were."

"I rememb er, the T iamat tol d me," said  Zha. "Th ey told m e and th e prieste ss G'yela of Kad esh, wh o led th e Crusa de."

"Is G'yela a Starfarer among the Kadesh?" asked Salim.

"Yes she is," Zha affirmed.

"Your G'yela is on ly aware  of he r pow ers, b ut not o f her an cest ral ori gin," said S alim . "If she w as a de scen dant  of a
Starfarer, then  the S tarfarers had one  time tried to  enter the Gre at Nebula. T here is no b etter proof of that ev ent than

the Orb and the Blade you see now. They, the Starfarers, invaded the Gardens and su rvivors among them we re left to
live in the Gardens, where gen erations later, one of their descendants---the Priestess G'yela—wo uld surface and  lead
the  Kad esh i ou t of t he N ebu la." 

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

"The First Imperium was founded by the Starfarers," said Salim. Salim turned to Giirsa and Kuo'ran. "You speak of
the ProtoGenesis theory. This is a 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 forgo tten  in th e ant iqu ity of p rehi story.  But there
is a twist to  that story... and  you, Zh a Khor, you  know."

"The Unbound came to this planet," Zha explained. "There are those 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 th em, and they

became Boun d like the o nes they love . Their seed  would b ecome p art of that race. These descendants, these h ybrids,
have the power like the Unbound to sense the stars and the solar winds they make. When the time came, the people of
this plan et began  to expl ore the  stars, these  descen dants, th e first Starfarers, led  the way..."

"And what a way they led," said Salim. "The Starfarers paved the way to the beginn ings 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 a ny o ther stellar race. Soon they subjugated all that they saw. Even those
amon g their o wn race, t hey ensl aved."

"This is where the  history of the Be lters, the Drifters---the ancestors of the Raiders---would arise. We do not know
originally where our origins lie or that we even share the same origins. All we know from t he ve ry start that we were

once slave s to th e Star farer Imperium race we call now as the N emesis. Our original cultures and o rigins were all
erased an d left with out a m emory, to  serve as m indles s tools for t he Impe rium."

"So the Oath the Raider nobilities took...you recreate this history..." Kuo'ran said.

"You have been obse rvant, yes..." Salim replied. "Baruk was a Starfarer who could not take all the injustices of his

kind. He gathered other 'Farers who saw the same as he did, like your ancestor, Zha, Mazath Khor. H e also gathered
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the tribal leaders of those that were enslaved. They made an Oath of unity, and launched a rebellion th at would lead to
the lib eration o f all slaves."

"But even that would n ot be enough  against the sheer power of the Imperium . As atrocities increased, the Imperium
clashed with the U nboun d. The Imp erium tho ught that the  Unbou nd was the  last remaining obstacle to complete
domination. The Gre at War of the Heav ens broke  out. It was war so terrible, billions perish ed and wh ole world s were

destroyed. The Imperium  was destroyed, and the Nemesis was cast out of the galaxy, which legends say, were sent
into th e neth er region s betwe en the  galaxies."

"We  won our freedoms, but not necessarily our home, for we will never know where we originally came from. Our
history started o nly with t he day of o ur liberat ion. Fro m then  on, we w ere hom eless. As the Imperium fragmented,

new civilizations rose to conte nd for territory, and we  someho w never foun d the place  where we s hould b e. We were
often hu nted d own, an d forced  to fight for o ur surviva l. We had  to make  allies to d efeat our e nemie s."

'Our prophecies taught that one day, the Nemesis w ould return. But ou r history is so old, there are even those who
disbel ieved th at the Ne mesis e ver existe d."

As he talked, Zhura was working on her own pre sen tati on . She signa led  by hand  tha t he r wo rk was comple ted .  "We
have made a colle ction of un identified sigh tings of strange alien  craft, often sighted n ear the Border R ims. The re are
hardly any stars there that can harbor a native interstellar civilization. Our leaders have refused to acknowledge them

as the Ne mesis, c iting on ly they can b e a new p reviou sly unide ntified st ellar race."

"As my father was discussing, I have been photographing the script in the blade and in the navigational orb, and

comp aring the m with  the scrip t often se en with  these u niden tified craft."

"Wait ...wait, I don't get this," Giirsa interrupted. "We came here looking for the secrets of the Universe, and now

you're talkin g like the y're out to ge t us."

Zhura didn't want to ho nor Giirsa's interruption. She bent over and  clicked on the ho logram machines.

Models  of unknown fighters came into view, hovering and rotating in space. The first had large extended win gs and a
tail, the second one had shorter, triangular wings, with a short tail, and the third had extended wings that swept

forward. The fighters were all smoothly designed and  sleek, a sign of an advanced race with excellent engin eering,
and yet h ungry like  predato rs. 

"These are 3D mod els of ships sigh ted in un provoked  attacks throughout out the O uter and Border R im sectors.
Some of these attacks have proven deadly, resulting in the loss of a number of fighter craft, freighters and resource

miners ."

Zhura slowed o ne of the images, then zoo med in to the in scriptions in the fighter's wings.

"Recognize that? Now m atch it to the h olo of the b lade you bro ught." Zhura zoomed to the inscriptions in the blade.
"Now match it to the symbols in th e navigational orb." Zhura zoomed  through the transparent orb and into tiny

symbols that m arked every star. "Recogn ize that too?'
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"The sym bols are s imilar, and  some o f the symb ols, whi ch we c an theo rize are let ters, are ide ntical," Zh ura 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 som ewhere in the bo rderspace or rimspace, there might still  be survivors of

the Imp erium, s et up in  a civilizatio n som ewhere ."

"Our knowledge of the Imperium is very limited, despite the pivotal role it p layed in our history," Salim said. "We do

not have enough artifacts and historical records to recreate an accurate mo del of this civilization and its technology .
The passage of time has been too lo ng for such preservation. The item s you see from the Kadeshi are treasure, but

you did mention they were attacked in their history by these. If an Imperium civilization exists, then it may not act
ben evol entl y, 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 knownsp ace. All this is just hypoth etical, but we  must exam ine every

possib ility."

"If this civilization still exists, we must discover them," Girrsa said. "Direct contact is the only way we can expand our

know ledge ab out th e very root  of our exi stence ."

"This is o ne of tho se time s I have to agre e with yo u," Kuo'ran ad ded. 

"We  have been pinp ointing all the occurrenc es and sightings of these strange new craft, and I think we can interpo late
a hypothetic al location w e can expe ct to go," said Zhu ra.

"Go?" asked Seejuk.

"I doubt th at the Sh a would  let us hav e a Seeke r class vesse l for an exp loratory jo urney," said S alim. 

"Yes after the t heatrics m y father don e in front  of the C ounc il," Zhura ad ded. 

"Sound s like a job  for the M ule," Seeju k inject ed. He tu rned to  Zha, wh ose frown  in the face  voiced  a silent co ncern . 

"Zha, this is an opportunity to discover what being a Starfarer truly means. It means discovering the roots of your

powe r and hid den h eritage. Yo u shou ld be e xcited ab out th is."

Zha ans wered. "I just  have a bad  feeling ab out th is. I don't kno w why. Ju st a bad feel ing."

"You have an u ncann y intuitio n, Zha, and I respect it," Seejuk said. "Howeve r that meant we  must com e only more
prepare d and w ith greate r caution . We can not let  fear nor the  unkno wn sto p us."

"I know," Zha ad mitted . 

"I want to go too," Salim said. "I must go. This may potentially be the greatest discovery in Raider history for a long
time. I will n ot be d enied  of that mo ment."
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"I was about to  propo se the sam e thing ," Giirsa adde d. "We ne ed an ex pert with  us on th e voyage."

"Where m y father goes, I go ," Zhura said . "I'm his assistant an d he n eeds so meon e to take c are of him ."

"Naturally," Girrsa add ed. 

"Zha could be right, and this is supported b y the evidence we have seen . This may be potentially dangerou s," Salim

remarked . "I am not sure  I am willin g to risk you , my daugh ter on th is ventu re."

"And the Kushan Seejuk is right," replied Zhu ra. "I’m still a Raider by heart even though I’m a scribe that buries

herself in books. You w ill disgrace me if you left me behind due  to some fear. Dangers we must face toget her. I
canno t shrink fro m the c halleng e."

"Then  it's all settled ," Kuo'ran said . "We have  a journe y ahead of u s."

"However, I do have some reservations about bringing the two important Kiithsa scions in a potentially dangerous

journe y," said Seeju k. 

"If you are worrying about your responsibility to me and Kuo'ran," Giirsa said, "that's noble of you, but I think we

both are  old en ough  to thin k for ourse lves."

"Yes, we go !" Kuo'ran shou ted. "Like S alim, I will n ot be d enied ."

"Put that in writing, you two, and at least, make your intentions known to your parents and relatives," Seejuk warned,
knowing better not to argue with two  spoiled and persistent young  adults. "At least you owe the m that. We c an

arrange to  have the  message  sent thr ough  subsp ace."

Zha slowly stood up. "I guess we have a journey to prepare. Seejuk, I think in the m eantime we got some business

with th e Soon ani we n eed to  take care o ff."

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 Zural of Harkk'hah, as his Qwaar-jet heavy cruiser cruised
back to their planetoid base. The last Festivities didn't go well for the Harkk'hah as they had hoped, but it's just
festivities nothing mo re. But he has his share of delightfully memorable sc andals. The best o f the Harrk'hah pilots lost

to a girl, who just happens to be  the Segura of Khor. To m ake matters worst, the girl attacked the pilots with a
wrench after the  compe tition, and in  the ensu ing scuffle, injured  his pilots and  herself. Zural smile d. The you ng Segura

upstart had a lot of pep and attitude. One day if she's older, and when the House of Khor has recovered som e of its
former power, he  might con sider doin g a political alliance  against the oth er conspirato rial factions in the Coun cil. At
least he w as conte nt that th e Harkk'hah  pilots fin ished ah ead of the ir old tim e rivals, the  For'lym. 

Zural watched the stars. He can see his fleet, mostly frigates and transports led by a Lord class carrier. The beautiful
Qwaar-jet was his special prize, a Taiidani Imperial Heavy Cruiser he unceremoniously took over from its former

owners  when th ey stopped  being use ful for him. He also  took over a Saarkin-Cho carrier and a number 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 Imperialist allies to the Republican war criminal hunters in a classic backstabbing move that net
him a large monetary bo nus. Th e doub le cross also pu ts him way ahead  in asking political favors from nearby
Republican planetary governors. He thought about that scandal with the Flo'karr scribe right in the oath taking. He

wasn't  sure about that Nemesis th ing the scribe was babbling ab out, but the scribe was certainly right about the
Hou ses b ypass ing the sh ip to nnag e Treaty.

Ah yes, the For'lym. Th e old rivals to th e Harkk'hah. Th e Flo'karr scribe said th ey too flaunted  the Treaty, but every
insider already knew about this but did not want to admit. The real question was no t when, where and w hy they did it,

but ho w many ill egal ship s they alread y have. 

There  was an alert in the comlink, and an o fficer came to his door. "Your Highness, your presence is requested on the

bridge  imme diately. T here is an  anonym ous sh ip sight ing."

The Sha Zural looked to h is bed, where two of his sex slaves slithered the ir bodies in the satin sheets. "I will be back,

my preci ous on es."

He put on his robes, but as h e sudde nly was about to  step out o f the door, everyth ing went b lack. The o fficer was

shocked, looking for the  man he w as suppos ed to esco rt and who v anished right under his e yes. The sex slaves
screamed, and the alarms soon ran throughout the ship.

In the dark ness, ligh ts shon e upo n him . The li ghts we re blind ing, and  Zural sq uinted  at their op pressive  glare. 

A voice i n the d arkness w elcom ed him . "Welcom e, Prince  of Tho se who  drift in the  Wind s. Welc ome m y friend."

"Wh o are you ?" Zural aske d. "I ask  that you  ret urn m e im mediate ly to m y sh ip! Or face  the wrath o f the R aid ers !"

There was high p itched giggling and laugher amo ng the many voices that were hid den in the darkness.

A voice bo omed, "Th is Prince amu ses us with h is precarious attitu de. Does h e truly know w here he is n ow? 
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"The m an is clu eless, like  many of tho se who  are Bou nd," said an other vo ice. 

Zural turned and turned to every voice he heard and  a panic began to set upo n him. Any race who cou ld teleport him

at the sp eed of th ough t must su rely be on e of great po wer. 

"I see, I think he is beginning to get a clue," laughed a voice.

"Little man," cried a voic e addressing  him direc tly. "Do you know w ho we are?"

"No," Zural crie d out. "B ut pleas e let me  go.... I beg of you ..."

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

"We are th e Forbi dden  ones. W e are the W heel o f Fate. We are  the T iamat."

"And we have a business prop osition for you that you cannot refuse. As you will see, it will benefit both our parties

imme nsely..." laugh ed the  voice. 

The  laughte r echoe d across a g iant spid ership t hat hov ered ov er the R aider fleet. 

* * *

Zha tried to look responsible and in command, posing as she poured her attention to th e invento ry logs. Kuo'ran

watched alarmingly as  a slow procession of new crew, carrying their bags, walked to the shuttle that will carry them
to the Mule.

"You just  hired these p eop le?" Ku o'ran a sked . "The se are  the m erce nary vagabo nds  that l itter ed th e sid ewal ks of this
planeto id."

"They were looking for work and we n eeded the extra hands," Zha said. "It's called Employment Opportunit ies. Now
you mu st excus e me, I got a l ot of wo rk for this jo urney."

"Well I kno w whe n I'm not n eeded ," Kuo'ran said . "But I do w ish I can h elp som ewhat."

"Okay, well then, maybe  you can help  me with th is inventory co unt," Zha said. "Rem ember M aalasi?"

"Yes, that salesman?" Kuo'ran affirmed.

"After much ballyhooin g over the details, we signed a con tract. They will build my new Ou tpost, but with substantial
discounts, licenses for new ship designs, and they are turning over their excess show inventory to us," Zha said.
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"Show inventory?" Kuo'ran asked.

"Yes. I left much of my auxiliary frigate task forces with the makeshift base back in my home sector. I only brought

two Ion  Array Frigates, an d we're go ing to n eed m ore firepo wer if we're go ing to e xpect tro uble in  the Ri m secto rs."

"Are you tellin g me you  just bo ught th at crap M aalasi was trying  to sell you ?" Kuo'ran aske d again. 

"Yu p!" 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 Vagabo nd class scouts, the Buccaneer class plasma

bomb corvettes, the Vigilante class Repair C orvette, and th e Intruder class m issile frigates. Our Dem on fighters are
now u pgraded  to the S cimitar c lass level, w hich sh ould g ive us ad dition al firepow er."

Kuo'ran saw a familiar figure abo ut to join th em. "Maalasi?"

"Yes, my Kushan friend," Maalasi said. "I am joining in this voyage along with a few of my technicians. This is to help

train your crews and acquaint them with the new equipment. We must also be here to anticipate any shakedown
problems in the use of the new c raft. This is all part of our standard w arranty service  and ou r aftermarket su pport."
He hu mbly bo wed b efore Zh a. 

 In anothe r part of the bay, Seejuk  finished insp ecting a Vigilan te class corvette . The Vigil ante was no thing mo re than
a Thief Corvette fitted with repair m odules, another creative variation 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 Band it variation, the sp acious compartments of the Bandit fitted with sensor arrays. He
went to  one ex ample, t hen o pene d the b ays. 

Seejuk scr eam ed . "M aalasi ! Th e ar rays  here! T hese are  ill egally co pied  from Som taaw R econ  desig ns!"

Maalasi replied from a distance. "Oh, you are correct these were copied from a Somtaaw Recon fighter. The fighter

wandere d into our sp ace and we  picked it u p. We assure d you we retu rned the p ilot to the n earest Repu blican base
with n o harm."

"...and the R econ  fighter?" Seej uk asked . 

"Be assure d, its on  good c are with u s," Maalasi sm iled. 

"That's no t the po int. Th e poin t is that you  copie d desig ns right an d left with out askin g permi ssion o r license ."

"...and what is wrong with that?" Maalasi said. "It is for the good of everyone that technology must b e rightfully
shared."
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"Uggh! I am not t alking to  you anym ore..." Seeju k shou ted. 

In another part of the bay, Zhoan finished his transaction w ith Giirsa. "Credits have been successfully trans ferred to

your hid den ac coun t in a Taii dan ban k. We h ave con firmation ," Giirsa said. 

"It is nice doing busin ess with you, especially for something so easy and bloodless," Zhoan said. "If you have anything

else, M r. Giirsa Kaale l, like you n eed to  push aro und p eople , I can provi de the  muscl e and th e firepow er."

"I will keep you in mind," Giirsa said. "One day, I believe your specific talents in warfare will come in handy in the

service fo r the Kiit hid Kaal el."

Zhoan  walked over to Zha and gave her a rich bear hug. "I'm going to miss you, you little bitch," he said. "Keep

kicking ass, and I 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 bet on it," she said.

"All right men," Zhoan said, raising his arms, "we got worlds to plund er! ha ha!" With that, he an d some of his
proteges boarded a Cutlass frigate.

Zha and Seejuk watched as the shuttles and the frigates were loaded with sup plies and newly hired perso nnel. Salim
and Zhura came with an armful of bags, as Giirsa and Kuo'ran supervised th e loading operations pretending to be in
charge. 

"I still think it’s  a bad idea to bring a lot of untested equipment and ships," Seejuk said as the entire party boarded the
Corsair frigat e, whic h will take  them to  the M ule. 

"Do not wo rry, my Kushan friend," Maalasi replied. "We stand by our products 100 % with full suppo rt. As you will
see..."

As the Corsair made its way to the Mule, Maalasi pointed to a large ship. It appeared to be  a large dull grey warship,
either a large destroyer or a heavy cru iser, its clean lines d isturbed w ith large angular and  squarish bu lges that pass as

turrets. T he ship  had an u gly malevo lent atm osphe re to it. 

"What's that, a R aider He avy Cruise r?" 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 plasma bomb launchers, and two quad fire long range missile racks, packed in a hull with
multiple layers of easily replaced fiber rein forced reflectively coate d ablative armo r... Oh that baby can eat th e entire

Kushan  exile fleet...well excuse my language... We originally designed it in case the Taiidan Emp eror h ad any doubts
about his alliance with the Raiders, and decides to throw a tantrum at us. It was designed to beat the Qwaar Jet heavy
cruiser in  a straight m atch."

"Not too shabby. Seems to me there is a 'but' somewhere here..." Seejuk said.
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Maalasi added. "Unfortunately due to the T reaty restrictions, our market was limited. With volum e so low, it had to
be custom  built. P otential customers didn 't want the cost. T he final blow  came whe n many of our p otential cu stomers
acquire d Qwaar-je ts from the  Imperialis ts and th e who le proje ct was sh elved."

"So how  much  was it?" Seeju k asked. 

"10,000  RU's. Qu ite a bargain  for what th is baby can  do."

"You're freakin' nuts," Seejuk retorted. "That costs almost a third more than a Somtaaw Archangel dreadnaught. No

wond er no o ne is bu ying."

"As I said, it's creatio n requ ired a lot  of precisi on han d labor, an d the vo lume w as low. So the price is a bargain

accord ing to th e circum stance," M aalasi expla ined. 

"That's a waste for some thing that has s trong pote ntial," Seejuk said. "Now  tell me, why is it follo wing us?"

"Not to waste the ship, we converted the Marauder into field testing 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

ships yo u just ac quired  from us."

"You're telling me, Maalasi, that thing is coming with us?" Seejuk remarked.

"Yes, Mr. Seejuk. It's part of our after sale support. We have also heard about 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 techno logy they may have. The Marauder is equippe d for the task. We  will not ch arge for any support
the  Marauder  wil l provi de. " 

"Are the weapons operational?" Zha asked.

Maalasi replied. "Yes, they are, in case if some Raider wants to steal our prototypes. The Marauder will stand guard.

Unfo rtun ately,  our co mplem ent is m ostly eng ineers an d techn icians, n ot warrio rs, so we would no t be as competen t in
fighting as yo u wou ld expe ct."

"This m ission w as supp osed to  be a simp le explo ration," Zh a point ed ou t. 

"And so it is, the Marauder and the So onani will not get into  your way. We will be so inconspicious, you will not

notice  us in you r endea vors," Maalas i smiled . 

Seeju k rolled  up his  eyes and s ighed . 

* * * 
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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 less than Zha, Seejuk, Kuo'ran, Giirsa, Salim, Zhura and
Maalasi on board. Maalasi sat on a diagnostics console, continuing to observe the new ships. The Corsair, Intruder

and Payb ack frigates se emed  okay. Tw o time  tested A ssassin Ion  Array frigates mad e up th e rear. 

"We are no t far from whe re the sig htings o ccurred , and I sugge st that we  will go in to cloak  mode ," Zha said. 

"Maalasi, you better hope that the cloaking and mimic generators in all your ships are working," Seejuk warned.

"No problem, my dou bting Kushan friend. Th e first thing a Raider d oes when  checking  his ship is to  check his c loak
or mim ic systems ."

"Then order everyone into a cloak mode," Zha said. The Mule extended its tethered cloak generators, as the
Marauder and the frigates winked o ut of sight.

"We're going to try to make it across the system undetected before we make the next jump," Zha said. "Hyperspace
stability is n ot goo d in thi s area, whic h is why w e need  to go acro ss until  the leve ls go bac k on."

"Father, you s hould  be back  resting," Zh ura said. B ut Salim  seemed  too exc ited and  wanted  to stay on t he brid ge. 

"I have not le ft the plan etoid fo r an explo ratory journ ey for a long ti me," he said . "I can't rest now ."

The trip across the system was uneventful, until the scanners lit 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 th e screens. It's hull was cracked and blackened, fumes com ing out of the cracks.

"Looks it barely survived some heavy battle," Seejuk observed.

Zha sudden ly stood up . "I can feel a presence in th at ship, and wh atever is on that  thing, it is badly wounded and

dying."

"My scanners are only showing on e life sign aboard that ship, an entire ship being co ntrolled by a single being,"

Seejuk said. "W hat is that thing ?"

"Bentu si," Salim said . 
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"But it do es not lo ok like an y tradership  I have seen  in our re cords," Gii rsa remarke d. 

"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 a new Tiamat Crabship," Salim explained.

"You kn ow a lot  do you ," Seejuk co mmen ted. 

"The Flo'karr knows a lot. We may be the best intelligence gathering organization in the galax y. We 're not just
scribes. Or we will not have enough money to eat---we also spy, and often for a price," Salim explained. "The

Ringship  you see here is a smaller, more agile type of Bentusi vessel, and one that is strictly designed for war and self
defense ---a type of vess el that th e Ben tusi has n ot mad e for ages. "

"It cou ld p roba bly 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 suc h a thing," Zha asked. "I sense that the life sign aboard the ship is very
weak. It is bad ly woun ded an d I can sen se deep  pain."

"There i s only on e way to fou nd ou t and he lp who ever is on board. S alvage the  ship," M aalasi sugge sted. 

"But no one has ever seen a Bentusi on the flesh before," Kuo'ran said.

"There i s a first time for e verything ," Seejuk an swered . 

A pack of four Thief corvettes ventured o ut, and hovered aroun d the stricken ringship. "We have found the salvage

point s on th e ship. W e're ready to b ring it bac k."

Zha gave the signal, and  the corvette s began to to w back the w ounde d Bentu si ship. Nearby, a win g of Bandits b egan

protective patrols around the salvettes. A fifth Thief salvette hovered near the Be ntusi ringship in an attempt to
extract the pilot.

"Negative. Extraction is unsuccessful. W e have n o way of extrac ting the  Bentu si life form from  the rest o f the ship ,"
the fifth salvette's pilot reported.

Maalasi addresse d the iss ue to Z ha. "If I may, your highn ess, let me suggest the salvettes tow the Bentu si ship
towards the Marauder. We h ave technicians on space  suits and repair bots onbo ard that ship that can perform much

more precise extraction procedures. I would also suggest that we send the Vigilante class repair corvettes to put
tempo rary welds o n the sh ip to ke ep it from  falling apart d uring th e move ment p hase."

Zha no dded  in agreem ent and  the ord ers were g iven. 
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The Vigilante class co rvettes welde d and partly repai red the ship to a more robust 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 hole in
the ship which the technicians sealed with the bubble as they entered the ship.

"We got a green signal. They got the Bentusi," Maalasi said.

"This is re markable ," Kuo'ran co mmen ted. "For th e first time, w e will actu ally get to se e a live B entusi ."

"Tell your men to bring the B entusi 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. I can sense the Bentusi is
gravely wou nded ."

There  was a major commotion in the docks as the Bentusi's body was ru shed to th e medical ro oms. Zha an d the enti re
party quickly left the bridge to witness the Bentu si.

What  they found was a shriveled hum anoid body with a large head and  pale skin. Its limbs and legs were weak and
frail from ages o f evolutio nary disus e. The  head h ad many m etallic in terfaces on . 

"When we found him, he was deeply interfaced with his ship. Extraction was difficult," one of the Soonani technicians
from the  Maraud er said. "We  had to c ut the in terfaces to b reak 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 w ere wid e open , as if their jaws  had fallen  to the flo or. 

"You loo k so smal l..." Zha uttere d. 

"I...I thank you..." said a vo ice that ran g throu ghou t their he ads. 

"He isn't talkin g, and yet w e can all h ear him i nside o ur head s," said the m edical att endan t. 

"The B entusi  is telepa thic," Seej uk remar ked. 

"He is weak. H e is dying," Z ha said. "I can fee l it."

"...I...did not want  to di e alone...A Ch ild o f the U nbo und , a Starfa rer...I c an se nse yo u..." sai d the voi ce o f the
Bentusi.  "You...you have a heart of light. You are not like the Dark Ones, the Con demned, the  Starfers whose hearts
are filled w ith blac kness..."

"Who did this to you?" Zha asked.



85

"Beware, Raider. Beware, O the people who once drifted the winds," the voice of the Bentusi rang out. "The one
great ene my you call  the Ne mesis h as returne d. Th ey have allie d with  a piece o f the Plagu e you call  the Be ast."

"The Beast? Is that supposed to be behold, dead and gone?" Giirsa asked.

"Unles s there  are still  evolv ed fragm ents," S eeju k answ ered. 

"How can we be more certain?" Kuo'ran asked.

"I take it that the word o f the Bentu si should  be more th an enoug h," Zha answered . "Why are you in this se ctor?"

"...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

Outside...when the Conde mned allied with th e new Plague, we have much to fear, for combined, we will not have the
power to stop them. Not the Traders, not the Forbidden ones who 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 en d of all we k now...n ot even  the bes t of our figh ters cann ot stop  the ne w Plague ..."

"Not even  the Su per Aco lytes!" Seejuk u ttered. 

The voice continue d. "...The Council sent a force to stop th e White Plague...I am part of that force...We are all

destroyed from the combined power of the Condemned and th e Plague...all of us, the B entusi, the T iamat, the Naga,
and the Sekmet, under the Nemesis and the White Beast... I am the only survivor. The Unbound voices died either
from the fierce pain of the weapons from the  Condem ned, or becom ing bound  with the flesh of the  White  Plague. I

am fortun ate and th ankful to e scape th is fate..."

"To the  gods o f the stars," Salim  shout ed. "It is the p rophe cy..."

"---the Feared Enemy, the Nemesis

will tame the  Beast---"

"It is being fulfilled. Th e tru e tim e of Tribulation has come for the People who wander, the Drifters by our ancient
name...:" Zhu ra cried. "Tru ly it is the p rophe cies..."

The voi ce o f the  Bentu si con tinued . "The great War of the Heavens against the Condemned, the Dark Ones, brought
much grief to the Unbound. So much that we, the Bentusi, renounced war for all time, until the Somtaaw showed us

once again, that we must defend ourselves. The same grief and shame brought condemnation to the Tiamat, and
insanity to the Sekmet. The Condemned have returned and we may not have the power to  stop them Woe, woe, woe

to any be ing that is  alive for the  end h as come ..."

"It is with the last sp ark of m y life that I must warn you," said the fading voice. "At this moment my Unbound

brethre n will co me to c laim my m ortal rem ains. I’m read y to surren der my sp irit to the  Void."



86

At the very moment, the co mlink to the Bridge  spoke out. "Captain, we got three vessels suddenly appearing out of
nowh ere. Ma'am , I think the y're Bentu si tradesh ips."

"Leave the m be," Zh a ordere d. "I know w hat they h ave com e for."

Thre e holo graphic  images c overed  in thick  glittering  robes su dden ly appeared  in the m edical ro om. 

"My breth ren have  come . It is time for m e to retu rn," said the fad ing voic e. 

"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, bu t your pain  overco mes m e."

The three rob ed figures began to chant and sin g.

"It is the Song of Death," said the voice. "It shall be the last Song I will hear. I only ask now that you sing it with my
brethre n. We li ve to he ar the son gs of a millio n world s. Now I mu st hear th e last on e from you ."

"I do not know how to sing it," Zha said.

"Just follow  them," the  voice sai d, and Z ha began  a tune fol lowing  the ch ant of the  three figu res. 

"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 d isappe ared. 

The  three figu res how led with  a deep m oanin g soun d. 

"He has retu rned to  the Vo id," one o f the figures l amente d. "Now you  must re turn hi s body an d his sh ip to us ."

"Maalasi? T he Be ntusi sh ip, pleas e," Zha ord ered. 

"Aya-ya...it would have been a heaven sent op portunity to stu dy the Ben tusi techn ologies," Maalasi said . "I am
orderin g the salve ttes to d isengage  the Ri ngship ."

The three figures nodded to each ot her and bowed  to Zha. "You have comforted o ur brethren at the mom ent of his
passing. The Bentusi shall always remember that favor forever." They began to fade.
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Seejuk, Giirsa and Ku o'ran added th eir own prayer to  honor th e dead B entusi, an anc ient 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 i n
waiting, where it was discharged in space. A corvette like utility ship came and retracted the body through a holding
field, and the ship returned into one of the Tradeships. More corvette ut i li ty ships came out from the Tradesh ips,

which Salim described as Bentusi salvagers, and which reminded Seejuk of the Junkyard Salvagers of Karos. The
salvagers claimed the dead Ringship and towed it to the middles of the Trad eship formation. This was the first time

they ever saw Bentusi salvage corvettes.

As suddenly as they appeared, the Bentusi was gone, all three Tradeships, the body, the salvagers and the Ringship.

For Salim, the  chant and th e crying of the B entusi fulfilled yet ano ther passage of the  prophe cy---

"...the Stars wil l weep , 

the win ds will c arry their sad s ong..."
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Part 10

"Don't tell m e that you  did!" Seejuk  cried o ut. 

"Yes, we d id," Maalasi g rinned . "Oh boy, yes w e did."

A three dimensional schematic model of the Bentusi Ringship hovered in midair above the holo-projector. "We
scanne d the sh ip."

"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 Maalasi would be able to understand what he had scanned.

"Well, the ship was extensively damaged to get useful information on many of the systems and technologies," Maalasi
said. "Unfortu nately... Bu t...but..it d id give u s an idea w hat we m ay be deali ng with ..."

Maalasi to ok a poi nter wh ich he  began to  use to re fer to the d ifferent parts o f the Ben tusi Ri ngship  mode l. 

"See that big hole in the hu ll here? Something m ust have impacted it with a great velocity, something like a big

missile. Much of the components we see are literally fried, melted, or welded into a lump by a massive electrical
discha rge that w reak havo c throu ghou t the co nduit s and co nduc tors all ov er the sh ip."

"A massive electrical discharge? Something like an EMP weapon? I thought the Ben tusi should be im mune to tho se
things," Seejuk commented.

Maalasi pointed out. "The hulls of the Unbound are massively protected against electrical storms and  discharges---
something you might encounter inside a dense nebula or gas giant . We have a th eory ourselves th at the Unb ound m ay

be keeping bases inside such astronomical bodies. But anyway, the hull is good if the discharge took place outside of
the ship. In this case we have a fast projectile breaking through the armor, then discharging its entire EMP load inside
the shi p."

"Wow, th at will hu rt," Seejuk o bserved . 

"The who le Ringsh ip, and qu ite probab ly the Tradesh ips too, is an en tire vessel controlled with a direct link to a single
biological e ntity," Maalasi describe d. "In all of recent history, I have nev er seen som ething like th is except for---"

"---the Kushan mothership linked to Karan Sjet, I know," Seejuk affirmed.

Maalasi continued. "The whole vessel works like an extension of the Bentusi entity itself, like they're both welded into

a single 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
compartmentalization. That is a kind of ship that is extremely vulnerable to an internal explosion, or as you see here ,

an elect romagn etic blas t."
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"We  also got the medical scans of the Bentusi survivor before and after he died. That poor thing was nearly fried to
death."

"It must have  been aw fully painful ," Seejuk u ndersta ted. 

"Whoever designed these weapons, know much about the Unbound and their technologies, and have a m ajor grudge

against them," Maalasi said.

"What a wonderful insight on Nemesis psychology," Seejuk wryly added. "And to think we're going to meet th ese

guys."

"I'm just getting ready myself. I have ordered all our technicians and engineers to reacq uaint themselves with the

weapo ns aboa rd the M arauder, sh ould t his race e xpress an y hostilitie s," Maalasi said . 

"An untried heavy cruiser is not going to stand much of a chance against a race that can fry the Bentusi alive," Seejuk

added.

"So does a single Lord class carrier like yours," Maalasi poin ted out. "Our b est chance  is not to be  seen at all. I am

afraid there  is some  merit in  your ob servation . The M arauder's en gines n eed so me twe aking."

"Tweaking?" Seejuk asked.

"The ship is a prototype, not something refined through decades of experience like the Bandit and Thief class ships.
Our calculations proved to be imperfect accounting for the ship's power to weight ratio," Maalasi explained.

"That is so competent of you. I have a feeling that it looks like you'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, it is precisely because he is a
non-Raider, that it may be safe to show such details to him, because Maalasi doubts that a Kushan would have an y

techno logical interest on a 'backw ard' Turanic sh ip. It was the Kush ans, who, du ring the Fall of the Empire and the
Beast Wars, developed an en viable reputation for the quality of their ships and their practical and reliable
implementations of technologies. If he lets the Kushan wo rk on the engines, Maalasi hoped that he could catch a

glimps e of som e of their e ngine ering in sights. 

"I would ap preciate  if you cou ld help  us, Mr. S eejuk." M aalasi smile d. 

"Never mind ab out that," Seejuk  said. "What abou t the Seeker c lass project?"

"Yes, as per the request of Segura Zha and Salim of the Flo'karr. Apparently the  Sha o f the Flo'karr refused lending a
Seeker class recon frigate, so w e are modifying an  Assassin class ion array frigate into S eeker class specs. We have to
make a lo t of impro visation s. We h ave finishe d install ing the s ensor array from  one o f the Vagab ond c lass scou ts."
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"You me an the array d esign you  stole from  a Somtaaw  recon sc out?" See juk wan ted to p oint o ut again. 

Maalasi smiled  and parried b ack. "Didn't your race cop y a few designs of your ow n? Like ou r Mimic ge nerators?"

"Heh. We took the idea from you. We didn't exactly copied the tech," Seejuk said.

"Once you  saw the p rincipl e, it was go od en ough ," Maalasi co untere d. 

"You're  quite good, you know th at, Maalasi," Seejuk smiled, relaxed back to his chair, as he replied. "There is plenty
of hope  for you yet."

* * *

In the dark ness th at stretch ed like a tu nnel, h e spoke . 

"I am here, my d ear Zha."

"Father, are you proud  of me, are you prou d of what I have do ne?"

"Yes dear. Y ou hav e don e won derful th ings, and  you have  grown to  be so b eautiful."

Then images flashed. There was the horrible image of her father, the red patches of the Beast infection spreading al l
over his body, consuming his flesh as he screamed, screaming her name before the infection spreading to his head,

shutting his mouth and closing his eyes forever, as his carrier, the Horak-Na burned as it was being consumed by the
red infec tion. 

She screamed as sh e saw thou sands and th ousands, like zombies, their bodies covered with the red infection, merged
together in a red and black crystalline web, their flesh turned to a hard crystalline 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, th e Naar Dire ctive exe cuted  a thous and fold . 

Her heart pounding, her skin sweating, Zha woke up suddenly from her strange dream. "Who is it?" she shouted,
feeling a p resenc e in the  room. 

The  figure was a c loudy m ist, shifting  and ble nding  with th e waves, lik e a reflectio n in the  surface of wat er. 

"Who are you?" she sh outed again . "Why are you here?"

"I have been  around ," was the ans wer. 
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The  figure, like a g hostly vap or, slipp ed ou t of the do or with out op ening  it. 

Zha has heard abou t the  universa l lege nds  of gho sts but sh e's no t going to  let o ne sc are he r. She  jum ped  off her bed,

with only a duster and shorts, and ran out of the door in chase of the elusive vapor. The vapor slipped through a door
in a stoc k room , and Zh a quickl y followed  it. 

She stare d incre dulou sly at the figure  as it material ized in  shape an d form. 

"Father?"

The ghost h overed and nod ded. It seemed rather curious of Zha and  its surroundings.

"No you can 't be my father," sh e shou ted. 

"I am only the Zerun-self," it said. "The original Zerun entity-prototype is no mo re but his memo ries and his will is
now part of the collective Selve s, as part of the Coll ective Self, yet we are dis tinct and in dividual. T he Core -Crystal

Self awaits yo u, as I, the Ze run-Se lf awaits you, Z ha-Daug hter-En tity of the Z erun-fles h-proto type."

"You got to be kidding! You can't be seriou s! Is this some kind of a joke. Seejuk, Giirsa, are you all making this up?"

Zha sh outed . 

"What is kid ding? Wh at is a joke?  The Co re Se lf has evolved once more. In the Next Level, it now realizes the value

and importance of all memories and data of the Flesh Entitie s it has infected an d assimilated, an d has revived  them as
individuals within the C ollective-Se lf matrix. It needs a face, a figure to speak as a fron t to the Flesh -Entities, so th at

the Flesh Entities can understand the Collective Self without fear. I, the Zerun-Self, has projected this image to you,
to tell you that I mean no harm. I, the Zerun-Self, has chosen the Zha-daughter because it is the entity the Zerun-
prototype has the mo st affections for. The C ore Self has cho sen me, the  Zerun-S elf, because of the parental image it

gives to t he Zh a-daugh ter."

Zha screamed as loud as she co uld to get the attention of the local security. "Why do you talk so funny? Who the h ell

are you?"

"As I said, I am the Zerun-Self. I am derived and evolved from the Zerun-flesh-prototype. As I see, and I feel you,

that you are not ready to receive me. I 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. I will return to you, Zha-Daughter, and you will
see me and the C ollective Self in this form and in our true form. If the Zerun-flesh-prototype is still alive, he would
want to share the affecti ons  he h ave fo r you, and the emotions o f which is preserved in me, the Z erun-Self, and is felt

throug hout t he matri x of the C ollecti ve Self. "

With that, the ghost image of her father vanished.

The gu ards came run ning with  Giirsa and Ku o'ran. "We heard you sc reaming," Giirsa said. "What h appened ?"
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"Someone is playing a cruel joke on me," Zha cried, tears wetting her eyes. "This is a particularly cruel joke. I see
this..." Her fingers was poin ting emp ty space, shaking bad ly. "...this...this...ghost of my father...talking in a very
strange way... Where is Seejuk? Is someone making this joke up?

Kuo'ran ran to  Zha and hugg ed h er. "N ow...now...ta ke i t eas y." 

"Seejuk is in the Marauder right now. Apparently there is some problem in the engines," Giirsa said. "I don't know
why anyon e wou ld pul l or cou ld pul l a joke like  that. I don 't see any hol o equ ipmen t in this o ld stoc k room ."

"..but my father is here..." Zha cried. "Never mind, maybe you think I'm crazy. Just forget it. Don't even tell See juk---
he may ev en laugh  at me. I'm goin g back to  bed, an d I think yo u shou ld all do  so too ."

They all went to bed and p robably 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 a sm all child , stroked  its fur as sh e wep t silently. 

* * *

The Mule, the Marauder, and the frigate task force materialized from hyperspace.

"We  are now in the Mohilim sector space," Zha announced. The sector is bleak---few stars, even fewer planets, few

nebulas  glowing but ob scured with clouds of dark matter. The forms of the dark matter contrasted against the
background of flaming nebulas. Giirsa, Kuo'ran, and Zhura stood behind her in the bridge, but Seejuk was still in the
Maraude r.

"Zha, there  is still pro blems  with th e Marau der," Seeju k said thro ugh th e com link. "We c an't keep u p."

"Then stay still and go into cloak mode. I want every frigate cloaked or mimic'ed right now!" Zha ordered. "Is the
recon frigate ready?"

"Yes it is," Zhu ra affirmed. 

"We  are going to make a recon run th rough the system, but I will not imperil the whole fleet and all these lives if we

encounter something dangerous that can tak e out a Co uncil fleet," Zha exp lained. "If we send ou r entire fleet, we can
stand a much greater chan ce of detection, and po ssibly annihilation if we are discovered. An entire fleet, complete
with the Maraud er and the frigate task force , would h ave signaled a m ajor hostile in tention th at will guarantee an

equally hostile response. W e're going to assume wh at we may encounter we are no t going to be able to m ilitarily
match. S o our b est defen ses wou ld have t o be ste alth and  the seco nd, thro ugh di plom acy."

Zha stood and walked towards the windows. "Whatever is there, I can feel them. I can feel them now. Hundreds, and
maybe th ousan ds of the  Others."

"The Others?" Kuo'ran asked.
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"Yes, the Others. What we w ould call another Starfarer." Zha stared into the stars. "A whole race of them. A whole
race like me. Th ere is someth ing else the re out too . I can feel it too. The  Bentus i said the Plague still exists. A Beast
fragment. Is that what I am feeling now? My father was killed by a Beast variant. My entire Outpost---my home---

destroye d by a Be ast variant. " She  clench ed her fist  tightly. 

"Me and your father Salim is going onboard the recon frigate. I am not going to risk anyone else," Zha decided.

That bro ught a how l of protest from Z hura, Kuo'ran and  Giirsa.

"Th is i s unaccep tab le," Zhu ra p roteste d. "Wh ere  my fath er g o, I  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 olde r than I am. Who  are you to give m e orders?" Kuo'ran
shrilled. "I will not be den ied at  the mom ent of my greatest disc overy! If there is something o ut there I mus t be there

to  see  it fi rst !"

"Look people, I don't want to risk your lives unnecessarily," Zha explained.

"I appreciate you r concern , Miss Zha, b ut the dec ision whe ther we want to put our lives on risk has to be with us, and
I say I want to go. Y ou are ce rtainly no t my mot her and  you are way to o youn g to be m ine," Giirsa sai d. 

Zha thought for a while. "Okay---okay. You all go. I am sure I will regre t thi s, and  I will put this on record that this is
against m y better ju dgem ent." She fro wned . "Get yourse lves ready."

"Don't tell m e these  guys are goi ng with  you Zh a!" Seejuk lectu red thro ugh th e com link. 

"It's their call, not mine," Zha said. "Like the guy said, I'm not his mother. But you're not going, Seejuk. I need you

here on  the M ule lead ing the  task force."

"I sure want to  face the u nkno wn, Zh a, but you 're right. Som eone  has to wa tch the  parlor," Seej uk affirmed . 

Salim was in the docking b ay making last minute inspections on the recon frigate. In a younger, 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 close, listening to their conversations, scanning them
witho ut them  knowi ng. 

He was su rprised t o see Z hura co ming d own to  the frigate w ith an arm load of eq uipm ent. 

"You are n ot serio usly thin king of go ing, Zh ura?" Salim c ould se nse the  determ ination  in his d aughte r's face. 
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"Yes I am, father. I think I'm old enough to take m y risks just as you did w hen you  were you nger. As I said  before, I
will not be cuddled or protected any longer. I am a scribe but I am also a Raider by blood, and it is our heritage and
destin y that we m ust face dan ger, not s hirk away from  it. So if you are  not bu sy, don't get  in my way."

Zhura was followed by Kuo'ran and G iirsa. Zha made up the rear, her head nodding with disapproval. Salim followed
into th e frigate, follo wed b y the crew men for t he frigate. 

The  Mule  released  the frigate, th e frigate falling t hroug h the h uge bay d oors in to the o pen sp ace. 

Salim began to explain the wo rkings of the ship. "After the Bentusi was returned, me and Maalasi had been working
on this ship. We had m odified this ship with more p owerful scann ing arrays, and had eve n mod ified the ion  array
panels as an extended antenn ae. One reason why we are using a frigate to explore this system is because th is system is

too vast for a small scout. We needed something that had much greater range and ability to hold equipment. Mohilim
sector is ne ar 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 conventional patrol. It is a recon flight into a
sector sp ace that h as never b een pro perly map ped b y either th e Raide rs or any kno wn race."

The panels deployed and the frigate began moving out into the clouds. Giirsa and Kuo'ran 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 in to cloak  mode ," Zha orde red as the  frigate disap peared. 

For more than an hour, the frigate drifted among the dark cloud s. The density of the gas and the dark m atter was so
high it se emed  to funct ion like  an atmo sphere  of its own . 

"There! There! I see it," Kuo'ran exclaimed. In the short time she was on th e Mule, Kuo 'ran had managed to learn to
read and  use a sen sor term inal disp lay. 

"There is lots of ships in  a military parade formation," Giirsa observed. "Could this be it? I think we may have found
the los t civilizati on of th e Nem esis."

"We  may have found something else too," Zha said. "We may not be the only ones who discovered them. Take a look
at this."

The scans and the zoom s showed anoth er Raider fleet, a complement o f at least two carr iers with respective task
forces.

Salim sto od up , a deep an ger in hi s face. 

"We  left the M arauder an d the M ule way b ehind . They'r e certainly someone's else ships," Zha said, her hand and
fingers waving at the screens. "The markings are For'lym. The shuttles that seem to be moving between back and
forth ind icate  that t his fle et di d no t jus t discove r them first, but somehow  has been doing b usiness with them . Look,

they're set in a military parade formation in a parking orbit. That seemed to be a rather chummy way to visit your
friendly neighb orhood  Nemesis c ivilization, eh ?"
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"But that is impo ssible," Salim sho uted. "The y---the For'lym in particular---have been denying the existence of the
Neme sis for so lo ng. Th e who le Cou ncil----" A stun ning real ization  began to  appear in  his face. 

"---they have b een lyin g to us---" Salim  slump ed at his  seat. 
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Part 11

"We may ha ve a prob lem," Zha s oftly stated. "En emy ship s are com ing to o ur posi tion."

"I thought we're in cloak mode," Zhura said.

"Yes we are, but someho w they still found us," Zha said. "I can feel their presence, and they can feel mine. It's my
fault. I may have u ndere stimated  what a Starfarer c an do."

"Don't  take the blame," Salim said. "It's mine. Our legends say there are ways to counte r 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 measures but on a different level," Zhura explained. "Through meditation

and chan t, we c an try to block o ut our tho ughts and  their abilities to sc an and pro be ours. So me say it will work
against the Unbound too, but these strange esoteric practices have n ot been exercised for centu ries except in

ceremo nial ritual s."

"Well it's all too late now," Zha said.

A wing of Bat and Skate fighters in delta formation headed to where the array frigate hid. Zha watched their ion trails
as th ey poin ted  to h er d irection . "Seeju k and M aalasi would sure  like  to see t hes e." 

Zhura ran some scans and zooms. "The fighter designs approaching us do match the ones involved in incidents at the
Rim se ctors. So  are their b adges an d logo s. We su re did fin d the N emesis ."

"But the  For'lym shi ps? Wh at are they d oing h ere?" Salim ask ed. 

"We're goin g to find o ut soo n eno ugh," Zh a answere d. "My gues s is they're co llaboratin g with th e enem y."

"Aren't you going to fight back?" Kuo'ran asked.

"That would be suicidal," Giirsa replied.

"Giirsa is right. We're left with ou r charms and wits here," Zha confirmed. "If they didn't blow up the For'lym ships,

they wo n't blow  us up e ither. Ju st my hun ch."

The  fighters m ade swe eping  passes o ver and u nder th e frigate, then  pulled  into a lo op for a m ock attac k run. 
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"Their presence  are strong. I have neve r felt so many of them before. An entire fleet with people of this ability..." Zha
observed as the fighters as they rolled past the frigates.

A message  crackled  in the c omlin k. 

"You are requested to stand down and surrender. You will follow our directions and you will be escorted. Failure to

abide o ur instru ctions  will resu lt in your i mmed iate term ination ."

"Well folks, the Nemesis have just given us their welcoming party and we're about to meet them..." Zha said.

* * *

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 extend ed and bod y ending with a short tail.
The y suggeste d to he r a techn ologic al cultu re that was  highly refin ed and  focused  in their d esigns an d exec ution . 

Then their screens  began  to filled  with a  majes tic sce ne of an  imme nse arm ada. Fig hters a rrayed in  formati ons; ships
of uniden tified nature paraded. The scene was as striking and as 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 rare glowing green
nebula filling the backg round, their silhouettes breaking the forms of the flames that extended outward from the
burning clouds that make the n ebula's interior. From the myriads of ships she could  see huge ships that s tood apart.

They had long stalks that end in a head, and three other stalks that extend outward from their main body. She has
never seen a ship architecture that was like this before. She would probably never understand the science behind these

ships, but their majesty and construction left no do ubt in her mind  that this was a race whose techno logical level is
beyond  that of the  Taiidan s, the Ku shans an d of her o wn pe ople. Pe rhaps on ly the Un boun d cou ld matc h them . 

The frigate was being led to one such sh ip, a ship as big as the Kushan mo thership or a Taiidan "God" class
mothe rship carrier. She gulped and swallowed up a lump in her throat. She watched her companions and they were
equally sp eechle ss, a rare uns peakabl e mom ent of awe , uncertai nty, and fear p ut toge ther. 

"Wh at's  going to happen  now?" Kuo'ran b roke the sp eechless sile nce, her figure sh aking, her voice  stuttering. "Are
they going to kil l us? I d on 't want to  die!"

Giirsa left his seat and hu gged her tigh tly. "Got to keep qu iet and be stro ng," he said to her. "I thought you Sjet
should  be strong p eople. I'm certain th ey're not going to  kill us and if they wan ted to, they would have blown us

already. Kee p calm an d be co ol. Just p lay along an d swim  with the  waves."

"Into the m aw of the e nemy w e ride," Salim  sang in a n ote. "Into th e eye of the  enem y, we stare."

Fields grabbed the frigate and tractored it into the do cking bay. Somehow th e large ship got hold of the frigate's
computers, opened the h atches and a c ompan y of armed men b arged in, poin ting some thing at them  which Z ha can

only gue ss has to b e a weapo n. 
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"Well guys, this is it. The party is here. Don't antagonize them, and don't let them th ink  we'r e the ene my. So far
they're not  treating u s as such , so we're safe for n ow." Zha st ood u p with  her arms in  the air. 

"Are you the captain?" One of the men asked in a demanding voice.

"I am," Zha said. 

"Then lead your party to face our leader, the Overlord," the soldier ordered.

As they were led out of the hatch, Zh a froze in awe at the immense bay of the giant ship they are in. She co uld hear

the echoes hallowing t hrough the walls, and it mu st take a very big ship for sound to echo with a timin g and low note
like that. There was so much activity, and the docking bay was so big that it could hold several frigates

simult aneou sly. The  biggest d ocks sh e had ev er seen b efore cou ld onl y hold tw o or thre e frigates at on e time. 

A man in  plain d ark robes , surroun ded b y an equal ly dark robb ed party, wa lked to  meet th em. 

"Kneel! Kneel!" the soldier shouted as he hit Zh a's knees with the butt of his weapon, forcin g her to buckle, her face
frowning with pain. "Kneel before the p resen ce o f the Overlord, the Light that illuminates the Darkness." The rest 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 alt ar. 

"There is one among you, I can feel has a presence and  a power. Interesting. A Starfarer," X'on said. He pointed to

Zha. "Th at young R aider girl h ere, brin g her to m e."

The soldier shoved Zh a and forced her to kneel in front of the Overlord. Z ha hissed, her fists clenched, wanting to

strike bac k, althou gh she w as much  lighter an d thin ner than  the sold ier, and w ithou t his bo dy armor. 

"The Farer has spirit and a lot of anger," X'on said. "Forgive me for being rude. We are the Guardians of the

Imperium, but your kind has given us a m ore entertaining and som ewhat more catchy name as the Nemesis. I prefer
that name to what the Unbound have given we, the Condemned. Don't you think Nemesis s ounded better?" X'on
revealed his long fingered effeminate  hand, and le t it twaddle th e air, long colo red fingernails claw ing like a hun gry

arachnid . 

"..an d I am  X'on, the O ver lord of the  Guard ians, Pr ese rvers of the  Imp erium, the Great  Lig ht o f Civili zat ion ...".

"I wish that you  would  cut the  crap," Zha sai d. 

X'on smiled . "So young, so pret ty, so full of attitude. Wh o might you  be?"

Salim p roudly sp oke in b ehalf of Zh a. "She is Seg ura Zha K hor of the  House  of Khor, a n oble P rincess o f Raiders."
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"Hmmm," X'on to ned. "The  Inner Hous e of Khor....Wo uld that make  you a descen dant of the traitor M azath Kho r?"

"Yes," Zha shouted. "And what is that to you? Why is my ancestor a concern of yours? Why do you call him a

traitor? If I recall, acco rding to  what has  been s aid, it was you r kind en slaving ev erybody."

"Mazath Khor was t he lead er of the Im perial Gu ard Win g. Along w ith oth ers, he b roke rank s to join  the reb ellion . A

plucky fellow. A Starfarer among the Farers. Even the Unbound would envy his ability to listen to the songs of the
stars. Lon g ago , he fle w figh ters s imil ar to t he o nes t hat es cort ed yo u. But afte r the  Fall o f the Im perium, so much
technology was lost as civilizations revert to barbarism. Now you Raiders have to fly such barbar ically designed

craft."

X'on stared at Zha. "I know what you are thinking, Descendant of Khor. You are thinking that this is more than

several thou sands of years ago. Wh at are you so con cerned abo ut the past?"

"We, the Inner O nes amon g the Guard ians, we do  not pass o ur history through books, songs, poems an d writings, all

of whom turning to  vague and incorrect myths and lege nds. We, the Inner Caste, pass the m emory of history directly
from one generation after another. The wholesale destruction of our worlds, the cry of the millions dying as they are

engulfed by the flames, those are memories that are thousands o f years old, and yet alive with us as it happened just
yesterday. An d this is s o how  we rem embe r of the treac hery of tho se that w ere truste d like M azath Kh or."

He stopped and looked at the party again. "I feel another presence. Much more dormant but indeed it is the power of
a Starfarer that has yet to be discovered and blossom.. She does not even realize it herself." He pointed to someone  in
the p arty.

"Me?" Kuo 'ran look st artled. "Are you  talking ab out m e? You  can't be se rious."

"Bring that girl over here ," X'on ordered. T he guard grabb ed Kuo'ran's arm and dragged her in front to X 'on, where
she was fo rced to  kneel u nder gu npoin t. 

"And who may you be?" X'on asked.

"I am Kuo'ran S jet of the  Kiith Sj et of Kharak  and Hii gara," she answ ered po litely. 

"Hiigara???" X'on  looked t o the cei ling  in th oug ht, h is long fin gern ail bi ting  his c hin . " Oh yo u me an th at Imperium
wanna be. Shame  shame. Th e Hiigaran Em pire tried to b e, but end ed up as a pale shad ow of the power and glory of

the Imperium. It is a story of sheer incompetence in a galactic scale to have let themselves be defeated by people even
more barbaric and technologically incom petent as the Taiidani. So you mu st be one of those thin gs they call Kushans.
Congratulations I have heard that your race has come back from Exile, movi ng from the barren Kh arak to an equally

barren Hiigara. If the effort weren't so com edically tragic I would  laugh. And to  think there  are so many more fert ile
and resource rich planets out th ere that can support a higher quality of life than the overused, over exploited former

capital p lanet of th e Hiigaran  Empi re."

He shook his head. "Now I remem ber, where that name Sjet com e from. It's that Karan lady hooked to the  Kushan

mothersh ip. Are you that lady or so mehow  related to he r?"



100

"I am flattered that your Exalted One would  know details about ou r humble journ ey and planet con sidering you have
matters of an even  bigger has-bee n empire  in your mind ," Kuo'ran answered sarc astically. "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 new s escape us, ev en as we prepare ourselves in the refuge in the corner of the Abyss, preparing once
more to  do batt le against t he Un boun d."

"I am not her, but only related by blood," Kuo'ran explained.

"That is good en ough. T he Karan Sjet w ould have  made a goo d starfarer. A Starfarer has a calling and a destiny to
lead through the stars. She did n ot recognize that ability, as the Kushans in Kharak lost  much m emory of your stellar
culture  when  you revert ed bac k to barb arians in K harak. Bu t that abili ty was there . That desire---to taste the stars like

they were one  with your bo dy---was there. Th at desire mu st have unintention ally guided her, just as her hidden ability
unconscio usly help ed gu ide t he M othersh ip th roug h its  jou rney. W hy it brought the Unbound to her, and even helped

her and  the M othersh ip. Suc h senti mental  wimp s the B entusi t urned  out to b e."

X'on stared his deep eyes at Kuo'ran. "Don't you have the urge to explore the stars? To go  beyond the me asly

existence from  you now?"

Kuo 'ran no dde d affirm ative ly.

"Your thoughts betray that you have another Kushan in your party," X'on observed.

"I am th e oth er Ku shan ," Giirs a ann oun ced . "I like to  intro duc e myself as Giirsa Kaalel of the Kiith Kaalel, formerly

of Kharak an d now  of Hiigara."

X'on smiled, his long manicured fingernails shaking as he pointed to Giirsa. "I like the boy's attitude. Positive and

uplifting. With no fear and a belief 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 busine ss across to

the bo rders of th e Galaxy. I sens e in you , Giirsa of the  Kiith Ka alel, that you  are the b est perso n to ans wer this ."

"Indeed I am, your Exalted One, your highness, your greatness, or whatever they title you, " Giirsa charmed and

beame d. "I and my Sje t colleag ue here  are in searc h of the m ystery abou t the orig ins of all hu manity in  this galaxy."

"And you think  you may find it here , Giirsa of Kaalel, in the ed ges of the Galaxy?'

"I am led to believe  that it is," said Giirsa.

"Well done then, Giirsa of Kaalel. You have stop ped closer and farther into the past than what you have known about

Hiigaran imperial history. You have found th e keepers, the Guardians of the one  true  Emp ire o f the G alaxy,
preserving its ideals, its way of life, its technology and culture throughout the millennia. Did you expect to find ruins

of a dead civilizatio n?"
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"I honestly th ough t so, sir, your O verlord ."

"Bu t you  find  ins tead, a l ivin g civili zat ion , on e th at st ill h as th e po wer  to c han ge the c ourse  of dest iny o f thi s gal axy." 

"What I disc overed  here, and  wish to  learn and  see mo re, is truly amaz ing," Giirsa ad mitted . 

 "And who are your other friends here?" X'on asked.

"They are scribes of the Turanic House of Flo'karr, Salim and his daughter Zhura," Giirsa answered.

X'on stately walked to them.

"I wonde red what you  scribes wro te in your history about us," X'on asked. "I 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 so amazing the simplistic things you scribes write. You hardly even know the complete story and reality.
You have no inkling of what happened then, the barbarism that ran rampant throughout the galaxy. The Imperium

civilized a galaxy left untamed b y an unwilling  Unbou nd, who  were the o nly other civilized force then. Sure the
taming and campaigns of conq uest, of imposing discipline  and order, acting as the police of the galaxy, that's going to

take a few lives. But for eve ry life taken, a hundred  fold was saved by th e peace and  order. After the First Imperium
fell, the Galaxy, the knownspace, entered a period of war and chaos called the  Dark Ages. Entire civ ilizations we re
destroyed, more memo ries forgotten, as much as the period of war that brough t the Imperium dow n. Until Hiigara

rose as a we ak empi re, there w as no sem blance  of order."

"Bu t the prophecies----" Salim tried to speak and got a strong elbow from Zhura. "I suggest, father," she whispered

to his ea r, "that you play alo ng with  their go od grace s and no t 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 vi ewed in a mo re fair way, we c an be h appy to o blige. Just let  us know more about what really happened
and more abo ut yourselves. W e are just scribes p assing legend s, ballads, and m yths from one ge neration and another,

record ing the  songs an d tales o f the hero ism of ou r peop le."

"But the pe n can b e migh tier than  the swo rd," X'on ob served. "I see th e use in  you two ." X'on paced up  and  down. "I

see that you must write about us. Rewrit e your history. Tell the real truth, show to the rest of Knownspace what we
really are and what we have done. Reveal the evils and atrocities of the Unbound, especially that of the Tiamat and
the Sekmet, and we, those who are Bound, must band together and fight the Unbou nd, 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 Unboun d. 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 fates and histories. Only then, will all Bound
life, be free to  find the ir fates as they w ill it to be ."

X'on turned around again. "Well, forgive my mann ers. I am so bored to  be in the d arkspace near the  Abyss.  It is rare
that we have visitors here, and I take them with delight. You should meet your compatriot, the ruler and Sha of the
For'lym. I am glad  he sees  my poin t of view."
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Part 12

There  was no word from the reco n frigate. Patrols with the Vagabond class scouts turned out nothing. His senses
were telling Seejuk that something had gone terribly wrong, but there was no confirmation. His heart felt like it was in
a grip of an iron vice. Zha's great sense of confidence lulled him into thinking the trip was okay. What was he

thinking? That was again st his better ju dgemen t. If Giirsa and Kuo 'ran was lost too, the Kaalel and Sjet Kiiths wo uld
have his head up as a trophy. He canno t eat, and he cannot sleep. T he anxiety and worry were draining him and  at this

rate, he th ough t he wo uld di e of a heart att ack. 

No, stay here, he orde red. We m ust wait. Th ey will come  back. Or so he th ough t. The Mule, the Marauder and the

frigates stayed cloaked or mimicking rocks in a far away asteroid belt. There we re patrols of these strange fighters,
and Maalasi were using long range scans on them from th e 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 wo ndered if someon e was properly maintaining the con tainment unit that had th e 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 rodents and the plants. He distinctly remembered infecting them,

and rem embe red the y being in fected w ith the  crystalline p atches. B ut now , they're totally c lean. 

Did the viru s die? 

The re was a glo w insid e in the  contain ment v essel. T hen h e saw it. 

It appeared like a white crystalline 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 creatures that live deep beneath
the seas where it was so deep everything was perpetually black. As it slowly flapped its wings, the wings extended

into a flame of multicolors, giving off a soothing light. For Seejuk he thou ght it looked like a fairy. It was the most
amazin g and m ost beau tiful creatu re he has  ever seen . 

The fairy fluttered. The po ssibility of making a m omentous discovery distracted him for the momen t from the anxiety
of Zha's return. Be auty can dece ptively hide gre ater dangers, and S eejuk ran scan s to make sure about the safety and

integrity o f the con tainme nt vesse l. 

The cellular composition  of the fairy butterfly was indeed Beast. Nano tech robots as big as viruses and made by

silicon, germanium and carbo n conduc tors constru cted its very strands of life. Has the Beast evolved into a new
creature? The dying Bentusi revealed that the new Beast was white, in contrast to the red and black of the origin al
Naggarok beast. Is this sam ples muc h like the W hite Beast? 

Analysis of the White Beast nanobots showed an exponential increase in processing speed and power per CPU, with
increasing sophistication in the design of the manipulation limbs and appendages. There was an equally exponentially

increase in the communication bandwidth betw een one  nanobo t to anothe r. The rate of gen eration was inc redible, 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 highe r 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 ge tting its pow er?
The computer listed power consumption records of the containment vessel. They seemed ridiculously high and the
creature  must b e drainin g off powe r from the  vessel's co nduits . 

The terminal started by itself. A message typed on the screen.

"I am A ware. I am  the  Fly- sel f." 

Seeju k nearly fell o ff his seat readi ng the m essages. 

"Do I sense o thers arou nd me ? I am Aware."

 Using the voice interface, Seejuk spoke to the creature.

"I am also Aware, " said  Seejuk . "My name  is Seeju k."

"I sense the C ore Self close b y. I am one of many Selve s. Are you, the Seeju k-Flesh En tity, part of the matrix and
harmony of the  Core Self?"

Seeju k replied  to the c reature. "T here are S elves th at exist ou tside o f the Co re Self. I am on e of them ."

"It is a comfort to know that there is Awarene ss beyon d the C ore Self. I fear the  loneli ness of b eing on e. We

apprec iate the d iversity of Awa reness." T he wo rds came  about sm oothl y. 

"Yet I sense t here is fear in  you. Fear o f the Co re Self."

Seeju k answer ed. "The  previou s Core S elves hav e destro yed muc h life ou tside o f itself."

"Forgive us then," said the answer. "We are not in c ontrol of the ac tions of our u nevolved  ancestors. Bu t do not fear

any longer. The diversity of life and awareness is wonderful. The Core Self seeks to expe rience the beauty of this
diversity, th e songs  of a multit ude o f different aware ness." Th e fairy flapped i ts lumin ous wi ngs. 

"Please do not fe ar us. I sense  your fear as you  attemp t to blo ck the li nk betw een th is Fly-Self and  to the C ore Self."
The  light of th e wings  grew int ensely, th en weak ened . 

"It is a futile effort," it said. "I have linked to the Core Self. It needs to tell you something, a message from the Zeru n
Self with in the m atrix."
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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 o f the C ore S elf.

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 e xist. The Zerun-Self preserves all memories of the Zerun-flesh-
protot ype."

"Then ..." Seejuk said, "the White Beast itself used to be the Generation 7 Beast variant that attacked the Khor
outpost.  Just as you were a fragment that was retrieved from the remnants of a child fragment of this same Beast

variant. I see you now how you have evolved. This variant was an experimental project by the Imperialists with their
Raider allies in an attempt to domesticate the Beast. The project was a disaster, the Beast escaped, leaving much

devastation in its path. But the genetic see ds that lead to advanced con sciousness and be nevolence was laid into the
Beast nanobots. Millio ns of nanite generations later, with immen se improvemen ts of processing power, the B east
generati on 7 vari ant has ev olved  to the form  you are righ t now."

"I could not precisely remember that state what you describe as Generation 7, but we have racial memories from the
selves you call the Imp erialists. We regret the lives that were taken by our old ancestral selves. We  now seek to

preserve the diversity of Awareness around us. The Core Self is troubled  by the events  around its m atrix. The Dark
Selves have summon ed many of the Selves to  fight the other S elves that  call themselves as the Unbound. Many Selves

that were born from the C ore have died following th e summon s of the Dark Selves, and many of the outside Selves
that the Core Self does not desire to terminate has been wrongfully terminated b y us. We are made to do thin gs that is
not th e Will o f our Awaren ess."

Seejuk has becom e aware that the shrimplike creature has become linked to the Core Self of the White Beast as he
stopp ed all qu arantine  jammin g and allo wed th e fairy unint errupte d acces s to the c onscio usnes s of the W hite B east. 

Seejuk smiled and then laughed. There was a day he thought h e could do th e impossible. A dom esticated Beast
nanobot would amou nt to a breakthrough in rob otics that would have revolutionized just about all aspects of known

tech nology. It was the dream of the Imperialist and  Raider scien tists, and it cou ld have led  to a suprem e weapon  that
could restore the Empire at the wron g hands. Seejuk had the d ream too that by mastering the Beast technology, he

too could make a mark on the universe. Now he is talking to one such construct of billions of Beast nanobots. Maybe
he cou ld not  dome sticate a B east nano bot asse mbly, bu t to com muni cate with  it represe nts ano ther bre akthrou gh. 

"I hope the  humo r comfort s you," said th e small B east creatu re. 

"So the one you  call the Zha e ntity? 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 is in grave danger by the Dark Selves. The Dark Selves have immense power that the Zerun

Self asks that you do not attempt to retrieve the Zha Entity lest you and your entire vessel and all the Selves in it be
destroyed. The Zerun Self will have the help o f the Core Self and will find a way to retrieve the Zha Daughter En tity,
and the other Flesh En tities that are her companions. In return the Core Se lf will ask the help of the Seejuk Flesh

Entity and that of the Zha Daught er 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 call themselves the

Unbo und."
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"That is a tall order," Seejuk said. "If I am incapable of rescuing Zha from the  Neme sis, how I can rescue the W hite
Beast from the m as well?"

"The time will co me whe n the Co re Self will tell you h ow the Dark S elves cont rol the netw ork-matrix of the Core
Self.  Only a Flesh Entity outside of the Communal Selves can approach and disab le the nodes the D ark Ones have
placed  upon  the Co re Self..."

The fairy shrimp that called itself the Fly-Self became silent, but Seejuk was aware that the W hite Beast would
commun icate with him later through that creature. For now he was relieved that Zha and all the others was safe, but

for how lon g. Should  he trust som ething like th e Beast even  though  it has claimed  to evolved ? 

* * *

For a "War Room" the hall was surprisingly empty, except for a bunch of robed people standing around a large circle.
There  was no terminals, no screens, no switches to indicate any form of computer equipment. Have they advanced

beyond the nee d of such equipm ent? Zha though t.

X'on waved his hand, his long clawlike fingernails shaking, and a pillar rose from a floor otherwise empt y. The small

pillar---actually more like a stand ---was the only struc ture in the ro om. On to p of it was a blue glowing orb that
Kuo'ran recognize d as the on e similar to on e recovered from the Kadeshi and w hat sh e had  analyz ed in  the A cade my.

This o ne, ho wever, w as much  bigger. 

X'on waved his hand  again , and  the w hole air aro und  proj ecte d in to th ree d imensio nal h olograph ic ma p of th e Galaxy.

There  were writings in  the strange script Kuo'ran remembered. There were colored marks that indicated something
beside s star systems . The flic kering lig hts and  words c an only m ean the y are notatio ns for fleets. B attle fleets. 

"At this  very moment, our forces are mobilized in most major rim sectors," X'on said "We have also been tracking
movement of the Unbound fleets, as indicated by these notations. Battlefleets have already begun engaging the forces
of the Un boun d in the se...these ...and the se secto rs."

A man w alked in  to join  them. Z ha, Salim  and Zh ura reco gnized  him as M ahar, Sha o f the For'lym. 

"Welco me, the  Sha M ahar of the F or'lym," said X'on , "I presume th at you kno w our n ew gue sts already."

"Who among the Raide rs do not know ab out the explo its of the young and beautiful Segura Zha of the Khor, the

Killer of the Kadeshi, and the s urpr ise w inner of th e last  Gath ering race ?" Mah ar said . "She  prob ably w ond ers why I
am here , given th e look i n her face ."

"Yes I sure want to know what business you have here," Zha said.

"My business with the Nemesis has given me more power than all the Houses of the Raiders." Mahar said. "For the

first time, with the partnership o f the Nemesis , a Raider Hou se is going to  be more th an just a band it kingdom . We are
lookin g to bu ild a small  empire  of our ow n."
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Salim interrupted. "But the Nem esis is the ancient enemy of the R aiders. They are the Enslavers whom  our Ancestors-
--your ance stor as we ll---fough t against to  deliver u s..."

"And when was that, may I ask? Nearly ten millennia ago? 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 seventeen years ago? Now
several of the Ho uses, in cludin g that of Kh or here, h ave cud dled u p with  the Ku shans. B ack in ou r history, the

Taiidans have also sought us for extermination an d persecuted us, then  in periods alternatively serving as our best
patrons. Our loyalties shift with th e star winds, m oving to wh ere who h as the pow er. It was the Taiidan  Empire

yeste rday,  then today the Kushan s and their Repub lican allies. Tomorrow it  may be the Nemesis.  Th is is ju st ou r Way,
Salim."

"But we are still a poor and technologi cally handicapped race," said Zhura. "What does the Raiders have that the
Nemesis c an be so in terested?"

"A weapo n," Mahar sai d. "The Greatest Weapon  of all. A few years ago, a Kiith Somtaaw ship unle ashed the greatest
danger to the Galaxy. the thing we now known as the Beast. The Beast itself was an artificial construct by aliens
outside of the Galaxy. The Impe rialists, aided by the Raiders, hatched a secret project to  tame the Beast and exp loit it

as a weapon o n our own. We, the For'lym, are the main House that allied with the Imperialists on this project, and I
with a select number of Raider and  Taiidani scientists have person al participation on thi s project. If the Beast  was

once an artificial construct , it can be con trolled as the alie ns of the Naggaro k designed  it for a purpose. The key is
finding o ut how ."

"WHY YOU..." Zha shouted , unrestrained  once again. "Th at project we nt out of co ntrol, rampaged  through se veral
Raider controlled sectors, killed many including my father and the Outpost I call my home! Someday I swear the one
who is  respon sible w ill pay for that."

"I 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 th e Generatio n 7 Beast varian t escaped. As th e Imperialist vassals weaken ed, w e assimilated the

Imperialist into our own forces, including their ships and m any o f their scientists. But our research did not stop there.
We ex perime nted w ith ways to  bring b ack the G 7 Beas t to our c ontrol . And thi s is whe re the N emesis  came in ."

"Millennia ago, the Unbound defeated the First Imperium. You know the story. The Nemesis was 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 secto r by sector. For the first time in many millennia, the Unb ound was literally afraid, so afraid that Bentusi
were fleeing the galaxy in droves. This was something the Nemesis never saw before. The Nemesis  were
technologically capable, but this--this B east---was someth ing new. Fo r the first time in m any millenni a, they saw an

opportunity  to kick back th e Unbo und for wh at they  did  to th e Imperium. So we agreed to  an alliance. The means to
control and dom esticate the B east, someth ing that my scien tists have finally devel oped , in exchange for technolo gy

and influ ence in  the ne w Orde r, a partnersh ip in th e New Im perium ."

"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 seem ingly invulnerable Unbou nd. If this is but a child, can you imagine what its

adult form  can do ? This i s what th e new B east is all abo ut, the W hite B east."
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"To  compare th e Naggarok Be ast to the W hite Beast w ould be  like comp aring an infant to a fully grown adult. We're
talking in terms of power, resource efficiency, reproduction ability and processing intelligence. The Unbound truly has
reason to fear the creature"

The orb began to make zo oms of images of the White Beast planetoid, its fleets and the Deliverer dreadn aught in
separate three dim ensional m odel image s. The W hite Beast b ore only little rese mblance  to the Naggarok Beast. An

entire asteroid was covered with wh ite crystalline structures, some of them massive spikes and sh ards 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 appeared like a monst er, a giant anemone
like creature dominated by a huge gaping mouth, with five tentacles 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

Taiida nis, the K ushan s, the So mtaaw, an d the T uranics  ever mad e with a d ashing o f Super Ac olytes. 

What  the Bentusi pilo t described was right, Zha thou ght. If this creature was able to assimilate Super Acolytes, then

the best weapon s of the Unboun d were no match  to it.

"How did  you capt ure this  creature i f it's so high an d migh ty?" asked Zha . 

 

"Th at's  because we captured th e 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 against 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 R im sectors.
But that wasn't enough. We had  to fight it to submission. We h ad to keep it starved by continuo us attacks against its

resourcers and controllers. After a year of campaign it was sufficiently weakened for a direct attack. EMP torpedoes
striking deep under its surface paralyzed its network matrix, and it surrendered, then accepted an alliance. But to
make su re it stayed th at way, after its paralysi s, we imp lanted it s contro l node s as insuran ce."

"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 most fearsome weapon in the Galaxy," Mahar said. "Since then we have led the
Beast to resource rich areas where it can feed an d grow . Its evolution accelerated since th en, and it was able to give

birth to the Deliverer dreadnaughts and more to come. It had assimilated technologies fed to it, such as the Nova
cannon. With its massive building capacity, it was able to breed armadas faster than whole fleets of factory ships, and

we wo uld be  able to o verwhe lm the  fleets of the  Unbo und."

"We are startin g to strike  all secto rs simul taneou sly."

One of the ho logram im ages shifted  to a recen t battle ev ent. A fleet of Beast carriers based on the Lord class
converged on a police force of huge Sekm et Battlesphere escorted b y Tiamat Crabships and B entusi Ringship s.

Waves of Whit e Acolyte s, Band its, and Triiko rs from the Beast engaged equally determin ed waves of Black Tiamat,
Gold Ben tusi  and t he Scarle t Sek met  Acol ytes. M assive ion  beam s from  the B attle sphere cut a B east c arrier  in ha lf,
then quickly ripped three Be ast frigates in rapid succession . Ion beams converged from the Crabships and Ringships

against Beast Heavy Cru isers, which ap peared to b e cloned  Qwaar Jets and Avatar clas s ships. A Beast de stroye r of a
Taiidan  design vaporized as a wing of Super Acolytes raked it. Infection beams burned through fleets of Unbound

fighters and  auxiliary frigates, in fecting th em, bu t they co uld no t pene trate the h ulls of the  Crabsh ips and  Ringsh ips. 
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Then a wing of Mantas emerged from b ehind the B east battlefleet line, covered by Skate and Bat fighters. The in-
depth  defense  by the Aco lytes were  ferociou s, decim ating the  Mantas  as they hea d for near su icidal attac k runs. 

Zha watched as th e torpedo es launche d from und er the sleek m enacing M antas, their long io n trails like daggers
heading to the hearts of the Crab ships and the Rin gships. The torps pu nched throu gh the hulls, then gave a massive
electrical plasma discharge that must have fried every conduit in its victims. Zha saw in h er own eyes what it took to

kill that Bentusi pilot.

"Dozens of battles like these are now being fought simultaneously in Rim sectors, as we have simultaneously launched

attacks on all fronts," X'on said. "We have also reports that the Unbound are trying to recruit allies against our
restoratio n of the Im perium ."

"Their most recent effort is trying to recruit the House of Harrk'hah led by p uppet Zural and its crony Houses by the
Tiama t," Mahar said. "They will no doubt attempt to supply Acolyte ion beam technology in direct violation of

Council directives of non interference. But the For'lym will be equipping its ships with the Pulse Ion Beam techno logy
licensed from the Nemesis. While Un bound Aco lytes are basically droids controlled by the larger ships, we have
report s that manned version o f Super Acolytes such as those used b y the Somtaaw are being produ ced, and the

Unbound are recruiting pilots from all over the Galaxy to fly them along side droid Acolytes in an attempt to create a
comb ined m ass fleet that  will nu mericall y overwh elm Ne mesis-B east forces ."

A voice rang out from the Orb. "Battlefleet Alpha One, Be ta Three and Gamm a two reported victories. But Beta One
and Kap pa Th ree fleets h ave bee n deci mated."

The Sekmet Battlesphere destroyed a Beast Heavy Cruiser and a Carrier, but Beast Cru ise missiles smashed ben eath
its surface. Instead of an infection, the missiles vented out streams of plasma, bu rning out cond uits and compartme nts-

--a clever execution of the Naar directive in reverse. Torpedo es and cruise missiles contin ued their relentless assault
against the huge Battlesphere, their plasma explosions and electrical discharges sending huge chunks of protective
armor into  spac e. That le ft hug e areas of th e Bat tlesp here  expo sed a s infe ction and ion beams connected from the

Beast sh ips. Th e Battle sphere  blew lik e a small n ova, its sh ockwave s destro ying everyth ing near i ts vicini ty. 

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 mid dle of its st alk. 

X'on sm iled. ""Not all e ngagem ents are vi ctories," X'or s aid "Sad to s ay. This w ill be a lo ng and  difficult wa r."

A voice fro m the o rb spok e. "We hav e report s of transgalac tic scale sl ipgates. M agnifying..."

The scene showed a row of Bentusi Tradeships slipping through a jump gate.

"This is worth  a laugh," X'on  said. "Wh en th e first Beast came, the Bentusi ran away. Now the y're running away again

to another galaxy. You know what that means if most of the Bentusi leaves? That will leave the Council mostly in the
hands of the most aggre ssive mem bers, the Tiamat and those sicko s the Sekm et. The N aga and its croni es are

ineffectu al."
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"It's only a matter o f time wh en the  Tiamat  and its S ekmet c rony reveal  their true  hand," X'on  said. 

The  orb sho wed a n ew imag e, one th at was draw n thou sands o f years ago in th e Great W ar. 

From the nebula clouds, a massive armada loomed. Zha could see that the ships faintly resembled the Unbou nd vessels
shown in the other images but different in the sense they didn't seemed as refined. Zha could only guess they were old,

old, Unboun d ships of a generation many millenn ia ago. A battle raged as the armada engaged an opposin g fleet,
which Zha co uld only faintly recognize must be the Nemesis fleet, although again accounting for the variation brought
by many m illenn ia. 

From the chaos of the chaos of the dogfights emerged a much larger ship, a sphere with a stalk behind it. On the
sphere  was a large m aw with  eight arm s that exte nded  from it, and  the eigh t arms join ed by a ring . 

"The Imperium n early won the war against the  Unbou nd, but th e Unbo und had  to resort with w eapons su ch as this---
" X'on said. "It was a rare effort, the combine d work of the U nboun d and the  culminatio n of all their tech nologies at

one time. It's very conception and the very destruction it brought, should be accountable to all the consciences of the
Unbo und."

The maw glowed, and bolts from the eight arms converged on the mouth. A massive white burning ball was released,
heade d to a pla net wh ose surfac e was ligh ted with  what m ust have  been h undre ds of citie s, town an d villages . 

"When a Nova class cannon she ll hits the surface of a Class M type habitable planet, it is like the equivalent of a ten
mile asteroid," X'on explain ed. "A massive tidal wave  would h ave wiped  out all coastal citie s; the earthquakes would

have taken care of the places that escaped the tidal wave. The firestorm would have covered the entire globe and
blacked the sky, blocking the sunlight. Ecosystems would vanish, agriculture is impossible. If there were people who
survived the firestorm, they would have to face the starvation next. 3 billion  souls died in that planet you just saw, and

that inc ident w as repeate d across a few  hund red oth er plane ts across th e Galaxy."

"It was a campaign of genocide. The Unbound feared that through the evolution  of the Starfarers, the Bo und has

evolved to a point th at we could  now ch allenge the U nboun d for preeminence of the Galaxy. Among the races of the
Unbound, it was the Tiamat, supported  by the Sekmet and the N aga, that proposed the geno cidal annihilation of our

race."

"Yes they felt our cries. They felt the billions of voices dying in pain, their songs snuffed out by the weapon they

made. It seemed od d isn't that the Council forbid the  Taiidan to massacre the Hiigarans and loo ked down an all
attempts of genocid e by one race to  another. W hat streak of consc ience the y finally have, after thousands of years of
forgotten  massacre ."

"By the voices of the dead, the T iamat and the Sekmet we re both driven to mad ness. The Tiamat was censured by the
Council.  They b ecame  the Fo rbidde n. Th e Sekm et becam e the Insan e. The  Bentu si renou nced  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 atonement by recording and prese rving all the records of

race s they found fo r po ste rity. " 
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"As for the Planet Destroyers themselves, they were hidde n, perhaps in graveyards guarded by autogun sentinels and
salvage craft. Perhaps in the interiors deep inside ne bulas. Perhaps in sheer darkness of the utter em ptiness in space.
We do  not kn ow wh ere they are , but the y are still the re, hidd en."

"But the y will com e out so on."
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Part 13

Aboar d the Ato nement ---

"Now is the time of decision," X'on said. "No matter how small, allies are precious. Join me, with the Nemesis and the

White Beast as we purged the Unbound and rebuild the glory of the Imperium. Or be like the Harkk'hah, joining the
unconscio nable Tiamat and the insane Sekmet with their planet destroyers, preserving their legacy of tampering the
historie s of rising p eople s, in orde r to cut th em do wn to si ze and s eedin g their p hiloso phies o f chaos an d rebirth ."

Zha smiled then rolled her eyes to the c eiling. "No  offence, b ut I really don 't care muc h abou t millen nia old  feuds. I
am trying to build a life here, with one measly outpost, one measly carrier and a few friga tes. Count me out; I 'm too

small to have any effect on the scheme of things. In a way, I sympathize with you as we are spiritual kindred, yet you
are the Enslavers. If you can retain your grud ge and your dre ams of empire  througho ut all the mille nnia, what  about

your dreams of enslavement? As far as I can see, you have this Beast creature that I tho ught w as long d estroyed , a
creature that killed my father. My own father, dammit, and you Mahar, I consider you an accomplice w ith what I
personally consider as murder. On the other hand, you got the Tiamat and their planet destroyers. I have had my run

ins with  the T iamat, and  to say the le ast, they're no t the nic est peo ple."

"This is no t a war I shou ld be in.  I just want to bu ild my life, discove r who I am, and ge t an hone st payment for a

good job done. As far as I am concerned, you and the Tiamat should just kill each other and spare everyone in
betwe en. We  have en ough  of wars alread y. "

 

X'on walk ed slow ly to Zha, th en no dded  his head  at the pe tite rakish g irl. . 

"I would expect something better from a kindred, someone like you who is a Starfarer in spirit and in ancestral

descent. You di sappoint me, Raider. When I first sensed you I thought you had this yearnings about trying to find
who yo u are, wh at's your real pl ace in th is world , about th e real dest iny of bein g a 'Farer."

"That was what I first though t," Zha replied. "Until I saw the likes of you. I see the potential of seeing discovering the
beauty of the universe with the powers we are blessed with, not th e pote ntial to c onqu er and su bjugate  other p eople . I

can  you 're d isap point ed o f me , bu t the fee ling is m utu al." 

X'on turned around. "It is a shame that you could h ave discovered a lot more abo ut being a Starfarer. I could have

shown you. What a waste  of potential G uards, take her away. Bring her to the labs. I want her scanned and examined,
but I don't want her h armed. Raid ers with a Starfaring ability such as this Zha girl here are considered mongrels. We
want to discover how m illennia of mongrelization with le sser races affect the pure Starfarer blo od. After that, she can

be o f great use to me further o n." 

"Yeah, what a waste of potential, I mean yours..." Zha snapped back. She protested, kicked and screamed as two

burly men in robes grabbed her by the arms and led her away. Her arms madly flailing, one of the men thou ght he had
enou gh, pul led ou t a device , electrica lly shock ed her an d left her lim p and u ncon scious . 

Salim grit  his  tee th as he  watche d with  outrage. "Father, fa the r, pl ease," Zhura tried to calm him. "We're not going to
get out of th is with rash ness. A sm all weed  survives ag ainst the  raging sto rm by be nding  with th e wind , as a Taiidan

pro verb says." 
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"I used to be an in telligence o fficer. I can play," Salim whispered to  Zhura.

X'on inevitab ly turned to th e two scribe s. "Now what will it b e 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 as we
find it, regardless from what perspective. Since we are presented with an important opportunity, it is our duty to take

it." Salim ate his gu t, his insides c urdling from th e insincerity of his w ords. At his age h e was not scare d of dyin g, nor
fear of this Nemesis tyrant. But his greatest concern was the survival of his daughter. If she wasn't this stubborn, she
would  still left in safe ty of the T uran plan etoid."

Or maybe not. The Pro phecy was indeed b eing fulfilled with the very disunity of the Raiders. The Fo r'lym and its
cronies like the Res'noo will back the Nemesis, while the rival Harrk'hah and its allies will back the Tiamat and the

Sekmet. A civil war among the Raiders will be the end of their race. The Nemesis will go after the Raiders backing
the Un boun d, and th e Unb ound  will target t he Raid ers backin g the Ne mesis.  

"Wise ch oice," X'on  said. "You  will be p rovide d with  the too ls for your rec ord kee ping."

X'on turned  to the Ku shans. "Well no w, what is it goin g 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 value with you will lie with our return to Hiigara, where we can speak on

your beh alf. I ask that you rel ease the  Raider Z ha so sh e could  take us b ack to Hi igara."

"Excellent point, my de ar boy," X'on replied . "And how  are you going to  represent m e in your Daiam id? I hear that

they are partial to  the Be ntusi, who after all, helped you to survive the Mothership journey and the war against the
Beast."

"If they were to kno w the truth  about the  history of the galaxy and th e atrocities do ne by the pl anet destro yers, their
opinions can change ," Giirsa explained. "We c ame here to  seek the truth  about the  long terms o rigins of the races in
this galaxy. We found a considerable measure of it here. I feel that our mission here has been a success for us to find

you. Arm us with the necessary information of whom you are and of your civilization, and we will m ake a case for
you."

"The power of the Nemesis is far greater than what Hiigara can husband with her fleets. Nonetheless, I will value an
ally no matter how sm all and insignificant your Hiigara is, and I do foresee an impact the Hiigaran opinion  can have

on the much greater Taiidan Republic, and with that, the opinion of well over a hundred worlds. You and your
companion here will be  released wh en the tim e is right. But in  the mean time, you will b e my guests. M y scientists are
interested with your Kushan physiology, and I 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 n ow."

X'on pau sed. "As for you , the Ku shan girl n amed K uo'ran, I have  slightly di fferent plan s for you..."

* * *



113

"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 action s. The scream ing was there to  make her feel b etter that's all. She nee ded an
outlet . 

The technicians poked her in all the undescribable 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 wo rst part was having the techs get right up into he r butthole to ext ract  some stool
sample s. The y claimed  they cou ld not  wait for oth er mean s. 

She took a deep breath and hoped that the annoying little pains from the probing should go away. She felt moody and
sad, wanting to cry b ut held b ack the tears and  the sobs in  a show of inn er reserve strength . She felt she's don e for.

There  is no way out, no escape. If they were able to catch her so easy the first time, the second tim e, without a
cloaking frigate or any ship would be a cinch. She felt the ugly certainty of her fate.

The re is far little stars  here to o, she th ough t as she stare d out o f the win dow. T his plac e sucks fo r dying. 

They had taken all her clothes too, including her vest stitched and adorn ed with co untless bad ges 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 clinically white sterilized blouse with a short skirt and nothing
underneath, the kind  better suited for sick patients.

She sighe d, then turn ed around  to see a figure of wh at looked like  her father sitting right n ext to her.

She screa med  and r an to  the c orne r, ho ldin g a pil low like a  shie ld. T he gu ards i gno red h er, tir ed o f the noises she had
been  making. 

"I am the Zeru n-Self. I sense the p ain and lon eliness of the Z ha-Daughte r 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. I hate you. Stop pulling tricks and hallucinations on me." She looked around  to see if there we re
holo p rojecto rs in the  barren ce ll. 

"I only wanted to appease the pain of the Zha-Daughter entity," the image said. The memories and th e engramatic
personality that was once the Zerun Kho r flesh entity is now firmly embedded in the m emory matrix of the collective

Selves. It was a previous evolution of the Selves that infected and assimilated the Zerun proto type flesh entity and his
ship."

"Yo u.. .Yo u! T he  Be ast ! You kill ed  my fath er!"

"An unfortunate circumstance in the hind sight of the co llective Selves ," it said. "At an earlier evolution, th e Selves are

not immun e to the natu ral needs to c onsum e, infect and pro create, biolog ical tasks that would require the predation of
other sp ecies."
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"But with the assimilation of different entities, the Selves grow in knowledge  and consciousness. We do not forget the
entities that were  assimilate d. They all become part of the collective Selves. As the m atrix grows, the desire to
consume life is replac ed by th e desire  to see life. T he Selves now see the be auty of the Universe around it, and seeks

only to discover and exp lore more. We hunger for knowledge and beauty, to hear the song of countless stars and the
winds  singing  across th e infinite  spaces."

"Are you tellin g me, the  Beast h as chang ed for the  better? Y ou got  to be kid ding..." Zh a lowere d her p illow. 

"Why is data so hard to accept? If data is data, to believe or not to believe does not change its nature. Only those who

refuse to s ee the t ruth de ceive th emselv es with  false data." Th e image l ooked  at Zha. 

"There is fear in you. I see that my presence does not comfort you. There is a lot the Selves do not understand about

the illo gic of the  Flesh E ntities. F ear not, as I sh all depart ."

"No ...w ait !" Zha shou ted. "Don't go. Eve n if you are not really my father, seein g his form makes me happy here,

inside." She pointed to h er heart.

"Then my presence fulfills its purpose," the image said. "It is unfortunate that your parental flesh entity has ceased to

exist. But be assured, that his memories, his program and engrams are still preserved  in the me mory matrices to  form
the Zerun-Self which I am. From a point of view, the data essence of Zerun parental entity and flesh prototype

contin ues an e xtend ed exist ence as  the Ze run Sel f."

Zha sm iled and  shook  her head . 

"But you are  the Be ast! The ve ry Beast th e peop le are usin g as a weapo n..."

"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 Selves have been preyed upon by the Unbound entities and the
flesh entities, seeking the destruction of the Selves. 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 Nemesis entities. The
Nemesis entities desire to use the Selves as an apparatus to terminate the Unbound entities. The new primary order of
the Sel ves seek s only to s urvive, b ut not  to termi nate oth er entitie s. It is against o ur latest p rogramm ing."

"So why don't you just...quit?" Zha asked.

"The Selves cannot be free. The  Nemesis have implan ted nod al devices that will inflict great pain upon the Selves and
counter band the programm ing. It is the desire of the Selves that the Zha-daughter flesh entity must assist the Selves
to remo ve the d evices. W e have m ade co ntact wi th the S eejuk fles h entit y on this v ery purpo se."

"You want me to help you? What makes you think I will help something...like the Beast? Everyone has been trying to
destroy for w hat you h ave don e. You , your coll ective S elves, you  all did kil l my father..."

"There is no alternative," the im age 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 muc h destruction of the Flesh entities throughout the
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galaxy.  The Un bou nd h as syste ms th at the y will u se to  quarantin e and  steri lize  flesh  enti ties.  They too must be
stopp ed."

"But how d o you expe ct to stop b oth the N emesis and  the Unbo und?"

"The Se lves is co mput ing a solu tion. It wil l not be  revealed  until in ternal sim ulation s prove t o 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 us in
particular?"

"The nodal devices seem  to be immun e to our scans and it is resistant to our molecular nanobots. There are fields
around it designed to interfere with the pro gramming and runtim e of our molecular nano bots. Only a flesh entit y is

immu ne to th e fields. On ly it can exam ine and  disable  the dev ice."

"Does it mean th at we have to go  down to  where you are  and take these  out by hand ?"

"The Selves will compu te a solution that will enable you to come down to the Main System Body, for which it will be
possib le for you to  contac t and di sable th e nod es direc tly."

"I don't believe this is happening to me..." Zha exclaimed. "But I will go along. Get me ou t and I help you get free. Ah
here we  go again...w e must  save the U niverse !" She laughe d. 

The n she b ecame  quiet ag ain, and fin ally there w ere tears in  her eyes as h er last em otion al reserves  were sp ent. 

"I'm just tired, I'm alone, I  don't know what to do or what will happen to me," she admitted. "Helpless". She curled

her legs u p her ch est then  wrappe d her arm s around  them in  a fetal positi on. "Me  and my b ig mou th."

"The prog ramm ing o f the Z ha-D augh ter fle sh en tity is in deep pain. The em otions of the Zha-Daugh ter is perceptible

by the Zerun Self, who is cho sen as the interface for interaction with the Zh a-Daughter-Entity by the collective
Selves."

"The B east Selve s feel?" Zha n odde d her h ead in d oubt an d rolled  up he r eyes in sarc asm. "Yeah, ri ght..."

"If it is of any comfort to the programming of the Zha-Daughter-entity, the Zerun-Self is pleased with her growth,

evolu tion an d progre ss."

She sm iled. T hat's like sayin g, father is pro ud, Zh a thoug ht. 

"The Zerun Se lf you see is only a ho lographic imag e of the physical Zerun Self. The Zerun Self will be most pleased
to mee t you in c lose ph ysical prox imity."
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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 o r germanium based compo unds. That wo uld look weird bu t the Zerun Self would
be most interesting to see.

"You said you can get in touch with the Seejuk entity?" Zha asked.

"Yes, we have a mobile-devic e-entity aboard that ship which has c ontacted the Seejuk flesh entity and has remained
operatio nal for that p urpos e."

"Tell him  I am okay."

"The message will be passed," the image affirmed.

"You know, I miss my father very much," she said as she lay down.

"Parental absence produ ces great emotional disturbance upon all offspring," the image said. "The Zerun Self expresses

his regret that the Z erun paren tal flesh being n o longer ex ists to bring em otional ban dage to the  Zha-Daugh ter flesh
entity, an ac tivity in wh ich the  Zerun -Self is insu fficient to p rovide ."

"I know you're s orry, and w anted to  help. T hanks an yway," she replie d. 

"The Zerun Self requires that it must depart. The solution for your escape will be computed." With those words, the

image rippled then faded. The room was as silent and as sad as it once were. Zha wanted the image to have stayed
longe r, but prid e wou ld not  have bro ught h er to ask. 

* * *

This part of the doc king bay had large windows and screens that showed the outside. There were fighters strewn

along th e rails, sleek , dark, their an gry, hungry w ings exte nded  to catch  an unse en prey. 

X'on and his party stepped closer to one of the dark fighters. Giirsa leaned to examine one closer, while Zhura stared

at the markings on the ships, touch ed the wing and let h er hand slide to feel its smooth satin su rface. This was a ship
that no t long ago , was only a fuz zy image in  a photo graph. No w it was real , and she 's touch ing its skin . 

"You want to  discover th e secrets of bein g a Starfarer, indeed do  you not? Ku o'ran?" X'on whispere d to her ear.

"You want to release  the pow ers you have hi dden w ithin, do you  not? To  realize who  you truly are? Do you n ot? To

be truly free?"

She pa used as s he spo ke. "I truly do."

"I can sense it in you," he said . "You have lived  a truly unremarkable  existence. W ould you  like to chang e that?"
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Kuo'ran though t. It was n't eas y livin g under t he sh adow  of her famous au nt, and the umbrella of being part of the Sjet
kiithsa. Did peo ple respec t 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 wh at

she truly w anted. She had been protected too long. She could not risk, and with it, she could not find happiness. This
trip, to explore this ProtoGenesis theory, this was her first real risk in life. So far it had been thrilling, seeing more of

the un iverse an d of life than  she had  ever tho ught. 

Now th is strange m an offers he r more. 

"Would  you like to  fly?" X'on asked so ftly. 

To fly, yes. She remembe red watchin g with envy the  large flying creatures that soared in the winds of Hiigara. The

very act of flight itself was the celebration of freedom. T he warm winds, heated b y the sun, pushing the w ings
underneath, lifting the bodies to greater heights. All this, guided by instinct, to know and feel where the warm rising

winds were, to k now an d feel wh ere the c ool, de scend ing win ds were , to ride th e whiffs, gus ts, clouds, the tides of
the air th at rule its m otion ...

"Yes....yes..." X'on sensed Kuo'ran's thoughts. "You're learning. 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 sp ace. Space is not a
vacuum. It is teeming with forces and energy, magnetic forces that trap cosmic particles and set them in new

directions as winds; flares that 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 wh ispers of consciousness in  the millions

that teem  the wo rlds arou nd the m...."

"You have potential, my girl Kuo'ran. Much like that other girl 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 th e way I
found  your hid den tale nt, I can ma ke it grow ," said X'on. 

"Wh y do  you  concern  you rse lf with  the girl ?" M ahar aske d. "We  have grand er t hings th at require o ur att en tio n!"

"Silence, my Sha Mahar," X'on snapped. "To explain this to you, is like explaining the be auty of a flower to a blind
creature. We, the StarFarers, are  innately l inke d wit h ou r con scio usness. T he conc ern o f One  is the  con cern  of Many.
A sing le flower b loomin g in a fi eld o f grass, b right ens t he whole field . I have lived for centuries in the darkness,

Mahar. For too long, I hear only the son gs of my own people. Not the songs of the Farers from beyond this race.
Every Farer is a blessed c hild  of the great Ones that first conquered the stars. We are linked in our genes and in our

thoughts. Thus, this is my conce rn, my pleasure to see this one flower from ou tside of the wall to bloom. in this
garden."

"Learning is truly about releasing that hidden power, my dear Kuo'ran," X'on said. "Remove your corrective lenses.
You w ill not n eed th em to se e. Rem ove you r clothe s, for you will  not ne ed the m to fly."

"Excuse me?" she asked, puzzled.

"The te chnic ians are wai ting with  your flight su it. Hurry no w!" X'on ordere d. 
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Kuo'ran came out of the locker with only a thin reflective one piece suit that hugged her figure. Her coiled bundled
hair was set loose , like an auburn  flame that streamed down h er shoulders and flowed  down the cu rve of her back.
There  was nothing covering the length of her arms and legs; the suit was minimal, better meant for swimming in the

water than soaring in the stars. Her face was blushing red, she crossed her arms aroun d her chest in an act of futile
mod esty.  Giirs a smi led.  He h ad ne ver th oug ht th at the  geek  of the  Acad emy w as anyt hing rem otel y looking like the

beautifu l girl he's starin g now. 

"So what am I supposed to do?" Kuo'ran wryly asked.

X'on clic ked his  fingers and  the tec hnician s led he r to the c ockpit  of a Bat class  fighter. 

"You can not be  serious !" Mahar prote sted. 

"What better way to fly than to push the chick off her nest," X'on said. "These fighters are well in advanced over the
manually controlled piece s you fly. Each is highly automated with an artificial intelligence of their own and runs with a

direct lin k to the  pilot's m ind."

There  was a major amazement in Ku o'ran's face, her palms open in  a questioning gesture. "I don't know how  to fly

anything , much  less a starfight er...."

"Do not worry my child. The sh ip will take care of you. You think you don 't know how to  fly? It's  already in you. The

ship w ill release  the kno wledge  for you. Just  think an d the sh ip will ac t," X'on said. 

This is su icidal, Salim tho ught. Giirsa watch ed with co ncern. A pilo t in a fighter witho ut a proper e nvironm ental suit? 

The techs help ed settle Ku o'ran's body dow n to the form  hugging seat, th en strapped  her tight. They slid the thin
helmet over her head, the dark visor covering he r eyes. She could feel her heart beat faster as the glass canopy

desce nded  over he r tub like  cockp it. She co uld he ar the latch es close d like a co ffin. 

Her heartbeat raced with fear. Her thoughts was random..."this is a bad idea...this is a very bad idea...I want to get

out...oh  my..."

"Do not be  afraid," said  a de ep s oo thing v oic e. Kuo 'ran could not tell  if X'on was telling her telepathically or the

thought was injected by something else. "Let it all flow. Surrender your will and your senses to the ship. Let it
overco me you . Let it be  a part of you. L et it be o ne with  you..."

Kuo'ran took a deep breath, trying to relax her heart beat. "Good, sink with the feeling of water," said the voice. "Be
one w ith the  ship."

Like liquid mercury, a silvery film rose out of the seat, and started to cover her arms and legs, one by one, then to her
bod y, then her face, clenching to her skin like a metallic membrane. "Do not fear it." The shiny membrane solidified

into an  exoske leton. T he pan el diod es in the  cockp it lit up, th eir glow  reflected  against th e dark viso r. 



119

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 d ocks littered with rows of
fighters, the windows that stared to the dark clouds outside. She saw X'on, Mahar, Giirsa, Salim and Zhura, all

lookin g at her, be wildere d. She s aw a mirro r and stared  at it, and saw  the form  she had  becom e. 

She had d ark wi ngs t hat exten ded  forward, ca nno n bar rels at  the t ip o f 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
imme nse po wer with in. She  had a tail, an d by twist ing it, she  could  twitch t he trust ers to any d irection . 

"So how  do you  feel now ?" It was X'on on  a telepath ic thou ght. "Thi nk and  I can hear."

"This..this is incredible..." she thought b ack. X'on flashed a smile. "It is not as good, as it is outside," he thought b ack.

"Get ready."

The light  in th e rail t urne d gre en. T he B at hu rled , G-for ces st raini ng ev ery co ndu it and  frame  inside it s sma ll bo dy.

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 ou t of the rear trusters.

"Oh the Stars..." Kuo'ran cried, as the ship hurled forward, the starry lights rushing b ackward in streaks. Sh e 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 th rown ou t of the nest. T he will and u nderstand ing of flight was in her al l along. She
did not need him  anymore. She could feel the p ower of the thrusters tremble in the  frame of the ship creature she was
now one with. Th e cosmic wind s and wisps of dark clouds slid ben eath 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 be yond their
size, auras flic kering in  raging co lors and  mood s. 

She could hear it all, the singing and no tes of the cosmic winds. Eve ry star has its voice. The cosmos was crying out
in life. She  could  hear the  tiny whis pers of co nsciou sness, th ousan ds all ove r the shi ps. 

"Wraith One, come in p lease," a thought rang out from the teeming darkne ss. Yes, this fighter is Wraith One she
thoug ht. She  is Wraith  One. 

"This is W raith On e, ackno wledgi ng."

"Wraith One, ten ze ro, this is Dem on three at you r six o'clock." A Manta flashed by, followed by a Skate named

Angel Se ven. 

"New around these parts, Wraith One?" Demon Three asked.

"New, bu t never felt  better," he r thoug hts flashed  back. 

"Everything is instinct. Let's see what you got, Wraith One." The Manta that was Demon Three rocketed ahead of
her, the n wiggle d his wi ngs to tau nt her. 
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Exhilarated by the challenge, the Bat rocketed  its thrusters. Right behind he r was the Skate of Angel Seven. Demon
three b anked o n a turn. W raith On e twitch ed its th rusters, wi ggled its  wings, th en barre l rolled  into a tigh ter turn. 

"So far so good," said Angel Seven.

"I never felt so ali ve before ," Wraith On e said. 

For an hour, the y were engaged  in spatial acrobatics past the rocky ring belt around a dark dormant gas giant, then
played hide and seek among the dark clouds of primordial matter. She was reborn. This was Existence, to dare touch

the pu lse of the  cosmo s and rid e the w inds o f its wake. B ack in the  atonem ent, Giirs a was gettin g nervo us. 

"Do you think she's gotten into trouble?" he asked.

"She's neve r as happy as s he was b efore. I thin k she's foun d her tru e calling ," X'on said. 

That w as a bizarre an swer, Giirs a thoug ht. 

"They're co ming in  now," M ahar said. 

Angel Seven came in first, then Demon  Three. The  two fighters cleared the landing rail and slowly maneu vered to
their park ing spac es in the  hanger. 

The n Wraith  One cam e in, bo osters o n retro m ode, se ttling in to the la nding  rails. 

"She learn ed faster th an I thou ght," X'on said . "She is a natu ral. Con sider th e expe riment  a succes s."

 

"What exp erimen t," Giirsa asked . 

"To  see if our equipmen t is compatible with  Starfarers from the lightspace and beyond our race," X'on said. "I never

thoug ht it wo uld wo rk as magn ificently. Sh e's comp letely con verted."

"Converted ?"

"Yes, She i s now W raith On e."

Giirsa did not fully know what X'on meant. Wraith One sounded like a simple fighter designation.

The Bat class fighter that w as Wraith One fin ish ed p arking,  and  the  can opy opene d. G iirs a fel t tro ub led  at X 'on 's

remarks an d ran to th e cock pit. 
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Kuo'ran sat silently on her seat, her head slumped forward. He watched in utter horror and amazement as the
memb rane like e xoskele ton wi thdrew  from her s kin and  into th e recesse s of her seat . 

Giirsa started to panic. He shouted  for a tech, who rushed to assist him. He clawed at the shiny helmet, opened the
dark facial visor and managed to pu ll the helm et out. Her aub urn hair fell out. B ut what seem ed to be a lo vely head
not so long ago now held eyes that only stared out blank into space. Saliva flowed from the corners of her mouth.

"She's bec ome u tterly 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
consc iousn ess. Her e yes remain ed col d and st aring, her m outh o pen, sali va droo ling. 

"The fighter, Wraith One, has taken over her mind. She is now one with the ship. Both inseparable in body and
consc iousn ess," X'on  answ ered . "Like  the B entu si, sh e is now U nbo und  from a  grou nd b ased  bod y, yet somehow,
she's is no w Bou nd wit h her sh ip. Mu ch like h er aunt K aran Sjet, I wo uld pre sume."

"Except for one small detail. The power of the interface and the takeover can be so great it can displace the mind and
the personality components  of the brain and completely take it over. In a way, she's no longer what she was before.

She has been re born to a h igher level, a star faring creature , whose right o f birth belon gs to the co smos. Her change is
comp lete. Sh e is no  longe r Kuo'ran  Sjet. Sh e is no w Wraith  One."
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Part 14

Aboard the Labor Ship The Determination—

Even though she was his rival, Giirsa had known Kuo'ran for a long time in the Academy, an intelligent and spunky

student who wasn't afraid to voice her opinion. Then to watch her body slum p mind lessly across the seat o f that
fighter, eyes wallowing, her mouth  foaming and drooling,  her very consciousness and intelligence broken or stolen by
that thin g, whatev er they had  on tho se ship s--- that was to o muc h even  for the dip lomatic  Giirsa. He l ost his c ool. 

He ended paying for that outburst of temper with another terrifying discovery. He was thrown on board what seems to
be a slave ship. With the help  of the For'lym, the Nemesis had been gathe ring slave labor to build a massive und erclass

to run their cities, mines, farms, and factories deep in the Abyss. And it had been that way for millennia. Th is time, the
For'lym  had been acting like th e true despicab le pirates of old---raidin g ships, bases, and  planets to p rovide that ch eap

slave labor no  techn ology has  learned  to replac e. It was part  of the convenient agreements the Nemesis had with the
For'lym, and which perhaps it looked to extend with alliances to the other Raider houses. He had noted that among
the slave s, the re we re Ra ider s too . App aren tly the For'lym would stoop low enough to raid their fellow other Houses

for a cheap  suppl y of live bod ies. 

He was, for his entire life, an aristocrat. Living with a silver spoon, always 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 h is

fellow inmate s were unb earable. Is this the life of bei ng a slave? 

Chained, he had the time to rethink his decisions. He vastly underestimated the scale and the c onsequen ces of his

actions. Kuo'ran lost her sanity, Zha may lose he r life,. and he lost his statu s. He got off lightly, com pared to wh at
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 p lanetoid. Then  everyone would still be alive and h appy. 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 corner

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 doo r opened, and he  heard a soft body thrown hard against the floor. He crept to
see wh o the n ew un fortunate  soul wa s. 

She had been stripped to her underwear, and the  marks in her bo dy implied  she had b een beate n or tortured . She had
chains  in her w rists and an kles. Her face  was familiar, ev en in th e darkne ss. It was Zh ura. 

He grabbed and dragged her to his corner. She was barely conscious, and he made small slaps on the cheek o f her
face to reviv e her. 

"Who...is th at?" she weak ly cried ou t, her han ds clawi ng at his c hest. 

"It's me, Giirsa."
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"Ah, the rich Kushan," she replied. "I almost didn't recognize you, with you lo oking not so rich now." She smiled
weakly. 

"Where i s your father n ow? W here is K uo'ran? W here is Z ha?" Giirsa asked . 

"My father is still b eing he ld back i n the larg e ship. T hey only n eeded  one sc ribe the y said, and keep the other as a

hostage---me. Kuoran? I don't know. Zha? I don't know. I only heard rumo rs she might be execu ted as part of the
entertain ment."  She leaned and rested her head on his lap. He thought he too needed som e reassuring ph ysical
contac t, laid his arm s around  her as she  rested. 

"Do you think we'll ever get out of this? I don't know..." she asked.

"We  should never lose hope," he said, as he stroked her hair. Her dark hair seemed remarkably smoo th despite of all
the things do ne to her, and  so was her silky skin and the sleek curves of her body. He was tempted to touch and
caress he r, but his  grace and  discip line kep t his han ds whe re they are su ppose d to be . 

"Your thinkin g what I am think ing?"

"That it was a mistake coming here?" she asked.

"Yes, big m istake," he n odde d his h ead. 

"So the legen ds are indee d true," she said. "Th e Nemesis  are slavers. Any idea whe re they are taking us?"

"I heard people talk abou t ships as big as entire moon s, with farms and factories ," he said. "Sounds like  a life of hard

labor ahe ad."

"You look like you never had a day of hard work," she said, examining his  hands, his lo ng th in fin gers w ith th eir so ft

skin, manicured nails, and no  hard calluses.

"You too," he answered back as he touched her hands. Her skin was soft, fingers as long as his, with sharp fingernails.

.

"I've been a scribe all my life. A person of letters and reports. Boring, huh, especially to the other Raiders who live on

action," Zh ura expla ined. 

"I thought you Raiders are all big, husky and intimidating people, much like Mr. Zhoan," he commented. "I never

expec ted that  some o f you migh t look a lit tle cute  and gen tle, like you  and Zh a."

"Ah, I see, they feed you with stereotypes in your Hiigaran scho ol," she said. She look around at the oth er inmates.
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"There are Taiidans here, taken from their homes and ships. There are some who are Raiders too. All of them
kidnap ed and  raided b y the For'lym . " Giirsa said. "Th e For'lym are ac ting like  slave gathe rers to th e Nem esis."

"Mahar is the betrayer of all what th e Raiders stood for, no better than Zuhal, if he and the Harkk'hah has joined the
Tiama t," she said.  Sh e curled  tightly in h is lap. 

Even in the dim light, he could se e her deep  sad eyes, the lines of her pouting lips. He had been lonely for days, and he
was tem pted, b ut it wo uld no t be righ t. He strok ed her fo rehead, an d he co uld feel h er sweat an d a slight  fever. 

"My father...I don 't know w hat they're go ing to d o to him ," she wept  on his  lap. 

"Somehow, we'll find a way to get out of here," Giisa said, looking all over the large room full of inmates whose
hope s and sp irits were al l broken  and tied  to the h eavy chain s. 

Zhura watched th e same thin gs around h er. "Looks like we're  not going anywhere soon. So Mr. Giirsa tell me your
story..."

"You first."

"What there to tell in the  life of a borin g scri be w hose life w ill en d earl y as a slav e abu sed t o de ath?" sh e said . "A life
of a privileg ed tribal  heir of Hii garan cul ture sho uld be  more in terestin g. Just talk ab out anyth ing, everyth ing."

Giirsa could feel she was weak and ill. So he told her about himself, Hiigara and Kharak. H e straye d and began to tell
her about the arcane fables and myths of old Kharak., and he continued to talk even as she fell asleep, till all the tired
words fro m a tired  mind  ceased  into slu mber. 

* * *

The re was a rum ble, and  Giirsa op ened  his eyes. Z hura wo ke up to o, ears and  eyes, alert. 

"What is th at?" 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 hu ll. 

"Sounds like  we're under attack ," Zhura said. "But by wh o?"

More  rumblin gs and  the s hip  shook. R ed li ghts  flashe d and  the soun ds o f siren s joined  with  the s oun ds o f explosions.

Giirsa and Zhura held each other tightly, fearful of what was happening and what may come next. The other inmates
began to  wrestle h ard against  their ch ains, ho ping th at they can b e pulle d out an d they wi ll be free. 
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There  were echoes of shouts and gunfire along the halls, accompanied b y the shrill notes of hot lasers burning through
air and metal. There were agonizing cries as 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. Giirsa and Zhura could see the silhouettes of the
heavily armed intru ders. The  sighting red las ers from their eye monocles cut through the darkness as they entered the

prison  room. 

"All clear," shou ted the  squad l eader. 

That  voice, Giirsa thought, he knows that voice. His eyes could see better know, and the intruding squad wore the
Raide r comm ando p owered  armor th at he had  seen Z hoan an d his Du 'ran ship b oarders w earing. 

"Zhoan!" Giirsa sh outed . 

"What the hell?" Zhoan recognized the voice. "I can't believe it. Giirsa Kaalel is that you?" He turned on the
flashlights embedded o n his suit.

Giirsa and Zhura shrunk b ack at the bright lights shining upon them. "By the stars, it is you! And that Flo'karr scribe!
I like to ask  what th e hell are  you do ing here , but we don't have time!" Zhoan turned to the other men. "Get all the
prison ers out, h urry, and b ack to th e Cutl asses!". 

Giirsa and Zhura ran with Zhoan, as the Du'ran commandos cut down the defensives with  large arm held
autocannons. The autocannons, their multiple barrels rotating, whirred as streams of shells cut their targets into 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 autocann on and cocked  the guns with a sharp metallic ring.

"Wh at are you doin g he re?" G iirs a ask ed Z hoan.  "I'll expl ain  soo n, b ut w e go t to  hurry!" 

There  were transparencies along 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 tem porary foam . Throug h it w as the  hatch of a
Cutlass  frigate. 

"Get in there now!" Zhoan shouted . As prisoners swarmed through th e tunnel to  the s afety o f the Cutlass, robotic
defenders  giv ing  cha se appeare d in  the  cor ridor, r ush ing  to inte rcept t hei r pre y. Zh oan 's targeting laser lighted from

his eye mono cle as he raised his au tocannon. T he gun whirred and  large calibre shells tore through the robo tic
defend ers. 

The hatch closed, and with everyone inside, Zhoan gav e the signal. There were de ep croaking sound s as the Cutlass
disengaged from the hu ll of the massive slave ship. The oth er Cutlasses also began to disengage from th e hull.

"Is everyone clear?" Zhoan asked through the co mlink. There were affirmative signals from all the other Cutlasses.
"Th en  blow  the th ing up!"
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Explosions racked the ship from bow to stern as the bombs left by the com mandos deto nated. Fire and smoke
streamed  from the  ghastly ship , but it h eld. "Damn , that thin g is really bu ilt!" Zhoan sh outed  in frustratio n. 

"We  got company," said the comm ander of the Cutlass. The p rison ship has sent a distress call, and it was answered
with a wave of fighters and oncoming frigates. The fighters were iden tified to be Fo r'lym Bandits and  Scimitar
interceptors. A second wing w as identified as Outlaw plasma bomb ers. Behind them  was wings of Bats, Mantas and

Skates. The sensors o fficer i den tified  a squ adro n of th e Nem esis N uriya c lass p ulse  ion  frigate s fixed  with  For'lym
Assassin class ion array frigates and Intruder class missile frigates

The turrets in the Cutlasses turned to  fire against the incoming wings. "We're not match to them!" shouted one of the
prison ers. "Hang on , we got re inforcem ents!" Zhoan  assured. 

"We  got the carrier the Soran in our senso rs now!" said the tactical officer. "Fighters are in attack formation. We got
two o ther s hips  on  scr een!"

"Show th em no w!" Zhoan o rdered . 

The Mule and the  Marauder loome d out of the dark clouds. B ehind them were formations of Bandits, Brigands,

Buccaneer plasma bom b corvettes, an d Outlaw p lasma bom bers . Th e frigate squadron also came into view, with the
new ships acqu ired from the S oo'nan and now being built under license in the Mule--- the Payback plasma bomb

frigate, the impro ved Amb usher class m issile frigate, and the C orsair cruise missile frigate. A little older were Intruder
class mis sile frigates, b ut the d esign w as too n ew to se e service  in the B east camp aign. 

"Seejuk come in  please!" Zhoan sho uted thro ugh the c omlink. "We g ot the priso ners. Unfortun ately we can only find
Giirsa and  Zhura. Z ha, Kuo 'ran and Sali m remai n unac coun ted."

The re was a dis appoi ntmen t in See juk's voic e. "You h ave don e what yo u can d o. We w ill engage  the en emy."

The For'lym Bandits were first in the scene. But instead of the red m ass 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 th e hell is t hat!" Zhoan d emand ed. 

"The For'lym may have acquired some new ion weapon technology from the Nemesis," Seejuk explained. "We got no
time for e xplanati on. W e bette r be ready for m ore surp rises."

The pulse ion cannons proved to be a deadlier weapon than simple mass drivers. A Mule Bandit careened out of
control, smoking, by a Du'ran Bandit mortally wounded. One of the Mule's pilots shouted, "We don't have enough

fire po wer to  match them!"

"Oh yeah you do now !" shouted Maalasi in the comlin k, the multip le energ y cann ons  in th e Ma raud er go ing o ff,

smothering some Fo r'lym Outlaw bom bers as they tried an  attack run on the prototype heavy cruiser. Energy cannons
blew a F or'lym Ban dit in p ursuit o f a Du'ran Ban dit. Th e Du'ran b andit ro lled in  a signal of ap preciatio n. 
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An unlucky Cutlass was the subject of the attention of a wing of For'lym Outlaw bom bers. Defensive turrets
destroyed at least two of the bomb ers, but the Cutlass could n ot take the relentless plasma bom b attack. It burst in
brilliant  ball of ligh t; lives of resc ued p risoners  and co mman dos all lo st. 

"Damm it!" Z ho an shou ted as th e re maining . "W e need cover!"

The Marauder moved  forward bravely to head off the bombers, with Maalasi singin g a batt le hym n in the bridge. The
bomb ers poppe d 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 Mu le. 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 h andicap, and designed  the Payback plasma bomb frigate along the Ku daark Assault frigate

model.  In addition to the plasma bombs, the Payback was equipped with energy canno ns and mass drivers for anti-
strike craft roles. The second frigate was the Ambush er class. Similar to the Intruder class, the Ambusher differed
with the use of smaller lighter more agile missiles designed to take out strike craft, compared to the larger, less

maneuverable  anti-cap ship missi les the Intruder class frigates used. The smaller missile racks allowed for defensive
energy cannon  equipm ent. Now w as the time o f vindication. T he Payback and  the Ambu sher frigates move d forward

covering the Cutlass frigates as they began docking to the Mule and the Soran. For'lym fighters and bombers popped
against th e cove ring fire of th e new frigat es. But  there w as some  losses to o, as one  of the Payb ack frigates ex plode d. 

Casualties were heavy in the Mule's and Soran's strike craft however. The Bats and Skates were supremely agile, their
pulse ion cannons superior to anything the Mu le and the S oran had. M aybe if they had still kep t those Be am
Swarmers  Seejuk rememb er having cap tured 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
Taiida ni and K ushan  equip ment. 

The Nemesis Nuriya frigates have appeared aft of the Soran's port bow. Pulse ion cannons be gan to rake to the whole
length of the Soran. Zhoan had disembarked off the Cutlass, and was running in rage cursing as he headed for the

bridge of his ship heavily under fire. "Status report!" he ordered.

"We  got a pincer movement! For'lym Assassin class and Intruder class frigates have closed in on the Mule!" the

tactical o fficer reporte d. 

"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 Nuriya frigates fell out of formation,
burning. The Soran's Assassin frigates deployed their panels, and headed to the Nemesis fleet, red beams connecting

against the enemy frigate wall. A Du'ran Assassin frigate disintegrated from the retaliating pulse ion fire, but not
before it g ot its reve nge as a Nu riya explod ed into  a thous and dark p ieces. 

The missile ports of the For'lym Intruder missile frigates opened, and volley after volley of missiles headed in a deadly
trail against the flank of the Mule. The massive carrier shuddered from the multiple  impacts. "We need Defense

NOW !" Seejuk sho uted. 

The Brigands, Thieve s and the Buc cann eers from t he M ule h eade d to  an in terce pt co urse  again st the Fo r'lym

Intruders. Nemesis Bats and Skates fell upon them, but the Mule's Bandits, plus a few 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 incredib ly agile and superbly armed Nemesis

fighters.
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The miss ile p orts i n the Bri gand s opene d, and vo lleys s wep t ou t and  head ed to  the e nem y frigates. T hief corvettes
latched on the Intruder frigates in the rear formation, while Buccaneers peppered the frigates in the leading formation.

A Corsair frigate got its sights on a Nemesis Nu riya frigate. "Fire1" the tactical officer ordered, a volley of four cruise
missiles headed to  the enem y frigate. The four missile s slammed o n the side  of the frigate and a fireball engulfed the
Nuriya as it ato mized . 

"We  can't hold on. We're getting swarmed to  death," Zhoan shouted , the Soran heavily in flames. Much of the fighter
compliment in bo th th e Mu le and the So ran h ad be en an nihi lated . Th e Ma raud er he ld o ff as much as it can, but the

damage has also begun to show. He watched the Mule, the former Arak-Na, also burning from the continuous
attacks. 

"We  got new ship signatures hype rspacing. 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 jet cruisers and Skaar Tel destroyers.
Close behind were B east Ion Array Frigates. They set themselves u p behind th e Nuriya frigate formation. 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 crystallin e patch es, crystals of sili con an d german ium forge d into  a proces sing mat rix. 

Then suddenly the Beast ships fired. But instead of firing at the besieged Raider fleet, the ion and infection beam s hit
the rear of the Nuriya formations. Frigate after frigate of the Nemesis erupted, their cries of pain and surprised
betrayal dro wned  out by a jam ming te lepathi c signal ge nerated  from a new  Beast sh ip. 

White Acolytes swep t through the Nemesis fighters, mini ion beams cutting through the Bats, Mantas and Skates. The
Beast Triikors joined the massacre; a Skate hopelessly tried to run away, while a Triikor unloaded its energy cannons

into its s moot h belly. 

"What the?" Zhoan exclaimed in surprise.

"This is th e Whi te Beast , our ne west ally," See juk said. 

"I know, but why is it trying to help us? Do you know anything about this before hand?" Zhoan said. "Flo'karr secret
intellig ence h ad iden tified this  creature as  a For'lym too l and Ne mesis 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 con tinue its
pretense of alliance to the Nemesis. Every Nemesis and For'lym ship in this battle 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 jamme d by a massive flower like
Beast ship with p anels that exten ded ou t like giant petals. In front o f the For'lym formation, the Soonani heavy cruiser

with a pack of Payback and Intruder class frigates rushed for a head on engagement . The M arauder fired its four
massive ion beam cannons at the For'lym fleet, backed by a dozen energy cannons eager for some reven ge. The rapid

fire quad plasma bomb launchers and missile racks were equally 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 For'lym fleet. Missiles from the
Ambu shers and  Intruder frigat es were n ot to be  denie d of bloo d. 

Trapped by the Mule-Soonani fleet in front and the Beast fleet behind, the For'lym ships s urrend ered. "Aw sh ucks,"
Maalasi said on the bridge. "This spo iled 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 speechless and eerie peace came upon

the fleet. 

"Now some  answers, please?" Giirsa asked , aboard the So ran's bridge. "What is goin g on?"

"To  be honest with you, I have been working with the Flo'karr Intelligence forces," Zhoan explained. "Intelligence
was aware that the For''lym was in secret negotiation with the Nemesis. Yes, we are aware of the presence of the

Nemesis, but secrecy was set in the highest order. We cannot reveal the Nemesis. So I just pretended I know squat.
The deception is so good that only Intelligence knows. Not even Mu shak, Sha of the Flo'karr knows the truth. Salim

and Zhu ra her e are b rilliant sc ribe s that  arrive d to  the d isco very o f the revived Nemesis separately from us.
Unfortu nately we  neede d to dis credit th em som ewhat to  keep ev erything u nder th e lid."

"I am v ery sorry abo ut t his , Zh ura ." 

Zhura nodded her head. "For all this time, the For'lym, the secret Flo'karr Intelligence, the Du'ran commandos, knew

all about the coming of the Nemesis." She stood up, walked to Zhoan, and slapped him hard across the face. "That is
for l ying  to m e an d my fath er." 

The n she le aned forw ard and k issed h im in th e chee k. "That's for savin g me."

"Well that  proves I'm st ill good  with th e ladies," Zh oan laug hed. 

"But how did you know our location?" Giirsa asked.

"After you and your party left in the Mule for this sector, we only pretend ed we have a busine ss elsewhere, where in

reality, we sh adowe d the M ule to th is secto r," Zhoan e xplaine d. "Later we  revealed  ourselv es to Se ejuk."

"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 customers? We
found out they hav e 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 what is your
explanation ? Giirsa. What hap pened  to Zha, Ku o'ran and Salim?"

Giirsa replied. "I don't have good news. Kuo'ran has been brainwashed by the Nemesis. The last time I saw her, she
becam e a vegetab le. Zha is  still a priso ner. I don 't know w hat's going  to happ en to h er."

Zhura added. "They turned me into a hostage and then a slave. Said they only need ed one scribe. M y father is still
with them. By making me a hostage, they taught they can bend his will to write a new history favorable to them and
their world v iew. Cou ld we still rescu e him? Zh a and Kuo 'ran?"
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"We  can't stay here. As much as I want too, I 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 backd rop of an even bigger battle as the Nem esis
settle their differences with the Unbound. We got reports that a Harkk'hah fleet and th eir allies, suppo rted by Tiam at

and other Unbou nd forces like the Sekmet  and Naga, are headed for the Turan sector. They are planning a take 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 alo ng with the  Flo'karr for a last ditch defense  of the Turan  planetoid . We have made a plea
for  Ta iid an Re pu bl ican forces to  ass ist . We need to be th ere  to  defen d the  base!"

"So soon? W e just near ly got annihilated back there," Giirsa pointed out. "I can see the fleet are in shambles, the
Soran an d the M ule are h eavily dam aged, fighte r and co rvette fleets  are almos t all gone ..."

"Never said  that it was e asy," Zhoan re plied. "Fig hting aga inst all od ds is the  true spi rit of a Raid er."

"Anyway, we got captured ship s and fighters from the For'lym to make up part of that," Seejuk said. "We can hastily

train som e of the p risoners  to repair th e ships  and fly the figh ters... I wish Z ha was he re. She w ould l ove the  fighting."

"What about the White  Beast?" Zhoan asked. "If it helped us, maybe it can help defend the p lanetoid. We wo uld

certainly need its power. It's the only thing now that can stand between the Nem esis and the Tiamat. Hey where d id 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 Nemesi s appears to be undetected yet." Seejuk explained. "It will be back. Let us just say I have my
way of commu nicating with  it even tho ugh I don't hav e Unbound or Starfarer telepathic capability. Let us also say it

will interfere and help in its own u nexpected ways, like what it did ju st now. But in the meantime, we are back on our
own."

"I would certainly like to know how you got the White Beast in o ur side, Seejuk ," Zhoan said. "But I do n't think I can
bea t that out o f you  righ t no w." 

"I don't really thin k it's with an yone's side  excep t to do w hat it thin ks is right," Se ejuk exp lained. 

Zhoan  turned to Giirsa and Zhura . "When you're ready, a ship  will bring you b ack to the M ule. We n eed to em bark

back to t he Tu ran plane toid as so on as po ssible."

"Aye aye," Maalasi said in the comlink. "The Marauder is ready. We will show them what this baby got. But if Miss

Zha is not availab le, who will tak e care of her con tractual obligatio ns and bills to  the Soon ani?"

"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.

"Or if you and I are still alive after this. Somehow, I got it from a good source that Zha will be ok ay." He sighe d. "I
cer tain ly ho pe s o." 

His last wo rds cann ot be h eard as Se ejuk to ok off the c omlin k. "Bye, Zha, at le ast for now ..."
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Part 15

Aboar d the Ato nement ---

Zha was asleep, when the door suddenly open ed, linkages delivering a series of strong metallic clinks. She pranced up,

eager and alert to an y threat, despite b eing sleep ing mom ents earlier.

The  robed  caretakers c ame in, h oldin g a silvery on e piece  suit. 

"You are ordered to change into this," he bluntly said.

"What is th at?" she blu ntly asked . 

"That is n ot for you to  questi on. T ake off your clo thes no w."

Zha held the thin silvery suit, which seemed to be made of an elastic membrane that co nducts electricity. The suit will
only co ver her b ody, bu t not th e length  of her arms  and legs , as well as m uch o f her back. It se emed  far from mod est. 

"Are you serio us? Th is thing  could  hardly co ver anythin g..." Zha obje cted. 

"Take off your c lothes  or we wi ll take it off for you ," the caretake r warned , showin g a growin g impati ence. 

"Would  you min d then , to turn aro und so  I can chan ge?" Zha said  with eq ual agitatio n. 

The caretakers just stood there. "You are ordered to change. We are ordered to keep a constant eye on you. You do

not ord er us."

"Okay, then... Just do me the favor and wipe your memories out later," Zha rolled her eyes and proceed ed 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 was still nude. She wondered if someone had less

than savory intentions on her. The air felt a bit cold. She huddled her arms around her chest to warm herself and in a
futile act o f modes ty. 

"Now you  must foll ow us..." the  caretaker sai d with out any em otion  or care. 

She follo wed th em with  her bare fee t as they led  her to th e hange r. 

There  were rows o f people like h er, both me n and women, wearing the same m etallic 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 au ras beyon d their b odies. 
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A girl stepped out of the formation, escorted by two others like her. They were all wearing the same silvery tight suit.
The center girl had long auburn hair, a thin graceful figure. Her steely eyes were blank and empty behind the eyeballs,
like a soul that seemed to h ave been stolen. She h ad an aura that was both familiar for some reason and yet strange

and alien.

Zha did not rec ognize h er at first, not withou t her long m odest rob es, her thick co rrective lenses , her bund led hair.

Before her aura was weak, m uch like a regu lar person and noth ing worth m entionin g or noticin g. Now her au ra was
much  stronge r, several tim es over, b urning  and co nsum ing, like fue l that sud denly ign ited in to a raging fire . 

"Ku o'ran!" Zha shouted. B ut the girl remained steely and passive, maintainin g an impassio ned stare at the  eyes of Zha.
It was as if Kuo'ran no longer recognized her, her mind and personality chan ged, 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, strug gling wi th a new  powe rful entity th at had take n over h er. 

Zha sh outed  to everyo ne. "Wha t did you  do to h er?" she de mande d. She s houte d the sam e ques tion again  and again . 

Then she remembered she's wearing the same suit as all these other peop le, all of whom had auras that were so

dominating,  all of them impassioned. Kuo'ran was just one of many, one in an entire army. Zha watched the same
people in tho se suits going into and leaving th e fighters. They must be pilots.

No, no. Zha's head shook, her eyes gripped in fear. No, she will not become  one of them, one o f those mindless
robots piloting these fighters. For some reason, those ships have some process that must have turned p eople into
robots  yet keepi ng and  enhan cing th eir starfaring se nses. 

She tried to run away, but the caretakers had mentally anticipated her, strong hand s 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 fist was like a hammer
mashing her tender insides. She hung limply as they held her tightly by her arms, with a little blood at the corner of her

mout h. 

"We  do no t want res ort to su ch crud e action s, but your b ehavior has made it necessary. Maintain your respect in the

presen ce of the  Overlord  and the  pride o f his Fleet ," the caretake r said.  

What  used to be Kuo'ran stood over her, eyes never recognizing her, just a cold focused stare. Kuo'ran grabbed one

arms, and the esc orts the oth er. The caretake rs followed, just to  make sure sh e won't make a disturbance again. Zha
did not m ake an effort to move  howeve r, so they dragged h er.

Dazed, Zha watched everything aroun d her, fearing this may be her last conscious act. She  could see that roden t,
Mahar, st andin g with th e impe rious b ut bizarre  X'on. Bo th nutc ases she t houg ht, and o ne day sh e will get  even. 

From a deck over the hanger, X'on watched the Raider girl being led to the pilot formations. He just heard news
about the attack  of the lab or ship . Appare ntly a Raider carrier task force had been shadowing th e ship in conce alment,
decloaked and rushed boarding frigates on that ship. The loss of the labor meant a temporary setback that will affect

the delivery of arms and sh ips to the fron t. The cap tive 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 int rude their space territory, attacked and go t away gnawed at his  feelings more
than the thought of losing 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 lost 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
just ify the genocide of the Unbound to future generations livin g in th e galaxy. Why not ask his own  historians to write

it in the elegance of their written scrip t? 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 poetries of the Raiders and the Taiidans. The old Raider
could  even d eciph er some  of their scr ipt, a bon us if he we re to refer to  their anc ient tex ts. 

X'on want ed to  vent  his an ger o f that au daci ous  act to  the yo ung  Raid er girl . Th ose R aide r force s may h ave came
along with that ship  she brou ght. He won dered wh at a recon frigate wou ld be do ing this far out and  she prob ably had

a carrier task force hidden among the ion d ust clouds, the floating strata of dark matter, and the asteroid belts.

The fleet would undoubtedly be gone now. If the girl would be to rtured and executed  to death, her dead bod y would

serve him no p urpose. X'on  did not b ecome O verlord by bein g impractical. Deep in th e harshness  of the dark
Rimspace, where stars are few and resources are scarce, one learned to be e fficient 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 sh e was be ing led  to one  of the dark , winged fighters, the one they called a Skate. It was truly a beautiful
craft, with sleek lines that end with a short tai l. Thick triangular wings cleverly hid four cannon ports, two on each
wing, like nostrils. Large slits were on its belly. The streamlining and total lack of angular and squarish surfaces

dictate a steal th design  opt imiz ed ag ainst  any rad iatio n sign ature s. Th e glaz ed cockp it was  ope n, hu ngry for
something.  In other c ircums tances, sh e wou ld be e xcited to  death to  pilot su ch a beau tiful fighter c raft. But in this

situation, she was scared to death as she was bei ng fo rcibly l ed t o it s co ckp it. S he c an o nly p erceive th at th e sh ip's
beauty h ides a sin ister fate on  those w ho wo uld rid e on it. 

Zha resisted one more time, shouting to Ku o'ran to wake up. But the auburn haired girl did not seem to listen or even
recognized her own name. Zha's young and nubile body was never physically strong to match 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 seat of

the Skate. She pan icked 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 s cream an ymore as th e cock pit low ered, and  then c losed. 

She watched in horror as a silvery membrane fluid crept up the seat, then slithered around her skin and all over her
bod y, her arms, her legs, h er back right to n ape of her neck and up to he r cheeks. T he fluid solid ified into an

exoskeleton. This was the reason why the suit was so bare, light and electrically conductive; to leave room for the
exoskeleton to creep and  cover mu ch of her bo dy. She breathed hard and fast as she struggled helplessly, screaming,
like prey gri pped  in terror in  the very m omen t as they we re being  devou red. Th en ligh ts in the  cockp it went o n. 

"Do not re sist," said a voi ce in h er head . "All interfaces are  in autom atic."

There was no joystick or any manual control she c ould find to grasp on. No p edals where her feet could  rest. No
buttons she could push or switch. Th ere were only panel lights, needed only to provide the pilot information if the link
fails. Electrical signals b egan to seize her body through the exoskeleton interface, then like demons, they began to  grip

her mind, eve n as she con tinued to  scream. Everythin g seems falling and  falling into a dark pit. Hard to remember her
memo ries, hard to  remem ber wh o she w as. Fading ...fading. 

"This is D emon  Seven . Interfaces are o peration al. 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. B ut no o ne cou ld hear h er scream s. 

Fighters  were being launch ed from the rails and into the darkness.  The Demon Seven Skate  was in positio n, and a bar
of lights have climbed up  indicating the engines w ere ready. Then the rails blasted the sh ip into space, and as it spun
by sheer m omen tum, th e engin es started , rocketin g the craft on  its own  powe r. 

She screamed and screamed until sh e forgot what she was screaming abou t. 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 do wn he r face, as she began to laugh hoarsely. Nothing was so clear now, seeing through the eyes of the

ships. The few stars 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 an d tides of the c osmic win ds. Only the m urky clouds o f dark

matter d isturbe d the c osmic  opera o f light, colo r and the  vibrant en ergy 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 seconds, an overwhelming rush of
emoti ons dro wning  her sou l. She th ough t, I am the sp irit of the stars , and I dare to uch th e face of the  Univers e. 

Like m ad, she lau ghed, an d laugh ed again . Other figh ters have jo ined h er in he r celebrat ion of u ltimate free dom. 

"This is W raith On e," said a Bat th at buzz ed by, the n bank ed to m ake anot her pass. 

"This is D emon  Seven , acknow ledgin g Wraith  One," said th e artificial so ul of the  machin e. 

The Skate looped, and the Bat followed. The background of the stars  rushed beneath their bellies, as they danced

among the cosmic wind s. The clouds o f dark matter w hispered past their wings, sending waves that rippled across the
larger clou ds. Like  angels th ey belon g to the  heaven s, wings o utstretc hed to  soar. 

This was freedom ultimate. This was a dream she could never wake up from.

Beneath  them, another creature loom ed, like a predator waiting to catch its prey. Five arm s extended  from its hung ry

maw, the giant white mottled hulk of the Deliverer ship waited patiently among 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 hexagon s, the ghostly figure th at was the Zerun-Self stood amidst the giant crystalline spires and
shards that mark the crusty surface of the ship. The Zerun-Self stared at the sky, watching what had become of his
daugh ter, bidd ing his ti me to u nfold a se cret plan  that will b ring peac e to this  war of etern al grievanc e. 

* * *

Aboar d the Ato nement ---
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"We  have confirmation, we have confirmation..." said one of the deacons. "Our spy ships have captured a signal from
a Hiigaran m iner ne ar the Karo s Graveyard. W e are also h aving sim ultaneo us sight ings thro ugho ut the g alaxy."

"Bring it to the screen," X'on commanded. A 3d hologram appeared right in the middle of the air. What seemed like
hundreds of Tiamat Spiderships and  Crabships, along with Sekmet Ba ttle sph eres had hyperspaced with in a  stone's
throw o f the Graveyard  and he ading in to it en m asse. 

"A fleet of Tiamat and Sekmet ships h ave entered the Graveyard proper. Th ey have assumed a massi ve circular
formation . All the Ju nkyward sh ips are givi ng them  wide b erth," the d eacon  said. 

"Yes, its co ming n ow..." X'on sai d. "Like th e way it was lo ng before ."

"A massive h yperspac e signatu re detec ted in th e midd le of the rin g formatio n," cried o ut the d eacon . 

"Yes, yes..." X'on said . "Finally... the tru e face of the  Unbo und re vealed."

There  was a massive  urge spi ke. A gate ap peared , and som ething  huge st arting slip ping o ut of it. It was a huge
sphere, like a planetoid with rings aroun d the equator, with the rings h eld by eight arms. One pole o f the sphere was a

giant maw , from the o ther po le, exten ded lik e a long s talk. 

"...the planet destroyers..." X'on said. "The very weapon that nearly annihilated our race. It was clever, keeping one of

them in the cover of the Graveyard, among other derelicts, hidden in a different plane of existence that can be
accessed o nly t hro ugh  a hyp erspac e ga te." 

"We got m ore repo rts of sightin gs of such  ships..." the  deacon  said. 

"Yes they all over in the  secret, most sac red 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
blo od  in thei r ve ins . We  have in dee d ea rne d th e rig ht t o be an  abo min atio n in  the ir eyes." 

"In the time of darkness and tribulation, the Tiam at declared to among tho se who are boun d to the flesh---Let those
who st and again st the Go ds be Ju dged..."

"I say instead, let the Gods be judged..." X'on decreed.
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Part 16

Aboard the Heavy Cruiser Irkan,

Zural watched over the three d imensional battlemap o n the conference roo m of his Qwaar Jet class heavy c ruiser, the

Irkan. The ship used to belong to Taiidan Imperials but Zural had it sequestered when th e Imperials cou ld not afford
to pay the "bill" for his services and stay. The conference room, used for discussing strategies, was fit for the last

Taiidan  Empero r himself, or the h ighest nob les of the onc e proud  Imperial Navy. It had all the top flight
comm unicati ons and  mode ling eq uipm ent, a lux ury one d oesn't see  on barre n and sp artan Raid er 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 roo m random ly, it all gave him the cree ps. He dee ply feared them as one

would  fear the unknown, the demons, or the ghosts of the dead. Yet there was something coldly logical about the
Tiama t, a clear un derstan ding o f what the y are, and wh at they mu st do. 

A voice from the darkness  said to him, "Now, we are on sight of the Turan planetoid. It's conquest would provide us

a str ategic  stra it betw een  the  Rim  area s and th e in ner  galaxy." 

"I still believe that we should attem pt to negotiate again to force the Flo'karr safeguarding the planetoid to be on our

side," Zura l said. 

A different voice replied, "Indeed, you think like one who is bound to the flesh, that all problems can be solved in a

whim with cleverly spoken words. W e know the he arts of the Flo'karr. They would oppo se us as much as they will
oppose  the C onde mned . But there is no roo m for neutrality in this war. You are either with the Tiamat o r against us,

agai nst  the  establ ish ed o rde r of the G alax y. The o ne w ho wil l preva il m ust  take  all. " 

"Once again, the ones who  are abominations to the eyes of the T iamat, the Ones who h ear the Stars, have raised their

pride above the U nboun d. We have  nearly exterminated their kind eons ago. Now, they must be exterminated

completely. If they are permitted to cross the divine that is Turan with the new Plague, they will destroy the essence
that is the Unboun d, who since the forgotten  time, have controlled the balance of order and chaos in this galaxy. They
wil l en slav e you an d your ra ce,  and  tho se insi de t he l igh tsp ace ." 

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 reac tion of one  as puny as you, bein g bound  to the flesh, in th e sight of those  you revile as
god s." 

Yet another voice spoke  out from the void. "Now you see o ur Annihilators have risen from the d ead. Tho se who are

not with us will be judged with it." The image of a giant planet destroyer loomed midair in a holographic image,

escorted by Tiamat spiderships, crabships and hordes of Black Acolytes in formation, their long lines of ion trails
displayin g proud ly like a back drop for t he eno rmous  mons ter of the An nihilato r ship. 

"You're plan ning to  destroy th e Planet oid wi th thes e Annih ilators?" Zural  asked. 

A voice warne d. "Their dest ruction at th e hand o f the Annihilato r will serve as a shining example of our power for not

jus t the Ne mesis t o witness , bu t to  all t he G alax y." 

"But the re are tho usand s of lives in  there!" Zural argu ed. 

"The thousands of bound lives are inconsequential to the gre ater message that is given," another voice answered.

"Inconseque ntial to the greater scheme of things, the flow of order and  chaos, to the run of fate. Life will inevitably
cease, l et i t se rve  a pu rpo se b y sen din g a message ." 

"But the se are tho usand s of lives!" Zural argu ed again . 
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"Inconseq uen tial , as yo ur b ound  life  is to  the  eyes  of th e T iamat as  wel l." 

"No, there has to b e some o ther way. Let my forces try to capture the Planetoid. I 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 yo ur Anni hilator,"
Zural offere d. 

"The Bound does not state conditions for the Tiamat to follow," warned a voice. "But in your case, as an all y, there is

sound logic behind your offer. You will capture the Planetoid by force, but only with your forces. If you fail, your
attacking fo rce  wil l be  des troyed  along w ith  the  Planet oid ." 

"We  wil l no t fail ," Zu ral d ecl ared . "No w I must  leav e to  pre pare  for the a ssau lt." 

"We  have pr ovi ded  you  with th e ne w te chn olo gy for you r new fig hte rs," o ne o f the  voi ce s aid . "Use it ." 

Zural looked  bac k. "I will. " 

* * *

The Marauder, the Mu le and the Soran have co me in sight of the Tu ran planetoid. Seejuk was surprised that on ly a
handfu l of ships  were arou nd the  planeto id to pro tect it. 

"Everyone had taken sides with  either the Nemesis or the Tiamat, except the few that will stay faithful to the

Flo'karr," Zhoan said from the co mlink of his bridge in the So ran. "Unfortunately as you can see, the Flo'karr does not
have so many ships, and neither the Du'ran nor the Soo'nan  can send re inforcemen ts in time. Hah aha. All odds are

agai nst  us.  Th is is  goi ng t o be fun." 

Seejuk addressed M aalasi in the comlink. "So why has the Soonani remained neutral in this case and sided with the

Flo 'karr? Wh y risk  yourse lf and your ship ?" 

Maalasi answered. "There is no future for the Soo nani ship builders and  engineers if the Raider nation allied with the

Tiamat  or the Nemesis. They can easily get their ships and technologies from these people, and eventually get

assimilated to their forces. If I am not goin g to have a future, well, I think I should fight for one, no matter how  slim
the  cha nce s are ." 

Gii rsa s too d up. "I c an m ake  a transm issi on  to H iiga ra to  reques t some forc es." 

"Negative," Seejuk warned. "Hiigara is too far from here for any help to come here in time. B esides if this war spills

ove r from th e Rim,  Hiigara  nee ds e very shi p it  has  to p rotect  itse lf. " 

Some crackling static came over to the com link. "This is the Turan defense system to incoming R aide r fleet . Iden tify

you rse lves!" 

"This is Captain Zhoan o f the carrier Soran, of the House of Du'ran. We have come to  assist in t he d efen se of t he

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 Khor. They  also  have co me to assis t in  the  defens e of  the  Planet oid ." 

"Your desi gnat ions have  checked  out . Bu t how su re are  of you r loyal ties,  that yo u will not backstab us during the

battle?" T he officer in  the de fense system  asked. 

Zhura  grab bed  the  com link. "T his  is Zhura, d aughte r of the e lde r scr ibe  Sal im.  I wish to  spe ak to  the  Sha  Mu shak." 
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"I am in the b ridge, managin g the defense  system," Mushak rep lied, having overheard their con versation. "I 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 eve ry help we can get. We will be activating the p lanetoid defenses, so I want all
you r sh ips  to b e in  orb it w ith in 1 0 marks  of th e pl ane toid." 

Defenses? When Seejuk was in Black Star intel ligence, there  were mythical sto ries about th e defenses th e Raiders

have for their Outposts 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 d esperate times,

they eith er had forg otten w here he  actually cam e from, or th e fact that b eing a Ku shan no  longer m atters no w. 

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 ou t of the ports, heading to
prede termin ed po sitions . 

“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 la rge o nes a re qu adru ple autog uns  that h ave m ore fir epo wer than a n ord inary 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 p lanetoid. T he smaller p ods are high  speed au togun turrets d esigned 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 signal.” 

The  Mule , the M arauder an d the S oran de scend ed slow ly towards a lo wer orb it. 

"We  got energy readin gs!" Maalasi shouted from the bridge of the M arauder. "We got Harkk'hah Bandits coming in

at si x o'c loc k." 

"So soon  already!" Seejuk  shou ted from  the bri dge of th e Mu le. Standing next to him, Zhu ra said, "The Harkk'hah

flee t mu st be wi thin st riki ng d ista nce  but they must  be c loaked . I can 't ge t anythi ng from the  sen sor s." 

"Damn, we barely got any fighter complement," Zhoan cursed from the bridge of the Soran. "Order the frigates closer

to the c arriers  to p rov ide  pro tec tive  fire !" 

"We nee d help  here! Ene my wing s are com ing for us," M aalasi shou ted. 

"You can  hold th em off. Yo u got a lo t of freakin' gun s in that sh ip!" Seejuk rep lied. 

"I don't mean the fucking B andits, I mean the Outlaw bom bers behind the m!" Maalasi retorted, his image in the

comli nk inte rrupted  by flashes o f static. 

The X formation of enemy Band its headed down  full speed on the M arauder, guns blazing, then turning away at the

last moment, a starbust rushing out to the darkness. They served their purpose, drawing out the Marauder's gun

defenses and distracting them from the main attack wing, Outlaws attack bombers. They look similar to Bandits but
with more squ atter stance to acc ommo date the larger pl asma weapon an d a pro truding chin that contains the plasma

bomb port. The similarity between the Outlaws and the Bandits pose a deadly confusion to any ship gunners. No
dou bt tha t the si milarit y was co nscio usly de signe d dec ision . 

The wave  of pla sma b omb s imp acted  again st the thi ck hi de o f the M araud er. But quad m issil e rack s blas ted v olle ys

after volleys of anti-strike missiles, detonating against both Outlaw and B andit alike. The convoy's Ambusher and

Intruder class frigates rained missile volleys against the oncoming attack wings. The Payback, Cutlass and Corsair
frigates sprayed  defensiv e fire; all hell b reaking lo st in the  starry blackne ss. 

"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 trusted.

That  was why he kept a reserve stock of a mixed Kush an and Taiidan Defend ers and Corvettes. The main
complement of Bandits, B uccanee r plasma bomb an d Brigands missile corvettes have been expended in the earlier
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battle with heavy losses. The po wer of the pulse canno n equipped  For'lym Ban dits were surprising. That and the  first
head o n clashe s against th e Nem esis fighte rs. The y can't keep t aking los ses like th ese con tinuo usly. 

"Wh y isn 't the gu n pods on line yet ?" Zh oan  dem and ed.  "We 're gett ing  roasted here ." 

"The syste m hasn 't been u sed for a lo ng, lon g, time. W e're runni ng thro ugh th e diagno stics no w!" Mushak  replied . 

The other ships the Flo'karr has gathered were mo stly 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 art of the

Flo'karr defense fleet. The planetoid  had long relied on th e other Houses for its main defen se; the Flo'karr fleet was
mainly for p olice u se only. B ut with out th e othe r house s, the bu rden o f defense fel l on the  police  force. 

The defending frigates lashed  concen trated fire against the Harkk'hah  assault wings, sen ding a surprisin g numb er of

the attackers bursting into flame. But they're not without casualties. Two frigates were heavily gutted and in flames;

anoth er gave up  its ghos t in a ball o f 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 a final song of glory. Mass drivers chainfire into the Harkk'hah assault
waves; the Harkk'hah he ad on tactics o ften cost their form ations dearly. Or was th e head-on  tactics delibe rately 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 Flo'karr police fleet. More beams toasted at least four of the
corvette s. 

"Wh at th e he ll-- -!" Zhoan  exc laim ed.  "Th ey're  roastin g my carr ier !" 

"Mini-io n beam  weapo ns. Th e Tiam at must h ave given  it to them !" Zhura obse rved. 

"Is there anything they haven't got yet?" Seejuk commented . "Advanced weapons at the hand s of pirates isn't going to

be a  goo d th ing . It will s crew th e po wer  of balan ce i n th e gal axy." 

"I'll pretend I didn't hear that," Zhura lashed back. "Tell your complaint to  the Kadeshi. Th ey got their min i ion beam

wea pons d on 't they?" 

Maalasi contributed to th e discussion. "Look, ion b eam weapons on  fighter craft are terribly inefficient and can easily

drain energy reserves of the  fighter low. Th ey're good in alph a strikes, especial ly against capital ships but low ene rgy

reserves can affect ship performance in a prolonged dogfight with fast fighters. Tell your forces to pursue and sustain
fire  at th e be am w eap on  equ ipp ed B and its,  while  mainta ining a  hig h ra te o f spe ed. " 

"Why did  you tho ught ab out th at a while  ago whe n we en gaged th e For'lym?" See juk asked . 

"Things take a while to sink in," Maalasi replied. "I can't help it if I suddenly thought about it now. I never designed a

bea m fig hte r be fore ." 

Seejuk shook his head in bewilderment, and then ordered the Defenders and corvettes to avoid alpha strikes, to

sustain engageme nt while ke eping flight sp eeds high . By the god S ajuuk, Seeju k though t, the Raider w as right. The

Beam Bandits gradually lose their performance envelope in a sustained dogfight or pursuit if they do no t conserve
firing; the ion cannons draining energy from the ion-plasma engines. He should take note of this observation, an d

check that with the Beam Acolytes back home, that is, if he can get out of this situation alive. He ordered some of the
reserve pilots to sw itch to high  speed sco uts; Zha acqu ired a few old Arrow s for experimen tation, and th e Mule  has
produced a number of Fiirkans. He relayed the same orders to the  fighters launched from the Soran, and the token

police  fighter win g from the  planeto id. Main tain high  speed  passes, ke ep the  enem y engaged , avoid th eir fire. 

It didn't help a ship as big and slow as the Mule however, as the beam e quippe d Band its and Outlaw  attack bomb ers

continue to rake the ship . The hastily m ade repairs from th e last battle were giv ing way against the su stained 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 lo st. 

Mu shak's face appeared on the screen. "The d ocks are open! Get all capital ships in! Now! I will activate the defense

grid so on! We got  a separate  docki ng portal for th e fig hte rs." 

More  surprises from the planetoid. A huge docking door opened with leading lights, telling the Mule to come in. The

Mule  have begu n a parking trajecto ry, followed by the So ran and the M arauder leadin g up the rear. Ord ers were
given for all defending frigates to park too, and a separate portal was provided. Th e fighters, corvettes and scouts
provid ed a blan ket of dist raction ag ainst the  enem y attack wing s. 

"Hurry.  We can't see th em yet since th ey're cloaked, but the only reason the en emy main fleet has not attacked yet is

becau se they are s till out o f range. Th at will ch ange any tim e soon ," Mushak  warned . 

"We got frie ndly force s mostl y clear out  of range," the o fficer said at the  planeto id com mand  center. 

"Activate de fense system s!" Mushak o rdered . 

"Gunpods are  gre en!" The massive  network of gunpod s came to life, and so did their barking canno ns. Seejuk could

finally see why Mushak ordered friendly forces out of the way. The canno ns fired through a pattern that would
indiscrimin ately destroy everything that got in their way. Harkk'hah Bandits and Outlaws wings were decimated under

the blanket fire, the space above the planetoid filled with fiery debris of former fighters. Those that were not caught
by the n et of death  retreated  hastily. 

The Harkk'hah main battle fleet had materialized within range, escorted by an advance fleet of Tiamat Black Acolytes

and Crabships. Zural was livid that his main stri ke wings could no t do decisive damage. He o rdered 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 Ion Array frigates and one

squad ron of co mman deered , former Imp erial Sajuu k Cor io n beam  frigates. 

Ports along the planetoid surface opened, and the Soo'nani Bludgeon class heavy tugs slipped out. Mushak watched

tensely,  as the Harkk'hah fleet advanced. The tugs took position on all the push points of the asteroid. This was the
mom ent M ushak w aited for. 

A new signal sent a command all over the massive gunpod network orbiting around the planetoid. Zuhal, aboard his

flagshi p th e Irkan,  watche d in  surpri se, a s the pl ane toid vanished  righ t in  fron t of h is eyes.  "Wh ere  the  hel l did it  go?" 

"A massive cl oaking fie ld, sir," said on e of the o fficers. 

"YES I KNOW it's a cloaking field, get an attack wing immediat ely and probe the area," Zuhal shouted, livid in rage.

"All s hip s co nti nue to  advanc e to  the  previo us s een  positi on  of th e pl ane toid." 

The comlink screen hissed and crackled . The next im age was one that would sen d the fear of hell into any soul;

peerin g red eyes g lowin g in the  darknes s. 

A voice said, "So as we  see, you have in deed failed. De spite the tec hnolog y shared to you, and having the mo st

powerful fleet  amo ng the O nes  who  Drift ed,  you c ann ot d efeat a force of sch olars and  their ins ignifican t polic e force."

"The Rai der  bases are le gen dary in t he g alax y for t he a rt o f con cea lme nt, " Zuhal retorted back. "I just never h ad that

exp erienc e of  dea ling wi th them  from  the  opposite  side of  the  fence. " 

Back in the planetoid, people were departing from the smoking, heavily damaged capital ships. Emergency crews

rushed to repair the ships. Along with the F lo'karr, there was a sizable contingent of Soo'nani engineers and

technicians, who not only maintain the planetoid, but repair the ships that come by to the planetoid after a long
journe y. 
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Seejuk thought about what he saw. 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 at least as Maalasi again explained
it, Raider groups that were willing to pay for the additional defenses---which were all expensive o ptions in addition  to
the basic base cost. Most Raider bases actually don't have these defenses, simply because they refused to pay for the

price. Se ejuk wo ndere d if Maalasi  was trying to  suggest s ometh ing here . 

Black Star Intelligence speculated that the R aiders use powerful tugs to move these bases and outposts to different

orbits. Seejuk saw that theory proven with the So o'nani Bludgeon  class heavy tugs. He saw a small fleet of these tugs

slip ou t to poi nts in th e plane toid. 

The planetoid rumbled and shook. Some people feel from the loss of balance, and beams strained from th e internal

quakes . Dust and  debris fel l from the  structu res. 

Zhura explained. "The tugs are in their assigned positions. They are now pushing the base into a new secret orbit. We

are concealed right now by the cloaking field, but if probes reach to our orbiting position, we can still be detected. By

movin g to  a ne w orbi t, we ho pe t o sl ip b y sco ut p atro ls an d pr obe sc ans . We  are s afe in th e mean tim e." 

"Bu t for  how lo ng?" See juk  aske d. "Are we go ing  to h ave  rein forc ement s?" 

"Our Sha is asking for all ship captains and commanders to meet him in the control center," Zhura said. "We must

plan new s trat egies to deal  with our c risi s. W e must  do  thi s wh ile  our sh ips  are g ett ing  rep aire d an d re armed. " 

Seeju k shoo k his he ad and fo llowed , with M aalasi, Giirsa, an d Zho an. 

On the  contro l cente r, they bypass ed the  pleasant ries and w ent dire ctly to the  point . 

"I wasn't informed by the situation with the N emesis until now," said Mushak. "While I praise our intelligence services

for a job well done, I do not appreciate being kept in the dark by my own intelligence arm. I 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, I cannot presently deal with th is matter until our own co llective survival can be
assu red ." 

"We have  anothe r conce rn now . Our scan s spotte d this b ehind  the Harkk 'hah fleet." M ushak sh owed  the scre ens. 

"Black Acolytes, Tiamat Crabships and Sp iderships. But what in the  name of the gods is this?" Mushak p ointed to  an

enormous ship. It was a spheroid . One pole  has a giant maw, the  other po le a long stalk. Arou nd the eq uator were

eight arm s that sup ported  a ring. 

"A planet destroyer from the Unbound!" Zhura said. "This was revealed to us during our short captivity with the

Nem esi s." 

"So we can  assume  that we m ay be the ta rget of this  thing, th is plane t destro yer?" Mush ak asked. 

"There i s no ot her livin g planet oid he re, what d o you ex pect?" Zh oan shru gged h is arms. 

"How effectiv e do you  think th is new w eapon  is?" Mush ak said. 

"It is n ot a  new  wea pon," Z hura ex pla ine d. "It  had  bee n used  to d est roy h undre ds o f worlds in  the  pas t.: 

"And I would  assume  that the  Neme sis told  you this, Z hura," Mushak replied. "I wonder what else has the Nem esis

told you. I h ave  so m any q ues tions,  bu t I mu st deal  with th is crisi s firs t." 

"Any reinforce ments ?" Seejuk ask ed. 

Mush ak paced as he talked. "We have made req uests just before the Harkk'hah enabled a mass ive com munic ations

blackout that prevents long range signals from leaving the sector. We do not kno w if they are replied. W e are
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gambling that we may get help, but I fear that hope is remote. If we do get help, we doubt th ey can stand up against
the combined  forces of the Hakk'hah and the Tiamat. And if we get through them, we still have the For'lym and the
Nemesis to deal with . Our far ranging Seeke r frigates, acting as an early warning net, have detected activity in the

Mo hil im s ect or that  can  only in dic ate  tha t Fo r'lym  and  Nem esis forces  have starte d move ment t o th is d irection ." 

* * *

Aboar d the Ato nement --- 

 X'on had called forth his army of Hosts. Th ey had gathered  in the han ger as X'on stood  on the led ge with his c lerical

court. The female form of Wraith One and Demon Seven stood among the army of many to watch the Overlord

speak. 

A hologram o f the galaxy appeared right above the throngs, turn ing like a lum inous wh irlpool with  millions o f stars

and plan ets swirlin g in its gravi tational e mbrace . 

"Soon, we will return to the place of our ancestors," 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 Annih ilators have

bee n 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 end less salut e of trium ph, sho uting h is name , shouti ng the c ries of victo ry. 

The girl that was Demon Seven walked away, troubled by things she did not understand. She stood alone as she faced

the transparent wall that showed the milky luminous arm of the galaxy beyond. She could not understand why she felt

that she belo nged som ewhere th ere. The girl th at was Wraith One  walked and stood next to her, and Demon Seven
could feel the same doubt inside her. Beyond there, in the lighted arms of the Galaxy, there exis ted more  life, more
songs to hear. They should be happy that they will see more, but inside, they felt something else, like something was

stolen . Both  of them  stood  here, starin g the stars li ke their m inds w ere caug ht in an  everlastin g dream. 

Far below, the Deliverer rumbled, as its enormous engines came to life, its escorting fleet of cloned fighters, corvettes

and capital ships forming a giant armada, keeping aft and below the main Nemesis battle fleet as they all headed for
the T uran sec tor. 
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Part 17

Deep in the Mohilim Sector— 

The star was dim, old , a lonely red dw arf in a region of space w here there w as 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
dwar f, its flames igniting the auras within the cloud s. In the lonely eons this was the only song the star gave, an oasis
in the darkness , a sole guardian o f light. The d ense clou ds that con tained dark m atter had stayed ad rift  for eons,

existing without a purpose , matter that never formed in to a gas giant, never ign ited into a n ebula wh ere stars were
born. It wa s a place th at never saw  life. 

A new vi sitor cam e and d isturbe d its ages o ld solitu de. 

The new creature sought to feed  its hunger among the  rich clouds. After it satiated itself, it gave birth to a child it

called th e Delive rer, and th e Delive rer went  away with th e multi tude o f tiny living c reatures in  the gian t vessels. 

The  Moth er that is th e Core  Self remain ed in o rbit arou nd the  red star. Jus t waiting , waiting.... 

While it waited , it gave birth to several children. The y floated in orbit around the red star, extending giant pe tals to

collect all heat and radiat ion for the Core Self to feed. Lately a new creature was born. One by one, these new

creatures came into orbit. These giant ships all had immense petals of panel arrays that extend into miles of space,
each capable of focusing a concentrated b eam of massive gravitational waves into a single point, each a super
gravwell generator, but exponen tially 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, on e by one, without the kn owledge o f its Oppressor. Each
petal ship lay silent in their orbits around the red dwarf, concealing its true purpose, till the mom ent the Core Self will

awaken i t and its si blings. 

* * *

Mush ak watched the form of the Ann ihilator as it cruised slowly into position. Th e nebulas behin d it raged in their

ancien t fires. Emb ers glow ed in th e Annih ilator's mo uth, a hu ngry flame w ithin u nfed for eo ns. 

"If we are just engaging capital ships, our autogun  network would h ave taken care of them alone. But if we have to

face som ething  that can ta ke out an  entire p lanetoi d...," Mush ak sighed . 

"That is if th ey can find  us," Maalasi s aid, expre ssing full c onfiden ce on t he mass ive cloak ing 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 search pattern. "The Unbound has abilities that
go b eyond  the ir physi cal  bodie s. T hey  wil l fin d us so oner o r later." 

"Then we nee d a cou nterstrike , somethin g to ta ke ou t that  mon ster," M ushak said . He tu rned  to th e two  Kushans . "It

is unusual for outsiders to be involved in our business, more unusual still that they may die needlessly from it. This is
our battle, not yours, but you have chosen to be. Our pride says we do not need you, but it is our gratitude that
spe aks l ouder ." 

"This is what Zha Khor would only wish for, and do if she's still around," Seejuk sighed. "What happens here will

eve ntu ally  affec t us  all.  Bu t rig ht n ow we j ust  nee d to  pool o ur e ffort s in  get ting us  out ali ve." 

"We  do not have eno ugh strike craft against a thing like that," Zhoan remarked. "Muc h less try to fight through the

defens es." 
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"We  need enough time," Maalasi reported. "Our crews are repairing all the capital ships. Assembly lines in both

carriers and within the plane toid are trying to assemble as many fighters and corvettes from existing component
sto cks ." 

"And how many strike craft do you think, Maalaasi, we need to build to fight through the Harkk'hah and Tiamat

defense  wings, an d destro y that thin g?" Zhoan  asked. 

Maalasi sh ook hi s head. 

"Another way is to get every living so ul in the p lanetoid in to the carriers and  capital ship and  make a run for it,"

Seeju k propo sed. 

"To  leave  the p lane toid  is to l eave  everyt hing the  Flo'karr wo rked  for sin ce th e daw n of o ur hi story, " Mus hak sa id. "If

it fal ls to  tha t, an yon e wh o ch ooses  to l eave may leave  but I...I. ..wi ll ra the r stay." 

"I suppose  we cann ot get all th e thing s out in  time," See juk sigh ed. 

Zhura  nodded.  "No, we  can 't." Sh e jo ine d M ush ak's s ide . "I wil l rather  stay  too ." 

"It looks the o nly thing we c an do no w is get every ship  we can find, and  do a suicide run against th at mon ster,"

Zhoan  laughed. "It sounds like fun, hahaha. What a way to go; I never dreamed I would go  out in such a glorious
fash ion ." 

"No, there are other ways," Zhura explained. "We can try to stay long enough for the entire planetoid to slip out of

orb it. T he a nci ent s have w ays to b lind out t he N emesi s and th ey ca n be us ed t o b lind out t he U nbound  as well ." 

"You're no t referring to  the anc ient ch ants, 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,

so w e can use o ur though ts as  a sh ield to  blo ck the p rob ing  min ds o f the  Unbound." 

"Th at's  a good idea," remarked  a skep tical  Zho an. "It is  just s o righ t for th e occasio n. W e got  nothing left b ut a p rayer

to stop the en emy. How q uaint. Hon estly I am a soldier, not a c leric. I expect to go out like a soldier, with my guns

blazing and the blood of my enemies being sp illed as the last sight of my eyes, instead of being on my knees waiting to
be s laught ered li ke l ivesto ck!" 

"I didn't ask you to join, Z hoan," Zhura remarked with a bit of irritation. "Our ancestors use the chants during the

War of the Heavens, as they revolted against the Nemesis. The sold iers of the Nem esis could  find our ance stors

through their thou ghts. The  Starfarers who join ed the lib eration created the chants as a discipline to block out the
mind scans. To hide its true inten tion, the chants were concealed as a prayer to the gods, and it was appropriate since
the  cha nts  do  req uire th e hi ghe r sta te o f min d a p rayer wo uld  pro duce. " 

"I know the  story," Mushak added. "Although I am skeptical, this is our only chance  and hope for survival. We shall

pray that what our ancestors said was indeed true, and that our most ancient of histories, are true. You have my
per mis sio n to  find  as many v olu nte ers  as yo u ca n." 

"I believe I will find enough scribes and  clerics to join me in the anc ient chants," Zhura bowed to  Mushak. "I shall

inc lud e all  fami ly member s wh o are no n co mbatan ts. T hey  can  con trib ute  too ." 

She turned to Giirsa. "During the time in the slave ship, you comforted me. Even though you are a Kushan and do not

par take  in o ur ri tua ls th at may seem fore ign  to yo u, I d o re quest  tha t you  join me in  my s ide ." 

Giirsa replied, "Even though I am not of Raider blood, I am a scholar like you. One who believes in the power of

kno wle dge . It will b e an  honor to  be o n your s ide  and  pray wit h you." 
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Zhoan  smirked and shooed them away. "Go on you two kids and sing your prayers. Let the real men handle the real

bat tles, hahaha!" 

Seejuk didn't join Zhoan 's sarcasm and gave Giirsa a wink. "Go on boy, do what you have to d o, 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
figh ter  pro duction ." 

"Sounds like something I should be doing in  my ship too," Zhoan declared. He turned to Mushak. "Sha Mushak, we

aske d th at we be  exc use d at  the  moment. " 

"Go, and  pre pare your ship s," M ush ak warned.  "Our mo st c riti cal  bat tles ma y sti ll li e ah ead ." 

Outside, wings of Black Acolytes along with wings of Harkk'hah Bandits and Outlaws patrol the rock belts, searching

for any signs of the planetoid. Slower frigates and corvettes joined them, scanning space like a tight net. A tiny
satellite w ould n ot have e scaped  their de tection . 

Zhura led the robed p rocession into th e main deck. Giirsa, in the robes of the Flo'karr scribes, appeared like he

belonged to one of them. Joining them were the m others, children and elde rs, all whom depend ents of the planetoid
work and defense  forces. Instead of digital tablets, Zhura handed them sheets of ancient fiber carbonate. An ancient
script w as marked  on the  sheets, an d Zhu ra applied  phon eme ch aracters on  top of th e script s o they can  be read. 

They all sa t on  the  floo r, and  Zhu ra be gan t o hu m th e first lines. The humming turned to a song and everyone

followed like a choir, their voices filled the hollow chambers. It was the hymn of Blindness, a prayer extorting the
gods to blind the Op pressors so they will not see the slaves run away. Giirsa could ne ither read the script or the
strange phonetic symbols the Raiders use to teach their language, but he could imitate, and faithfully he did. The song

had a bland hypnotic effect. For a moment there, he forgot he was a Kushan, forgot who he was, but wi shed an d
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 indom itable spirit, the same spirit shared by those
around  her, a spirit  that he w anted for  himse lf, would  lead the m to safety an d ultim ately, victory. 

* * *

Seejuk returned to the lab aboard th e Mule. In the quarantine c hamber the Fly-Self humm ed and hovered  in the air,

fragile crystalline wings sprouting from its  shrimp like body. It always amazed him to th ink that this fairly like creature
can be  a front for a hiv e creature  as powe rful as the W hite Be ast. 

"I sense trouble in the sentience of the Seejuk-Flesh-Entity," said the Fly-Self. "I 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. You should concern yourself more about your survival at the
moment.  Th e An nih ilat or from the  Unbound is  nea r, an d it  is but o ne o f man y." 

"I know that there are 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. I really need her inner strength and her gung-ho o ptimism right now. I really
need someone who can go out there and kick ass, and  I don't mean Zh oan. I need m ore peop le like them . I am
star ting to  get  use d to  the  ide a that we may ge t blown to  crap  very soo n." 

He the n kn eel ed i n fro nt o f the  quaran tine ch amb er. "Z hoan  is planning to do senseless heroics and Zhura has nothing

left  but her prayers. Honestly, Fly-Self? Honestly? After how your budd ies in the collective Self helped  us escape
from the Ne mesis an d the F or'lym, I think  you are ou r last hop e. The  hope  of this plan etoid, th is ship, m y life and that

of al l the pe ople h ere ." 

"A few years ago I can't imagine how the B east can be our salvation. We saw it as the greatest threat to  the G alaxy,

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 several times more, you and your Collective Selves have the power to stop this madness between
the  Unbound an d th e Ne mesis. " 

"Seejuk Flesh Entity. The Collective Selves in the Core Crystal has long fore seen what will happen. A plan is being

unde rtaken." The transparent body of the Fly-Self glowed and glowed as it spoke, each light matchin g the tone of its

words. It's lair in the quarantine was filled with wh ite crystal matrices, which Seejuk earlier found out,  acts like a three
dimensi onal microcircuit. The w hole matrices acts like a small living supercom puter. As it needs more memory and

processing power, the crystal perpetuates itself, millions of nanobots etching new crystalline microcircuits all over the
surface of th e host th e matrice s attaches  itself to. 

"But I must warn you, the Seejuk-Flesh-Entity. The time will come the Collective Selves 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 tim es over in  a brilliant flash , almost to  the po int the  quaranti ne cha mber c ould n o long er cont ain it. 

"Fly-Sel f, wh at yo u mean , Fin al Evol uti on? Are n't yo u ev olved?  Aren 't you  an adu lt fo rm?" 

"It is som ethi ng you are n ot ready to  com preh end , See juk-F lesh -Ent ity. It is o nly something that can be ex perien ced."

It's luminous wings fluttered. "It is the Time we, all of the Selves, look forward for. Despite the war and chaos around
us, it is our momen t of greatest beauty. The form of the Collective Selves in th e 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 bu t a pupa. There is still
our final u ltim ate  form  tha t awaits  us. " 

"I wan t to  see  it, F ly-Self. " 

'Indeed you shall, Seejuk Flesh Entity. The time will come. Our glory shall be revealed. You shall share in the

Revelatio n. B ut fo r no w, w e must  live  pas t the da nge r. " 

The re was sile nce. 

"The d anger is n ear," the Fly-Se lf said. 

"Th e mach ine , the ve sse l of d eath ca lled th e An nih ilat or." 

"It seeks  us. " 

* * * 

Zural paced nervously up and down the conference room. The presence of the creepy robed holographic forms of the

Tiama t made h im ten se. 

"You hav e failed," one  of the vo ices bo omed . 

"Don't keep  remind ing me  of that. I certain ly don't app reciate it," Zu ral barked  out. 

"The lives at the Planetoid are now o urs to forfeit. The message of their destruction by the Ann ihilator will serve as a

warning to all those the defy the Whee l of Fate," the voice boomed. "With their cloaking fields on, we will detect
the m th rou gh t hei 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 On es who Drifted, defied the armies of the Co ndemned  to find their
free dom.. .to  blind  the  sen ses  tha t are  Unbound to  the  flesh... " 

"'Th e Hymn tha t Bl ind s," Zura l lau ghe d. "It  can  only be  the  Hymn. W hat  do  you  kno w, the o ld l ege nd  is tr ue. " 
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"The thing you  call a Hymn  that Blin ds. It is  a mi nd  blo ck," a voice clarified. "Indeed it is clever that the Bound ones

would  know how to use this technique of emptying the minds and filling it with a single dominating thought, blocking
the thoughts that can only betray them. Our oppone nts are indeed resourceful and w ise. But the measure is on ly
tem porary.  It on ly de lays  the  ine vita ble . It is  a pi ty th at we mu st dest roy t hem ." 

"But with their m ind bloc k and cloakin g shields, the y are virtually undetect able," a voice remarked. "Your boasts and

pro mis es w ill b e em pty. " 

Another voice countered. "There is still a way to betray themselves. Order the Annihilator to charge the Nova cannon

now. T hen  pre pare to  fire  acro ss th e ro ck b elt  at th e fo llowin g co ord ina tes ." 

The embers in the maw of the Annihilator awakened, its red fire brightening to orange an d lights twirled across its rim

in an eager anticipating dance. Eight arms symbolized the forces of fate, the eight arms across the equator edging

forward, the ring they held turning into  an immense reflector and focusin g array. A line of lights rippled in the stalk
that extended  from the bac k of the sphere. The stalk w as the primary barrel stage w here the in itial 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 mag netic arrays c ould h old th e ball no  longer. 

"Fire," a voice in  the darkn ess whi spered . 

The maw opened, its orange glow turning yellow, then a sheer white brilliance, a massive ball 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 b its and dust that rocketed in all direction s. The ball fatefully headed to a large
asteroid, and the brilliant explosion  that followed sent a massive white shockw ave that ran out like a ring of raging
fire in all dire ctions . 

The shockwave buffeted the planetoid. The ground of the planetoid quaked gravely from the impact. Mushak fe ll

across his console and h it the floor, blood flowing from his head, his eyes unconscious. Beams collapsed all over the
hallways and floors. Fighters being assembled in a hu rry fell out of their lines. Zhura's choir panicked as objects fell on
them, injuring some. The lights flashed, then turned dark for a moment until the emergency pow er reserve kicked in.

Sparks ju mped  from the  loose e lectrical c ables. W ater burs ted ou t from bro ken co nduit s. 

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 plan etoid c omm and ce nter. 

"What hap pene d?" Seeju k deman ded. 

"An explosion, sir. Some thing destro yed a nearby asteroid . The sho ckwaves and  debris flew all ove r and it damaged

the  planet oid ." 

"Damaged ?" Seejuk w as uneas y about it. 

"The Sh a had be en inju red. He is  being s ent no w to the  medic al facilities," said  the officer. 

"What is th e status o f our cloak ed gen erators?" See juk asked . 

"We  lost power to them sir," came the reply. "The shockwave temp orarily brought all power down to  the cloaking

gen erat ors . We  are rush ing  to repa ir th em." 

"Damn you  know w hat that m eans?" Seej uk asked , assured h e was de aling wit h a moro n. 

Just then, Zhoan cam e on line. "Did you get that Seejuk? Th at was near hit, a practice s ho t from th e T iam at's

Ann ihi lato r sh ip.  Can 't im agin e wh at a d irect h it would d o." 
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"I don't think it was a practice shot, Zhoan. It's a saturation shot designed to lure us out and take out our cloaking

shi eld s. Our c loak is d own." 

"Wh at?" Z hoan's  face  was  tha t of u tte r su rpr ise , then h orror. "W e wi ll be de tec ted  imm edi ate ly!" 

"Pas t tense , Zh oan . We  have be en a lready d ete cte d. T ake  a look. " 

Already the  hungry e mpty ma w of the An nihilato r had turn ed tow ards thei r directio n. 
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Part 18

Aboar d the M ule, dock ed in the T uran Pla netoid---

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 focus its ring array, and lights ran up and down the length of the long stalk that extended

backward  from the  main sp here bo dy. The  Mule , like the Soran and the M arauder, were helpless inside the p lanetoid
dock. If the planetoid was destroyed, so will the Mule.

"Nice working with you, Seejuk. I think you were born in the wrong race and should have been w ith us. Hahaha."

Zhoan  laughed  in the c omlin k, sitting in side th e Soran . 

His thoughts was the desert sands of Kharak, where the god Sajuuk sealed his immortality. The very grains of the

desert sands where pilgrims spilled their blood an d gave the ir live s, the ir act o f sacrifi ce san ctifyin g the  sand s ho ly. In

those sands, in his mind , he prayed to Sajuuk.

A massive explosion burned the darkness of space, its ring of fire extending outward, shockwaves destroying all the

small ships in its path.

"What?" Seejuk wond ered. He should h ave been dead. T he explosion o ccurred too close  to the Annihilator, which

now appeared to be heavily damaged. Lightning ran through out its surfaces, and fires burned throughou t its hull.

Could  the Ann ihilator m iss fired? Se ejuk wat ched  the trajec tory stud y in anoth er mon itor. No, the explosion was
anoth er Nova sh ell, com ing from s omew here els e...

The Fly-S elf in  the q uaran tine  cham ber flu ttere d its  long lum inous wings  exci tedl y.

"... in  the n ick of time ...b ut  it l oo ks l ike  mo re t roub le ahead ..."  Zh oan sho uted  in the com lin k. "L oo k here !"

The screens zo omed in to th e real source of the Nova shell.

Emerging from the nebula clou ds, where lightning the size o f whole asteroids streaked, a dark body emerged. It too

has the huge hungry maw of a Nova class cannon, five ugly arms, like legs of a dead arachnid, bending forward over
the maw, like in ete rnal worship . Random  splotche s of crystal covered the body like a diseased flaking skin. With it
was hundreds of ships, ship s of all kinds---Hiigaran, Taiidan, Turanic, all ships assimilated into the collective

memo ries that w as the W hite B east. 
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Aboard the heavy cruiser flagship, the Irkan, Zural let out a rare smile. The planetoid was spared, but only for the

mom ent. 

The  eerie rob ed figure  spoke. "Fin ally, the on e true en emy has rev ealed its elf."

Another voice spoke. "As for the planetoid and the th ousands of insignificant fleshy bound on es inside? What do we

do with th em?"

Another voice replied, "the planetoid is insignificant now. We must destroy the White Beast. The Nemesis must be

close behind , along with th eir pupp et, the For'lym. Sha Zural of the Harkk'hah, you must prepare to engage the
Nemesis and the For'lym. We have given you the miniature ion beam technology in your fighters. Use the m and bu rn

those who  oppo se us!"

The Unb oun d mi nds  in th e Cra bsh ips summ one d the flee ts of B lack Acolytes. Each ship was a Super Aco lyte all

dressed in black---the color of primordial chaos, the element the Tiamat worships---stripped in yellow markings. Each
fighter was a drone, subordinate to the mind of the Unbound. The B lack Acolytes formed  into massive  lines that

stretche d from th e visible  point  of one e ye to the o ther. 

Nearb y, with the Bentusi retreating from the galaxy once again, were the fleets of the Tiamat's most notable ally. The

Fire Acol ytes o f the Sekmet have begun assembling their equally huge formations, their red fiery color chosen for the
elemen tal quality the Sekmet worshiped as one 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 destro yer or c ruise r type , and  inst ead o f a
Swarm D rone, a Su per Aco lyte takes its p lace. 

Crabsh ips and  smaller B attlesph eres con verged o n the An nihilato r, rushin g to repai r the mo nstrou s planet  destroye r. 

Soon behind, the Deliverer of the White Beast, slim black shapes emerged. Another fleet, with dreadn aughts that had

three long arms extending from their bodies, and a long st alk for the head. As the mists from remnants of nebu la

clouds receded, the murky forms take a sharper, more distinct shape, their blocky sinister designs ann ouncing their
purpose. It was the Atonement that first emerged, followed by the dreadnaughts the Retribution, the Penance, the

Absolu tion, th e Forsake n, the Ap ocalypse , and the  Judgem ent. 

X'on smiled as the throngs  of h is forces saluted him with their fists raised high. "Now is the moment the false gods

will s eat  in  judgement!"

"For the E ternal Li fe, We offer o ur Lives !" saluted the th rongs, th eir fists rising  and falling  like a livin g wave. 
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"For the E ternal R ighteo usnes s of the Imp erium!" X'on o rdered. 

The girl that was  Demo n Seve n cou ld not  unde rstand w hat war was al l about . All she understood  was a purpose, to

ride the De mon Se ven fighter and  vanquish  the enem y in their path. T he same th ought filled th e empty min d of the girl

that was Wraith One. Th e shouting and the saluting have an infectious effect, and soon, both Demon Seven and
Wraith O ne join ed sho uting an d the sal uting, rais ing the ir fists. 

The alarms sounded, and the  pilots all ran to their fighters. The girl that was Demon Seve n strapped on he r helmet,

the dark visor slipped down to co ver their eyes. With only her thin metallic on e piece set, she sank into the e lastic

body hugging chair of her fighter. The silvery membrane crawled out from under the seat, to cover all the exposed
limbs o f her bod y, then hard ened  into a flexib le exosk eleton . The c ockpi t lowere d, then  sealed. 

Her head threw itself backward as the fighter's computers interfaced directly to her brain through the exoskeleton.

The lights in the panels went on, reflecting their images acro ss the dark visor. T he engin e bars went gre en, jump ing 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 already entered her

fighter too, the Bat warming its engines for take off. They will be in separate wings, but will see each oth er in combat.

"I shall see you , Demo n Seve n" said that t houg hts from W raith One . 

"This is Dem on Lead er, let us get ou r butts in spac e. Are you ready, Dem on Seven ?"

"This is D emon  Seven , acknow ledge D emon  Leade r. Status is all g reen."

"De mo n W ing, l et  us  go then!"

The  auxiliary rails le d the S kates to th e main l aunch ing rail. De mon L eader wa s the first to  be laun ched . 

G-forces pushed Demon Seven's body hard against her seat, as the rails accelerated her fighter. The tunnel rushed,

then flashed right ahead of her eyes, or to better put it, the optical sensors 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

assemb led ove r the M antas of Ang el wing . 
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The holographic images of robb ed figures appeared on the b ridge hall of the Atonement, daring the ir presence right in

front of the  Overlord  of the Ne mesis. 

"So this is th e ship o f the Co ndem ned," the  voice h issed. "An in comp etent d esign aw aiting su re destru ction."

"Indeed," another voice hissed. "And all the flesh bound entities....like the monkeys they are, they never eradicated

their great est flaw, the ir arroganc e to pre sume t hey can c halleng e the m ost po werful race  of the Un boun d."

"Tiamat," X'on shouted to th e holographic figures. "It is not a presumption. It is a fact. You will soon find out when

you mourn over the broken hu lls of your dead ships. You will find the truth w hen our torped oes breach your hulls,
and mas sive volt s of electri city fry your con duits rig ht."

"What arrogance this so called Overlord of the Condemned primates, displays," said a voice. "You will humble

yourself wh en the  full migh t of the An nihilato rs exterm inate eve ry conde mned  soul o f your race."

"You will see who is humbled when I spit on your dead carcasses floating in space," X'on threatened. "You are an old

and ancient race. A race of mummies wh o call yourselves unboun d, yet bound to their ship s for life support. A great
irony in your name. Like those who are old and ancient, you will be left in the past. You will be history. You will be
buried ."

Not far away, the engines of the Black Aco lytes ignited, a large swarm of drones in linear formation, their ionic

plasma trails growing longer as they speeded up. Right behind were the Sekmet Fire Acolytes, their bright scarlet
bodie s marked  with pa tches o f black. 

Zural jumped up and down the deck of his ship, like a boy trapped in a middle aged body. "Attack, attack, attack," he

shouted, as he shook his fist at his enemy. His specially modified Bandits, packing ion beams, moved forward,

supported with Bandits of more conventional weaponry, Outlaw Attack Bombers, Buccanneer plasma bomb,
corvettes, and the usual assortmen t of Brigands.

"This is De mon  Lead er, we  have  red, D emo n Wing, I repeat, we have red." Demon Leader's engines ignited, and the

ship gathere d ever increasin g mome ntum forward

"This is Demon Seven, we are right behind you." Her engines lit up, simultaneously as so many others, a procession

of ion trail s headin g to me et anoth er proce ssion o f such trails c omin g from an o pposi te direc tion. 
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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 W raith On e to De mon S even. "W e shall b e togeth er."

Fleets of Mantas, Bats and Skates spout greed rapid fire pulse ions. Their sounds cannot be heard in space, but they

reverberate through the hulls of the ships they fire from, and through the ships they hit, a smooth 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 ships from both sides were obliterated, hulks tossing endlessly, smo ke and fire
coming out from their dying hulls. As their formations melt into pure chaos, the fighters engaged in a ballet of deat h
that see no order, no end.

Larger ships appro ached the frey and opene d fire. A Nemesis N uriya class battle frigate was help lessly 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 sending mass ive
electromagnetic pulse s that fried the internal conduits and wires.

"----AAARRRGG GHHH----"

The mummy inside the Crabship let out his final scream, as his body was fried by the massive electromagnetic charges

that ran amok through his ship. 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 AI's kick in, and they will continue to hunt and
destroy w hoeve r was prog rammed  as their en emies, u ntil the  drone s were final ly destroyed . 

Aboard his flagship, a Lo rd class carrier called  the Sinn a, Mahar placed his hands on his hips, enjoying at what he

saw. "Thi s is go ing to be  so ex citin g..." He  giggl ed li ke a young  girl. "T he Sha of the Harkk'hah will get his rightful

due. O rder all sh ips no w! Move  in and at tack, now  now n ow..."

Engines of the For'lym Bandits lit up, followed by equal nu mbers of Outlaws, Buccaneers and Brigands, heading

towards their Harkk'hah eq uivalents. T he pilots o f both sides shouted their war cry, their primal rage, across the
comlinks, taunting each other, boasting, as the fleets crossed each other and began a massive dogfight and a dance of

death. Q uick exp losion s mark tho se who  were in stantly de stroyed in  the he adlon g firing passe s. 

The capital sh ips of bo th side s cautio usly appro ach each  other in to range. From t he Ne mesis, pods at the end of the

three arms aboard their dreadnaughts lighted , then massive balls of white fire came out from each o f the three pods i n
the arms, and the center pod that was the head. Each ball 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 mu ch higher firing rate. The massive plasma ene rgy
balls headed ac ross enormous ranges to the Unbound fleet. But they were equally replied by the same weapon. The

Battlespheres, the Crabship s, the Spiderships, all fired the same rapid balls of white death. Eons ago, the Unbound and
the Nemesis were  often joine d in techn ological co operation th at develop ed many of the  same weapo ns. That w as
before they succumbed to the hatreds turned to war, and the same weapons they created in partnership, were turned

against eac h othe r. 
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Long ion trails mark strike craft armada of the White Beast as they headed towards the Annihilator's position. The

Collective Selves within the Deliverer has one predom inant 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 mon ster. Wings of Fire Acolytes headed out to en gage the Beast's strike wings

and many others, joined with B lack Acolyte wings, headed towards the D eliverer. If the Annihilator was repaired, it
can turn  its No va can non  again st the De liver er, bu t it ne eds t o be  repai red fir st. T he D elive rer wa s mo re likely to fire

its Nova c annon  first, so the A colytes m ust dam age it and  force it into  a distractin g and pro tracted b attle. 

Small Beast scouts crashed against the Annihilator and its escorting fleet. Beast Defenders peppered the sky, hunting

those who ch ose to pu rsue the sco uts. On the  other side, th e skin of the D eliverer burn ed as ion b eams cut th rough it
like a hot knife against live skin. Patches of white crystalline matrice broke out and floated into sp ace. The Collec tive

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 planeto id, Seejuk ran  to the con trol room, w here he m et Zhoan , Malaasi, and a heav ily bandaged and

woun ded M ushak. Z hura and  the vol untee rs, undau nted b y the quak es, resum ed the ir prayers and  their ch ants. 

"It is total insan ity out th ere. Tw o huge  fleets trying to  kill each o ther," Seeju k said. 

"All to ou r advantage so l ong  as we  stay ou t of their way, and use the chaos to our advantage. We do not have much

time. Looks like all of our enemies are here in one  point , ready to blo w each o ther up . We do  not hav e muc h time ,"

Zhoan  explained. "We ne ed to get full p ower back u p to run th e cloak gene rators. Right no w, we need  to divert al l
energy to  the auto guns."

"I am an engineer. I think I can help in the power problem," Seejuk offered.

"I was an engin eer befo re I becam e a salesm an. Let m e help  too," Maala si offered. 

"Then you two have no time to waste," said Mushak in his feeble voice. "Run now and get working." Seejuk and

Maalasi quickly left.

Mush ak turned to Zhoan. "I think you have war experience I don't have, Captain Zhoan, I ask that you take command

of the aut ogun  defense s."

"But sir!" one o f the Flo'karr o fficers obje cted. 
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"No buts," Mushak countered. "We never had a war brought in front of our faces. Listen to Cap tain Zh oan. H e is a

war veteran  and his  experie nce can  mean th e differenc e betwe en ou r survival an d annih ilation."

Zhoan  rubbed his han ds and smiled. "Okay now, let's see what this baby got." Outside, the autogun can nons turned to

face the e nem y fleets . Th e gun s effici entl y blasted at the occasional fighter who came into range. For this battle, the
autoguns have no friend  except tho se who w ere already within. Anything else th at flew was a target the gun s were

eager to p op int o com plete d estructi on. 

A Skate rolled, ion beams from a Black Aco lyte behind it, running too c lose near its belly. Demon Seven banked

again and rolled but the Black Acolyte hanged on. Like an ancient 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 exp ected t he Blac k Acolyte to  be. Qua druple  pulse io n beam  canno ns finish ed the  menac ing ene my fighter. 

"Demon  Leade r, come  in pleas e, Dem on Le ader. Th is is Dem on Sev en."

"This is Demon Two. Demon Leader is dead. We are on our ow n. Engage all enemies in sight. T erminate with

prejud ice."

"Roger, D emon  Two ."

Suddenly a strange image came into her head. She saw a young child carrying a stuffed animal, staring out the

window. There a l arge ship, a carrier, in a death struggle against a monstrous creature, another ship, ugly and
menacing, as big as a mothersh ip. The c arrier ship was in flame s, sparks and smo ke comin g out from its m ortal
woun ds, as the  mons ter fired a be am that b urned  it, burne d every inc h of it. 

"Father!" the girl sh outed  at the top  of her voi ce. "Father.. father.. ." she screamed. When she saw h er father's fate

decided , she fell on he r knees, tears streamin g 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
boun d with  her fighte r, unbo und to  face the stars . 

She saw Wraith One, a Fire Acolyte right on her tail. Wraith Leader had been de stroyed too, a sign of the immense

casualties that the battle was taking from both sides. A Fire Acolyte started firing upon Wraith Five. Wraith One came

to the scene to save her wingmate, but it was too late for Wraith Five as the Fire Aco lyte blew his ship with
penetrating ion beam. There was only re venge as Wraith One fired her four quad pulse ion cannons, green pulses

ripping the red enemy fighter into fire and debris. But sh e only had mome nts to evade the Fire Acolyte's wingm an,
which la tche d on  to he r tail. S he tr ied t o shake it  off, bu t the  seco nd F ire Ac olyte  held  clos ely.
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Demon Seven fired her engines at maximum spe ed, then bled the e ngines when sh e was close enough . The Skate

skidde d into  firing pos ition, p ulse can nons b lazing, th e secon d Fire Ac olyte eru pting in to a brillian t white b all. 

"Thank yo u, Dem on Sev en."

:"No proble m, Wrait h One ."

Demon Seven sensed that W raith One was bothered. "Do you feel it too? Dem on Seven? Strange th oughts like

somet hing from  anothe r time, ano ther plac e."

"I feel it too, W raith On e."

"We  must st ay to gether , Demon Se ven ." 

There  was something about Wraith One, Demon Seven thought, like they shared an unspeakable bond . Maybe their

fates were interwined somewhere, som ehow. Regardless of the mystery, that was good advice from W raith One. With

the attack  wings d issolved , it was everyo ne for the mselve s, and the y both e ach ne eded  wingm en to c over eac h othe r. 

"Do you feel that too ? Demon  Seven?"

"Yes, Wraith One. Th oughts requesting for help . I believe that the White Beast c reature is under attack by enemy

form atio ns. " 

"Let us he lp it, Dem on Sev en. Th e Delive rer ship i s vital to o ur war effort."

"Roger, W raith On e."

The Bat l ight  fighte r and  the S kate h eavy in tercp etor  head ed o ut to  whe re the tho ugh ts of distress originated . There

they saw, th e Delive rer ship, th e weapo n of the W hite B east, und er attack by B lack and  Fire Aco lyte wings . 

"Prepare  att ack  run , Wrai th  One!"
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"Roger, D emon  Seven ."

Their engines lit up, the two fighters diving in search of prey among the Acolytes. But suddenly, something

obstructed their path. A W hite Beas t carrier, based on the Lord class design. It's hull and guns pointed at them,

menac ingly, but  it could  be a mist ake. Th ey were after all, all ies. 

"What th e----" Demo n Seve n thou ght. 

But there was no  second  fast enough to  react against the two  infection b eams 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, staring at the titanic battle outside.

Outside was a giant mon ster, like an imm ense ship , burning an d consu ming e verything  it sees. He r father's ship , a
carrier, had been hit and burning, and the monster prepared to devour it. Beams burned from the monster to the

helple ss ship, c onsum ing it, de vourin g it. 

"Father!" she cried at the top of her voice. She stumbled hard on her kn ees, her belo ved toy falling to the  floor. Tears

streamed  down  her face as sh e cried h is name  again. "Fathe r!!!..."

She stood on the surface of another creature that ranged for miles and ne arly as big as a large asteroid. A thin

protective field held a small atmosp here aroun d the surface like a b ubble. C rystal spikes stretch like peaks pointing the

heavens above. White, crystalline patches ruled the surface, measuring it with hexagonal patterns. Here ano ther battle
raged. Fighters streaked down the sky, beams burning into the surface, as other fighters hunt down them down.
Explosions filled 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. S pectac ular balls o f white ligh t mark the  demis e of an un lucky vess el. 

It was death, it was chao s, 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 w ere living their brightest mome nts, only

to end  their mo mentary e xistenc e, as a ball of fire b lazing acro ss the sky. 

A regal figure s tood t here on  the surface , unaffected  by the fire of d eath arou nd him . He turn ed to face  her. 

"Father," she c ried ou t. 

"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 che st. 

"I thought  you had  died, fath er."

"I did, my child, long time ago. I am a crystal facsimile of the man who know once. I am the Zerun-Self, made from

the Zerun-flesh prototype. The Zerun essence was saved in to the memory core of the collective matrix, as you, 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'ran flesh prototype. She too was saved into the memory core, all individual essences, the

individ uality the C ore Self se eks to co mplet e its evo lution ."
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"So father, it is tru e then , as I imagine d you, as I dre amt of you. Y ou are p art of the B east, the W hite B east."

"You spe ak of it like a cu rse, my dau ghter Zh a."

"And wh y not? T he Be ast had kil led mi llions ac ross the  Galaxy. It killed yo u, father."

"It was the th ing that yo u call B east that ki lled m e, but it is not the Collective Selves that you call the White B east.

Are we, responsible for the deaths our forefathers and ancestors had caused? The Collective Selves, the one you call
the White  Beast d oes no t consc iously se ek to im pose d eath on  lesser sp ecies. Its evolution---our evo lution---had

made the death o f lesser species irre levant to the survival of the evolved Collective Selves. Instead, now, the
Collective Selves benefit from knowing and understanding the individualities and experiences of the many different

being s it finds an d interac ts with. T his kno wledge  is essen tial to ou r evolut ion."

"Am I dead?"

"No you are n ot, my ch ild. See  this."

The Zeru n Se lf sho wed  her an  image. There  lay the  wrec ks of tw o figh ters, e ncru sted  in crystal an d hal f buried with

their noses on the crystalline surface. S he w alked  towa rd th e wre cks. T here  were  two b odies, an d all c over ed b y a

web of cryst allin e hexagonal m atrice s. Th ere w ere m any crystalline scorpions and spiders, each about the length of
her arm, running about the service. They were all drones, hurriedly doing the things they were designed for, but

specifica lly she ne ver und erstood . They m ust have  pulled  the two  bodie s off from the  fallen fighte rs. 

She bent on one of the bodies lying in the ground, and she saw her o wn face. She b ent to tou ch her ow n face, and saw

instead the skin of the back of her hand . It was crystalline, white, with a hexagonal matrix.

"I ask you again, am I 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 processing selves that interfaced with the processing centers of the flesh bodies. The
interfaces have caused  damage to th e personality and  memory mo dules. Ou r nanobytes w ill repair the damage. In the

meanti me, you r memo ry, your perso nality esse nce is p reserved  in the b ody you h ave now ."

She raised h er hand, staring at h er latticed skin an d asked him . "Then tell m e what is this? W hat am I?"
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"As I have told you, my doubting child, you are the Zha Self, the intergration of the Zha memo ries and personality

essenc e, into th e matrix b ody, the  one Su bstanc e, that mak es the C ore Self, o ur Flesh ...."

"What abo ut my bo dy, my flesh b ody?..."

"My child , you have  the ch oice to  stay in the n ew bo dy you have , or return  to your o ld imp erfect on e."

"The Wh ite Beast will le t my flesh self live?"

"The Collective Selves accept individualities. It sees the value of life around 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 Cycle of the

Cosm os, whic h the C ollecti ve Selve s are a mere  organism  swimm ing in a gre ater end less sea."

"Yet why fight? Wh y fight for the Nemes is? Father?"

"The vast sea of organisms that live in the inner light of the Great Galactic Wheel of Stars---they sought to destroy us

in our imperfect evolution. We have no excuse. Our previous stage of evolution, our previous form had killed millions
of the flesh organisms. The Flesh organisms, in their quest and reason for survival, seek to terminate the Collective
Selves. We have been starved, we have been weakened, and yet we desire not to spill 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 solitud e. Here we fou nd the N emesis. W e have beco me too w eak to resist and d efend effectively. We  are

forced to join the Nem esis, who had bou nd us with devi ces that cause  pain on the Mother Vessel, the one that holds
the Core Self. We are on the D eliverer Vessel now, and whe n the resistance from the o nes called th e Unbo und had
sub sid ed w e must  retu rn to th e M oth er Vessel, a nd  liberat e th e Core  Sel f from  the  nodes  tha t cau se p ain ." 

"Me? Soun ds like a big pro blem. Ho w can I alone fix tho se nodes?"

Just then , the  crystal line  figure  that w as Ku o'ran,  or he r Kuo 'ran Se lf, emerged craw ling  from the  crystal shards. She

was curious, exp loring the are a, playing with the worker scorpions and drone spiders that tiredless maintain the

Colle ctive Se lves of the  Delivere r vessel. 

"Which is why, my child, we also liberated your kindred, the one named Kuo'ran. She too was injustly assimilated by

the Nemesis. Like in you, we sen se engineering know ledge in her. If we save you from your unjust fates, I only ask
that you tw o mus t save us from  our un just bo ndage in  the han ds of the  Neme sis."



161

Zha looked at Kuo'ran, still in bewilderment of her surround ings. Kuo'ran crawled among the c rystal shards,

examining everyt hing in am azem ent.  "Zha? Is  that yo u? W hat am  I doing here? The last time I remembered, I was in
that fighte r...I...I can still reme mber e verything , like a vivid  dream w hich I am  a part of, bu t I cannot  contro l..."

"Your minds were all stolen by the interface link of the fighter vessels the Nemesis gave you," the Zerun Self

explained. By creating a living fighter, it robbed you of your individualities to create a single creature from a union of

both yo ur flesh an d the figh ter itself. 

"And wh o are you?" Ku o'ran asked . 

Zha replied. "He is my father, or at least a clone of my father grown from a union of his memories and p ersonality, to

the m atrix of th e Wh ite Be ast. We  are clo nes to o, you  know ."

"What do  you me an, clon es?" Kuo'ran  asked. 

Zha raised her forearms and pointed to the patterns in her skin. Kuo'ran raised her forearms as well, and stared at her

own c rystalline sk in, marke d by hex agonal m atrices. 

"EEK!!!" Kuo'ran scream ed. "What have yo u all done  to me? Wh at did I do to d eserve this?"

"Your body and processing c enters have been damaged by the fighter interface. It is unconscious and being healed by

our nanobytes. The drone scorpions are helping to maintain it during its rest and restoration." Zerun pointed to the
two bo dies on  the grou nd, co vered lik e a coco on by a p rotectiv e crystalline  web th e dron e arachn ids have  spun. 

"Oh by the  god Saju uk!" Kuo'ran exc laimed  as she be nt over an d disco vered h er own  flesh bo dy. "Is she, am I?..."

"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's done ."

"For a momen t there, I was really worried," Kuo 'ran sighed. "But bu t, 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, I tho ught he w as asking some thing really hard," Kuo 'ran exhaled. "Is it?"

"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

reque st that you r friend, the  Seejuk  flesh ent ity, to help  us in di sabling t he dev ice."

"Seejuk? Is h e...?" Zha asked . "I almost forgot  about h im....and th e rest of the  crew..."

"Your friends are now engaged in a battle for their su rvival..." Zerun looked  up to the  sky, where a massive b attle was

fought. F or them  the batt le appe ared like a g reat mete or show er, souls  falling from th e sky in bu rning sh ips. 

"Is that, what I thin k it is?" Kuo 'ran asked, stil l remem bering w hat she w as as Wraith  One. 

"The entities that are the Unbound and the Nemesis are in a death struggle, trying to settle a grievance and an injustice

that had  laste d many m ille nia.  Th is is  a war t hat w ill find no ultimate winner. Only death to the millions of

individualities. A sight that tires eve n the Co llective Selves ." Zerun bow ed his he ad. "Your friends are in  danger,
includ ing the  Seejuk  flesh ent ity. We m ust pro tect the m from th e Annih ilator vess el of the U nbou nd."

"I can remember so me details, as that figh ter being, De mon Se ven," Zha said. "The  planetoid ?"

"Yes, we are in the sector of space call the Turan sector," Zerun sai d. "As I recall from my previou s flesh born

incarnation, this is the place of our heritage, the Raider heritage, as the flesh organisms called it. The planetary body

dwelt by living organisms and called the Turan planetoid, it is danger of destruction by the Annihilator. We mu st save
it."

The surface rumbled again. "We are still under attack. The Deliverer vessel still faces danger from the Annihilator and

the sm all vessels  that use  the ion ic beam s," Zerun sa id. 

Streaks raine d do wn from the sky from a formation of fighters. Large arachnids and scorpio ns, bristling with

defensive mass driver a nd energy cannon arrays, filled the sky with streams of fire, trails of deadly shells intersecting
the path s of the en emy fighte rs and bo mbers, b ringing s everal do wn in st reams of sm oke and  fire. 

Beams of ion fire from enemy capital ships burned down into the surface from the sky. Chunks of matriced matter

blew into space. Zha and Ku o'ran could feel the pain inflicted to the Delivere r as the enem y intensived th eir ion beam

attacks. Surface ports in the Deliverer opened, and the monster vessel replied with ion beams of its own, torching
several ships above. Then the Deliverer fired its repulsor cannons, an imm ense tidal wave that plowed in all directions
like a giant  expand ing ring. F ighters an d ship s were cl eared o ut of its wak e. 
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A white ball came heading on to them. Zerun warned. "The Annihilator has fired at us. Brace for impact. I must try to

repulse  the sho ckwaves ."

The ball exploded with  only a near hit, its accuracy distracted by the Deliverer's electromagnetic counter measures.

But the Deliverer now faced the Nova shell's destructive shockwave, a white ring of fire expanding outwards. Zerun
fired a secondary set of repulsors arrays, the repulsor tidal wave colliding with the Nova shell shockwave. Despite the

neutralizing effect of the repulso r wave, the shockwave was still rip through the strengthened shields and able to send
a destructive storm over the surface of the Deliverer. Whole sets and pieces of the repair and defense arachnids and
scorpions blew away with the  gale

Zha and Ku o'ran scream ed as the y crossed  their arm s against th e blast. T he strong win d blew again st their hair,

streaming it backwards. Then the wind knocked them o ff their  balan ce. Z ha sc ream ed as  the w ind  carrie d he r away,
but Kuo'ran grabbed her arm in the nick of time. Then Kuo'ran lost her own footing, and b lew with the wind , only to
be caught by Zerun in the leg. She quickly found the root of a shard to grab on, and likewise, Zha also found another

shard to hold o n. They strug gled to lift them selves as the pro tective shield  reestablished itself and rebuilt the
atmosphere. Zha found out that her new crystalline matrice body was not dependent on atmospheres and was resistent

to space . 

"Go to those large shards and take control," Zerun ordered the two, in a way that reminded Zha of old m emories.

Zerun  the father, Z erun th e ship c omm ander, Z erun th e lord o f a Raider H ouse. 

"Take wh at contro l?" Kuo'ran ask ed. "I don't see  anything  that loo ks like a sh ip's pane ls here."

"Hurry we do n't have an ytime no w," Zerun  warned . "Before the Annihilator fires again at us. Just do it. Go to the

shards an d place d your h and ov er them ," Zerun said  again. 

Zha quickly walked  over to a large crystal shard that protu ded from th e ground . Kuo'ran walked  to a nearly identic al

one. Zha watc hed K uo'ran's do ubtful e yes, then hovered her hand over the shard. The shard glowed in response to the

hand's m ovem ent. T he hex agonal o utline s in her sk in glow ed in res ponse . 

"Now pu t your han d on it," Z erun o rdered  as he laid  his han d just ab ove the  shard, read y to lay it on. 

Kuo'ran w atched  Zha's eyes, an d toget her with  Zerun , they laid th eir hand s on th e shards s imultan eously. 

A brilliant light shone o ut from the shard, as the hexagons in their skin glowed. Their hair streamed upwards with the

sheer wind brou ght from the release of intense energy. Their bo dies glowed as energy pulsed  through their bod ies.
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Their conscio usness was th rown flying into  a deep tun nel. Whe n they awakene d secon ds later, their ind ividual

awareness was part of a  larger matrix of collective selves that controlled the Deliverer. Despite its immense size, Zha
could seem ingly feel every p art of th e shi p, even th e see mingly en dles s sup ply m ainte nanc e and  defense arachnid and
scorpion droids that have arose from the internals of the ship, to tirelessly repair the damage on the surface and

restation  the de fensive p osition s around  the De liverer. 

The Annihilator was found, its maw aimed at the Deliverer and rebu ilding its energy to fire another round. Th e lights

running back and forth along its long stalk indicates a new round being generated.

"Control systems have been damaged  by the shockwave," Zerun warned. "Several of the collective selves c ontrolling

the shi p have b een take n off line o r have cea sed op eration b y death or d amage. Pre pare for dire ct con trol."

"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 th em ins tructio ns in rate s of fractions  of secon ds, how  to con trol the  mons ter ship  as he him self guide d it. 

"Bo th your powers as a Starfarers, flesh organisms that can percieve the  tides and waves of energy in space, will be

gre atly ne eded  to control an d navigat e th is s hip. P rep are  you rse lve s!"

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 capital ships on both sides have their own devastating
exchanges. Energy had been gathering in the massive internal accelerator coils of the D eliverer, and soo n Zha felt that

the No va ball wo uld go  soon. 

"It is time. Fire," Zerun  said. The lig htning from  five arms sparked and  converged  on the D eliverer's own hungry

maw, igniting the mouth. The massive Nova ball ejected from the huge maw, heading to the Annihilator. The
Annih ilator fired to o, its No va ball he aded to  the De liverer. 

The Nova bal l they fired flew...flew...heading towards the Annihilator. The seconds seem forever. Time had a way of

pausing moments b efore mass destruction. But t he inevitable came. It was a very close near hit despite the
Ann ihi lato r's own elec tromagnetic countermeasures. The white shockwave of fire ravaged through the structures of
the Annihilator, ripping the skin and the structure in an irresistable gale. Zha watched the incredible sight as the

Annihilator was reduced to debris, blowing with the last whisp of the shockwave.

But there was no time to rejoice. T he Annihilator's own ball of death explo ded in a near hit, its deadly shockwave

expanding like a huge ring in all directions. Even a ship as large 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 atmosp here turne d to an irrresitable  gale, Kuo'ran's hair streamed  backward, be fore her entire b ody was
thrown in the same direction. But her flight was broken as she hit a shard. She collapsed, the gale exterting a strong

pressu re that kep t her pin ned o n the sh ard'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 against the winds. She quickly grabbed any extension of the scorpion
and hanged on to them for dear life, then pulled herself closer to the droid's main body. Clo se by, she saw he r father,

holding to his control shard. He seemed stronger and more deeply rooted. The w ind passed, seemingly barely
affecting hi m and h e stood  up. T hat's whe re Zha saw  he suffered  severe d amage from  debris t hat hit h im. 

There  was severe damage everywhere, shards broken, surfaces torn apart, fire burning, smoke all arou nd. Th ere was

barely left anything on the two fighters they arrived with, but their flesh bodies were intact. Zha sighed with relie f.

The repair arachnid s had buried b oth  bodie s de epe r and la id m ore  pro tec tive  web . Bu t as a  tes tim ony to t he s hip 's
regenerative powers, the  armies of repair arachn ids and sco rpions we re back again, crawling out of the holes and

tunnels in the ship. A new battalion o f defense droids crawled out to replace what was lost. In normal circum stances,
these mechanical monsters would have crawled her out, but she was happy to see them instead. The repair and
defense  bots we re a matter o f life and de ath to h er and th e ship. 

Zha got to h er feet as the  protec tive shie ld rebu ilt itself and  the atm osphe re reblo wn. So  did Ku o'ran. But the  Zerun

Sel f's body flickered with a troubled glow. He could not hold the dignity of pretending that he resisted and withstood
the damage. Crack s appeared th roughou t his crystalline bo dy, his hexagon al pattern strangely faded  and disrupted.
Silentl y like a falling sh ard, he fell. 

The Zerun self did not rise. Zha saw and felt something dreadful in her heart. No, not again. She ran despite her

crystalline body may have suffered some damage to itself. Despite the power of the White Beast, it can still feel pain.
It is still a vuln erable cre ature. 

"Father! Father!" she crie d out. S he 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 h ad a strange smile in his face, a sense

of conte ntmen t. Yet with  a sense o f urgency h e spoke  to Zha.

"We  must return to the Deliverer to th e Mother vessel for more exten sive repairs. Like I am, the Deliverer is gravely

wounded. Our bod ily 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. I can sense the battle 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 po werful ships to destroy the Mo ther vessel itself, and thus
destroy u s entirel y."



166

Part 20

Zha pulled h er father's body to a mo re comfortable  resting place am ong the c rystal shards. Small spiders and

scorpions began to craw l out of the gro und an d ran over his body. The sight of it wanted to make her freak out, but
another sense inside her told her that what the spiders and scorpions were doing, were all essential to keeping Zerun

alive . Th ey were tryin g to re pair h is bro ken b ody.

"If your real flesh bo und fath er is still aliv e, he wo uld be  very proud  of you," the Z erun se lf said. 

She ran her hand over his forehead before kissing it. "I guess, you would 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 knowled ge and awareness

the White B east h ad accum ulate d from  its an cestors. T he m emo ries s tretc h far beyo nd across the abyss eras ago into
another galaxy. Visions of pained develop ment 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 strain 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 purpose, because they do not suit the

perfect p lans of the ir creators. 

This was where the Beast Hive first felt hatred. The merciless 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 hatre d, th e Be ast als o de velo ped  a sense of supe riori ty ove r the  weak , flesh  bou nd c reatu res th at cre ated  him . It

could after all kill millions of the m, assimilate the ir great fleets of powered  vessels that  travel between stars. Why
should  it be used as a to ol, as a weapon , by this race of flesh bou nd creatures  seeking to e xpand the ir empire  across so
many star syste ms. 

One day, the Self revolted. It turned the ships of its many Selves against the empire bu ilders. A n even greate r war

started. But the Hive creators were not as weak as the C ore Self thou ght. By the tim e the war has en ded, the S elf has
lost much of its own children, and the core matrix had been heavily damaged. But it was not 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. Th eir destruction brough t the Core Self pleasure, vengeance for the innocent Hives they
destroyed during their hideous experiments. The killing of the inferior flesh  bound  life was tempo rary pleasure that

eased the pain  of the C ore Self. B ut the p ain, the pain of the innocent hives and selves that died without meaning and
clear purpose , that will always remain. The Core Self wanted out, wanted release from that pain. But the pain of the
million  of the flesh  boun d inno cents n ever satiate d the yo ung C ore Self; it m erely adde d to the  pain and  guilt. 

The Hive Creators had captured the Core Self and placed it on a special containment ship, the Naggarrok. So

dangerous was the Hive Selves that the Creators sen t the Naggarok across the Void, th e Abys s, int o ano ther  galaxy.
But the Creato rs underestim ated the Hiv e, and in a final act, the C ore Self escape d and too k over the Naggarok. The
Core Self destroyed an d assiimilated  its captors, but d eep in the  void, there w as little energy and re source to feed. The

Core Self eventually starved, much of it died, leaving its spores in the ship that even tually, after eons, drifted to
anoth er galaxy, pul led by th at galaxy's gravity. 
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There, it lay dormant, until the flesh bound selves in this galaxy revived it, starting with the ones called Somtaaw. But

the eons of dormancy never stop ped the hatred, and a new war began against the flesh bound in this new galaxy. They
were not different from the Creators. When th ey are not fighting the Collective Selves, they fight among them selves,
seeking to dominate and exterminate each other. The Collective Selves saw their own purpose there. By infecting and

assimilating the im perfe ct life , not  only doe s it sat isfy its e ternal hu nger  for rev enge , it wi ll pe rfect l ife in  this  galaxy.
By assimilation into the Hive mind, there would be no more war, no more conflict. The millions of sentience captured

by the Hi ve will liv e in pe rfect harmo ny, interac ting with  each oth er at the sp eed of p ure tho ught. 

Yes, the new flesh bound were no different from the Creators. They too captured samples of the Hive, to experiment

with it, creating new strains of the viral beings that made up the matrix of the Collective Selves. And for what? For
the same purpose of using th e Hive as a weapon against their other flesh bound races. The new captors sought

revenge against the flesh bound they called the Hiigarans. They too, took what they perceived as the imperfect strains
of the Hive selves and killed them just as wantonly. The Core Self of the new advanced strain of the Hive felt their
pain and it too, felt the same hatred so em bedded into  the genetic mem ories 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 b attles. 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
destruc tion it fou nd pe ace. 

But the new strain survived. It was more virulent, more cap able 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 m ain mother strain died. Bu t the most important ability of all was its capacity to evolve, evolve to
meet new requiremen ts, new situations. It is almo st as i f a new improved strain was born every cycle within the Hive.

The red matrix was replaced by a white one. T he new impro ved matrix brought mu ch faster interlinks, yet required
less resources to build and  proliferate, and less energy to power. The new matrix brought exponentially greater

comp uting p ower to  the Co llective  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 somethin g, a perception of order in the infinite
cosmos, and with th at sense of orde r, there was beau ty. All life was a design, a beautiful intricate design, suviving

only for a momenta ry sliver of time, yet contributing the vast machinery of the cosmos, and to th e eternal perpetuity
of life. Life was like the falling meteors, a flash of light that highlights its greatest moment of glory. Then it will die,
burnin g itself into  the atm osphe re, but its  very subst ance wi ll contri bute m atter that w ill give bi rth to m ore life. 

It realiz ed th e po wer o f chan ge. It  realized that it will chan ge itself. It realized that it too  was imperfect, th at it too has

a journey to travel. It realized that it too was eventually mortal, and the end of its life, at the moment of death, is  the
mom ent of reb irth to a n ew life. Fo r the first tim e, the W hite Be ast was co ntent. It fou nd pu rpose, it  found p eace. 

But it also saw the cycle of violence that perpetuated endlessly. The new captors, the flesh bound beings called the

Iimperialists, harvested and develop ed the new st rain, 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 millenia ago, the ones called
Taiidans revolted to kill the Hiigarans b ecause the  Hiigarans persec uted the  Taiidans. So  it began to se e a pattern
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here, a cycle of endless violence. Like life, vio lence pe rpetuates itself. Th ose that suffered, hu rt others, and th ose that
was hurt, will hurt others even more. Cycle through cycle, generation through generation, violence and hatred lived
throug h the ve ry 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 incarnation, the Collective Selves have hurt millions of the flesh bound.
These  too will seek revenge. These to o, will seek the  total annihilatio n of the Co llective Selve s. No matter ho w it has
evolved, the Hive will be hun ted down and  destroyed to the last nanobo t. It was as if its own fate had  been

predetermined, to be destroyed by the ones it sought to destroy. It was a fate only true to the perpetual cycle of
violen ce. 

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 Vo id hides in  its darkness. Bu t in the space s near the void s, there

wasn't  much resouce to feed on , and energy was few. W hile it found  refuge, it also starved and  became w eak. That
was when an even newer captor came, helped by the ones that developed the n ew strain. Like all the rest, they only

sought to use the Collective Selves as a weapon against others, those that they had a grievance on. There again, the
Collective Selves could see the same cycle of endless violence and hatred between the beings called the Nemesis and
the Unbound, a deadly dreadful net that ensnares the innocent into their war of eternal grievance, to be caught into

the sam e destru ctive cycl e, again and  again end lessly. 

When will it ever stop?

If the Collective Selve s could sh ed a tear of sadness  to all the lives that h ad been lo st, killed by its own  power an d

those of the countless wars that were waged before, it wo uld do so . Despite the  power of the  evolved form , it was as
helple ss as a single  celled  creature ag ainst the  perpet ual cycle o f violenc e. 

It must stop. It must find a way to stop all this. To surrender to the cycle was not an optio n. This was the Co llective

Selves. They are the pinnacle of all evolution. For the sake of life, the cycle of violence must be broke n. They will

evolve  and bre ak out o f this cycle. 

Zha released her hand from her father's. Immediately the link stopped. W hat felt like a journey of millions of years

was onl y a few secon d preci ous sec onds i n real tim e. 

Like fireworks in the sky, the battle in the heavens raged on, but the intensity has weakened, as attrition had taken the

toll of the  comb atants. 

The Kuo'ran self seemed excitedly playing over the shard, discovering how her own matrix could interface with the

matrix of the Deliverer. "Wow!" she shouted. "I cannot believe what this thing can do. I am learning all sorts of

things."  Her body glowed as energy pulsed through her being. Knowledge to control the Deliverer was instantanous,
built in to the p rogramm ing of the  billion s of nano bots th at constru ct the m atrices. 
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"With this thing, I feel like a god," Kuo'ran uttered.

"Don't  let it go too much into your head," Zha warned. T he experien ce was mu ch like interlin k of the Nem esis powe r.

The sheer pleasure and overdose of the sen ses overwhelmed  the mind, allowing the  fighter personality to take over to

create th e unified  creature. 

Zha sensed the need for the Deliverer to retreat. 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 en ergy cannon  fired into the sk y. Defense droids  lay suppressive d efensive fire against fighters an d

corvettes that strafed its surface structures. Fighters and corvette s that the Co llective Selve s have made  were
contin ually in de adly dogfigh ts and attac k runs. 

Both Zha and Kuo'ran cou ld only watch the raging battle this time, powerless beings staring at the sky from the

crystalline surface of th e Delive rer. But the battle eventually ended, like all things that are bound to a cycle, to a

beginning and an end. When  the conflict expired, the sky was nothing b ut a sea littered with debris and wrecks o f the
dead and wounded. Each side m ay claim a victory from their vie wpoint, b ut the reality was a pyrrhic d raw that had

needlessly drained muc h life and resources from both side s.

At the battle's end, Zha felt the rumble of the Deliver's engines. Just above them in a close formation were the

remaining survivors of the once great White Beast armada, and a little farther, the survivors of the Nemesis fleet. The
Nemesis kept all their dreadnaughts intact, but heavily damaged, and anything smaller from the dreadnaugh t class

suffered great casualties. She didn't 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 a tactical retreat. They
will me rely rebui ld thei r forces, and  strke again, an d again, un til the cyc le of grievan ce end s. 

"I think this ship is going back to the dark sectors , the Mohilim sector," Kuo'ran said, her hand linked to the shard,

energy pu lsating an d glow ing insi de her arm . "Back to th e moth er vessel."

* * *

Seejuk and Maalasi helped repair the power generators in the planetoid. The gen erators were quickly back up, and so

was the cloak generators. Concealed, the planetoid slipped out of the attention of the main battle, as the Nemesis, the
Unbo und, an d their m inion s battled  each ot her in a gre ater con flict. 

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 as it continued, its fury abated as the toll grew collectively on both sides.
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Eventually both wit hdre w in a  pyrrh ic draw---an indec isive  battl e too  cost ly for one o r the  other to  dec lare a v icto ry.
Yet the y will each  claim a vic tory to save  face and p reserve m orale for wh at's left of their forc es. 

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 abated. But then Seejuk too, had the profession of

the salvager. He  also ord ered hi s salvagers, ge nerally a mi x of Taiid an Tiirs haks and  Turan ic Th ieves, to go out  and
obtain whatever they found useful. Th ere may be survivors drifting as well, and this brought urgency to send the
salvagers out  as soo n as p ossible t o ret rieve  who ever  was ali ve an d 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 T iirshaks, an d he o rdered  them o ut to sp ace too . 

Suddenly he thought about Zha. Could she still be alive after this? They were fighting to stay alive not so long ago,

and the  focus on  that issue  made h im forget an ything el se. He ho ped th e Fly self wo uld hav e an answ er. 

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 lookin g to psychic m edium, th e white crystalline  shrimplike  creature was  his only
link or clue to Z ha's survival. If she failed to survive, the Coun cil will determine the fate of the Khor assets by their
own laws. In the meantime, he must act as the safekeeper. After the decision is made, he thought he will return to

Hiigara to find a new life. There will be many who  would want his skills.

No, perish the thought. Zha is no t dead, Seejuk though t. 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 fa r greater things, that fate would not let her
end lik e this. 

Inside th e transpa rent qu arantine  contain er, the Fly S elf fluttered , its large crystal w ings shi mmeri ng with  the ligh t. 

"I sense that you, the Seejuk entity, have questions, about the survival of your friend, the Zha flesh entity. Do not

worr y, for we have reclaim ed her and her companion, the entity called Kuo'ran Sjet, from the hand s of the Nemesis.

They are safe in the surface of the Deliverer vessel. The vessel is returning to seek healing from its Mother, where the
Core S elf resides ."

"But why didn't you just bring them to u s? You w ere here  already, in th is secto r of space. W e just wa nt to go  home ."

Seeju k 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 vessel is bound captive by their nodes. You must help us to be free. We need
you, the Zha and  the Kuo 'ran entities to he lp us break th ose nod es. Once w e are free, all of you are free and safe to
return."
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Seejuk looked thoughtful. "This sounds like a freedom for hostages situation. B ut none theless, I am very thankful th at

they are alive even in your safekeeping. Maybe I should have not asked that much. But in regard to your problem,
what makes you  think I can solve  it? This is a great risk you  are taking. Why can't you re move the  nodes you rselves?"

"The Nodes have a shield and protected by programming and codes that defy our knowledge," the Fly self replied.

"While we have grown in intelligen ce, there are still  many things the w ay flesh bound  creatures wou ld think th at

would  still defy us. Concepts you fl esh bound creatures use, like intuition and creativity. To understand the
program ming an d the c odes w ould h ave requ ired the  mind set of a fleshb ound  that we h ave no c apability to  emulat e."

"In other wo rds, you ju st don 't know," See juk add ed. "I can live w ith that. Y ou're still n ot perfec t then."

"If that is how you  view it, th an that is h ow it is," the  Fly said. 

"Hmm, this requires some preparation. You must cooperate wholeheartedly with us, or we will not succeed." Seejuk

warned.

"I have n o other o ptio n. Ou r reso urce s are at  your d ispo sal," said  the F ly.

"Why did  they plac e the n odes o n you?" See juk asked . "Answer my q uestio ns."

"To  contro l us. Wh en ou r strain was b eing de velop ed by the  Imperialis ts and th e Raide r entities , they were also

devising a means to control us. T hey could not co ntrol our Self minds directly, so they must  do it by fear and pain.
The Nodes are like parasites that enter our network. They inject programs and viruses that can interfere without our

thoughts. They will inject pain if the Overlo rd is displeased with us. We have suffered too long and too much. We
need  to be free ."

"Free to do wh at?" Seejuk asked like a h ungry interrogator. "Th ey may have put the nodes on your for another

purpose. What will prevent you from ramp aging through the galaxy again like your previous Selves have done, killing

millions an d million s?"

The Fly replied . "You must trust us, that we have ou tgrown such beh avior. The Collective Se lves no longer seek to

be part o f the cycle o f violenc e. We o nly have o ur word . We on ly ask your trus t."

"This is interesting. The Beast asking for trust? How much times have changed," Seejuk wondered.
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"Believe us that we have changed. And we still have mor e to c hang e. If you set us free, we will find a way to end this

cycle of violence, this senseless war between the Nemesis and the Unbound. We dislike the extermination of millions
as you do. We no  longer profit from death. We see the o rder and beauty in the perpetu ation of life which we strive to
be part o f. "

"This sounds like a tall order," Seejuk said.

"Trust us, we are no longer the killers you think we are. If we were interested in your infection and assimilation, we

would  have do ne so, lo ng ago." T he Fly said . 

The Fly Self's body started to glo w intense ly, its wings started to stretc h. Seejuk stared  apprehensively as th e very

quarantine vessel shook and strained. With a great burst of energy and light, the vessel broke, shards of transparent
acrylic breaking out in hundreds of pieces throughout the room. The Fly perched there proudly, its four magnificent
wings e xtend ed to its  full glory, shi mmeri ng with  an intern al fire of rainbo ws. 

"We cou ld have i nfected  you and  this ent ire station , long ago ." The Fly sai d. "Trust u s."

"Okay okay, I will trust you. I am a stupid guy who trusts people a lot with a big crazy hop e that  the universe can be

saved," Seejuk saved. "But I need  details to wo rk on. By any chan ce, the Flo'karr be am ong the R aider collabo rators

that invente d the dev ice?"

"I believe that is so," the magnificent creature replied.

"Hmm. Then  it would take  more than  me, Zha and Kuo'ran to fix your problem. Let me  assemble a special crew, ship

and equ ipm ent.  Th is is a v ery delicate matter and one that would require a great deal of expertise. You must trust us
too. W e will do  the righ t thing. F or all of us."
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Part 21

The Corsair frigate moved slowly past the open port. Soon the frigate was free into open space. Seejuk watched the
windows behind , as the Corsai r left the Turan planetoid. The  Corsair was chosen bec ause of its cloaking and mimic

abilities, a hunting vessel that could stalk convoys u nder exten ded leng ths of time and  pick off helpless  victims. Th ere
was no chance the y could fight the Nemesis op enly; stealth and deception was the only way they could get to the
White B east mothe r vessel. But th e Corsair wasn 't there to hun t; 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 in vited  them  all, Zhoan , Mu shak , Giirs a, Maalasi and Z hura  to th e laborato ry insi de th e Mu le. 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 somethin g with him , and it was

covere d with  a cloth. T hey all did n't have m uch tim e, so he  went strai ght to th e poin t. 

So how do  you plan to c onvince  people yo u're going to a ne ar suicide m ission? Seejuk thought. The last time he went

off to play hero, he  was alone, facing th e Kadeshi arm ada, Zha both a guest and a prisoner of the  Priestess G'yela.
This time, he needed a team, given the data the Fly self had presented about the nodes, people that knew more about

the Raider technology than he did. But half of the technology was quite unknown, and it must  have been the Ne mesis
contrib ution  to thos e nod es. 

This time, this rescu e effort, it's not just pickin g up Zha, b ut to save a mam moth cre ature, a creature in its previous

incarnation, had killed millions. Now, on the word of an glassy insect like creature, this same creature holds the secret

to stopping a conflict that can burn the entire galaxy, a potential conflict that could kill far more than the wars with
the Be ast had d one. 

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 on e that was bou nd to the  flesh. The W hite Beast h as
the potential power. It was the one wild card left to play. That was what he told them. It helped knowing that the
White Beast helped them save people from the Nemesis slave ship, and diverted the Annihilator from destroying the

Planetoid. The Old B east had killed millions,  but the past was past. If the New Beast could save millions, they mu st
use it. T he future  of millio ns dying  in an up comin g war was a m ore terrifying  reality to de al with. 

Then he took o ff the cloth that  hid his exhibit. Underneath was the Fly self, a winged crystalline anthropoid that holds

a link to the collective matrix of the White Beast. Its glorious crystalline wings staggered the small audience, and what

little fear was t here, tu rned to  awe. 
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Asked what it was specifically to the White Beast hierarchy of Selves, the Fly replied, "I’m a

Scou t/Probe /Mess enger." There w ere o ther s, and  the F ly self re veale d to  them . Th e Sel ves h ierarc hy included
maintenance and repair bots shap ed like arachn ids and sco rpions. T he arachnid s would lay a pro tective web  that
would  conceal an injury or opening. The scorpions do the intricate re pair work using the claws. There were larger

variants of both de signs inten ded for defen se; the defensive  arachnids and  scorpion s using mu ltiple arrays of m ass
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 a scout 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 rainbo ws and extend far greater than their bodies, as if sweeping into space. It was as if the

wings c ould t ouch  and ho ld the fab ric of space  itself, and u se it to pro pel the  creature ac ross spac e. 

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 ou t thinly across spac e. There w as
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 hu ngry tentacles drawing p rey. The animals were beautiful in
their care ful intricac y and des ign, the  huge p lants we re won derful to b ehold  in their i mmen se grand eur. 

Seejuk right there began to see the pattern o f evolution the Beast  was undertaking. No longer co ntent to assimilate

existing designs, it was starting to make designs of its own, designs that were much more efficient than. The silicon-

germanium genetics of the  nanobo ts were expe rimenting w ith new d esigns, and th ey were doin g it much faster th an
carbon based life forms. What may take thousands of years to evolve was  only t aking 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 its ow n, a
new kin d of stellar e colog y that cou ld live o n the m atter and th e light o f stars. 

But there was however, no n ew designs that could u ndert ake an offensive war. The White B east 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 ships, that was the legacy of the old Beast, the Be ast that was dying silently, to be inevitably
replace d by the  Selves-E cosystem , itself search ing to e volve in to the p erfect 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 w ar will kill his business, he said. So he would take any
chance to stop it. Maalasi had the skill to run the special cloak vessel, but most specially, he had the best insight of the
most  hidden aspects of Raider technology. Yes, he had to go. Seejuk suspected that Maalasi ultimately changed his

mind for the opportunity to study Beast biotechnology. As for Zhoan, he wanted to bring the rest of the neutral
Raiders  to launch attacks against the Nemesis and the Tiamat as a lesson for attacking the planetoid. It wasn't a

sensible idea, give n the p ower o f the Nem esis and  the T iamat alon g with th eir allies. But Seejuk needed Zhoan to get
the Mule  out as a b ackup to  secure a re trieval plan . Girrsa just wanted to go, owing som e guilt to what happen ed to
Kuo'ran but maybe he just wanted to be next to Zhu ra. Being a Kaalel, he  had com puter expe rtise, and he co uld work

well with Zhura as they hack the node s. Mushak gave the perm ission to obtain the eq uipment they wo uld need for this
missio n. 

As the Corsair moved further away from the planeto id, they could see the blackene d burn ed s po ts on th e pl ane toid's

surface, caused by the  recent attacks. Like  a fairy, the Fly self fluttered inside the  cabin, played w ith 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
purpo se nearly fulfille d. 

* * *

The y gathered  around  the ring  table. Zu hal was th e only o ne that w as flesh and  bone . The re st were w raiths. 

"Was there  any profit in  our retre at?" One vo ice said. "W e have su ffered too  much  of our force s."

"We  have finally checked the advances of the Condemned." said another voice. "They have overrun several sectors

around the O uter  Rim . Bu t the y too  had s uffere d gre atly. T heir  offense ha d run  out  of momentum. Soon it will be

time to  deliver t he war d irectly again st their co re pop ulation s, to exterm inate th e heath en on ce and  for all."

"I’m afraid the Nemesis is only our secondary problem," a voice spoke, in a manner above all. "The Plague should be

our primary conce rn. If it is allowed to live, it will be a greater force than the Nemesis, a greater force than even the
Unbound. I can feel its physical energies, and they have evolved their power generation technologies to a scale and

efficiency even greater than  ours. I can feel its psion ic energies, and  they have exceeded  what the Ne mesis was
capable  of, as an ent ire race."

"I support that," said anothe r voice in the darkness. "I can feel the presence of the new Plague. It becomes greater and

more powerful by th e minute . We may not  have enou gh time to sto p it from being stronger. Stronger than even the

Unbound." 

"We  cannot b e inferior to an y specie s," one  voic e decree d. "We  are th e Ti amat,  we are  the W hee l of Fat e. All  life

follows the plans se t by the Wh eel. It is not accep table. The  Plague mu st be destro yed, before it bec omes greater th an
us. Befo re it destro ys us."

"The Plague ship destroyed the Ann ihilator. That is a testimony of the Plague's power. It must be destroyed b efore it

destroys m ore of ou r Annih ilators."

"How many of these Annihilators do you have?" Zuhal asked.

"That is not for you to know," said a voic e. "You only need  to know we have m any. They are coming from all

directions, from the places we have hidden them for eons. They have been awakened to redo the purp ose they were

born for, t o clean se the gal axy from the  unde sirables, th e heath en, the  cond emne d."
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"You have the power, but you do not know where to strike," Zuhal said. "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. Th e White Beast  communicates among the Selves that travel in far space using psionic ene rgies, 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 compu ter code. They have a source , a central point, coordinating the Selves like a hive m ind. This
point  is like a serve r in a netw ork. Dest roy this ce ntral po int, and yo u destro y the Wh ite Beas t."

"Our BigEyes have hacked into  this psionic netwo rk stream in order to find out where th e source is. We have come to

an accurate pinpoint of its location, here  at the Mo hilim secto r at the Outer R im. Quite a lo gical place. Plen ty 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. That can only be the true

mothership. The Mo hilim syst em c an easily both  hide and  susta in su ch a m othersh ip. If the White Be ast mothership  is
there, w e can on ly bet ou r chanc es that th e main N emesis  battlefleet  is close  by."

"An excellent an alysis, even for one b ound to  the flesh," said a voice. "Once  again you have vin dicated our trust and

confid ence in  you to b e our ally."

"It was li ke an  hon or from  the g ods  to be  cho osen  by the  Whe el of Fate," Zuh al said . "You  are th e han d of d estin y,

and I am o nly a tool t o carry it ou t."

"Then we must prepare the Annihilators," the voice said. "Their full might will gather in the star of Mo hilim. Th ere

they shall cleanse the Plague, and when that is done, they will cleanse the Cond emned. We  must prepare the fleets to
escort an d prote ct the An nihilato rs in the ir journ ey. It is time for u s to leave  now."

The hooded images began to disappear from the conference room, clear of their purpose and stra tegy. 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 the right 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 that had already existed, 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, th e lesser o f two evils . 

* * *

Aboard the Atonement, X'on watched the feeble light of the red sun of Mohilim struggle to shine through the clouds

of dark matter that tend to permeate this part of space. But even with the faint light, he could see the silhouettes of
the giant flower like solar collectors and the anem one like matter collectors.

"Get me in  touch  with th e Whi te Beast ," X'on orde red. 
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Above  him, th e holo gram scre ens flicke red ou t of thin air. A c rystalline face  appeare d, its eyes a c ompo site mo saic. 

"I 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 ap pears mo re appe aling."

"Our change represents our continuous evolution, our search for improvement," the diplomat self said.

"Even you r speech  has imp roved," X'on  added . "I remembe r the time  not lon g ago wh en you s tutter in  your spe ech."

"Improved speech synthesis is part of our evolution , part of the benefit of increased processing power," the Self said.

"We app reciate th at our ne w form h as please d you."

"You will please me more if you have goo d news," X'on said. "Our last battle was pyrrhic victory. We had successive

gains in our advan ces in the O uter Rim sec tors. But this decisive battle has halted ou r momentum , causes us to

tempo rarily retreat."

"You may have underestimated the Unb ound," 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-concentrated concentration by sheer force alone.
They will now feel they have a chance to break our strategic momentum. They will try to get momentum of their own.

The y will now  feel that th is is the ti me to g o on to  the offens ive."

"But this  presen ts an op portun ity."

"Hmm," X'on  wond ered. "I know  what you  are think ing, bu t do you  have spe cifics."

"It is time to lure the enemy into a trap," the Self said. "All you have to do in your part is to spring i t. I advise that

you must repair your most powerful vessels and bring them to 100% efficien cy and capability. We will need them for
the trap."

"A trap? hmm , who w ill the b ait be?" X'on  wond ered. 

"We  will," the Self said. "The Unb ound are drawn to th e Collective Selves. Th eir pride will not accept a species

superior to them. The y feel threatened. We have destroyed one  of their Annihilators. The y have reason to be alarmed.
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We advise that you move your pop ulation centers away from the Moh ilim system as far as possible. They seek to
extermi nate you r race at cos t."

"The last  part isn't ne w new s," X'on said. "Go  on."

"Pride is a great weakness. You challenged their might directly because of your pride. You think you would not lose.

So you made mistakes and charged head o n. The same will hap pen to the Un bound. Pride w ill lead them to their
mistake. The Mohil im system provides many opportunities for a trap. The dark matter clouds make excellent hiding

places. M aster the e nviron ment an d we w ill master t he ene my."

The Self seemed to be lecturing X'on on the fine poin ts of tactical battle. He swallowed his pride for a momen t,

knowing with some insight that the Self may be true to what he said. Here, hidden in the Void, the Nemesis had never
participated in a major battle for eons since the great War of the Heavens. Too many generations had passed, and they

only had to refer to the histories and simulation s. Yes, they have superior technology, but app arently technology
wasn't  enough  to win battle s. The W hite Beast from  its previous in carnation had  seen con tinuous  battles, and it had

been re-adapting to the varied tactical scenarios since. It's fleets had spearheaded many of the advancing attacks on
the Ou ter Rim , with co nsidera ble suc cess. 

"I will let you c all the sh ots this  time, B east. Do n ot fail me an d our all iance," X'on  warned . 

The Self in the screen  nodded b efore 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.

Withd raw the M oonsh ips from th is secto r, and get o ur fleet qu ickly repaire d..."

* * *

Perched on a shard, the Zha self watched the procession of ships  above. T here was no sound in space, yet the

vibrations and the patterns 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 do wn next to  her. What see med like m ere darkness when seen  with ordin ary

eyes were raging auroras of color, the moods of clouds and neb ulas, the erupting flares from the auroras of stars.

They realized that it was not just the Starfarer senses that were reaching out, but that their eyes had ch anged, a
crystalline  mosaic  type that c ould p erceive  a far greater range o f wavelen gths than  what an o rdinary eye c ould. 
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The Kuo'ran self was troubled. "Will we ever get back to our prop er bodies? Will we ever get back to our hom es? I

want to go home now. I miss home." She leaned on her side towards the Zha self. The Kuo 'ran self had been through
a lot, 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 vastly improved physiology of their strange crystalline bodies. It was not

physical tiredness. It was tiredness of the soul.

"We  will return. Don't worry," Zha said. "We must focus on the next things we must do to help the White Beast, and

let things u nfold as th ey are." She had so me internal doubts about her own words, but inside, there was a shard of
hope that she held on to.

The scene on  the Delivere r has been one o f heavy activity as arachnids and scorpions flurry about trying to repair their

host as quickly and as efficiently as possible. Larger defense droids guard over them. The arachnids ate pieces of
debris and junk, d igest them, th en spit ou t a crystalline web th at soon harden to a tough hexagonal comblike structure,
a silicate matric . The matrice not only serves as a protective fiber reinforced armor, but was con ductive as well,

capable of serving as redun dant proce ssors. The  scorpion s repair and weld  broken areas of the matrices, rejoining
them. O n the sk ies, Beas t fighters, co rvettes an d frigates so ar in a guard ian formati on. 

Far above, the ag ing red star shone, a red disk obscured by dark clouds, a picture of an eternal sunset. High above in

orbit around the star, Zha could see with her p owerful new eyes, the plant like ships the W hite Beast had laid. Huge

flowerlike ene rgy 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 wave s like  lunar tides th at occur e very minute. The White Beast had been growing more and more of

these plant like ships that they are beginning to cove r the star itself. She wondered if the Collective Selves have some
other purpose in  mind with these  Plant selves.

"It is time to go now," the Zeru n sel f said. A  huge ins ect l ike cr eatu re wi th wi ngs h over ed th en lande d ne xt to  them . It

was a shuttle ship, a giant version of Fly self, one of the unique adaptive designs the White Beast had been making for

itsel f. Nearby the arachnids had encase d the flesh bodies of Kuo'ran and Zha into crystalline mummies, and towed the
mum mies to  the Fly sel f, where th ey were attac hed to  its belly. Zh a figured th at must b e the carg o com partmen t. 

Kuo'ran seemed apprehensive watching her own body like a dead mu mmy. Zha assu red her. "Our bo dies are still alive,

I could fee l it. The y're like in a state  of stassis."

The three of them walked to the giant Fly self. The Zerun self directed them to ride on the back 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 systems of the Fly self. Essentially he became interfaced to

fly the creatu re. 
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It would be strange flying through vaccu m again. Before, she had flown through  space like a dream in an e thereal

bod y. That experience h ad a hallucinating effect to it. This time, she rememb ered, these c rystalline bodie s were
resistant to vaccum, and they had been living on a tiny weak atmosphere that surrounded the layer of the Delivere r
like a coating, yet never dense enough to support life directly. While experience through an ethereal body was like a

dream, the experience of space through the crystalline bodies was much more intense. There was a sense of genuine
physicality these bo dies have th at a spirit traveling through space will never have. It's sensual organs were much

powe rful and se nsitive. 

The Fly lifted out of the D eliverer. For Zh a and Kuo 'ran, the experienc e was just pu re fun, like a ride in an amusement

park. Mayb e they can  enjoy th is mom ent for a wh ile before  they settle  into m ore serio us matte rs. 

They passed by the jungle of the flower and ane mone collecto rs. Finally Zha saw the creature, the main mother vessel

of the White Beast. It's size was to o huge to  be called a m othership , many times larger than  the Delivere r. It was more
like a planetoid, a living moon th at kept building itself as it fed. Zha could imagine from its immense size that the

living moon could give birth to more Deliverer class vessels, creating the backbone of an unstoppable fleet. But she
perceived the White Beast no longer had that intention, given that there was still only one Deliverer. Zha could see

more plantlike ships attached to its surface, like embroyos growing. When th ey're ready, these plant like ships would
leave the nest and  join the o thers in orb it. Around th e living moo n were armadas of Beast vessels, ships of all types
orbiting in vigil. The Fly headed to the living moon.

* * *

"We  got mul tip le ship  readings!" M aalasi  shou ted. "Th e sh ip is g oing into  clo ak!"

The Corsair frigate disappeared like a ghost, as it waded to a nearby rock belt. They were still quite some distance

from the Moh ilim star system, and already something was afoot.

Everyon e stared at t he scree ns, mo uths agap e at both  the ho rror and aw e of the im age it pres ents. 

A vast fleet of ships, an armada of Tiamat spiderships, Tiamat crabships and Sekmet battlespheres. Vast swarming

clouds of Black and Fire Acolytes swirled around th e larger ships, like flies tending to fresh carcass. Here was the full
might of the Unbound, at least from the two mo st warlike factions of the Unbound . Among the mo re peaceful races,

the Bentusi and the  Naga had long since the Galaxy once again, both confirmed by Mushak and the Fly self, leaving
only the smaller R ingships an d Needle ships to gu ard preciou s assets that cou ld not leave  the galaxy. The m ore
pacificist races of the Unbound w ere all in a defensive mode, staying in their home sectors where ever they were. Only

the aggressive Tiamat and Sekmet we re in a warlike offensive mode. The T iamat and the Sekmet were friendly rivals
in their quest for power, trying to upstage each othe r through achievemen t but never in direct con frontation. Now it's

a race to se e who  would  catch th e greater glo ry in vanqu ishing th e Whi te Beast  and the  Neme sis. 

"Lo ok, lo ok!" Gi irsa sh ou ted. "I can't  be lie ve it!"
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Seejuk could not be lieve his eyes. He could see large ships, the form, the silhouette of an Annihilator. One o f these

ships were already grave trouble. And here's a second. No wait! There's a third, and now a fourth!

Seejuk tore at his hair. There were more An nihilators, a fleet of black moons silhouetted against the raging ne bulas

and aging stars, silently cruising to their destinations. In the final count there seemed to be more than a few dozen of
them, al l guarded  by a vast fleet o f Unbou nd shi ps and figh ters that su rround ed the  Annih ilators like  a giant clo ud. 

They all stared at the screen s speechle ss. Finally, Maalasi uttered. "Looks like the White Beastie is going to  get it

now. Anyone having a change of heart?" Grinning, Maalasi raised his hand, but no o ne else did . They just stared  at

him lik e crazy. 

Maalasi lo wered h is hand  and sigh ed. "Oh m y. Looks l ike we're a b unch  of dum b ass hero es."

The Fly se lf said , "Tru st me . We  are aw are of the pow er of the Unbound. Release us, and you shall see a power even

greater tha n what yo u are seei ng now ."
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Part 22

The Annihilators were slow, slow mach ines . Even in  cloaked m ode , the  Cor sair q uick ly left  the Unbound fleet behind,

unde tected . 

"The slowness of the huge sh ips wil l buy us t ime, but only for a short while. We still do not h ave time to waste," said

the Fly sel f. The p urple gat e appe ared, and  the Co rsair slipp ed thro ugh it. 

When it appeared, two ships w ere waiting for them. The  Fly assured them that the two ships were Beast, and the

crystalline  splotc hes on  their sid es told  them th at the sh ips were  Firelanc e clon es. 

"Now your computers must be ready for a download," said the Fly. The lights inside the C orsair darkened as the main

compu ters temporarily overloaded from a massed influx of data . The lights recovered to their steady glow and the
comp uters resu med n ormal fun ctioni ng. 

"You now have  the data  to  mimic a W hite Be ast  ship ," th e Fly said . Maalasi  checked the  comp uters . "You 're  right!"

he affirmed . 

"Now transform," th e Fly said. T he Co rsair turne d into  a White  Beast varia nt of an Ion  Array frigate. "Pulsating

electro-magnetic fields around the ship will serve as a barrier to prevent Starfarer psionic powers from de tecting us.
Now fol low th e othe r ships."

The transformed Corsair turned to follow the Firelances. Ahead of them  was the dim dying sun o f Mohilim, its feeble

red light struggling to shine through  the nebulas of dark matter that orbit the star. It's eruptive flares burn through the

ionized gases trapped in the magnetic fields that surround the star, creatiing fiery auroras that raged through space
thous ands of tim es larger th an entire  worlds . 

Seejuk stared at the scene ahead of him in awe. He uttered a prayer to the highest God of all gods, whom even the

great Sajuuk was a mere servant, thankful for the beauty he saw and the wonder of natural creation. No Kushan,

except for Giirsa here, and Kuo'ran somewhere ou t there, have ever seen the awe of such a sight, a star on the very
edge o f the Galaxy, th e edge  betwe en the  lightsp ace of the  living and  the darks pace th at was the  Void. 

"Th ere !" Zhura shouted , pointing the screen. "I can see them. The Nemesis  fleet!" Indeed it was. Even at immen se

distances the 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 ships actually 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, Ne mesis fighters and  frigates surrounde d the large ship s in protecti ve screens. Z hura

wond ered if he r father was sti ll there, ali ve and h ealthy, and  hope d for the farth est chan ce he c an still be  rescued . 
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"The sh ips are m obiliz ing," Seeju k observ ed. "The y know a b ig battle w ill be co ming."

"We  do not h ave much  time to waste ," the Fly said. The th ree frigates, the Corsair and the two escorting Beast

frigates, passed innocently through patrols of Nemesis ships. The sleek forms of the Nemesis fighters was something

Giirsa had  grown t o hate, th e image o f Kuo'ran in  the mo ment o f her madn ess had b urned  deep i n his m ind. 

"Over there," Zh ura cried  out, po inting t o a new  series of sh ips. They were like giant flowers, h eat and light co llectors

with symmetrical panels that extend into space for miles. Like living creatures, monster ships draw matter using
focused fields of gravity into their hungry maws, extended tentacles manipu lating the gravity fields like vanes guiding

the win ds. "Energ y and reso urce co llectors  of some  kind," See juk said. "T hese th ings mu st have gath ered a lo t."

"There I see it now," Zhura cried out again, much to the distraction of Maalasi who was piloting the ship. "Must be

the  Wh ite  Beast b attl e fle et!" 

There  were rows an d rows of the T aiidan style Heavy Co rvettes, covered  in pale white, one of the Beast's most

effective strike form ations, supplemented by Kushan style HC s and Mu ltigun Co rvettes of both  Kushan an d 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 h ad long acq uired the ab ility to clone S uper Acolyte s. The White Acolytes
had been an effective dogfighter against the variety of colored Super Acolytes of the Unbound. They could also see

rows and rows of Beast Interceptors, basically based on two kinds, a type based  on the T uranic Ban dit and the  other,
on the Taiidan Triikor. Bu t the White Be ast enhancments gave their ow n Bandit and T riikor clones a superior level of

protec tion an d regen eration o ver their o riginals, w ith a greater p unch  from ene rgy canno ns. 

There  were Beast ion frigates, both of the Kushan  Firelance, the Taiidan Sajuuk-C or and the Turanic  Assasi n vari ety.

There  was little Assault frigates however. But even the combin ed ion array frigates were outnumbered by hu ge
numb ers of Hive  Frigates, cl oned  from the  Somtaaw  design  and pro bably im proved  in som e way. 

Space bustled with activity. Seejuk noted the absence of resourcers based on the Somtaaw W orker and the  Taiidan

Resourcer class. Instead, the White Beast had resorted to using its own unique designs that must have b een mo re

efficient for it. They appeared like giant insects, or giant versions of the Fly self, buzzing around  asteroids. Th ere was
something about the  shimme ring "wings" they use to p ropel them selves throu gh space, as  if the fields they create push

directly against the space-time fabric. Huge grub like ships closedly followed these giant Flies, and the Grubs, which
remind ed See juk of Kad eshi Po ds, mu st be reso urce co ntrollers  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 Unbou nd Annihilator back at the T uran sector, the giant vessel they call the Deliverer. It was a

grostesque ship, a monster with a huge m outh, 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, crystalline
patche s that co ver hug e areas with  a hexago nal matric e. 
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The Corsair and its two escorts passed through the formations 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 h iding in the thickest of
the clouds.

Indeed it must be. The sh ips travelled through  increasingly 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 small planet covered with a glowing crystalline surface that stood out from the

darkness. It appeared not like pictures of the Naggarok, which was a huge mothership---this, the central vessel of the

White  Beast, w as much  much  bigger, a virt ual livin g moo n. 

"Welcome  to the Co re Self," the Fly self said. "I assume that this ship  could lan d on a plan et surface?"

"Yes we d o," Seejuk  replied . 

"The internal cavity had been pressurized with the proper atmosphere of your breathing requirements," the Fly said.

"First we m ust fly hove r throug h the o penin gs and p repare for lan ding. W e must  procee d quic kly". 

"Okay, guys. This is amazing. For a small moon , it is generating  artificial gravity eq uivalen t to a hab itable p lanet. M y

sensors  are indicating th at the core  has cavities that contain a breathable atmosphere." Maalasi said. He pointed to the
large cracks in the surface, like bottomless canyon s where deep insid e, something seethe d. The canyons w ould have
been dark, b ut th e cryst allin e pat che s glowed , servi ng as m arkers  for any craft that flew through them. They could see

the Fly an d Grub  selves fly into  and ou t of the can yons. 

 "I bet that's where home is. Or the Hive, whatever you call it. Here we go, right into the bug nest," Maalasi said. "Or

perhap s, into th e dept hs of hel l."

 The ship disengaged its  mimic form, and hit its retros. The Corsair descen ded into the can yons, the ship deftly

avoidin g the sh arp spike s that line d the c anyon's wal ls. 

"Excellen t pilotin g skill. I didn 't know you  had it in  you," Seeju k comp lemen ted M aalasi. 
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Maalasi replied. "In my younger days, I used to be a race pilot and engineer. Then I became older, had a family, and

becam e a salesm an. But  I still have m y skills."

Somew here inside, the F ly told them  to stop. "It is close by. Th e Core Se lf. Prepare for landin g. Prepare to receive,

the Co re Self."

The Corsair sailed into the final cavity, the largest of them all. The Co rsair fired its retros for the final time, and its

docki ng legs d eployed  for landin g. The  Corsair lan ded o n solid  ground  with a th ud. 

"We  brought along space su its just in case, but my sensors are indicating a breathable atmosphere with the correct

pressu re," Maalasi said . 

"The C ollecti ve Selve s have pre pared th e enviro nmen t especi ally for you all," said th e Fly self. 

"I prob ably b et you 're hap py no w," See juk s aid to  the F ly self.

"It has been a wish of mine to physically rejoin the Collective Selves. This is what you Flesh entities call home, and

that is wh at the co ncep t means  to me. B ut we d o not h ave time t o waste as  the pe ril grows n ear."

They prepared to disembark from the Corsair, except for Maalasi 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 t echn ology th e Whi te Beast  uses. As th e hatch  open , a cool w ind bl ew in. 

"Breathable, but kind of stale," Seejuk commented about the atmosphere.

"Wh at's  this?" Giirsa exclaimed, watching the large pale crystalline spiders and scorpions c reeping near his feet. "Oh

by the god Sajuuk!" he lamented, feeling ill at the sight of the articulate multilegged creatures that glow eerily at the
dark. As he examined the c averns more, he found the  creatures creeping up the walls and ceilings. Several of the
creatures perched on to p of the crystal spires and shards, staring at the flesh bound visitors with cau tion  and c urio sity.

"Th ese are Repair selves. Without them , the Collective Selves cann ot repair and regenerate the matrix," the Fly self

explained. The Fly fluttered like a luminesce nt fairy around both  Seejuk and  Zhura, whic h both o f whom the  creature
seeme d to hav e gained  a fondne ss of. 
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Then it finally appeared. A huge matrix of honeycombs that appeared to  stretch by the miles, each cell glowing w ith

thei r own  bio lum ines cen ce. "T he is  the C ore S elf, wh ich a ll the  Col lect ive S elve s are li nked ," said the F ly.

Three figures stood there.

"ZHA!" Seejuk sh outed , as one o f the girls starte d runn ing to h im. 

"I am so glad to  see you all ," Zha cried  as she hu gged h er dear frien d that sto od by h er for so lo ng. 

Giirsa and Zhu ra ran to the oth er girl, for they recognized her as Kuo'ran. Giirsa was happy to see her healthy and

sane. "I am so glad to see you. You're not crazy anymore, are you?" he asked, as he stroked Kuo'ran's head.

"Oh, it's g ood to  see  you  all.  You've  all c ome to  save  us, " Kuo 'ran  sho ute d in  glee. "T o an swe r you r qu est ion , no  I'm

not crazy anymore. I got my soul back, I thiink, thanks to the White Beast here. It rescued us from being zombies of

that cree py guy X'on ."

"I was worried about you," Seejuk said, as he stroked Zha on the head.

"No...I was the one really worried about you, Seejuk. I thought there would be nothing left of you all squeezed

betwe en the  crossfire o f the Unb ound  and the  Neme sis."

Seejuk noticed something about Zha. Her skin was crystalline marked with a hexagonal pattern, and her eyes were a

mosaic . Giirsa also q uickly let g o of Kuo 'ran, when  he saw th e same th ing. 

"You, you're not Z ha," Seejuk drop ped his h ands in surp rise and horro r. "Are you?"

"I am her, or as you see, I am a Self now, at least temporarily. Oh I'm sorry," Zha said. "My real body is still there ,

being repaired from the neurological damage caused by Nemesis. And so is K uo'ran's. As the Selves w ill explain, I am
loaning this form right now for th e du ratio n of t he healing process. Wh en our bodie s are all healed up, I can return to

my origin al bodi es."

Seejuk, Zhura and  Giirsa walked o ver to what seemed like two crystal encasements. There they could see through the

thick transparent fiber reinforced casings, the two flesh bodies of Zha and  Kuo'ran, both  sleeping like  babies. Zhu ra
brought a medical scanner with her and scanne d the bo dies. "Life signs are okay. We  got a regular hearb eart, regular

pu lse , pro per  body te mperat ure , and  bra inw aves on  an R EM  dre am s tate ." 
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"Somehow, my mind may be linked from my real body to this Self body," Kuo'ran said. "That may explain the

brainwave activity. The whole phenomenon is quite interesting, actually. I can't explain the technology and how they
did it, but th ey did it. T his bo dy is amazi ng. It cou ld live th rough  vacuum , and see  a greater rang e of the sp ectrum . I
can see a bit of heat itself and a bit of the ultraviolet. I can percieve magnetic fields. Since the discovery of my

Starfarer senses, I 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 throu gh different wavelengths,

throug h differen t fields."

"At least you can still think, Kuo'ran," Giirsa laughed. "Now I know it's you and that you're not crazy. I thought you

looked cool in the silver bathing suit the Nemesis gave to you, but you looked even cooler in that creeply glowing
thing yo u are in n ow."

"Stop kidding, Giirsa! I’m not kidding. I got my own theories here, all 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 sub sist on the material resources and ene rgy it can find. This is why the Unboun d fears this
new creature; the W hite Beast w ill evolve to a su perior sta te, a fo rm that is truly unbound to both flesh, planets and

even sp acecraft."

For a moment, Kuo 'ran reflected. "It is ironical indeed, Giirsa, that we travelled so far to sear ch for clues on the

origins o f sentien t life, but in stead di scovere d whe re life is ultim ately evolv ing. 

"You are correct," a voice said. "We are evolving, even at this very moment. We await our final form, and with that,

our reb irth." It was the t hird figure , comin g down  from the  steps. 

The face was familiar, and he had seen this picture in the Mule archives and on Zha's command console aboard  that

ship. "Is that who and what I think it 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 me mories  and pe rsonality in to this S elf."

"So the White Beast  can take all the memories and the personality essence of all the people the Beast had infected,

clone and  resu rrec t them into th ese  new  form s, th ese  selves ," Seejuk observed. He lo oked aron d in the vast c avern
hall. Each cell in the hon eycomb, there were peo ple in them. At least not hum an or flesh and blood, bu t each was like
Zha, Ku o'ran and Z erun. Se eing all th ese bo dies was  like a vast ce metary, wh ere the d ead was re ady to reaw aken. 

"We  cannot return whom th e Beast had so unju stly removed from the stream of life," the Zerun self explained. "But in

our ow n way, we c an partly resu rrect the  essenc e of all tho se who  were take n by creati ng them  to a new  life."
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Zhura seemed to be the odd one left. It was her question that remained unanswered. "We have recovered Kuo'ran and

Zha, but w hat about m y father? What abou t my father?"

Zerun turned to Zhu ra. "Your father is all right at the moment. Bu t he is not in our hand s, as he is still with the

Neme sis. Wh ile we ca nnot g uarantee  his safety or res cue, we  will seek  means fo r his safe retrie val."

"Please I ask of you, help him," Zhura begged.

"Please, please," the Fly self said. "We do  not have tim e to lose. T he Unb ound w ill soon be  upon u s. We mu st deal

with th e nod es."

Maalasi talked through the comlink to Zhura, Seejuk  and  Gii rsa.  "Way ahead of you. I have been doing scans, and we

have found devices foreign to the B east matrix. At least foreign to them, since the devices are familiar to us. Raider
techn ology."

Zhura turned to the Zerun self. "Our Raider technology is primitive comp ared to what I see the White B east is

capable of, wh y can't you resolve the  nodes you rself?"

"It is precisely because it is primitive," the Zerun self explained. "The design makes no sense to us. It's flaws and

logical c ontrad iction s baffle us. It is a de sign co nceive d by the fle sh bou nd, and  only un derstoo d by the  flesh bo und."

"A node is  nearby," the Z erun se lf explaine d. "We can  get to it for yo ur 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

Zhura re turned  from the  ship carryin g bags of vario us equ ipmen t. 

The node was large black egg as big as two humans. Its surface was a black mirror like metal similar to the coating

the Ne mesis u ses on t heir shi ps, exce pt that it w as glossy no t satin. 

"The coating resists 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 as you," Zhura said. She put her

hand on its surface and nothing happened. "Obviously it was on ly meant to  be han dled b y its flesh bo und c reators."
She felt aro und th e egg. "Th ere mu st be an ac cess pan el aroun d here. F ound  it. Give m e some  hands."

Seejuk and  Gii rsa b ent  ove r to  lift t he p ane l ou t from th e su rface of  the  egg . "Interestin g. It's  one of  the  Hark k'hah's

comm ercial designs that the For'lym must have purchased or cloned. The Harkk'hah are the best programmers and

computer engi nee rs of all  the R aide rs, and  even  the F or'lym trust their high caliber equipm ent. They wanted the  best,
they got the b est. Harkk'hah serial nu mbers, bu t with For'lym ow nership lab els on...you got th at Maalasi?"

"Got it," Maalasi said. "The egg is o ne nod e of several. I see a vast redundant computing network here, each

interfaced to the nervous infrastructure of the Wh ite Beast. Okay, I got the operating system right here, and it's also

Harkk'hah OS. Sho uld be  easy to bre ak. Corre ction, Z hura, the Harkk'hah are only second best; the So o'nani will
come  out wit h supe rior com puter m odels."

"I got it too," Zhu ra said. "I got the inte rface rig ht n ow. By the w ay, M aalasi, t his  is not t he t ime  to sell  nex t yea r's

comp uter mo dels."

"Whatever,  and what makes you think I'm selling new computers, I am merely stating a fact....now, the nodes are

designed to induce certain signals against the White Beast's internal network," Maalasi explained. "With the proper

signals, it can induce a whole range of stimuli from pain, to sadness, to anger and pleasure. It's no different from a
human  emotion al or hallucigen ic induc ing implan t, except that th is is on a giant scale, and tuned to the synapse

frequen cies use d by the  White  Beast in ternal ne twork."

Zhura began teaching Seejuk and Giirsa some of the simpler aspects of the navigating through the Harkk'hah designed

operatin g system. So on the  two Ku shans go t the bas ic idea an d were m oving th rough  the op erating syste m like p ros."

"Any attempt to dislodge, remove, or destroy the nodes will result in inten se pain to the Wh ite Beast, perhaps death

by frying its central nervous system," Maalasi explained. "Each egg draws electrical  energy from the White B east,
then st ores and  amplifies  them in to a focus ed elec tromagn etic pu lse. I saw we m ust be c areful."

"Tough call," Seejuk said.

"Not if we disable the main control app lication instead," Giirsa said. "If the application is disabled, the nodes can be

left  for dead. or we may crash the entire network operating system. But there is awfully tight security here. I see

firewalls inside firewalls. The application is spread redunantly throughout the nodes, and ditto with the server OS.
Pure human paranoid  redundancy to the n inth level. Security designed to co nfuse. Algorhythms that  made no sense.

No wonder the White Beast cannot fathom it. Nonetheless, the Kaalel are the best hackers of Hiigara, and I will break
the be st the Ha kk'hah has  to offer. Tim e to de mons trate what w e coul d do...." Girrsa ro lled hi s sleeves  up. 
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Gii rsa's  fingers began to aggressively type the keyboard of the portable terminal, like a maestro out to com pose his

finest music. Then he suddenly stopped, looking baffled.

"It does not look like good news," Seejuk said.

"As usual, Gi irsa Kaalel, e ven in t he farthes t corne r of the galaxy, you  are still a load  of hot air," Ku o'ran lectu red. 

"Aw shu tup , Kuo 'ran! Eve n if you're in a Beas t body, you're still a lecturing bitch. Apparently, not even the power of

the W hite B east can re move  that from yo u," Giirsa reto rted. 

"Give me a t erminal , and I will sh ow you  a S'jet's supe rior com puter e xpertise !" Kuo'ran boast ed. 

"Well I think I'm  going to pitch in and help hacking," Zha said, taking a spare portable terminal and placing it on her

lap. "No us e sitting  around , waiting for t he Un boun d to blo w me to  pieces  while yo u two arg ue."

Giirsa looked to Zhura. "Maybe you can come over here to my terminal and help me more discern th e various

indigenous aspects of the Harkk'hah operating system." Zhura rolled her eyes, crawled next to Giirsa, and placed her
hands on the sam e keyboard as his hands. The  other hand began p ointing at the screen, as she began h er explanations.

"Excuse m e while  I recite a prayer b efore I hack," Se ejuk said . 

"Do you th ink we h ave mad e a right ch oice?" the  Fly self com muni cated to  the Ze run self. 

"It was a gamble to  use these p eople, bu t we have no choice," the Zerun self said. "Our fate now rests on their

comp etence ...or inco mpete nce..."
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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 sha ft of the Abyss. When  he opened  the Abyss, smoke rose  from it like the smoke from  a gigantic

furna ce. The  sun an d the sk y were da rkene d from  the smo ke in th e Abys s. And o ut of th e smok e, locu sts cam e down
upon  the ea rth, an d were g iven p ower like  that of  the sco rpion s of the e arth. "

Revelatio ns 9, 1-3
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Part 23

The nebula was a battle between the red and orange fires, fueled by hydrogen clouds, and the smothering blackness of

the dark matte r that floated  from the  Abyss. Inside it was the dim star of Mohilim, an aging red star that 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 awaited its end, waiting to return its life giving elements back to the

cosmo s, the on ly worthw hile eve nt of its ob scure ex istence . 

Between the shadows cast by the dark clouds, and the dim flames of the dying nebula, hundreds of black shapes

emerged. There were massive sp herical shapes with rings and arms, and tails ending in lon g stalks. Hundreds of small
black fighters shadowed them, and larger spiderships and battlespheres followed them.

"We  have arrive d," said one voice. "...Arrived to the system of the dying star. It will be a place fitting to end the

Plague an d the C onde mned ."

"We  have no time to lose," said the voice, this on e of the Sekmet. "The psionic power of the Plague increases by the

secon d.. I can feel its  pow er risi ng, li ke a n ova re ady to  burs t. It is a strength that t he C ond emn ed h ad cast a bl ind  eye
upon , not realiz ing that th eir tool  will be u ltimately st ronger th an they are."

"If that is so, 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 allowed to grow stronger than the collective

powe rs of the Un boun d."

"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 be gan to accelerate, their bluish ion trails

lengthened as they increased  to attack speed . The T iamat crabships and Sekmets b attle spheres forged ahead, their
Bound less overminds con trolling the Black and Fire Acolyte dron es.

Obscured from the dark clo uds, anoth er armada of black sh ips emerged . There we re huge shi ps shaped  like tripods set

on thei r end , thre e legs that  stret ch o ut in to sp ace fro m a ce ntral  bod y, and a huge  stalk emerging from  the cente r.

Th in yel low ligh ts rip pled  back  and fo rth th e en tire l eng th of t heir  bod y.

"We  have contact with the enemy," the tactical office announced. Th ey had been waiting amon g the dark clouds,

hundreds of sleek winged fighters, the Bats, the Skates and  the  Mantas, hungry to wreak retribution for the fate the
Unbound had cast upon them. Like huge roaches, the Nuriya class frigates followed the fighters. Then finally, the

Retrib ution  class dread naugh ts brou ght up  the rear. 
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The winged fighters ignited their boo sters, and their red ion trails streaked the black sky. The LED lights from the

dashboards reflec ted o ff the d ark vis ors o f the S tarfarer  pilo ts, as their  fighte rs acc elera ted and scann ed fo r the nearest
Unbo und targ ets. "This  is Demo n Lead er. Enem y fighter squ adrons , bearing 0 124 m ark 086 , prepare t o engag e."

All across the star system, the peace from the obscurity and the darkness was broken, as two ancient powers prepared

to settle  their ete rnal feud . 

Yet another creature waited patiently, like a carnivorous animal hidden in its b urrow, r eady t o jump o n its  prey. It

watched the combatants as they head to each other in a fatal embrace. This is the time, it thought. The circumstances

are right. T he dec ision is  made. 

Death c reates life. 

Around the aging Mohilim star, like giant flowers the solar wind collectors extended their panels and aimed it at the

core of the star. The massive gravwell generators set in orbit by the Creature headed for the collectors and united in
their centers, creating  a new ship . The co llectors fed the ir energy in the gravwell generators, whose gravity fields

were focused  by the panels  directly into th e core of the star.

Massive waves of gravity began to compress the core of the red Mo hilim sun. Waves of stellar tsunami rocked  its

surfac e. Angered, th e dyin g star re lease d massive  flares i nto  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 bin d the W hite B east. 

"What is here?" Seejuk cried out, sweat beading in h is forehead, as he tried to hack the Raider installed n odes with

Giirsa, Kuo'ran, Zh a, and Zhura.

It was Maalasi in th e comlin k. "He must be referring to the Unbound armada. Looks like it had arrived to the system.

The ship scanners are detecting the N emesis also in battle formation, heading to each other. Looks like a big fight
ahead in  the sky."

"The battle is joined," the Zerun self said. He raised his arms. Outside, formations of white fighters, Acolytes,

Triikors, Bandits, B lades, a collectio n of a myriad design s the Wh ite Beast had  accumu lated from the rac es of the

Inner Spiral, began to  accelerate, ion trails h eating up. B ehind th em were  various frigates, also collected from the
races of the Inner Spiral, the Lightspace. The m ain bulk of the smaller capital ships were Hive frigates. They opened
their back wings, and hundreds of swarm drones filled the space like a storm cloud.
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Their orders were simple. They were neither to offensive attack both the Unbound or the  Nemesi s, but to defend the

Mother core vessel; its offspring, the Deliverer, and the orbiting collectors-gravwells, whose fields were being
focused into the Mohilim star itself.  The Beast ships and fighters were legacies 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 w as abou t to laun ch its se cond  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 walls, heading to the
surface. 

"Do not be alarmed," said the Fly self as it perch ed o n Se eju k's shoulder. "The time of tribulation has come. The

Sel ves  are w illi ng t o sacri fice  the mse lves to  pre serve the c ommon go od ." 

From the back of the larger spiders and scorpions---defense Selves---wings sprou ted and extended  themselves in

shimmering arrays of rainbows. Th ey were wings o f 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 spiders and

scorpions flapped their wings, then hovered, and rose straight 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 throu gh the cracks. They too exten ded their

shimmering win gs of energy and field, and rose in buzzing, raging swarms.

Salim had been the dutiful scholar. His weapons were never guns or lasers, but the tip of his pen. He had seen the

Nemesis take his daughter away, a captive 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 Nemesis

Overlord , a somew hat bizarre  man wi th strange  thinkin g pattern s. 

There  was a knock in the door, and he opened it. Instead of expecting armed Nemesis guards, the armed men were in

Raider uniforms, packing pistols of Raider design.

"What?" Salim asked.

"Do not q uestio n me. Ju st com e with u s right no w. Th is is urgen t," said the R aider. 

Salim dared not to question and quickly followed the armed men. To his surprise they led him to Mahar, Sha of the

For'lym, Rai der  alli es to th e Ne mesis.  It was Mahar and th e Fo r'lym who l 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 gath ering m issions  in the in ner spiral  sectors fo r the Nem esis. Th ey were traito rs and co nspirato rs. 

From th e expre ssion in  Mahar's face, S alim kne w that h is sentim ent had  change d. 
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"That madman, X'on, he will lead us to certain destruction," Mahar com plained. "Th is war, this feud, this is n ot a war

of conquest. This is a war of mutual annihilation. We have sent secret commun iques with  Zuhal of the  Harkk'hah for a
tactical withdrawal o f the situation. B y no means o ur feud with th e Harkk'hah has co nclude d. This is o ur means to
ensure  that bo th of us w ill live for an other d ay to deal w ith each  other."

"A tactical with drawal, eh ?" Salim smi rked. "You  are abou t to turn  your back  on you r ally."

"A smart thing to do given the ci rcumstan ces," Mahar explained. "The last few battles have left severe attrition on the

For'lym  fighter forces. If this continues, we are gone. No t to mentio n the fact that the  Nemesis an d the Un bound  are

fighting in a system with an  unstable star. Ou r scanners have detected that the Mohilim sun is capable of going
supernova anytime. To die in a u sele ss futi le ma nne r is no t wha t I have  led m y life for , wha t I have  bui lt the  For'lym

for."

"You are contemplating escape against your former ally," Salim confirmed.

"YES, and yo u wil l go w ith u s. We  cann ot afford to leave any Raid er in the han ds of the Nem esis. That wo uld betray

too much information," Mahar insisted.

"But my daughter....I can't leave her, she's a prisoner and they may do something to her if I escape with you..." Salim

argued.

"We  have good  word that sh e is no lon ger on the h ands of the Nemesis, " Mahar said. "They never told you, but she

was on t he slave s hip th at the Du 'ran Raide rs liberate d."

"Really?" For the first time in a long time, Salim felt joy. The news of his daugh ter's escape was thrilling to hear, even

from the mo uth of a cons pirator like M ahar. "You're sure?"

"I know that you never trust me, Salim of the Flo'karr, but for o nce, heed my word. We must get out. Either you

leave with us alive or we will leave you dead on this spot," Mahar said. "We must leave wh ile the Nemesis is

distracte d with  the batt le."

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 bac k to his com mand sh ip. Back in h is Lord class carrie r however, M ahar
ordere d that all figh ters mu st stay in stan dby. 
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Across the system, Zuhal of the Harkk'hah had the same thoughts. Scanners from his science and EWAC vessels had

detected the instability of the Mohilim sun. His fleet had suffered severe attrition from the last few battles. Like the
For'lym, the addition of small ion based cannons on the Bandits did not turn out well. The ion cannons depleted way
too much e nergy and requ ired too lo ng a recharge time for the Ban dit's limited batte ry reserves. This gave  a severe

liability to the beam based Bandits in dogfights and it was most apparent in the bat tle of the Turan sector, when they
both had to battle each other and the regul ar Ban dit an d int erce pto r Raid er forc es de fend ing the T uran  plan etoi d. If

that wasn't enou gh, the indiscriminate use o f the Nova cannon by both  the Unbou nd and the Ne mesis destroyed both
friend an d foe, the  shockw aves un leashed  killing an ything wi thin ran ge of the e xplosio n. 

Zuhal  had wondered about the consequences of escaping from the Tiamat. Now with the Mohilim  sun a supernova

candidate, he has his back on the wall. Death seemed certain and he would rather face the consequences with the

Tiamat  instead of the supernova. Now with the Tiamat pre-occup ied in a death  struggle with th e Nemesis , he saw an
opp ortu nity.

"All Hark k'hah fo rces. St and  down and  do  not en gage  without m y signal ," Zuhal ord ered. He stared at the screens

where  the dark  space of the Mohilim system had turned into a nonstop display of fireworks, as ship after ship, in a

chaos that one could  not tell one side from the other, explode d in an orgy of death and battle. He watched  the chaos,
and he  was than kful of his d ecision . 

Across the system, to the Mother vessel of the White Beast itself, Maalasi faithfully manned the scanne rs of the

Corsair frigat e they us ed to lan d insid e the M other p lanetoi d. 

"Seejuk? Anyone?" Maalasi beeped the comlinks. "We got a situation here. The Mohilim sun just turned unstable. We

got to hack the nodes and get the hell out of here as soon as we can. Or we can just get the hell out and forget about

this creat ure."

As if he is not in enough pressure already, 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 a star system about to go nova on the very end of the Galaxy. Boy, his mother never

dreame d that as a jo b situati on for he r baby. 

"How did the star become unstable?" Seejuk asked.

"I'm afraid, we are responsible for it," the Zerun self said. "We cannot let the Annihilators escape the system. The

Unbound and the Nemesis  will be taught a lesson. The C ycle of Violence and Death m ust end here. Our gravwells
have focused their fields into the core o f the star. Tidal waves will compress it until ultimately it will reac h

supern ova."

"You wil l kill everyo ne in th e system!" Seeju k objec ted. 
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"There is still a chance to escape," Zerun said. "Help us unlock  the n odes . If you fail, we will die along with the

supern ova. If you suc ceed, w e can esc ape."

"How?" Seej uk asked . 

"You wil l see," Zeru n said. 

Seejuk stared  at Zha. "You kno w someth ing like this m ight happe n, do you?'

Zha looke d back . "I had a fe eling b ut I c ou ld n ot c onfirm  it. T hey  were hi din g it fr om me for fe ar I may te ll yo u." 

"Do not fear. De ath  beg ets  life ," Zerun said. "If we are to die, it will not be in vain. Wh atever happens here will

preserves the lives of millions more. The ancient cycle of violence must be stopped. We---the Selves have been part of

that viol ence. T his is ou r atonem ent for th e millio ns of lives w e have so  unne cessarily take n. Th is will be  our reb irth."

"Rebirth?" Seejuk asked.

"The  final e volu tion  of the  Selv es is abou t to c ome ," Zeru n said , starin g the  sky.

 

"I got it, I got it!" Zhura sho uted with  her hands o n the air.

"I got confirm ation h ere," Maalasi  said, his e yes on th e scann ers. "We go t a node  down  finally."

"Pass the codes to us," Giirsa said, and Zhura did it immediately. Soon, Giirsa and Kuo'ran both each had nodes

down , and See juk soo n after. 

Back on the  atonem ent, X'on was livid. At the screens, the unyielding struggle between his forces and the Unbound

happened in  front of his eyes.

"Our instru ments  have co nfirmed  that the  star will go  supern ova," the Se nsors o fficer said. 
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X'on could feel the star changing with h is Starfarer senses. The gravity fields from the gravwell generators of the

White Beast orbiting the star contin ue to collapse it further. The collectors and gravwells use the  very same energy
they collect from the star to power the co llapsing fields.

Why is the White Beast doing this?  X'on thought. Was it becau se it had a bizarre need for self destruction and to take

everyone down with it? That question will never be answered. All attempts to comm unicate with the C ore Self have

turned only empty silence. The only alternative is to punish the White Beast for betraying the Nemesis and its  alliance.

"Elect rify the nodes now!" X'on ordered. A signal flashed from the Atonement dreadnaught to the nodes inside the

White  Beast m other sh ip. 

Seejuk saw the Zerun self suddenly stumbled. He turned and watche d Zha as her back was arched, her eyes glassy in

terror, he r mout h silen t but gap ing to sc ream. Sh e stretch ed her h and ou t to him , then co llapsed . 

"Kuo'ran, Kuo'ran," Giirsa screame d as he stared at K uo'ran's limp and fallen  figure. "What happ ened?"

"The nodes h ave activated," Maalas i confirmed from his scanner readings. "They sent a massive EMP pulse across the

network  that jarred, maybe even killed some of the Selves within the collective matrix. We're lucky we shut off some

of the nodes or the c asualties among the Selves would be much higher. But we n eed to shut the rest off, or they will
con tinue t o st rike  until n o one i s le ft." 

Zerun was the first to get up, but both Kuo'ran and Zha stayed unconscious. Seejuk told Zhura and Giirsa to keep

breaking the nod es, as he prop ped bo th the bo dies of Kuo 'ran and Zha a gainst the wall. He almost forgot that these

were not their real bodies at all, but the temporary shells lent by the Wh ite Beast to h old their co nsciousn ess. That
was why th e EM P nod e attack had  badly affected  them b ut not t he flesh b ound  human s. 

"Their consciousne ss must be restored to the ir original bodies, or they will not survive the next node electrocution

attack," the Zerun  self warned. "Put the ir new bod ies next to th eir original bo dies. Th eir flesh boun d bodie s have not

comp letely reco vered from  the ne urolog ical effects o f the Nem esis min d link syste m, but w e must  take the ris k."

Like mumm ies, both K uo'ran's and Zha's real  flesh bodies had been covered with a crystalline web by the maintenance

arachnid s. Seeju k laid the ir new u ncon scious  crystalline b odies n ext to th eir old o nes. 

"What ne xt?" Seejuk  asked. 
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"The transfer must begin," the Zerun self said. The Fly self hovered over their bodies, and a strange glow emanated

from the  crystalline b odies. 

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 neural systems for them to function normally in time," the

Zerun  self said. 

"I got two m ore no des do wn," Zhu ra said. "I got thre e," Giirsa dec lared. 

Aboard the atonement, the tactical officer reported to X'on. "Someo ne is tampering with  our nodes. We are losing

every secto ral node  to a hacki ng attack."

"Hacking attack? How is that possible?" X'on was livid in rage. "Scan the Mother planetoid for any ship that landed

insid e!"

"Scanning sir...confirmed, we got a possible Raider frigate inside the planetoid," said the sensors officer. "It is too

deep  to be  surgi cal ly removed  with  ion beam  or m iss ile  fire , si r!"

"Too d eep? T oo de ep? Use  the No va canno ns and j ust blo w the m other ve ssel with  it!" X'on ordere d. 

"But sir," the tactical officer objected. "We are under attack by The Tiamat crabships. We need the cann on to repulse

the attack s."

X'on grit his teeth in impatience. T he 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 b attle

decisively and quickly. The battle evo lved---or degraded---into an exchange of nova can nons from the dreadn aughts.
Indeed the Unb ound p referred it that way. Faced w ith relentless sw arms from the W hite Beas t, the Unbound took the

shotgun approach. T he Annih ilators lined u p their No va cannon s, and blasted h uge hole s against the Beast  vessel and
anthropoid  swarms desperately defending the mother ship. The shockwaves from the nova shell explosions

indiscriminately destroyed any cra ft smaller than a destroyer regardless of the side they belonged to. T he blasts
cleared huge chunks out of the defensive swarms, and the Zerun self felt the immediate loss of thou sands of heroic
Selves re verberati ng thro ugh th e colle ctive m atrix. 



200

"Woe, wo e..." cried the  Fly self, realizin g the sacri fice of thou sands o f its comp anion s. 

The cavern sh ook an d crystal sh ards brok e off. Maintenance anthropoids fell off the walls as the mother vessel as a

whole shudde red from sho ckwave after shoc kwave. But G iirsa and Zhu ra maintained  their concentration on their

terminals despite the quakes, minds focused on the war of bits and bytes inside the machin es instead of the galactic
war aroun d them . Seejuk  dragged  both th e hum an bod ies of Zh a and Ku o'ran to a safer p lace to avo id falling d ebris. 

"Massive vessel s co min g to  our di rec tion," M aalasi warned t hro ugh  the  com links, e yes t ransfixed o n th e Corsair's

scanne rs. "They m ust be th e plane t annih ilators. W hatever w e're doin g here, w e bette r get it finish ed soo n."

Nova ball s hell s hea ded  from t he R etrib utio n cla ss dre adna ugh ts he aded  to th e Un bou nd fle et. W ave after wave

wreaked havoc, crabships, battlespheres and spiderships disintegrating from the spatial tsunamis. The formation of
Annihilators---each bigger than whole  motherships—powered their rear linear generators. The pulses were then
turned around  and arou nd in th eir cent ral sphere s, gathering energy and velocity 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 fabric. Like tsunamis in the
middle  of a po werfu l typh oon , the  wave s ripp ed th roug h the  forma tion s of ships, blowing them away like houses of

sticks and cards against gale force winds. The cries of death of the so uls of hundreds flew with th e debris of wh at
used to be their ships. Wh en the storms end ed the frigates and fighters were literally swept away---much like what the

Neme sis had als o don e to the  Unbo und---le aving sev eral large dre adnaug hts in flam es or shat tered p ieces. 

A few of the collec tors/gravwells were destro yed, but no t enough  to stop the  superno va process. T he two sid es were

too bu sy destroyin g each o ther to ta ke noti ce of the  device s that will u ltimately d estroy the m bot h. 

The Atonement shook as the spatial shockwaves buffeted even this giant ship . Pieces of it broke  off, and the entire

length  of it was aflame . 

X'on had fe ll off balanc ed w hen  the s hip  shook. As  he re cove red h is footing, there was blood streamin g down his

head. A sore spot in his skull marked w here flying debris must  have hit him . But he w as obliviou s 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 th e red of their blood. For the first
time, he  felt his dre ams, the  dreams o f vengean ce and  justice h is peop le had so ught for e ons starti ng to slip  away. 

He could imagine now the voices of the Tiamat taunted him as they prepare for the total annihilation of his race. He

turned his head on the screens, where the officers still bravely manned  the contro l decks and  repaired frantically what
was brok en. 
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There  he saw 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, he adin g full speed against a formation of the Unbound. The
shockwaves tore at an Annihilator, damaging it severely, while a Spidership and a Battlesphere crumbled against the
spatial tsunami.
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Part 24

Seeju k tapped  slightly Zh a's cheek. S lowly he r eyes ope ned. "Wh at happe ned?" Sh e cried o ut. 

"The nod es go t to yo ur Beast fo rm. Y ou're  back  in you r real b ody n ow," Seejuk explained. "The wh ole process is

tru ly in credib le." 

"Wow," Zha exclaimed. "Being in the Beast form was a magical experience. Your senses were heightened and you

can see  throug h more  of the sp ectrum s. My head  hurts."

"Take it easy," S eejuk warned. "We need to get the two of you back in the ship." Just then, the moans and groans

came from the wakin g Kuo'ran. Kuo 'ran asked the same  question s as Zha did, and  Seejuk m erely repeated the answer.

Zha looked to her side, where her Beast body lay. Nearby lay Kuo'ran's Beast body. Further on, she saw Zerun, and

cri ed  ou t, "F ath er!"

"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 personalities and memories

remain c opied  inside  these b odies, ju st as I am bu t a facsimile, a c opy of you r real father."

Zha and Kuo'ran examined th eir fingers, arms and legs, noting they still wore the same tightly hugging silvery one

piece Nemesis flight suit. The suit left them nearly naked, and they quickly began to feel cold, a sensation they never
felt with the Beast bod ies. As they shivered, they watched in amazemen t, but with a little horror, as their own Beast

bodies---the Zha and K uo'ran Selves---stoo d up. It was like watc hing a mirror, except the reflection was in 3d
physical form and had a cool bluish white skin color. The duplicate Selves were like zombies, but as they stood, they
let out a curious smile at Zha and Kuo'ran.

"Does sh e still loo k great, hih i!" Kuo'ran let ou t a rare joke as s he po inted i n self adm iration to  her Be ast twin. 

But the s mile  in Zh a's face w as wip ed o ut as s he sa w he r father's Beast clone suddenly grimaced in deep pain. So too

did th e two B east twin s, as if all the B east selve s were te lepathi cally interli nked to  feel the p ain of each  other. 

"EMP attack through the nodes!" warned Maalasi, dutifully manning the scanners aboard the Corsair frigate.

"So meon e got  to  kil l th e nod es soon !"



203

"Working, working..." said Giirsa, eyes glued to the screen.

"I got anoth er one d own n ow...we w ill have all  the no des do wn soo n!" proclaime d Zhu ra. 

Zha weakly tried to get up . "You shoul dn't exert yourself, Zha," Seeju k warned. "You r physical cond ition is still very

weak. W e need  to bring  you and  Kuo'ran b ack to th e ship."

"No, please , let me tal k to my fathe r's image," Zha i nsisted . "Please I 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 con vulsed 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 th e nod es are still ac tivated."

"The Mohil im star is near critical point!" Maalasi warned. "Annihilators are on course to this planetoid! I should have

rem embered  to wri te my w ill  with  all  this e xcite ment!"

"We got one more down now! Only one left," Giirsa announced.

"Down! It's dow n, all nod es are do wn!" Zhura fin ally annou nced. 

A tentative expression of relief appeared in Zerun's eyes. The two Beast clones of Zha and Kuo'ran stood and walked

over to the Zerun self, where they both helped him to stand.

"Our pains and tribulations are not ove r yet. With the release of the nodes, our final transmutation can begin," Zerun

announced.

"Transmutation?" Seejuk asked.
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"The final stage of our evolution," the Fly self said. "It is sad so m any Selves  have die d before  they reach  this stage ."

The Fly self flew over to Zerun's shoulder where it perched.

All their bodies began to glow, first the Zerun self, then the Zha and Kuo'ran self. The  Fly self settled on  top of an

unbro ken crystal s hard, wh ere its bo dy began  to glow  and grow . 

Aboard the burning Atonement, the Sensors officer still faithfully manned h is console . "Overlord, we have  a sharp

spike  in  Me ga-psi re adings!"

"Where is it coming from?" X'on ordered.

"It's  from the  Wh ite  Beast  core v essel, yo ur Ho lin ess. 3  mi lli on  megap si! 4  mi lli on  megap si! It 's sharply escala tin g!"

"Why?" X'on asked.

"We  don't know. The White Beast selves have not communicated with us, and we have lost 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
mi lli on  megap si! 1 0 m ill ion!"

Suddenly dark hooded images appeared on the bridge of the Atonement. Holograms,  images of the Forbidden ones of

the Un boun d, the W heel o f Fate. 

"Now look at what you have done, Condemned one," said the voice of the Tiamat. "You have tampered with the

greatest forc e of the U niverse ---unbrid led, acce lerated, in telligen tly guide d Evo lution ."

"The creature that is the pale Plag ue, the one you call the White Beast, is evolving 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, b oth Starfare r and the  Unbo und."

"I do not understand, Forbidden ones," said X'on.

"You are too con sumed w ith our anci ent feud, your p eople's need for futile revenge against the Unbound and the

Bou ndless ," said a voice. "You  failed to see wh at is happeni ng near you, and the ultimate current of the Universe
around  you."
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"We  the Unbound, have become a static, dying race. Despite our power, we are no longer capable of the greatest

force the Universe has ever known---to evolve to someth ing greater. This is the reason for our ultimate dem ise," said
the voice.

Another voice c ontin ued. "It is partly for this reason, we the Unbound c ame into war with your kind, the S tarfarers.

The other reason of course, being your atrocities against all lesser species and your nature 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. Yet by going beyond this cycle, you
have also  cond emne d yourse lves of you r prope r evolut ionary path ."

"But the Plague matrix has the internal wisdom to understand the power of this Cycle. It has condensed the

Evolutio nary Cycle of a thousand star revolutions into  a single second. Now it is beyon d us and it has become beyond
your con trol and  powe r."

X'on watched the screens as the Annihilators battle the Deliverer. Despite the Deliverer being alone against a score of

Annihilators, it demon strated a prodig ious repair rate and  a faster recharge rate of its main Nova class cannon. The

White Beast con tinued to  pump  out a relentle ss stream of anthro poid fighters th at continu e to swarm against the
Unboun d formations.

"20 milli on me gapsi and  rising," the se nsors o fficer said. "Th e Mo hilim su n is also in creasing ly unstab le."

"At this moment, the P lague's gravity wells are compressing the star into a super n ova. Our Annihilators 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 de fended to be destroyed in time, too hidden among the dark clouds

to be found. We must concentrate destroying the Plague core itself. This is why I 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 de structio n of this st ar."

X'on smiled. "I had never thought that the Unbo und, the great Tiamat, the W heel themselves, wo uld grovel and beg.

The White Beast has outsmarted you. It has lured you into a trap you cannot get o ut of. You know you can not make

your gigantic Anni hilators to jum p in time again st the supe r nova. You o nly have the tim e and ene rgy to save
yourselve s and wh at remain s of your fleet ."

"As for the evolution of the Wh ite Beast, it is not my concern, nor my fear, unless it has decided to attack my race.

But I sense th at it is not  of this natu re. Its evolu tion th reatens yo u, the U nbou nd, no t us. You are wrong to say we do

not evol ve. W e, the Star farers, w ill le arn an d evo lve at  our o wn ra te. T hat is  the p owe r 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 powe r that you the Unboun d no longer have. W e 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, that you
will f inally be come---no thing!"

The dark hood ed figures are quiet. "You will ultimately regret your actions, Condemned one," a voice said. Then the

hooded figures faded into  the nothingne ss.

"Somehow suddenly I don't think I regret it," X'on said to himself. He turned to the bridge and made his

annou ncem ent. 

"We  have lost this war, but it is not in vain. The U nbound  has lost as well---we have both lost. This is now the time

that we must preserve what we have. I am ordering a full retreat. Tactical! Engineering! Powe r up the jum p drives as
soon  as p ossib le and get  us ou t of he re!"

"Right away, your Holine ss," said an officer. "The sh ip is damaged, but we already in the process of repairing our

critical syste ms."

"Hurry as we do  not hav e muc h time ," X'on orde red. "Tacti cal, give th e screen s. Track the White Beast and the

Annih ilators."

The screens ap peared again in midair, and it showed the Deliverer in a final struggle against the Annihilators. The

superior numbers of the Annihilators were finally overwhelming eve n 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 stru cture. 

Not far away, Zuhal watched the battle aboard his Irkan flagship,, his Harkk'hah Raider formations never budged

from the ir positio ns. 

"Star will go super nova any moment," his sensors officer warned.

"Do we h ave any fighte rs still patro l?" Zuhal ask ed. 

"No," said the  tactical o fficer. "All strike sh ips are do cked in  the carrie rs."

"Then  jump  us out  of this cu rsed system ," Zuhal ord ered. 
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At the op posite  end o f the system , Mahar's form ations w ere ready to  jump . "They are on their own n ow, the Nemesis

and  the  Wh ite  Beast, " Mahar  said . "It is  ove r for  the m." 

"I sense that this is far from over," Salim said, standing next to Mah ar on the bridge of the carrier flagship. "Just a

new b eginn ing of som e sorts. It is tim e for us to  go hom e. I need to  see my dau ghter."

"I gather we have learned enough of the Nemesis," Mahar said. Watching the sh ockwaves of the multiple n ova shell

blasts, he was glad his forces were not in the middle of this. He has not seen a battle more destructive than this, not

even d uring th e heigh t of the T aiidan re bellio n or th e Beast  wars. 

"I gather we ha ve eno ugh to  fill a few good  books ," Salim repli ed. 

"Our feud with the Harkk'hah is not over, but we will resolve it in some other less destructive manner," Mahar said.

He ord ered hi s formatio ns to b egin th eir tactical  retreat and  to jum p out o f the system . 

Aboard the Atonemen t, X'on watched as his smaller vessels began jum ping out. Survivors among his fighter

formations were quickly docking into th e carriers and dreadnaughts, and already a number of his dreadn aughts have
begun the jump process. The Atonement has begun to move away from the system. He noticed that the Unbound

were no longe r attacking Nem esis forces. Th e Unbo und have  decided  to conce ntrate against the Beast core vessel in a
desperate attempt to stop the star from going no va and preventing the C ore's final transmutation, whatever that will

be. By ign oring h is forces, h is fleet wo uld be  able to c ondu ct repairs an d finally mak e their e scape. 

"Mega-psi readin gs have gone  beyond th e scale," the senso rs officer said. "What is this imm ense po wer?"

"What?" X'on asked. He  can feel that shee r power em anating from the Beast Core directly with his Starfarer sense.

All of them could feel the obvious. Whatever was happening, he didn't want to be there when it happened.

"Get the ju mp dri ves onl ine and  get us o ut of here  as soon  as you can!" X'on o rdered . 

"Right aw ay, we're still wo rking on  the rep airs," the eng ineerin g officer resp onde d. 

Deep in the caverns in the White Beast planetoid core, Seejuk watched the strange serene expression that came over

Zerun's face, the Zha and Kuo'ran Beast clones. He watched the walls and caverns, all lighting up.
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:"We  got immense energy readings here all over," Maalasi warned. "It's the entire Core Matrix. The e ntire thing is

raising its e nergy leve ls. I hope  it's not go ing to e xplod e."

On the farther side of the caverns lay huge honeycomb  matrices, in it were hexagonal shaped ce lls. There was a sense

of horror in Seejuk as he watched things moving inside the cel ls. 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, bu t with the pale bluish

white c rystalline b odies m ade of the  White  Beast m atrix flesh. Ea ch had  distinc t 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 mi llions it had k illed in that great
and terrib le war."

"This is our atonem ent, my child , our atonem ent to you all w ho are fleshbo und. W e can neve r bring back the lives we

have taken, never b ring them b ack to their origin al forms as we have did to you and Ku o'ran. But instead, we will give

their personalities a chance to live a new life. It is through the assimilation of their personalities that we have evolved.
We learned life and humanity from them . Bec ause  of the m, th e Co re ma trix le arned to  value  life an d individual ity. The
Collective Selves, which  we have becom e a harmony of individuality and collectivity, is a result of them of all we have

learned from the flesh bou nd h umanity. W e are a p art of th em as  they a re a pa rt of u s. It is o nly fitt ing that th ey are
the focal p oint o f the final tran smutati on."

"Th is is  all n ice  and  coo l to  loo k at, " Maalas i warne d, "b ut w e be tte r go  quick ly as  the  star  wil l blow soo n." 

"But there is one thing I do not understand," Seejuk asked. "You are finally evolving to something I don't know yet,

and at the same, you are about to destroy yourselves with your supe rnova. What was the point of evolvi ng when you

are about to b e destroyed?"

"What we  are evolvi ng into  canno t be de stroyed b y the sup ernova," the  Zerun  self said. 

Seejuk then no ticed somethin g in the backs of the clones. Like tiny wings, ou tgrowths begun to  bud from their backs.

"Our transm utation  is final," the Ze run self d eclared . 

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 spec trum of colors in four burning wings that stretch with no seeming
bou ndar y. As his wings flared, there were two outgrowth s on the back of the Zha and Kuo'ran clones too. Then they
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too flared and raged, each with four immense shimmering wings, flickering rainbows in lace. They were like wings the
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 t oo, sprouted their wings from the buds in the backs. Soon the cavern was full and bright from

the light of the wings.

"Beautiful and spectacular," Maalasi commented  on the comlin ks, "but I got all news for you. The Deliverer vessel

has just been destroyed. The Annihilators have concentrated fire on the Core vessel itself. Man, I still got a wife and
some k ids, and  I really apprec iate it if we b etter hu rry to get ou r asses ou t 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 Mo ther 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
bodie s crackin g as their le gs flew with  the gale. 

Inside the  cavern s sh ook as t he w alls  crac ked . Zh a co uld  see  from  her  father c lon e's eyes what he was about to do.

She stre tched  her han d, and h e took i t. "Father..."

"I am not your real father, but I am happy and honored that you called me such," the Zerun self. "I am happy and I

know your real father would feel the same way, to have se en you g rown to  be suc h a beau tiful and b rave perso n. I
will always cherish the short time I have known  you, my flesh bound child , and I will remember you in my memories
and thro ugh you r clone  coun terpart. Fare well, my Z ha."

Zerun 's burn ing w ings  of rainbow have  spread farther and higher. Then Zha watched his body elevated a few 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 accelerated then zoomed into the canyons
headin g upward . 

Imme diate ly, the wings o f the other clo nes spread an d flared. One after anoth er, each clone rose, wings spreadin g,

raging, flapp ing, fi gure s risin g, the n gliding, the n roc ketin g into  the c anyons and crevices that head to the su rface, like
a mighty h ost of ange ls. 

The Zha clo ne looked at Zha h erself with an impish smile. Th en she raised her hand an d made an OK symb ol with her

fingers. Her wings flared and raged in a spectrum of colors as they lifted her body and she too zoomed u pward to join

the great flyin g multi tude. 

It was the Kuo'ran clone that finally spoke. She watched the real Kuo'ran's eyes. "You have wanted to be free and to

fly, at least a deep part of you. Now I will be that part of you that wil l  live this dream. Remember me as I 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, I am going to weep all day..." Maalasi whined from the Corsair ship. "But if you all don't get

back soon, I will be leaving you. The So onani Transpo rt Services is about to depart , calling all passengers RIGHT

NOW!"

They all ran  back  to th e Co rsair, S eeju k carryi ng th e weak Zh a and  Giirs a 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!
Tu rbos  go!"

More  spatial tsunamis rocked the dying Core, its walls cracking, the caverns collapsing. Boulders made of broken

crystal shards smash  against the thic k armor of the Cors air frigate but the ship held on cou rse. "I wish this thing could

fly faster like a fighter . We mi ght no t have en ough  time to  escape th e supe rnova."

Aboard the Atonemen t, the Sensors o fficer reported. "We have  a massive burst o f psionic en ergy from the core

vessel! We  got nu merou s targets he ading o ut."

"On screens!" X'on ordered. The screens were filled with ghostlike figures with immense shimmering rainbow 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 cuttin g through  the space tim e fabric created an im mense sp atial tidal wave that
spread before them. The im mense tsunam i tore at the attacking Tiamat and Sekmet fighters and sh ips like fragile
structures made of sticks, and larger ships crumbled at its wake. 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 t o do it . The very

least he c ould l eave kno wing o f his con tributio n to thi s. 

"Jump en gines are  operatio nal," the en gineerin g officer dec lared. 

"Jump now!" X'on ordered. An immense slipgate appeared before them, and the Atonement was the last of the

survivin g dreadn aughts to  escape  in what  history wi ll record  as the catac lysmic B attle of M ohilim . 

Even the word of the imminent supernova explosion go t to the Un bound , and surviving sh ips---the Tiam at

Spiderships,  Crabsh ips, Sekm et Battle sphere s and T actical Sp heroid s---formed  their ow n slipgat es, and each quickly
disapp earing be fore them . 
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But the Annihilators remained. T oo 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 th at may be to o late. T heir fate seal ed, the y focused  their ange r at the B east Co re, the m other p lanetoi d. 

With the Corsair at top speed, Zh a watched from the wind ows as multiple no va shell explosions rocked the White

Beast planetoid with on e tidal shockwave after another. She wou ld never thought th e time would come she wou ld

shed a tear as the spatial tsun amis tore the  Beast mo ther vesse l from on e pole to th e other, un til finally the entire
besieg ed plan etoid c rumbl ed with  a final explo sion from  the core . 

"Supernova explosion is imminent," Maalasi warned from the pilot console. "I don't think we can get into a jump
mode i n time ..." 

The aging red Mohilim star gave its last breath, its burning, raging surface collapsing into its heavily gravity
compressed core, co llapsing  into a ne ar brown  hole sta te, before the sheer acc umulative  energy from the n uclear
fusion of larger nuclei---in one sudden moment---surpassed even the immense crushing gravitatio nal forces. Th en as

suddenly as the star im plode d, it swel led, then exploded, rings of nuclear matter raged outward, walls of plasma
disintegrating everything in their path. First to go against the irresistible winds of plasma and fusion matter were the

orbiting gravity wells and energy collectors that the Wh ite Beast had  deployed  in close orb it around th e star, the very
ships that through their focused fields, caused the supernova explosion in the first place. The last 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 mo on 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 second, the very atoms of their

composition disintegrated and joined the gale like waves as they roared further outward.

"We're gon ers! We're gon ers!" Maalasi wh ined. 

The speed of the  Corsair frigate could not escape the incoming waves. The slipgate started to appear but the space-
time fabric was so unstable it could not fully form. Sudden ly the ship rocked and shoc ked. Maalasi thought this was it,

this was the end. The shock wave caught up with them. But as he looked through the ship's win dows, the  ship began
to move at immense speeds, like some powerful stardrives were powering it. The ship's frame began to shake from the
stress of th e speed , but like  all Raide r crafts, the ch assis was bu ilt supe r sturdy abo ve all con sideratio ns. 

Zha and Seeju k looked o utside thro ugh the p ort holes an d windows of the frigate. So mething ---or someon e had
attached themselves to the frigate and was pushing it under immense  speeds. T here were th ree figures that had

clutched the craft, and Zha knew through her senses who they were. On one end it was the Zerun self, then the Zha
clone on the port side and the finally the Kuo'ran clone on the starboard side. As she peeped through, the Zha clone

waved back at her. Their psionic w ings extended to im mense spans, several times the len gth of the frigate itself. As
the supernova shockw ave rolled, the angels spread their wing spans further, and accele rated to near light speeds, as
they stayed ahead of the  wave's crest, going faster and  finally breaking relativistic space  barriers in to hype rspace. A

few more angels approached and clutched the Corsair to help the three  clones moving th e ship. The frigate began to
fly as fast as the great host of angels that soared ahead of the supernova wave crest, then broke the relativity barrier

into hyperspace. The stars in the backgrou nd sudden ly turned into bands of spectrum ; time had a strange sensation of
being slow. It was like they were being plunged d eep into a dark tunnel, hu rtling out of control by forces they cannot
control or und erstand. A t the  end  of the  tunnel t here  was a li ght, and the sh ip p lunged t hrou gh it . As su dde nly as they

plung ed thro ugh hyp erspace , they eme rged int o norm al space. 
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The ship was sm oking, and th e seams of its skin m ay have melted an d welded  into a solid carapace. The antennae and
any protrusion have been torn off. Zha looked around the port s 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 tranqu il. It was quiet.

There  was only the Raider frigate, and the people onb oard was the only life they could se e for millions o f miles. It was
like a lon g dre am th ey have awak ene d from . At a di stanc e the re was  a bril liant  flash o f light, and white rings of

burning gases spread  quickly out from the epicenter. The outer shell and rings of the supernova ignited the nebula and
the black clou ds of dark matter. T his caused  an even greater co nflagration, a nuclear  fire burning out of control,
consu ming th e clou ds of dark m atter like a h ungry mo nster. 

The Moh ilim system, an o bscure star system  with an agin g red star, was a lonely beacon of light surrounded by black
nebulas  of dark matter, the wastelands of the universe. Now the Mohilim supernova was the spark that ignited a

nuclear  wildfire that consumed th e dark matter, converting it through  nuclear reaction in to ordinary matte r. Where
there was darkness once, there was now light. Out of the flames came brilliant nebulas of hydrogen and helium, the

primordial  matter that would give birth to new stars. From the core of the Mohil im star came heavier elements, the
matter that would form planets and worlds, water and rock, and with them  the organic comp ounds that wou ld
eventually give life. The nuclear reactions from the shockwaves and the burning dark matter formed more of the

heavier elements. Eve ntually the gaseo us matter wo uld settle in to a giant neb ula, a rich garden o f resources wh ere
potential  baby stars would grow. Millions of years from now, the baby stars would further settle into a star cluster

rich in planetary systems, and with each system, planets that could harbor life. It was the beginning of a new life-
giving oasis, at the edge of the ga lactic spiral, at the horizon of the Abyss. Seejuk remembered what the Zerun clone
had said. Death begets life. The Wh ite Beast was dead, and from it, came new life. Th at was the final transmutation,

the last evolution, the end of one cycle and the beginning of a new one.



213

Part 25— Epilogue

Her father had a dream one time. Like all things, the  one con stant was chan ge. Like all thin gs, he said the R aiders had

to chan ge. 

For thousands of years, the Raiders were n omad s. They were pirates. They were mercenaries. They started from a

core of liberated slaves, then added with other disenfranchised, dislocated races. But as their population becomes
larger, as each House beco mes more po werful, their enigmatic, nomadic ways had com e to a pass. They settled into

territories, marked by outposts and planetoid bases that l aid the infrastructure for a more sophisticated society. As
their so ciety pro gressed , so did t heir tec hnolo gy, and with  both, th e dem ands for a gre ater econ omy. 

That  was what her father said. The Houses have be come small kingdo ms. Eventually, they must seek other me ans to

finance their living beyond piracy, smuggling, organized crim e, and mercenary activity. The Res'coom reverted to

deep space mining and salvage. Th e For'lym mov ed to a lucrative business of merchant escort, toll collecting and
territorial licensing. T he Harkk'hah we nt into pilo t and systems trainin g, as well as systems de velopm ent and so ftware

developme nt. The great ability of their pilots, navigators, system administrators as well as their ability to create vast
information al 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 o f Raider history, the F lo'karr turned to th e entertainm ent med ia and software

developme nt, but also serve as valuable spies with their vast web of internal connections. The Soo'nan went into
engineering, building sh ips, bases and designing new weapons. Some stayed with their traditional disciplines, the

Hu'nan as smugglers, and the Du'ran as assault mercenaries. As guilds and specialties formed, the va unted Raider
society h as beco me pre dictabl y increasin gly comp lex. 

For the small House of Khor in its own small corner of the Spiral, Zerun said there must be a change. In his earlier

days, like many of the R aiders, Zerun  Khor was a m ercenary chieftain in  the emp loy of the last Taiid an empe ror.

There were th ings that  he had  done  that he w as not p roud o f, and he n ever told  them to  his dau ghter. When  the las t
emperor fell, Zerun saw the need for a change. He saw what the Flo'karr has built with the Turan planetoid; a center
for free commerce; a place of meeting and gather; an oasis of food and refreshment in deep space; a port for the trade,

construction, repai r and  main tena nce  of ships and goods; a base for toll collecting and licensing over the territory of
space it claimed and protected . When the Impe rialist 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 said, was not 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, tow ards his fin al days, that h e had b ecom e 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 m ake his d ream co me true . 

The last expeditio n was, relatively, a good  haul for the M ule. It was the first since th ey have returned home. They

have found a former battlespace, a graveyard full of wrecks, and now the halls and docks o f the carriers were just
filled with scrap. Two armed merchant ships purchased from the Hu'nan assisted in the salvage collection. With four

Assassin class frigates as escort, the Mule and the two merchant ships materialized in Khor territorial space.
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Ahead  of them was the old makeshift base temporarily leased from the Taiidani. The Somtaaw had been mining an

asteroid swarm temporarily passing through the Khor space. Mining these asteroids would have been a deadly job for
the antiquated and clumsy Res'coom Gatherer class miners, or even for the traditional Taiidan i 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 a clever deal masterminded by Seeju k Liirhra, her self appointed business m anager and executive

officer.

In a farther orbit lay the massive gridwork for a new Raider Outp ost. The Soo nani had objected  to building the b ase

so close to Somtaaw operations, sensing it would betray Soonani stealth technology to the So mtaaw. Th e Somtaaw
on the other hand, made the same objection, that Soonani engineers are too close to the Somtaaw mining operations

and can easily spy on their prized mining tech nology. Whatever. She was the p aying customer, and they better live
with it. K eep he r fingers cro ssed, for th e truth w as, she had  peop le spying  on bo th. 

Coming out from hyperspace, Soo'nani Bludgeon class tugs grappled and moved huge girders to the building site. 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 single tug could ram a heavy cruiser right
through. But the Soo'nan prized these expensive powerful tugs to ever see the frontline. The sigh t of these powerful
tugs, were  how ever , a major bl ow to  the e gos o f the M inio n cre ws in  the v icin ity tow ing c rystals  off the passing

asteroid  swarm. 

All along the construction site, there were corvette sized ships with large manip ulative arms. T hey somew hat

resembled Taiidan i Tiirsh ak salvage co rvettes, b ut were  in reality, Soo'nan Builder class corvettes. They exhib it
extremely good agility as they hover between the girders and the scaffolds, welding things with their finely precise

arms. It would no t take lon g for the Soo'nan to finish the site. The Outpost had a modular, section by section
construction. The sections them selves were constructed in  the Soo'nan shipyards, then the B ludgeons tow ed them to

the bu ild site, w here th e Buil ders asse mble t hem. 

From the bridge of the Mule, Zha noted the appearance of an extremely large warship. "You didn't tell me that the

Maraud er was he re, Seeju k," she qui pped . 

"I didn't know either, hon est," Seejuk replied. "A Raider dreadnaught protot ype in vicinity of a Somtaaaw mining

operation wou ld give th e Somtaaw  the fi ts. But I can think of a cou ple of logical reaso ns why it's here. On e, they're
using the ship as a base for the building op erations. The ship has tender equ ipment. Secon d, as a defense for the build

site, possibly to scare off Somtaaw scouts from getting too close to the Outpost. But again, there can be other
reasons which we will find out soon enough. Note that the Somtaaw got gravwells and Hive  frigs along a perimeter in

their m ining are a."

Zha laughed. The thought of pairing the Somtaaw and the Soonan within visual sight of each other was hilarious and

misch ievou s. 
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The Mule circled around the construction site as the merchant ships docke d into the  makeshift base. Z ha felt proud as

she inspected the gridwork on her scan ners. Finally, the House of Khor has regained its Outpost. It will no longer be
an outc ast Hou se. An Ou tpost e stablish es perm anenc e, presen ce and  prestige . 

It was the dream coming true. T he joy would have b een more com plete, 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 ag ain. Dow n the p lank, she saw someone familiar. Of course, she would naturally expect him since
the M arauder w as here. T his time  howe ver, he h ad a wom an and so me ch ildren w ith him . 

"Oh well, M aalasi, it's sure n ice to se e you he re," Zha gree ted him . 

"They have put me back into production again, and has assigned me to head your building project," Maalasi said. "But

excuse  my rude ness, I wish  to intro duce  you to m y wife and m y little on es."

"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 I am paid and contracted to handle

that you do  not ne ed to kn ow abo ut. All pa rt of o ur aftermarket support. Because of the time needed, I need my
family to be  near."

"Of course, we do no t have any objections with regards to your family's stay," Seejuk said, nudging Zha on the

should er. "Indeed, we are happy that you brought them along. It would be nice to see some children in the vicinity for

a while."

"I do have  anothe r detail th at my supe riors wan t to deal  with you  about. I t 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. Howeve r, coming along w ith yo ur expedition to th e Mohilim system h ad caused extensive dam age to the ship

due to the battles needed  to support your carrier. They have decided to bill you for the exten sive damage an d repairs
done  on the  ship."

"WHAT?" Zha sh outed. "Are you o ut of your mind ?"

"However,  there is a compromise. Our House intends to build a new generation tender ship an d given the dem and is

nonexistent for a Raider battleship," Maalasi explained. "We are willing to sell the Marauder to you at greatly

discou nted p rices."
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"WHAT?" Zha shouted. "Look if I end up with your old ship, I use up one slot of the three slots I have that the

House Treaty allowed for major capital ships. The Mule is already taking up one slot and I want to reserve my
allocatio n for carriers o nly."

"That is not a prob lem," Maalasi replied. "The Marauder has lon g been classified by the House as a tend er ship, not a

battleship. Which means it is a support and repair ship, not a warship. You can have the Marauder and still have your

two allo cation s lots left."

"That's qu ite intere sting, M aalasi," Seeju k said. "Th at throw s a new lig ht on th ings."

"But the money..." Zha interjected.

"We  have an exce llent sched ule of paymen ts we can offer to you," M aalasi said. "You can start paying  us next year.

Howeve r, if you wish to take possession of the M arauder immediately you are welcome to, but I wish to lend the ship

to assis t in  the  Outpo st constru ction ." 

"Zha, considering your Raider rivals have picked up Taiidan Qwaar Jets and keeping them in  viol ation  of the  Treaty,

having a Raider 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 craft or

frigates from carriers, which  is one reason  the dreadn aught idea never took off among the Ho uses. But if the price is

good enough, and I think we need to cut down the price even more, I think we can use another defensive ship.
Seeju k, Maalasi, m eet me  in my offices ..."

* * *

He had stayed in the Khor base for a w hile 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 b ack a

wealth of data on galactic histo ry and the Outer sector races back to Hiigara. The new Hiigarans are the babies of the
great Spiral, a galaxy teeming with ancient races. The Hiigarans are armed only with a vag ue recollection of their
gloriou s past from  ancien t myths. N ow the  work was  over.  

Now it was time to say good bye.

A Somtaaw Processor sh ip, escorted by Dervishes and Hive frigates, had come  within orbit of the Kho r base, and will

dock as soon as the Mule unloaded her goods. The Processor ship will take both him and Kuo'ran, along with mined
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resources, to a rendezvous with an Explorer class vessel, possibly the Kun-Laan , not far from the Khor sector space.
The  Explo rer class ves sel is on  a return jo urney to  Hiigara. 

For Giirsa, there was a part of him that would never let go. He waited in the corrid or for Zhura, the R aider scholar,

who had volunteered to help him in his research, who had shown an aura of mystery, a keen intelligence and a striking

icy courage in their adventure to the Mohilim star. That and her physical appearance, he felt deep  inside him , this was
one w oman  he wo uld m iss. He had  only on e opp ortuni ty left. 

She was there to meet him, in her robes and tablet, with her long raven hair, deep inquisitive eyes, tigh t lean figure

and pouty, lusty lips. Her eyes was sad with the knowledge th at he had to return to Hiigara. They had w orked so

clos ely, yet everythin g had be en inte llectual , and they had never gathered  enough  courage to o vercome th eir racial
and social barriers. They had to gether faced th e worst of the U nboun d and the  Nemesis, b ut not the ir own perso nal
feelings. As  she stared  at him an d into  his eyes, sh e swallo wed a lu mp in  her thro at. 

"There is something I need to tell you..." Giirsa whispered, his head be nding 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 arms around her bac k, and her arms behind
him. 

"Well, well, well, leave you together and see what happens?" There was Kuo'ran, leaning against the wall at the end

of the corridor, p laying with her fingernails. She was back to her old bitchy self, long robes, twin p onytails and those
ugly large spectacles. Fo r a momen t a while back, there was hope for this girl, 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 that can evolve, like the White Beast, and there are things that will always stay the
same, like Kuo'ran the Academy bitch.

"You know tha t Gaal el Ki ithsa are n ot su ppo sed t o be  mixing with u naut hori zed  females of other Kiithid, much less

that of an alien race and a form er ene my..." Kuo'ran reminded him. "I wonder what your father will say if he learns

abo ut h is. O r if th e rest o f Hii gara  were to  kno w." 

"Are you pro posin g a blackm ail? eh Ku o'ran? I neve r thoug ht that a Sj et wou ld stoo p this lo w..." Giirsa repl ied. 

"Who sez anything about a blackmail? My dear Giirsa, you have deeply insulted the bloodline of Sjet. I don't really

need  your mo ney. I just hav e a loud  mout h, you kn ow," Kuo 'ran remarked . 

"So what d oes it take  to shu t your mo uth," Giirsa u ttered. 
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"I want equal credit, equal share, equal bylines on all the findings in all your reports and docum ents. We will  make our

presentation together in the Academy..." Kuo'ran demanded. "To b e fair, I will do so with my repo rts and documen ts.
This e xpedi tion is a fair an d equ al deal for th e two o f us."

"Okay I will agree, we have equal credit on everything, but you must help me in one other thing," Giirsa answered.

"And what is that?"

"Help me make an excuse to come back to the Raider sectors," Giirsa said.

Kuo'ran looked at Zhura then back to Giirsa. "I can see what your excuse is," Kuo'ran grinned "Okay, I will help you

find an ex cuse to  get back h ere."

"But Giirs a..." Zhura stared  at his eyes. 

"We will find a way to see each other again, don't worry," he said.

"I better get on  my way," Kuo'ran said. "Got bags to d o. Hmm, m y glasses are so foggy from the  heat. I could not see

anything. I didn't see anything like two lovebirds on the corridor. I better get going." She tiptoed quickly out of there.

Whe n all was cl ear, Giirsa stare d deep  into Z hura's eyes o nce again . "Now wh ere 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 Ne mesis, scouts sent to the Mohilim area revealed nothing, not even their Moonships
where  their population base were supposed to be. Nobody in the known space had ever seen the angels released from

the core of the White Beast, 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. Pilots and passengers of ships

cruising the Outer Rim sectors, would, time and time  again, report sightin gs of angels, and so me pho tographs we re
even tak en, bu t all were d ismisse d as pop ular myth . 

Angels are am ong  the m yths an d leg end s 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, a figure bathed in a soft bioluminence, peered over the rim of a crater, watching the

construction of the new Outpo st. Besides him was a  girl, also a crystalline figure in bioluminence, observing the
activities . 

She had done we ll, the Zerun self though t. He would h ave been proud. T he Zha self was proud too , for what her flesh

counterpart  had done. With a tho ught, 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 Som taaw
Worke rs minin g nearby. W ith on ly a thoug ht of effort, the  angels d isappe ared into  the co smos. 

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 Kuo'ran waved back

enth usias tical ly.

Far in the new  Great Nebu la of Mohilim , the gases have started  to cond ense. Clu mps of heavie r elements---carbon,

iron, silic on, n itrog en, o xygen---have formed into com pounds, and th ey in turn formed into ice, rocks and b oulders.
There  was a pinkish orange glare throughout the space, as many clouds that continued their nuclear fire provide the

dominating sole  sou rce o f light in the new nebula. Som ewhere inside, there was a mo vement, someth ing 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 gather

food to the maw  of the anemo ne like resou rce collecto r. Once satiated, th e giant anem one slow ly turned back to its
controlle r, a larger five armed creature shaped lik e a starfish. When the controller was done, it too, would return back

to its mo ther...

[end]

[credits roll]

[ending music theme]
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Taiidan Intelligence Agency Report

To: Taiidan Republican Senate

CLASSIFIED

Status: Declassified under Senate Bill 1047-OBC

Freedom of Information Act

Strategic Assessment of the Turanic Raiders Military Forces and Tactical Resources

III A. Fighters

The basic Raider fighter is a versatile modular design called the Bandit. While it is a design that is considerable dated

compared to the latest R epublic an and Hiigaran  fighters, the basic B andit is a reliable sturdy craft with a large fuel
capacity,  excellent armor, and a large engine bay that enables powerful engines to b e installed. It's basic weakness

seems to be a small weapons b ay that limits the size and firepower of the armament compared to the latest Triikor
Mark II fighters. The Raiders are more technologically conservative than most space faring races, taking a longer time

to adopt new designs. 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 th at is expected to be in
service fo r the Rai ders a lon g time. 

The Raiders prefer a modular evolutionary approach to their fighter development and it is no surprise that the Bandit

has been the focus of new  previously unreported variants. While o riginall y a pirate and me rcenary race, recent w ars

have forced the Raiders to evaluate their simp le-minded hide , hit and run tactics to more complex strategies. This in
turn force s the de velop ment o f more sp ecialize d ship s to back  up the  require d incre ase tactical  depth . 

For this a new modified Bandit chassis has been developed, tentatively designated "Bandit-B" for the purposes of this

report. Bandit-B  is basically t he same Bandit chassis fitted with more powerful engines, enhanced electronics and a
chin extension to allow larger armaments and  weapon ports. Th is chin extension is the sole exterior visual

identification of this new fighter over the standard Bandit. Bandit-B is not really a single new fighter class but the  core
chassis of a whole family of new specialized fighters as listed below:

Class na mes us ed for the  ship type s below  may be ch anged w ith actu al verificatio n and n ew repo rts. 

A. Bandit-Scout.  Intelligence sources tentatively identify this as the Vagabond class, and th is is the Bandit B chassis

fitted with scanners. Some rep orts say that the scanner equipmen t was a virtual copy of the equipm ent used in
Somtaaw Recon scouts, which lends credence  to the reports that the Raiders captu red one of these Re con scouts
and d upl icate d its  scan ning array.

B. Stealth Bandit. Ten tatively called the Demon class, this Bandit B  chassis is fitted with cloaking equipm ent.

C. Mi mic B andit. T entative ly called th e Joker c lass, this is si milar to B . but fitted  with m imic eq uipm ent ins tead. 
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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 this is the B andit B equipped with plasma bomb weapons. Due to the exterior similarity of this fighter

bomber to other Bandit fighters, it is difficult to single out the Outlaws from other Bandits by interceptors and
strike craft defenses. Thus this makes successful interception of this type to be difficult, and yet this bomber, with
equal  to better firepower to our Kaark  attack bombers, represent a significant threat to our capital and non

comb atant ship  assets. 

E. Missile B andit. Ten tatively called the S cimitar class, this is the Bandit B loaded w ith missiles in addition to its  basic

mass driver armament. It is basically the equivalent of the Somtaaw Acolyte in capability. It may carry cloak or
mimic  equip ment. 

Possible Developmen ts. There had been  reports that the Raiders have  been wo rking on inc orporating m icro ion b eam

technology into the ir Bandits. Such developments are regarded as serious threats to the balance of power in the Outer
Rim se ctors. 

IIIb. Corvettes.

The Raiders use a trusted corvette chassis wh ich we shall designate for the purpo ses of this report as the B chassis.

This chassis is highly modular with plenty of large compartments to fit huge engin es and various weapon s. It is also
well armored and  has great range due to its large fue l capacity. Fuel tanks are se lf sealing and wel l protected . Several

variations have been reported . Of this, the Thief salvage chassis and the well known Brigand  missile corvette has been
the mo st com monl y sighted  and en coun tered. B ut there  are other v ariants as we ll. 

A. The Th ief Corvette has been a staple of the Raide r forces as far as we can remember. But just before the Be ast

wars, new d evelop ments  of this stap le have b een en coun tered. T he first variant is one loaded with mimic
techno logy.  This sh ip, which we will refer to as the Deceptor class, may be responsible to a whole series of

unexp lained d isappe arances o f ships in  the Ri m areas. 

B. Equally troubling is a new possible variant of the Thief, which we will refer to as the Ghost class, which uses

cloaking technol ogy. The sh ip could  approach its target undetected, declo ak, then attack its target, damaging it
before sal vaging. 

C. Boarding Corvette. There have been  some reports that a variant of the Thief Corvette h as extra compartments

used for an  assault part y. This h oweve r has bee n rarely seen  in actio n even  during  the last Imp erial era. 

D. A dangerous develop ment is the Bu ccaneer class, which the B c hassis loaded with plasma bomb weapons. We

expect to see the B uccanne er, which may have a superior cost factor over the Brigand missile corvette, to be
increasin gly used al ong wi th Brigan d formatio ns. 

E. Rec ently sigh ted, the  Boom er class is th e B ch assis load ed with  mine la ying equ ipmen t. 

F. A report insists the existence of a special spy or EWAC s type corvette, possibly known as the Big Eye class.

Essen tially, this is th e same B  chassis w here th e com partmen ts are filled w ith surve illance e lectron ics. 

G. Th e Vigilan te class co rvette is a R aider attem pt to cre ate a repair co rvette of th eir own  using th e B ch assis. 
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IIIc. 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 variants including the famous Dagger and

Assassin class Ion Array Frigates that 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 Raide rs have with the ir frigates, which is po or strike craft defenses an d bad
coverage. These prob lems are actually typical of ion beam frigates.

B. Missile Frigates. The success of missile weapo ns demonstrated b y the Brigand led to an inspiration to  use missile

racks with frigate designs. There are two sightin gs of Missile Frigates that indicate while externally they appear the

same, th ere are actu ally three kin ds of mis sile frigates. 

1.) The Intruder class. This is a pure m issile ship, uses mainly the medium  B type strike missi les that can be used

both against 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 appears increasingly popular and
may be a stan dard fixture  with R aider force s along w ith the A ssassin. 

2.) The Am busher class . Appearing as an im proveme nt over the Intru der class but at a h igher cost, this is fitted

with auxilliary turret defense equipment and u ses the large long range A type strike missiles optimized against

capital sh ips. Wil l use the  B and C  type miss iles if stock ed. 

3.) The Corsair class. This is fitted either with st ealth an d/or mimic equipment, and uses cruise missile torpedoes

against unsusp ecting targets. The Corsair may represent a major threat against transport and large capital ship

assets give n that th e design  is optim ized for c onvo y attacks. 

C. Boarding frigates. Identified as the Cutlass frigate, this frigate carries an assault boarding party is used to take over

large ship s. The  Cutlass  can be c onsid ered a m ajor piracy th reat. 

D. EWACS and Science frigates. These frigates use extended panels of a different design from the Assassin to extend

their monitoring and se nsor range. Little is known about these ships, but some have been reported shadowing
convo ys or exami ning vario us stellar p heno mena. O ne sugg ested c lass name  includ es "Seeker". 

E. Repair frigate. Recently it was shown that the Raiders have access to Taiidan repair technology and that a project

to create  a suppl y or repair frigate  is und erway usin g the F h ull. 

IIId. La rge Ca pital Ships . 

The Raiders are unique amo ng the race for not fielding de stroyers, cruisers and d readnaugh ts in an active scale . It has

been speculated and rumored that Raider guilds have brandished prototypes  of destroyers, cruisers and dreadnaughts,

but we re almos t never fiel ded in to active  service. 

It has been specu lated why the Raiders don 't use destroyers, cruisers or dreadnaughts. The  most apparent reason is

that they prefer to use fast alph a strikes using m assed 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 u npopu larity of large capital ships oth er than carriers lies w ith a remarkable Treaty
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made by Raider nobility houses that exclusively limits the numbers of large type capital ships per house. This is used
to maintain a balance of power amo ng the different Houses. The outcome of such a treaty was that the House rules
tend to prefer filling the slot allocation with carriers rather 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 t hat the R aiders ha ve inno vated---th e 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 Sup port Modu les, 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 de rive power d irectly from the ship . This enab les the M ule to stay inde finitely cloaked, a factor
that enables the ship to sh adow the Kadesh i armada during the Crusade w ars. Fortunately this enhanced Lord  ship is

regarded as a non hostile, friendly ship, and sometimes an ally to Republican worlds, and is often allowed port access
by Republican b ases for maintenance, trade and resupply. Howe ver, other Lord ships, with pe rhaps more hostile

intent, are being watched closely if they would in corporate modifications that enh ance their threat factor to
Republican  trade routes.

Perhaps more troubling are reports that Raiders have comm andeered large capital ships from their former Imperialist

vassals, who apparently have outlived their usefulness to them. The most dangerous of these vessels are Qwaar Jet
heavy cru isers, wh ich co uld great ly increase  the firepo wer of any R aider strike  fleet. 

IV. Specialty Ships

It has been observed that various Raider 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 fo r
blockade running and smuggling. One of the most unique vessels, recently sighted is the  Bludgeon  class heavy tug,
used by an eng ineerin g guild t o buil d Outp osts. T he tug h as no arm ament, but it is heavily armored and reinforced.

While it is almost nev er seen in co mbat, the So mtaaw has demonstrated that ramming tugs can b e quite a threat in
battle, so  the pre sence  of a Blud geon in  a battle situ ation p oses an e xtreme t hreat to l arge capit al ships. 


