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    June 2, 128812 
 
    Kolorik System (Midzan Region) 
 
    Jono Trade Corridor 
 
      
 
    The battle had been longer than most. The J’gar had ambushed the Brat’mar convoy before all of their vessels had emerged into the system, with the first few hit taken down quickly. The others that followed had maneuvering options, but rather than scatter they held together and fought refusing to leave the rest of the convoy to be easy pickings as they entered the system. 
 
    4 warships in all, plus another 28 cargo vessels made up the convoy, and that was about as small of a group as anyone would try to move through the region nowadays. The Jono corridor was supposed to be relatively safe due to the clusters of defense ships in each system that had been donated by the surrounding systems to allow for some trade to get through. Right now most systems were having to fend for themselves as the J’gar navy was everywhere in the empire poaching small warships and whatever cargo ships dared to move outside a protected convoy. And since the Urrtren went down for keeps 6 years ago, nobody had any idea where they were or weren’t, effectively isolating systems that weren’t brave enough to travel across the stars. 
 
    But some were, and this sector had done a better job than most at sticking together. There were 38 inhabited V’kit’no’sat systems here, and 6 of them had links to larger worlds outside the sector. All systems here had donated a few of their precious warships to put small guard fleets in the empty systems that had to be traveled through to get from oasis to oasis, but the 7 ships that had been stationed in the Kolorik System were already disabled or destroyed, with the remains having been towed further out into the system where a pair of J’gar cargo ships were busy boarding and salvaging whatever they could. 
 
    The ships in the Brat’mar convoy were also being taken mostly undamaged. Nobody wanted to waste good ships that could be repaired and repurposed nowadays with so few new ships coming out of the remaining shipyards spread across the galaxy. The loss of Itaru alone had been felt, but many more large vessel exporters had seen their slips destroyed rather than surrender them…and the Zak’de’ron had not been so careful to preserve them in the beginning, but now everyone was scraping for whatever resources they could find, with nothing being wasted. 
 
    The Brat’mar had done well and disabled 3 of the attacking 12 J’gar warships, none of which was larger than a Domjo. Most were Ti’mat and Wur’ki, both of which were less than 5 miles long. The Brat’mar had sent one Domjo and 3 Ti’mat to assist the cargo ships, which had some armament of their own, but the J’gar had calculated accurately and now the entire convoy was in their hands. 
 
    Rajamal didn’t care about that. He and his cloaked Zen’zat Kaeper couldn’t save them, nor was he here to. Ever since the edict decreeing that all Zen’zat were to be killed, many V’kit’no’sat races had done nothing to protect the Ter’nat worlds that produced their Zen’zat. Others had, and Rajamal had been working with them intermittently, but in large part the lightly defended Ter’nat worlds were being targeted by the J’gar and obliterated from orbit where capable, for none had standard planetary defenses.  
 
    Ter’nat were a breeding population, nothing more. They had their own defense fleets, all with inferior technology, so that they could get experience and provide protection against the lesser threats in the galaxy so the V’kit’no’sat wouldn’t have to babysit them as much, but they were never intended to possess anything that could harm the V’kit’no’sat. When this war took the turn for the worst, the guardian V’kit’no’sat warships looking over the Ter’nat worlds were dispatched elsewhere, leaving only the Ter’nat ships remaining and the few V’kit’no’sat caretakers onboard them to defend the weak colonies when the J’gar ships came hunting them. 
 
    Some systems held, surprisingly, but most did not. The J’gar didn’t seem to want to spend much resources taking the worthless worlds, and were more interested in exterminating the Ter’nat when they had the opportunity to do so with impunity, but some more heavily armed excursions were popping up across the galaxy targeting the larger Ter’nat colonies, and there was nothing Rajamal and the other Zen’zat could do to stop it. 
 
    They’d known that early on, so rather than sitting and waiting in various systems to fight when the attacks came, they’d decided to go on the offensive. They were now hunting the hunters, without the permission of any of the V’kit’no’sat races. The empire was leaderless, the Urrtren was down, and other than local events no one knew what was happening to anyone else. The Zen’zat had been refitting their ships with cloaking devices and other banned technology to try and keep some semblance of communication going, and they were doing so with the help of several wisely governed V’kit’no’sat planets, most of which were Era’tran, but even they were now leaderless with the fall of Jamtren. Word of the attack there had come through near the collapse of the Urrtren, with Holloi being invaded and most of the inhabitants dead before everything had gone down. 
 
    Other races were assisting, but not because their leadership ordered it. The V’kit’no’sat races had been scattered across the galaxy by design, and that now meant none could effectively communicate with their own planets. So they either operated system by system, or they cooperated with their nearest neighbors. To say the empire had become fractured was an understatement, and in the fog of war created by the downing and then destruction of the Urrtren by the J’gar fleets, there was disaster and opportunity everywhere…including in the ambushing of this convoy. 
 
    “Now,” Rajamal said calmly from the bridge of the scout ship that had some 372 Zen’zat waiting in the rear compartments in addition to the ship’s crew of 23, which were accelerating the vessel away from the battle towards the two limping J’gar warships that had been heavily damaged in the fighting. 
 
    They had already withdrawn from the combat and were still moving away to avoid any last shots doing damage to their interior now that their shields were down and chunks of their hulls were missing…but they were still mobile and combat capable, and the J’gar had no wish to lose those vessels that could still be repaired.  
 
    One was a Ti’mat, the other a Domjo…and the Domjo was the more heavily damaged ship. The Brat’mar had focused on it almost exclusively, trying to destroy it to deny the J’gar the heavier ship for future use. In the past a Domjo was seen as a medium class vessel. Now it was the dominant ship in most engagements, with the larger versions of V’kit’no’sat warships being almost extinct, now held to system defense or destroyed in the massive battles of past years. Nowadays this was the size of combat that dominated, and the assault here was about as bold as anyone got. The J’gar must have really wanted to shut down this trade corridor, for normally they wouldn’t have allowed this much of a fair fight to occur. 
 
    The smaller Kaeper headed for the Ti’mat, which had two solid holes in its hull but was otherwise intact. Many of the weapons batteries on one side had been plucked away to weaken the ship before they started to pound into the bulk of the hull, but it appeared to still be 30%-60% armed based on battle analysis. Under cloak an active scan was impossible, but they’d monitored the battle as they paced the convoy, with Rajamal hoping they’d catch an ambush as it happened. 
 
    This wasn’t his first such operation. He’d been on 13 different ship capturing missions similar to this, and so far he was 12/13 with the only failure being due to pursuit after the fact. The already damaged Domjo they had snatched from the Oso’lon had been so badly crippled that a few more well placed shots had taken out the engines and Rajamal had to abandon it. He’d cut that one too close and lost some 18 Zen’zat on the mission. He expected to lose more on this one, but that’s why he was going personally. This wasn’t a time to send your weakest Zen’zat and have them die to threats the veterans could handle, and more than a third of the Zen’zat onboard the Kaeper now were what he classified as veterans, all having served at least as far back as the Star Force war…the one they’d never finished.  
 
    Mak’to’ran had said pursuing their destruction was a mistake and sanctioned their existence. Perhaps he was right, for they were stronger than ever and now doing the work of the V’kit’no’sat fighting the Hadarak while the V’kit’no’sat empire was a shambles. He’d heard rumors of worlds in the Olobiv Region being annexed by them on request, but so far Star Force hadn’t taken sides in this war against the Zak’de’ron, Oso’lon, and J’gar traitors. Part of Rajamal resented them for that, but he was also glad they had not chosen to take the opportunity to oppose his empire. If they had, the combined might of the traitors and Star Force would have meant the V’kit’no’sat’s utter destruction as opposed to this never-ending grind.  
 
    Rajamal didn’t even know who was winning at this point, only that Ter’nat and Zen’zat had a death mark on them imposed by the Zak’de’ron, and he intended to strike back in whatever way he could. 
 
    “The Ti’mat,” he told the bridge crew before leaving for the rear areas where the rest of the strike force was geared up and waiting. Rajamal joined the other 7-9 foot tall warriors who were ironically carrying stronger armor than they’d ever had access to before in the V’kit’no’sat. Since essentially going rogue, Rajamal had used his network of contacts to ensure upgraded armor was being produced and passed out to as many Zen’zat as there were to receive it. Armor the type of which he had been occasionally given for missions against specific V’kit’no’sat.  
 
    That was armor designed to deny psionics their sting. Zen’zat had been given an immunity to Ikrid, but they were not allowed greater defenses except on special occasions, and the templates for those armors Rajamal did not have. What he did have was many sets of captured Star Force armor from the past war, and he’d wisely had them analyzed and copied long ago in addition to storing some away in dead drops. 
 
    He hadn’t been ordered to, but after living through a brief V’kit’no’sat civil war prior to that he knew the Zen’zat had to have other options that Itaru did not want them to have. And he hadn’t been the only Zen’zat to think that way. Most of the others had not survived this most recent war, but he had. Not because he was superior, but because he was never in the major battles. He was an elite Zen’zat, and putting him onboard a starship was a waste of his skills, as was system defense. He worked best on the attack in small scale situations, some of which had been in the aftermath of the big battles, and he knew his role well. Others had succumbed to the desire to make a last stand, and so they had. He knew he had to survive to be useful, and dying fighting was nothing more than a way of quitting.  
 
    And Rajamal didn’t quit. Ever. 
 
    The cloaked Kaeper headed towards the two J’gar ships, both of which were egg-shaped, though now there were cracks in their smooth hulls and the Domjo was trailing a stream of smoky material that the crew had not yet managed to extinguish. Rajamal wished they would split up and move to different locations in the system to lick their wounds, but they were not. That was going to complicate this mission, but he still deemed it feasible, and he had no intention of repeating past mistakes.  
 
    His helmet was off at the moment, retracted down into his firm armor. Zen’zat had never worn such before, but Star Force did and they could put a lot more tech into it without having to worry about it being able to break down into nanoparticles and reform into forearm gauntlets. It was clunky to wear around when waiting, but his team was going to need all the firepower and tricks they could get when boarding an aquatic vessel. 
 
    He wished this was an Oso’lon ship, but it wasn’t. Most of the pirate activity was the J’gar’s doing, and not the loyal few who still opposed the Zak’de’ron. Last he had heard most of them had been targeted for destruction or annexation. It seemed the traitors didn’t want any of their race operating against them, and Rajamal admitted that not having clearly defined races on opposing sides was confusing, but he’d never fault V’kit’no’sat for following their duty…even if most of their kin had become heretics. 
 
    Then again he was called a heretic for defying the will of the original triumvirate. They were back, but so much had happened since the old days that that meant little now. Especially since they were killing V’kit’no’sat so effectively. Recent blood lost was far more important for vengeance than old scores, and right now there were few star systems not affected by the war, either by direct damage or having lost troops assisting in other fights. And everyone had been hit hard when Mak’to’ran was killed. That had sucked the life out of the empire, and without the immediate war to follow he wasn’t sure what would have become of them without his leadership. But when you lack leadership, vengeance is an easy and available path to take. The price for that vengeance, however, is not always so easy to pay. 
 
    Rajamal walked to the very back of the ship, which wasn’t far. This one wasn’t designed for Zen’zat specifically. It was a conversion of a Rit’ko’sor vessel, and thus S-shaped. It stretched approximately 2 miles long, but was narrow without much width. It was a true starship, not a gunship or insystem craft, but it was designed for scouting and not naval combat or troop transport. Fortunately Zen’zat were tiny and the interior was spacious enough to be reconfigured for their needs. 
 
    Four rows of Zen’zat were standing in the main hallway outside the rear hangar bay, and they parted in the middle enough for him to walk through. All had the pitch black armor that was now the unofficial Zen’zat color. They were fighting for their own as much as for the other races now, and there were few V’kit’no’sat that faulted them for doing so. They all wanted their help, and whatever other help they could get. No one had a strong hand here, and the few that came close were probably high on the Zak’de’ron’s future hit list. They’d taken out the strongest first to intimidate others into capitulating, but to their credit very few races had. Most were demanding the Zak’de’ron come and take their worlds, for they were in no hurry to surrender them. Not this time. 
 
    What had occurred since the blackout he didn’t know much of, but the time of fearing the Zak’de’ron was over. Too much was known now, and as powerful as they were they were often using inferior troops to do their bidding. Partially due to the fact that most Zak’de’ron were now dead, and with the burnt worlds stretched across the galaxy with their corpses on them, nobody revered them anymore. They were a powerful enemy to be sure, but they were not omnipotent. Not even close, and now everybody knew it. 
 
    “Standby,” the bridge crew said into his helmet rim, which Rajamal active with a thought. It slid up and partially formed of nanites over his head, keeping it somewhat more rigid than full nanite armor but still dexterous enough to come on and off when needed. “Adhesion gained, no response from either ship. Aperture clear.” 
 
    “Begin,” Rajamal said to everyone as he walked forward with the group as the column continued out into the hangar bay where other Zen’zat were already stationed with add-ons to their armor. They were not meant for fighting, but rather for boarding, and the first few disappeared underneath their own cloaks as they ran up to and jumped out of the hangar bay. 
 
    Rajamal couldn’t see them, but he didn’t need to. Everything was well scripted at this point, and the next few followed a moment later with the expected spacing as they flew through vacuum a few dozen meters to the damaged section of the Ti’mat that the Kaeper was now latched on to. If not for the damage the cloak probably would have been detected this close, but the pilots knew how to match speeds and vectors in the most opportune of areas, and to their credit the J’gar crew didn’t have a clue a ship half as long as theirs was had soft docked to its hull.  
 
    Rajamal’s armor lit up with options, and he engaged all of his psionic countermeasures, one of which would hide their mental presence so the J’gar couldn’t track them once they left the Kaeper, which was itself shielded against such intrusion. It wouldn’t matter what the sensors said if the crew could feel the attacking Zen’zat outside, and right now they were well hidden, but they couldn’t just come up and knock on the exterior doors. 
 
    Rather than pick an intact section of hull and try and drill through an airlock or other port, they were going in through the damaged sections, which had been sealed off in a variety of means, most of which were pressure doors further in. The first few Zen’zat sought out the best entry options, and those were definitely not those into the water levels. Facing J’gar in their own environment was horrifying, and while Zen’zat were not helpless in water the J’gar were so fearsome even without armor that that would be a quick and easy way to get his entire team killed. 
 
    But J’gar ships had air corridors for their Zen’zat crews to operate in…or rather their former crews. Their Zen’zat had probably all been murdered before they even knew of their masters’ displeasure with them. Now the J’gar ships were manned by Bo’ja servants supplied by the Zak’de’ron, which also made it virtually impossible for the J’gar or the Oso’lon to betray their new alliance. Why they would have agreed to that Rajamal didn’t know, nor did he care. The Bo’ja were inferior and more hated than even the Zak’de’ron by the Zen’zat. The triumvirate had betrayed them, and through all the wars and internal strike it was the Zen’zat who had always remained loyal. Which made the betrayal that much more humiliating. 
 
    But they were the same race as Star Force, and if their genetics could produce a rival to the V’kit’no’sat then the Zak’de’ron wanted them gone before it could happen again. Rajamal couldn’t blame Star Force for that. The Zen’zat were what the V’kit’no’sat had made them to be, and if they left some behind on a Rim world he didn’t completely fault them for reproducing there. It was a violation of their duty, but leaving Zen’zat behind was a violation of their masters’ duty and the situation would never have existed had they not been so sloppy. 
 
    But it had happened, and there was no going back. The Zen’zat were not docile enough for Itaru to trust, so now they had to be destroyed, and were being annihilated with great efficiency across the galaxy. 
 
    Time for another small dose of payback. 
 
    Rajamal walked into the hangar to the front of the line of assault troops while the boarding teams did their work establishing a technological beachhead in multiple places along the hull breach. When one came back and transmitted within the safety of the hangar Rajamal had a basic map of what was available to them. Now it was his time to make this work. 
 
    He sent out orders to various teams, reconfigured others, then engaged his cloak and ran across a small section of hangar to the edge of the atmospheric field, diving out it towards the black wall that was the Kaeper’s cloaking device. When he passed through it the two fields didn’t like each other, but they didn’t betray the collision with more than a little fizz that was too close to the J’gar hull for anyone to notice.  
 
    Rajamal suddenly had view of the damaged section ahead along with faint tracking signals from the boarding spots. He drifted into the exposed rubble and grabbed hold of a melted girder, then redirected himself to where he wanted to go, knowing the others were following behind him invisible and silent. 
 
    He eventually got to a position where a new airlock had been installed with a frame and a lot of goo surrounding it. His people were already inside guarding the aperture, but one was still outside and gave him a hand that glowed ever so faintly.  
 
    Rajamal grabbed it, then was thrown through the airlock by the other Zen’zat’s strength into the gravity field of the ship. He caught his feet and remained standing as he suddenly picked up the faint tracking signals from the Zen’zat already onboard, giving him an outline on his helmet showing where they were. The signal would not show up on J’gar internal scans unless they knew what to look for and had a receiver within 18 meters. It was a weakness, but unless you were going in solo you needed to not be tripping over your own team. 
 
    Rajamal pressed through the defenders, then waited just beyond them until several more Zen’zat piled up behind him. When enough had gotten here he moved out of the stub hallway that had led to a weapons blister that was now obliterated, or rather the Zen’zat access tube. The J’gar waterway access was below and still sealed off, for they weren’t going down there. Not yet anyway. 
 
    Rajamal jogged out to the cross tunnel, his head only a foot away from hitting the ceiling. The J’gar always built their Zen’zat tubes cramped, and this ship was no exception, but there was no way for them to get in here physically, and with the psionic blockers in play they couldn’t telekinetically attack them either. At least not directly. The only ones who could were the Bo’ja…and there was a pair of them working on repairing something down the hallway to the right.  
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    Rajamal ran past the two Bo’ja, ignoring them as they were soon to suffer pointblank weapon discharges to the back of their exposed necks from the other Zen’zat. He kept moving forward, knowing that time was essential here, and that there were key points within the ship they had to access and take control of before the J’gar realized what was going on.  
 
    When the corridor branched so did his team, spreading out into groups with different assignments and Rajamal heading to the rearmost environmental control node along with four others, two of which were carrying heavy loads on their armor.  
 
    No one was present in the node, nor should they be unless something was malfunctioning. The J’gar could remotely access it from inside the water to make any adjustments they wanted, and that wireless interlink was the first thing Rajamal cut after taking down the surveillance cameras built into the bulkheads. 
 
    He and the others appeared as hazy ripples due to the jamming field that was interfering with the cameras, and as Rajamal began making multiple alterations to the equipment he was pulling out of the wall panels the others either fed him new components or were busy painting over the bulkheads with a cloying insulation that would block both audio and visual once the jamming went down. 
 
    The jamming should have been noticed by now, but there was no telling how much disruption the crew was dealing with because of the damage. If they were lucky they’d get a few more minutes of anonymity. If not the remote warfare would begin. 
 
    It was another 72 seconds before Rajamal’s comm lit up with signals from other Zen’zat indicating that they were being engaged by both the Bo’ja and the J’gar. He immediately switched off with another of the Zen’zat, leaving the three behind while he ran off under cloak towards the trouble.  
 
    He got three turns into his run before he encountered fully armored Bo’ja heading his way. They couldn’t see him at first, but then a Jumat wave blew down the tunnel and knocked all four of them back onto each other. The Zen’zat emerged from his cloak firing as he closed distance, peppering them with forearm Dre’mo’don blasts and another Jumat wave that further disrupted their attempts to stand, as well as their armor’s shields.  
 
    Rajamal was through one of their shields before he even got to them, then punched so hard he heard the Bo’ja’s armor crack on impact. The biped ricocheted into the inferior warrior behind him, leaving Rajamal with one standing on his right and another on his left. He sideways kicked to the right while punching with both hands into the one on the left, knocking them apart while delivering two blasts to the one who got his fists, then he pounded that one with several quick punches that coincided with weapon discharges from his wrists.  
 
    Rajamal alternated from one to the other until he began to get through their armor, but not before he saw pings on his psionic dampeners. Particularly the one for Lachka, and he knew it wasn’t the Bo’ja attempting it because of the amount of power being used by his armor to counteract the attack was massive.  
 
    But the attack did fail. The J’gar were unable to use their telekinesis to assist the Bo’ja through the walls…at least until his countermeasures were overloaded or ran out of power, and the J’gar were certainly capable of doing the former if they worked together, though they didn’t know what the specs on his system was or how much force they’d have to apply to get through it.  
 
    Before Rajamal had all four killed, the walls began to peel apart. Not near him, but further down both directions where the J’gar could still use their Lachka. Piece flew off and curled into metallic paper wads, then those three balls began shooting back and forth across his position, one of which he managed to use to his advantage when he threw a Bo’ja into its path at the last moment. But when they moved past him they regained their control and came back towards him, forcing him to use his Jumat again to knock them down…but he knew the J’gar could do this game all day and he didn’t have time for that. 
 
    He also didn’t have time for the peeling walls to form a cage to hold him in, which they were doing further away on both ends. Rajamal caught one of the balls, feeling it slip out of the J’gar’s control, then carried it with him as a shield. He had to increase the perimeter of his jamming to fully cover it, which took more power, but it gave him something other than his own armor to take the hits on as he ran towards one of the forming barriers. 
 
    The Zen’zat dove into it, blasting it apart with his body and a Jumat wave, but not enough to get completely through. His legs caught and he had to crawl a bit, all the while seeing more components from the walls ahead peel off and begin to form either new barricades or projectiles.  
 
    As he got through and batted away a small rectangular hatch cover from the air he lowered his Ikrid jammer for just a moment, getting a head count for how many J’gar were nearby and sizing them up. They were immediately in his head, but he had the advantage of Ikrid immunity to override control and memory raids and gained far more from the exchange even as they threw multiple disabling techniques at him. One of them temporarily tricked his eyesight into thinking he was blind, making him stumble a moment as his brain reset from the interference…then something heavy smashed into his helmet. 
 
    Rajamal fell backwards, then did a reverse somersault back onto his feet, knowing the more attacks that came his way the less were going after the rest of his team. He punched a snake-like strand of wire that was trying to loop around his legs from the edge of his jamming radius, then opened himself up once more to Ikrid as he made an attack of his own against one of the J’gar. 
 
    He was in his head within a split second, and despite the superior brain power he was facing Rajamal knew his opponent was a rookie. He slid through his defenses with some resistance, even as he felt the pressure of the other minds working against his. Rajamal took a knee and turtled up for a moment, concentrating his will against the J’gar’s…with his eventually winning out.  
 
    The J’gar’s body answered to his mind for a moment, and in that moment he had it lash out with one of its Saroto’kanse’vam tentacles into a side wall, destroying a bank of control equipment the J’gar needed to interact with the ship. The effort was too much to hold, and Rajamal lost his grip as the J’gar shrugged him off, but the damage was done. There were other control points in the ship, but this one was now trash.  
 
    “Section 5, now,” he ordered as the hallway in front of him became so thorny with peeling debris that he could barely see through to the other side.  
 
    Back in the node, the three Zen’zat…as of yet undetected…altered the climate control of the compartments in section 5 and began lowering the temperature dramatically and quickly. The J’gar had battle armor on, so the cold wouldn’t hurt them, but it did have an effect on the water. Down and down the temperature dropped, until small bits of ice began to form around the walls, then huge spikes shot off them as the circulation systems shut down and all currents ended.  
 
    The J’gar inside began firing at the ice, vaporizing and reheating it with their weaponsfire, but that was not going to be good enough unless they kept at it constantly. The ship’s systems were so effective at heat transfer to keep them alive and liquid during hull breaches and other damage, that the superiority of their equipment was now being turned against them. The Zen’zat were sucking the heat out and creating cages out of their own environment, and the more the J’gar fought it the less time they had to telekinetically pluck at the Zen’zat swarming the ship.  
 
    Rajamal blasted his way through the barricades, sometimes with punches and kicks, while reserving his Jumat for the toughest sections. He didn’t have unlimited discharges of the psionic, and he could already feel some fatigue in his tissue, for he was having to use extremely large amounts to break through these blockages and get to the closest group of Zen’zat that were pinned in place and trying to shoot or bend their way through. 
 
    When he got 4 others pried out he began getting alerts of flooding in other areas, but the Zen’zat armor would protect them from that. He just couldn’t let the J’gar physically get to them, and some of the tunnels were very close to the water levels.  
 
    Rajamal escorted this group up to their objective, then punched aside another piece of wall that tried to intercept him as he stomped through a small stream of water coming from ahead. He backtracked it to the source, then saw several gushers coming from the right side wall. Holes had been poked into them with no Zen’zat or Bo’ja present, which meant the J’gar were deliberately flooding the tubes to make it harder for the Zen’zat to move around. 
 
    And if the water was going to freeze, it might slow them down too if the tunnels couldn’t keep up with the thermal drain elsewhere. 
 
    Smart move, but it wasn’t like the J’gar hadn’t tried this trick before.  
 
    He ran forward through the gushing water, his Pefbar blind due to his jamming, and the J’gar’s as well, but all they needed to see was the blind spot to target it, and right on cue glowing tentacle tips punched through the side walls and tried to skewer him. 
 
    They were Saroto’kanse’vam, and a single hit would rip through his shields at a minimum. If they caught him in the armor they would cut right through just like a Hjar’at’s spines would. They were constructed of the same material, except these were not flat. They were essentially claws on the end of a tentacle, while others were more like wrecking balls. Each J’gar could customize them as they wished, and some that were not Saroto’kanse’vam held other psionics, including electrical discharges that were more or less useless with all this water around…unless they made physical contact.  
 
    The ones coming through the wall were the glowing blue claws, and given how easily they poked through the ship’s structure there was no doubt that Zen’zat armor and shields would suffer the same fate with two hits, if not on a single strike. But Rajamal had to go through this hallway, and they couldn’t turn the claws much with the walls pinning their tentacles into a straight line attack, so this was a simple dodging exercise.  
 
    The water made it difficult, so Rajamal jumped up onto the ceiling while triggering his armor to stick on contact. He ran inverted, with his head barely above the water as he crunched down, stopping and starting again as the glowing spikes came in and out again, each followed by a gush of water that only added to the torrent already coming into the tunnel.  
 
    Rajamal dodged 8 before he got hit…or would have if he didn’t throw a pointblank Jumat blast to deflect it away from his body. Two more such deflections and dozens of dodges got him through to the other side, then he turned a corner and was out of tentacle range from the room they had been striking from. He stepped over several dead Bo’ja before coming across a downed Zen’zat. Rajamal stopped next to Hi’nori, seeing that her chest armor had been crushed…not from a blow, but from all around. Her psionic dampener must have overloaded and allowed the J’gar to squeeze her to death. 
 
    He put a hand on her head, interfacing his armor with hers to see what her condition actually was, and discovered she was still alive…barely. Her Kich’a’kat was broken, so why wasn’t she… 
 
    “Crude grasp,” she said in a whisper. “They left me for…dead. Didn’t even try for the head.” 
 
    Rajamal didn’t answer, but he understood. These J’gar must be very young and inexperienced. That, combined with the range of attack, left them clawing at the center of mass rather than going for the brain.  
 
    His own Kich’a’kat interfaced with what was left of hers, and Rajamal took the painfully long time of repairing her body enough for her to stand on her own feet, though he had to pry several parts of her armor off her where they’d broke and pinched together. She could no longer survive vacuum or water, but they’d prepared for this. 
 
    Rajamal boosted the range of his dampener to cover her, then he walked her away from his target until he came across another group of Zen’zat as he monitored the comm chatter. Stealth suits were still being used to move around, but they were transmitting freely when needed now that most of the Bo’ja had been located and destroyed. Only the bridge node was still occupied, and that sat directly in the center of a water level, which would be the best defensible location on the ship for the J’gar and their new servants. 
 
    “Get her a replacement suit,” he ordered, taking the hand of another Zen’zat and putting it on her wrist. That simple gesture said more than words could, meaning the one being handed over was cargo and no longer combat capable.  
 
    Rajamal took off again, returning by a roundabout route to the environmental station he’d started at, and finding very little moving tunnel pieces blocking his way this time. When he got back there he found out why, seeing that multiple chambers were now solid ice, or at least a slush that had driven the J’gar out of them. Including the engine room.  
 
    He hadn’t sent any Zen’zat teams there, because he didn’t want the equipment damaged, but now it was time to take control of the air node there and deal with whatever Bo’ja had wisely stayed in place, though he doubted there would be any other than whatever they used for techs. 
 
    Nevertheless he signaled for a team of six to join him, and all had to slog through a foot of water in the tunnels that were flowing in from other locations. It would take time for the air to flow out enough for them to become completely submerged, but that also meant portions of the water levels now had air at the top, though there was so much water volume that small amount did nothing to hinder the J’gar. 
 
    His teams had already taken control of the remaining comm arrays that hadn’t already been damaged. They’d intercepted their control lines, hacking in and denying the bridge or any other location access to them. The distance to the nearby Domjo was too far for Ikrid, so the other J’gar ship had no idea a boarding action had taken place here. Now it was time to get them moving off, and he’d deal with the crew later.  
 
    When Rajamal got to the engine room node he opened the door into a dry area, immediately taking fire from several Bo’ja that had pathetically bad aim. Only two of the shots hit his armor’s shields, then he was in the door and sidestepping, drawing their attention as more Zen’zat came through and shot them down without much of a fight. Their armor was not up to Zen’zat standards, let alone the new modifications Rajamal’s team was wearing, but these Bo’ja didn’t even have that. It looked the same, but the melted body plates were only a quarter the thickness of the others they’d faced. 
 
    The J’gar wouldn’t even, or couldn’t, provide full armor to their techs. But at least they still gave them weapons, for what little it had done. It wasn’t only the V’kit’no’sat empire that had fallen so far in recent years, for the J’gar Rajamal had once served would never have allowed such ill-equipped personnel to serve onboard a warship. 
 
    Two Zen’zat broke off from combat duties and assumed their old positions in the engineering node, accessing the ship’s systems briefly before being locked out by the bridge. That only meant a delay, for they’d brought their own control crystals and began pulling apart the control boards and rebuilding them as needed to get past the lockdown. 
 
    If the J’gar were close enough to use their telekinesis they could stop this, but to do so they’d have to swim through ice…or so Rajamal hoped. He’d assumed decent range psionics, but what he’d seen thus far didn’t even rise to that level. This was not a veteran crew for a Rit’ko’sor vessel, let alone the J’gar’s legendary fleet. 
 
    “I have access,” one of the Zen’zat said, bringing up navigational control. 
 
    “Ease us off. If the Domjo reacts, run,” he said, getting on his comm and using J’gar frequencies that even rookies were sure to pick up on the intracomm.  
 
    “J’gar crew, your ship is now in Zen’zat possession. We can deal with you in one of two ways. Option One is we take on the lengthy process of killing you one by one, either through poison, exposure, or combat. Out of a sense of efficiency and respect for what your race once was, I am offering Option Two where you head to the hangar bay and cram all of you into the three drop pods there. You can be picked up by the other J’gar ships when we leave. We came for the ship, not to kill you. I suggest you take advantage of my generosity while it lasts. We will leave the pathways to the hangar bay un-iced.” 
 
    Rajamal left it at that. Letting them go made tactical sense, but a small part of him did not like fighting other V’kit’no’sat races, no matter what they had done. It felt like a violation of his oath of service, but what he was doing now was 100% necessary. He hadn’t created this division, yet he was forced to deal with it, as were all Zen’zat. There was no longer a righteous path to follow. The Elder Council had destroyed it after Mak’to’ran’s death when they foolishly started this war. 
 
    Rajamal would never have served the Zak’de’ron, though some Zen’zat had chosen to when the independent J’gar and Oso’lon had absolved them. Rajamal had fought during the original Zak’de’ron war and knew they were not to be trusted, in any sense. Those Zen’zat who had given them their misplaced loyalty were now dead, executed by those that they had faithfully returned to. How the J’gar and Oso’lon could abide by this slaughter he did not understand, but then again they had not been the advocates for creating the Zen’zat. That had been the Era’tran, a mid-level race that had risen to peerdom due to Mak’to’ran’s ascent. And at least they were holding true to that allegiance, though for how long Rajamal did not know. 
 
    Right now he would only trust Zen’zat, and as he saw reports of the J’gar slowly making their way towards the hangar bay he was getting injury reports from the rest of his team.  
 
    12 were dead, 9 of which were recoverable. Meaning this mission had cost him 3 more Zen’zat…all of which were rookies.  
 
    Rajamal couldn’t protect them. He couldn’t protect the Ter’nat worlds that spawned them. He couldn’t even protect himself. The best he could do was make sure he and his brothers and sisters died well, and as their newly captured Ti’mat drifted away from the badly damaged Domjo without so much as a comm inquiry as to why, Rajamal knew this ship…properly repaired…would add to the Zen’zat’s kill power far more than those three Zen’zat would have contributed if they had lived. That meant they had died well.  
 
    The legendary Zen’zat waited until all the J’gar had boarded the three drop pods in the hangar, then made them wait longer until he opened the exterior doors and allowed them to leave. He could have shot them in space and killed them, denying the enemy some more troops, but he would not do so. Their acquiescence may have spared him additional losses, and it most certainly saved him time and additional ship damage. Letting them go was a small price to pay in exchange, though some of his Zen’zat were not happy with it. They wanted vengeance in the short term, while Rajamal was fighting to preserve the Zen’zat, their Ter’nat spawning worlds, and the essence of what it was to be Zen’zat.  
 
    The Zak’de’ron were hated because they had no honor, and as was evident in this exchange, respect for one’s opponent could gain you far more than blind bloodshed. These newer Zen’zat had not been alive back when the V’kit’no’sat lived and breathed honor. They had much to learn, and hopefully they would from his example, but Rajamal was not hopeful. Everything was being destroyed, if not directly then through attrition. Using the ships of the enemy in your own fleet would never have happened in the past, but now it was a necessity. And an embarrassing one at that for those Zen’zat old enough to remember a better time. 
 
    Rajamal was far past embarrassment. He would do what was necessary to fight this war, but he would not stop being Zen’zat. If he did the war was already over and a failure.  
 
    By the time the J’gar realized the drop pods had their comms disabled and something was amiss, the Ti’mat was already halfway to its jump point. Rajamal could not help the captured Brat’mar ships, but he could deliver this one to those who could make proper use of it. When they finally made the jump out of the system he did so with a cringe.  
 
    The Zen’zat never liked leaving allies behind, and every time it was necessary it was another cut into his psyche. How far the empire had fallen, and not to the Hadarak or other foreign enemy. This fall was due entirely to internal fractures.  
 
    What the future held Rajamal did not know, but he and the Zen’zat would fight to the end. That, at least, was under their control. Nothing else truly was.  
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    August 5, 128812 
 
    Numana Yentre System (Midzan Region) 
 
    Dobmu Trenga (Ter’nat colony) 
 
      
 
    Ikan-Dovora-522296 jumped to the right just in time to keep from brushing up against one of the wheeled grain transports coming into the city from the grasslands to the north. They made regular convoy runs every three days, slowly spreading out the latest harvest to the numerous food processing facilities here and everywhere else around the half continent of fields, but today the driver was coming a little closer to the walkways than was typical.  
 
    Ikan heard sounds behind him as others were startled as well, but no one was hurt as the long, 5-car snake-like transport rolled on. He thumped the side of the fourth car in disgust, immediately bruising his left hand, but it was worth it. He hoped the driver heard, but that was unlikely with all the noise from the hydrogen combustion engines that powered the transports. If this guy wasn’t more careful then another Ter’nat was going to get smashed like last week. 
 
    But that wasn’t going to be him…at least not this time. He kept walking slowly, taking small steps on his thin frame. At a glance he looked like a Human, but on closer inspection one saw his bones were thinner, and there was no visible muscle on him anywhere. His clothes hung from his limbs obscuring any shape to be found, with only the nursing females having any body distinction. All Ter’nat looked alike, but they didn’t smell alike, and it was their scent that gave away who was male or female, for they had powerful pheromones that were rumored to be removed or dialed back when one was ascended into a Zen’zat. 
 
    It was a matter of speculation whether or not the Humans had them. Ever since word had reached the Ter’nat colonies of the Rimward expansion of the V’kit’no’sat empire led by reproducing Zen’zat people had wondered, for they were not of Zen’zat size. What else had transferred to them, or not transferred was unknown, but they did obviously still maintain some Zen’zat muscle, for they didn’t look like the flat chested and thin framed skeletons that the Ter’nat did unless they were malnourished near death. 
 
    Ikan was nowhere near death, but his 62 pound frame would have suggested as much to a Human. He was 5 foot 8 inches tall and slightly shorter than average for his race, with genetically green hair, silver eyes, and splotchy tan skin. The weather modification shields protected the farming field to the north against fluctuations in stellar radiation, but the crops liked more energy than his skin did, so it tanned up to a brown during the summer along with a lot of freckles, most of which he’d lose during the winter, but some always seemed to persist. 
 
    He didn’t know much about other worlds, for the information allowed to the Ter’nat was limited primarily to this world and whatever basic news there was on the Empire. When there was a major war they’d know about it. When Mak’to’ran came to power that was also explained to them, as was his death and immediate avengement. Some had been told to them of the Humans, but most of what they knew from beyond was of the Zen’zat. Ikan would never reach those ranks. He knew that now. But others would and he didn’t resent them for it. To serve the V’kit’no’sat directly was the most highly revered honor for a Ter’nat, but Ikan’s responsibilities lay here, in this colony, where he served the Empire by helping advance Ter’nat skills and resources. 
 
    That had become even more important lately, for he and a few other had been told that assistance from beyond was unlikely, and if pirates, raiders, or other trouble came their way there would be few ships available to help them. The war with the Zak’de’ron was sucking up all available ships and resources, and even this colony was producing excess minerals and metals to be shipped offworld to assist with the war effort.  
 
    But Ikan knew something the other Ter’nat did not, for a Zen’zat had told him personally when they began to arrive here in large numbers. The Zak’de’ron were specifically targeting Ter’nat worlds in order to deny the V’kit’no’sat future Zen’zat, which meant Dobmu Trenga could come under direct attack and they were going to have to do their best to defend themselves if that came to pass. 
 
    Most of the V’kit’no’sat warships on standard patrol here had already left. Only two remained, and both were new arrivals from the Era’tran. Two small ships for their body size, both Ti’mat, and they probably outgunned the entire Ter’nat fleet in the system. Some 1094 warships ranging from half a mile wide to 6 miles. They were manned entirely by Ter’nat and were more than enough to defend the civilian ships and orbital infrastructure against anyone who passed into this system from beyond the Empire…but against V’kit’no’sat ships or the Zak’de’ron equivalent, they didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    The technology allowed to the Ter’nat was better than most people had in the galaxy, and Ikan had never had reason to complain about it, but from what the Zen’zat had told him there wasn’t much they could do to help in a fight against what would most likely be J’gar warships unless they made some upgrades…forbidden upgrades previously, but no longer. The V’kit’no’sat overlords here had sanctioned them, though there were few of them left. Most of the others had left with the patrol ships, but those that had stayed behind were unlocking a lot of previously forbidden information in the hopes of preserving this colony if…or more likely when…it came under attack. 
 
    Ikan didn’t know what that would be like, but he knew his job and that was maintaining the food supply. In the past all Ter’nat colonies could get assistance from the empire if they needed it, but now they were on their own and if he and the other Constublars mismanaged what they had then they’d have to go on rations…or worse. He didn’t want to think about that, but the Overlords had released information on other planets…not V’kit’no’sat ones…and what had happened to them when they were short on food. Ikan could not forget what he had seen, and it scared him more than an invasion. 
 
    In almost every occasion the other races had gone various forms of crazy when there wasn’t enough food for everyone. That insanity made the situation far worse, and people who had been friends and kin began killing each other for the food or other reasons. It was like the lack of food inhibited their ability to think or reason, and they just lashed out at everything they could. 
 
    But a few races did not. They worked together to preserve as many as possible, even as vast chunks of their population died of starvation. If this was to come to pass here, then they had to make the best of it…but it was the Constublars’ responsibility to make sure that was avoided, and there weren’t enough Overlords left to make sure the Ter’nat didn’t screw up. That put a lot of pressure on him and the others, and he wasn’t sure if he was up to the task of handling it.  
 
    More and more people were arriving here, some were Ter’nat from other worlds, but they were being kept elsewhere and not allowed to intermix much. The Overlords probably didn’t want them telling this planet what had happened elsewhere, but it wasn’t just Ter’nat arriving that had to be fed. It was also Zen’zat.  
 
    A lot of Zen’zat.  
 
    They were keeping away as well, for the most part, but some were moving about in sight and attracting the kind of attention they always did. They were giants to the Ter’nat, both in height, weight, and legend. If there was an attack here they’d have to do all the fighting. Ter’nat were no good at it. They rarely even fought each other due to the frailty of their bodies. Ikan’s people didn’t die too easy, but they got beat up quite a bit, even when they didn’t mean to. The bruise on his hand had been deliberate, but often times he picked them up accidentally.  
 
    He couldn’t fight physically, and even with weapons they weren’t going to be a match for the Zak’de’ron troops. That didn’t stop the Ter’nat from having their own, for Zen’zat needed to be groomed from those with experience in the disciplines they would be chosen for, but they wouldn’t be enough to protect the planet. The Overlords had already said as much. Which was why Zen’zat were arriving to give them as much of a chance as possible, with whatever equipment they could salvage from the war zones. 
 
    Already there was a new shield generator covering a piece of the capitol. It had been taken out of a broken enemy warship and repurposed here. Other bits and pieces had been flowing in, most of which Ikan did not know about, but he had just finished a long three day work session with his staff on the plans sent to him for a growth facility. Field growing wasn’t going to be enough production, he was told, to weather the incoming populations and potential damage. They had to start growing crops indoors in special facilities that had multiple levels and closely controlled environments. 
 
    That would allow them to grow year round as well, not having to worry about seasons, wind conditions, insects, or other variables. But to build those growth facilities took time and a lot of resources, and he now had to make it happen in his assigned region. One facility, capable of growing a list of crops that weren’t even present on this world. The Zen’zat needed more nutrients than the Ter’nat did, and to supply them they had to have different plants to produce them. 
 
    But not just that. They had to have factories to use the raw materials to synthesize others. He wasn’t assigned to that project, but this growth facility assignment was more than he could handle at the moment. The technology involved was beyond him, and both he and his team were working round the clock most days to learn what they had to in order to begin building one from local materials. 
 
    Sometimes he wondered whether or not this was some grand test for him to complete before being elevated to a Zen’zat…but the changes happening on the planet testified otherwise, and he knew in his brain that this was not an elevation test. But a test of survival for him and the rest of the Ter’nat here…as well as across the galaxy. 
 
    He could have stayed awake another day or so, but needed a clear head so he’d sent everyone home for at least a 6 hour sleep. Ter’nat usually slept 4 each day, or 6 every two days. Zen’zat required much more due to their heightened metabolism, and being able to work slow, long hours was the one tiny advantage they had over the Zen’zat, if you could call it that. They could stay awake and tend to small tasks, keep watch, and do other monitoring duties, but any heavy work had to be done by machines, and the Ter’nat had armies of them in various forms. But no combat models. They’d never been needed here before. 
 
    Ikan was tired, but not from the walking. His head hurt from too much thinking and staring at plans and statistics and growth profiles, all of which were new to him. He felt like a juvenile all over again, but without the optimism. He wasn’t working to ascend to become a Zen’zat. He was working to avoid losing what this planet already had. 
 
    The Dovora compound was a decent distance off, about a 39 minute walk at his speed, but the effort helped to unknot his head. By the time he arrived at the complex that held his breeding line he felt like the moment he reached his bed he could fall asleep immediately, so he adjusted his comm bracelet to wake him at the desired time before he entered the steepled skyscraper, intent to get back to his assignment no later than the others. 
 
    There was a lot of foot traffic outside, some of which was boarding vehicles to travel to other parts of the city, and Ikan had to wait for the entrance to clear enough to allow his line in. He hadn’t noticed what time it was, and he’d caught a shift change, for normally there wasn’t this much traffic when he moved to and from the agro command complex. 
 
    As he waited a shadow passed overhead briefly, prompting many of the Ter’nat to look up. When Ikan did he saw an egg-shaped ship momentarily obscuring the sun, but it wasn’t in orbit, rather passing by several miles overhead in atmosphere. The spike of fear at this being the start of the invasion dissipated after a few quick heartbeats, but his initial reaction hadn’t been wrong about it being a J’gar ship.  
 
    He turned his head and approximated its tract, confirming it was headed for the surface yard on the northwest side of the city, and his fear was replaced with a surge of pride. The Zen’zat had stolen another vessel from the enemy, and soon it would be landing in a Ter’nat yard like many others across the planet where a mix of personnel would be repairing it and making it fit for Zen’zat use. When it was finished it would head back out into space and across the stars, continuing the fight far from here. Rescuing other Zen’zat and, when the time came, returning here to help try and save this world.  
 
    Or at the very least evacuate as many Ter’nat out of the system as possible in whatever ships they had that were jump capable before the planet’s surface was incinerated like so many others. 
 
    The Zen’zat were here and coming in ever increasing numbers. But against the J’gar, Oso’lon, and Zak’de’ron, what chance did they really have? 
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    Four years later… 
 
      
 
    Ikan sat on his heels, huddled together with other members of his bloodline in the lowest levels of the Dovora compound as they felt the repetitive thundering of orbital bombardment. Buildings were being destroyed all around them in the city, and the only way they could tell how close was by the strength of the vibrations getting down to them, but it was only a matter of time before theirs was hit and everyone knew it. 
 
    The air here was bad. Too many people scrunched into areas never designed for this number. The lowest levels of the building were the farthest from the weaponry, so this is where everyone had gone when it began. The naval battle had been brief, with the J’gar fleet winning out after a slugfest. Altogether there were 27 ships involved the battle, 18 of which belonged to the enemy. They were down to 12 now, and the remaining two Zen’zat ships had fled the planet, leaving this dozen to assault the city shields and blow through them in less than half an hour despite the heavy damage some of the ships were carrying. 
 
    The anti-orbital defenses had gotten in a few licks, but the heaviest batteries had been assaulted on the ground in other cities. Ikan’s had nothing other than some light beam cannons and those were the first sites targeted after the shields were breached. What happened after that Ikan didn’t know, for as soon as the shields went down everyone was directed to the lower levels. It would take a lot of pounding to break through all the layers above them, and if the J’gar were not going to be that thorough some Ter’nat might survive around the foundations when the rest of the building fell on top of them. 
 
    It was Ikan’s only chance, and he sat shoulder to shoulder with the others as they squeezed together to make room for more filtering in from above or outside. The compression waves from vaporized structures were pulsing through the city streets like wind gusts, some strong enough to throw a Ter’nat off his feet…which was enough to kill them if they hit something hard. Being inside was their slim chance of survival, and everyone was clinging to it with whatever hope they could manage. 
 
    The thuds outside of weapon impacts gradually diminished, as if the ships were moving further off, perhaps to another city, but just as he began to hope an explosion so loud it made his ears ring came from directly overhead, followed by several more thumps before the roar of what had to be falling building silenced everything else.  
 
    The ceiling cracked and pieces of it fell, killing the Ter’nat below who had no room to run. Screeches of twisting, bending metal competed with the lurches of the side walls, one of which blew inward, killing hundreds in an instant, then the thumps returned, over and over again as the dusty air grew painfully hot.  
 
    But no more pieces of the ceiling fell. The emergency lights remained on, eerily obscured by the dust, and suddenly the thumps stopped.  
 
    No one moved. No one could if they had wanted to. Ikan was pinned between others that were still alive, and there he sat, as did the rest. Even those right next to the dead.  
 
    They waited hours as the faint tremors continued, then hours more after they stopped completely. No one came for them to tell them what to do. Not the Zen’zat. Not the Overlords. Not even the enemy. After more than 10 hours of sitting in silence, the first few brave Ter’nat stood up and began probing the holes in the rubble and the few doors that were still operational. 
 
    Ikan did not, and could not move, but a long time later the others did enough that he could stand up. Slowly they filed out, through where he didn’t know until he followed the rest and had to climb through a hole in the rubble. By the time he saw the nighttime exterior his hands were bloodied and bruised beyond measure, but the air was no longer hot…yet it was still covered in dust. Dust so large that he couldn’t see far into the darkness, nor could he see the stars above. All that was visible were a few emergency lights set up by someone, and it was to those lights that he and the others went. 
 
    His lungs hurt. His eyes hurt. His head was wobbling enough that he almost tripped and fell over nothing multiple times, though others did, hurting themselves in the fall. Ikan walked like a zombie with the others towards the lights, then stood amongst them not knowing what to do.  
 
    They stood there until a morning breeze preceded the sunrise and pushed the dust out of the city, at which point the stars could finally be seen. No ships were visible up there, which was a blessing. Ikan was still alive, and maybe the J’gar would leave them behind thinking they were dead…but what was he to do? He needed water, and food. Where were the emergency supplies? Somebody had to have something somewhere for them. 
 
    A few people with lights moved off trying to look around, but most stayed put. Ikan went with one of the other groups, knowing that if they didn’t get the food flowing soon the survivors would start to die from their wounds and malnourishment. At the very least they had to find a working water dispenser, but as Ikan walked oh so slowly with the others venturing out and having to zigzag their way around debris not knowing where exactly they were heading, the sun began to rise and show them what it was they had just survived. 
 
    The skyline of the city was gone. Not a single tall building remained to be seen over the rubble piles. The ones with the lights were roaming wherever they could walk, but it became clear that they were going to have to climb to get to the agro storage units. Ikan knew he had to get there, even if the others didn’t, so as soon as he could see well enough he quietly walked off from the others, not sure if his raw throat could even speak if he wanted it to.  
 
    He meandered through several dead ends until he found an incline that he thought he could manage, then ever so slowly he climbed until he was high enough that he could see out over most of the rubble piles. 
 
    Ikan made himself sit on the incline, afraid his legs would melt and he would fall to his death.  
 
    Everything was gone. There was no city left. There were no intact buildings. There were barely any streets visible. It was a wasteland, and he immediately knew everyone here was going to starve to death. If they managed to find some crumbs hidden in the rubble it would prolong them, but there was no hope here. And if he couldn’t find some water soon, he might as well lay down and let the end come. 
 
    But if he did that then he’d definitely never be worthy to become a Zen’zat.  
 
    It was an odd thought to think now, yet it popped up in his mind to batter away at the hopelessness. He was alive while so many others were not. The enemy had failed to kill him, so now what should he do? What would a Zen’zat do? 
 
    A Zen’zat would stay alive. But how could he do that here? 
 
    He couldn’t unless there was a partially intact building underneath the rubble. Ikan couldn’t search long enough to find one, and even if the others did it wouldn’t have enough resources to sustain them. The agro complex would be his best hope, but the smell of char in the air suggested that he wouldn’t find much there, though a few mouthfuls would be worth the effort. 
 
    But what he needed right now the most was water.  
 
    Nothing in sight could provide it, so he made himself climb higher. His arms and legs were scrawny, but he didn’t weigh as much as a Zen’zat either, so Ikan wasn’t so bad at climbing. His hands hurt though, and there were patches where his skin was gone and he was using his sleeves to try and cover the bloody spots. But he kept going, not wanting to even think of returning to the others and watching them die like those he’d seen from other worlds. It was happening here, now, with the survivors, and he wanted to be as far away from it as he could possibly get. If he was going to die, he wanted it to be in solitude. 
 
    Ikan kept climbing until he was at the top of one rubble heap and teetering on falling off the other side, but his slow Ter’nat movements proved useful in navigating the debris and he held his footing as he looked out in all directions, trying to visualize where the buildings should be and get his bearings. The rising sun helped, but when he saw where the agro complex had been all that was left were craters. The grain bins had no real mass to them, so the bombardment hadn’t created rubble so much as plowed right through them and dug into the ground, vaporizing the grain inside or setting it on fire, Ikan didn’t know which. But there was nothing there to find. 
 
    What he did see along the agro complex grounds was a clear road, more or less. The craters hadn’t crushed any buildings to fall onto it, and that road led to the north…and to the grain fields. 
 
    Would they have bombarded open farm fields? And would they have destroyed every small building and automated unit out there? Suddenly Ikan had a sliver of hope, and that hope meant he had to get out of the city and into the farm lands that he knew intimately. He’d worked them in his youth, and had since come into a position to oversee most of them. There had to be something left out there. 
 
    But getting to that road was going to be perilous, and he had to make use of his vantage point now to plot a path. With his bleery eyes he had to blink multiple times to get them clear enough to see where he was going to attempt to go…after which he backtracked down the incline a bit and began working his way around the top of this heap, hoping that there was some way he could at least reach the road.  
 
    If he couldn’t do that, then he hoped he had the fortune to slip and fall to a quick death.  
 
      
 
    Everything was a blur to his memory, as if he was trying to live in the moment and forget the past even existed. Somehow he found his way over to the road, and when he did he knelt down and kissed the bare pavement that had little more than a heavy coating of grain dust on it.  
 
    As soon as he realized that he began scooping up small piles of it and putting it in his pockets. It was food, but if he put it in his mouth now it would only dehydrate him further and he’d probably choke to death on it for lack of saliva. But later, if he could find water, he could try swallowing it. 
 
    Ikan filled his pockets as full as he could, then made himself keep walking. He was here. On the road. Something he had felt was impossible until it had just happened. He wanted to stop. His body wanted him to stop. But the little part of him that still desired to be a Zen’zat told him he had to keep moving. That if he stopped he would never start again. So Ikan kept walking, leaving long tracks in the grain dust as his feet didn’t even lift high enough to clear the top of it. 
 
    As he walked he came to several dunes of the foodstuff, half wishing he could tell the others where it was, but without water it would kill them too. Maybe they’d find it. Maybe someone would find his tracks and follow him. But right now he had to get water, and the partially destroyed buildings along the right side of the road looked promising. 
 
    He checked each one he came to, finding most were clogged with debris or had the rear side blown out by the compression wave that resulted from the grain bins exploding. But no explosion was uniform. There were always spots of higher and lower pressure…and what seemed like a very long way down the road he came to a building that had its windows blown out, but the front wall and door were still intact.  
 
    They were dented heavily, so much so the door would not open, but Ikan would not be stopped by that. He found a window and broke off the remaining glass enough that he wouldn’t cut himself. He had to use a rock…which was actually part of another building that had flown here…to saw back and forth and smooth out the window frame, then he crawled over it ever so gently until he was hanging with one half in and one half out with the frame bisecting his body.  
 
    He got his inside leg on something firm below him and slithered into the building, finding himself on a tabletop in a room that had been wrecked. He carefully got down to the floor and realized the table was actually a ledge attached to the front wall below the windows that visitors could sit on, and he immediately recognized this as a transit station. 
 
    Ikan grew excited, looking for a water pillar, but the one in the main area had been knocked away with the rest of the stuff in the room that wasn’t firmly bolted down, yet on the floor where it had been was a wet spot. He put his hand down on it, feeling the blessed liquid on his skin and not caring how much it hurt. It was less than a finger width deep, but that was enough for now. 
 
    He looked around for the water pipe that had created the puddle, finding it along the base of the wall and totally without pressure. Ikan dipped his finger into it, finding only a standing puddle that wouldn’t last out the day, but it would keep him alive at least that long. 
 
    The Constublar knelt down, then lay down on the floor beyond the water, not wanting to waste any of it soaking into his clothing. Then he crawled up to it and put his lips down, very gently sucking it in and making sure not to choke on it. At first he just let it creep into his mouth and wet his tongue before working up to taking sips. He stayed there for what seemed like a lifetime as the slightly dusty water rejuvenated his dehydrated body.  
 
    When he had drank as much as his body would tolerate, he rolled over and crawled to a clear section of wall beyond the water and rested his back against it. He didn’t need to sleep as much as he did to stop moving and let the water do its magic on his body. He closed his eyes and just held still, knowing he had bought himself some more time. And once his parched flesh processed the water enough to return some saliva to his mouth he’d experiment with a handful of the grain dust. 
 
    Until then he just had to wait…and try not to think of what was happening to all the others he’d left behind.  
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    Ikan found himself walking the road again, feeling better and worse than before. His hands throbbed, and the blood soaked sleeves attested to the reason why, but his mouth was no longer dry and his stomach had an ample amount of grain dust in it. Perhaps a little too much, for he was feeling food sick now but he had to keep moving to find more water. The puddle in the transit station was probably dry by now, for he hadn’t left much there after sucking up his fill. 
 
    His pockets were full of grain dust again, for there was so much around it was making it hard to walk. It was piled like sand, but fortunately no obstructions were on the road other than the occasional piece of building that he could walk around out into the crater field. It was night again, but the twin moons were high enough in the sky to give him light as he pressed on.  
 
    Ikan didn’t want to think about what was behind him, so he kept trying to calculate how much of the fields would have been spared. The growth facilities had probably been targeted and destroyed, along with the collection and processing centers, but would all of the smaller structures have been hit? Especially the way stations in the fields for the workers that were overseeing the mostly automated harvesters. Those had supplies in them, and their own well water supply. He was counting on at least one of them remaining, but he had to get to the edge of the city first before he could begin to look. 
 
    And the problem with that was the road. The agro complex didn’t run all the way to the city limits, and up ahead he could already see small mountains of destroyed buildings. But there weren’t that many, according to his memory which seemed to be crystal clear in such details, so if he had to climb again he could make himself do it knowing there was a nearby finish line to get to. 
 
    But until then he walked, slowly with small steps sometimes trudging through grain dust dunes, and tried to glimpse anything ahead in the dark to help plot his course. He thought there was a valley in the debris, but he wasn’t sure until he got much closer and the moonlight showed a small crater with a crack of charred black beyond. Ikan wanted to think that was the fields, but there was no way to be sure at night. Everything looked black unless it reflected the moonlight. 
 
    He started heading for the crater amongst the building piles before he got to them, cutting across a blast zone and keeping out of a jagged trench that had been dug into the ground by the weaponsfire. It went down probably 20 feet or more, and if he fell in it he doubted he would be coming back out again, so he kept his distance as much as he could up to what had once been a fuel station. It was gone now, but he could see the road branch that had led to it, now just a stub off the main street. When it had blown it hadn’t crumbled in, but pushed out, giving him a walking path through the blast zone. 
 
    Ikan was elated that he wasn’t going to have to crawl over the rubble, but he was careful not to cut himself on the small, jagged pieces of debris sticking up everywhere. He could see over them all, but some required a little climbing, for his legs wouldn’t reach high enough to step over without a handhold or two…which hurt horribly even with his sleeves being used as cushioning. 
 
    But he pressed on, setting himself to do whatever was necessary…then suddenly the darkness became less dim as he stepped into what had once been a grain field, but was now just a long black burnt mess with chunks of debris thrown everywhere nearby. 
 
    “Finally,” he said hoarsely. The first word he’d spoken since coming out of the remains of the Dovora complex.  
 
    He didn’t stop moving to study the view, instead getting his feet on the ashes and making sure not to trip and fall into the smoldering remains. Everything was tolerably warm, but there was a little smoke here and there. Ikan cut across the field at an angle until he found the road again, with it being mostly unmolested past the city. It was one of many such roads that gave the grain transports regular access to the agro complexes, all of which spurred off from the city to the processing centers that the fields fed.  
 
    Ikan didn’t want to go there, at least not first, for he assumed they too would have been destroyed, so he headed up the road for several hours until his shoes and legs were covered in ash, then he finally cut off to the right across one of the fields down a small gravel path. He could barely see it in all the ash, but the bits of visible stone reflected the moonlight well and caught his attention. 
 
    He walked and walked across the fields that were not meant to be traveled without transport. A Zen’zat could have ran them easily, but not a Ter’nat. Even his walk was slow compared to those legends, and his stomach pains had shifted from discontent to emptiness again. The ash seemed to make his mouth even drier than in the city, but stopping would be of no avail. Any water in the fields had been vaporized in the fires, so stopping now was tantamount to accepting his death. 
 
    So he walked until daylight, plus another three hours, before he came to a small side path that was even narrower than the one he was on. Ikan turned down it, his throat hurting so bad that it overwhelmed his other pains, but another hour or so later he finally saw it. 
 
    Like an oasis in the fields of death, the small artificial rock building was nothing more than a rectangular cube with a door in it. The fires would not be able to get inside, and if it had been hit from orbit there would have been nothing left…but there was. It was right there, only a few more steps to go. 
 
    Ikan’s numbness began to fade, and he felt each of those final steps more than the ones that had come before. When he got to the door there was no handle, just a touch pad. He balled his hand and touched it on the side to avoid pressing his raw, bleeding palm to it, but it opened just the same. 
 
    He walked inside and went straight for the water station, using his fingers to pick up an empty cup without touching it to the rest of his hand, then he filled it up from a spigot that still had pressure…but of course it would, for the pump mechanism was underneath the building, yet after all this time he still feared it would not work. 
 
    But it did, and he filled the cup up a small portion and brought it to his lips, having the good sense not to gulp. His mouth rejected the water at first, then a sip got through and disappeared somewhere. He couldn’t swallow, for his throat would not obey his commands. 
 
    Ikan took his cup and sat down on a slightly padded chair, and as soon as he did he knew he would not be getting back up again for some time.  
 
    He sat there, slowly sipping water into his dry mouth and tongue, and feeling like the luckiest person who ever lived… 
 
      
 
    When Ikan woke it was night again, but what day it was he did not know. He had slept a long time in the pull out cot the workers used to take naps during shifts rather than waste time traveling elsewhere during their breaks, and somehow he had managed to bandage up his hands with the emergency health kit he’d found. He didn’t know why the Overlords had always decreed that every building, no matter how small, have emergency supplies of every kind, but now he understood their wisdom intimately. If not for it, he’d already be dead. 
 
    And thanks to the dirty work in the fields, there were several spare clean uniforms available to him, one of which he’d already donned. He’d even eaten a fair amount of emergency rations…which were far better than grain dust…but he hadn’t wasted it. A cup now held it, for he might need to use it later when the rations ran out. 
 
    Ikan knew he could not stay here forever, but he wasn’t going anywhere in the near term. This oasis was too good to give up, and he needed to let his wounds heal up a bit before he explored what was left in the farming belt. If this small building survived, perhaps larger ones did as well. And if not, then he needed to collect supplies from the ones identical to his refuge here. Ikan didn’t know if anyone else had survived, though right now he hoped not, because he didn’t want to share what few resources he had managed to find. 
 
    That was a bad thought to think, but it was practical. He was alone, so he might as well get the small advantages out of that isolation rather than be plagued with another person that would be more baggage than help. 
 
    But if he did find someone, he wouldn’t let them starve. He just hoped he didn’t…for a while, at least. He didn’t know if the J’gar were gone or not. They might be back with ground teams hunting for survivors, so he didn’t want to go moving around and attract attention in the now very empty fields the fires had laid bare.  
 
    Ikan pulled himself up off the cot, finding his mouth dry again but not parched. He stood up and got some water, finding his body had recovered greatly. It was said that when the Era’tran first found the Ter’nat they were appalled at how weak and pathetic their bodies were, but that they saw something in their determination that they could use. The Zen’zat were heavily modified to overcome the physical weakness, but what the Era’tran had saw in their race was present in even Ikan, and after what he’d just gone through and survived, he was proud that he’d had the will to persist.  
 
    He still didn’t want to think about the others, but the fact that they were probably dead from thirst or hunger by now seemed to ease his mind a bit, though not much. His focus remained on what was ahead, and for now that was laying low and hoping the enemy wasn’t still around. In a few days he’d go scouting the nearby area if no one showed up to kill or rescue him, and he truly hoped for neither. Anonymity seemed his best defense now, and the smaller he could make himself the better. 
 
      
 
    No one came for him. Not the enemy, not friendly search parties, not even another wayward Ter’nat looking for shelter. Ikan was alone for weeks, and after he summoned up enough courage to start looking around he discovered a lot of emergency supplies in other agro outposts, including some of the larger ones that had been passed over, which made him wonder. If the J’gar hadn’t destroyed every building beyond the cities, had they gone after the prototype grow facilities? 
 
    He assumed they would have hit the largest one, but the first that he and his team had put together was small and partially underground. It was a long walk from his current location, but not beyond his range if he took a knapsack with him and spent one night under the stars…or rain, depending on his luck. But he’d already done that twice now to get to other spots that might have supplies, so he decided to risk his longest trek yet away from his oasis and set off for the location of the smallest prototype growth facility, with him probably being one of the few people on the planet who even knew where it was. 
 
    On his way there he came across another way station, finding it empty of people and also of supplies. Someone had been here to take them, or they had never been stocked. If the latter had been the case someone needed to be disciplined, and that rarely happened due to the compliant nature of the Ter’nat to follow the Overlords’ orders, so perhaps there was another survivor out here after all doing the same resource search Ikan was. 
 
    He didn’t stay the night there, but pressed on a few more hours before sleeping 4 or 5, then he was off again in search of the site of the prototype growth factory that took him beyond the fields and up into the hills where there were still trees. Those on the edges of the fields had burnt, but only a few rows in. Apparently the crops didn’t hold enough stored energy to heat the trees enough to start a chain reaction in the forest, and for the first time Ikan finally had something to cover him from the view above…though at this point if there were any J’gar watching they would have found and killed him long ago. 
 
    Ikan walked through the trees, cutting across un-roaded areas rather than trying to go around the forest. He had a good idea where he was, but without a map he couldn’t be sure…then 5 hours later he came to the site and disappointment crept into his bones. The prototype center had been hit, with a large hole in it on the south side with shrapnel thrown everywhere into the nearby trees…but there was still a lot of the facility left standing, so he decided to venture inside and see if any of the mechanisms were still working. 
 
    Halfway around to the intact north side he stopped short when he saw footprints in the ground. Recent ones, not something that would have been here months. Something in him told him to turn and run away, but the footprints looked Ter’nat, or Zen’zat, and either would be allies here. He had plenty of food for himself, and knew where his main stash was, so he wasn’t going to get himself killed by sharing what was in his pack. Still, he was unsure for a moment, then decided to press forward. If someone was here he wanted to find them, no matter what the situation was. If he had to he could always run off…again. 
 
    Ikan tracked the footprints around the perimeter to one of the doors, which still opened up on touch, meaning there was some power here, even if it was just batteries. The Ter’nat walked inside more slowly than normal, and quickly saw that at least a chunk of the facility had not been touched by the explosion. 
 
    The lights were dim, but there was power here…and when he stepped into a side compartment and saw crops growing in the clear cube rooms he was overjoyed. Now he didn’t have a limited lifespan. He could use the crops and seed they produced to sustain himself indefinitely. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” a voice said from his left, with Ikan jumping in shock and twisting to look at another Ter’nat. Both of them had scrub facial hair, for grooming items were not something incorporated into emergency supplies, but apparently his face was still recognizable. “Constublar, where did you come from?” 
 
    It took Ikan a moment to place the name and voice, then realized it was one of his former staff members from decades ago. “Gradir?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” the other said, walking up to him and touching his arm to make sure he was real. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “I walked. Are you here alone?” 
 
    “Alone? No. There are more than 50 of us that got out of the fields before the fires killed us. Most of them are out searching for more survivors. Did someone bring you in?” 
 
    “No, I remembered where this place was and wanted to see if anything was left,” Ikan said with a smile.  
 
    “We lost about 40% capacity, but the generators weren’t hit. I don’t know why the J’gar only put one shot into it, but we’re producing enough food for 200 at least. Under your command I know you’ll stretch it to 250.” 
 
    “Command?” 
 
    “I’ve been in charge since I was found. Everyone else are farm hands caught out during the bombardment. Many went back into the city for safety when the attack came. Is that where you were?” 
 
    “Yes. There’s nothing left. I was lucky to find my way out to the fields. The other survivors…I don’t see how they could have made it this long.” 
 
    “What about the emergency supplies? And shelters?” Gradir asked in disbelief. 
 
    “There’s nothing left,” Ikan said softly. “Not a single building standing. I crawled out of the substructure. Whatever supplies are there are buried. I…there’s…” 
 
    Gradir grabbed his arm in a supportive gesture. “I am very glad you found your way out here. We need your help, badly.” 
 
    “It looks like you’re doing well enough on your own,” Ikan said, swiping away a tear.  
 
    “We don’t understand how to program any of this. It’s just running on whatever settings were here before the staff were killed.” 
 
    “There was no staff. It’s decommissioned with caretakers visiting every few weeks for monitoring. We were testing different varieties under extreme conditions to see how far we could press the plants’ limits. I doubt anyone was here when it was hit.” 
 
    “Well, we found two bodies. Or at least that’s what they said. They’re buried outside. We didn’t want to add them to the waste bins. It didn’t feel right.” 
 
    Ikan looked at Gradir for a moment, then pulled him into a light hug. He didn’t realize how much he missed his fellow Ter’nat, especially one that he knew.  
 
    “Thank you for being alive,” he said before he released him. 
 
    “Let’s try to keep it that way,” Gradir said with an understanding nod.  
 
    “Have you seen any of the J’gar since the bombardment?” 
 
    “No one has. I hope they left us for dead. Do you know the programming on this stuff?” he asked, thumbing at the clear chambers teaming with fruits and grains…some of which didn’t look so healthy. 
 
    “I designed it,” Ikan said, pushing away another wave of emotion. “If we reset to more normal environments we can get triple the output. Are you expecting to find more survivors?” 
 
    “We have some automation left, and we’re using it to scout further than we can walk. We almost had a functioning transport, but we’re missing replacement tires. We’re grabbing whatever stuff we can find, and every now and then we find another person. And now you just found us, so I’m hopeful for more.” 
 
    “Alright then. Let’s get production ramped up. What we don’t eat we can store for later. Have you found any Zen’zat?” 
 
    “I wish. You’re the best thing we’ve found so far, and I’m glad not to be in charge anymore. If that’s ok with you? Or do you need some time to recover?” 
 
    “I’ll take command,” Ikan said firmly. “You’re back on my staff, effective immediately.” 
 
    “Orders?” Gradir said with a smile. 
 
    “Inventory. I want to know every seed variety we have left, and how much we have. I don’t want to lose any of them. We’re going to need the nutrient diversity.” 
 
    “I’ve already compiled a partial list…” Gradir said as the two stepped back into old roles, pushing the recent horrors even further from Ikan’s mind. Forward was his future. Backwards was the dead. He had to choose between the two, so he dove into the task at hand and didn’t look back. He couldn’t if he wanted to keep his sanity. 
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    May 7, 128818 
 
    Iom System (Midzan Region) 
 
    Puvvcor (Ter’nat colony) 
 
      
 
    Rajamal had two ships with him, a Wur’ki and a Ti’mat. Both were of Hjar’at manufacture and had been brought to him by other Zen’zat retreating from service assignments to aid in the defense of the Ter’nat colonies. Rajamal was in the smaller skirmisher and at the head of the two ship convoy when it entered the Iom System, only to discover that the Ter’nat stronghold was already under attack. 
 
    There were 3 planets here that held Ter’nat colonies, two of which were not fully inhabited, which was common for Ter’nat planets. The other was rare in that it was fully colonized and defended beneath a complete planetary shield, though weak in construction. The Zen’zat ships headed there immediately after braking against the star, and on approach they began to see what they were walking into. 
 
    The J’gar and Oso’lon were both here, which meant this was no orbital bombardment raid like the others. The Oso’lon already had troops on the ground, on the far side from the single planetary defense station that had been allotted here. The Tar’vem’jic within it would destroy the attacking fleet with ease should it come within range, but they were wisely invading the far side of the planet and working their way across the surface…meaning this was to be a land battle for the Zen’zat. 
 
    Rajamal was thankful the Hjar’at who operated this Ter’nat colony had insisted on the planetary defense station. Few others did, and it was the reason why at least part of the planet was safe. The backside was not, and orbital bombardment was currently underway there against the easy targets that the Tar’vem’jic could not protect.  
 
    He looked for the warship count, finding the enemy had a total of 53 ships and the defenders had 9 V’kit’no’sat vessels and 183 Ter’nat ones…all of which were taking refuge under the Tar’vem’jic’s firing range and daring the enemy to come in to challenge them, but the J’gar were too smart for that. However, when they finally did get close to the planetary defense station, those defending warships could bombard the enemy troops with impunity, and Rajamal was glad they had the sense not to go out and die stupidly in forced naval combat that they could not win.  
 
    The two Zen’zat ships altered course for that safe zone, and when they got into low enough orbit for realtime communications Rajamal reached out to whoever was in command, with an unfamiliar Hjar’at appearing in holo before him. 
 
    “Identify yourselves.” 
 
    “I am Rajamal, and I have two vessels of Zen’zat to assist in the defense of the planet. Please point me in the direction of the best location to kill an Oso’lon,” he said in all seriousness. 
 
    The Hjar’at frowned. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “I’ve been raiding damaged J’gar warships and keeping a low profile. We intercepted your courier and diverted here. Do you expect to get reinforcements?” 
 
    “I expect nothing, and your two ships are a welcome surprise. I am Neoum, and would greatly appreciate any of your special help on the northern continent. The shields are not down there yet, and we’ve convinced the enemy not to try and bombard them by running our warships in low and sniping their underbellies when they try, so the Oso’lon are attempting a ground campaign and making significant progress. Most of the troops I’m working with are Ter’nat, and I don’t need to explain to you what that means.” 
 
    “You do not. I have 837 Zen’zat ground troops ready for combat, and we prefer to operate in the same combat area.” 
 
    “You may seek out the enemy when and where you like, Rajamal. I have no illusions here. I cannot stop the Oso’lon, only delay them a few years, and they know it. Whittle them down where you can, and if a few more ships fortuitously arrive here then maybe we can talk about fighting them to a standstill. Unless that happens we’re in constant retreat, overpopulated with evacuees from other worlds, and on the wrong side of this one.” 
 
    “Have they touched the other two planets?” 
 
    “No, they’re rightly focusing everything here. If the planetary defense station falls, everything else is cleanup work.” 
 
    “Why are you not using your warships to assist with the ground fighting?” 
 
    “The Oso’lon themselves do not extend far enough forward. They wait for their insignificant troops to take down the shield generators, then they can move forward under the protection of their fleet’s guns. Their Bo’ja are spread out too thinly to attack and mixed with the Ter’nat most of the time. I cannot kill them without hitting my own infrastructure, but we do have some Zen’zat in aerial fighters for fire support.” 
 
    “Is the Oso’lon commander experienced?” 
 
    “Quite so. And I do not have the tools to counter him. I have a little under 6,000 Zen’zat left in the entire system, and 8 Hjar’at not counting myself. No one else remained to guard a planetary defense station. This galaxy has become delirious with hopelessness.” 
 
    “Who left?” 
 
    “The other Overlords, most of which were Hjar’at. They were ordered out by Netarruo to reinforce Baggam. He said to turn the planetary defense station over to the Ter’nat, after which we had an unpleasant conversation that will result in my arrest if I ever try and return to Baggam.” 
 
    “What is the logistics situation?” 
 
    “Ample food, infantry weapons, and workers. Too many workers for the cities we have left. My Ter’nat armies are well supplied, well trained, but still Ter’nat. The Bo’ja are slaughtering them where we don’t have numerical supremacy on a factor of 10 or more.” 
 
    “Ground vehicles?” 
 
    “That is the most even fighting. The Bo’ja are using Zen’zat vehicles and I have the Ter’nat mostly in the same. We have been producing them for years in preparation, but when the shields go down they are quickly targeted by the Oso’lon.” 
 
    “Have you killed any of them?” 
 
    “Only two, more than a year ago. They are more cautious of the Ter’nat now and have not given us an opportunity to take down another.” 
 
    “Is there a shield generator about to go down?” 
 
    “Three are in jeopardy. One is nearly lost and not worth trying to save. It will fall within the hour.” 
 
    “Then that is where we will start. Please provide the coordinates.”  
 
    “Do not be brazen and waste some of your Zen’zat in the attempt.” 
 
    “I intend to waste nothing. Send me the coordinates.” 
 
    “Very well, Zen’zat. If I am wrong and the shield generator can be saved, you will get a Saphorib Shield for this,” Neoum said, referencing the extremely rare Zen’zat combat award. 
 
    “I already have four,” Rajamal noted as the coordinates came through. “Deploying now. Stand by your fleet if a moment of opportunity occurs in response.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do?” 
 
    “Win,” Rajamal said, cutting the comm channel and turning to his bridge crew. A slew of detailed telepathic orders followed, then he headed off to the gear room with the rest of the troops onboard as both ships headed down into the atmosphere and were allowed passage through the shield on the safe side of the planet…then they diverted and skimmed the surface at low speed heading around the curve towards the war zones before they broke apart and headed for different shield generators. 
 
    Rajamal’s Wur’ki headed for the one in the most dire situation, and as soon as it came within range on the horizon he spotted 3 Zen’zat Triaf-class aerial fighters making strafing runs against armored ground vehicles…which is exactly what they were designed to do and had the extra shielding and firepower for it, but lower speeds and maneuverability were the downside. They were being escorted by Ter’nat squadrons that were having a hard time fighting against the Oso’lon attack drones that were little more than single floating weapons batteries the equivalent of what the ground vehicles had many of. 
 
    Those attack drones made up for the lack of aerial forces in support, and Rajamal wondered why they didn’t have Bo’ja in fighters. Maybe they weren’t experienced enough yet for that, or maybe the Oso’lon didn’t want to waste the resources on their expendable troops.  
 
    Rajamal ordered the Zen’zat fighters to fall back to the Wur’ki as the ship slid further down into the atmosphere and began making a fireball as it closed in on the shield generator, displacing so much air that it was causing a hurricane around it, and he didn’t want them or the Ter’nat to get caught in the ripples. The people on the ground, down and in the buildings would have to fend for themselves, because he had to bring the ship in this close or risk losing the shield generator before his Zen’zat could get into position to effectively defend it. 
 
    His crew opened up with the point defense weapons on any Bo’ja vehicle they had in range, peppering their shields with small, rapid-fire Dre’mo’don shots before they turned and put Ter’nat buildings between them and the ship…which the Zen’zat would not fire on…but as the warship slowed to a standstill others came into view and two quick vehicle kills were made while avoiding damaging the Ter’nat vehicles forming a choppy defense line around the base of the shield generator tower. 
 
    It wasn’t up to V’kit’no’sat standards, but the shield generator was providing a decent barrier against orbital bombardment out for nearly 200 miles from their current position, under which the attacking troops were approaching. Off over the horizon he could see Oso’lon perching with their necks up high enough to see, and Rajamal ordered a few shots to be taken at them.  
 
    They scattered as soon as the incoming fire hit nearby, retreating further back and ducking their heads to avoid taking any shield shots themselves. Two of the J’gar warships further back began to move forward a bit, but when the Wur’ki didn’t move beyond the shield generator they put a few shots low into it, trying to see if they could skim the horizon and get underneath it…but the shield was set at 50 meters above the horizon, and there wasn’t enough angle there to work with. 
 
    Had it been touching the ground the troops could have deployed shield disruptors to it and potentially brought enough chunks of it down for the warships to shoot through, which was why the ground invasion had to be allowed passage underneath it, with the shield barrier staying just out of reach above them. 
 
    But that gave Rajamal an opportunity to fight them on the ground rather than in naval combat, and on the ground was where his superior skills could be put into effect. 
 
    Once the Wur’ki was tucked in and sniping what few targets it could without hitting friendlies in the urban environment, Rajamal and 291 other Zen’zat jumped out of the ship and drifted down energy columns to the surface that both slowed their descent and acted as shields to protect them during the drop. All wore traditional armor, for there were no significant psionic threats nearby, and Rajamal was going to need as much speed and agility as he could get to maximize his killcount. 
 
    As soon as he hit the ground he was off running, with the rest of the Zen’zat pairing off in twos or sometimes threes as they spread out on hunting missions. They were not here to defend the shield generator, they were here to go after the Bo’ja and let the Ter’nat defend the generator. The Zen’zat that were assigned to this planet and already on site he contacted and informed them to keep the Ter’nat on task while his team became the focus of attention. 
 
    Rajamal had access to the Ter’nat tactical grid, so he had plenty of targets tagged along with many more that were not and moving through the urban infrastructure for cover. He stretched out his Ikrid and Pefbar as far as he could go and soon found a team of 4 Bo’ja heading through a subsurface tunnel beneath him. 
 
    Rajamal stopped running over the spot where he sensed the tunnel, then knelt down while delivering a hard punch to the ground along with a Jumat blast that cracked the pavement. He telekinetically lifted and tossed aside the pieces, then punched again and again until he broke through and dropped in just behind the running Bo’ja.  
 
    He had to catch up to them, but his movements were lightning fast compared to theirs and two turns down they finally realized someone was coming up from behind, so they turned and decided to fight it out. 
 
    Which was a horrible mistake. 
 
    As soon as Rajamal came into view the Bo’ja found themselves crippled with a Fornax blast. One who held a rifle dropped it, then fumbled to pick it back up as the Zen’zat caught up to them. He got kicked in his armored face and bounced into the sidewall, then managed to fire a few shots from his wrist-mounted weaponry before a fist came into his chest, pinned him against the wall, and cracked his armor on both sides. 
 
    The Bo’ja was thrown out into the tunnel, then an energy blast hit the cracked pieces of armor, melting and blasting them apart before what was left was Lachka lifted away, clearing the way for another punch that coincided with an energy blast that tore into the Bo’ja’s chest and vaporized part of his lungs. 
 
    The Bo’ja collapsed to the ground, hoping his Kich’a’kat would somehow heal him, but there was too much missing tissue in his lungs to replace after his heart was repaired…and by then the lack of oxygen to his brain rendered him unrecoverable anyway, though the regenerator continued to try and put him back together before it finally realized he was gone and shut down. 
 
      
 
    The other three Bo’ja suffered similar fates, then Rajamal was off to hunt more of the attackers while his team mostly did the same…but some of them were tasked with attacking and reclaiming some of the Zen’zat vehicles the Bo’ja were using. Doing so made the combat extra hard, but every one they managed to steal was one the Ter’nat could use later, and they intended to take back quite a few of the vehicles designed for them from the Bo’ja. 
 
    Meanwhile the aerial combat continued, with the Wur’ki helping to shoot down the attack drones immediately around the shield generator, though the Zen’zat were plucking them out of the sky with their psionics whenever they came close. They were inferior technology designed for light combat operations, and against the Ter’nat they were highly effective…but against Zen’zat they were little more than a waste of parts. 
 
    The biggest problem was the number of Bo’ja vehicles and the continuing waves of infantry reinforcements that were already assaulting the base of the shield generator. The vehicles were pummeling the wall shields of the tower when they didn’t have anything else to shoot, and if they kept at it with more backup arriving, they could actually break through that way if the generator didn’t switch off the overhead shield to reinforce the secondary vertical ones around its base…but if it did that the not so far away warships would have clear shots at everything else nearby, and they didn’t care much about friendly fire when it came to the Bo’ja getting in the way of their targets. 
 
    So the main shield had to stay up and the secondary shield had to hold on its own…which meant Rajamal had to take some of the pressure off it. 
 
    He wove his way in between Ter’nat vehicles, hoping they knew the difference between Bo’ja and Zen’zat, though the body shape was nearly identical. Across the field he ran, not even caring about jumping into the hot fire zone between the two, for he was moving so fast from one bit of cover to the next that the enemy didn’t have a lot of opportunity to track him, though a few shots did come close, and one clipped him in the shoulder, sucking 12% of his shields away. 
 
    That meant it was a heavy weapon, and if he took a square hit he’d lose most of the shield in an instant, but before they realized what was upon them the legendary Zen’zat had crossed the gap and was now in between the enemy ground assault vehicles, along with his array of well-honed and powerful psionics. 
 
    The weakest of the Bo’ja minds succumbed to his influence, actually climbing out of their vehicles at his command to be shot by the Ter’nat or Rajamal, and the others with more resistance were hit with Fornax and other disabling techniques as the Zen’zat ran from vehicle to vehicle and broke inside, pulling out and killing the crew, then tagging the vehicle was a non-combatant that needed to be claimed by the Ter’nat. 
 
    He proceeded to do this for many hours, and the Zen’zat he brought with him did the same. Never taking on more than they could handle or dying bravely for the cause. They were smart, sneaky, and overpowering compared to the Bo’ja who had just been in the same position versus the Ter’nat.  
 
    By the time they were done it was the Bo’ja survivors who turned and ran back towards the distant Oso’lon, with Rajamal letting them go rather than pursuing and getting too close to the long necks. They could savage Zen’zat in close combat, and taking them down required a combination of coordination and skill that few had. Rajamal wasn’t going to take on one today, but now that they knew there were ample Zen’zat on the field that could overwhelm their Bo’ja, they were going to have to switch tactics and come in here with them…or find some other way of taking down the shield generators. 
 
    If they got reinforcements then they had that option. If they didn’t, then their best hope was to assault so many different shield generators that Rajamal and his teams couldn’t cover them all. 
 
    He hoped they didn’t get a good head count on how many he had, and spent a lot of time analyzing and preparing their next move here. That would give the Ter’nat time to repair some of the fixed emplacements and let the evacuees from this area filter out towards the safer areas without Bo’ja poaching them from the rear columns. 
 
    When there was nothing left to hunt in the immediate area, Rajamal climbed to the top of the shield tower so he could look out over the terrain himself, and using his armor’s enhanced vision he zoomed in on his opposition in the distance. Several long necks were swaying back and forth over the assembly area where there had been a lot of drop pod activity bringing in new troops from orbit, but no longer. They’d shut down the troop movements, which suggested they were not coming back to this site soon. 
 
    Rajamal stood there and watched, then a tight beam transmission hit his armor without proper coding. It was being transmitted in the clear, but only to his position. 
 
    He returned the gesture, aiming a tight beam of his own back along the path to the Oso’lon from where it had come. 
 
    “What is your name, Zen’zat?” 
 
    “I am Rajamal,” he said plainly, not worried about them targeting him later, for they would based on his combat profile even if they did not know his identity, so little was lost by telling them. 
 
    “You are known,” the Oso’lon said, as if the statement itself was high praise. “Why ally yourself with this fight when there are far more valuable worlds to defend?” 
 
    “Why betray us with a death mark? The Zen’zat never betrayed the Oso’lon or the J’gar, and Zen’zat fought on both sides during the original Zak’de’ron war. We serve faithfully, and now we are rewarded with genocide?” 
 
    “Faithfully? There is an empire in the Rim led by treasonous Zen’zat offspring. Do not talk to me of faithful service. Your kind has proven to be flawed, and while presently superior to the Bo’ja, they will not show the same deviance as your race.” 
 
    “Destroying us will not erase our kin in Star Force. What do you hope to accomplish by this?” 
 
    “The V’kit’no’sat must be purified. We can no longer trust the Zen’zat, thus you are replaced. I am here to exterminate the vermin, but I understand if you choose to fight to the death rather than accept your fate. I would most likely do the same.” 
 
    “What is your name, Oso’lon?” 
 
    “Yel-san.” 
 
    “I hope the warships stay out of this long enough that you and I can meet.” 
 
    “For what purpose? There is no negotiation possible. The death mark cannot be negated for any reason. Itaru has made that clear.” 
 
    “If we meet, only one of us will live. So whenever you’re ready to quit hiding over the horizon, join your new Zen’zat replacements and come fight us. I promise that I will find you if you do.” 
 
    “You are no Ironnsey.” 
 
    “And you are no Primearch. Why don’t you spend your time fighting Hadarak? That’s your duty.” 
 
    “The empire must be reforged first. Without the true triumvirate it was irrevocably flawed. A painful lesson to learn, but one we are not going to forget. If you wish to live, I suggest you run to the Rim. No system in V’kit’no’sat territory will be safe for you.” 
 
    “No system is safe with the Hadarak already within our borders. If you wish to waste resources and time hunting us, then you are the traitors.” 
 
    “Whom do you serve, Zen’zat?” the Oso’lon scoffed. “You have lost Itaru, Mak’to’ran is dead, the Hjar’at and Era’tran have lost their capitols and are leaderless. The Urrtren is down and no one cares enough to come defend the Ter’nat other than you. Tell me, whom do you serve in this apocalyptic scenario?” 
 
    “Vengeance,” Rajamal said, ending the tight beam and their conversation. He had worked with many Oso’lon in the past, and this one was nothing special. Too high on ego and too low on experience, without an understanding of the way of the empire. Perhaps the Oso’lon were short on experienced personnel as well. Taking Itaru may have cost them more than was previously known. 
 
    He stood there looking at his opponent for a moment longer, then he brought his vision back to normal and descended the tower. After a quick rest and recharge, he and his troops were moving on to the next area of conflict. They didn’t have the luxury of staying put and defending a fixed target, and if the Oso’lon tried to take this shield generator again he’d be back. Until then he was going wherever the fighting was, and both he and his Zen’zat were more than happy to reduce the Bo’ja population in the galaxy a bit further.  
 
    The idea of them replacing the Zen’zat was absurd, and even with reduced numbers the Oso’lon were going to have to send more than them to take this planet. And when that happened, Rajamal was going to add another Oso’lon to his kill list, as long as he had his team to back him up. Ironnsey might have been able to take down one single handedly, but unless they were a total rookie Rajamal wasn’t going to be able to do that. 
 
    But that was ok, because Zen’zat also hunted in packs. And with the right team, Rajamal could kill any Oso’lon with the propper preparation and opportunity.  
 
    He just hoped he got one before the shields went down and this turned back into a naval war.  
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    The V’kit’no’sat warships were a big problem for the J’gar and Oso’lon. As long as they were in play they couldn’t engage in a standard assault so long as the warships used the weak planetary shields to their advantage, staying beneath them and firing up through well-coordinated momentary openings. If the enemy had more ships that would have been different, but as it was they couldn’t use their Oso’lon on the ground to get the shield generators, and they couldn’t get the shield generators from above because of the warships below. 
 
    Never the less they pressed on with their Bo’ja, counting on their small size in the urban fighting to save them, but against the Zen’zat it was a hopeless fight. Even the Ter’nat warships were enough to provide close fire support in some areas, and their ground vehicles were performing better than Rajamal had expected. Especially when they got a few more from enemy captures. 
 
    The enemy had taken only one shield generator in nearly two years, and that was largely due to Rajamal’s presence on the ground. He was unkillable by the Bo’ja, and the only way one shield generator had gone down was with multilateral assaults where Rajamal couldn’t be two places at once. His loyal Zen’zat and those that he can ‘claimed’ from this planet with Neoum’s blessing, though he had little choice once the living legend arrived, were fighting to protect their Ter’nat kin, and with the galactic order for their annihilation and so many Overlords pulling out, Rajamal had far more command presence with them than the Hjar’at did. 
 
    But it wasn’t a dominance contest. Both were glad the other was here, and what Neoum had done with the Ter’nat forces was commendable. They were an effective barrier to the Bo’ja that slowed them down enough for the Zen’zat to make the kills. If not for those Ter’nat, the few thousand Zen’zat would have been overrun with targets and the shield generators would have gone down for simple lack of blocking capability. 
 
    Bottom line was they were holding, and word had gotten out about that hold. Another Zen’zat ship, this one built for Zen’zat, arrived courtesy of the neighboring system of Uyo and the Wass’mat that owned it.  
 
    And it was a Domjo filled with over 3,500 Zen’zat. 
 
    But two weeks after it arrived the enemy also got reinforcements in the way of a trio of traitorous Rit’ko’sor ships. Before the Urrtren went down only a handful of their planets had heeded Itaru’s offer of amnesty while most virulently rejected the reformed triumvirate, for their loyalty was with Mak’to’ran’s race who had brought them out of the Hadarak zone and restored them into the empire. A Zak’de’ron had killed him, and like most they had eagerly dove into the war against those bastards, so either some of them had changed their minds or these were from those few planets that initially defected. 
 
    And the Rit’ko’sor were a huge problem, for they were nearly as small as Bo’ja and far more mobile. They had an array of psionics, more so than the Bo’ja, and some of them were veteran troops now being deployed against grounded warships in an effort to take down more of the shield generators. 
 
    Rajamal had killed many of them in recent days, and he’d lost 721 Zen’zat to hand to hand combat with them…but no shield generators had been taken, and he feared the Rit’ko’sor were here more to thin the Zen’zat ranks than anything, and today he was proven right. 
 
    The alerts came through within a minute of each other, with the subsurface tunnels breaking through the surface nearby 22 different shield generators spread across the planet, and out of them came not only Bo’ja ground vehicles and infantry, but at least one Oso’lon with each, daring the fleet to spread out and attack them all, and if they did Rajamal was sure they’d simply retreat into the tunnels to avoid them. 
 
    This was bad. They’d tunneled beyond the border regions and gone past several shield generators to get at ones that were considered ‘secure’ and didn’t have the same levels of troops as the others. The Ter’nat fleet was already dispensing ships to each site, along with aerial transports to move troops and vehicles there…all the while he saw from his vantage point on the border another overland assault by the Bo’ja and the Rit’ko’sor. They were attacking on so many fronts he’d be mostly useless to stop them.  
 
    But when the enemy went all in on your infrastructure, it usually meant they left their own rear formations lightly guarded. 
 
    “Booner, Devva, we’re going rogue. Bring both of your units with me, we’re grabbing Ter’nat speeders and flanking the enemy. This shield generator is lost. Metra,” he said, contacting the Ter’nat field commander posted here. “We can’t hold, so get your troops in position for a fighting retreat. Delay them here as long as you can, and make them choose between the shield generator and me. Lono, assist them, but don’t try to win. I’m taking almost all Zen’zat here with me. Don’t get sloppy and lose extra people.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Lono asked. 
 
    “Where they don’t want me,” Rajamal said, coordinating the rest of his orders remotely as he ran down the slanted side of the shield generator all the way to ground using the grip pads in his boots to keep from entering freefall. When he hit the ground he took off to a vehicle shed where there were many small and lightly armed speeders that could fit 3 or 4 Ter’nat each, which meant 2 Zen’zat max.  
 
    The teams he’d called with him numbered a little over 200, with the rest of the Zen’zat on the planet spread out in different locations the Oso’lon had been probing with the intention of spreading them out, and even now they had to choose between moving to the tunnels or staying put and defending the shield generators on the outer edge of the ‘safe’ territory, knowing that if they were cut off then the Oso’lon would be able to get under the single shield generators and take them down while the friendly warships could not skip over the gap without getting hammered by the enemy fleet. 
 
    They had to reposition, which meant abandoning the outer generators and the Ter’nat forces there. It was a horrible choice to make, and Rajamal was not going to let himself be played, so he was creating a third option. 
 
    His Zen’zat grabbed a lot of heavy weapons in addition to what their armor carried, including some extra shield generator harnesses, and loaded up on the speeders…then they took off laterally away from the now extremely vulnerable Ter’nat troops guarding the tower with the Rit’ko’sor and Bo’ja only minutes away.  
 
    Rajamal ignored them, knowing they had their orders and a reasonable expectation of survival if they followed them. His mission was ahead and to the right, with his speeder bike phalanx moving through the city at ground level then wheeling around faster than the Rit’ko’sor could run as they flanked the attacking forces and headed for the not so far off landing zone they were originating from. 
 
    The enemy warships were no longer here, having flown off over top of the planetary shields to start bombarding other targets and forcing the defending fleet to choose between preventing them from breaking through directly and going after the Oso’lon now in play. The V’kit’no’sat ships had to go to face their counterparts, leaving some of the Ter’nat warships to fight the Oso’lon and none to cover the enemy landing zones.  
 
    Rajamal intended to rip at least one of them up, and on approach he knew they’d been spotted when several of the drop pods began taking off and heading for space.  
 
    He accelerated hard and gained altitude while the other Zen’zat did not, knowing they couldn’t do anything with the light weapons they had to stop them from fleeing…but they were not Rajamal, and when he came close to one he launched himself off the bike towards it like a missile and hit it with his body rippling with Jumat. 
 
    That energy pool around him negated the shields enough for him to break through and hit the hull, with him bouncing off it slightly before he boosted his limited anti-grav and glided beneath the shield barrier before getting a handhold on the hull as the dropship raced up through the atmosphere.  
 
    Rajamal crawled around to near the upper cockpit and grabbed control of the feeble Bo’ja minds inside, making them halt their ascent and head back to ground slowly while opening the small escape hatch near them, through which he crawled inside and killed the trio onboard. 
 
    The Zen’zat pushed their bodies aside and took the pilot’s seat as his kin on the ground quickly rushed over the static defense turrets and plucked the Bo’ja out of them through a variety of means while other turrets were left unmanned. By the time Rajamal got back to ground with his captured drop pod, another two were burning hulks as the Zen’zat appropriated some of the turrets and roasted the laggards that hadn’t taken off immediately.  
 
    Others were now being claimed by the Zen’zat so they couldn’t leave, then finally two Oso’lon emerged from their barracks…which were more like barns. The Zen’zat scattered around them, knowing not to get too close, but they wouldn’t be able to pick them up and kill them with Lachka immediately, for his troops were all wearing their anti-psionic armor, meaning they had a small window of immunity before the power was drained by the behemoths. 
 
    Some of the appropriated ground turrets were now turned and shooting the Oso’lon, but their heavily armored bodies shrugged it off, for their shield generators were massive in addition to the green plates that carried heavy weaponry of their own. 
 
    They used that weaponry to start attacking their own turrets, and unlike the Bo’ja they couldn’t take control of the Zen’zat minds due to the Ikrid block…which was a major reason why the Zen’zat were superior, and that strength probably required too much trust for these bastards to allow the Bo’ja to possess.  
 
    The gun turrets did the damage to the Oso’lon’s shields, but the Zen’zat manning them had to abandon the turrets one by one as they were destroyed while the other Zen’zat were peppering the Oso’lon with handheld weapons from range even as the multiple turrets on the long necks’ bodies were firing back in all directions. Rajamal had to get down there or the Zen’zat were going to lose. They could take one Oso’lon without him, but not two, especially if both worked together. 
 
    He set the drop pod on auto-pilot and selected a safe spot away from the fighting for it to land, then he jumped out and glided down to the surface in spurts to avoid making himself an easy target. Despite that he got clipped by one shot from an Oso’lon and lost 38% of his shield strength for it. 
 
    Once he hit the ground he became a blur, telepathically organizing the Zen’zat into the hunting parties he wanted, each with their own assignments…then as the Oso’lon were finishing off the last of the turrets he went right at both of them using a small building as cover before popping out and jumping on one’s tail. 
 
    Just before he did so one of the Zen’zat teams simultaneously launched Fornax blasts towards the Oso’lon’s head, with the combined assault making him twitch and stumble for a moment, unable to target Rajamal as a second Zen’zat team did the same to the other one…otherwise he would have been smacked with so much weaponry that he probably would not have survived more than 10 seconds. 
 
    But he got on his tail and used his Jumat to get his body through his shields directly over a weapon port, then blasted it with multiple shots before laying a small explosive on it and jumping clear before its short timer ran out.  
 
    It exploded before the Oso’lon regained his senses enough to telekinetically pluck it off, and the weapon battery beneath it was damaged enough to be inoperable for a moment as Rajamal ducked beneath the Oso’lon’s legs for cover from the other one, then he emerged out the other side, putting the bulk of one between him and the other longneck as he grappled with the closer one’s mind. 
 
    One skill that Zen’zat had that was underrated was mental power. Because of their smaller minds they started with a huge disadvantage, but over the years with experience and training they gained much strength…and with the rest of his Zen’zat doing likewise through Ikrid, Fornax, Orren, and Saven, the Oso’lon had few moments where his mind was not under assault to manually target Rajamal or the others. So he did the only thing he could, blocking out most of it and swinging his giant tail around as a battering ram in the hopes to sweep them aside. 
 
    Rajamal jumped over it then went after another weapon battery on the Oso’lon’s armor while the other one was likewise distracted. The other Zen’zat did not have the shield penetrating Jumat in their psionic kit, for it was rare for any Zen’zat to possess it, but most of his people had a slew of tier 2 abilities that they were using to distract while reaching in with their Lackha to try and grab tissue inside the Oso’lon to tear apart when they found an opening, but it wasn’t often. Mostly they just poured their small arms firepower into the giant beast along with explosives and larger handheld weapons that only chipped away at the shield strength. Until they got it down they couldn’t do much to damage the armor itself with their Lachka, for none of them had the strength to smash it. 
 
    And while in defensive mode the Oso’lon was jamming them with his own Lachka, set to push back on any fields moving towards his body. It wasn’t true jamming, that was Da’nu and he was glad the Oso’lon did not possess that psionic, but the more both Oso’lon had to curl up into defensive mode the less they could worry about Rajamal as he almost quietly danced around their thrashing as he plucked their armor’s offensive capabilities away from the closer one. 
 
    But the Oso’lon were not completely incapacitated, and their running and stomping provided ample threat of crushing a Zen’zat. Furthermore, they began to set their weapon targeting on automatic, with their bodies lighting up like a fireworks display with every single battery they had shooting the closest targets.  
 
    That was the smart play to make, and it meant they were thoroughly compromised mentally. Rajamal and the others took hits to their shields from the smaller anti-personnel batteries while the larger ones were doing major damage. He avoided a hit at the last moment, but several of his Zen’zat did not, taking chest or head shots and going down or having to retreat before getting hit a second time, but those Zen’zat with the shield harnesses could take several hits, and they moved forward to draw the most fire while the others continued to mentally assault the Oso’lon as Rajamal jumped up on the back of the closer one and ran up its spine towards its swaying head. 
 
    He was having to use Jumat with each step to keep from slipping on the Oso’lon’s shields while using his own and his Nakane to reach the head alive, but when he did he grabbed on tight and emitted the largest Fornax field he could. 
 
    The Oso’lon fell, unable to control its own body even as its turrets were still accurately firing on the Zen’zat. A moment later his shields dropped, for when hit with Fornax it was hard to maintain one’s mental barriers. Rajamal and the Zen’zat got inside his head and made him drop the shields momentarily, and to their credit the Zen’zat worked fast to get explosives near the armor turrets. A moment later most of them were destroyed with explosions or coordinated Dre’mo’don fire, then Rajamal could hold the field no longer and had to jump off the Oso’lon’s head before he got telekinetically squashed into goo. 
 
    He barely got out before his psionic dampener failed, then his legs were pinched together and he fell onto the pavement a moment before the Zen’zat distracted the Oso’lon for a split second enough to release his grip. Rajamal ran hard to get out of range, then circled back as his countermeasures started to recharge…only to see one of the Zen’zat assaulting the other Oso’lon get flung into a wall by a narrow Jumat blast, bounce off it, then get stomped by one of the massive front legs before it stumbled again. 
 
    Nearby there were also Bo’ja corpses, which the Zen’zat had quickly dealt with. As long as these two Oso’lon didn’t get reinforcements Rajamal was going to kill them, but first the weapons had to come off.  
 
    He ran around the big one near him towards the slightly smaller one on the other side, then repeated the same type of attacks, plucking weapons off his armored body until all he had left were just a few turret points that the Zen’zat were now hiding from around the perimeter of his body. That left the formidable psionic power of the Oso’lon to deal with, and Rajamal was nearly depleted of Jumat energy. Both Oso’lon still had their shields up, so this wasn’t going to be easy, but the greatest threat to his Zen’zat were now gone and they were going to keep dancing around these two until… 
 
    Suddenly they broke apart, running separate ways and forcing Rajamal to choose between them. Rather than split his team up he chose to stay with the bigger one and focus everyone on it. Drained as they were, the Zen’zat still had enough psionic firepower to assault this one’s mind, and with all of them put together…minus those injured or killed…this Oso’lon became a staggering mess until Rajamal got to his head and took him to the ground again before the long neck could focus enough to knock them all back with its own Jumat. 
 
    It stayed down, for others ran in and added their own Fornax as some reached inside his mind with their Lachka and pushed and pulled on anything they could get a grip on while Rajamal tried to burn through his armor plating…but like all V’kit’no’sat armor, when one area got damaged nanites from others flowed in to replace it, meaning he was mostly wasting his time, except that he was putting his fist into the gap to try and keep it from fully reforming.  
 
    But he didn’t need to, for someone found a gap in the Oso’lon’s reflexive Lachka pushes and torqued something inside his brain enough that he quit fighting back with his Lachka…and that doomed him. The Zen’zat tore apart his brain without ever getting through his armor and shields, reducing his skull to a cup of goo even as his armor’s Kich’a’kat tried to heal him. 
 
    There weren’t many memories left to recover, but Rajamal didn’t take any chances. He and the Zen’zat assaulted his head with shot after shot while he used his last remaining Jumat energy to push the shields away enough for them to get some shots through, and when the armor breached he dove a hand through the gap before it could reform. 
 
    His fist dove into the broken skull, punching through to the interior and depositing one of the small explosives that another Zen’zat had left, for Rajamal had long ago used all his. The armored hand came back out, and as the armor reformed to cover the broken skull the explosive went off and ended any chance of this Oso’lon’s recovery. 
 
    Rajamal checked the tactical grid again, as he had been doing multiple times during the fight to check for reinforcements arriving…particularly a warship…but nothing was coming. The other Oso’lon had taken off running and didn’t turn back, meaning he was too far out of range to go after…and without more explosives and time for his Jumat to recharge, they would lose too many people trying to take him down, so it was better to cut their losses, secure this victory, and move on. 
 
    “Take the drop pods and anything else of value. Destroy everything else,” he said as he headed for the Oso’lon buildings. He’d need to sabotage their power cells to get the destruction he desired, while the smaller stuff could be taken down by hand or using the drop pods’ weaponry. “How many did we lose?” 
 
    “Five dead, 18 heavily injured,” Booner answered. 
 
    “Get the casualties to the planetary defense station. After we finish here, we’re finding the closest Rit’ko’sor and going hunting,” he said, knowing he didn’t need Jumat or explosives for that. “Anyone not up to it, pilot the drop pods back and make yourself useful on their turrets. Help the Ter’nat where you can without taking hits.” 
 
    Half an hour later the Zen’zat were leaving, either in drop pods or on speeders, with the largest building in the landing zone being the only one visibly intact…at least until the power cells overloaded and the whole thing blew with a mushroom cloud that the warships could not have missed.  
 
    Before they could have a chance to come after them Rajamal and the Zen’zat were gone, but as they got time to digest what was going on elsewhere they realized that the Oso’lon and J’gar probably didn’t care, for they were racking up so many shield generator takedowns that it didn’t matter, though Rajamal was surprised they had let one of their own die without support. 
 
    Maybe they were that desperate for a victory here, but even with these heavy losses they were a long way from the planetary defense station with a lot more shield generators to take between here and there…but in the meantime there was fighting still going on everywhere, and Rajamal intended to diminish the Rit’ko’sor count as much as possible, for they were by far the most effective ground troops in play, and even the Ter’nat in vehicles had little chance to defend themselves against their lethal swiftness. 
 
    As Rajamal flew his speeder towards the fight with a second Zen’zat perched behind him, he mentally added another Oso’lon kill to his lifetime tally, bringing it up to 4, but he didn’t feel any pride here. There were too many enemies for him to kill, and both Zen’zat and especially Ter’nat were dying rapidly. He knew he couldn’t save them all, but if victory was to be had here it was going to be in whether or not they held the planet. For no matter how many Oso’lon he killed here, if the warships were able to sit up in the sky and bombard everything, what would be the point? 
 
    At the very end of this campaign would be the planetary defense station, and the enemy did not have anywhere near enough ships to tackle it. They’d have to go over ground and hope to get some massive troop reinforcements, otherwise they didn’t have a chance. But then again they might just kill all the Ter’nat on the planet elsewhere and call their mission complete, for the planetary defense station couldn’t shelter even a small fraction of their numbers beneath its strong shield generator, let alone inside the pyramid itself. 
 
    Rajamal didn’t intend to let it go that far. They needed to hold them far from the pyramid to preserve a large amount of Ter’nat, and the enemy had them at a disadvantage now with the Rit’ko’sor and the subsurface tunnels. The tunnels he could handle in time personally, but if more enemy troops kept arriving… 
 
    He just hoped more Zen’zat would arrive to help their brothers. If not, and the enemy kept getting sporadic reinforcements…then this was going to be a very long and bloody campaign. And one that might ultimately end in failure. 
 
    Rajamal didn’t know what was going to happen, but he was determined to fight it out here. For if they couldn’t hold a Ter’nat colony with a planetary defense station, how could they hope to hold any of the others? If the Ter’nat were to survive, if the Zen’zat were to survive, then they had to hold this planet…or run out to the Rim like the Oso’lon had suggested.  
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    March 19, 128821 
 
    Iom System (Midzan Region) 
 
    Puvvcor (Ter’nat colony) 
 
      
 
    Rajamal was on a sleep cycle, recovering from another battle to hold a shield generator that had cost him two Zen’zat, but he’d killed 16 Rit’ko’sor and more Bo’ja than he could count. Still, it wasn’t worth the Zen’zat, one of which he’d known for more than 300,000 years. This attrition was destroying the Zen’zat as much as the Ter’nat eradication. If they couldn’t get replacements, and the veterans were gradually knocked off, then the Zen’zat were going to end up nothing more than a memory with a few survivors scattered across the galaxy. 
 
    He woke to another alarm, barely getting 3 hours and feeling drained. With so many battles to fight he was involving himself personally in as many as he could, and the enemy was sending out constant harassment attacks between their major pushes to keep him and the Zen’zat where they wanted them while setting up for attacks elsewhere with their mile deep tunnels that the warships were having a hard time detecting until they came back up near the surface…and sometimes not even then. 
 
    Rajamal assumed another one had broken through, for his Zen’zat would not have woke him for a skirmish so early into a sleep cycle. They knew his Jumat tissues, not to mention his other psionics, needed recharge and without it he wasn’t going to be able to fight to his fullest. The alarm would not have sounded in his quarters within the pyramid unless something significant was underway.  
 
    He pulled himself out of the egg-like bunk feet first then pivoted up and over the edge, dropping down and jogging to the lavatory to empty out, then when he went to grab a set of armor someone finally arrived in the otherwise empty barracks to tell him what was going on. 
 
    “We have help,” a rookie Zen’zat by the name of Argul said with uncertain look on his face. 
 
    “Who has arrived?” 
 
    “Star Force has. Three ships, one Warship-class, one troop transport, and one MCV-class. They are Meintre, one of their Knight races, and they are claiming that they are here to annex the Ter’nat. They ordered the J’gar and Oso’lon out of the system, but they aren’t leaving.” 
 
    “Annex?” Rajamal asked, his groggy mind sharpening rapidly. 
 
    “Apparently Director Davis pulled the entire Meintre fleet away from other duties, including the Hadarak front, and tasked them with safeguarding and annexing the Ter’nat into their empire.” 
 
    “Only one warship?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s bigger than anything in the system.” 
 
    “Where am I needed?” 
 
    “The Meintre are in orbit and have launched dropships with troops aboard. They’re here to fight and they’re not suffering any delay. They’ve also instructed us that we are not to touch any prisoners they take, or there will be consequences.” 
 
    “What class is the troop transport?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t check, but it’s bigger than the warship.” 
 
    “Where are their dropships headed?” 
 
    “Everywhere the enemy is.” 
 
    Rajamal walked over to a wall niche and pulled out a small vial of ambrosia and drank it all. His head was going to start buzzing with the overload, but he needed as much in his tissues as possible before he went into combat again. He chose the psionic-resistant armor and climbed into it, with the hard plates wrapping around his body and snugging up tightly while leaving his head uncovered. 
 
    “I need transport.” 
 
    “There’s one holding for you on the north pad, tier 3. Should I come with you?” 
 
    “You can travel with me, but not into combat. Find somewhere you can contribute without getting killed. That won’t be where I’m going.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Argul asked as Rajamal ran out of the barracks with the younger Zen’zat following off his left shoulder. 
 
    “Wherever the worst fighting breaks out. One troop transport isn’t going to be enough to overwhelm them and the Oso’lon know it.” 
 
    “But why stay and risk getting into a war with Star Force?” 
 
    “If they only sent one warship then Star Force probably doesn’t have the fleets to spare to fight a war with Itaru unless they abandon the Hadarak front. One warship sent here is either an attempt to preserve the planet or bluff them into retreat. The Oso’lon are calling that bluff, as would I.” 
 
    “You think the dropships will turn around?” 
 
    “No. I think they’re going to fight, but victory is not assured beyond the shield generators. The J’gar still have the warship advantage, but with the Meintre we now have the advantage on the ground and need to use it before they have a chance to get additional reinforcements…” 
 
      
 
    By the time Rajamal got to the waiting gunship the Meintre already had some troops on the ground in 4 different locations across the planet, meaning he had to choose where to go. All were locations of the deepest incursions into Ter’nat territory, and the planetary shields were dropping momentarily to let them down while keeping the enemy warships out…but along with them came some naval drones slipping under the shields, and that was something the enemy would not tolerate.  
 
    Their warships responded by leaving their waiting positions over the horizon and moved to assault the nearest of the locations where troops were going down in order to punch through the shields and take down the generator, after which they could deal with the drones underneath as well as the Ter’nat vessels beginning to rush there. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat warships were also moving to respond, but it was the Star Force warship and troopship that raced to get there first. The latter carried no drones but was still decently armed and, more importantly, over 30 miles long. Even if it didn’t have a single weapon on it, it could soak up so much damage from the other targets to be useful…but it did have weapons to defend itself with, heavy shields and thick armored plates beneath. It could take a pounding, and it was heading to one of the other 3 locations while the warship was going to the point where just about every other naval asset was heading for a massive throw down far from the firing range of the planetary defense station. 
 
    If Itaru’s forces wanted to assault the shield generator, they’d have to pound it while giving the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force free shots at them…which they couldn’t allow. That meant the naval fight had to be resolved first, giving the ground forces their own time to settle things face to face, and it looked like the Meintre were not giving the enemy time to stall. They were dropping in perilously close to the Oso’lon tunnel heads, but they had aerial craft with them providing cover as the dropships skimmed the ground delivering infantry and the larger Meintre troops, each of which was a hexped far smaller than an Oso’lon, but still huge compared to the Zen’zat and Bo’ja. 
 
    “Take me there, then head east and link up with the Ter’nat column,” Rajamal ordered the pilot, then he moved to the boarding hatch and commanded the door to open as he waited. When his tactical grid said he was over the approximate area he jumped out, using his limited anti-grav to slow his descent to one of the rooftops 100 meters below. 
 
    Rajamal hit, rolled, and came up running…then he jumped off the roof and reversed his body so he could drag a hand on the wall and, using his grip pad on it, ride the wall all the way to the ground as if he was dropping down a rope. 
 
    The area where he hit was long deserted of Ter’nat civilians, and a quick check with his Pefbar confirmed that, but the sounds of combat ahead were intensifying and he needed to get there as quickly as he could, though his legs were still fatigued and his head buzzing. The latter would go away as he fought, but the fatigue would not. He’d have to deal with it, for even at half strength he was more powerful than any of the Zen’zat on the planet. 
 
    He ran at a decent pace, using his armor to help increase his stride, then came up on the rear formation of Ter’nat assault vehicles moving forward in the direction he was heading. Rajamal ran up to, then hopped on top of one as he passed them by, for they could not move too fast on the city streets with all the 60 degree turns, for this area had been laid out in a triangle grid. 
 
    Rajamal hopped from one vehicle to another until he got past them, then cut across the alleys where the vehicles could not go. He ran and ran until he finally came up on a Star Force landing zone just as a dropship was taking off, having emptied its hold of a variety of biped infantry, some of which were four-armed Calavari, a lot of two-armed bipeds of various races, and a pair of others that he had not expected to find here. 
 
    The Star Force troops saw him coming up on them but didn’t turn around, save for the pair. They ran over to Rajamal and matched stride with him, doing a quick rework of their comm systems so they could talk to each other while still encoded.  
 
    “Holy shit, Rajamal. I had no idea it was you,” one of the Star Force Zen’zat said once his ID popped up on the battlemap. “Why are you running so slow?” 
 
    “Not enough sleep,” he said, recognizing the voice of an old acquaintance as they continued to run together towards the sounds of battle ahead. “How are you with Star Force?” 
 
    “We switched sides back with Tamprani and have been fighting Hadarak until the Meintre were recalled. Most of us volunteered to go with them, so we’ve got a decent Zen’zat force mixed in here. No way in hell we’re letting them take this planet, or any other. The Ter’nat are our responsibility now, and we’re going to protect our own.” 
 
    “How do the Meintre compare to the Oso’lon?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about them, just don’t kill any of their targets unless necessary. They want to kick the bastards out rather than kill them, and unless our lives are in jeopardy we’ve got stun orders that we have to follow.” 
 
    “This is not a lopsided fight,” Rajamal protested as a Meintre ahead of them came into view around a building corner. He was running forward as well, but beginning to take lobbing fire from some target ahead, though his shields protected him from it as if it were no more than a light rain. 
 
    “Yeah it is. I know you’re stronger than us, but we’ve been upgraded heavily. Follow us in and pile on, you’re not going to be able to link in, so when we give you directional orders follow them. A lot of our attacks are energy bands stretching between us.” 
 
    “Additional psionics?” Rajamal asked, finally seeing the fixed emplacements ahead that the Oso’lon had added around the tunnel entrance.  
 
    “Pa’no’semak, Rajamal. They’re psionics we all have in our genome that were buried deep and never discovered. The V’kit’no’sat put them there and Star Force found them. Now we all have them unlocked, but for the tier 3s we’re on our own to earn, either the normal route or through leveling up enough to warrant a medical unlock. I don’t have your Jumat, but in groups we’re far superior to the original Zen’zat…just not you. But let us make first strike so you can see before you throw down.” 
 
    “Go,” he said simply, letting them get a few steps ahead as the Meintre was doing a good job of being hard to catch as it ran to catch up with some others…then the first of the Oso’lon came into view, or rather it’s head, over the top of a side building…which was when Rajamal began picking up Bo’ja on his Pefbar.  
 
    He followed the two Zen’zat in Star Force armor around a curve right into the middle of a firefight between Star Force infantry and Bo’ja, the latter of which were behind several alley-way obstructions while the Calavari were fighting behind a number of physical personal shields the leading group was carrying in addition to their armor. 
 
    Nym and Derox went over them, but they didn’t jump. Somehow they climbed invisible stairs up into the air that Rajamal could not see with his sensors or psionics, but a solid jump took him up and over as well, though he had to do a second hop inside the Star Force lines to get all the way to the front where the two Zen’zat were coming down and taking almost all the fire behind a mutual bioshield that he could see.  
 
    Rajamal followed in their wake, taking a few hits of his own, then he got a telepathic boundary warning to stay back from. He slowed to let them get farther ahead, then they launched themselves over the nearest obstruction and dropped down directly inside the Bo’ja lines…releasing a Fornax field so large Rajamal had never seen anything like it.  
 
    Dozens of Bo’ja went down as others further back fired on the two Zen’zat…which was when Rajamal ran forward and jumped as high as he could, passing over top the field and signaling his fellow Zen’zat of his approach trajectory. They dropped the field just as he fell into it on the far side, then he came up in a flurry of punches and kicks, along with a few Jumat blasts, but no Dre’me’don shots other than to weaken shields. If the new help wanted to take them alive, he’d play along so long as victory wasn’t compromised by it. 
 
    The Calavari didn’t stand still either, with them coming up and fully stunning the Bo’ja that had been knocked down, then Nym and Derox moved ahead again, letting their new empire’s infantry clean up and hold the prisoners as they passed on by and into the clear where the real fighting was going on. 
 
    There were four Oso’lon out there going at it with over a dozen Meintre, but the two Zen’zat didn’t hesitate to go after them, and Rajamal stayed tucked right in behind them despite his tired legs. They got orders over the battlemap and passed them on to Rajamal telepathically, with the trio following up on one Meintre that had dove in and got a trunk lock on an Oso’lon’s front leg.  
 
    The four different trunks on the face of the Meintre acted like tentacles, and all were fully armored and shielded, with them low looped around the Oso’lon’s leg with him and the Meintre firing their energy weapons at each other at point blank range as the hexped held the quadruped in place, using his own body as a giant weighted leg shackle. 
 
    The Oso’lon panicked as others began to move towards him, summoning up a huge Jumat blast, trying to throw the Oso’lon off, but he only managed to lift him off his feet. The Meintre came crashing back down, his hold unbroken, but the wave continued out elsewhere, knocking over abandoned Ter’nat vehicles and heading for the Zen’zat trio. 
 
    Rajamal sprinted in front of the other two as they fell back, then he sent his own Jumat directly ahead with the two waves canceling out in a small area. He got pushed back a little, but not knocked over, as did the others as they continued running forward.  
 
    Two more Meintre got in close and grabbed other legs on the Oso’lon, and once all three had grips on him they all emitted some kind of lightning attack that drained his shields to the point of breaking as the Oso’lon finally managed to knock the first one off with a headbutt/Jumat combo, then he delivered a heavy weapon blast directly onto his head, busting through the Meintre’s shields and scorching the armor underneath. 
 
    “We’re going for his head. Come with us,” Nym said, telepathically linking with Rajamal so he could show him the Qwe’kal footsteps to hit. The pair held them longer than normal so he could stair step up into the air as well, and the three quickly climbed up to long neck head height before jumping over the back of the Oso’lon’s swaying neck. 
 
    Rajamal went directly for the head, but he missed as the long neck swung out of the way. An invisible step appeared beneath them and he got a foot on it, launching himself back up in a long jump as the two Zen’zat fell on either side of the neck and somehow forced it lower. Rajamal didn’t know how, but it was enough to get the Oso’lon’s head somewhat pinned in place. 
 
    His jump brought him close to it, but not directly in alignment…so he glided on his anti-grav over a few meters as the head jerked his way, hitting him. 
 
    Rajamal took the blow and latched on to the now shieldless armor of the Oso’lon, emitting his own Fornax field and making the big quadruped wobbly enough that the two remaining Meintre with leg holds were able to fully tip him over onto his side. 
 
    The other one ran up and jumped on the neck, pinning him to the ground as they pumped stun blast after stun blast into him. Nym and Derox did as well, with Rajamal activating his single, small stun weapon and added the insignificant firepower to the rest…then he and the others got a telepathic stand down order from one of the Meintre…followed by the Oso’lon retracting his armor down to ankle clasps. 
 
    He had surrendered prior to being rendered unconscious and was now a prisoner…which meant Rajamal needed to move on, as did the other two Zen’zat. They ran off on another support mission and Rajamal went with them, genuinely surprised at how the Meintre had been able to hold on against that Jumat blast. Oso’lon used it as a clearing mechanism around them, as well as a takedown mechanism on their larger opponents…but the Meintre couldn’t be knocked off with those face-locks, and that was a huge problem for the Oso’lon when they were outnumbered as they were here. 
 
    “Rit’ko’sor,” Rajamal warned as several of the swift bipeds came into view near the tunnel exit, and presumably coming out of it.   
 
    “We see them. You want first dibs or want to keep playing with the other Oso’lon?” 
 
    “Your Meintre have them beat,” Rajamal said, running ahead of the other two towards the oncoming Rit’ko’sor as he charged up a large Jumat blast. “I’ll take these. You get what’s left…” 
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    Captain Nelfrani stood onboard the Meintre warship with all six of his round feet touching the silver circle on the floor that acted as a direct mental interlink, using the physical connection to allow for greater speeds than a wireless system, whether it be technological or telepathic. He and the other Meintre onboard the ship were piloting the warship and her drones, half of which had already been destroyed in the naval combat taking place in atmosphere for the most part. 
 
    There were a number of Esquires onboard from various small races that assisted the Meintre, but the bulk of the drone work was done by the Knight race with their larger minds controlling multiple functions on each drone. In the case of Nelfrani, he had the warship’s main weapon under his direct control while he oversaw the larger battle and gave orders where necessary to coordinate the rest of his crew here and onboard the troopship. 
 
    The main weapon as a bloon launcher, and he was currently using it to pummel an Oso’lon Domjo with shield draining energy balloons as his own warship’s shields were down to 13%. Normally that would have been a problem, but the enemy fleet was in such disarray that he knew his ship’s hull wasn’t going to be touched.  
 
    The Domjo they were currently pounding on was pounding back, ignoring the drones and trying to break through the warship’s shields as it hung in the upper atmosphere like a giant dark spot in the sky shooting vivid light bulbs at a smaller dark spot much closer to the ground. Nelfrani knew he couldn’t take the ship down or it would crash on those below, which was why he had his crew pinpoint poking out its weapons when the bloons hit and momentarily disrupted the shields enough that a strong hit could at least partially break through. 
 
    The Domjo was the only intact enemy ship left. All the J’gar ships had been damaged and forced to retreat, but the Oso’lon were not relinquishing their footholds on the planet, with this Domjo sitting directly over one and preventing the Meintre on the ground from taking it. If they tried the warship’s weapons would roast the ground troops, meaning the enemy on the ground had a safe haven so long as that Domjo sat there. 
 
    Nelfrani didn’t have any drones with him, for they were scattered elsewhere around the planet dealing with the other footholds that were all in the process of falling. Only this one had a warship covering it, while the troop ships that had brought the Oso’lon and Rit’ko’sor here were waiting out of range in space to see what would happen.  
 
    One on one, a Star Force warship without its drones would lose against a Domjo, but there were 14 Ter’nat vessels and one V’kit’no’sat Ti’mat assisting him, yet the Oso’lon ship was not targeting them at all. They wanted the Meintre ship, but they were not going to get it. 
 
    The slugging continued until the enemy ship’s shields went down and it started taking hull damage, then when most of its weapon systems were plucked the enemy captain finally made contact with Nelfrani. 
 
    “We will relent,” the Oso’lon said gruffly. “Cease fire and discuss terms.” 
 
    The warship’s batteries fell silent immediately, but the Ter’nat did not stop shooting. Nelfrani ordered them to do so, but when they were slow to react he started firing on them with disruptive weapons. Those without shields took hull hits and had much of their internal mechanisms go dead, but not enough to drop them out of the sky. That got their attention real fast, and they complied with the order, ending the naval fight here while drone activity was still taking place elsewhere across the planet. 
 
    “You will take all your personnel off planet, release any prisoners you have taken, then exit the system to never return. This is Star Force territory now.” 
 
    “I will not argue your current position of strength, but the Ter’nat and Zen’zat belong to the V’kit’no’sat, and how we deal with them is our business, not yours.” 
 
    “Director Davis has made it our business. My race is now tasked with the protection of the Ter’nat. If you wish to destroy them, you will have to deal with us. I am promising no retaliation if you leave now, but engage us in battle again and we will not be so forgiving,” he said, flexing all four of his trunks so they pressed against each other in an isometric display of strength, and for a Meintre that was a threatening gesture that the Oso’lon may or may not have interpreted correctly. 
 
    “Will we get our prisoners back?” 
 
    “I have no desire to detain them. We kept them alive as a courtesy. One you did not show the Ter’nat and Zen’zat. Had we suffered any deaths today it might be different, but as we’re on a clean slate other than a few injuries, I think it best if we get away from each other as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “These vermin are yours, but I cannot promise Itaru will not respond to your intervention here.” 
 
    “Not just here. We’re taking possession of all Ter’nat colonies, including the ones you have already destroyed. We were pulled off combat with the Hadarak for this, meaning we had to leave people there to die that otherwise could have been evacuated because of you. If Itaru has any wisdom left in it, you will stay very far away from all Ter’nat colonies, for if you force us to abandon more people to their deaths in the war zone, we will make you pay for it one way or another. Take your forces, leave, and hope we stay too busy to make you pay for what you’ve already done. Make us pay more attention to you at your own peril.” 
 
    “You are bold to poach our worlds, Meintre. Do not assume you will not be punished for it,” the Oso’lon said before cutting off the comm just before drop pods from the troopships began to head down to the surface everywhere, with the fighting coming to a stop in even the smaller engagements as the Oso’lon ordered their forces to stand down. 
 
    Nelfrani ordered all prisoners gathered into 6 different pickup zones and sent the coordinates to the Oso’lon as he watched the J’gar ships begin to leave the planet enroute to the central star, not caring to stick around and watch as the Oso’lon picked up their people.  
 
    “It seems we need to come to an accord, Meintre,” Neoum’s image said as he appeared in holo. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I owe you a great debt for what you have done here, but this world is still V’kit’no’sat territory.” 
 
    “It ceased being V’kit’no’sat territory when you lost the ability to hold it,” Nelfrani said calmly. “You can either remain and assist us in rebuilding it, or you can leave to return to a Hjar’at world knowing that the Ter’nat will be in safe hands. Either way, their race is officially being annexed into our empire. You can now repurpose the warships you have defending them to your own defense. Trying to deny our annexation is foolish on multiple fronts.” 
 
    “How do you have the strength to claim them all? Including those that have not come under Itaru’s attack? Will you assault them to take them from us?” 
 
    “Given present circumstances that shouldn’t be necessary. Your worlds are at risk of falling to the Zak’de’ron and their servants. You need all your resources to defend them, and we are taking responsibility for many worlds off your spines. What do you have to gain from spiting us?” 
 
    “We are taught not to relent, but Mak’to’ran once said Star Force was the rimward half of our empire. Perhaps this is you finally starting to do your duty to it.” 
 
    “We have been busy doing YOUR duty to fight the Hadarak, Hjar’at. You started this war with the Zak’de’ron, not us. Now we have to defend the galaxy on our own, for both your empires are too weak to help fight the larger enemy. We owe you nothing but contempt for your foolishness. Take the small blessing we are providing you and make use of it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t your Director send one of our races to assist the Ter’nat?” 
 
    “You would have to ask him. They and the Meintre are both Knight races, and fully equipped to defend the empire. We just have a lot of enemies to fight and very little help to do it. My homeworlds have been stripped of our primary defense fleets and are now relying on lesser Star Force factions to take our place so we can come here with our full force. And we are doing so, not because we need the Ter’nat, but because they need a hero to save them, and the V’kit’no’sat are failing miserably. You and the others that remained are to be credited for doing your duty, but the others are not. They left the Ter’nat nearly helpless.” 
 
    “They have always been nearly helpless,” Neoum pointed out. “What does your Director intend to do with them?” 
 
    “They won’t be providing you Zen’zat. You’ll have to make do with what you’ve already got or start letting them breed.” 
 
    The Hjar’at’s spines flared briefly, then returned to their normal glass-like look. “Do you think we have fallen so low to allow that heresy?” 
 
    “I think you have fallen so low that you have to look up to see the bottom. In the past the V’kit’no’sat made anyone who dared attack them pay dearly for that intrusion of your territory. Now you can’t hold your own worlds against those who used to be your masters. Ever since Mak’to’ran’s death your empire has made one blunder after another, and now you can’t even communicate with each other with the Urrtren down. Do you even now how much of an empire you have left?” 
 
    “I do not. All I know is my duty, and since you are here to do it for me, then I will leave it to you without resistance. The Ter’nat are used to my command, and they will have issues with yours. They need a firm foot on their neck to keep them looking forward. Freedom is toxic to them, and they will destroy themselves if you give it to them.” 
 
    “We are not here to make them Humans,” the Meintre offered. “They are Ter’nat and they will remain Ter’nat. We’re here to offer protection and some upgrades. And for those that are worthy to ascend to Zen’zat, they will serve Earth. Not Itaru.” 
 
    “Why? You serve heretical Zen’zat. Why not include these in their heresy?” 
 
    “Humans are not truly Zen’zat. And Ter’nat are not Humans. Ter’nat cannot even reproduce with Humans, so by definition they are not even the same race now. Star Force will treat them as such, and we have far more experience incorporating races into our empire than the V’kit’no’sat could even dream of doing.” 
 
    “What about the other slave races? Are you going to take them from us too?” 
 
    “Has Itaru issued a death mark against them?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge, but as you said, with the Urrtren down I know little about the state of my own empire.” 
 
    “We know of no such order, but there is much we do not know either of your empire. We will be establishing communications infrastructure to link the Ter’nat worlds, and Itaru will not dare touch it. We will replace the Urrtren by extending our comm grid where needed, and I have a construction team with me to do it as soon as possible. If your Ter’nat have the material resources, I would appreciate some coordination on providing them before you leave.” 
 
    “As you wish. Do you know anything of the major Hjar’at worlds?” 
 
    “Most have fallen, but the mid-level ones are relatively intact. Itaru doesn’t have the strength to take them yet. I can give you a list to choose from before you leave if you do not know where to go.” 
 
    “I will take any intelligence you can provide. Will we be allowed to use this extension of our comm grid once it is up and running?” 
 
    “That is not for me to negotiate.” 
 
    “Come down and claim the planetary defense station. I will not leave it in Ter’nat hands or abandoned. Those with the skill to use it must physically remain here to safeguard it. If not, Itaru could sneak operatives in and you would not like the eventuality of carnage that would follow.” 
 
    “I will be down as soon as the Oso’lon are dealt with.” 
 
    “I will remain until you do.” 
 
      
 
    It took several days to clean up the remaining troops and turn over the Star Force prisoners. The Oso’lon had taken none, which Nelfrani confirmed with scans of their ships and a few boarding parties where the scanners were not fully functioning. If the J’gar had any prisoners onboard they were long gone, but it was unlikely given their aquatic design and their lack of any surface troops. They hadn’t been seen since the first day, limping out of the system as soon as they could in their damaged ships, one of which was left behind after the crew transferred to another, then the empty one was tipped into a descending orbit into the star. 
 
    The J’gar hadn’t stayed to make sure it burned up, so the Meintre had the MCV go and retrieve the Ti’mat, with its crew of Kiritak already having dumped the water out and pumped it full of air as they began repair and conversion work, for they didn’t have access to any command codes and wouldn’t be able to operate part of it without yanking the control crystals out and replacing them with their own, which they had to build. Thankfully Nelfrani had been given an MCV, so given time and the necessary raw materials available in the system, he could produce any and all Star Force technology thanks to the very securely guarded Vault of Knowledge contained within…as well as the ‘seed’ equipment to build all necessary base components upon which to construct the more impressive ones. 
 
    In addition to that he had the Ter’nat, for better or worse, and the two other partially inhabited planets in this systems that had been the most vulnerable had mercifully been left untouched. The Meintre had already ordered some of the survivors from Puvvcor to be shifted to them as the logistical infrastructure tried to cope with the overload of people in too small an area to sustain them. It would have been worse had the J’gar and Oso’lon not killed so many when the shield generators went down, and that was a small silver lining. Meaning less would starve to death now before things got stabilized. 
 
    The Kiritak already had overseers down with the Ter’nat acting as new Overlords as they tried to push the incredibly limited workers into some semblance of functionality, but for Kiritak that meant a rapid pace of work, and Nelfrani could only imagine the headaches they were having trying to operate on the pedantic pace of the Ter’nat when lives were hanging in the balance with regards to the speed of food production, for the Oso’lon had made a habit of sending sabotage teams deep behind enemy lines to hit the agro facilities and try to starve out the Ter’nat. 
 
    He trusted the Kiritak to get the Ter’nat working faster than normal, but there was no mistaking the mess he was inheriting. Like those before him he’d dig his way out of it and save who he could, but first he needed to take possession of the strongest military asset in the system…one more powerful than all the warships here combined and multiplied by a factor of 100.  
 
    The planetary defense station was a 12 mile wide tiered, and very flat pyramid. Nelfrani landed on the third tier next to one of the entrances and not in the center of the top, for that was actually the firing point for the massive Tar’vem’jic it contained. And that single weapon was the reason why half the planet was still untouched, for the Zak’de’ron’s servants didn’t dare challenge it with anything less than a large warfleet…the kind of which they couldn’t muster now save for special occasions, and taking a Ter’nat colony by going directly through it would definitely not be worth the cost to them. 
 
    Nelfrani stepped off into the native atmosphere, feeling it was a bit thin for his liking but tolerable. He set foot down on the green/black Yeg’gor stone that covered the pyramid in armored protection equal to that of a Hadarak. The Meintre felt the stone on his bare foot, which he rarely needed to cover with a shoe. His race had thick padding on the bottom, unlike Humans and others that would cut themselves up if they didn’t have a smooth surface to move around on.  
 
    The stone felt almost soft, but he knew that was an illusion. It was about one of the hardest substances in the universe, and an energy sponge at that. It felt like his feet were ever so slightly melting into it, but there was no sticking sensation. He had never set foot on one before, but now that he was here he agreed the feeling was odd and almost magical since he couldn’t quite wrap his mind around the unusual effect as he walked towards the entrance where a cluster of Hjar’at and ranks of Zen’zat stood at attention flanking them awaiting his arrival. 
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    The Meintre walked towards the Hjar’at with his own flankers…two others of his race plus several dozen Esquires. They stayed behind him as one of the Hjar’at stepped forward to greet him face to face, with the Meintre’s head standing taller than his counterpart, whose spines rose tallest of all and appeared like trimless windows, clear as glass and slightly bending the light coming through them. 
 
    “I have never met a Meintre before,” Neoum said graciously, and in the Star Force language. “You are heavier than I thought.” 
 
    “More elevated mass than most V’kit’no’sat, so it gives the appearance of less weight.” 
 
    “Your combat against the Oso’lon was intriguing. Have you ever fought them before?” 
 
    “Only our own in training. We are well prepared to engage all the V’kit’no’sat races.” 
 
    “I should not be surprised at that, but I am. Did they teach you the grapple holds to defeat their Jumat?” 
 
    “They’re not the first larger race we’ve done that to,” Nelfrani said, flexing his four trunks. “Though it would not work on you for obvious reasons.” 
 
    “There was a reason our capitol was targeted first after Itaru. What is the state of the Hjar’at in the Rim?” 
 
    “Do you mean ours or the few colonies of yours?” 
 
    Neoum’s expression grew hard. “I was not aware we had any beyond your Hula Hoop.” 
 
    “Some were allowed to act as fallback points for when the Hadarak got to your worlds, and they have grown quite large since your war with the Zak’de’ron began. They are in shared systems and the war did not make its way to them, nor did we allow them to be used as staging bases to strike Zak’de’ron assets in the Rim. If you wish to go there rather than a closer Hjar’at world, it can be arranged.” 
 
    “If they are hiding there while we fight for our lives here, then they are no longer my brothers and I want nothing to do with them. There is battle to be had, and Hjar’at do not flee it.” 
 
    “To your detriment at times, but I understand your point. We would not leave our brothers to fight alone either.” 
 
    “You said your entire race is coming to annex the Ter’nat worlds?” 
 
    “Nearly our entire warfleet is. Our civilians are not, for the most part. As we grow more will come, but we are merely caretakers here. We are not moving our people to colonize the Core when the Hadarak encroach further with every year.” 
 
    “Have you made no progress against them in some areas?” 
 
    “Of course we have, but if we cannot hold the entire line they sweep by in other places. The galaxy is too large for us to defend every system, and they reproduce their minions alarmingly fast. Most in their path cannot hold out against the minions alone, and even if we counter every single large Hadarak the majority of the galaxy will still fall and be used as bases to grow so many more that they will overwhelm us in our strongholds later. That is why your war was so ill timed.” 
 
    “It shames me to admit it, but we have abandoned our duty to fight the Hadarak. We cannot even guarantee our own survival at this point against the Zak’de’ron. Though it also pains me somewhat, I am glad the Ter’nat will now be under your supervision. I do not like having to operate without new generations of Zen’zat going forward, but this is far better than the Ter’nat dying out entirely. The Zen’zat have served us well from the outset, and they do not deserve this death mark.” 
 
    “Nobody deserves annihilation.” 
 
    “Did your empire not annihilate many lesser races in your rise to power?” 
 
    “We annihilated their empires, but saved their people. There is a significant difference.” 
 
    “Do not take this as a slight, but I would rather die a V’kit’no’sat than live as part of your empire.” 
 
    “Many think so, until they see what our empire actually is. Then only some think so,” Nelfrani said, half sarcastically. 
 
    “Will you be able to hold this world with only one warship?” 
 
    “I believe so. If they return they will incur our wrath elsewhere, and I do not think they wish to pick a fight with my empire when yours is already taxing them to the brink.” 
 
    “Are we?” 
 
    “From our reports, equal damage has been done to both sides. The Zak’de’ron have the advantage in leadership, whereas the V’kit’no’sat are fragmented, but neither of you are in a position to take very many worlds with adequate planetary defenses, so the smaller ones have now become the major battlefields until you can build new fleets. Given that fact, I do not think Itaru wants us to loose a Knight race against it in payback for assaulting us. I would be surprised if any Ter’nat world is hit after we take possession.” 
 
    “And if they do not care about reprisal?” 
 
    “We take care of our own, and help will come if we call for it.” 
 
    “You will have the time to call for it with this planetary defense station. I have reset all command codes to my own, and I will now transfer them to your genetic code,” Neoum said as a pair of Zen’zat came forward holding a large square hoop. “Place your foot inside.” 
 
    Nelfrani reached his front right up and pushed it through, feeling an energy field brush his skin as if cleaning it. A moment later the sensation was gone and the Zen’zat pulled it back, after which Neoum repeated the movement with his own foot. The Zen’zat then ran off into the pyramid with the device and disappeared inside. 
 
    “They will log the transfer. When you go inside it will respond to you only for high command functions with all others responding to your race. You can customize access as you like thereafter.” 
 
    “Thank you for an amicable transfer.” 
 
    “I do not want Itaru taking advantage of the situation. We built this station, and I would rather it be destroyed than end up in their talons. I am trusting you will hold it.” 
 
    “V’kit’no’sat should know by now how hard we are to remove from the galaxy.” 
 
    “The same was once thought of us, but here we stand in perpetual retreat. Rajamal?” 
 
    One Zen’zat broke ranks and walked over to the Hjar’at, standing small beside the Meintre, but tall enough to almost reach the top of his trunks.  
 
    “A question, Meintre,” the Zen’zat asked, but not in English. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Nelfrani responded in kind. 
 
    “Do you intend for the Ter’nat to continue becoming Zen’zat?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “What is your policy regarding the Zen’zat beyond your empire that are being hunted to extinction?” 
 
    “You may take refuge here or on any Ter’nat world. You have no worlds of your own to rescue, but we intend to not only save the Ter’nat, but the Zen’zat as well. Spread the word that all can come home and will be protected if you no longer wish to serve the V’kit’no’sat.” 
 
    “Some of us stopped serving them when they abandoned the Ter’nat,” Rajamal admitted. “We serve ourselves now, and will continue fighting against our enemy. What of us?” 
 
    “If you serve the V’kit’no’sat, then you are theirs to command, but you can always leave their service to come back to the Ter’nat worlds and we will take you in. If you are operating independently, you may use the Ter’nat worlds as a base of operations to strike out at those who have a death mark on you until such a time as they renounce it.” 
 
    “You will protect us here even if they follow us back?” Rajamal asked in surprise. 
 
    “It is not us being neutral, but it is us being just. The death mark is abhorrent, and until they remove it we will not remain neutral. If we had the ships to spare we would be hitting them ourselves, for their death mark also applies to Humans and Zen’zat in Star Force, whether they wish to admit that or not. Our Director is not blind, and while we do not have the resources to force capitulation without abandoning those on the Hadarak front, securing the Ter’nat will fix most of the problem at present. If you wish to strike back with your own resources, you are welcome to do so working out of the Ter’nat worlds. If they end the death mark, then that protection will be altered.” 
 
    “What is it costing you on the front to secure our worlds?” 
 
    “Many lives of those we cannot save, but we have not pulled away any of the evacuation ships. They continue to constantly run people out to the Rim refuge worlds and come back to pick up more, but where we were blocking the advance of many minion armies there are now additional gaps where the Meintre used to be. Had we stayed there Ter’nat would die, when we left that meant more worlds would be invaded earlier without the delay we were affording them. We did not abandon any world currently under assault, but leaving the front was not a decision I am comfortable with. It may have been necessary, but I do not like it. Yet there are people here to save as well, so our time is not being wasted.” 
 
    “On behalf of all Zen’zat, I thank you for doing what we were not strong enough to do. And those Zen’zat here are willing to offer our service in compensation.” 
 
    Nelfrani glanced at the Hjar’at. 
 
    “I do not command most of them. And most of those that I do have asked to remain with my blessing. Given how my race has mostly abandoned them, I will not order them to go. They are yours now, though one of the Zen’zat ships was lent here by the Wass’mat. When they learn they are defecting they might not be so accommodating.” 
 
    “That is my problem to deal with. Your work here is done, and I thank you for doing your duty while others fled. The death mark caught us off guard and we were not able to respond as quickly as needed. I am told many others have been wiped out. These three stand because you held out as long as you did. And if events elsewhere sour for you, you will always be welcome to return here for sanctuary.” 
 
    “Your race is not V’kit’no’sat, yet you speak to me as if you were a peer,” Neoum said snarkily. “That both insults me and instills a bit of pride in how far we have brought the Zen’zat, if they were able to spawn an empire that could elevate a race such as yours to our level. No one other than the Zak’de’ron were able to achieve that,” the Hjar’at said as he turned away with the other 8 of his race following him as they headed for a nearby drop pod with a handful of loyal Zen’zat going with them. The rest stayed where they were, in their hexagonal ranks and full armor minus their helmets, the same as Rajamal who was standing before him. 
 
    “Are they all this egotistical?” Nelfrani asked him after the Hjar’at were out of earshot. 
 
    “Most are,” he admitted, “but we owe them for our existence, and were glad for the opportunity to serve.” 
 
    “But no longer?” 
 
    “The trust that was once there is gone. The war has gutted the V’kit’no’sat, and they are unable to protect the Ter’nat more than unwilling. If they do not pull resources to their own worlds, those worlds will likely fall. Many will fall anyway. They are not an empire that is comfortable with losing, and because they have been forced into that role many do not know what to do.” 
 
    “My empire was forged through losing battles, though before my time,” Nelfrani admitted. “The Archons and the Director know how to win and how to lose…which is why we bounce back from defeat strong than before if given the opportunity. We are giving the Ter’nat and the Zen’zat that opportunity now. I expect you to make use of it.” 
 
    “We stand ready for your orders, Meintre. What would you have us do this day?” 
 
    “Reclamation work. There is still an enemy on this planet, and one we must conquer quickly. You are legends to the Ter’nat, and they will trust you far more than my kind. We must organize the survivors, calm them, and make sure what resources we have are not wasted on hoarding, fighting, or mismanagement. We have seen this happen on other worlds, and we need to squash it now. The Ter’nat will go on minimal rations until we have enough for everyone, and I need your influence to cement their cooperation in this, for we do not have the personnel to enforce it across 3 planets.” 
 
    “Ter’nat do not fight amongst each other. This is why the Era’tran chose our race to elevate.” 
 
    “Starvation will do horrible things to people, even Ter’nat. And surviving orbital bombardment and surface slaughter can break many minds. You need to heal them with inspiration. Go out to them, organize them, and promise that food will be coming as quickly as we can grow it. Their mission is to wait, survive, and be alive for us to renourish later. Do you understand this, Zen’zat?” 
 
    “Partially. Are there supply convoys enroute?” 
 
    “No. We have brought Kiritak with us. Do you know what they are?” 
 
    “I do. They work extremely fast.” 
 
    “Yes, and we have an MCV with us, meaning we can create all the necessary Star Force infrastructure given enough time. Including bioharvest facilities, for we brought all the necessary seeds with us. Fast grow factories will be the first constructed, and the first site is already being prepped, but a planet half full of starving people is not something that can be dealt with quickly. We need to salvage what supplies still exist, and make the most out of your current infrastructure until we can get ours up and running. The Kiritak will guide all of this, but the Ter’nat must comply without hesitation or delay. Resistance of any kind will mean more people starve to death before we can help them. We also need to get Kich’a’kat out to those who need it.” 
 
    “Give me the specific assignments and we will begin immediately. And if you allow it, I can find other Zen’zat engaging Itaru’s forces and recall them here to help. I will need to use a ship or two, if the defense of this planet can spare them.” 
 
    “Do so, and take as many ships as you need. The threat of Star Force reprisal will protect this system from now on, and if someone is too stupid to understand what that means, we can hold out with the planetary defense station until our reinforcements arrive. And if we have to pull ships off the Hadarak front to do so, Itaru will pay a very heavy price for it.” 
 
    “We have been able to capture some of the enemy ships from time to time. Would you like us to continue to do so?” 
 
    “Not now. Securing the Ter’nat populations is the top priority, and if they work as slow as I have been told, we may need Zen’zat to step in and handle some of the manual labor until we get the automation rebuilt. The more Zen’zat we have to do that, the better. Go find as many as you can and bring them back here.” 
 
    “Will we be able to feed them when they arrive?” 
 
    “The Ter’nat will face rationing, the Zen’zat will not. You must have your strength to do what is necessary to save them. By the time you can get any additional Zen’zat here, our first fast grow facilities will be operational and able to support them.” 
 
    “There will be many, if my feel is accurate.” 
 
    “Use small crews to maximize the numbers left here to work.” 
 
    “With your permission, I will do so immediately.” 
 
    “Go now.” 
 
    Rajamal nodded respectfully, then turned and ran off along with a scattering of other Zen’zat breaking ranks at his telepathic command while leaving the others where they were, save for one. That one walked up to the Meintre and took Rajamal’s place there. 
 
    “I am Serinne. What would you have those of us remain do, Meintre?” 
 
      
 
    503 lightyears away… 
 
      
 
    Ikan was inside the prototype growth facility that was now patched up as much as they were able with local materials scavenged from every surrounding outpost and settlement. More survivors had been found here and there and incorporated into their workforce, but none had come out of the city, and those discovered out amongst the fields were near to death when they were found, having survived off emergency rations that were nearly depleted. 
 
    They now had a survivor population of 106, and more than enough food to sustain them, but their future was uncertain until a transport arrived one day and sent a spike of fear down everyone’s spine, fearing this was the end of them. No one had seen nor heard of the enemy since the initial bombardment, yet now there was ship silhouette descending out of the sky and landing in the nearest clearing some 3 miles away. 
 
    Ikan didn’t recognize the ship design, which he assumed meant it belonged to the enemy. He and the others stayed inside the compound and gathered up what supply packs they could, ready to try and make a run for it in all directions, but they waited given the fact that no one had actually shot at the building, though they were not hopeful for rescue. 
 
    A few took off anyway, just in case they were hostile, but most remained until a pair of bipeds in armor showed up in front of them suddenly. No one heard them coming, let alone saw them, yet here they were directly in front of them in full combat armor…with a symbol over their left breast that made Ikan begin to cry involuntarily, though most of the others either didn’t see it or realize its importance. 
 
    The Constublar walked forward, but before he could speak one of the sets of Star Force armor did. 
 
    “When was the last time you saw the attackers?” 
 
    “Not since the bombardment,” another Ter’nat said, for Ikan had somehow lost his voice in the emotion. “Who are you?” 
 
    “We are Esquires attached to the Star Force Knight race Meintre. We have been sent to rescue the Ter’nat that remain and annex your worlds into our empire. You’re the first we’ve found alive on this planet.” 
 
    “Only us?” Ikan finally said. 
 
    “So far. We’ve only been here a few hours, but the entire planet has been scorched. If some of you survived, hopefully others did too. Regardless, you’re our responsibility now. We’re going to set up some pre-fab shelters nearby and use this as our base of operation for the time being. Are any of you injured?” 
 
    “A few,” Ikan said, with one Ter’nat who had a broken arm in a sling walking forward to show himself. 
 
    “Come here,” the Esquire said, pulling something out of his pack. When the Ter’nat slowly walked up to him, he put the device on his exposed shoulder and it melted into his skin, which was when Ikan realized it must have been their version of a Kich’a’kat…the magical healing technology of the Overlords.  
 
    The Ter’nat’s arm was healed instantly, and he took it out of the sling and swung it around experimentally, then with gratitude evident in his eyes he looked up at the much taller alien’s opaque helmet.  
 
    “Does this mean you are our new Overlords?” 
 
    “The Meintre are, under order of Director Davis. The Ter’nat are no longer part of the V’kit’no’sat empire. You are now part of Star Force, and we’re going to protect you from the death mark Itaru has placed on your race. I need to know how many of you are here and if you know of any other survivors?” 
 
    Ikan didn’t listen to much of what followed. He sat down on the floor and cried tears he forgot he had. He’d always heard of the Humans who founded their own empire in the Rim, but he’d never thought they cared about the Ter’nat…and yet here they were, sending their servants to save them.  
 
    He couldn’t believe this is how it was going to end. An hour ago he had no future, and now… 
 
    Ikan just sat there in disbelieve, feeling as if a mountain of burden had been lifted off him. He was no longer in charge, and he was glad for it. He just wanted to be Ikan again, caring out the orders of people who knew far better than him what needed to be done, and before he knew it he was being transported via hover sled over to the clearing where their ship was as several more were landing and erecting buildings in a matter of minutes, into which the surviving Ter’nat were taken and processed. 
 
    Medical scans, clothing replacement, food trays, automated informational programs, and permanent wristbands with locator beacons so none of them could get lost. It all happened so fast he was just trying to keep up, then he found himself in a soft bunk near the others in his assigned room as he tried to sleep, but he couldn’t. He had too much to process, but one thing was clear. The nightmare was over, as was his time as part of the V’kit’no’sat empire. Now he was part of Star Force, for whatever that meant. He had no idea what tomorrow would bring, nor did any of the others who were whispering to each other as they could also not sleep. 
 
    Ikan laid quietly, looking up at the bottom of the bunk above him and running his fingers over the smooth, alien material. He didn’t know if it was Human material or from the Meintre, whom he’d been able to catch a glimpse of earlier. They were almost as large as a Brat’mar, and the Esquires moved around them much like the Zen’zat did with the V’kit’no’sat, but some had more than two arms and they came in various sizes, so he didn’t know what to make of them except that they must have been the Star Force version of Zen’zat, perhaps coming from multiple races? 
 
    There were so many questions and unknowns his mind wouldn’t stop flipping through it all until the weight of everything he survived and the memories of the people in the city finally caught up with him. The tears came back, and he didn’t run from the memories this time. He faced them, knowing that if he had stayed with the others he too would be dead…and had he brought them with him they never would have survived on the emergency rations he found. They might not even have made it out of the city. He wouldn’t if he hadn’t found that small water puddle in the transit station. 
 
    He couldn’t tolerate what had happened, but he accepted that he had no control over it and that he’d done well to keep himself alive as long as he had. Ikan hadn’t expected rescue, but it had come to him anyway and now he needed to let the past die along with the others, for there was no way for him to save it. 
 
    All he could do was embrace his future, whatever it may be with the Human empire and the few other Ter’nat that had survived here, but what he’d been told earlier stuck with him. That it wasn’t just this Ter’nat colony that was being annexed, but all of them. Hopefully some had fared better than this, perhaps some had not been hit at all. He desperately wanted that to be true. 
 
    Tomorrow would come and he’d tackle it then. Right now, with all the toxic emotions pouring out of him, he finally found a sense of peace…after which his fatigue took hold and he finally fell deep asleep.  
 
      
 
    5 months later… 
 
      
 
    Mak’to’ran paced back and forth across Garuva’s palace as he studied the incoming reports. Star Force’s Meintre race was moving everywhere, coming off the Hadarak front and out of the Rim, and now he finally knew why. One of his scout ships had had the good sense to confront and ask them what they were doing, which they had answered without resistance. 
 
    They were here to annex the Ter’nat colonies before the Zak’de’ron could kill them all, since the V’kit’no’sat could no longer protect them. And they were also offering sanctuary to any Zen’zat that showed up there requesting it. 
 
    Mak’to’ran didn’t know what to make of this. The idea of them coming in and stealing the Ter’nat was insulting…but primarily because he could not protect them all, yet he was protecting some of them, and even those worlds were being taken by Star Force using stun weaponry or simple logic to get them turned over to them. And in one case reported so far they’d even intervened and fought off a J’gar bombardment fleet to do so, meaning Mak’to’ran had a choice to make. 
 
    The Era’tran needed the Zen’zat. They needed them badly. And with no more Ter’nat colonies there would be no more Zen’zat…unless he let them breed, but that would change everything about the Zen’zat, and he feared it would destroy them just as assuredly as the Zak’de’ron purge would. But he didn’t have the power to tell Star Force no any more than he could stop the enemy from killing them. He could resist and cause a lot of havoc, but if Star Force wanted to devote the ships to it, they could take any world in the V’kit’no’sat empire that they wanted. They could probably even take Itaru without too much of a fight at this point. 
 
    Mak’to’ran needed his infantry, and he was already receiving reports of Zen’zat going missing. They were abandoning their duty stations and leaving in ships that never returned. Now that he knew of their amnesty offer from Star Force he had an inkling at what was happening. The Zen’zat were choosing Star Force over the V’kit’no’sat. One could protect the Ter’nat, the other could not, and though no Era’tran Zen’zat had abandoned their duty stations, it appeared to be happening frequently elsewhere. 
 
    Mak’to’ran cursed the Urrtren for being down. The little information he was getting was from couriers and the segments of the backup comm system the Era’tran had created long ago, but there were gaps in it that had yet to be rebuilt because Mak’to’ran didn’t have the ships to defend them. He was blind to most of what was happening in the galaxy outside the local region, and even that was spotty with the J’gar prowling and poaching his scout ships whenever they could catch one. 
 
    Jamtren was secure now, but badly damaged. Few knew it, and many thought it had fallen. Those that were informed otherwise were beginning to rally around the capitol again, even those that were not Era’tran, but Mak’to’ran’s grasp on them was feeble, and if he let them know who he was he’d only invite a second major invasion, which he couldn’t risk. 
 
    This annexation of the Ter’nat had to be dealt with, but how? He wasn’t sure yet, but he knew he couldn’t do nothing. The Zen’zat were the common bond all V’kit’no’sat races held, and without it they would fracture even further. He didn’t fault Star Force for stepping in to save their genetic predecessors, except when it involved taking worlds from the Era’tran that they had already secured. 
 
    With the Urrtren down he had no means to connect to the Star Force comm network, and he dare not leave Jamtren, not only for safety reasons but because his leadership was the only thing holding the system together.  
 
    He’d have to send a courier to get a message to Star Force and request they send someone here to discuss the matter. But would they come for Garuva? And would they send one of their leaders or an intermediary who couldn’t negotiate anything directly. 
 
    There was no time to play diplomatic games. He had to talk with the trailblazers or Davis directly, and the only way they would respond was if they knew it was him. But how could he tell them he was still alive without risking that knowledge getting back to the Zak’de’ron? 
 
    There were only a few locations he knew Star Force was at, for most of their evacuation fleets were mobile. He’d have to get a message to one of the fixed locations and hope it found its way to Star Force’s leaders without leaks, but first he had to get it there past the J’gar blockades in the neighboring systems trying to isolate knowledge that Jamtren had survived Itaru’s attempt to take it. 
 
    He could send a message out through the Era’tran comm grid then have a ship take it from there, but that was too risky. He had to send one directly, a physical message never to be sent over comms. But that meant running the blockade or taking a riskier jumplane. And he had few ships to spare as it was. 
 
    Nor did the J’gar, and Mak’to’ran had been harassing the blockades for some time, making the enemy keep more ships there than needed in order to divert them away from other targets. He could break through if needed, though it would be costly to both sides. 
 
    But he had to get a message through without revealing his identity. There was no choice other than to wait and see his empire whittled down even more with his inability to secure it slapping him in the face on a daily basis.  
 
    Things could not continue as they were, he knew that, but he also did not know what course to take…but he knew who he had to ask. And it was better to do it now than later. While he still had Zen’zat under his command. 
 
    So he made the decision and walked back to the tactical hologram as he began to plan the blockade break in the most fortuitous position he could to set up a quick run out to one of Star Force’s Fortress systems in Hadarak territory where the J’gar fleets did not patrol… 
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