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            There is a vast sky to explore. We know far too little.
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An explosion, massive and powerful, rocked the starship. The Talurian war birds and fighters appeared with ruthless cunning, firing on the starship. And they fired from many directions. Everyone inside the vessel was in shock and dismay. No one expected it. Their scanners failed to detect the massive fleet that appeared. It did not matter. The enemy had arrived, and they kept firing. Their fighters flew out with haste and in desperation, hoping to fend off the attackers. There were too many. A battle cruiser came, and another, and another starship. It doomed their vessel. The Talurians surrounded their starship and fired from multiple directions. A powerful blast erupted, tearing the ship to pieces. Everyone within died. The Tao-Hu starship was no more. The betrayal was a complete shock. Their visions had failed them. Everyone in Tao-Hu-Nava expected the Talurians to fight the Vestars. But they did the unthinkable. The Vestars waged war against them. 

Their attack stunned Li Teng and the Assembly. The news of the betrayal rattled everyone. Rage, hatred, disappointment, confusion, and a loathsome sense of desperation intertwined with fear. The Tao-Hus were telepaths. How was it they never foresaw the coming war against the Talurians? It did not require a visionary to tell that a war against them was likely. Where did they go wrong? Li Teng stood in utter consternation. He held his hand to his third eye, wishing to rip it out. He froze and remained silent as Lu Song reported the news from the front lines. Killing En Tang was the right thing to do. He realized it now. He understood what was at play. En Tang wanted power for himself. He conspired to dethrone the Assembly. All this while, he altered their visions as he directed and controlled the processes. It was to ensure their deception. They had worked with the Talurians to forge a new path forward. However, with his death and the support of those backing their cause, the Talurians showed their hand. What they wanted was control. Everyone wanted to extend their reach. Traitors abounded. En Tang was not the first, nor would he be the last. But he was the greatest threat to the empire. His death came too late. Now, the empire was at a turning point. Attacked by the two most powerful species in Andromeda, the Tao-Hus would inevitably fall. His visions were clear as day. There was no way to prevent the inevitable. And with them, the Praying Mantises and Faran-Jars would soon fall. A powerful darkness had overtaken Andromeda. Despotic species, genocidal, arrogant, and xenophobic, filled with hatred for everyone else they deemed inferior, were now rising. And to Li Teng, the consequences were horrific. The two had bartered and divided Andromeda between them. Two giants did not balance each other. No, they conspired all along to deceive everyone. 

The Talurians were never enemies with the Vestars. That was the great deception. But what Li Teng did not see, understand, and could not, because of En Tang’s skillful treachery, was that the Vestars were not the masters. They were but a pawn like the Rok Matars. They, too, were beholden to another: the Talurians. They were the puppet masters all along. The Vestars were not their greatest foes. The dark force behind everything was the Talurians. How did they not see the obvious? The shapeshifters had infiltrated the Vestar Empire decades ago. They sealed off their sectors alongside the Vestars; it was their way to prop up the Vestars into a veritable fighting force. Now it was clear. The Talurians likely had replaced the Vestar command with their spies. They built them to do their bidding. While everyone marveled at the rise of the Vestars, few bothered or focused on the Talurians. It was the perfect deception. They had a bright light focused on the hateful Rok Matars and their Vestar masters. But all along, the ones pulling the strings were not the Vestars but the Talurians. 

Li Teng slumped in his chair. Lu Song glared in shock. Everyone in the Assembly hollered, argued, shrieked, and cried in confusing anger and pain. They knew what it meant for them. Their forces were being annihilated by two powerful forces. Lu Song kept giving his report. The onslaught was beyond words. The Talurians pounded their fighters with blinding cruelty. Their pilots had no time to respond. Attacked by the Rok Matars and Vestars, they had no way to fend off the Talurians, who came not to their aid but to finish them. The lions and hyenas joined forces to kill the gazelle that had run with all it had. It could go no more. It had spent all its energy hoping a friend would save it at the last moment. But the Talurians did what they always did; they stabbed them in the back and face.

Li Teng scanned the members of the Assembly. They waited for his response. He held back. For the first time, he had no words. His third eye opened wide as he focused. He searched far and wide, seeking a way out. The future had endless possibilities. Nothing was set until it passed. In the present, their actions could alter the course of future events. They joined forces. The room was bright with all the glimmering eyes. They held hands as they shrieked in their desperate search for answers. One hard look and Li Teng blinked. There! He found an answer to their problem. The chances of success were infinitely remote. But it was better than assuring failure. All other visions came to the same conclusion: their destruction, nothing but endless deaths everywhere. But nature always gave hope, a way out of darkness. There was always a glimmer to show a way out. It required deliberate actions. And it was beyond their control. For hope was not within their hands. Forces beyond their reach or influence would determine their fate. All they could do was send a mission to pave the way to alter the result to favor them. It was near impossible, but all they could do was hope. Li Teng sent two squadrons in search of the starship they knew was an answer to their prayers. Everyone sought the starship lost in the dark skies.

“Send word to everyone informing them of the great betrayal. The praying mantises and the Faran-Jars must come to our aid.”

“With their help, we will still fall,” said Lu Song. “We are fighting greater numbers and more advanced fighters. The praying mantises and the Faran-Jars will not come to our defense, knowing well what they will face at home. No, they will reinforce their defenses and prepare all their resources to protect their homes and families. We are at the front lines. It was our responsibility to protect ourselves. We believed alliances with others were guaranteed. All it guaranteed was that we weakened ourselves as they broke the alliance, and once loyal allies betrayed us. The time for reckoning has come. We failed ourselves.”

Changeling One, the Great Ra, fell back. He removed the Nemes, the striped linen headdress that covered his head and the back of his neck, with flaps hanging down in front of his shoulders. His long, dark hair cascaded across his bare shoulders. Beside him stood his guards and Changeling Two. Ra held the crook and flail, two prominent symbols associated with the pharaoh's role as both shepherd of his people and provider of nourishment, in his hands. His breathing quickened. He stared at the personal guards and military commanders as he gave yet more instructions for them to carry out. He concentrated as he directed them to fulfill their destiny and destroy their enemies. But who were their enemies? They had not attacked the Vestars, whom everyone believed were the force behind the war. His general stood, smiling, triumphant, and confident that their time had come. Certainty and clarity whirled. Changeling One, the Great Ra, understood one thing few could appreciate. Wars were won before the battle began. His spies were the best there were, for obvious reasons. He knew his adversaries through and through. They were no match for their great empire. The Vestars, with their logic, had failed. Everyone did. No enemy was more powerful than one that could transform into another. The obvious was that they were ubiquitous and had infiltrated the ranks of governments everywhere. En Tang was a spy for the Talurians. He perverted their visions. He conjured lies to keep the other fools within the Tao-Hu Empire blind to what was to come. As for the Vestars, it was easier. No fortress was unassailable. The moment A’Ress Mvian killed Rok Guaron was her undoing. For Rok Guaron carried within his craft a Talurian spy. But A’Ress Mvian was not a Vestar. They had long since replaced the real Vestar with another of their spies. It was their way of bringing another to reinforce their position.

“We must let everyone believe we are not in charge of anything. We are merely seeking to control our sector. Attack the Tao-Hus to give us the control we seek. Fend off the Vestars and anyone else who is not from our sector out.”

“No one will believe our deception.”

“Illusions! Give them mirages, things to question, to confuse them. They must have doubts. Our deception must be realistic, and nothing says realism like Vestar ships burning in the sky.”

“But we can’t destroy their vessels. We need them.”

“Ensure you destroy the starship that was to be decommissioned. Let everyone see its absolute destruction at our hands. They will believe we are merely seeking to take advantage. They will trust we are at war with the Vestars and Rok Matars. Send a message that they must empty the starship and send fighters that are disposable. All will be destroyed. Let Andromeda see we kill Vestars and Rok Matars. The charade must continue. The lies must persist. We must not let them know we are the force behind many things.”

“But our attack on the Tao-Hus shows we have sided with the Vestars.”

“No, it shows we seek to gain. That is why you must ensure many see the destruction of the starships and hundreds of Rok Matar and Vestar fighters. Ensure none is of value. Let them be empty of pilots we need. Use drones to pilot them to ensure we send the message to everyone. They must remain confused. They must demand that we reconsider, and they shall give us concessions. It will ensure the war ends a lot sooner. We will win this war for Andromeda, not only with our might, but with our cunning. In the end, the Vestars will fall. They must for us to rise. But everyone will hail us as liberators.”

“But the Tao-Hus?”

“An unfortunate sacrifice to ensure our gain. Such a pity. But to be honest, it was long overdue. They tampered with our expeditions to Earth and helped bring the hateful humans to Andromeda.”

“Why are the Vestars giving the Rumalions generous treatment?”

“It’s all the same. It is our strategy to confuse our enemies and gain favor with a useful and desperate species eager to do our dirty work.”

“And the praying mantises?”

“Their time will come. They are an abomination. Females ruling. Hateful ideas.”

“But we had female Pharaohs.”

“But it led to our demise. But that is not the main reason for my disdain of the mantises. They are a threat to us. Let’s not fool ourselves. They have to be weakened. They procreate at a greater speed than we can. If we don’t do something now, they will overrun us with their hordes.”

Eyes locked, Ra smiled. His strategy was masterful. No one expected it. And he was confusing them yet again. The attack on the Vestars followed. They destroyed many Rok Matar and Vestar ships. They picked a place where they ensured many would get a good show. Their fighters ruthlessly pursued and fired at the Rok Matars. They choreographed the battle. Each fought bravely, and many Talurian birds were also blown to smithereens, a small price to pay for their artful strategy. But Tao-Hus, Rok Matars, Vestars, and everyone saw the carnage. Word spread throughout Andromeda. Everyone was confused. What did it all mean? Everyone was at war with everyone. No clear lines were marked in the sky. Everyone was fighting for their survival. There were no friends, only enemies. That was what the Talurians wanted everyone to believe. It would divide those seeking to unite. They wanted fear and doubts. They sowed the seeds of distrust. The Vestars Wars had grown to a terrifying new dimension.
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With thunderous applause, they celebrated. The illusion had been undone. The Rok Matars and Vestars knew they, along with the Talurians, were an unstoppable force. Arrogance, wishful thinking, and self-delusion were the order of the day. They carved up Andromeda to their pleasure. The Talurians would retain control of the Gimani and Delani sectors. The Vestars and Rok Matars would dominate the Apari and Betani sectors. Two great powers mirroring each other, balancing common interests and assuring the elusive peace everyone sought. That was the delusion. For behind it all, one true power stood, the Talurians. They had no interest in sharing power with anyone. Their goal was absolute dominance of Andromeda and the submission of every species within. But their disdain for humans was on par with the Vestars’ desire to see them wiped out. The three leaders stood: A’Ress Mvian, the Vestar Queen, Changeling One, the Great Ra, and Rok Haktar, the Grunt Sar of Ovidion. They signed their peace pact. Outside, no one else was aware of what had occurred. Other species were waging an existential war. The three most powerful species in Andromeda sealed a deal to last a thousand years. It would bring peace and prosperity to them at the expense of the others. Humans were to be annihilated in no uncertain terms. It was out in the open, their hate, disdain, and genocidal desire to wipe out any species they saw as different. Humans were different. They thought, reasoned, questioned, and above all dared defy those accustomed to rule with sadistic cruelty.

Fighters flew into the Gimani sector. The Talurians and Vestars attacked. The Vestars focused on the praying mantises. The Talurians concentrated against the Tao-Hus. Their divided foes were now weakened. The skies were in an endless blaze of fire. Fighters, starships, and cruisers, everything fought. They destroyed and were destroyed. They attacked planet after planet, moon after moon. No sector was safe. Everyone who could flee left in desperation to save their lives. Many died trying. Anyone in the crossfire died. They spared no one. 

“Rok JaranTar, redirect resources to the front lines. We must weaken the Praying Manitis’ defenses,” said A’Ress Mvian.

“We need more fighters. We have lost a third of our pilots and crafts. At the rate we are going, we will be down to half.”

“But how?”

“They are plowing into our ships. How do we defend against fighters barreling into our ships in many directions? Unlike our warriors, who are eager to die but value their lives and wish to continue fighting, the Praying Mantises have greater numbers and are suicidal. It is something we heard of but didn’t believe would be as widespread.”

“They are desperate. Their strategy will fail in the end. Every warrior is valuable in a war of attrition. No matter the numbers, they can’t burn through such numbers without it becoming a problem in the long run.”

“It’s a problem now. Our advance has stalled. And the Faran-Jars have become a veritable dilemma as well. We need more numbers against them, or they will weaken us from the rear.”

“We will have the Talurians redirect forces against the Praying Mantises. We must advance systematically towards the Faran-Jars. But the Tao-Hu’s days are numbered. What's the report on them?”

“Their defenses are faltering. I won’t say they are not fighting bravely. They sure are. They can predict the future and expected our attacks. But in a game of numbers, it is difficult for them to sustain so many calculations. Our onslaught keeps them blind. Before they can come up with an answer, they have ten more problems slamming them down. It is inevitable. I am sure they see the writing on the wall. Their fall is forthcoming. With them destroyed, we will finally subdue the Gimani sector.”

A’Ress Mvian was elated. Their grand strategy had worked. They could not veer off course. They had to press forward and keep the pressure on the praying mantises.

Dead Leaf listened to Brown Eyes. All he brought was fear. They got terrible news. The Talurians did what she expected. They betrayed them. But she prepared for it. The Tao-Hus had failed miserably. She did not grasp their precipitous decline. But that was not her concern. She had to accelerate many things. Her scientists were busy building a powerful weapon. They had kept its construction a secret. It proved difficult. Everyone hid their secrets in the dark skies. Time was running out. 

“When will it be ready?” said Dead Leaf.

“I’m afraid we need more time,” said Brown Eyes with a quiet anger in his tone.

“General, time is against us. Do what it takes to speed up the work.”

“It stretched us thin. We are fortunate that the Faran-Jars are a stubborn bunch. My advice is to join forces with them. Speak with their leaders. It is our only recourse to stave off the Vestars.”

Dead Leaf was motionless. She creased her eyes in deliberation as she glanced at Brown Eyes. “We have no choice. My sister did us a disservice. Had I known how important her work was, perhaps I would have done things differently?”

“Nothing would have altered the course of events. She would not have given you her life’s work for you to take power. She was heiress to the throne. She did everything for her glory.”

“What has that led to? Everything burns. Our empire is on the precipice. Our enemies conspired and have attacked us with unrelenting fury. We have stood strong, but we are no match for them. They are too many, and they have more of everything. No matter how many eggs the females and I could produce, it would not suffice. Supplying them with ootheca fighters and starships is the challenge. Resources are limited. The Vestars cut us off from both the Betani and Delani sectors. Their strategy was effective.”

“Had we worked with the Karilians, perhaps things would have been more favorable.”

“What if this, what if that? It is pointless. Let’s focus on what is. We must get the weapon ready and keep them back as long as possible.”

Kraxtus, Gailani, and Enara went to the deck where they kept the Karilian refugees. There, they encountered Gilora Dejar consoling them. Humans helped to bring supplies and provide medical care. The absence of Rumalions was noticeable. It was intentional. Naïa instructed the Rumalion crew to keep away. It was the best decision for the moment. Emotions were high, and anything could cause an eruption of anger. But Kraxtus was eager to show his kind that they were safe. He and Enara reconciled. They put aside their petty differences. They both were relieved. He could tell that Gailani was happy as well. Having to fend off Enara and keep the hate going had taken a toll. He was exhausted as well. But the Vestar War came. And their survival as a species required them to keep composed. He knew Max and Naïa were doing everything to hold the ship together. The Chancellor was also doing an extraordinary thing. They could not be the source of problems. And his mission was simple. He had to tell the Karilians coming on the starship that they had to be in their best behavior. Most were females and children. But soon, males would come. They had a few within the group. Those were in prison for security reasons. Max sent him and Gilora to find out who they were and if they could be trusted or had to be executed. Kraxtus entered the deck. Wandering eyes zoned on him. He could tell that many distrusted him. Many hated him. Some feared him. Correction most feared him. These were Karilians who sided with Kravalus-Tax. Gilora Dejar sent the High Command a report of her findings. He read it. While most were regular civilians, within their ranks were Karilians who were of the upper-class supporters of the empire. He was not there to prosecute civilians and others who were not in positions of power, but he had to find out if anyone was a threat. Military commanders and leaders were a danger. Spies came in many forms. Within the women, an assassin could lie. How to tell the difference between a crying mother and a deceptive criminal eager to destroy their ship? So they came after having spoken at length. Gailani entered last as if she were not a part of the team. She was young, attractive, and could play the part of a naïve girl with no problem. Everyone was to gather information. They had to find out as quickly as possible who was a threat and who was not. Now, the numbers were small and manageable. With time, if things did not go south, more Karilians would come. But Kraxtus wanted to prevent a disaster. An attack by one Karilian would put everyone in jeopardy. The Rumalions were eager to blast them into space. He and the team had to ensure nothing happened. Max told him and Enara privately they had better kiss long and hard and make love like they were the last Karilians in Andromeda. And that was one advice they both took seriously and followed. Now, the hard work began.

“Kraxtus,” said Enara. “This will be a difficult task. I fear I am not going to be of any help.”

“Why is that?”

“Most recognize me and will tell me nothing.”

“You must let them trust you. They will let down their guard if you assure them you are with them. Don’t judge. Listen. Our task is not to take sides.”

“But we have taken sides. Max and Naïa are against the empire. So too are you and everyone else on this ship,” said Enara.

“We have discussed this already. We wanted to avoid exactly what happened. Arguing about it will change nothing. We must ensure we find out if anyone within the group is a threat to this starship and everyone within it. If one attack causes problems, Max and the others will change their decision and not save any more. That is something we can’t afford.”

“Kraxtus, I must tell you that within the women there is someone.”

“Who?”

“The woman with the young boy at the far corner.”

“Who is she? I have met with most, but have focused on those on this side.”

“Kraxtus, you mentioned you attacked Kravalus-Tax’s family home. Did you not?”

“Yes, I don’t get what you are talking about.”

“Kraxtus, do you remember his wife and son?”

He zoned on the woman hiding behind a group of females. He could tell she cowered and trembled as she hugged her son, pressing against a wall, wanting to stay hidden.

“Enara, what are you telling me?”

“I believe she is Kravalus-Tax’s wife, and he is his son.”

“What? That can’t be. I destroyed their home.”

“And that you did. But were they there?”

“Kravalus-Tax would never let his wife and son out of his sight.”

“Let’s do something. I will walk towards her. You pretend to talk with someone else. But keep an eye on her. You will notice that she focuses on you. She and everyone here recognize you. They plastered your image throughout the empire. Those who sided with the empire fear you. They know a word, a signal, or a stern stare, and they would die. They understand power and fear it. You have power over them.”

“No, I don’t. There are rules.”

“Kraxtus, I know you are not comfortable using the power you have. But a word from your mouth can be life-giving or result in death. They understand and fear you. These Karilians are not ordinary civilians. Most Karilians had no access to freighters and fighter crafts to escort them out. The pilot is a trained fighter for the Empire. We must never free him. Interrogate him like an enemy. Within these women are others who may have blood on their hands. Everyone here benefited from the cruelty of the empire. They have rejoiced at the suffering of the Rumalion nation. The hate the Rumalions have for them is justified. Their fear is not unfounded. These Karilians clamored for the destruction of the Rumalions' nation. These are the Karilians who had banquets, celebrated, and benefited the most from the oppression. What the Rumalions argue and say is the truth. The poor Karilians will never get out of the planets or moons they are on. The elite are the only ones who can board a ship, a freighter, a cargo vessel, or a fighter to freedom. And we have welcomed the oppressors into our starship. What irony.”

“The fact that you tell me this is mindboggling. Days before, you championed their cause.”

“I made a mistake. We have discussed it. Please endeavor to forgive me and move beyond my error. My brother caused us unimaginable harm. The wounds are fresh. The Rumalions on this starship want our blood. You and I, and Gailani, including Gilora, are at risk. They outnumber us. They could rebel and take over this starship.”

“Perhaps, I wouldn’t rule it out. But Max and Naïa are no fools. They have reinforced security in key areas. Rumalions are not in the engine room, the weapons, and defense areas. Most are separate within their vessels. They keep the few that are within the starship in restricted areas and under constant watch.”
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Kraxtus stepped. Each step was heavier than the last. His heart drummed hard. He clenched his fist. It ensured he did not tremble, or if he did, that it was not noticeable. He could sense the tension. All eyes locked on him. His gaze caused them to shudder. They stared away in unbridled fear. He understood what Enara said. These were the enemy. Within the group were the wives, daughters, and sons of the elite. He felt nauseated. He understood they were the species. He never thought this was the likely result. What was he to expect? The empire had resources, but most civilians and resistance fighters did not. They would rescue those in the opposition. He understood this was a serious problem. The more they brought in, the worse things would get.

Kraxtus tried to remember. He had met Kravalus-Tax’s wife and his son many years before. But Enara would know. She was Kravalus-Tax’s sister. The Karilian was in fear. That was clear. Perhaps she was a pilot’s wife, a military commander’s wife, or someone in the leadership. She had reasons to fear. But Kravalus-Tax would never send his wife and son with a lone fighter into the dark skies. No, he’d have all his force with him. Something was not adding up. But with each step, he could tell the Karilian kept pulling back. Others stared, but no one dared make a false move. Everyone trembled. He glanced, and Enara held her pistol in her hand. The guards did as well. No one was taking any chances. Gailani kept speaking with a small group with many children. Gilora Dejar stood talking to another female who held her infant in her arms. But her eyes were locked on the Karilian female, desperately trying to find a place to hide. There was no place to hide. Kraxtus felt conflicting emotions. He did not enjoy what he was doing. Terrifying females with infants gave him no glory, no joy. Had she been a male warrior, he’d charge to grab his neck. He halted his advance. Was it guilt, pity, or regret? He did not know the answer. He remembered he dropped the powerful missile. He smiled when he did so. Now, he faced those he intended to kill. Hate. Their eyes had hate. They recognized him. His face was the face of the monster that dropped the bomb that killed hundreds of thousands. And the wolf entered the den filled with helpless lambs. His guards pointed at the children, and the mothers sobbed in terror. He had given the signal, and they had taken one he suspected was a threat. Gilora did the same. Enara repeated. He forgot these were terrified females. Without compassion, he kept nodding, signaling this one, that one, and the other over there with a child in hand. And the guards grabbed them. They dragged them screaming in fear as they took them away. His eyes flared, and they cringed, wanting to disappear below the floor. He had done his round but avoided going to the last section. He feared what he would find. But why? What would he find? He would face a mother and child he intended to kill. Dropping the missile was easy. He blocked it out, not wanting to think of the consequences. But this was personal. He knew Kravalus-Tax’s wife and his son. He visited many times at the beginning. She had welcomed him into their home. This was before he and Kravalus-Tax became bitter enemies. He kept staring, hoping it was not them. But his eyes dared not deceive him. It was her. How? He was confused. What cruel joke was this? What bitter irony. Tears fell from her eyes. At a distance, Enara stood flaying her pistol, telling the others to stand down. The guards approached, having received the signal. Many held their hands to their mouths. Mothers clung to their children. Everyone cried. Some sat silent, motionless, with tears pouring. Fear overwhelmed the deck. Children cried, not understanding what was going on. Gailani, his little sister, shook her head in shame. She ran out, not wanting to be part of the horror. His legs trembled. Her eyes avoided his. He was not as brave as he believed he was. He lowered his eyes and turned back. Enara grabbed his arm and pushed him forward, forcing him to be strong. He could not weaken, not now, not before them. He had to be resolute, tough, and show that they would execute justice. He raised his finger as he pointed at the Karilian mother and her young child. The guards surrounded her and took her away. She remained silent. She had given up, knowing well her end had come. No enemy kept the family of their vanquished foe alive. His finger signaled her death. But her eyes pleaded. She pushed her son away as if he was not hers. Her son grabbed her hand, sobbing, not understanding. But Kraxtus insisted on the guards taking the boy as well. Without mercy or compassion, he stared as they took them away. The Karilian mother wailed as the others cowered, hiding their faces in their children’s bodies. No one dared watch. Everyone feared they’d be next. And Kraxtus had to be strong. He continued. He recognized another. He hated that he knew them. Many he had met before he became an enemy of the state. And they took another and another. Mother and child, they took them both. They spared no one. He showed no mercy.
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