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Fires burned. A’Ress Mvian’s proud capital was in ruins. The enemy dropped countless powerful bombs. She survived because she was elsewhere. And from the report she received, her allies suffered similar fates. It shook her. Her enemies had gained an advantage. And yet, she had no idea who was directly responsible. She kept listening to General Tran Zel. The images were undeniable. Those who dropped the powerful neutron bombs were Rok Matar fighters. It stunned her. Vestars were logical and avoided making emotional decisions.  Anger was a direct path to irrationality. She was raving and fuming, hollering at Tran Zel. She ordered them to open a communication channel with Rok JaranTar and Rok Atox. She wanted an explanation. What happened was intolerable. They had to give her a reason not to obliterate Rok Matars.

“The evidence is unquestionable. Rok Matar fighters dropped neutron bombs on Terra Vesta. Explain to me what I am missing.”

“Great A’Ress Mvian. We have no explanation. The Rok Matars remain loyal to you and the Vestars.”

“It means other rebellious Rok Matars escaped. Regardless, we must hunt those behind the attack and eliminate them. We must let them understand they made a grave mistake. They precipitated their demise. We must bring this war to its rightful conclusion. Victory is ours. The praying mantises were likely behind the attacks. They are the only species with the technology. We must concentrate everything we have to destroy them. We must rid Andromeda of the bugs. They are an abomination unfit to live among civilized species.”

“We will gladly rid Andromeda of all who stand in our way. Finally, we shall end this destructive war,” said Rok JaranTar. They cut off the communication link.

“Tran Zel, we must strike swiftly. Everything is unfolding. The Rok Matars may turn against us the longer this war continues. Rok JaranTar and Rok Atox cannot keep the Rok Matars in line. They have suffered, and we are in no position to make them quickly enough. Everything could be undone if we do not end this war.”

“We should negotiate peace.”

“Never! Total victory or nothing. The praying mantises stand in our way, and we must do to them as the Karilians did to the Surtrons. It’s time.”

“They will judge us and find us cruel and despotic.”

“We will write history. It has always been the case victors are glorious and just. The losers are villainous, deserving of death and destruction. No one will remember praying mantises and humans existed. They will be an inconvenient dust storm that comes to nothing.”

“We must coordinate our offensive with the Talurians and Axiars. Going alone again will achieve nothing.”

“What is their situation?”

“They, too, suffered a surprise attack.”

“All it did was to strengthen our resolve to win this war. We are just. Humans are unfit to live among civilized nations. If anything, like all insects of the worst kind, we should stomp them. Andromeda is our home, and they do not belong here.”

Velal and Tara Rakalen kept scanning communication channels. The attack was not on their planet, but it was common knowledge. The Rok Matars and Vestars had suffered from a powerful surprise attack. What did it mean? Velal knew this was war. He expected they’d be attacked. What he wondered was how they’d escape. They had discussed their next move. Everyone agreed they had to head to the Faran-Jar Empire. Staying at the base was no longer in their interest. Larger machines were digging everywhere in their desperate search for minerals. It was only a matter of time before they discovered the base. Waiting until the Rok Matars discovered them was not a wise idea. They had to make a preemptive move. So they trained and prepared to make the jump.

Velal stood outside, staring at the clear blue sky. Many enemy ships flew above. He wondered if they were fooling themselves. How would four stingrays slip away when so many Vestar and Rok Matar ships flew above?

“You are pensive. What troubles you?” said Tara Rakalen.

“Are we crazy? Look! There are so many. How will we get past them?”

“We have to try. Perhaps when the Faran-Jars launch another attack, we can join them.”

“In that case, we must keep preparing and wait for the opportunity to come.”

“Velal, no matter how everything turns out, thank you. You did a brave thing, and we will always be grateful to you.”

“We will probably all die.”

“No, something tells me the war is turning. The Vestars suffered a major attack.”

“That’s hope speaking. They will retaliate with brutality. The good thing is the war will end. Either you or I will be better when it does.”

“You should join the Rumalions and return to your home planet.”

“I can’t go back to that life. We have argued this point. We should focus so we are ready when the time comes.”

Max smiled. He and the Chancellor celebrated. Everyone in the high command joined in the celebration. Though it did not secure victory, it proved they could surprise their enemies. It was a turning point. Green Eyes gave them an advantage. They could attack anywhere in Andromeda. There were a few places they could not go.

“Green Eyes, you did it. You achieved something that will give us victory,” said Max.

“We cannot celebrate victory. The portal has limitations. We exhausted the resources we had. Now we have to wait until we gather sufficient minerals to launch another offensive. It may be weeks, if not months, before we can repeat what we did.”

“Really! I thought you flip a switch and we keep going through.”

“With time, I can stabilize the machines that generate the portals. Everything is experimental. That we succeeded was an achievement. I must repair many things that burnt and failed after the third try.”

“But can you repair it?”

“Yes, I can. But everything takes time and resources. We have to find another planet to supply us with the minerals we require. Moving from one place to another has its advantages. But it is not ideal for mining.”

“Can’t we stay on Solaren and keep it going from there?”

“It is not advisable. They would discover where we are based. That’s why I developed a portal generator we could mount on the starship. With time, everyone will do the same. For now, we have an advantage.”

“Let’s return to Solaren, get the minerals, and hurry to another location.”

“We don’t have a choice. Let’s hope we don’t encounter any enemy fighters as we head back.”

Her journey had been long. She travelled to many planets. She understood why defeating the praying mantises was nearly impossible. Finding branches that led to the capital, Ootheca was harder than anything. She kept meandering from place to place merely to be stranded on a planet like many others. And each was the same. They bred millions of praying mantises. The Vestars would have to wipe out every planet to win the war. It was easier said than done. And she feared the praying mantises had stopped communicating as they did. Something changed, as if someone shut off the radio signal. The last message she deciphered left her perplexed. To her, it meant they were preparing for a final push. If all praying mantises attacked, the Talurian Empire would not stand. That the Talurians would wipe out most using their advanced weapons and ships was not a question. But they’d not survive to celebrate anything. And she could not reach Ootheca. Everything conspired to send her on diverse paths away from the heart of the empire. Each time she believed she was near, she inevitably ended back at the beginning.

Lack of trying would not be the reason for her failure. And she swung, severing the praying mantis’ head off. And with it, she assumed his identity. As she had done countless times, she sat in a freight vessel. She picked one randomly, not mentioning where she wanted to head. Perhaps mentioning Ootheca led to them sending her far away. So she simply followed a squadron flying away. To her surprise and good fortune, she listened to other proud soldiers saying they had been selected to join an elite fighter squadron to serve the queen. They were headed to the capital where they’d join many others who were entrusted with the security of the queen and the high command. She had killed a top general that went where he was not supposed to. Everyone had vices. To her unfortunate victim, it resulted in his demise.

Ishtar and Gilora kept admiring their child. They were hopeful their son, Jar Gul, would have a future. Perhaps he could never live in Karil Nova or Jar-Andakar. But what mattered was not everyone was as hostile to his birth as they feared. At first, the Karilians were outraged. But with time, their anger simmered down. There were no Faran-Jars in their midst. Ishtar was not naïve, nor hopeful. Emotions would not sway them. Faran-Jars were deeply protective of their culture and way of life. They despised impurities, and they would not accept a Karilian and Faran-Jar hybrid. His life was far away from them. Why would he want to return? He would lose his head, and it was not profitable but impracticable to survive without a head. Besides, he could transact profitably from afar without risking body and limb.

“We must encourage Max to search for Ursus. Regardless of whether the war ends with victory for our side, you and I cannot return,” said Ishtar.

“To be honest, I don’t want to return home. Maybe to visit for old time’s sake. But I no longer want to live among Karilians,” said Gilora.

“I have been thinking. Green Eyes has sent drones to attack our enemies. She should do the same to investigate what is beyond the dark skies. It is high time we find out what, if anything hides behind this artificial barrier.”

“You are convinced it is artificial?”

“Without a doubt.”

“The planet we saw when the wormhole spat us back out, what do you suppose it was?” said Gilora.

“I don’t know. But maybe it is the reason for everything. What are the odds a wormhole would spit us so near to such an intriguing planet?”

“If only we could go back to the same coordinates and investigate.”

“That’s a great idea. I will speak to Max. He and Naïa could send a drone. It could lead to us discovering what hides beyond that wormhole.”

“I hope this war ends soon.”

“I believe it will. Wars end when money ends. They have burnt through their resources. Even though Faran-Jars are considered stupid, we are great with numbers. Wars are expensive, with so many soldiers to feed and supply with weapons and everything to keep them going. Keeping it going is difficult. I suspect the Vestars are desperate to win, for they failed to quantify the true costs. Our nation is built on securing money. We are not burning the future, but the past. They are burning their future. By this I mean we are spending yesterday’s money, not borrowing, sacrificing future generations.”

“But if all is destroyed, it will affect your children. There is simply no way to avoid it.”

“You are right. But we prepared and saved money precisely to ensure we can quickly rebuild. Sure, the loss of life is a debt we can never repay, but we will rebuild faster than our adversaries.”

“I wish I could say the same of Karilians. We will never be the same. Rebuilding all that has been destroyed would take many generations. We will be behind for centuries on account of this disastrous war. We should have remained neutral.”

“It would not have worked.”

“It could have. No one has attacked the Tarzex. How come they have not gotten involved in the war?”

“They are not a hostile bunch and don’t have a problem bowing to others.”

“But the Vestars could easily have exploited them.”

“The Tarzex are smarter than you give them credit. They understood they had to keep on friendly terms with those in the Apari and Betani sector. It served them well. We, however, are in a heavily contested sector, and nothing but strength will do.”
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They had a great night. Kravalus-Tax and Akina could not be more overjoyed. She revealed she was pregnant. Everything was moving at a rapid pace. Kravalus-Tax could not wait. His legacy required him to have a child. That was their way. She was young and in her prime, desperate to accomplish her dream. It was a culmination of everything Karilians worked for. They were proud warriors, and family and bloodlines were everything to them. Understandably, Kravalus-Tax ensured everyone shared in his joy. Of late, things were going well. Everyone felt more confident. They had more fighters, more pilots, and intercepted messages that gave them reasons to celebrate. The Rok Matars and Vestars were not invincible and had suffered great devastation. While he was not fooling himself into a false sense of hope, he knew a door had opened. They had to make a fateful decision. They would emerge to wage war. But they had to decide their next course of action. Who would they direct their forces against? For the first time in his life, Kravalus-Tax hesitated. He understood the risks. They had few options. One was to liberate Karil Nova. But he knew they would not succeed. That was a delusion. They had insufficient fighters to hold what gains they could garner. The second idea of heading to the Faran-Jar Empire was more likely to succeed. They had to get help. Going it alone would end one way, with their destruction.

“We can move the moon,” said his second in command.

“That would give us away.”

“No, it is the only option we have left. This is a military fortress. They designed it as such. We can power the core and blast away as a star cruiser. It is the perfect base, so it can stay hidden next to a planet. We have not moved it on account we had insufficient fighters to protect it. But now we are better prepared with sufficient squadrons to hold our ground. No starship or cruiser is unassailable. This base is no different. But if we are to succeed, we must act. The time for preparations is over. We require more resources and a planet to rebuild.”

“Let us wait. Normally, I’d be the first to fight. I prefer we keep our Karilians safe. The risks are great. We should move this base to another planet that could serve our purposes. Let’s focus on that instead. It is easier to defend our positions on a large planet. There, we can ensure Karilians rebuild. The base will serve our military purpose, and we can wage war more freely knowing well Karilians are safe elsewhere.”

“You are wise, Kravalus-Tax,” said Akina. “You have grown, placing our Karilians first to your desire for vengeance.”

“Do not confuse things. I seek vengeance. We must fight back to retake our home world. But we must do things the right way. Have our scientists select a planet that could serve us.”

Dead Leaf stood. Like everyone else, she, too, received the news. She knew what it meant. Her sister, Green Eyes, had succeeded. It was not a good thing. That her sister had not attacked her was no consolation. She was sure it was coming. It meant time was slipping. It required they launch a massive push to win the war. Her forces had kept their offensive. They had suffered great losses. It was water under the bridge. What mattered was her next move. She had to give her foes a powerful blow to knock them out. And she had her eyes locked on the Talurians. They were her greatest threat. Shapeshifters were deadly and had forced her to make drastic changes for their survival. But she knew praying mantises were strong because of their numbers. And her order was to attack the Talurians with overwhelming force.

“Grand Gantroy, the time has come. Prepare to bring down the Talurians. Together with all our forces, we will overwhelm their defenses and free the Gimani sector.”

“We must be careful. The Axiars may take advantage to strike us in the back.”

“We have no choice but to attack. Waiting is not to our advantage. They are dealing with the surprise attack on their capital. Now is the time to take advantage.”

The praying mantises mobilized. All manner and type of oothecal vessels departed from their many planets and moons. With them came beetle and turtle-shaped fighters and cruisers the Faran-Jars had in their arsenal. Unlike previous engagements, they sent thousands of fighters and many starships and cruisers toward Talur-Ra. As was expected, the Talurians countered with all they had as well. But the numbers were too many to count. The battle was unlike any. Fire and endless death were the order of the day. They kept pounding and destroying each other. The darkness was lit with explosions and burning vessels. Hordes of praying mantis squadrons pummeled the Talurian fleets. Fighters pursued their enemies. Many burned or blew up. Rok Matar and Vestar ships joined in the fight. No one wanted to lose. But the war had to end. Everyone gave their fiercest blow, attacking with their best pilots. The Talurians were fewer but had powerful blasters that obliterated many enemy fighters. And deaths and endless destruction were the only constants. But Dead Leaf told Brown Eyes to keep attacking until no more praying mantises were left. This was the war to end all wars. It was total victory or total defeat. Together with the Faran-Jars, they kept plowing their enemies, destroying them. What was different this time was they concentrated their forces on the Talurians. Despite the Vestars and Rok Matars attacking them, seeking to divide their forces, they kept plowing. They leveled their unrelenting fury at one foe. Sure, they suffered massive losses and were taking great risks. But Dead Leaf knew the Talurians would crumble. She should have attacked them from the onset and concentrated all her might against them. But the Talurians were deceptive and used the Vestars and Rok Matars precisely to keep them engaged elsewhere. That strategy was not to her advantage, and she would no longer play by their rules.

“Great Ra, we need reinforcements. The Praying Mantises and Faran-Jars have directed all their forces against us. They are intent on destroying us.”

“They think they can win. Pathetic fools. Send the battle cruisers. It is time.”

Portals opened, and three massive battle cruisers emerged. They blasted the praying mantis fleets. A powerful explosion burst through, ripping everything in its path. No rock, moon, or planet in its way withstood the force. The devastation was total. Yet, despite the losses, the praying mantises kept coming, attacking from multiple directions. Dead Leaf knew they had powerful ships that would lay waste to her hordes. But numbers she had and would use everything to make her final stand. The battle cruisers, as powerful as they were, fell. Dead Leaf had powerful cruisers of her own, and they, too, blasted their foes. And it came down to numbers, which she had more of.

“I am afraid, Great Ra. Unless the Vestars and Rok Matars stab the praying mantis in the heart, we will fall. We cannot sustain this fight. They have simply overwhelmed our forces with their hordes.”

“What happened to our spies?”

“They failed to reach the queen’s nest. Besides, it would not alter the course of the war. Praying mantises would keep fighting, regardless. We failed to understand our enemy. They are not a species anyone can win against. The Vestars have lost massive numbers as well. The Rok Matars are struggling on account the new batch of fighters is inexperienced. Sure, they are ferocious and strong, but they have not trained long enough to be of much use.”

“What are you saying?”

“We will lose. Our fall is inevitable. Unless something unexpected and miraculous changes the dynamics of the war, our end has come.”

“This can’t be. We were winning. We had them retreating. We controlled so much territory.”

“It was an illusion. They allowed us to spread our forces. It weakened us. They, however, concentrated their forces to drive through with a powerful thrust we cannot contain.”

“This can’t be happening. We must hold. Have the Vestars and Rok Matars press forward and attack their rear. They can’t be as strong as to withstand our powerful fleets.”

“Our generals say the praying mantises lost half their forces. But they had ten times what we had. We lost sixty percent of our forces. We and the Vestars and Rok Matars will lose this war. We miscalculated. It is a catastrophic mistake on our part to believe we could win a war against the praying mantises.”

“What was our mistake?”

“We believed the Faran-Jars were weak. They were not. They were the strongest because they financed the war with their vast wealth. While the praying mantises had numbers, they had treasure to supply them with vessels and ships of every kind. Together, they became unstoppable.”

“Instruct the generals to fight to the bitter end. We shall not give up. We are Talurians, and we have never been conquered.”

“Great Ra, our time has finally come. You should flee. We can rebuild elsewhere in another galaxy or somewhere else within Andromeda. This war is lost. It is pointless to remain here when all that will come our way is death and destruction.”

“No, we must hold as long as is possible. The Rok Matars and Vestars will succeed. They will not give up. They know what the consequences of failure will be.”

“Great Ra. They have numbers we do not. The longer we keep fighting, the greater our losses become.”

A’Ress Mvian got the latest report. She was horrified. The Talurians were on the verge of collapse. She ordered the Rok Matars to defend them at all costs. She sent her forces to reinforce their defenses. All they managed was to prevent the final blow. Talur-Ra and most of the planet in the Talurian Empire lay in ruins. The praying mantises pulled back not to retreat or in fear, but to regroup. A’Ress Mvian understood what was about to unfold. They would launch a final offensive to obliterate the Talurian Empire. Her forces and the Rok Matars were scrambling to fortify their ally. She hoped they could hold. But logic proved they could not. Their forces were scattered, spread far and wide. The praying mantises were at home with concentrated forces.  And with deep pockets, the Faran-Jars greatly fortified them. The war was going to end in favor of her foes, for they had more fighters and more money, which bought more weapons and vessels with the latest technologies in the market.

She opened a communication channel with Rok JaranTar.

“You must fight. Let the Rok Matars fight to their deaths. We cannot lose this war.”

“We are fighting. But many of the new fighters are not as skilled as the older ones. They fight bravely, but experience comes with practice.”

“What are you saying?”

“We must defend our home world, or we, too, will fall. The Talurians are a lost cause. It is pointless to continue losing fighters in their defense while we remain vulnerable at home.”

“I command you to keep fighting.”

“We will continue, but the Rok Matars will not perish in a fruitless battle. Our lives matter.”

“Bring them to reinforce our defenses.”

“No, the Rok Matars will no longer serve your interest first. We shall defend our home world. You must defend your home world.”

“Dare you challenge my authority?”

“Great A’Ress Mvian. The time has come for us to part ways. We served you faithfully for far too long. You used us to your fancy and did not value our lives. Unless we stand and value our own lives, we will forever be subservient to you or someone else. The time has come for Rok Matars to choose their own paths.”

“You
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