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April 3, 3593


Unknown System


Unknown Planet



 

The standard variant lizard in command of this cruiser
didn’t have a name. His operational identity was ‘captain’ and he was the
primary of the two ships assigned to this mission. The other captain would follow
his orders where necessary, but both of them would primarily follow well-established
protocol regarding expeditionary missions such as this. 


He’d been born some 18 years ago, having fought in
three separate ground battles before being reassigned to ship command crew.
He’d spent the past 8 years there, partaking in a total of 29 space battles
against various primitive civilizations that the Li’vorkrachnika were
conquering as well as a wealth of mundane patrol, escort, and guardian missions
as crew before being assigned to a newly constructed ship as its captain. 


He’d then engaged in a defensive battle over a
moderately developed Li’vorkrachnika world that a local power was contesting.
His experience there was what had given him the lead command on this mission,
for the other captain had no combat experience in full command. Neither of them
had expeditionary command experience, but the protocols regarding such things
were so well defined that there was no need to specialize that heavily.


Their assignment was simple…travel into a lightly
scouted region and put down infrastructure roots on a planet owned by someone
else and take control of the planet. The cruiser he’d been given had been
configured for expeditionary missions, meaning the necessary startup equipment
was buried inside along with the genetic material to grow more Li’vorkrachnika
as needed. As for how to conduct a mission such as this, well that was easy. A
combination of data files, genetic memories, and adaptation was all that was
required, and given the single existing small colony on this planet, a pair of
cruisers should be enough in the way of assets to plant the industrial seed.


The tech level of the colony in question was uncertain
but guessed to be high, thus two cruisers had been sent to spur the growth
faster than normal. That said, he was not to engage the colony directly. That
was ingrained into his genetics in such a way that neither he nor another
mission commander would make that mistake. His two ships were meant to land and
build an army that would later attack, meaning his insertion to the planet was
going to occur on the far side and out of view of the single city that had no
orbital constructs or ships visible. It was simply a few small structures
spread over no more than 3 square miles, but trails into the surrounding area
and what looked to be auxiliary structures/sites placed around the perimeter
indicated that whoever owned this world had been here a while.


Their identity was one item on the captain’s list of
things to discover, for if these inhabitants proved to be too powerful to
conquer then it was his responsibility to relay that information back, then a
decision would be made whether or not to follow up with more assets or to avoid
this location until regional strength increased. Only on the odd chance than
the local owners were far more powerful would the Li’vorkrachnika pass them
over, and if it took the death of a couple of cruisers to figure that out then
so be it. Exploration was necessary in order for them to expand, and simply
taking scans from orbit did not tell you enough about new races being encountered.
Battle would tell far more. 


So the captain brought both cruisers down to the
surface next to one another in a jungle region where the trees grew so tall
they came up halfway on the starships. Nestled down in between nearby ridges
they were hidden from all but overhead scans and the first thing he ordered was
for additional camouflage measures be enacted on the upper hull to match the
surrounding foliage.


To accomplish that they uprooted many of the trees
beneath their landing zones before they touched the surface and relocated them
up top. It took several weeks of work, but by the time they were finished his
command cruiser was almost completely buried beneath a thin layer of dirt with
living trees spreading out their pink/green foliage over top the site. Nearby
the second cruiser sat much more in the open and ready to take flight for
operations across the planet or into orbit as needed, but if someone did see
this location it was more than likely they would only spot the one ship, thus
allowing him to hide the second in plain sight beside it for few would expect
camouflage of one right next to the exposed other. 


It was an old trick, and while the crew of the exposed
cruiser scurried across the jungle floor scouting and prepping the immediate
area, shafts were being dug beneath the command ship going out laterally and
down into the bedrock where they would begin mining ore deposits scanned upon
approach.


Other resources would be harvested in close proximity,
then trails and tunnels would extend out further to establish secondary sites
as the infrastructure web began to grow. When sufficient foodstuff production
was established new lizards would be grown and the workforce increased, and
from that point on his operation on this world would snowball so long as they
were left alone.


He didn’t probe the city or surveil it at all for
several months, but eventually he began sending out scouts in small transports
to establish listening posts across the planet, slowly creeping their way
around until they could observe the city from afar. Not underestimating their
sensing capacity, he gave orders to stay hidden and bring no flying assets
within line of sight over the curve of the planet, meaning his scouts had to
travel by foot for hundreds of miles just to get in position to plant automated
surveillance devices that could monitor aerial traffic from afar.


But there was none for a very long time. It was two
years before he saw the first ship arrive, slightly bigger than one of his
cruisers, and it moved straight down to the colony, landing there and staying
for 8 days before leaving again. After that he saw no more ships, nor any
planetary aerial craft flying over the colony, which emboldened him to send
scouts in for a closer look. The acceleration profile of that ship indicated
very powerful gravity drives, suggesting that this race was more advanced than
the Li’vorkrachnika. If that was the case, then this mission had greater importance
than just claiming the planet. He had to engage them in effective battle in
order to ascertain their strengths and weaknesses.


The jumpship that had dropped off the two cruisers in
this system didn’t return for another year, at which time he submitted his
report and it carried it off as it cycled from one expeditionary site to
another delivering a few needed supplies, in this case corovon, and keeping a
link between worlds that had not developed the invading presence to the point
of building interstellar communications or jumpships. The captain’s mission
here would remain off the grid unless visits were made to update the rest of
the Li’vorkrachnika as to their progress, but per his orders the jumpship never
arrived when the far side of the planet was visible in order to hide its
approach.


With the corovon supplements the captain was able to
advance their construction rate by adding more specialized equipment fabricated
from mostly local resources harvested, and in turn that allowed them to seek
out and utilize more of the planet’s natural wealth. Meanwhile data on the
planet was continually expanded. Local areas were intricately mapped by patrols
with surveillance devices cleverly hidden in the terrain monitoring the local
wildlife and anything else that moved. Such devices were also extended up near
to the colony where they began seeing small activity of the local inhabitants…


Which is where everything started to go wrong. After
the first automated report of concealed bipeds about twice as tall as the
Li’vorkrachnika being spotted in the evergreen forests around the colony, the
devices began to go offline and the living patrols he had around the perimeter
failed to check in. Before he could mount a stronger reconnaissance the supply
encampments between the colony and the long hike back around the planet started
disappearing. 


There was no sign of aerial craft, nor any ground
vehicles detected, but one by one the encampments dropped off the grid and the
surveillance devices around them shut down before they could register anyone
nearby. All the captain knew of was the loss of sites on his information grid,
and as the weeks went by the loss of assets passed by the midline mark between
their landing site and the colony with the implication of the outages eventually
backtracking to their primary base. How they were tracking and identifying
every hidden outpost he didn’t know, but whoever was on this world with them
was demonstrating abilities beyond his current understanding.


He needed to get eyes on them, whoever they were,
before they got to his two and a half cruisers, for a shipyard with a partially
constructed hull was sitting next to the pair and ready to churn out more with
necessary expansions as resources allowed. So far the losses to his operations
were minimal, but if this blackout continued to get within 1/8th of the
planet’s curve from them his major mining sites would be jeopardized…and he
couldn’t allow that to happen.


So he assembled a significant army of standard
variants, producing enough small arms to equip them and assuming he’d lose them
all, and sent them out through the network via small troop transports and
deposited them well short of the blackout line. From there they moved out on
foot and took up position at one hybrid supply/hunting camp and dug in,
planting numerous surveillance devices as well as having distant observers that
would run away on foot the moment they saw what was happening. The captain had
to know what it was he was fighting, and this recently constructed army of over
4,000 was going to be the bait in order to get at least one message or
messenger back to him with some reconnaissance so he would know what he needed
to adapt to.



 

It worked. For while the entire force was wiped out
and the automated surveillance was shut down before it could even send a
diagnostic ping through the network, three scouts looking through basic
telescopic cameras observed what should not have been here. Two bipeds, and
only two bipeds, assaulted the army in a clearing established so they could have
good lines of sight on them, and the images the captain were looking at pricked
his genetic memories.


He had never seen an Archon before, but the strength,
speed, body type, and bizarre abilities these were displaying matched them
perfectly. He knew what they were, with the knowledge bred into him that he
could not beat them with so few assets. Even if there were only the two on the
entire planet that would be enough to stop his limited development, and there
was no way of knowing how many more they had in that colony.


They shouldn’t have been here. This expeditionary
mission was on the coreward side of Li’vorkrachnika territory opposite that
from the Star Force border. If this altered armor, buildings, and ships were a
means for them to conduct surveillance of regions far from their region anonymously
then that was a vital piece of information that the templars needed to be made
aware of.


But the captain didn’t think his forces would last
long enough for the next jumpship to arrive, and if it did it might very well
be destroyed if Star Force was now alerted to their presence. He had to get the
information back himself, and that either meant building an interstellar
transmitter powerful enough to reach the closest link in the chain…which wasn’t
possible given the ranges involved…or he had to take a cruiser back at the
highest jump speed it was capable of maintaining and suffer through the long,
slow coast phase and hope to rendezvous with the jumpship prior to its arrival
here.


Either that or get to the next closest expeditionary
location, which as far as he’d been informed was some 83 lightyears away.
That’d take his cruiser 17 years unless upgrades to the engines were made, and
that was assuming their supplies would last that long, which they wouldn’t.


So the captain began cannibalizing his two intact
cruisers while pouring all available resources into the partially constructed
hull, increasing its number of gravity drives while configuring it for as small
a crew as possible. Meanwhile everyone else began prepping the base for the
eventual attack and establishing all manner of traps at the surrounding bases
in the hopes of slowing down or perhaps even killing one of the Archons. 


That was unlikely, but the progression across the
planet suggested that they didn’t have too many of them and that they were
eliminating every instance of Li’vorkrachnika invasion rather than heading
straight to the primary base. At the very least they should have been making a
more direct route, assuming they were tracking communications links or raiding
the memories of his troops, but they weren’t. They were taking down everything
in closest proximity to their colony and working outward methodically, giving
him more time to build.


To that end he also established a lot more little bases
out there, spread as far as he could, and made sure to interlink them all so
they could be found. If this clearing methodology was going to continue to
hold, then he could use it to his advantage to buy himself more time to build.


And it worked, for the little bases did draw attacks
that spared the others for more days, though the rate of them falling suggested
that there were more than 2 Archons in play. No matter, though. However many there
were they were coming here and the race was for resources and construction, the
latter of which wasn’t possible on many fronts that required more
infrastructure than he currently had, namely the production of jumpship-caliber
gravity drives. 


So what he did was pull drives off the two existing
cruisers and add them to those being built fresh, using bulk rather than
quality of design to trim years off the journey and even foregoing the
placement of weapons on the new ship. If Star Force was here and had naval
assets in play, then it wouldn’t matter whether it was armed or not. It would
be easily destroyed, so there was no need to waste materiel or weight on them,
and the lighter the ship was the faster it would go.


Using every industrial protocol and genetic memory
available to him, the captain succeeded in getting the third cruiser built
before the closest perimeter bases fell. He assigned the other captain to the
ship along with a crew of 6 and stuffed as many supplies into it as they could,
both fuel and foodstuffs, then launched the ship along with the second cruiser
that accompanied it up to orbit ready to run interference if necessary, but no
ships emerged. The messenger ship made the microjump out to the star and
eventually signaled back that it was in the clear before it made its long
interstellar jump carrying the vital information back to the templars…assuming
it would make it.


That was beyond the captain’s ability to control now.
His duty to the message was now complete, but his mission here was not. He was
to conquer the planet, which was now totally unlikely with the presence of Star
Force…yet they only had a small outpost here and an unspecified number of
Archons. If they could be eliminated then it was possible that his forces could
at least damage their colony, depending on what other defenses they had. It was
a long shot, but one thing his genetic memory made clear was that whenever you
had an opportunity to kill an Archon you took it. No matter what the cost.


He had two ships left, but he wasn’t going to risk
flying them into hidden weaponry at the colony. On ground reconnaissance would
be required first, and that wasn’t going to happen with Archons hunting down
and eliminating every scouting party and base he had. They had to be the
target, and he only had one weapon capable of defeating them.


His cruisers. But if he brought them in and bombarded
the next location they hit, assuming he could get them there before the Archons
wiped out the next camp, there was no way to guarantee close range bombardment
would be able to destroy them if they couldn’t pin them to one location. He
didn’t want to lose a cruiser, but with Archons you couldn’t give them an out
and expect them not to find a way to take it. He had to attack them in a way
they couldn’t defend against, and that left only one option.


So he arranged another camp, a fresh one in a
geographic location that was in a wide, shallow depression and he had his
people build up fortifications that would slow and pin the Archons down once
they invaded, even if they attacked from stealth. When the captain’s ranged scouts
reported that the blacked out base was under attack, the second cruiser flew
out to it and gained altitude, climbing up to just above the atmosphere before
reversing course and accelerating through as fast of a microjump as it could
manage while maintaining its course.


The resulting fireball of a cruiser, slicing down
through the atmosphere thin edge forward, impacted on top of his own
troops...whatever was left of them anyway…and punched them and everything
nearby down into the ground in a massive kinetic explosion that was amplified
slightly by the concave nature of the landscape.


The resulting mushroom cloud of dust and debris was
visible on the horizon from the main base within minutes, and the captain hoped
that whatever Archons had been attacking that base had been delayed long enough
to have been caught in the blast. And if he was very lucky it would have been
the only ones on the planet, leaving him with a narrow margin for victory if
all that remained were secondary troops and a handful of their workers.


So with his one remaining buried cruiser he began
pumping out infantry as fast as he could grow them and he sent scouts back to
establish a network of limited camps across the planet to begin scouting the
perimeter of the Star Force colony again. If they didn’t go dark then he’d know
that the primary threat had been eliminated and he had until another enemy ship
arrived to do what damage he could to this outpost. 


Him and his men surviving
this mission was not a possibility. They were going to die here, but he
intended for them to hurt Star Force as much as possible before then, even if
it meant a single enemy soldier or building of theirs being damaged.
Li’vorkrachnika were expendable. Star Force troops were not. And any wound
inflicted on them would be a victory.


And he still had one more cruiser to use if needed,
though he was going to see how much he could accomplish with ground forces
first.
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October 12, 3597


Trienman System
(V’kit’no’sat territory)


Ennsop (Lir’nen outpost)



 

The armored dilophosaurus knelt down next to a large
chunk of rock and pushed with his strong legs, using his weight and the help of
two Zen’zat to move the debris off the remains of the second Zen’zat that had
been caught in the enemy ship’s suicide run. There was no mental signature to
be found, but the Lir’nen was going to recover the body anyway. Part of the
armor functions were still intact, allowing them to locate it amongst the
crater where the ship fell, but the biometrics were signaling that he was dead.


Never the less, missing both arms and a leg wasn’t
always fatal and the chest armor looked to be in pretty good shape. The neck,
though, had a gash across it and a piece of wood, no less, sticking out from
the wound.


“Pull him out,”
the Lir’nen ordered, with the two Zen’zat accompanying him carefully extracting
the body from the mess and laying it free on a more or less flat slab of
dirt/rock beside them. Using his limited Lachka, the Lir’nen floated over a
Kich’a’kat and placed it against the left arm socket. He arched a scaly eye
ridge in mild surprise when it activated, melting into the wound and sinking
its fibers out through what was left of the body.


Several minutes passed before a heartbeat returned,
and along with it a mental signature. That was good, for the other Zen’zat had
been beyond help, and according to the limited logs he was pulling from the
damaged armor the lesser internal Kich’a’kat components had revived and
sustained him long enough before failing entirely to enable the rescue team to
get here in time…but not by much. He would live, but he would be of no use in
the upcoming fighting.


The piece of wood detached from his neck on its own as
the tissue there partially regenerated, but without supplemental materials to
regrow it fully, the Zen’zat body was still a mangled mess. They would have to
get him back to the outpost to regenerate everything, but one of the living
Zen’zat took a knee beside him and peeled back the armor on his fingers so he
could make a direct connection to the stricken mind and settle it as the
Kich’a’kat withdrew, it’s work done.


“What shall we
do?” the other Zen’zat asked the Lir’nen, which stood slightly shorter but
massed far more with its horizontal back and tail stretching out some 8 meters
in length. 


“They will be
avenged, and soon.”


“We have no more
combat Zen’zat.”


“We won’t need
them. These vermin are no match for us, so we’re going to take care of this
here and now. We will not wait for backup. But we must keep some of them intact
long enough to ascertain their source. The reckoning will not end here, I
promise you that. Bring him,” he
said as a small gunship being flown by another Zen’zat drifted over to them
upon mental request and the partial, but living body was laid down next to the
remains of the dead one as the Lir’nen and its two research assistants jumped
up inside and rode back across the sky towards their small outpost.


They were on a frontier world at the very edge of the
V’kit’no’sat empire, and one not shared between races. This planet and system
belonged to the Lir’nen, but their interest here was purely scientific. They
were studying the internal makeup of the odd planet and making adjustments to
mining equipment for use in other systems that faced similar difficulties. It
was a research outpost only, not a proper colony, and there were only 6 Lir’nen
here along with 9 Zen’zat, two of which were combat trained for security
reasons. The rest were research staff. 


When the surviving Zen’zat was returned to the medical
facility his limbs were regrown, but his status remained grim. His mind was
non-responsive for 7 hours before suddenly waking up in a surge of pain and
horror. A nearby Zen’zat tried to restrain him, but she was thrown across the
room with a single arm thrust of the warrior as he punched and kicked and tore
up the bed he was laying on and anything else nearby in a rage, but left the
shell-shocked research assistant laying against the wall until one of the
Lir’nen came rushing in. 


Unable to subvert the Zen’zat’s
mind, the Lir’nen had to take to physical restraints. Had he been a warrior he
might have been able to do it with Lachka, but his was trained for delicate
manipulations of microscopic equipment, not brute force, so he was going to
have to use his natural abilities to subdue the crazed survivor…which was easy
enough.


The Lir’nen took three steps toward him in a slow
charge, lowering its head with its two cranial spines sparking to life and
creating a convex bioshield that it used to ram the Zen’zat off its feet, then
hit it two more times before pinning it between the shield, the floor, and a
wall as it shouted telepathically.


Be still! You
have been rescued and are in no danger!  


But it was no use, and the Zen’zat even struck back
against the bioshield. It didn’t use any of its psionics, only its limbs, and
that suggested this wasn’t a thoughtful assault, merely the reaction of a mind
that wasn’t fully functioning. 


The Lir’nen gave him a little room, just enough for
the Zen’zat to get to his feet, then he rammed him again, harder this time, and
pinned his soft flesh against the wall as the Lir’nen’s
four eyes stared up into the face of the crazed warrior. He had to dig his feet
in hard to keep the pressure up enough, otherwise even the weakened Zen’zat
would have been able to free himself, but after another 20 seconds of
struggling the resistance stopped and he fell unconscious to the floor as
another Lir’nen arrived.


“What did you do
to him?” he asked as the Zen’zat slumped to the ground naked save for a
pair of shorts. 


“I did nothing,”
he explained, telekinetically lifting the Zen’zat onto his feet and dipping his
short neck underneath to help lift him up onto another bed that hadn’t been
destroyed in his rage. “He suffered an
overload. The repairs were not complete.”


“How so?”


The Lir’nen waited to answer as the scanning equipment
updated the statistics as the research Zen’zat slowly got to her feet and
walked over to assist if needed.


“He struck you?”


“Yes,” she
said, shaking it off. “Sloppily so. I
believe he is striking anything in range due to a displacement.”


“Explain.”


“Something is
not right internally, so much so that he can’t access it in order to attack it,
so his warrior nature seeks out something else to attack. With limited brain
functions an attack is warranted and needed, but he isn’t able to ascertain
what to attack.”


“You have seen
this before in Zen’zat?”


“No, but I
remember an instance of it happening to a Hjar’at. I believe his injuries were
also concussion based.”


“Why is the
Kich’a’kat not solving the problem?”


“I don’t know.”


“Nor do I,”
the other Lir’nen echoed. “We need a
medical specialist.”


“Very well, but
I want this threat dealt with before they arrive. This is our score to settle.”


“We will need
time to fabricate battle armor,” the Zen’zat said neutrally.


“Do so…for all
of us.”


She nodded and walked out, leaving her kin to the
Lir’nen.


“You mean for us
to fight?”


“This situation
is insulting enough. I do not want to have to call for combat aid as well.”


“They have
another ship remaining. The tactic could be repeated once more.”


“It is currently
buried and functioning as the center of their base. If we go there first and
eliminate it, we eliminate the threat. We can clean up the rest of them later.”


“Do we know the
exact location?”


“Close enough.
We will leave one Zen’zat here with the injured warrior. The rest of us will go
and destroy the vessel, then move on to the rest with all haste.”


“I have not
fought in more than 9,000 years.”


“Longer for me,
but this is necessary. We must mitigate this disgrace as much as possible
before the others are informed.”


“There are no
Lir’nen assets nearby,” he said in understanding.


“We will have to
ask for medical aid from the Ari’tat or Voro’nam. I do not want to ask for
their troops. Being defeated by primitives is humiliating enough. We must end
this ourself.”


“So be it. I
will be ready.”


“See that the
others are. I will make sure this one remains sedated.”



 

When the Lir’nen dropped from the gunship and into the
jungle they were quickly met with enemy ground troops, but their weapons
couldn’t penetrate their armor’s shields, let alone the plates, and the hip
mounted Dre’mo’dons were killing the short, green-tailed
invaders with single shots. They were quick on their feet, but otherwise totally
unimpressive. The noncombat V’kit’no’sat had no trouble tracking down and
killing them in the jungle, though at times a Lachka hold was necessary to
maneuver one into shooting range. 


When they came to the underground caverns that
crisscrossed the area and connected to the ship the Zen’zat went down, for the
Lir’nen were a bit too big to fit comfortably. Instead they headed topside and
ran up on the mound of dirt covering the ship while scanning below with their
minds and taking control of those within range to ensure that the ship would
not lift off. 


They held them in check as needed en
mass to prevent a liftoff, but when the Zen’zat worked their way inside and the
Lir’nen had fewer minds to handle they started overriding the biological
impulses in the last few, preventing their bodies from breathing and shutting
down their heartbeats, killing them from afar. Doing so was not easy, for they
had to fight autonomic redundancies, but the rage they felt for these vermin
encouraged the superior effort in the last few that the Zen’zat hadn’t gotten
to yet.


“The ship is
clear,” one of them reported over the comm in their armor. 


“Begin downloads
and route everything back to the central computer. Two Zen’zat stay, one to
work and one to guard. The rest come with us. We have the remainder of this
infestation to purge.”



 

2 weeks later…



 

An Ari’tat ship entered orbit over the planet, sending
down a delegation of medical and security personnel to meet with the Lir’nen at
the landing zone within the outpost. Two of the smaller Ari’tat
led the ‘tall’ Zen’zat warriors out, behind which came two more Zen’zat
carrying medical equipment as the tiny V’kit’no’sat hopped over to the waiting
Lir’nen, looking up at them from their half meter height. It was galling that
such a small race had territorial holdings greater than they did.


“The injured
Zen’zat is inside.”


A mental command from the Ari’tat sent their Zen’zat
off to find the damaged one, but the four warriors remained. 


“What have you
learned of these attackers?”


“They are
expeditionary scouts tasked with gathering information and plucking what
vulnerable worlds they can in advance of a larger invasion force. Their empire
is primitive, but quite large.”


“How large?”
the Ari’tat asked.


“It extends
through two galactic arms. These vermin reproduce quickly, and such growth is
their primary strength.”


“Have you
located a capitol?”


“No. Their
records are remarkably incomplete.”


“Advanced scouts
should not have such information,” the Ari’tat noted what it seemed to
think should have been obvious. “How many
remain on this world?”


“None. We have
exterminated all visible and I have Zen’zat looking for hidden survivors.”


Another mental command and two of the Zen’zat warriors
broke off from the group.


“While we are
here we will also search.”


“If you feel the
need. They are no threat to us here.”


“A dead Zen’zat
says otherwise.”


“They crashed
their ship deliberately in order to eliminate them.”


“Admittedly that
is odd, but they succeeded nonetheless.”


“That they did.”


“Do not consider
your pride wounded, Lir’nen. This is an assault to all V’kit’no’sat, and we
must respond accordingly.”


“We claim
priority.”


“And you shall
have it, I assume. But you will not pursue this alone unless you have far more
resources than we are aware.”


“You needn’t
bother with it. Their technology is primitive.”


“Is this an attack of ignorance?”


“We do not know. Their commander was not recovered and their
subordinates know nothing.”


“A bit too hasty in your counterattack?”


“They are clones without differing markings.”


“Curious. Have you recovered any of their technology?”


“We have one of their ships intact.”


“May we see it?”


“It is not here. It remains buried where they were building their
infrastructure.”


“Building? Not gathering?”


“It is not a temporary camp. They were putting down permanent roots from
which to spread from.”


“Rather than assault directly?”


“They never struck at the outpost. They came here with few numbers and
intended to increase them on planet. Gestation time to full adult is something
inside of two months.”


“Do you feel this primitive enemy is greater than their limited
technology?”


“I am waiting for our warriors to make that determination.”


“What did your Zen’zat warriors say prior to being defeated?”


The Lir’nen huffed once at the word
‘defeated.’ “Irrelevant.”


“It’s a pertinent question.”


“That was their assessment of the vermin, not mine of your question.”


“Do these vermin have a name?”


“Li’vorkrachnika.”


“It needs to be erased from the galaxy.”


“It will be,” the Lir’nen promised.



 

With a mixed contingent of Zen’zat
in the medical facility there were no factional disagreements here. Though they
may have served different masters, they served the V’kit’no’sat overall and the
camaraderie between Zen’zat across the empire was never in doubt. One of their
own was damaged and another was dead…and they all wanted vengeance.


They were here now to attend to the
Zen’zat before them. The medics to scan and correct if possible, the warriors
to restrain if needed, but primarily here to stand by their brother. All
Zen’zat were selected individually out of the Ter’nat
population, isolated until they were upgraded and joined the V’kit’no’sat as
elite servants, and in that union they entered into a brotherhood that was not
feeble. Zen’zat were not a faction within the V’kit’no’sat, for they held no territory
of their own, but the bonds between them were as strong as any of the races,
and perhaps more so because of the factional divisions they had to straddle
while maintaining their neutrality and unity. 


What the medics finally had to
report was not good. The Zen’zat’s mind had been
damaged from the prolonged lack of blood flow. Portions of it, while physically
repaired, had gaps that left his mind incomplete. He was fighting phantoms and
unable to be reasoned with, which meant he was no longer fit to be a Zen’zat. 


That meant he was effectively dead.
In that situation most Zen’zat would prefer to be eliminated, but the medics
indicated that there was a possibility of longer term recovery and the Zen’zat
agreed that he deserved the chance to one day recover his position amongst
them. It was unlikely that he could succeed, but if he could achieve the
position the first time in his life then he had what it took to do so again.


The Zen’zat negated his service to
the Lir’nen on their own authority and took him into their own custody,
arranging for a transfer via the Ari’tat to take him back to a Ter’nat world where Zen’zat too damaged to continue their
service were sent to recover with the help of those that took orders from their
elite kin. Zen’zat had assignments to carry out and could not waste time trying
to elevate another, but they would make sure this Zen’zat had everything he
needed in order to have a chance to relearn the skills, knowledge, and balance
missing from his mind. 


And until he arrived there, he
would have a Zen’zat honor guard the entire way until he was ‘retired,’ after
which he would officially be on his own, though other Zen’zat would monitor and
give orders from afar as to how his recovery team should aid him…and if his
recovery should not manifest, a Zen’zat would return in time to give their
brother a proper death. They would not leave him to wither away as a Ter’nat. He would die a Zen’zat, one way or another.
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December 15, 3597


Tham’ron System (V’kit’no’sat Sector Capitol)


Weech



 

“The reports we’ve received indicate a significantly large, yet
primitive empire that is rapidly expanding towards our border,” a Lir’nen
said, standing on the floor of the Hall of Imperium as councilors from the
various races in the V’kit’no’sat listened. “Their attack proved fortuitous in the death of a Zen’zat and the
crippling of another, however subsequent analysis of thought patterns suggest
such tactics are not a fluke and that these Li’vorkrachnika exhibit a
cleverness that allows them to exceed their technological limitations. Coupled
with an aggressive reproduction rate and the casual regard for preservation of
their own lives, they are essentially a single, unified weapon bent on conquest
of the galaxy.”


“Are you suggesting we should be concerned with them?” the Brat’mar
said with a measure of contempt.


“No. Only that they mistakenly believe that they can attack us with
impunity and others who believe the same need to be taught a lesson. Wiping
them all out will take a large amount of effort, not in the difficulty of
combat but in the sheer number of systems required to be assaulted. We are recommending that…”


“There is no point in half measures,” the huge Oso’lon said,
bypassing the lesser races and jumping into the conversation immediately. “Either they are too primitive to be
concerned about or they need to be annihilated. Which is it?”


“They have killed a Zen’zat,” the Hjar’at stated coolly, “and exploited a weakness in the Lir’nen
outpost. They have made a successful attack against us. That should be all the
explanation you require.”


“Agreed,” the Oso’lon said, twisting its long neck to the side and
tipping down towards where the Lir’nen counselor sat on its elevated pedestal
while the other member of their race issued the report. “This assault was against you, therefore you take priority. Garras, what are the Zen’zat feelings on this?”


One of the 4 attendants in the room
in a small control center looked up at the giant head in the distance. He was
not assigned a faction, but rather to the sector capitol that had every race
with a colony present represented here, and he served them all while
technically remaining independent.


“The attack was on a Lir’nen world, but only Zen’zat were involved in
the combat. We will confront this defiler in whatever way you direct, but we
would prefer to have an independent stake in this.”


“Is there a map for us to see the scope of this threat?” the I’rar’et asked, with the Pterodactyl sitting on a perch
rather than a cushioned pedestal.


“A partial only,” the witness said apologetically, summoning up a
starmap in front of each counselor. “These
invaders only have limited data of nearby worlds without full knowledge of the
scope of their empire. Corroboration with intelligence previously gathered from
beyond the rim indicates a large empire that is currently in conflict with the
Skarrons.”


“The Skarrons are respectful of our borders,” the Sess’nat said from
its pool of water imbedded into the floor where its turtle-like mass floated, “but unworthy of our attention. What they and
others do beyond the frontier is their own concern, but tolerate interferement
within our domain we cannot. The attack on us has sealed these
Li’vorkrachnika’s fate, but even had they not, their expansion into this sector
could not be allowed. We have been monitoring reports of migrations from beyond
the frontier fleeing conquest, and though small that they are, they are
numerous. If it is these attackers that they are running from then we must not
underestimate the potential threat for mild disruption of the sector, even if
they are not a significant threat to us.”


“Our intelligence suggests a devouring ideology. They spread until there
is nowhere left to spread. They are a plague that is testing our border with
this attack in order to ascertain strength. We know a ship with a message was
sent back prior to the death of the Zen’zat, and that getting that message out
was their primary concern.”


“Why attack if they recognized the threat we posed to them?” the
Oso’lon asked.


“Our sources could not identify the cause, but standard practice is to
treat such expeditionary teams as being expendable. Perhaps they felt they had
nothing to lose if we were going to purge them from the planet anyway.”


“You underestimated them,” the Brat’mar said in a displeased tone,
though not so much as to start a cascade of energy across its two massive horns
as was typical for the race when they got truly angry, “and have given them a victory against us. No amount of bloodshed will
undo that fact.”


“Are you suggesting that we do not act?” the Hjar’at asked.


“I am suggesting that the Lir’nen not have sole priority in this. It was
the Zen’zat who suffered a loss of personnel, so let them lead the eradication
force. The Lir’nen can have plenty of targets on which to practice their badly
neglected skills, but their judgement has already cost us a defeat. We will not
suffer a second one.”


“Rajamal?” the Hjar’at asked, referencing a specific Zen’zat that
was currently in the sector, but well known across this quarter of the empire.


“I conquer with that,” the I’rar’et noted
before the displeased Lir’nen counselor could speak.


“You make a valid point,” the Oso’lon conceded. “The Lir’nen shall still have priority in
volume, but we will have the Zen’zat be the architect of our vengeance. The
question remains as to the number of slots in the invasion force.”


“We stand ready to assist,” the Hjar’at offered, “if needed. Though we would recommend this
level of a threat be dealt with by those that could benefit more from the
combat experience.”


“Your recommendation?”


“5 slots in addition to the Lir’nen. If the suggested size of this
empire is accurate, using any less will create unnecessary delay.”


“We request a slot,” the tiny Ari’tat said from its oversized
pedestal that was still far smaller than those of the larger races. “We have the largest Zen’zat force in the
sector and are willing to make a significant portion of it available to Rajamal
if he is selected. If not, we will still assist under our own guidance.”


“Is that a rebuke?” the Oso’lon asked.


“A Zen’zat not affiliated with a race in this region is preferable. If
one is to come from the Lir’nen, as I’m sure they will soon suggest, I question
the wisdom inherent in that choice.”


“They struck at an outpost,” the Lir’nen counselor stated with
controlled, but obvious contempt for the tiny wisp of a V’kit’no’sat that he
could break with a single step if he wished, “not a colony. We are not incompetent in our defense. And they never
touched a single one of our buildings in the outpost. It was an unexpected
counterattack in the field with naval bombardment that the Zen’zat could have
avoided had it been conventional. Instead they chose to destroy their own
troops in the process to insure that the Zen’zat where present in the collision
corridor.”


“A sound piece of strategy,” the Hjar’at said, torn between loyalty
to his empire and the military skill of the enemy, “for such an inferior race.”


“Before you come to blows, let me make one thing painfully clear,”
the Qua’cho said, with its vertical fin rising well above the quadruped’s head.
“We can establish outposts with little
defense because of the threat of retaliation against anyone who dare strikes
us. Whether by ignorance or arrogance, the Li’vorkrachnika did not heed this
threat. They attacked, and successfully so. Even if no one outside the
V’kit’no’sat learns of this, the precedent it implies is disturbing. I was not
aware that we have weakened, so can anyone speculate as to the cause of this
audacity?”


“It may well be ignorance if they are expanding from a rimward powerbase,”
the Oso’lon said with a nod of respect. “But
our reaction to it must be one that others also in ignorance can learn from.
Our borders have not been tested in quite some time, and perhaps the short
lived races that surround us need another lesson as to our power. If this
Li’vorkrachnika empire is as large as estimated, then
they shall make for a sizeable example. 7 slots will be permitted, one to the
Lir’nen and one to the Zen’zat to fill as they wish…though the Lir’nen will
receive at minimum twice the number of systems to conquer as any other race.”


“How fast can they spread?” the Sess’nat asked the witness.


“Remarkably so.”


“Is there a danger of them relocating before we can exterminate them
all?”


“I believe so. As one world falls, another will be established. This is
their mindset. They are both fighters and builders, with one often the
counterbalance to the other.”


“Then this could be a very long endeavor,” the Hjar’at warned. “Only those fully committed to it should be
selected.”


“What will be done with the purged worlds?” the Brat’mar asked. “No territorial expansion has been
sanctioned, and if these vermin spread quickly it is possible that they could
return to previous worlds if some measure is not in place to prevent them from
doing so.”


“Do you honestly believe they will try to colonize behind our lines?”
the Lir’nen asked with disgust.


“They colonized a world you had a presence on,” he reminded him. “They clearly have no respect for dominion,
and if they value their lives so little they could keep our forces spread out
on constant patrols. Someone must take the worlds we are cleansing.”


“That is something for the regional capitol to
discuss,” the Oso’lon deferred, “but
we have many tenants that could fill that void for us. Do not concern
yourselves with it.”


“A petition should be sent requesting some territorial additions be
allowed, even if only a single world for each slot,” the Ari’tat suggested.


“Feel free to submit one then,” the Sess’nat countered. 


“It will be turned down,” the Lir’nen scoffed. “As usual.”


“Is it not time to return to our former borders?” the tiny one
pressed. “Why we have not done so already
is a mystery to me.”


“To me as well,” the Oso’lon stated neutrally, “but there are always reasons we are not privy to. When it is to our
advantage to do so, we will. You should have no doubt of that.”


“I doubt the extent to which our threat list denotes, for I do not see
the cause for such restriction now that the Igren
have been removed.”


“He makes a valid point,” the Hjar’at conceded. “Even if it is fueled by greed.”


“Our domain lies within this sector alone,” the Oso’lon reminded
them. “We may operate outside it, but we
cannot colonize beyond our borders. Until protocol changes that is the
parameter we have to function within. If we need denizens to fill the purged
worlds they will have to be procured from outside the V’kit’no’sat. Not from
within.”


“Will these Skarrons fill the void?”


“Too unreliable,” the Sess’nat decreed with finality. “We require those that we have experience
with, and to that point, we should procure them early to assist with scouting
if adequate maps cannot be confiscated from the worlds we know to exist…and
even then if the Li’vorkrachnika can spread to new worlds with such mentioned
ease.”


“Those we can procure locally,” the I’rar’et
said, “but volume wise for colonization
will require civilizations larger than within our boundaries, and they will not
move quickly. Recruiting locals for the first wave would be preferred, then let
Nooron set up the rest.”


“I will make that recommendation to them,” the Oso’lon said,
referencing the regional capitol. “But we
should secure candidates in expectation of their approval.”


“We will see to that,” the Brat’mar volunteered.


“Where will the additional Zen’zat be procured from,” the Voro’nam
asked.


The Oso’lon looked to the tiny
biped in the control station.


“Give the attack details time to spread and I can promise you an
unlimited number of volunteers from across the empire. We will not be lacking
in numbers.”


“And you wish more combat,” the Hjar’at added.


“We always wish more combat,” Garras said,
making no apology for it. 


“And you shall have it with our blessing, but what of ships? There are
not many Zen’zat-designated vessels.”


“Races not slotted will offer them. After all, an attack against any
V’kit’no’sat is an attack against us all.”


“So it is,” the Oso’lon agreed. “The
Zen’zat slot will be filled by volunteers, but their leadership will not be in
question.”


“So long as one with sufficient skill is acquired,” the I’rar’et amended.


“Rajamal will come unless ordered otherwise,” Garras
promised. “And there will be no shortage
of peer volunteers should he not. I take this personally, as will they once
they learn of it.”


“What is the speed of their ships?” the Oso’lon asked the witness.


“Slow. They utilize jumpships to carry their traditional vessels, but
the one with the message left before a jumpship arrived. This was seen as an
act of desperation, so it is probable that the Li’vorkrachnika will not know
what has transpired on Ennsop for some time.”


“Aerial power?” the I’rar’et asked.


“They did not build any, but within their technological acumen was the
designs for small, agile, poorly defended craft that they could build in great
numbers. They do not seek individual combat, but work in large groups to wear
down superior opponents through attrition.”


“How large?”


“As many as they can produce. Memories retrieved from two indicated that
they could blot out the sun from the sky.”


“Their primary mode of attack?”


“They have none. They adapt to their opponents, and even have special
biological variants for specific tasks. Their expeditionary forces don’t use
more than the basic template until their colonies grow large enough to require
them or until a special situation arises. The Li’vorkrachnika operate off
genetic memory as much as they do technological organization, which is why
there are massive intelligence gaps that we have to overcome.”


“You killed them too quickly,” the Hjar’at accused the Lir’nen.


“No. Those that we temporarily spared did not have much information that
was relevant.”


“You do not know if it is relevant until you search through it,” the
Ari’tat reprimanded.


“When I speak of genetic knowledge I do not refer to a normal amount.
The Li’vorkrachnika are birthed with full capability. There is no learning
apparatus. Everything needed to function comes from it, then additional
knowledge is added as their varying stations require. As we are destroying them
we can detail it if you wish, but pertinent information was scanned for and
little was to be found. They compartmentalize to avoid detection.”


“Is that speculation or also a genetic memory?” the Hjar’at asked.


“Speculation, but the structure they have established lends to nothing
else. Their personnel and equipment are expendable, and their information and
communication systems are deliberately limited, I believe, to accommodate this
methodology.”


“Then a world of sufficient size should be targeted first in order to
obtain more data,” the Ari’tat suggested. “If the Lir’nen don’t believe themselves up to the task, we volunteer.”


“You have not been assigned a slot in the eradication force,” the
Lir’nen countered.


“Who shall we send then?” he asked all those assembled, most of whom
had not deigned to speak. Not all races within the V’kit’no’sat held worlds
within this sector, but many did.


“Am I to assume the I’rar’et wish to be
included?” the Hjar’at guessed.


“I doubt we will find a worthy opponent, but there is some challenge
when facing significant numbers of primitives. Yes, we will take one of the
slots, for practice sake.”


“The Brat’mar?” 


“There is no need for us to go, unless others fail.”


The Hjar’at scanned the
representatives present with his mind, getting a feeling for those that wanted
to fight. All would if needed, for there were no holdouts, but it seemed that
the lesser races were more eager here and with the I’rar’et
already being involved then there was no need for another major faction…and
that was the sense he got from the others.


“I recommend the Ari’tat and Sli’nar.”


“And the Voro’nam,” the Oso’lon added in agreement. 


“Also the Nic’bar,” the Brat’mar chimed
in, naming the final member of the eradication force.


“Is there any argument against those chosen?” the Oso’lon asked, but
there was none. Others wanted to be included, but they couldn’t make a case as
to why they should take precedence. 


“Then we are concluded. The Li’vorkrachnika will be destroyed, but make
no mistake that there can be no errors made. They may be primitive, but they
have already succeeded in bleeding us. They will die for that, but do not allow
another loss to occur no matter what we find waiting for us. There is rightful
shame on the part of the Lir’nen, but not more than this having occurred in
their territory. They were not at fault, as was stated earlier, for the threat
of reprisal has been our defense on many lightly defended worlds. This has been
the spoil of past victories, and now must be earned again through the example
you are about to enact. Anything less than flawless victories is unacceptable
and will incur a loss of territory in this sector.”


“Time is also a concern,” the Brat’mar added. “If we cannot quickly defeat this opponent, we will also appear weak. A
stalled campaign is a loss for us.”


“You will have a limited amount of time,” the Hjar’at continued. “Fail to accomplish the benchmarks to be set
down and we will get involved. Do not make us do so. I fear this enemy may lure
you into a false sense of security. Do not underestimate them, nor the effect
that any resistance they pose to us will have on those watching. This must not
be a war. It must be methodical deletion. If you cannot do that without
assistance there will be additional repercussions from beyond this sector.”


“Contact Rajamal,” the Oso’lon ordered, “and make the request.”
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March 30, 3598


Tham’ron System (V’kit’no’sat Sector Capitol)


Weech



 

A Sico’don-class interstellar
transport landed its 1400 meter long mass on the side of one of the many
planetary defense stations on Weech, setting down on
the third tier of the pyramid and opening a portal on the side whose material
flowed down beneath and reformed into geometric stairs. A single, tiny
individual dropped down those stairs gracefully, with Garras
standing well away near the vertical wall that held the gate through the thick
green/black armor covering the facility. The Zen’zat held position as the Sico’don lifted off again and Rajamal walked towards him.


“Thank you for agreeing to take on this mission,” the local host
said when the legend came within a few meters, heading not for his fellow
Zen’zat but for the entry gate, intent on getting to work rather than deigning
to social protocols that some of the V’kit’no’sat races dawdled in and Zen’zat
abhorred. Garras fell into step slightly ahead of him
so to lead the way, but maintained a respectful shoulder to shoulder stance so
they could see one another with their eyes and not have to rely on their
Pefbar. “Your presence is most welcome.”


“I assume some level of bickering is occurring?”


“As usual, but the communal ire is high enough to have negated it
somewhat. There are many worlds to be destroyed and the I’rar’et’s
participation has quelled most demands, though the Lir’nen are still claiming
priority and have been granted double the assaults of any other race.”


“But they were not granted choice of targets?”


“No. That is being left to the Zen’zat, and to you.”


“Has there been any new data recovered?”


“One of our ships managed to capture and interrogate the crew of a
Li’vorkrachnika jumpship. Oddly, they killed themselves rather than submit to
imprisonment.”


“They were revived?”


“As needed. From them and the ship’s computer we have determined a
larger portion of their local geography, but all indications still point to
them having a very large expanse of territory that is continuously in flux.
Both with expeditionary acquisitions and losses to the Skarrons.”


“Tell me of these Skarrons,” Rajamal said as they hit an interior
ramp and headed downward.


“Moderate size, quadruped, four arms, no head,
sturdy and aggressive. They’ve incorporated two smaller races into their empire
as servants, one for technical duties and the other for light infantry. They
make use of large mechanical walkers, some that can surpass the mass of
starships. The Li’vorkrachnika were winning a slow war against them until they
decided to counterstrike en mass. Now they are
obliterating them in every system they come across.”


“Sheer numbers or a change in strategy?”


“I’m told the losses are egregious, but the end result is what they want.”


“Their ultimate goal?”


“Eradication.”


“Then we will not have to destroy all their systems.”


“We still don’t know how many for certain there are, nor where their
primaries lie. Information control seems to be in effect within the Li’vorkrachnika
ranks. Even their base computer programming is deliberately sparse.”


“How do they function then on such a wide scale? Factions? Bloodlines?”


“There does appear to be a ruling bloodline that stays anonymously
behind a wall of safety, but for operational duties they supplement technology
with an extensive amount of genetic memory. It also allows them to reproduce
full adults within a matter of weeks.”


“Combat capable?”


“Yes, though their fighting abilities are minimal.”


“I do not expect the galaxy to ever be on our level,” Rajamal
lightly corrected him. “But if they have
grown their empire to such a large size then they must be more than competent.”


“Their methods appear inadequate, but as you say, their results speak
for themselves.”


“What of the second Zen’zat?”


“His fate is in his own hands now. He must train his way out of the
damage and has been removed from the ranks until such a time that he succeeds
in doing so.”


Rajamal stopped walking down the
ramp, causing a passing Voro’nam to almost trip on him, but the bigger
V’kit’no’sat jumped to the side at the last moment to avoid hurting the little
Zen’zat, though Rajamal didn’t even bother to look at him.


“That can be a fate worse than death. How did his injuries occur?”


“He was in the impact zone when their ship was deliberately crashed into
the infantry battle.”


“Underneath or beside it?”


“Beside, but close enough to be hit by the blast and debris.”


“Did it penetrate his helmet?”


“No, but he bled out and wasn’t recovered until staggering amounts of
mental decay occurred. He was fortunate to have survived at all.”


“I doubt he feels so now. Can he speak?”


“Not much, but he understands his current situation and what must be
done.”


Rajamal closed his eyes for a moment
before walking on, wishing his fellow Zen’zat as much luck as the galaxy could
bestow upon him…but if he could recover then the grinding ordeal he must now
pass through would be worth it when he returned to the Zen’zat ranks. If he did
not, then events would take their course. The Zen’zat would not let one of
their own suffer without cause.


“Are these Li’vorkrachnika aware of their impending doom?”


“We suspect not, though a messenger was sent. It was intercepted mid
jump and destroyed.”


“But not captured?”


“It was traveling too slow to match. It was not
one of their jumpships.”


“Then we need to make them aware of why they are about to die, and
through them others will learn as well and take heed not to encroach on our
worlds again.”


“The council does not wish to advertise the death of a Zen’zat for fear
of it emboldening others.”


“No. We will not hide from this. They struck a blow at us and succeeded.
Let the galaxy know, and let them see what that small victory will cost the
Li’vorkrachnika. I need pertinent data packaged for release within the day.”


“I will have to clear that with the council.”


“I am in command now, and until this campaign is complete you work for
me. As do all the Zen’zat and races contributing troops. Get the information
assembled personally, then I will amend what is needed. Do not leave anything
out.”


“There may be some backlash from that, but I will do as you request.”


“See to it now. I know my way.”


“As you wish,” Garras said, reversing
direction on the long ramp and heading up it at a run to get to the Zen’zat
level near the top of the pyramid while Rajamal continued down to the lower
levels. He eventually branched off on number 16 and crossed to the long bar of
a chamber that ran the entire width of the defense station at ground level with
openings on either end to admit the I’rar’et and allow them to fly through the
narrow confines at speed.


He accessed the Wind Hall via
smaller support infrastructure that lined both sides of it for their Zen’zat to
use and climbed up to one of the top perches where half a dozen of the flyers
were working in simulation nooks with a variety of holograms thrown up around
them. One of them walked over to him on its short, stubby hind legs with its
wings tucked in along its sides, which still left it taller than him.


“I am Rajamal,” he stated simply as a few other Zen’zat assistants
were visible moving in and out of tiny doorways in the walls. “Where is Ha’chet?”


“You are smaller than I expected,” another I’rar’et said, turning
away from a short perch and walking over next to the other of its kin and
looking down on the Zen’zat, “for one
with your reputation.”


“Speed has its advantages. You are the I’rar’et
commander?”


“For the duration of this campaign, yes. I estimate 19 days before our
forces will be assembled, though I have not been able to determine an estimate
on supplies. They are being procured outside of military channels.”


“19 is sufficient. What I want to know is why you’ve volunteered.”


“I was assigned.”


“The I’rar’et,” Rajamal clarified. 


“I have been studying our foe, and this is not so small a mission as
others might have suggested. There will be a challenge here.”


“How do you figure?”


“Speed of conquest.”


“Ah,” the Zen’zat said, understanding their angle now. 


“While the others may be effective enough, we anticipate they will be
inefficient. Assuming they cannot take worlds quickly enough, we will provide
you with alternatives to alleviate that problem.”


“Making the Lir’nen earn their priority slot?”


“Failure should not be rewarded.”


“No, it shouldn’t. But they should be allowed an opportunity to right
themselves. If they do not, then I will not hold back the campaign while they
take their time.”


“We thought not.”


“And?”


“The speed of the Li’vorkrachnika’s growth is concerning. If we do not
move quickly enough they could replace every world we take and put this
eradication in perpetual limbo without us suffering a single loss. I do not
think the others understand this, and we are here to make sure the job gets
done properly.”


“What do you have for me?”


“Six full Klaedons and a partial seventh made
up of naval assets only.”


“You’re expecting significant ground combat?”


“We will seek it out if it doesn’t present itself. How we destroy a
world is irrelevant so long as it occurs in a timely manner.”


“Orbital bombardment is usually the quickest way.”


“The Li’vorkrachnika need to be eliminated, but we wish to offer our
younger troops combat that does not involve the Hadarak.”


“So this is a training mission for you?”


“In part. The Klaedons are young save for the
7th. It is made up of veteran crews.”


“And what of occupational forces?”


“We were told they would be arranged from races outside the
V’kit’no’sat, but no timetable has been established.”


“We will need temporaries, for I am not going to wait until arrangements
can be made.”


“Survey teams are going to be dispatched independently to study their
remains. Those will have escorts sufficient to hold the first few worlds taken.
If the Brat’mar have not made accommodations by that time, then you will have
to deal with them.”


“Violently?”


“That would be preferred, but how you deal with them is your
prerogative. We will do our part in this campaign, and accept your leadership
of it, but there are private motivations in play.”


“Acceptable so long as they do not hamper my
purpose here.”


“They will not. May I ask a question of another matter?”


“Yes.”


“How did it feel?”


“To what do you refer?”


“The Rit’ko’sor. How did it feel killing so many on their homeworld?”


Rajamal stiffened, and his dislike
for the question was plain on his face for both I’rar’et
standing before him to see.


“It was an abomination…but one that was necessary. They forced it upon
us, but I was not proud to do it. They were meant to be one of us, and killing
your brothers is abhorrent no matter what the situation.”


“When they rebelled they were no longer V’kit’no’sat.”


“Yes they were,” he said, and the reactions of all the I’rar’et in the chamber and those secretly watching
elsewhere was one of treason. “Do not let
yourselves be deluded otherwise. They chose to rebel, but that did not end our
blood ties. We were forced to do something that should never have occurred, and
I will not let you or anyone else rewrite the history concerning that. Our own
struck at us, and in response we destroyed them en
mass. A reconciliation should have been attempted, but it was not my decision
to make. I carried out the task given to me, but I will tell you unabashedly
that the decision to fight a total war against the Rit’ko’sor was due to the
fact that they successfully destroyed so much of the empire in their first wave
of attacks. It was shame that spurred the call for their annihilation, not
wisdom. They wronged us, but then we also wronged them. I am not proud of that.”


“Yet it is what has gained you great renown.”


“I am a warrior. When told to fight, I fight. But I hold nothing beside
contempt for those that forced me to fight those I had sworn to die protecting
previously. It is a stain on the empire still.”


“And do you seek less than total warfare with our current foe?”


“They are not blood. They are not V’kit’no’sat. And they have decided
their own fate. Do not equate them to the Rit’ko’sor.”


“You served them previously?”


“I did.”


“And that was why you were so effective in killing them?”


“So some say.”


“And what do you say?”


“I am skilled, and that skill has afforded me command of this campaign.
There will be no further questions concerning the Rit’ko’sor or anything other
than the matter at hand until our work is completed. Understood?”


“Your commitment to duty is noted, Zen’zat. We stand ready for our
invasion corridor when you are capable of providing it.”


“Show me the most current map we have.”


A few mental commands to the
equipment brought up a huge starmap that spanned half the room/nook and was
easily visible from the Wind Hall. Rajamal walked into it as he studied the
various points with information tags attached, then pointed at one in
particular.


“This is the largest identified?”


“Thus far, yes.”


“Then your first task is to take it…intact. I want data retrieval as the
highest priority. You may launched immediately.”


Ha’chet twitched his long neck,
shaking his angled beak in a noticeable gesture of surprise. 


“The Lir’nen were given priority. Should they not make the first strike?”


“I need information. This is reconnaissance. I trust you will not
destroy that which I require in the process?”


“What you require is a bigger map to plan from before you divvy up
corridors?”


“If you want to think of it that way, yes.”


“And how do you think of it?”


“I am in command and the divvying up of targets appropriately is my
concern, not yours. See to your own assignments and I will give priority in the
form I design.”


“While handling the backlash if others’ expectations are not met?”


“The only backlashes will be my own if anyone under my command does not
acquit their duty. I am not answerable to your Sector Council, nor do I care
about your trivial internal contests. My task is to eradicate the
Li’vorkrachnika and anyone who hinders that will have to deal with me
personally no matter what their station is.”


“I have heard that you’ve achieved Jumat. Is that correct?”


Rajamal raised a hand that
subsequently blurred with invisible energy coursing around it.


“It befits your station, Zen’zat. So long as you hold no bias and acquit
your duties, you will receive no interference from us.”


“Then take your young troops and get them some experience in capture.
There will be plenty of time for slaughter later. I need information, because
in its ignorance the Sector Council has decreed the destruction of a
civilization that we know very little about, and that means we do not have
force expectations or a timetable to work off of. I need that problem
eliminated and you are the most reliable of the six to see to it happening
without my direct oversight.”


“Why not assign your Zen’zat?”


“They will not be assembled so quickly. Some are coming from the other
side of the galaxy and it will take time for them and their supply lines to
form. Part of which is supposed to be originating from you.”


“I personally have no control over that. You will have to deal with the
Council if they do not deliver.”


“I need to know how many supplies to demand, and in order to do that I
need to know how many planets we have to take and how well defended they are.”


“Logical. Though in the process you also snub the Lir’nen. Is that
intentional?”


“They are not your equal and are attempting to use this situation to
supersede you. If they wish to do so they will have an opportunity to
accomplish it in the field. They will not accomplish it through negotiations.”


“Will we be deployed to the same systems?”


“Unlikely. But people will be keeping score and I will be supplying the
numbers for that so there is no matter of opinion required.”


“You seek to control their greed by streamlining it into a proper
contest.”


“An unofficial one, but those who meet my mission requirements properly
and quickly will be so noted.”


“And your Zen’zat?”


“They will school you in how warfare is meant to be conducted.”


The I’rar’et
in the nook all hissed in a way that was a laugh for them, but Rajamal had not
been joking.


“At the moment the Li’vorkrachnika have no heavy assets. So where do you
believe your advantage will come from?” he asked Ha’chet.


The I’rar’et’s
head tilted to the side quizzically, but also in a nod of respect. 


“You have a point there, Zen’zat. If speed of conquest is the measuring
stick for this campaign, then our obvious strengths may not be required. I
think we shall find the coming years most interesting. Are there any other
notable Zen’zat joining you?”


“Most who do not currently have other assignments.”


“Most? Such as who?”


“Daemon, Proarch, and Teor
have already contacted me, and I assume other responses will arrive shortly,”
he said, referencing Zen’zat that were equal to or higher ranked than him.


“But you are the one who has been given command.”


“They are not here to supplant me. They are here to fight.”


“Why?”


“Because we take the death of any Zen’zat seriously. And these vermin
are not small in number.”


“Is that not a waste of your collective skills?”


“Do you believe you are the only ones who desire combat for training
purposes?” Rajamal said with a mild tone of disappointment. “The Zen’zat are coming and filling the slot
we have been given, and if you wish to outperform us in the invasion you will
be given fair opportunity to do so…and I am giving you the first strike. So
make it happen without further discussion.”


“You are the eradication commander, Rajamal. We will carry out your
assignment with all due haste.”


“Feel free to impress me,” he said, turning around and heading for
the Zen’zat passages that would take him back to the main access ways, and then
from there to the military commanders for those of the other 5 races involved
that had already arrived here. Rajamal was not going to waste time while troops
assembled. He had tasks that needed done now, and anyone that thought this was
going to be a lazily executed campaign was going to learn otherwise today.


And he was going to keep score,
both as a means of suppressing the latitude the races under his command might
try to exercise on their own volition, and because it was not often that
Zen’zat were equitted a campaign slot of their own.
They were mad about the fate of the two Zen’zat and wanted vengeance, but they
also wanted the opportunity to expose some of the inadequacies within the
empire and the best way to do that was to shame the ‘superior’ races by
outperforming them.


And that’s why he was going to make
sure the ‘score’ was precisely measured and made public across the galaxy.
There would be no hiding here, and anyone who did not perform up to their
reputation was going to be outed.


And with many of the elite Zen’zat
within the galaxy coming here, they were going to set an extremely hard
benchmark to match. 
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June 4, 3598


Ittick System (Li’vorkrachnika territory)


Stellar
Orbit



 

The I’rar’et First Column of Klaedon 187 came out of its jump into orbit around a giant
white star in a closely packed formation, pinpoint dropping where they wanted
with only a few kilometers between the small Ti’mat escorts that surrounded
four Na’shor battleships. All the V’kit’no’sat races utilized the same military
structure, but customized each of their vessel designs as they wished. The
I’rar’et shaped theirs in long ‘T’s to give them some internal stretches where
they could fly and not be forced to walk everywhere inside their ships, which
to the avians was borderline tormentation. 


The Ti’mat were the smallest
vessels that the I’rar’et used for warships, though there were more diminutive
vessels suited to the Zen’zat and Ari’tat. The I’rar’et
did not believe in constructing anything that they themselves could not crew,
thus nothing smaller than the 4 mile long/wide Ti’mat was constructed. In
contrast, the Na’shor battleships were considerably larger at 26 miles long/wide
and carried their version of starfighters that were only used in special
circumstances…for they were basically an oversized armored suit that the
I’rar’et would wear so they could fly through space.


To them it was uncomfortable, given
the lack of aerodynamics to utilize that created a lingering inability to
maneuver as sharply as they liked, but being confined inside a warship was far
worse and the K’lak’tal combat suits were their choice of preference when
hunting inferior ships. That was why all four Na’shor released waves of K’lak’tal
as soon as they saw a guardian fleet of Li’vorkrachnika ships stationed in
orbit around the star and headed for them.


It wasn’t a large number, barely
1200 strong, but there were far more registering in position over the main
planet and scattered groups of others spread out across the four worlds showing
enemy inhabitation. Being patient, the I’rar’et held their fleet in formation
as the 44 vessels waited and secured the jumppoint while the K’lak’tal
rushed off to make the first official kills in this campaign.


With their high powered gravity
drives, low mass, and a special auxiliary magnetic drive that allowed them a
touch more acrobatics in the presence of a planetary or stellar magnetic field,
the winged combat suits flew in a series of elongated lines towards the
approaching ships, then fanned out into individual braking runs to match the
system defenders’ speed. They too slowed down, but it was the K’lak’tal that had the choice of engagement points for they
were by far the most superior when it came to navigation. They came out of
their decel jumps right on top of individual ships and began peppering them
with green Dre’mo’don strikes that hammered their shields hard, but did not
penetrate.


The Li’vorkrachnika returned fire,
but the specialized deflecting shields configured specifically to counter the
enemy technology bounced off most of the energy weapons hitting them as they
stuck close to their target ships and continued firing their Dre’mo’dons until they finally popped the shields and hit
the hull…at which point the K’lak’tal landed on the ships and began firing away
at pointblank range.


They doubled and tripled up against
most ships to expedite the process, with them fleeing whenever too many other
vessels began to fire on them and their targets, causing almost as much damage
as they were as the I’rar’et hopped from one target to another and got the
Li’vorkrachnika to keep shooting each other in a vain attempt to knock them
down. Given how small the K’lak’tal were it was
possible for them to succeed, but the they had maneuverability options that
allowed them to run off out of firing range when their shields dropped too low.


It was risky for them to engage
this many Li’vorkrachnika vessels on their own, but it was also a testament to
their skill and audacity. Should even one be destroyed they would bear great
shame in it, but if they did not their dominance would be even further secured
with this display of superiority. I’rar’et had a
reputation for being shrewd risk takers, and no one other than Zen’zat piloted
single occupant warships within the V’kit’no’sat. That was something they took
great pride in, and it was fitting that they were tearing apart the enemy in
their first engagement without even having to involve a single Ti’mat. 


After the stellar patrol was
annihilated, the K’lak’tal returned to their roosts in the Na’shor while the
fleet continued to wait and hold the jumppoint as Li’vorkrachnika vessels began
to assemble en mass around the primary planet, either
as a staging point to redirect to the star or to wait for the attackers to come
to them.


Before that could happen additional
ships began to arrive carrying the ground assault troops that would be needed
to take this world and search its contents in order to learn about this race
that was slated for eradication. When those massive Dol’vaw
cargo/habitat/industrial ships arrived with a final count of 18 they formed up
behind a wedge of protective warships and the I’rar’et fleet jumped to the main
planet…right in front of the assembling ships.


The K’lak’tal
did not emerge from the Na’shor, but Var’ko beams
did. Six from each, with the needle-like red streaks punching through shields
on contact and boring very tiny holes all the way through the Li’vorkrachnika
ships. Conscious of what was behind them when firing, the I’rar’et
gunners continued to pour energy through those persistent lances as they adjusted
their firing line ever so slightly…


It looked like a giant string had
been moved, and what little damage a pinprick of hole all the way through did
was turned into a killing blow as the Li’vorkrachnika ships were literally cut
in half. There were no massive explosions accompanying it. A bit of
depressurization here and there, perhaps an overload in an adjacent compartment
that would puff outward, but for all the ‘bang’ one would expect from such a
ship-killing blow the V’kit’no’sat weapon was not very flamboyant. It simply
bisected a ship…then cut back across it several times to increase the number of
pieces that were then left floating, often with some weaponry intact, but any
shots from the dying fragments were ignored as the Na’shor moved on to other
targets.


The Ti’mat however did strike at
those remaining pieces, knocking out any that remained an active threat and
allowing the others to wither away on their own merits. The smaller vessels did
not carry Var’ko, but rather relied heavily on short
range Uit carlo
streamers. An invisible conduit was extended from the ships, out through which
a cloying carlo energy matrix
was shunted directly into the ship fragments. When that happened the fireworks
erupted, literally, as the matter of the targets was vaporized into quickly
expanding nebulas that dirtied up the battlefield in subsequent flowers of
debris, but not so much that the I’rar’et sensors couldn’t see through the
mess…and it did nothing to dull the accuracy or power of the Var’ko as they reached out and sliced up ship after ship
while the Na’shor shields casually lapped up the pathetic energy weapons the
Li’vorkrachnika employed. Though to their credit, at least they’d made it past
plasma cannons that many in the galaxy still relied on.


 Oddly the Li’vorkrachnika didn’t run, which
frustrated the K’lak’tal pilots that wanted to engage
again. Instead the defenders held their ground and made it easy for the I’rar’et to destroy them. Suicide attempts at ramming a
Ti’mat were easily blocked by cushioning shields, catching the incoming ships
and holding them in place briefly as they were met with a Uit
that ate through their shields in less than a second, then reduced the attacker
into the tiny fragments they had intended on becoming…only without taking the
recently identified V’kit’no’sat ship along with them.


The battle was fierce, but
completely one sided. It ended with the remaining Li’vorkrachnika ships
fighting to their quick deaths then the I’rar’et fleet
moving into bombardment range of the planet’s surface. The Ti’mat held silent
as escorts while the four Na’shor moved within the edge of their firing range,
finding that the planetary defense systems could not target them at that
distance. Rather than venturing in closer to find out that range, they opened
fire with the pinprick beams that created huge distortion cascades on the thick
atmospheric defense shields as they absorbed the massive amounts of energy that
the constant beams poured forth.


Or almost constant. They couldn’t
keep them firing continuously and after their maximum 37 second duration they
had to suffer through a 19 second recharge, but with 6 per ship and four ships
in total they maintained constant fire on one particular section of shields
that were breached within 3 minutes. 


It wasn’t a total collapse, but
rather a spot overload that allowed the beam through momentarily until
surrounding energy refilled the gap, but the bit that did get through hit a
shield generator and was able to tear an 18 meter gash through it laterally
before the moving beam was caught again.


That generator went down, weakening
the umbrella overhead as more gaps were opened up and the other nearby
generators were disabled. Soon what remained from more distant generators was
so weak that the entire regional shield failed, at which point the Dol’vaw
began dispersing landing craft that followed the second release of the K’lak’tal
who dove towards the open sections of surface at such a rate that they were
hard to target by the planetary defense guns that were quickly going extinct
directly below them. The orbital bombardment didn’t cease as they descended,
with the warships cleaning up the perimeter of the landing zone to reduce the
amount of incoming weaponsfire against the landing craft. 


When the bombardment eventually
fell silent the rest of the Li’vorkrachnika guns had not, for those sitting
beneath intact adjacent shields were tipping over and firing almost laterally
as much as they were able, but the few shots that hit the descending transports
were absorbed. The shorter range defenses below that were far more numerous
were drawn out by the K’lak’tal who began swooping down to building level and
flying through the Li’vorkrachnika buildings and targeting them at close range,
aggressively plucking the defenses enough to allow the first transports to land
uncontested.


Out of those came more I’rar’et in much less bulky armor, but they were also
protected by energy shields and carried smaller weapons more befitting their
agile accoutrements. They surfed the air with glee, targeting Li’vorkrachnika
ground troops, civilians, and pretty much anything that moved or shot at them
as they secured an expanding circle around the LZ as armies of Zen’zat ran out
onto the ground and began to sweep the streets and nearby buildings.


They secured the area then sent
teams off to specific coordinates on the planet based on orbital scans. Some
were to take down the other shield generators and planetary defense guns, but
others were headed for what were suspected to be communications and data hubs.
They didn’t want the Li’vorkrachnika deleting data before they could get to it,
for this invasion was first and foremost about information gathering. The
extermination of the system’s population would come easy enough after the fact,
but the challenge here and now was to secure that which could be destroyed
before they got to it.


Included in that last caveat was
the different types of Li’vorkrachnika that they had learned about in their
previous encounters. Stealth teams of Zen’zat were flown out on equally
stealthed I’rar’et to be dropped in locations where
different mental signatures were detected, then they would track them down with
all haste so they could be captured and interrogated for both their
experiential knowledge and their genetic memories.


But throughout this invasion they
could not find the strategic leader model that they suspected of being here,
given the size and importance of the world. Some had seen him previously, but
he moved like a ghost among them and would never be found on the planet, dead
or alive, nor on any of the others in the system. Either he wasn’t here at the
time of the invasion or he was hiding out ahead of the extermination teams that
gradually moved through city after city, deliberately leaving the structures
intact as they eliminated their occupants. Normally all of it would have been
obliterated from orbit, but if this was to be a proper intelligence retrieval
operation then the entire planet should be preserved for continuous study…so
that they didn’t have to go to such delicate measures anywhere else.


To that end, some of the
Li’vorkrachnika population was captured and contained, but it quickly became
apparent that they would not hold to captivity and reviving those that killed
themselves became such a chore that the I’rar’et instead decided to spare a
small section of the planet that they placed a blockade around to insure that
none got out, but did not attack or interfere in any obvious way to those
inside save for killing them when they assaulted the perimeter.


But unlike the Li’vorkrachnika
defense fleet, they did not all run to their quick deaths. They held onto the
city and used it, rebuilding, expanding, and probing against the impossible
opponent that surrounded them…sparing the I’rar’et
from going to the frustrating lengths of preserving a limited number of
individuals in closely monitored cells.


While it initially appeared as an
unfinished assault to Rajamal when he later arrived, the Zen’zat quickly
realized what an inspiration the tactic had been. He no longer had to rely on
reports of the enemy to learn of them, which had been quite detailed and
thorough, for now he could slip past the blockade along with other research
teams and monitor their active minds, raiding whatever information they desired
while other teams scoured the planet gathering and cataloging the technological
assets the Li’vorkrachnika had and learning how they’d made use of them.


Such study did not happen quickly,
so Rajamal focused on the pertinent areas to the upcoming assaults that he
would be authorizing, tantamount among them being starmaps
and fleet numbers, the latter of which was not present in any form. This world
only possessed knowledge of this region and nothing beyond it, though there
were enough general starmaps present to give him the
basic sketch of their overall empire, though the exact borders were impossible
to determine.


What he found mildly surprised him,
for it was larger than anyone had speculated even taking into account the noted
losses by the Skarron invasion. The Li’vorkrachnika had so many worlds to draw
resources from that Rajamal could partially understand their arrogance. If the
Skarrons were the greatest foe known to them, then they should have believed
themselves to be superior enough to take on anyone, for he was fairly sure that
the Li’vorkrachnika were going to defeat the larger empire due simply to the
density of their conquests and the way they made use of their fleets.


Nothing was critical, everything
could be sacrificed if the need existed and rebuilt later. On top of that,
their aggressive expansion policy gave them new worlds to replace those being
lost, meaning that the defeats they were taking were little more than
inconveniences if they could stall for time. They could very well bleed the
Skarrons dry and then outbuild them in the aftermath
and secure an unsuspected victory, and Rajamal found he had a mote of respect
for them and their methods. They were harsh and uncompromising, but they had
mistakenly crossed a foe so superior to them they probably didn’t even comprehend
what they were doing at the time. 


Had they not succeeded in killing
the Zen’zat they might have lived through the reprisal. It was strange that
they should be punished for the failure of the V’kit’no’sat rather than
rewarded. Something about that did not sit right with Rajamal, so long as he
considered them to be so inferior that the V’kit’no’sat were spectators
watching pets play…but if the Li’vorkrachnika were going to contend with them
as equals, then there was no room for leniency. 


They had attacked and scored a
victory that should not have been possible, and whether or not they intended
that, for a brief fleeting moment it put them on par with the V’kit’no’sat.


And it was that peerdom
that had sealed their fate, for while a master could be dismissive of a pet, a
rival could not be tolerated. If the Li’vorkrachnika had truly attacked them
out of ignorance and scored their victory through sheer luck, well, then the
universe had it in for them, because that would have been one of the largest
miscarriages of merit he could imagine. He pitied them that possibility, but the
board was set and this eradication was not going to be repealed. 


They had struck a lethal blow, and
now they must all die for that success. 


If one was not able to contend with
the V’kit’no’sat as equals, then they had best not try to poke the giant, for
there was no gray area to maneuver within. You either stayed out of their way
or fought them straight up…and if you started a fight, you had better be able
to finish it.


It was clear now that the
Li’vorkrachnika could not finish it. They could not even mount a defense, and if
Rajamal did his job appropriately there would not be a single death of a
Zen’zat nor any other V’kit’no’sat for the Li’vorkrachnika to lay claim to.
Their one victory would be their sole one…and their last of all time, for soon
they were going to be erased from the galaxy and relegated to the historical
records that would largely be written based on the research done on this
planet.


And so be it. They were not the
first the V’kit’no’sat had been compelled to wipe out, nor would they be the
last, but they were Rajamal’s to attend to and once
he got a good feel for the geography of their empire and their military
capabilities he would begin drawing up invasion corridors and handing each of
the 7 factions their assignments…then dishing out more to those who proved
themselves the most competent and efficient, regardless of the Sector Capitol’s
wishes.


This was his campaign and he would
lead it. That’s what they’d requested him for and that’s what they were going
to get, whether they liked it or not.
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January 24, 3599


Ittick System (Captured System)


Oppwu



 

“We have a much larger foe than expected, so I will expect more of you,”
Rajamal said to the six military commanders gathered onboard his Zen’zat
Na’shor in orbit of the captured Li’vorkrachnika world tasked for research and
as an initial base of operations set well within enemy territory, but still on
the outer edge of their overall empire. It had been suggested that they should
base out of the Sector Capitol, but that made no logistical sense. It was too
far away and any necessary supplies could be shipped from there to here easy
enough. Making that call had been one of many decisions that he’d made that
went against what the council wanted, and he hoped they’d eventually get it
through their thick craniums that if he was in command, then he was in command.


“Those of you who show merit in your actions will be rewarded with more
work,” he continued. “Those that do
not will receive less. I know you want to make this a competition between
yourselves, but your purpose here is to eliminate the Li’vorkrachnika. Do not
forget that, nor your responsibility to your own troops. Lose any of them and
you will be heavily penalized. I want clean assaults, and by clean I mean no
casualties and no side projects. These worlds are not there for you to play
with. You are to eradicate the infestation and nothing else. These worlds are
beyond the sector boundaries, thus they will not become acquisitions. Attack,
annihilate, and move on.”


“From what we have discovered, the Li’vorkrachnika grow their worlds
along a predetermined escalation protocol. The manufacture of equipment and
personnel alters with more advanced units produced on the higher level worlds,
particularly a strategic specialist that is extremely rare. At the height of
their hierarchy are a dynasty of leaders that rule over the others. They are
live birthed, the rest are clones that serve them. The strategists are also
clones, but they do not grow them to numbers that would be advantageous. Why
this is we have not determined, but it is an untapped potential. Do not
underestimate the cunning of the strategists or you may find yourself
experiencing light losses.”


“Capture of a strategist is a secondary goal, but is not necessary for
the success of the eradication. Their leaders are of no known tactical use, but
their capture is also a secondary goal.”


“The Li’vorkrachnika typically use mass engagement tactics and as such
have a basic ship design to match, but they also have larger specialized
assault units. These should not be an issue for us with our range advantage,
but do not try and close with the energy cascade field they utilize. Wait until
adequate assets arrive to take it out safely. Also be prepared for multiple
attempts at collision maneuvers. It is a common tactic they use when facing
superior opponents and they will hurt you if you give them the opportunity.”


“As for ground ops, they will be necessary because the Li’vorkrachnika
burrow underground as much as they build on top of it and we must make sure
that every last one of them is destroyed. Orbital bombardment alone will
destroy most, but we cannot leave any behind by accident or negligence. You
will have to follow up assaults with subsurface infiltration teams. I suggest
exclusive use of Zen’zat given the tighter confines, but how you proceed is up
to you. Expect explosives and cave-ins. If they cannot defeat you, they will
try to hurt you. In this they are genetically bred to be brave. You will find
no cowardice in them.”


“The primary objective is their core worlds, of which we do not have all
the locations. At present we know of six that have at least partial shipyards
of massive proportion. The Li’vorkrachnika build full rings situated around a
planet in which they create an impressive number of ships. What they lose in
battle they expect to replace in short order, and eliminating even one of these
shipyards will significantly hurt their production…but we are not targeting
them initially.”


That drew odd looks from the
commanders, but out of respect they remained silent and continued to listen.


“If the Li’vorkrachnika survive they win. Even if it should be one world
or one ship fleeing beyond our reach, for they can regrow everything. There is
not a single world that is critical to them, so we must take care to not
destroy their strongholds only to push them into other areas. For this reason,
we will begin boxing them in by assaulting their smallest worlds
first. The ones where they are expanding in order to test borders and the
strength of new enemies. To do that we will need scouts, and lots of them. At
present some have been procured through allies, but we need more, lest I fear
they will escape us. I am assigning the Ari’tat and Sli’nar to drop sensor
buoys in all star systems for a width of 60
lightyears across the coreward border,” he said, highlighting the huge wall
on the map that ran from upper galactic plane to the lower.


“If they move further in, I need to know where. Stealthed buoys only,
for I do not want them to know they are being observed. I have already
requisitioned them, so use what you currently have and more will replace them
over the course of time. As for the location of the expansion colonies in this
region, we have the system locations and procuring more in every region we take
is of the highest priority. There will have to be more recon missions prior to
planetary devastation, for we need these maps in order to get the most of them
we can. I do not believe we can rely on scouts alone, so we must get the necessary
information from the source.”


“Unfortunately the Li’vorkrachnika do not have tidy divisions, so I am
sending you to specific areas that I have guestimated.
The Lir’nen will go to the Bren System, retrieve the necessary data there, then
destroy all between it and the sensor wall,” Rajamal said, outlining a
roughly cubical area of space. “You will
need to ascertain the location of the expansions in order to accomplish this,
and I want to be informed the moment you. All intelligence gets shunted to me
immediately, and that goes for all of you.”


“The Ari’tat will take Vocorik
and push toward the Skarron border. We have no quarrel with them, and do not
start one. They are not involved in this campaign, but they are helping to do
the work of it nonetheless, so treat them with some respectful distance. They
are keeping worlds, we are not. So if they want to pick up what you have
cleansed allow them to, for they will be doing us a service in their ignorance.”


“The Nic’bar will take Hammseti
and, based on the data collected there, will have a border defined by me
somewhere here,” he said, mentally drawing a hazy zone across the map on
the opposite side of the Li’vorkrachnika empire from
the Skarrons. 


“The
Lir’nen will assault Volka,” he said,
highlighting a system at the very top of the galaxy, “and push rimward towards Jartel, which is
one of the noted core worlds. You will assault it after you have cleared to
this line, but not before. How fast you get there will be determined by the
density of worlds found and your skill. If you defy this order and skip ahead,
you will not be assigned any further core worlds. I cannot be clearer in this. Jartel comes last.”


“May I ask why?” the Lir’nen asked.


“Hit them at the center and they will spread. Hit them on the flanks and
they will concentrate. We want them together where it is more
easy to kill them, not running for the farthest reaches of the galaxy in
more ships than we can track. We will not show our full hand until they are
closed in, and any violation of my orders will jeopardize this. Do so and you
may very well forfeit your slot entirely.”


“That is not…”


“It is for me to decide,” the Zen’zat cut off the Ari’tat before he
could make his full statement. “You will
obey me or you will be sent home. If you are not capable or willing to do that,
then pull out now to avoid the later shame, for I will not forgive any
alteration from my plans. I am allowing for considerable leeway within your
regions, but where I have firm boundaries you will abide by them. You may
question the reasoning, but you may not question your compelled obedience.”


“I will take the Zen’zat to Arcor and push
forward along the underside of the galaxy while the Voro’nam slip past the
Lir’nen, laying sensor buoys behind them, and eventually attacking Kilox. Beyond that the map begins to diminish, but it is
essential that the sensor wall be stretched beyond their borders and not cut
through it. We cannot allow them to establish a foothold outside it.”


“Understood,” the Voro’nam said, seemingly content with their
invasion corridor, “but that will require
a huge amount of buoys. We will need more than one per system to insure all
jumplines are monitored.”


“Three per system are required so as to cover all angles and provide
redundancy if one should fail. I realize the amount that requires, but it is
essential. The Li’vorkrachnika will fight us to the death rather than
running…but they will do it to buy time for others to run and rebuild. Our task
is not simple eradication when the enemy worlds keep shifting, and we have not
fought an opponent like this for more than 400 millennia. Getting them all is
our task, and it will take a great effort to do so. I am up for the challenge,
but I will not have our efforts spoiled by head hunters. The mass of deaths
will come when I say so, and not before we have them completely encircled.”


“Which is why the I’rar’et are going to be
assaulting the worlds discovered here and conducting other information raids.
Once we have a rimward boundary located they will reposition there and with the
help of the Sli’nar establish a rear sensor wall, then being pushing in from
either corner of the box once it is established. The Ari’tat will also stretch
out around the Skarron front to deploy sensor buoys in their wake and around
the periphery, linking with Sli’nar on the rim. The I’rar’et
side will link to the Voro’nam, and the galactic voids will form the other
sides of the box.”


“What if they bypass on the outliers?” the Voro’nam asked.


“That’s where I will be sending a great deal of our scouts. Those areas
have not been properly mapped anyway, so there will be a handful of Tivet ships with them to ensure the records are accurately
updated.”


“Why are the Tivet involved?” the Lir’nen
asked. “They were not granted a slot.”


“Not a combat slot, no. But they will not be fighting unless the
Li’vorkrachnika attempt to circumvent the sensor wall that they should not even
know is in existence. I asked for their assistance and they agreed to supply
it. I do not trust in the competence of hired scouts.”


“Understandable,” the Ari’tat agreed.


“You are delaying our involvement in combat,” the Sli’nar
complained, tapping its long claws on the floor in frustration.


“You will be the last, yes.”


“Why?”


“Placement of the sensor wall is of the utmost priority and you have
more ships to do it with than the others. But also remember, when the other
sides of the box are intact and we are moving in, where do you think they will
try and flee to?”


“Picking up scraps is hardly worth our time.”


“Yet you will do it if I order it, or you will be left behind.”


“We are not refusing, we are seeking the reasoning behind the choice.”


“Our data indicates that the Li’vorkrachnika originated rimward. If that
is true, where do you think their most developed systems will be located?”


The long necked Therizinosaur
huffed approvingly, then offered no further complaint. 


“Entrapment is our first priority, and to do that we must make the path
of least resistance be into their core. Initial assaults will be designed to do
that, so you must hold to your assigned corridors and clear them thoroughly.
Monitor systems not belonging to them, but do not take action in any without my
prior approval. From what we can tell the Li’vorkrachnika do not share worlds,
and if there is any evidence to the contrary I will decide what to do with it.”


“You don’t want us making auxiliary strikes?” the I’rar’et
asked for the benefit of the others.


“No, I do not. We are operating beyond V’kit’no’sat borders, but if you
think you have a free hand here to play you are mistaken. Stick to your duty
and do not deviate from it. If another race needs hit, that is a decision for
others to make or myself, should it involve this campaign. You will not attack
others for additional ‘practice.’”


“Once we have the Li’vorkrachnika boxed in I will assign interior
invasion corridors based off your battle records. As of now, the only one with
a guaranteed primary world to hit is the Lir’nen, and they are guaranteed
nothing beyond that. There are plenty of worlds that need conquering and I will
make use of you all for that lest you give me a reason not to, but as for who
will get the choice worlds and the bulk of the smaller ones will be decided
later based on merit, and I alone will make those decisions.”


“You will judge your own Zen’zat equitably?” the Lir’nen asked.


“My loyalty is to the mission. I will not reward incompetence, no matter
where it appears.”


“And if all perform equally?”


“Then there will be great shame on the I’rar’et,”
he joked, referencing their superior status within the V’kit’no’sat. 


“Rajamal was chosen for a reason,” Ha’chet
said evenly. “He will not misuse any
assets, so do not look for favoritism here.”


“Still,” the Ari’tat differed, “it
is a concern.”


“We are not worried about Zen’zat preference.”


“Then neither will we,” the Voro’nam said with a note of finality. “There should be ample opportunity for combat
even for those with the smallest assigned corridor.”


The Lir’nen agreed with a head
flick. “When do we launch?”


“The sensor wall must come first, and if there is a delay in its
implementation we will have to push back the timetable, but you have 120 days
to assemble your forces and arrive at your initial targets. The Ari’tat and
Sli’nar will begin dispersing sensor buoys immediately. The I’rar’et
will wait until nearby segments are complete before they launch their first
strikes. I estimate that will take longer than 120 days. We don’t want to
prompt an evacuation before we have the ability to track it.”


“Acceptable.”


“You have your assignments. Rally your fleets and requisition any additional
supplies as needed through my staff. Sector-wide production is at our disposal.
If there are no other immediate concerns, make haste.”


There weren’t, and the six military
commanders left the chamber to consult with their command staffs that would be
remaining onboard Rajamal’s ship so to coordinate the
overall campaign. The commanders themselves would be leaving, but having
individuals that could represent them in person was highly preferred over weeks
of signal lag, thus those left behind were of high station and personally
trusted by their commanders.


When the room emptied, Rajamal
telepathically summoned those waiting nearby and his Zen’zat peers entered with
him altering the starmap to their assigned corridor.


“We have a large berth to cover,” Rajamal began as the 8 of them
joined him in a loose circle around the map. “I trust I can give each of you a piece of it and not have any concerns?”
he asked, addressing some that were of even higher station than himself.


“The I’rar’et will be difficult to surpass,” Daemon warned, looking
at the mass of tiny star system dots that they were going to have to take
possession of, “save for clearing
subsurface areas. They will be of no use down there, but their own Zen’zat will
be prepared. I think we will have an advantage, but I do not know if it will
offset their other strengths. I cannot promise that we will outperform them,
but we will get the job done.”


“That is all I require. If we simply match them, it will be to our
credit.”


“Still difficult,” Yarro agreed, “but possible. You can be assured we will
make progress with all available haste, and I suggest you do not assign
yourself territory to take. You need to be free to troubleshoot.”


“And keep an eye on the Lir’nen,” Proarch
added. “They have a score to settle that
their skills may not match. Expect some form of duplicity from them.”


“I intend to preempt it if I can.”


“Are you assigning our own monitoring rovers?”


“Yes. I’m not rely on their own relays. There can be too many
‘accidental’ disruptions.”


“There may be an issue if the Li’vorkrachnika already have scouts beyond
the sensor walls,” Daemon warned.


“Which is why I’m having the contracted scouts working outside the walls
rather than in after this initial sweep. If they are savvy enough to send out
splinter colonies immediately we will not be able to stop them unless they
leave record of it. That is why data recovery is vital.”


“We’ll be thorough,” Proarch promised. 


“I know. And I thank you for coming to assist despite your seniority.”


“It’s your campaign. I just want a piece of the action.”


“As do I,” Daemon added. “We
have a score to settle with the Li’vorkrachnika and an example to set. I’m
curious how we can match up against the I’rar’et, but
we should be able to at least surpass the Ari’tat. Their combat capabilities
are almost a hindrance rather than an asset.”


“On the ground I agree,” Rajamal echoed, “but their fleet is formidable and we have lesser numbers than any of
them.”


“Are any more on the way?”


“Yes, and we may get continual reinforcements as more volunteers arrive,
so I can only give you low end estimates of available assets.”


“We will make do, but the Hjar’at ships I brought outmatch anything the
others have,” Daemon promised.


“I know,” Rajamal said with a smile. “Make sure to demonstrate that for the record keepers.”


“Watch our back,” Proarch told him, “and we’ll take care of the bulk of the work.”


“As I expected.”


“I was informed that Itaru will be watching
closely,” Daemon said cautiously, referencing the V’kit’no’sat empire’s
capitol deep in the galactic core. “There
are issues involved that we are not privy to, and my sources believe it
involves the I’rar’et.”


“Something to prove?”


“Perhaps, but whatever it is, it is intricate and kept from our
knowledge deliberately.”


Rajamal looked at all of the
Zen’zat legends around him slowly, judging from their expressions their mood
given the mental blocks preventing him from assessing them directly. 


“Whatever it may be, it is not our concern. We perform as best we can,
and if it upsets someone’s plans then so be it. V’kit’no’sat are superior. We
do not feign superiority, we earn it. If the factions with us cannot…”


“It is not our concern,” Daemon echoed, twisting the sentiment
around.















7



 


 

July 1, 3600


Teqwa System (Li’vorkrachnika territory)


Scak



 

Rajamal stood on the command deck
of his personal Na’shor monitoring operations on the planet below as had become
typical. Zen’zat leaders did not get personally involved in the combat unless
they were needed to achieve victory or they got so bored they needed the
activity. His purpose here was to oversee and guide the killing rather than to
partake in it himself, though it was becoming clear through subsequent
intelligence reports that this foe was going to be battled not so much in
combat as in strategy, leaving him with the primary responsibility.


More historical records had been
recovered from the Li’vorkrachnika along with a host of operations data that
led him to believe they were even more slippery than expected. Their leaders
were in fact ghosts that did not interact with the vast majority of their
civilization…both the hereditary leaders and the strategists, and this left the
populace without knowledge of their actions or methods, but Rajamal’s
people were beginning to ferret out clues in the captured databases and bits of
genetic memory that were allowing him to put together a better picture of who
and what these Li’vorkrachnika were.


And they were a weapon, pure and
simple. There were no civilians, yet they weren’t a hive mind. They were
individuals built to be fiercely loyal to the mission given to them, never
accepting of surrender or capture, and instructed to do whatever damage they
could to the enemy upon not being able to accomplish their primary mission.


And they were produced in vast
numbers. Rajamal hadn’t grasped the full potential of their breeding factories
because it wasn’t being employed on the worlds that he had surveillance on, but
the reports coming in about their technology and what it was truly capable of massing impressed the Zen’zat.


Guile, deceit, and misdirection.
Those were the cornerstones of the Li’vorkrachnika as much as straight up
fights where one clawed to the death at any opponent within range. The weapons
did the clawing, but it was the genetic memories and those that programmed them
that did the planning. Still none of the strategists had been found on the 183
systems that the Zen’zat had taken thus far, nor in any of the other invasion
corridors. For as primitive and inferior as the Li’vorkrachnika appeared to be,
they were not so feeble that they couldn’t contend with the V’kit’no’sat in
some respects.


He understood now why they’d been
able to kill a Zen’zat. Their limited technology was a false omen. This race
was far more than it appeared to be and the answers he needed lay with the
strategists and their leaders…though he expected them to continue to elude his
grasp. The only way he was going to get to them was by infiltration, and
sending in teams deep to their territory was not advisable given how little
they knew of them. 


Rajamal would wait until they had
gathered more data, then he would dispatch stealth teams to the densest
Li’vorkrachnika worlds and hope that one of them could track down these key
individuals prior to an invasion…but it would have to be well prior, for he did
not think they stayed in one location and most likely moved ahead of any
activity that might jeopardize them. To counter that he was going to have to
hit worlds almost at random, but until he got his hands on a strategist or
leader to interrogate he was going to have to battle them by proxy.


The key to their dominance was in
their ability to regenerate, and they had done so numerous times over the
course of their history when it appeared they were losing. Whether this was an
adaptation after the fact or part of an elaborate ruse he could not be certain,
but there had been occasions that losing had put them in a more favorable
position after bleeding the enemy of ships and resources, only to rebuild
faster than they could and end up achieving the final victory.


And when they hadn’t succeeded they
had adapted. Their original homeworld and a great amount of territory had been
lost to them out on the rim to an alliance of races opposed to them, which in
fact was the assumed reason they had pushed coreward as far and hard as they
could. Their current primary worlds were in fact new ones created after their
originals had been captured or destroyed. The records weren’t clear on the
specifics of that defeat, and even now the Skarrons were tearing apart
significantly developed systems on their border and pushing into what would
eventually be their primaries, of which many still had not been located.


Rajamal had a good picture of the
coreward fringes and was wiping out their exploratory colonies with great
success, but the middle gut of their territory was still a question mark to him
with little more than dots and the jumplanes connecting them to work off of.
That would change in time, but the information security of the Li’vorkrachnika
surpassed most races in the galaxy. They kept their own people in the dark so
efficiently that even the V’kit’no’sat and all their code breaking power
couldn’t find secrets that weren’t in the captured systems to find.


How long would it be until he found
a system that did have some answers? He didn’t know but he suspected it would
not be soon, and while he didn’t doubt that this campaign could be concluded
successfully, the more he learned of the Li’vorkrachnika the more he feared
them doing something unexpected. Something that he wouldn’t see coming, or
perhaps something he’d never see. If they evacuated their leaders early,
expecting an overrunning of their territory, would he be able to detect them?
Could they think so far ahead to be evacuating now?


Something about the Li’vorkrachnika
didn’t feel right. They were behaving too intelligently while bumbling around
the galaxy. 


Whatever was going on, he was going
to find out. He just hoped it wasn’t too late to achieve a clean sweep of their
race. 



 

Back on Oppwu,
Zen’zat research teams were studying the emptied Li’vorkrachnika cities as well
as sending stealth teams into the containment zone where the living survivors
were ‘holding out’ against the V’kit’no’sat. There was still occasional combat
on the border as they tried to break out or just do damage, bleeding off some
of their population that they simply regrew within a few months, but otherwise
there was no activity. They were kept inside and Zen’zat stealth teams were
making daily penetrations unknown to the enemy.


They accomplished it via a
combination of stealth armor that turned them into pure black shadows most
effective at night, and with Ikrid deceptions. Hanniel was on one such mission
with a group of six, each of them split up within a particular building and
hiding on different levels while they monitored the minds of those inside,
delving into their memories…specifically their genetic memories…and compiling a
database of the tactics and tendencies that all the Li’vorkrachnika combat
troops shared by default. 


Such a task took time, so this
wasn’t Hanniel’s first run into the confinement zone.
She knew where to go and not go, staying away from the vision of most and the
security cameras the city had, while using her Ikrid to hide from the others.
Right now she was in a small storage chamber alone, peering through the wall
into the mind of a Li’vorkrachnika on the other side whom she had frozen in
place in order to prolong the analysis. She could do it without interfering,
but these deep scans took time and she couldn’t waste the effort on one only to
have him walk out on her.


Using special programs within her
armor, Hanniel was taking detailed notes of each race that had been programmed
into their memory and at the moment she was detailing the profile of one called
the Hycre. There was no memories of ground combat with them, but they were
known to have a formidable navy and good at running down isolated ships. This
one’s memories told him that loose but close formations were the most effective
in fighting them, allowing for massed firepower while giving the Hycre the
chance to run through the middle of them as they favored. If properly aligned,
they could deliver a killing blow during those few seconds and turn the tables
on one of the Hycre’s favorite engagement tactics.


Hanniel didn’t care about the
Hycre, but how the Li’vorkrachnika adapted to various combat strategies was
relevant…even if in only a very small way, but that was what Hanniel was here
for. Searching and cataloging anything and everything that might be of military
value to this campaign or afterwards. And if there was something useful, better
to find it now rather than after they were all exterminated. Otherwise they’d
just become another database entry for individuals to rifle through later
looking for examples from history to confirm or modify various tactics.


But today something happened that
Hanniel didn’t expect. She came across a ground combat opponent in their
genetic memory that had the highest danger profile that she’d encountered thus
far. They were known as Archons and were bipedal, very strong, fast, and almost
impossible to kill. They could even take control of the Li’vorkrachnika’s minds,
so they had to keep their distance and…


Hanniel got a creeping sensation up
her spine as she made the connection, then dug into those specific memories
further. Telekinesis was also confirmed, as was an invisible energy discharge
and a disabling mental state that didn’t take control of their bodies but made
them twitch and lose control of them momentarily.


Lachka, Jumat, and Fornax. 


Hanniel pushed for everything this
one had, including visual confirmation of the Archons. They wore armor of
various colors that indicated their strength levels and it was very hard for
the Li’vorkrachnika to penetrate. Detonation packs were the best method of quickly
taking them down, but they could usually sense them coming…


The Zen’zat skipped over that,
looking for their natural form and eventually finding it buried deep with their
genetic memory. Tan skin, hair, eyes, nose…they were Zen’zat. She would have guessed
Ter’nat, but not with those powers. 


But that made no sense. How could
they have encountered Zen’zat before?


She dug into the location of this
race and didn’t find much, but when she linked in remotely with their current
database the approximate location of these Zen’zat aligned with a straight
border that was well familiar to her and the others on the rimward side of
Li’vorkrachnika territory. It was labeled ‘Star Force’ and was an alliance of
numerous races that had kicked the Li’vorkrachnika out of their homeworld and a
lot more territory…and if they had Zen’zat assistance that would only make sense.


But who had sent them there? This
Star Force wasn’t listed in the current database as having any affiliation with
the V’kit’no’sat, and prior to this reconnaissance mission it hadn’t even
appeared on their maps. Was one of the factions aiding this Star Force in
secret? Or was it a sanctioned activity whose knowledge was forbidden to those
of her standing?


Whatever the case, she had to do
more fact finding. They all did, so she raised the other Zen’zat in the
building and across the city on their comms and they all started digging into
what should have been identical memories. Then they painstakingly retrieved
every bit of it related to Star Force and these Archons.


There wasn’t a lot there, but there
was enough to connect the dots when combined with the Li’vorkrachnika database.
As was true with much of it, the genetic memories functioned as the key to
understanding the data stored, and with them the Zen’zat realized that Star
Force was the Li’vorkrachnika’s bane. They’d done more damage to them than
anyone else and nearly destroy them all…save they wouldn’t pass beyond the line
that was now their coreward border and the Li’vorkrachnika’s rimward one.


That was where the I’rar’et and Sli’nar would be going eventually according to
the basic invasion plans made available to all those involved. Did these
Zen’zat assisting this Star Force belong to the I’rar’et
and this was the reason why they were involved in such a primitive eradication
campaign? And if so, why hadn’t she been informed? She served the I’rar’et faithfully, but not to the point of keeping secrets
from the rest of the empire.


If this was something they’d
arranged then they could explain it to Rajamal himself, and if it was meant to
be kept a secret then Hanniel and the others in the research team, thinking in
concert, agreed to keep it quiet until they’d finished their investigation of
these Archons and Star Force, then they’d inform the I’rar’et and Rajamal
privately and at the same time. Beyond that it would be their call how to
handle this, but something told Hanniel this was trouble. There was supposed to
be no one beyond the frontier. Not even simple scouting missions unless it was
sanctioned by Itaru, and even then she’d not heard of
anything happening out there for more than 60,000 years. 


Everyone knew they were under
strict orders to maintain a tight territorial boundary, but they didn’t know
why. If these Zen’zat were assigned by the I’rar’et or another faction against
the wishes of the others there would be hell to pay, so Hanniel and the other
researchers knew to take great care in detail and accuracy of the reports as
they compiled them…as well as to insure no one became aware of their findings
prior to the reveal, so they kept all the files on their person armor and away
from the I’rar’et and the other Zen’zat.


When the time came, Hanniel would
deliver the results to Rajamal and the I’rar’et
assigned to his Na’shor personally…then duck and cover when the accusations and
denials began. She and the others would do their duty to the V’kit’no’sat
overall first, even if that meant outing the I’rar’et,
but they would take no joy in it. She was loyal to the I’rar’et
and hoped that this wasn’t their doing, unless it had been sanctioned, but at
this point there was no way of knowing any more than what the Li’vorkrachnika
knew.


And the sooner she got this report
compiled and to Rajamal the better.
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October 31, 3600


Taklemah System (Li’vorkrachnika territory)


Unnamed
Planet



 

Rajamal was studying reports coming
in from his forces spread across the campaign when the courier ship arrived. It
wasn’t scheduled and refused to say anything other than it had a personal
message for him to be delivered by a Zen’zat emissary. The ship belonged to the
I’rar’et, but was a Zen’zat support vessel more suited
to their size, Kaeper-class.
Decent engines, overly large fuel capacity, and made specifically for long
range scouting/courier missions. Many of these ships were out dropping sensor
buoys, and he had no idea why one of them had come here to find him.


When he accepted the transfer
request he met the single Zen’zat deposited onto his Na’shor. She wasn’t a
warrior, but rather a researcher previously stationed in the Ittick System. Beyond that he knew nothing about her as she
walked up to him, her armor retracted down into the intricate forearm-mounted
jewelry that showed her station. His own forearm gauntlets were considerably
larger and less ornate, with the additional mass needed for the combat grade
equipment.


“What is this about?” he asked, suspecting something important due
to the unusual security.


“I need to inform you and the I’rar’et
simultaneously,” Hanniel said firmly, but politely.


Rajamal frowned. “You serve the I’rar’et.
Why would they not already have been informed?”


“I came here on my own volition. They did not send me.”


“Oh?”


“Our research has turned up a delicate matter. Informing one of you
before the other seemed inappropriate.”


“Concerning what?”


“I need to tell you both in person.”


“Am I going to like it?”


“I am attempting to do my duty to the V’kit’no’sat as a whole…even if it
may implicate the I’rar’et in misbehavior.”


Rajama’s
face grew tight. “Follow me.”


Hanniel walked behind him as he led
her further into his huge ship, eventually ending in a private chamber with an I’rar’et already waiting for them, apparently signaled
telepathically by Rajamal, for he knew of the situation before she could say a
word.


“Why did you violate protocol?” he demanded, mildly miffed and looking
down at her over the long, pointed beak that made up the front of his angular
head.


“What we discovered will affect the current campaign, thus Rajamal
needed to know first.”


“Know what?” the Zen’zat asked, leaning back on a deactivated holo pedestal and crossing his arms over his chest with a
slight click from his overlapping gauntlets. 


“I discovered, and others helped to fully document, genetic memories
within the Li’vorkrachnika detailing the best ways to fight various races they
have previously encountered. There is an alliance of races on the northern
border of the Li’vorkrachnika known as Star Force. Are you familiar with it?”


“Yes,” Rajamal answered.


“They are where our sensor wall will backline,” the I’rar’et added. 


“Which is why I wanted you to hear this simultaneously. Do the I’rar’et have any current assets there?”


“You question us?”


“It is pertinent.”


“We are not released to that corridor until operations here are complete
to Rajamal’s satisfaction.”


“So you have nothing there already, perhaps from a previous operation?”


“What are you inferring, Zen’zat?”


Hanniel looked directly at Rajamal.


“There is a race within Star Force known as Humans. Some Humans are
different and labeled as Archons. These Archons are the worst opponent that the
Li’vorkrachnika have ever faced. I discovered the genetic memory for them and
how to fight them, and there is little they can do to overcome their strength
and power, for absent our size the profile matches our own.”


It took Rajamal a moment to
comprehend what she was saying, then his eyes widened.


“These Archons are Zen’zat?”


“And the Humans are Ter’nat, but the Archons
are not of greater size and some of the Ter’nat are.
We did not get an answer for why, but amongst the powers listed in the genetic
memories are Jumat, though they know it by a different name,” she said,
looking at the I’rar’et accusingly.


Rajamal did as well, knowing how
rare Jumat was within the V’kit’no’sat. That meant only elite Zen’zat had been
assigned to whatever this fake empire beyond the border was.


“I know nothing of this,” the I’rar’et said in all honestly,
dropping his mental resistance so they could be certain he was speaking the
truth, for he didn’t have the mental blocks that the Zen’zat did, relying
instead on his own mental strength to keep others out.


“These Archons led this alliance of races in defeating the
Li’vorkrachnika, taking their homeworld and driving them from their former territory,”
Hanniel went on, “but they stopped
pursuing them at their current rimward border. The one you are about to travel
to. Did you notice how perfectly straight it was?”


“So not to get close enough that we might notice,” Rajamal said, his
own tone accusing, but not directed at the I’rar’et
specifically, for they had not requested the assignment on that end of
Li’vorkrachnika territory. He’d given it to them for other reasons, but they had wanted to take part in this
eradication for some hidden purpose. 


“Unless I have been deliberately not informed, we know nothing of this,”
the I’rar’et said firmly. “And if it was sanctioned activity Ha’chet
would know and he would have informed me of it. Something is not right here,
and if some faction has been operating beyond the frontier…”


That thought was left hanging in
the air, for all three of them knew how much internal trouble that would cause
if it was true. There would be a territorial forfeiture at minimum, but the
penalties could get far more drastic. Knowing that, one would only try
something like this if they were stupid or had some larger plan in place…and
that worry had them all fearful.


“You were right to conceal this until it was brought to my attention,”
Rajamal said slowly. “How strong is this
Star Force?”


“They have been conquering a massive amount of territory and reworking
it as they see fit. We’ve been able to corroborate database entries with the
genetic memories to get a better picture, but we’re still sorely lacking in
data. It seems that this Star Force is very new and growing rapidly. Not just
in size, but in technology. They practically sprouted up out of nowhere, but
these ‘Humans’ make up only a tiny fraction of Star Force’s population. The
rest are acquired races that they have outfitted with their own technology
that, at a minimum, includes Bra’hem.”


The I’rar’et
reared back slightly, puffing out its wings until they hit the walls, which
only frustrated it more.


“What treachery is this? Whoever is responsible will be culled.”


“That is why we must handle this carefully,” Rajamal warned. “This has implications far beyond this
campaign, but knowing my battle plan someone must be very vexed right
now…unless it is the I’rar’et.”


“It is not. I can promise you that. Can we not account for all Zen’zat
with Jumat?”


“Yes we can,” Rajamal said, activating the main hologram and digging
into his ship’s database. It wasn’t accurate to the present date given
communications lag, but if someone had been gone for a very long time they
should be able to track them or their absence. “Was this a single individual with Jumat they were concerned about, or
many?”


“Many. These Archons have different colors of armor that denote their
abilities, and Jumat seems to be present in several of them.”


“Our armor?”


“No. It is made of hard shells. A clever design to afford them movement,
but not the equal of ours in agility. They are more hardy
to damage taken, based off estimates.”


“A clever disguise without sacrificing effectiveness,” the I’rar’et noted. “Trading
out one strength for another. Were there any other races in this alliance that
we are familiar with?”


“Possibly an aquatic that was listed as having been eradicated.”


“How long ago?”


“834,000 years.”


“And how recent is this Star Force?”


“Less than 2,000.”


Rajamal shook his head. “This doesn’t make sense unless there is a
long lasting conspiracy taking place.”


“I agree,” the I’rar’et said. “We should go to this Star Force and find out
what they truly are.”


“No,” Rajamal said firmly. “We
do not tip our hand so blindly. How many others know of this?”


“Only the Zen’zat in my research team, and they have pledged to remain
silent until they hear from you.”


“Are you certain the memories are Zen’zat?”


Hanniel responded by transmitting
some snippets of them from her mind to his.


“What is wrong?” she asked after he was silent for more than a
minute.


“You will remain silent on this. Both of you,” he added more
forcefully to the I’rar’et, “while I consult with another. If this is what I fear, then we will be
going straight to Itaru with it.”


The I’rar’et
hissed in displeasure. 


“If there is treason here, it is for the Sector or Regional Council to
ferret out.”


“Wrong. If there is treason here, it jeopardizes the very core of the
V’kit’no’sat. And I will deal with it accordingly. We are leaving this system
immediately and you will be assigned to me until further notice,” he told
Hanniel. “I assume you brought all
necessary data with you?”


“On my armor. There is no other source on the ship that brought me.”


“Well played, and thank you for your wisdom in this matter. I will deal
with it from here, but first I need you to lay out everything you know about
these rogue Zen’zat and Ter’nat.”


“I do not see why Ter’nat would be involved,”
the I’rar’et said. “They are not useful for anything other than breeding stock…”


“Exactly,” Rajamal said, sensing the fear and horror in that simple
statement. “And when there are no Jumat
bearers listed as dead or assigned to dubious missions, it leads me to one of
many concerns…but those are Zen’zat matters and I trust you not to discuss this
with others. You will also not be able to send messages off this ship until I
say otherwise.”


“Can I then discuss it with the others onboard ship?”


“Would they know more than you?”


“Unlikely.”


“Then no. And do not inform the other races here either. They need to be
kept unaware in case one of them are involved.”


“Do you not wish to interrogate them if they show their hand?”


“I want to keep the advantage of surprise that we have as long as
possible. If only the 3 of us on this ship and those Zen’zat back in Ittick know, then knowledge of it will not spread. Whoever
has done this must be watching us closely for fear that we discover the truth,
and if the treason runs as deep as I fear they will not hesitate to destroy
this ship to conceal it.”


The I’rar’et
leaned his head forward, coming within half a meter of the Zen’zat. 


“What is it you fear so?”


“That is what I need to seek counsel on, and I can only do that with
other Zen’zat.”


“Whatever you decide, make haste. The I’rar’et
are not responsible for this, but we want to discover who is as soon as
possible.”


Rajamal nodded and sent word to the
bridge to get them underway, then he turned back to Hanniel.


“Continue with your research findings.”



 

“They are too strong,” he told Daemon, having arrived in his sector
of the Zen’zat invasion corridor and brought the commander onboard his ship for
a private meeting. 


“Meaning?”


“Jumat is prevalent, and individuals have far too many psionics. Too
many for natural progression. Please tell me I’m wrong.”


His fellow Zen’zat was silent while
he continued to dig through the files before him and the memories that Rajamal
transferred from his own mind. When he thought he was about to speak he did
not, moving back to another section of the data. It took several minutes before
Daemon answered his question with a very displeased look on his face.


“You’re not wrong. Someone is artificially advancing Zen’zat.”


“What could they hope to gain from this? The punishment will be so
severe I cannot see any worthwhile risk to it.”


“What if it’s someone’s doing who isn’t bound by our rules?”


Rajamal’s
face screwed up in confusion and disgust, but he thought on that for a moment. 


“They would have had to acquire Zen’zat genetics from somewhere, and I
am not aware of any missing individuals dating back to the Rit’ko’sor
rebellion. All corpses have been recovered since then, and the possibility of
someone engineering a Zen’zat with a tissue sample is so unlikely I can’t even
quote you the odds. Capturing a Ter’nat and trying to
upgrade them would be more likely, but their systems are monitored to keep them
in, but they function just as well to keep others out. I do not know how an
exterior power could have orchestrated this, and if they did I do not believe
they would use them in this fashion, blatantly and extensively close to our
border.”


“Yet they seem to have knowledge of it, hence the reluctance to fully
eradicate the Li’vorkrachnika. Ironic, that had they done so we probably never
would have discovered them, and that their reluctance allowed the
Li’vorkrachnika to extend so far as to attack us. Though I do not fault them
for the stupidity inherent in that idea, for had it not happened I would not
have foreseen them doing it either. There is, though, another possibility that
you are overlooking."


“Enlighten me.”


“Did you note the location of their capitol?”


“I did not see any significance to it.”


“But there is,” Daemon said, pulling up an old starmap from before
the Rit’ko’sor rebellion. “Look.”


Rajamal compared the two and saw
that one of the sparsely placed frontier colonies from back in that age lay in
exactly the same place.


“The Rit’ko’sor attacked and destroyed everything they could find,”
Daemon continued, “but this was a waterworld and the aquatics could not be touched, nor did
they have the firepower to destroy the planetary defense station, so they
flooded it instead to remove it from the surface of the planet along with
everything else V’kit’no’sat. The J’gar and other aquatics evacuated the
colony, citing it wasn’t worth rebuilding, and scratched it off the map. With
all the damage the Rit’ko’sor inflicted, it and others fell beyond the new
frontier.”


“And maybe someone went back to it?”


“Possibly. Or maybe the J’gar lied and left something behind that’s been
developing ever since. After all, why pull back if your underwater structures
are intact? There are reasons to, for sure, but if they’d already been attacked
and the aquatics were safe what cause would there be to pull out?”


“How many were there?”


Daemon pulled up those statistics
for them both to see.


“Not many,” Rajamal answered himself. 


“And all are accounted for,” Daemon added. “As far as the swimmers go. But the Zen’zat on the surface were
destroyed…as far as they reported, and that report is a blind spot that could
have been used as cover.”


“To what end?”


“I don’t pretend to know what is happening here. I’m only throwing out theoreticals.”


“Keep doing so.”


“If you wanted to experiment with Zen’zat you’d do it beyond the border
where no one would look, and the J’gar are patient enough to have taken an
opportunity like this when it arose.”


“And then have them build an empire and start knocking off everything in
sight?”


“That perplexes me unless it was a field test. The coreward boundary is
obviously meant to keep them away from us, and has done so up until now. Which
perplexes me as to why we don’t have scouting expeditions regularly sent to the
rim to keep us aware of what is happening out there.”


“If we’re not allowed to go then there’s no point in knowing,”
Rajamal said sarcastically. “After all,
no one can be superior to the V’kit’no’sat, so there’s no bother in looking.
Anyone important enough will come to us.”


“Typical Oso’lon propaganda,” Daemon agreed. “Just because the Hadarak occupy our time
doesn’t mean we should be oblivious to the rest of the galaxy. I do agree,
though, that we shouldn’t keep expanding into territory that we can’t dominate.
Spreading ourselves too thin would be a mistake, but intentional blindness is a
folly.”


“That someone has taken advantage of.”


“There is another possibility. A slim one, but I feel I have to point it
out. Perhaps some Zen’zat were left behind accidentally…”


“And did what? Violate their oaths, reproduce, and build their own
empire? One in which they have the genetic knowledge to activate psionics at
will?”


“Far-fetched, but given that their capitol is a former colony the
possibility has to be considered. Their armor is also curious. If you don’t
expect to be discovered why alter it? Ours is better, though I’ll admit theirs
is a bit tougher, assuming comparable materials that may not be the case.”


“Different and better are not always the same things, but I take your
point.”


“I don’t take yours.”


“Fixed structures can hold more components.”


“But the weight would be cumbersome.”


“A tradeoff that might be better in select circumstances.”


“Curious, I hadn’t thought of that. Why don’t we have tougher versions?”


“Because we never need it,” Rajamal said honestly, then his memories
brought obvious anxiety to his face, “unless
we’re fighting each other.”


“You fear this may be the tip of a plot that will lead to another
rebellion?”


“Yes I do.”


“Then I will go with you to Itaru and we will
present them with the situation…then weather the fallout together. I too do not
want another bloody war against our brothers, but if it has to happen, so be
it. The V’kit’no’sat must be made of pure bonds, else we will break in other
ways.”


“Your words are wise, but I still cannot conceive how someone would see
this as an advantage.”


“Creating an independent army of superior Zen’zat outside our borders,”
Daemon said evenly as he drew a horrific look from Rajamal. “Your problem is you trust too much, and
after the Rit’ko’sor there was one lesson learned by all the factions…if you’re
going to rebel, you have better make damn sure you’re going to win. And
fighting without an advantage is the equivalent of suicide.”


“So someone breeds enhanced Zen’zat and gives them experience fighting
in the rim as they grow their own empire.”


“Which probably has them seeing more combat than most Zen’zat.”


“I had hoped when I came here you would alleviate my fears. Now they are
far worse.”


“Itaru,” Daemon reminded him. “We can discuss further on the way, but our
duty in this is clear.”


“So it is,” Rajamal said sadly. “And
if we are to fight them, Itaru will never sanction
our own advancement to match.”


“Meaning we’ll be fighting superior opponents? Possibly, but I for one
am ready for a real challenge.”


“Against other Zen’zat?”


“I would prefer not, but we take on what fate supplies us. Rogue Zen’zat
or not.”


Rajamal sighed. “We have lost so much already.”


“Most of which has been rebuilt.”


“You can’t rebuild dead warriors.”


“No, you can only replace them with inexperienced ones. Which is why the
Rit’ko’sor hurt us so badly. It would have been worse if not for us. The
Hjar’at are too stubborn to recognize threats that defy their understanding of
warfare. The Rit’ko’sor would have destroyed them if we hadn’t intervened. You
should be proud of your part in that.”


“We never should have been on opposing sides. We should have been
pooling our resources and fighting the Hadarak
together.”


“They trust us because we are the most loyal. Unfortunately that
statement can be construed in two accurate ways. Do not dwell on it. We made no
mistakes, and those who did are mostly dead by now.”


“So now we face more mistakes by new faces?”


“Our best bet in avoiding them is by pointing out the obvious, and doing
so directly at Itaru is better than sending the
information through intermediaries. They will listen to us enough to get a
direct audience, and if we make a few stops first I can arrange some other
names they will listen to.”


“You should have been leading this invasion, not me.”


“You are more than qualified, so there is no issue.”


“Still…” Rajamal said, letting that hang in the air as he scrolled
through a few maps with Daemon pointing out systems they needed to visit in
order to procure additional Zen’zat of renown that would insure that their
envoy would not get pushed aside once they arrived at the capitol…and that the
Elder Conclave would take this matter as seriously and they should.
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April 27, 3601


Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat capitol)


Wendigama



 

Rajamal, Daemon, and three other
high ranking Zen’zat were permitted entry into the Elder Conclave by other
Zen’zat through the smaller doorways built for them. More Conclave guardians
were stationed at the larger entrances, and those were not Zen’zat due to the
physical size needed to keep unwanted individuals out. If an Oso’lon wanted in,
there was little Zen’zat could do to stop them, hence they had numerous
Era’tran and Hjar’at guardians there supported by more Zen’zat where
appropriate.


When the five visitors were granted
entrance to the huge chamber they were placed upon a small floating platform
that had a single control pedestal. Innas, a Zen’zat
that had ties to the Oso’lon, took the lead position and drove the platform out
from the wall of the dome-shaped chamber through the sea of pedestals that held
the Elder members and their delegations from all of the 193 current member
races in the V’kit’no’sat, though that did not include the Ter’nat
nor Zen’zat, but there were plenty of the latter here to assist the larger
races in small command stations built into or on top of the pedestals that were
sometimes a half mile wide.


That was a necessity given the size
of most of the V’kit’no’sat races, making the Zen’zat seem extremely small in
the Conclave, even more so than in other chambers of similar purpose, for this
one was so tall that there were literally clouds that formed at the top that
shielded view of the flyers’ entry points, and the underside of those clouds
reflected the light from the sea of holograms on and in between the pedestals
as the various races conducted business individually or with one another, but
in a few moments their entire attention would be focused on the visiting
Zen’zat that were heading for the central platform that rose slightly higher
than all others and remained empty.


Innas
drove them to it without passing over any of the pedestals, meaning they had to
weave in and out of the artificial islands to get there, then they parked at
the foot of the hillside surrounding the central mount and climbed up the
multitude of geometric stairs under their own power until they reached the
summit…which put them just below head level of the longnecks, but the Zen’zat
were so small that a second platform in the center raised up to an adequate
height so that all could see them directly without having to rely on visual
repeaters, though many did in order to view the tiny specs at distance without
the benefit of armor scoping that none of them wore.


The Zen’zat wore their armor undeployed and clustered on their forearms, as did the
others in the Conclave, but the larger races wore a mixture of clothing and
jewelry, some of which would transform into additional items or produce shield
generators, but the typical battle exoskeletons of their undeployed
armor were not present here, for the idea of any threat making it inside the
very core of their empire was absurd…and if they somehow did they had an army
of guardians ringing the Conclave to contend with.


“What matter brings you before us?” the Oso’lon Elder asked once the
Zen’zat had reached the required height, though he was more than a mile away
and his voice was carried technologically so all in the Conclave could hear.


“Treason,” Rajamal said evenly with the other four Zen’zat standing
beside him in silent, but obvious support.


“Explain carefully, Zen’zat. That is not an accusation to be made here
without peril.”


“We do our duty, Oso’lon, and for the preservation of the V’kit’no’sat
we bring information of rogue Zen’zat operating beyond the frontier.”


“Affiliated with whom?” the Era’tran Elder asked from the other side
of the Conclave. 


“Unknown,” Rajamal said as Daemon began creating holograms in the
air above the conclave displaying the maps and other data they had collected,
along with shunting the files directly to every delegation’s pedestal where the
Zen’zat there could view and search through them to verify what Rajamal was
saying. “Knowledge of them has been uncovered
by proxy in the course of my campaign against the Li’vorkrachnika. They have
battled and been defeated by these Zen’zat who operate under the name of
‘Archons’ in a multi-race alliance known as ‘Star Force’ in which there appears
to also be a significant Ter’nat population.”


“Where?” the Oso’lon demanded.


“Their capitol appears to be their spawning point, but we do not know
for certain became we came straight to you before scouting the area ourselves.
Whoever is responsible for this must be rooted out, and giving them time to
cover their tracks by revealing our presence with reconnaissance missions would
have been unwise. However, their capitol lies in the Terraxis
System, which was a former colony of ours prior to the Rit’ko’sor rebellion. It
was listed by the J’gar as having been fully evacuated.”


Where there would have been a
pedestal behind Rajamal there was an equally circular pond, one of many in the
chamber but the largest of all, and out of it rose a slender head on an even
thinner neck. It rose up as high as the Oso’lon and the top of a ridged body
broke the surface with the mass of it remaining below water, but the purple
bioluminescent patches along its spine attested to a very long length as well
as several others present down there but not coming up into the air.


“You accuse us, Zen’zat?”


“The rogue Zen’zat are there, and the last report filed was by you. I do
not know what is occurring, but someone is guilty of treason and must be
exposed.”


“Quite right, but there are matters in play that you are unaware of.”


Rajamal didn’t respond, instead
waiting for the J’gar or another to speak. Eventually it was the Hjar’at that
did.


“We would also like to know of the last days of this lost colony.”


The longneck twisted to the side,
throwing a look across the Conclave, but a telepathic message from another
below water caused him to recoil a bit.


“We would also like to know,” the Les’i’kron Elder added.


“Terraxis was one of a number of systems that was abandoned during the
Rit’ko’sor conflict. According to our own records it was fully evacuated of all
surviving aquatics after the surface inhabitants had been annihilated.”


“Why was it evacuated if the Rit’ko’sor could not harm you within the
oceans?” Daemon interjected, pressing the question that he knew the Hjar’at
and others were also thinking, and not worried about a backlash against him.
Sometimes it was better for an irreverent Zen’zat to make an unpleasant point
because of their neutrality, and Daemon had learned to use that to his
advantage long ago.



 

“We decided to shrink the empire for security reasons.”


“The evacuation,” the Oso’lon quickly corrected as their Zen’zat
supplied them with a flurry of facts and relevant dates, “occurred long before that edict was enacted.”


“You seek to falsely accuse us for these rogue Zen’zat…but you needn’t
bother. We left one fact out of our report because it was a matter that did not
involve you. For the sake of clarity we will reveal it now. The Rit’ko’sor did
attack and kill most of our population in Terraxis,
but they did not do it face to face. They poisoned the waters before we knew
what was occurring. Those that we evacuated were the survivors. This occurred
in many systems, not just Terraxis.”


“Why were we not informed of this weapon?”
the Hjar’at demanded.


“It was of no threat to you, and frankly, we did not want any other race
following in the Rit’ko’sor’s footsteps. Since the
war we have developed a countermeasure and are therefore no longer in jeopardy,
thus I can reveal it to you now without peril.”


“Did the Sess’nat know of this as well?” the Oso’lon asked, his gaze
directed towards another pond.


“All aquatics did,” the shell-less turtle answered. “The poison affected us all, and before you
criticize us for our silence, remember that it was one of our own that attacked
us. It is not unreasonable to assume, at that time, that there could be others
plotting the same.”


“It is alarming,” the Era’tran said before the Oso’lon could speak
his next rebuke, “that we trust each
other so little. It strains the bonds of our civilization. However, the
concealment of this weapon did not hinder the V’kit’no’sat. And while it may
not speak well of trust, they are right in saying that the Rit’ko’sor betrayed
that trust. And if one could do it, so could others. Now we face a similar
situation. Someone has violated our trust and raised not only an army of
Zen’zat for their own unsanctioned purposes, but according to this data they
have also artificially enhanced them with psionics they have most assuredly not
earned.”


“What!” the Brat’mar roared load enough to be heard without
augmentation.


“It is in the files, and I assume the Zen’zat were about to elaborate on
that point.”


“I was,” Rajamal continued. “The
Li’vorkrachnika use genetic memory to prepare their troops to face any known
opponent, and these Archons are the most effective against them. They cannot
kill them except through extraordinary means, much like they used to kill one
and damage another Zen’zat by crashing a warship on top of them and their own
troops in battle. I believe such a tactic was developed by their previous
contact with Zen’zat, and based on their expectations of their abilities, they
possess too many psionics to be naturally developed. In point, all of the more
advanced Archons possess Jumat.”


“You have no confirmed this?” the Les’i’kron asked.


“No. We have not set foot inside their territory nor come close to it as
of yet, but my current invasion plans for the Li’vorkrachnika involve setting
up a sensor wall around their territory, and that will put it directly in Star
Force systems. Thus I need to know what you wish done before I complicate a
much more important matter.”


“Your caution is most welcome, Zen’zat,” the Era’tran praised him. “As is your wisdom. This matter is one of
treason, and we must conclude who is responsible. We face another rebellion,
but you have stumbled upon it before it could be enacted.”


“To what end?” the Pas’cha asked, its long neck rising a bit higher
than the Oso’lon. “Enhanced Zen’zat are a
serious concern, but they alone cannot win a war. The Rit’ko’sor concealed
their strength from us, and unless another has done likewise, this Zen’zat
production makes no sense. There must be something more in play that we are not
seeing.”


“Do not underestimate the power of the Zen’zat,” the Era’tran
cautioned. 


“Perhaps they have done this on their own? That would be far more likely
than one of us concealing our numbers like the Rit’ko’sor did. We have taken
exhaustive measures to counter that.”


“We have to go there and find out,” the Hjar’at said, aggression
tinging his words. “There is no other
option.”


“Agreed,” the Era’tran echoed.


“A joint force,” the Oso’lon amended. “So that if one of us is complicit we will not potentially be walking
into a trap. Meanwhile we take measures to safeguard all other communal systems
by realigning our fleets so that they are split between many locations and no
one holds a majority.”


“Your paranoid is alarming,” the J’gar dismissed casually. “We take no action here other than to keep
watch while we go to the heart of this matter and root out the source. We must
destroy these Zen’zat, but not before we get the answers we need. We cannot
obliterate them under the guise of ‘accidental’ over-aggression and potentially
destroy the data we require. For this reason the Hjar’at will not lead this
campaign.”


“You accuse us now?”


“I accuse you over fighting in almost every situation you encounter. We
need to investigate as we destroy…and I do not believe you have the temperament
for that.”


“Given this is a Zen’zat matter,” the Les’i’kron stated quickly
before a war of words, and perhaps telepathy, could break out, “let the Era’tran command, but without many
ships of their own. They will lead, and we will provide the bulk of a fleet
necessary to retake our former colony and subdue this facsimile of an empire.”


“A sensible recommendation,” the Oso’lon agreed as it turned its
long neck back towards the Zen’zat at the center of the Conclave. “You will return to your current invasion,
which we have been monitoring. By the time you are ready to deploy your rimward
sensor wall, this matter will already have been settled.”


“Before they are dismissed,” the Hjar’at interrupted, “I would like their assessment of the
military capability of this rogue empire.”


“I would advise,” Rajamal said slowly, “that no fleet be assembled for such a direct
strike that did not include a Mach’nel.”


The Oso’lon snorted so loud that it
almost drowned out similar audible expressions of disgust from half a dozen
other races, though most of the silent ones shared their reaction.


“How can Zen’zat warrant that?”


“We believe they have at minimum Bra’hems. If
a Tar’vem’jic is not in play, it is possible that our fleet could be
outmatched. With one included, even if outnumbered, the range advantage will
allow for domination. If you do not wish a proper scouting assessment first,
then I would take no less than a Mach’nel directly to their capitol.”


“You believe their advancement in psionics may have a complement in
technology as well?” the Era’tran asked.


“I would not be surprised if it did, and as far as the Li’vorkrachnika
know the tech level of Star Force has been rising artificially fast. They began
with primitive technology and were almost destroyed by a paltry exploratory
force, then they advanced so fast they were able to outmatch and devastate the
Li’vorkrachnika. They would have annihilated them all if not for a coreward
boundary they will not pass. This geographically perfect line suggests they are
well aware of our surveillance capabilities and are deliberately staying out of
reach. If not for the Li’vorkrachnika foolishly attacking us and inviting our
wrath, we would most likely not have discovered these rogue Zen’zat at all
until the time came for whomever is behind their creation to utilize them.”


“Given the lack of information and the dangers inherent,” the J’gar
said with a calming tone, “I concur with
the Zen’zat’s recommendation. We will supply one of
ours, and that will be our sole contribution.”


“So be it,” the Era’tran agreed. “Is Mak’to’ran acceptable?”


No objections rose at the name of
the legendary Era’tran, so the matter was settled by the silence.


“Zen’zat, your duty in this matter is done. Return to your current
assignments and reveal nothing of this until after our strike is made.”


“As you will,” Rajamal said, then he and the other Zen’zat descended
on the inner platform and hopped down the stairs to return to their speeder
that they rode out across the Conclave as discussions, accusations, and
speculation continued. When they passed beyond the gates and the privacy fields
Daemon exchanged glances with the others.


“I have a bad feeling about this.”


“As do I,” Innas concurred, “but our task is completed until called upon.
You have an invasion to continue.”


“For how long?” Rajamal asked, inferring the consequences that this
treachery could unleash if it was as bad as feared.


“Hold to your oaths and let fate take us where it may.”


“As always,” Rajamal agreed before splitting up and heading back to
the frontier with Daemon.
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October 18, 3601


Yareni System (Era’tran Regional Capitol)


Navbu



 

Mak’to’ran
walked up the ramp into the Era’tran transport being the last to board. Ahead
of him were members of his race’s elite Hakja troops,
members he’d served with in numerous high level operations over the centuries,
but nothing like this had occurred to his knowledge. Even when the Zak’de’ron were brought to heel he knew who the enemy was,
but this mission had him going into battle to investigate and kill rogue
Zen’zat without knowing their sponsor. The very traitors they were going to
attempt to expose were going to have troops under his command that could revolt
at any time.


Never had there been this level of
distrust amongst the V’kit’no’sat and it left him shaken. Whoever had done this
had crossed many lines, so much so that their race was going to suffer heavy
penalties even if they came forward and admitted to it now. But the more likely
outcome was a war of some kind, and the thought that there might be more than
one race involved in this scared the Era’tran from head to tail. Their bonds of
brotherhood could be failing soon, and who knew how much damage they could do
before he and others discovered who the traitors truly were.


While the Era’tran had been gathering
their portion of the assault fleet and stacking their troops and Zen’zat into
it, investigations had been taking place across the empire without so much as
an iota of evidence linked to this abomination. No records of Terraxis or any link to it existed past the date of its
evacuation. An idea had been floating around that the Rit’ko’sor might have
been responsible for these events, spawned before they had been wiped out for
their treachery, but Mak’to’ran did not think that
likely. 


Forcibly bypassing the genetic
locks on the Zen’zat psionics was not something all the races could do. In fact
there were elements of the coding that had been put in place by the Zak’de’ron
that even the reborn Les’i’kron could not fathom, for much had been lost in the
transition. Only 6 races were thought to possess the genetic knowledge to
unlock Jumat, and each of them knew that doing so would bring weight of the empire
down on top of them. 


That was what Mak’to’ran
could not fathom. There had to be something much more devious at work here, and
he feared that something could potentially destroy the V’kit’no’sat. 


Once onboard, the transport took
him and the Hakja up to orbit where they took their
place onboard the Kafcha-class
dreadnaught that made up the bulk of the Era’tran fleet. Other than Zen’zat
designated vessels, the size of the Era’tran required larger hulls to
accommodate their crews, and while the Kafcha were
not the largest vessels in the Era’tran fleet, they were all that were being
assigned to his command. 58 of them in total, along with 300 Zen’zat Domjo medium level cruisers that were going to be the only
pure Zen’zat vessels in the combine fleet that was rendezvousing in the Tham’ron System. 


The other races were not coming
without Zen’zat, but they were all integrated into their standard fleets as
support. The Era’tran had been originally responsible for the creation of the
Zen’zat and had the most interaction with them within the empire. Mak’to’ran knew they were more trustworthy than most of the
other races, but given that they were going to destroy rogue Zen’zat, the
others had decided not to commit any standalone units whereas he had, and a
large number of them given the segmented fleet.


Final ship count was estimated to
be between 9,000 and 11,000 ships, which was abnormally large heading into a
single system, especially with a Mach’nel included, but it wasn’t unprecedented
if you went back through battle history far enough. But to take on rogue
Zen’zat it was clearly overkill, underscoring how no one else thought they’d
find only Zen’zat beyond the frontier. They were expecting a much larger
fight…with who was the question on everyone’s mind.


With everyone else already
assembled prior to his arrival, Mak’to’ran made his
way to the command deck where some 18 other Era’tran were assembled with
another 40 or so Zen’zat support that would operate the ship in combat, then
beyond a wall that had been removed was another chamber with a scattering of
personnel. It would fill up when heavy oversite of the entire fleet was needed,
and right now he didn’t even know for sure which ships and personnel he would
be getting from the other races.


He gave the order to get underway
and the mixed Era’tran/Zen’zat fleet jumped out of the system while Mak’to’ran worked on developing the proper relationships
within his new fleet, running combat drills and testing for weaknesses in the
team tactics that were required for effective naval combat. Whenever new ships
were brought together under a different commander such things were required to
optimize efficiency by learning each other’s tendencies. It was something that Mak’to’ran was adamant about drilling his fleet through,
but he got no resistance from the Era’tran. When he got the other races’ ships
added is when there would be internal wrangling to flush out prior to taking
everyone into combat.


He didn’t know what they would
face, and while normally the V’kit’no’sat could win with no losses no matter
how bad their coordination was, the Era’tran commander wasn’t counting on such
superiority here. These Zen’zat had advanced weapons, at least compared to the
rest of the galaxy, and they had the advantage of home territory where, if they
were smart, they’d been laying down numerous defenses and traps for when or if
the V’kit’no’sat ever found them.


The idea that this was all set up
as a trap to draw them in prior to a rebellion concerned him, and the J’gar so
willingly offering one of their rare Mach’nel had him wondering if they weren’t
going to use it against him when an opportune moment came…and that was exactly
the kind of trust issues that were so abhorrent to consider. 


But the situation was what it was,
and there was no postponing it hoping for some revelation prior to arriving at Terraxis. 


When Mak’to’ran
arrived at the rendezvous system he found about two thirds of the races’ fleets
having arrived, including the J’gar’s Mach’nel. It
wasn’t the largest ship the V’kit’no’sat had, but it was the largest pure
warship and designed to operate in all combat capacities. It measured on average
120 miles in diameter, and the J’gar version was shaped like an egg to maximize
internal water volume. Key amongst the many weapon systems onboard was the
presence of a small Tar’vem’jic, the most powerful
ranged beam weapon the V’kit’no’sat possessed, and surrounding it was Yeg’gor armor.


That
was why the Mach’nel were so rare, for manufacturing that armor was a
painstaking process that required a lot of valuable materials that could
otherwise produce far more technology. They had to be packed into a very dense
matrix that, once formed, was virtually indestructible. It made the Mach’nel
very hard to destroy, and during the Zak’de’ron
culling none of the ships had been lost on either side…rather they had been
boarded with the fighting inside determining the victor.


Add in the most dense shield matrix
the V’kit’no’sat used in combat models and the Mach’nel was the focal point for
his assembling fleet, and had it been reliable he would have been greatly
comforted by the sight of it. Now the thought of it turning its weapons on his
other ships made his presence near it unsettling, and he knew others must have
been feeling the same way. 


A communication came through for
him on a private channel, so Mak’to’ran stepped onto
a silver circle on the floor of the command deck and activated the privacy
screen around him before a hologram of a Hjar’at appeared where his fellow
Era’tran had been a moment ago, now situated in a sea of simulated darkness.


“Welcome,” the twin-spined quadruped
greeted.


“Garrtak. I am pleased it was you they sent.”


“As am I you, old friend. We have a nasty situation before us.”


“Who can we be sure of?”


“Rann’iel is here, so even if the I’rar’et are included
in this we know he will not betray us. It is the J’gar that worry me.”


“I too worry about that Mach’nel.”


“It cannot defeat the assembled fleet. Not by a long shot.”


“But it could do considerable damage on its own, though I do not think
it would.”


“You fear multiple traitors?”


“I don’t know what to fear. This scenario makes no sense.”


“Someone has been very bold,” the Hjar’at said, with a single tiny
arc of blue lightning traveling across a pair of spines denoting the anger
boiling over within. “And they either
didn’t expect to get caught or we are walking into their trap.”


“How dangerous do you think these rogue Zen’zat are?”


“Not very where orbital bombardment is concerned. If they have Sav, however…”


“A concern, but they will be able to match us at best strategically, not
in technology.”


“I would not be so sure of that. Treachery is before us, and it knows no
bounds. I would caution you to not engage in any even fights, for that would be
the opportune time for a traitor to change their fleet’s allegiance.
Investigate and annihilate with an abundance of caution and temerity. They
expect us to come charging in and engage headfirst, so don’t do what they
expect.”


“That’s almost treason coming from a Hjar’at,” Mak’to’ran
said sarcastically.


“We are not on the ground yet, and I have no wish to walk into a trap
with a questionable Mach’nel watching our backs.”


“I am going to have the fleet engage in extensive simulations before we
leave.”


The Hjar’at looked displeased, but
not with the Era’tran. 


“Others will object to the timeline, citing Conclave orders.”


“I will not rush into this until we are properly coordinated.”


“You will have our support, but it will be said that you are covering
for the traitors in order to give them more time to evacuate.”


“They have already had an abundance of time, and if this Star Force
empire is as large as suggested they will not be able to remove all traces from
it. But if we should face a much more powerful opponent, either from within or
without, those loyal must not be tripping over each other during battle.
Simulations will begin within the hour.”


“I will prepare my people.”


With that the Hjar’at disappeared
and the privacy field lifted, revealing that the Ranto’non fleet had begun
repositioning and coming towards them, signaling through the proper channels
that they were ready to drop into whatever configuration the campaign commander
wished.


Mak’to’ran
huffed his approval. The Ranto’non were not one of the primary races within the
V’kit’no’sat, but they were as loyal to the Era’tran as their hides were thick.
The quadrupeds had served in many combat arenas alongside the larger Era’tran
and the subtle show of solidarity told him that there was already discord
within the combined fleet.


Hopefully the simulations would
settle that a bit, but there was no denying the creeping sensation of betrayal
lurking in their midst.



 

Two
weeks later…



 

The remainder of the fleet had
finally arrived, after which Mak’to’ran kept them
sitting in the Sector Capitol for an additional 10 days before being satisfied
with their cohesion rating. Taking his position as campaign commander, he
integrated all units into his command and control system and sent orders out
through his deck crew to the various ships directly rather than passing through
their command vessels.


With decent response times all the
ships moved through the complicated orbital extraction that was both a test and
a display of superior navigational ability with them hitting 5 points around
the primary jumpline to the star and all making their jumps askew of it,
requiring additional navigational tugs but making for a very chilling display
to anyone that might be watching the mass of ships leave within minutes of one
another.


From the star they jumped out,
heading across Li’vorkrachnika territory and not bothering to even shoot their
ships when they came into contact with them. They merely sped past at speeds
the Li’vorkrachnika could not match and made jumps between far flung stars that
the primitive race could not follow through. One stellar link after another
they bounced between, heading in the general direction of the Star Force
border.


When they finally arrived there Mak’to’ran got his first look at their technology, for
there was a small fleet in stellar orbit and a scattering of facilities
elsewhere in the system, including two sparsely inhabited planets. Several
requests came in for detachment orders so they could hunt the vessels down, but
he did not release them. Now that they had been seen word would undoubtedly be
sent out through whatever communications system they possessed, so any delay
here or in the systems forthcoming would give their enemies more time to prepare.


No one disobeyed the order and went
chasing them, for as much division as there was between the races they were not
undisciplined, and put loyalty to the V’kit’no’sat over individual disputes…it
was when there was no harm to the V’kit’no’sat that they pressed their issues
with one another, and given the importance of the situation here there was no
disobedience.


As they made their short transition
around the star Mak’to’ran watched the Star Force
ships. They didn’t engage them or try to chase, but they did pull back into
what he saw was strategic positions so they could cover for what was probably
civilian traffic within the system that was rapidly withdrawing to the planets
and several large orbital stations.


Vermin fleeing the penance that was
about to come, but these would have a bit more time than the rest to live, for
this fleet was going straight to the heart of the infestation to reclaim their
former colony and base out of it while they dealt with the eradication to
come…assuming some further treachery didn’t unfold. Mak’to’ran
was sure it would at some point, or perhaps whoever was responsible was going
to play their part and help destroy the Zen’zat and hope their treachery was
erased in the forthcoming destruction.


For that reason he was going to
take extra care in issuing combat orders. The planets must be preserved in
order to investigate, and given the size of the Star Force empire
there were going to be many to choose from. Then again, the most vital secrets
were probably in Terraxis, and unless tampered with,
the surviving planetary defense station there would have record of all ships
coming and going.


If he were them that was the first
database that would be wiped out, but there were redundancies that were hard to
get at. Still, this campaign had been long enough in planning that if a leak
occurred and these Zen’zat had been warned, he doubted there would be any
obvious evidence left remaining. That said, there was no way they could cover
everything up across an entire empire in such little time. Add in to that if
they took prisoners and deprived them of their protective armor they could make
flesh contact and rip the answers from their minds.


Which was why as many of them had
to be preserved as was possible in the capitol. Once they had the answers they
sought he could unleash the loyal to complete the grim task ahead of them. For
whether they be illegitimate or not, killing Zen’zat is not something that any
Era’tran liked to do, though occasionally it was necessary on an individual
basis.


And if these Zen’zat were merely
following orders of the race sponsoring them…


Mak’to’ran
would explore that possibility if an opportunity arose, but if they were
Zen’zat then they would follow their orders and fight, and he’d be forced to
kill them at some point or another. And even if some surrendered under those
circumstances they’d have to be physically altered to remove their tier 2 and
above psionics, for they could not be allowed to keep them under any
circumstances.


That was wishful thinking on Mak’to’ran’s part, and he knew the others would not be so
kind. Fortunately he was in command and could make the decision if it came to
it, but he didn’t realistically see how this campaign would end aside from some
form of massive bloodshed.


And he hoped that bloodshed would
not result in the ships under his command turning on each other…but as any
responsible commander would, he’d been simming his
own Era’tran and Zen’zat crews for that situation should it arise. 
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