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September 17, 3255


Andip System (lizard
territory)


Stellar Orbit



 

When the Excalibur
came out of its breaking run ahead of Nami, Paul was relieved to see some 284
Star Force jumpships waiting for them. Amongst them was the Sanguine Blade, as well as numerous
cargo ships and a half dozen Ma’kri sitting well off the incoming jumpline in
the face of Paul’s beaten up command ship and the equally wounded vessels
coming in its wake along with a handful of fully operational escorts they’d
picked up along the way from other assignments. Within a few seconds Jason’s
hologram popped up in the command nexus.


“How are you holding up?” the blonde trailblazer
asked.


“We lost a lot of people, and our new allies lost
almost all of theirs. Have there been any other Trinx sightings?”


Jason shook his head. “I’ve got scouts out all along
your projected path. None have reported so much as a single blip. I hope that
means they’re out of ships after the beating you gave them.”


“It was mutual.”


“I assume you still have the Uriti?”


“It’s following us. Riley is bringing up the rear to
make sure it doesn’t go AWOL. It did, briefly, after the battle when our
transmitter was down. Stayed sitting in place for more than five days, then
decided to take a dip in the star and stayed there until we got the leash
working again.”


“Where are you with that?”


“We’ve got the original working, but with everything
in the fleet busted up we haven’t had a chance to try and build a bigger one.”


“I sent for some parts before I came here. They’re on
the way to Alamo and we can call to bring them up the line if you want.”


“Right now I just want to get Nami there. She may be a
beast in battle, but she’s definitely a snail when it comes to speed. When the
Chixzon planned to conquer the galaxy, they had to know it would take centuries
to get from one end to the other.”


“Makes it all the more dramatic to see it coming, be
able to take a lot of pictures, and know you can’t stop it when it does get
there,” Jason pointed out. “At least the Hadarak aren’t much faster.”


“I’d take a little faster now with ample joy,” Paul
said dryly. “Our escorts haven’t wanted to leave and they’re badly in need of
supplies. The closest relief they have is the Bahamut site and they don’t want
to risk abandoning it to the Trinx so they’re sticking it out with us. They’ve
got too many people on too small of ships with all the rescues we pulled off.”


“Did you pick up any Trinx?”


“Not living ones. We couldn’t get to all of our
survivors fast enough as it was.”


“I have a bad suggestion to make.”


“Make it,” Paul said, suddenly on guard for more bad
news.


“The Neeyvir.”


When Paul frowned Jason pressed further.


“We know they have at least limited contact with The
Nexus.”


“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean they’ll be…you’re right.
It’s worth asking at least,” he said, adjusting the comms
and calling the ranking commander within what was left of the Sety fleet that
now consisted of only 6 ships. It took a while to get a response, long enough
that Paul felt there might be a technological problem onboard their ship, but
eventually the tree-like visage appeared next to Jason over top the control
board in front of him.


“Yes, Archon. What is it that you require?”


“How close a relationship do the Sety have with the
Neeyvir?”


“Limited. I only know of them because we were required
to familiarize ourselves with this region prior to the Hamoriti assignment.
There is diplomatic contact and isolated trade.”


“Trade?” Paul asked, wondering as to that. The Neeyvir
were one of several holdout races within lizard territory…meaning that the Sety
would have had to pass through it to get to them, or vice versa.


“High end technology is all my information said.
Sporadic shipments.”


“My point is, could the Neeyvir be used as a relief
port for your ships? Their nearest system is four jumps from here.”


“I’m afraid the only people qualified to answer that
question died during the attack. But bringing the Hamoriti into an inhabited
system of that caliber would not be wise. They could see it as a prelude to
attack.”


“Do they know what a Uriti
is?”


“I do not know.”


“Regardless, I wasn’t suggesting to take it there. I
meant for your ships to break off from the escort now that we’ve received
reinforcements.”


“As long as we are mobile, we will not abandon our
duty,” the Sety said firmly.


“The Uriti is moving so slow you can stop by the
Neeyvir, get whatever relief they can offer, then catch up to us in short
order. We’re months from our destination system. Do you have the logistical
longevity to last that long?”


“My ship does not. I do not know about the others.”


“I don’t know if the Neeyvir will assist you or not,
but there aren’t many choices right now. We’ve got supplies to share, but all
of The Nine have differing repair needs and we do not have a shipyard near
here. Unless you want to travel a long ways to one of ours, returning to The
Nexus is your only other option. Do you concur?”


“The Yisv may offer another option if we can contact
them.”


“They won’t enter the same system a
Uriti is in,” Paul reminded him. “Whatever help they can offer will mean you
still have to break from the convoy. At this point, now that my reinforcements
have arrived, there isn’t much your remaining ships can do to assist in a fight
given their current status. Repair and resupply must take priority else the long
term security of this mission could be jeopardized.”


“I cannot fault your reasoning, but I cannot guarantee
the reaction of the Neeyvir.”


“I will accompany you there. We’re going to run into
the Neeyvir eventually anyway, so I might as well make an introduction.”


“Your presence is required to safeguard the control
ship,” the Sety said earnestly.


“One of my peers has arrived. He will take over
security in my absence. Regardless, my command ship is heading back to a
shipyard for repairs. I’ll transfer to one of the newly arrived warships so I
can stay in the region while our damaged ships are cycled back. Yours need to
do the same.”


“Very well. The Sety will go to the Neeyvir, but I can
make no promise as to their willingness to help.”


“I’ll dispatch a courier to the Yisv and inform them
of our departure from the convoy. That way they’ll be able to rendezvous there and
offer whatever assistance they can.”


“Acceptable.”


“Make preparations to leave after the Uriti exits this
system. Inform the others of The Nine of the logistical reality and of the
timetable. If they’re not convinced as to its wisdom, tell them to contact me.”


“I will spread the word, Archon. Thank you for your
assistance.”


Paul nodded and the hologram cut out, leaving him with
Jason. 


“You’re leaving the Excalibur?”


“She’s a broken sword right now, but she’s still far
faster than Nami. Assuming you’re going to stick around, I want to send all the
damaged ships back to start repairs.”


“I’ll take it from here,” Jason promised. “But the Zeus has to stay.”


“I know, but there’s no reason to keep the others
here. We’re just well armored target practice right now, sorry to say.”


“Did you have to leave any ships behind that we need
to recover?”


“Not whole ones, but there’s a lot of salvage to be
done. That’s low priority, but we need at least a Ma’kri on the site to keep
scavengers away. There’s a large sample of advanced tech floating out there
that I’d rather the lizards didn’t get their hands on.”


Jason raised his eyebrows. “Before we do?”


Paul smiled. “They’re not going to be picking it up
anytime soon.”


“I’ll get three Ma’kri there immediately, then send
another back to pull a recycling team off the front line. We should be able to
get a collection crew there within a handful of months.”


“Good. I’m going to go meet the neighbors and will
meet back up with you somewhere along the line.”


“What do you want to do about the Trinx?” Jason asked
ominously.


Paul’s eyes hardened. “There’s a reckoning to be had.”


“Obviously. What do you have in mind?”


“Keep them on ice for now. If we go after them it’s
going to suck a lot more resources away from the lizard campaign. I don’t want
more planets dying because we took our time eradicating those buggers. The
Trinx can wait, unless The Nine get to them first. I don’t think they’re going
to take this betrayal well.”


“Do you want to coordinate with them on the ass
kicking?”


“Possibly. But we need to figure out what to do with
the Uriti they’re sitting on first. And to solve that riddle we need to learn
to talk to this one and figure out if Nami is as nice as her namesake or the
big obtuse hunk of rock she looks like.”


“But bottom line, the Trinx lose their sovereignty?”


“In some form, yes. We’re not tolerating them as
neighbors.”


“Agreed,” Jason said as his ship’s sensors picked up
the Uriti coming into stellar orbit. “Damn, she’s…small.”


“Small?”


“Compared to the ship I’m sitting in, yeah.”


“Apparently her mind is not. Have a chat with Riley
about that and see if you can’t brainstorm a solution I’ve missed.”


“What’s the challenge?”


“Finding a way to make a
Uriti pay attention to the ants it can so easily step on.”


“We’re in ships bigger than she is, so it shouldn’t be
hard to get noticed.”


“Telepathically it’s a different show. Our ships
probably look like rocks to her without the aura.”


“How’s our resident Chixzon doing?”


“Complaining about lack of adequate parts.”


“Should I try building a new transmitter on the Sanguine Blade?”


“Do you have enough resources to spare?”


“Depends what it will take.”


“Then the answer is probably no to the big one, but
having a redundancy for the small one is worth tinkering with. Even if you can
only half build one, it’ll save precious time if the primary goes offline.”


“Offline?”


“If Riley gets his ship blown up.”


“With Nefron on it?”


“He’s smart enough to get out first,” Paul said
deadpan.


“He’d have to build it, I assume. Will he leave the Zeus?”


“If it’s during jump he might. Gets really boring and
even if you talk to the Uriti it can’t do much of anything, so he doesn’t need
to be there.”


“Nice to have a hobby. How often does Nami need to
stop and eat?”


“The hungrier she gets the less likely she is to obey,
so we’ve been having her take a dip in the star every 3 stops.”


“No planets?”


“Not yet. The stores she gets from them don’t
deplenish very rapidly. It’s mainly her energy reserves that need a boost.”


“Alright. Where’s she headed now?”


“Into a preordered orbit. She’ll get the redirect once
the Zeus gets here.”


“Safe range?”


“I’ve been keeping it at 1000 miles minimum.”


“Any sneezes?”


“Not yet. She’s been a good girl so far. Even sat
still and watched us while we fought.”


“Good to know she’s not temperamental, now that I’m
babysitting for you.”


“Riley is babysitting Nami, you’re babysitting Riley.
I hope the Trinx don’t have anything else to throw at us, but I’m not counting
on it.”


“I’ll make them pay if they try it. Which ship do you
want?”


Paul mentally looked through the list via the nexus in
less than a second. 


“The Jasper,”
he said, selecting one of the Protovic ships in the mixed fleet. It was the
oldest model, a Mk.6, but it was still fast enough to
carry him around the region while Nami crawled on.


“All yours. But before you transfer over stop by my
command ship. There are a few things we need to discuss at length. I assume
you’ve got at least a few hours before Nami moves on?”


“That we do. I’ll be right over,” he said, cutting the
comm and walking out of the nexus and onto the main
bridge. 


“Admiral, the ship is yours. You’ll be taking it and
the other damaged ships back home for repair. I’ll be staying in the region on
the Jasper.” Paul glanced at the
ceiling. “Get her fixed up good. I’d like to keep this one if at all possible.”



 

A day later and Paul watched Nami leave the system
with her escort ships, leaving his one spotless warship with the broken fleet
that was all that remained of The Nine. He rallied them to a different
jumppoint and accelerated away at the best speed the slowest of them could
handle, headed for the not too distant territory of a race that had withstood
the lizards’ expansion while hanging on to some 27 systems spread out in shotgun
fashion. The interconnecting ones had been swallowed up by the lizards, but
apparently the Neeyvir went where they liked and hadn’t seriously been
endangered by the occupation of the surrounding systems.


Paul had misgivings about that. Turtling up was one
thing, but he didn’t care for the idea of sitting it out while watching
neighbor after neighbor fall to a civilization that you could have kicked to
the curb without even making a full effort. He didn’t know the history of the
Neeyvir, but given their not too distant location from Krachnika
he assumed the lizards had gotten to them during the second or third major
phase of their expansion, which was well before they’d come into conflict with
the H’kar. 


But then again, not everyone was a warrior. Were these
guys sitting out the war because they were snobs or because they were just
keeping their heads down and tending to their own? They weren’t isolationists,
that much had been determined from the Shanplenix, not to mention their link
with The Nexus, but that didn’t mean they also couldn’t have had an agreement
with the lizards. Thrawn had never spoke of such a thing, but both he and Paul
now knew that the templars kept much from the masterminds.


Paul didn’t think that with the already established
diplomatic relations to The Nexus that they’d come under attack upon arrival,
but he wasn’t sure what kind of a reception they’d get or what assistance they
could offer that would be compatible with what The Nine’s ships needed. At the
very least it would be a rendezvous point that the Yisv could access. He was
guessing that their vulnerability to the Uriti’s aura was being overhyped, but
he didn’t fault them for being cautious. He had a lot more safeguards in place
than they did, so it was hard to tell just how fragile their telepathy was
without ever having met one in person.


It took some 18 days to reach the Neeyvir system, with
them braking in at a respectable distance from the giant white star that held
some 9 major planets in its gravitational pull, but they didn’t have to travel
to any of those to attract attention, for as soon as they arrived they were met
by patrol ships. They were shaped with a helmet-like forward face that trailed
off into what looked like tendrils hanging behind it. They had luminous lines
across the face and the hull was colored a pale purple, giving the ships an
aggressive persona despite the fact that they only massed about that of a
cruiser and were no longer than 1200 meters, tendrils included.


Paul used a Sety translation program rather than their
own they’d cobbled together from bits and pieces of language references from
other races that had had dealings with them in the past, figuring it would be
more up to date and professional given their reputation, but he chose to
directly address them rather than having the Sety ships do it.


There was only a single Star Force vessel with the
fleet, but it was the largest ship and the only one without battle damage.
Beyond that, Paul was in command and felt that these other races were his wards
after what had transpired, despite the fact that they were just as advanced,
perhaps more so in some cases, than the Humans were.


“Attention Neeyvir, I am Archon Paul-024 of Star
Force. As you are probably aware, our warfleets are
gradually pushing back the Li’vorkrachnika and reclaiming the territory that
they have stolen from others. Though we have not reached your borders yet it
will happen eventually and we had intended on making contact before that
occurred to establish formal relations. The current situation has hastened that
necessity, for we and our allies have just survived a massive battle with the
Trinx. We were the marginal victors, but the Sety and others do not have any
region bases from which to resupply or make repairs and Star Force facilities
are also a great distance from here.”


“We have come here asking for aid and a port of harbor
so that these ships can begin repairing damage and making arrangements with
their far flung civilizations for permanent relief. We do not expect the Trinx
to follow us here. The target they sought is moving on and their warfleet has
been destroyed. What reserves they have we do not know, and we are not asking
for protection against them if they should come. We are only asking for what
material aid you can offer, or at the very least the ability to use this system
as a waypoint while other allies are rallied to us.”


“While we are here, I would like to have a lengthy
conversation concerning the Li’vorkrachnika and the future of this region if
you are willing. We will hold to stellar orbit while we await your response.”
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January 3, 3256


Ashbay System
(Occupation Zone)


Stellar Orbit



 

Jason’s command ship came out of its jump into a clear
stellar orbit, finally having made it out of lizard territory. He immediately
picked up battlemap signals coming from the few assets that Star Force had in
the captured system. There were several warships with drones guarding a single
planet where fighting had recently ended and the recycling crews were hard at
work picking up all the trash and beginning the process of erasing the lizards’
stench from the world. This was hardly civilization, but it was Star Force
territory.


The Trinx hadn’t shown themselves since the big
battle, but the convoy had picked up some hitchhikers from at least three other
races. They were staying well away from both the Uriti and its defenders, but
they were pacing behind the convoy at a respectful distance watching what was
going on.


He didn’t know what that meant. Maybe these other
races, none of which they could identify, had heard about the spectacle. Paul
hadn’t returned yet, and it was unlikely that he’d spread word of it in time
for outsiders to get here, so it was curious to Jason how they’d known about
the Uriti. Perhaps one or more of The Nine had leaked word of it beyond lizard
territory, but none of the ships accompanying them had claimed knowledge of who
these new ships belonged to. Jason didn’t know if he believed them or not, for
the leak had to have come from somewhere, but it was possible that these ship
captains had no idea who these races were while their leaders did.


None of them had responded to comms,
but given that they were keeping so far back Jason hadn’t gone after them. If
they’d gotten closer he would have, but for the time being getting the Uriti
back to Star Force territory was the priority and he’d finally accomplished
that. It wasn’t the Uriti’s ultimate destination, they still had a ways to go
to get to the Alamo System, but it was time for Jason to get a little more
insistent that these trailing ships identify themselves.


As the battlemap signals caught up from the lag Jason
saw that there was a much larger fleet on the other side of the star, just
having come out of its own jump. It was a Calavari fleet of warships, 19 in
total, and Jason assumed they were reinforcements being sent to help them,
though at the moment he couldn’t communicate to make sure until the lag bounces
made their way across the system and back to get to the other side of the star
or one or both fleets moved around to talk to each other directly.


The mass of ships following Jason out of the jump
drifted aside to make way for the Uriti that followed 27 minutes later. By that
time the Calavari had orbited around into line of sight and they confirmed they
were here to add extra security, as well as give a warning. Unidentified ships
had been seen passing through the Occupation Zone over the past 2 months,
heading in this general direction, but passing in and out of Star Force systems
only occasionally. Even within the Occupation Zone there were more uninhabited
systems than previously lizard held ones that ships could jump through, and
unlike the ADZ, those systems didn’t yet have reconnaissance equipment to keep
track of who came and went, meaning there were a lot of ‘dark’ areas ships
could pass through.


Meaning they could be right on their doorstep and
Jason wouldn’t know it until they were here. The numbers the Calavari intel suggested were low. Individual or pairs of ships only,
no fleets. That suggested they weren’t coming to fight, but someone had
obviously got the word out and Jason felt that he was about to be the center of
attention in a very unwanted way.


“Do you recognize any of these ship profiles?” he
asked the floating ball beside him.


“I do not,” the Oracle said, “but their interest in
the Hamoriti cannot be coincidence. They must be races that have prior
knowledge, possibly dating back to the war.”


“Then why wouldn’t you recognize them?” Jason asked
Paul’s parting gift. His fellow trailblazer had made a copy of the Oracle
program for himself, then when he was forced to leave the Excalibur had given it to Jason so he’d have an expert on the Uriti
with him for those times when the Zeus
wasn’t in contact range.


“Developmental changes perhaps. Or it simply could be
a fact of attrition. The original races could have been destroyed and their
knowledge passed onto others.”


“Possible,” Jason granted. “So what do you speculate
these ships would want with the Uriti if they were acting off of knowledge
obtained from others?”


“Either to seek control of it or to deny you the
same.”


“We haven’t picked up any fleets heading this way
yet.”


“Scouts then. To confirm the reports. Do not assume warfleets will not follow.”


“You sound sure of that.”


“My programing indicates that such a response was
expected. It was one reason why the Hamoriti had to be kept hidden. Let the
galaxy know you hold the weapon at a specific place and they will get illusions
of their ability to steal it from you. Keep its location anonymous and they can
do no such plotting.”


“So they might be here to make sure we don’t move it
where they can’t track it?”


“Most likely.”


“How did the Ancients move them when they were
sedated?”


“Moving such a mass when dormant has its challenges,
but it essentially comes down to a question of cargo. Moving a conscious one is
another matter entirely.”


“Meaning if it was sleeping we could hook it up to a
jump cradle and save this long trip.”


“Exactly. The Ancients acquired the Hamoriti after
they were sedate. There were still considerations given its latent aura, but
they pose no other special requirements. Can I assume you do not have the
ability to order it to sleep?”


“I doubt it.”


“And sedation is out of the question?”


“Also true.”


“Then there is no other course of action beyond
accepting this slow journey.”


“Thank you, Captain Obvious.”


The Oracle twisted its spherical body around to look
more squarely at Jason with its one mechanical eye. “You instructed me to state
all relevant matters.”


A comm from the recently
arrived Zeus interrupted him, with an
image of Riley popping up in front of Jason. “I see we picked up some more
ships.”


“That we did, along with reports of more unidentified
ships heading our way.”


The trailblazer’s hologram frowned. “A lot?”


“A lot of stragglers. None have shown up here yet.”


“There must be some information network in place that
we’re unaware of. This is too much common knowledge for such a short span of
time.”


“Agreed. Now that we’re back inside our territory, I’m
going to lag behind and have a chat with those ships following us. I’ll catch
up later.”


“You, or you and the fleet?”


“Just my command ship. The rest, including the Calavari,
go ahead of Nami as usual. I’ll leave Brayden in charge.”


“What if they don’t feel like talking?”


“Then we get to see how fast their ships are.”


Riley smiled. “Have fun. We’re blowing through this
system, so if you wait here you might be able to intercept them on arrival. If
they know our pattern, they’ll know they have to get here quickly to see which jumpline
we take out.”


“Good idea. I got the rear. Move along.”


“Moving,” Riley echoed, cutting the comm line.


“You seek a confrontation?” the Oracle asked.


“More like a greeting,” he said, adjusting the
commands to the fleet and his bridge with a few thoughts. “But I intend to get
a response this time.”



 

Jason watched the Zeus
move around the curve of the star and out of sight as the Sanguine Blade picked up small amount of arrival deflection, the
super-accelerated light coming off the star and hitting the approaching ships,
picking up their speed and sending it back into the system faster than
naturally possible. It was a very small amount, but enough to give him a heads
up that they were coming about 20 seconds before they otherwise showed up on
sensors.


Or rather the first ship. It was long and spiked with
cross bars, a design that Jason had gotten used to seeing in their wake. It
came to a halt only 3,281 kilometers away from the command ship, with Jason
immediately signaling to it.


“Attention unidentified vessel. You are now within
Star Force-controlled territory. Identify yourself.”


It didn’t respond before the second ship arrived, nor when
the third got there less than a minute later. Jason didn’t know if that was
because they couldn’t understand the message, which he’d transmitted with
copies in every known language, or if they were just ignoring him, but none of
the ships moved past their braking position. They held at the jumppoint, staring
down the command ship, until the third ship finally responded with a text
message written in Ancient.


We are
monitoring the path of the Hamoriti. 


That was something, but it wasn’t an identification.


“Identify yourselves,” Jason repeated, then waited for
a response as the first ship suddenly took off.


With a though, the Sanguine
Blade went after it. Accelerating for all it was worth around the star at a
bad angle but keeping up with the ship as it raced around the curve of the
gravity well to get into sight of the convoy just prior to it jumping out. With
it now under sensor surveillance as the Uriti approached the outgoing jumppoint
with the Zeus trailing behind it, the
unidentified ship decelerated and let the command ship catch up to it gently,
with Jason coming within 20 kilometers and letting the mass of his ship dwarf
the 1300 meter destroyer analog that was apparently content with having
identified the outgoing jumpline.


Jason eased the ship closer and closer, with it still
not responding to comms as the other two caught up
and joined the pair. When Jason got within range he activated the IDF field and
pinned the ship in place, cutting off its gravity drives from their source of
pull and trapping it within weapons range.


“Identify yourself,” Jason repeated. “You obviously
want to know where they’re heading and now you do, but you’re not going anywhere
until I get some answers, so start talking.”


But the first ship still sat silent, not opening up so
much as a peep of communication as the third ship decided to respond again.


We are watchers
sent from afar to monitor the Hamoriti. 


“Who specifically?”


There was a short delay, but a response was
forthcoming.


We are
commissioned.


“By whom?”


A distant
consortium that wishes to remain anonymous. We are tasked with data collection.
We intend nothing more than passage through your territory to see where the
Hamoriti goes and what it does. 


“What is your origination point?”


A map in the form of the Ancients measurements popped
up with an area indicated in the Orion arm anti-spinward
and opposite the border with the Preema…except that the location specified was
some 14,000 lightyears away and well beyond the region Star Force had explored
to date.


“How did you get here so quickly? How were you
informed of the Hamoriti’s movement?”


It has been
under watch for some time. When your ability to control it was witnessed, word
was sent out to many. The other two ships here are not with us. We watch
passively and do not interfere with one another. 


“I have been told more ships are heading this way. Are
they also watchers?”


Many will come
to verify the stories. 


“And after they see that it is true?”


Unknown. We
were tasked with data collection. We do not know the plans of those who employ
us.


“And what will you do if I do not allow you to proceed
further into Star Force territory?”


We mean no
offense, but you do not have the ability to stop ships on the periphery. We did
not expect you to be at the jumppoint when we arrived. Next time we will make
accommodations so you will not make contact again.


“I have no issue with you passing through our
territory so long as you do not interfere with anything or anyone in them, but
there may come a time when we prevent you from going any further. Do you speak
for the other two ships?”


We agree to
only observe. We do not speak for the other ships.


“Do you know why they have been silent?”


We cannot speak
for them.


“Identify yourselves so that we can log your ship
profile into our systems.”


We are the
Neshmiraken. An independent organization unaffiliated with any system or race.


“So noted. You have permission to proceed and watch
from afar until otherwise stated. Do you know the identity of the other two
vessels?”


One is the Scmat Confederation. The other is the Partrel.


“Do they also know the Ancient language?”


They do.


“Thank you. Is there anything else you would like to
inquire about?”


Can you truly
control the Hamoriti?


“We can direct it. The limits of that direction are
not being tested at present, but we have succeeded in stopping its rampages.”


Be warned. Such
knowledge will bring many others to you. For good or ill. We will proceed in
the shadows from here on.


“Thanks for the warning,” Jason said, already getting
that feeling but having it sink in even deeper as these newcomers confirmed it.
He attempted to contact the other two ships again with no response. The pinned
one stayed where he had it in its grasp, but the other was parked nearby and
didn’t move of its own choice until the Uriti jumped out. When the Zeus followed, the ship zipped off at
high speed along with the Neshmiraken.


Oddly enough, the trapped vessel began moving too. Not
nearly as fast, but it motored away from the Sanguine Blade then made a microjump out of range as soon as it
passed through the boundary of the IDF, leaving Jason’s jaw hanging open.


“Son of a bitch,” he said, reviewing sensor scans as
he moved the command ship to follow them to the jumppoint. It didn’t take long
to narrow down the possibilities, but in the end he didn’t have a confirmed
answer, though his gut told him enough. These guys had a secondary engine
system, and he was all but sure it was a mag drive. 


Magnetic propulsion was extremely erratic for making
jumps, which was why The Nexus had to build gigantic artificial emitters to
provide a stable platform to jump off of rather than the unpredictable magnetic
fields of a star…but one could use those fields in a low power setting to move
around orbit where pinpoint accuracy wasn’t needed. The IDF field was designed
to screen gravity, but it didn’t stop incoming objects nor did it interfere
with magnetic fields. These guys had just sat inside Jason’s trap knowing it
couldn’t hold them, then jetting off as soon as they felt like it.


That told him one thing…these guys were here on
business and they didn’t feel like taking orders from someone as weak as Star
Force tech apparently was compared to theirs. Maybe they didn’t have full
knowledge of what his ship could do, for he could have had a magnetic drive put
into the Sanguine Blade if he wished,
but there was no reason to do so in place of the…


Suddenly he wondered if there was another reason they
would have two different engine systems. Having a thrust based backup was
understandable, and a lot of older Star Force ships still had emergency
thrusters to make small course changes if the gravity drives went down, but his
command ship was so big and fat that the thrust required to move it around even
a little bit would have required an enormous amount of fuel that just didn’t
make economical sense. 


Now, a mag drive was another matter entirely, but so
long as your gravity drives was functioning why have an alternate that had far
less range of operation? It could only work in the presence of magnetic fields,
meaning some planets wouldn’t provide propulsion and the workable band around a
star was very narrow compared to the feasible grav
jump range.


One answer would be that there were other transit
systems out there similar to what The Nexus had built and these ships could
utilize them on their own without having to hitch a ride on a jumpship. But the
thought that there might be something else, another reason he wasn’t aware of,
scared him even more. Maybe some enemy used IDF as a weapon and these ships had
been built to counter it? Or maybe they had some form of propulsion that was
unlike anything he’d read about in the V’kit’no’sat database…thought to be
fair, he hadn’t exactly memorized the whole thing.


A chill ran down his spine with the knowledge that
whoever had been watching the Uriti, whether it be one of The Nine that had
informed others or some hidden watcher, had sent word out to a lot of extremely
advanced races across at least this portion of the galaxy that had the engine
power to get here this quickly. A tech level of that height meant equal to or
superior to Star Force’s current level of technology.


And that meant something big was going to go down.
They probably had some time, hopefully enough to get Nami to Alamo, but
whatever it was that these other races wanted with the Hamoriti was going to
come to a head. Hopefully it wouldn’t mean another fight, but Star Force was
going to have to get ready for this, no matter what happened.


To that end Jason entered the jump for the destination
system at full speed, accelerating up as fast as his ship could go within the
system then drifting off the jumpline to pass by the convoy and the Uriti while
sending Riley a message as he passed telling him what was going down and that
Jason was racing back to the ADZ to rally the troops and inform Davis…
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Paul’s warship came out of the deceleration jump along
with the rest of the escort fleet that he’d rejoined previously, seeing that
there were far more Star Force ships waiting for them around the smaller of the
two stars in the binary system than were arriving. That gave him a sense of
relief, not to mention the pair of Voku conglomerates holding a slightly higher
orbit nearby, and when the signal lag finally caught up he discovered that
Avery-040 was also insystem, but no Jason.


Before his fellow trailblazer could contact him, he
got a signal from one of the Voku conglomerates which resulted in an image of
Cal-com appearing over the nexus control board. 


“You arrive at last. Is the Uriti trailing you?”


“It is. We have the control ship and a few others
trailing it to make sure it doesn’t go somewhere else.”


“Has that been an issue?”


“Not yet, no. But as you’ll see soon enough, we’ve got
8 ships following us at a distance that are unknown to me. A few have
identified themselves, and all seem to be from very far away. Watchers
monitoring the Uriti. I get the feeling many more are going to be coming, and
perhaps to do more than just watch.”


Cal-com nodded gravely. “It was wise you sought my
assistance. I have other assets in the immediate area on assignments. I will
recall them here immediately. How far behind does the Uriti trail?”


“About 28 minutes back. I’d recommend keeping a safe
distance at all times. We’ve had no incidents, but we haven’t approached it too
close either.”


“I understand. I am eager to set eyes on this beast.
If others are the same, then we must establish a policy for this system.”


“Keeping the watchers out is going to be difficult, so
I’m going to let them pass through and look if they want. If they do more than
that we’ll have to act. Be warned, their tech level is extremely high. Possibly
even beyond yours or mine.”


“That is disturbing. How long have they been
observing?”


“I would guess some time since this Uriti broke free
of its containment. There hasn’t been enough time for word of our actions to
spread unless someone already watching took notice.”


“Logical. What are your immediately plans?”


“We’re going to tell Nami to take a dip in one of the
stars and recharge, then we’re going to keep her here surrounded by warships as
we try and find a way to talk to her. So far all we know is that we need a
bigger transmitter. We’d started building one before the attack and haven’t had
time to begin fabrication on another with the damage to the Zeus eating up available resources for
repair. Even then, we’re going to need some specialized components that we
can’t easily make in the field.”


“Do you require assistance?”


“We’re keeping the Chixzon tech a closely guarded
secret, my friend. I would guess that may be the reason why we’re getting so
many prying eyes.”


“They would have to know of it.”


“I don’t know how much word has leaked out through The
Nine. I’m simply preparing for more trouble.”


“My condolences on your losses. I reviewed the battle.
Your forces fought remarkably well to deny the Trinx the claim or destruction
of your key vessel.”


“It never should have happened in the first place. The
Trinx were supposed to safeguard the Uriti while looking for a solution to the
containment problem, not try and destroy that solution when it presented itself.”


“They fear your control of the beast.”


“And I’m assuming others will as well. Jason went back
to the ADZ to get more reinforcements.”


“What of the other Uriti still imprisoned?”


“The newest site is weak, but without our ability to
issue the Uriti orders there is no rational reason to try and release it.
Others may claim it in order to blackmail us against their release of it, so we
have to help The Nine secure it.”


“Shall I send a conglomerate there now?”


Paul shook his head. “This is the danger zone, and I’d
prefer having as many of your troops here as possible. There should already be
a defense fleet there, but if we get into long term strategic maneuvering on
the part of these shadow observers we may need to fortify that system.”


“I understand. You will not be bringing it here?”


“That’s option number 2.”


“Preferred?”


“Depends whether or not we can talk to them and come
to terms.”


“I also have a message for you from the Preema. They
want to discuss recent events and have a ship nearby. They did not want to be
waiting here when you arrived.”


“Did they say why?”


“They wanted a quiet conversation. Beyond that they
would not say anything, nor would they send a ship directly to you.”


“Did they want us to come to them?”


“No. I believe they are being overly formal and do not
want to intrude where not welcome.”


“I do wish to speak with them. Tell them to come here
and I will hear them out.”


“I’ll send a messenger immediately. As for the favor
you requested, that message was also sent.”


“Thank you. Now, tell me if any of these ship profiles
are familiar,” Paul said, sending him files on the ships that had been trailing
them.


Cal-com took his time analyzing them, but in the end
he only could identify one.


“The Corbrini. We have
diplomatic contact with them, at the most basic level. They are truly distant
from here. I am surprised they would…” he cut off as the Uriti slowed to a halt
at the jumppoint.


“Little thing, isn’t it?” Paul scoffed.


“Perhaps,” the Voku offered, his tone indicating that
he was thoroughly impressed. “But to see a being that can travel the stars
without need of a ship is a rarity in this galaxy.”


“Not so much if you head further into the core.”


“Where is it going?”


“To a holding orbit designated prior to the jump.
It’ll wait there until the control ship arrives and gives it orders.”


“We are detecting strong telepathic emissions.”


“Yes. Are they a problem for you?”


“Not at these levels, but our equipment is designed to
detect them should they become perilous.”


“Some other threat out there I should know about?”


“A few,” Cal-com admitted. “Have you had issue with
the Uriti’s aura?”


“Only at extreme close range. Riley tested it and got
quite the headache, but he was able to touch another one as it slept. The aura
amps up considerably when they’re awake.”


“And you said there are many such Uriti imprisoned
across the galaxy?”


“We think so. We know of only a handful at the moment,
and have personally laid eyes upon only the two.”


“Combat capability?”


“If we are close enough it could destroy every ship
present here, but for a starship it’s dead slow and not a threat if you keep on
your toes. A planet, however…”


“An impressive weapon indeed. Where would you like our
ships positioned?”


“Somewhere they can be seen and close enough to
respond to trouble if it arises.”


The Voku nodded. “If distant empires have been
monitoring this Uriti from afar, they will undoubtable come here when they
realize it is the final destination point. We have much to prepare for, my
friend. This is…


I must speak
with you privately, a voice pounded inside Paul’s head so hard that he
couldn’t even hear Cal-com. He squinted and the Voku stopped speaking, sensing
something was wrong. The Archon held up a wait finger as he tried to trace the
telepathic presence.


Zak’de’ron? Paul asked back along the still active
tendril.


Yes, we are
here. Hidden. We must remain so, but it is imperative that we speak.


Where and how?


Open your main
hangar.


Paul raised an eyebrow. Your stealth tech must be very good if you’re that close by. 


We will remain
hidden until you close the doors behind us. Our mental proximity you will be
able to trace.


I understand. 20
minutes?


Satisfactory.


The presence in his mind disappeared and he blinked
away the pressure he’d felt, now very glad he had an Ikrid block in place.


“I’ll talk to you later,” he told Cal-com. “Your boss
is here and wants to speak privately.”


He saw the Voku flinch, but no other reaction
followed. “I will be available when you wish to speak again, via com or in
person, whichever you choose,” he said, cutting off the signal so the Human
could attend to the summons.


Paul walked out of the nexus and onto the bridge,
catching the Captain’s eye.


“Clear and evacuate the main hangar in the next 15
minutes, then open the outer doors. We have a hidden ship coming onboard. When
I give the signal close them again and wait for further orders. Keep everyone
else away from the hangar.”


The Captain snapped her fingers and her bridge offers
got to work executing his order. “Trouble?”


“I don’t know yet,” he said honestly. 


“And you can’t tell me who it is that’s coming
onboard?”


“Dragons,” he said simply, walking away as her eyes
widened.



 

Paul stood at the back of the hangar, which had been
cleared of ships and cargo by pushing them over to the side and leaving the
entry point in front of the massive bay doors clear as he waited and felt
outward with his telepathy. It was past 20 minutes by a hair, but he didn’t sense
anything coming as a shimmer crossed through the containment shield and the
complex light that was coming from the floor, walls, and ceiling got bent in
ways it wasn’t meant to.


Still he could feel nothing, then when the mass landed
just inside the entrance a powerful mind manifested itself, making it clear to
Paul that it could decide when and where it was felt. He had the same ability
as well, Kgat, though he couldn’t be sure if the Dragons had it or if the ship
itself was built to conceal their ability.


“Close the doors,” Paul said into his comm, then turned it off as he waited for the armor plates
to slide over the starfield and have their image
wrinkled through the ship’s camouflage. It was reassuring that not even the
Zak’de’ron could produce a fully functional cloaking device, though for
mimicking starlight it would do more than adequately, meaning that if it also
absorbed all sensor signals like the Ma’kri did, there was almost no way to
detect it moving through space. 


Passing through atmosphere or a nebula was another
matter, but with this configuration you could snoop around just about wherever
you wanted if you were careful, and they’d successfully gotten up within
telepathic range without Star Force’s sensors even picking up a blip of signal.


When the doors fully closed the camouflage faded away,
revealing a compact, but rippling hull full of undulations and ornate markings.
It looked more or less like a turbine hat, with no visible weapons or other
equipment that had to have been concealed beneath armor plates. Given the
transformable tech that V’kit’no’sat had, he didn’t imagine it was difficult to
sculpt a hull such as this to conceal whatever you liked beneath layers of
protection.


Yet one more area Star Force had to catch up to them
in, navally speaking.


As he watched, part of the hull melted away and turned
into a ramp from which a red dragon walked out, followed by a yellow one of
about equal size, barely larger than a horse but with a much longer tail and
its wings tucked in at its sides so you almost didn’t know they were there.
Following them came a much larger one the size of a house and colored deep
grey, with Paul fairly sure this was the same one he’d seen before on Earth.


“Cu sen’a dench mit harmen
asc,” the big one said, speaking in V’kit’no’sat. “What you have brought here is immensely
dangerous.”


“I assume you
were not previously aware of their existence,” Paul replied in kind as the
two smaller dragons walked around to flank him on either side. He gave the red
one on his right a glance, then looked back up at the big one in front of him
as it sat on its hind legs with its tail looped around on the floor in a
somewhat odd position, making it look far less intimidating than normal.


“We were not,
but these Chixzon your message spoke of explain several unanswered questions in
our history. We have never known of anyone to coopt a Hadarak, nor to rework
their biology to their advantage. The one here is small, but it is immensely
dangerous even without the upgrades you detailed.”


“I’m well aware.
What do you know of the races it is drawing to it?”


“Little. Our
presence in the galaxy is still small. There is much happening that we are
unaware of, and the entire history of these Uriti is beyond our knowledge.
Where is this Chixzon you spoke of?”


“On the control
ship. His loyal is not in question.”


“How were you
able to override the genetic rewriting?”


“We helped him
break free from within.”


“Then his
loyalty should be in question.”


Paul shook his head. “He can’t shield his thoughts from us. We’re certain that he is the
original and not the upgrade…though he’s chosen to maintain his current state
to give us the knowledge and capabilities of the Chixzon.”


“A perilous link
if you are unable to produce more loyal Chixzon…or have you found a way to
circumvent their control restrictions?”


“Working on it,
but through a different route. Have you or the V’kit’no’sat ever tried to talk
to the Hadarak?”


“Their
instinctual drive is too strong to overcome. They ignore all communication.”


“But an attempt
was made?”


“To further
study them, yes. A failed attempt.”


“What size of a
transmitter did you use?”


The Dragon looked at him oddly. “You seek a different path and inquire as to our past efforts to
validate something that was not tried.”


“Pretty much.
The telepathic signals from the Chixzon have to be amplified and produced in a
very specific way for the Uriti to take notice. All other forms are ignored.
But the Uriti can talk to each other, and there is evidence that they can call
to one another over great distances. We speculate that it may simply be a
matter of making our telepathic voice strong enough to mimic another Uriti
before it will take notice of us. So I am asking, did you ever produce a
telepathic aura of a size comparable to a Hadarak?”


“I am uncertain.
My knowledge of such things is limited. A check through our database may yield
the results you seek, but I do know that no success was had in attempted
communication or any form of negotiation. The Hadarak expand relentlessly and
without pause unless restricted.”


“About that. Why
didn’t they consume the galaxy before you were there to stop them? The Chixzon
knew of them and kept clear of the inner galaxy. It seemed they rarely came
further out. When you say they expand relentlessly, I think there should be a
qualifier there.”


“It is true that
they do not seek to expand to every system. They choose those that have deeper
gravity to spawn within, but they can consume any that have the resources they
need.”


“If they only
spawn in the core, why can they not spread across the entire galaxy? If there
was nothing keeping them in check before, are there not patterns to their
expansion?”


“Such things
have been asked before, though we did not have a historical record as far back
as these Chixzon date. Perhaps it was wrongly assumed that they had spread as
far as they had been able when they were holding to a pattern of some
making…though it is confirmed that they were expanding. Perhaps a cyclical
event or another factor was involved. Regardless, they do not hold to any
boundaries that we or the traitors have detected. I have seen nothing to
suggest otherwise in recent years.”


“How often do
they travel alone?”


“Rarely. Why
there was an isolated one for the Chixzon to capture is beyond my knowledge.
They travel in packs and are very difficult to kill because they assist one
another. That is not an issue here with this single Uriti, but the minions it
can produce are. I would not recommend experimenting with them, even if this
Chixzon claims to be able to give them commands.”


“He tells me the
original minions were people. Is that true?”


“How do you
define people?”


“Did they have a
will of their own?”


“They are more
than biological machines, but the distinction is small. They serve and obey the
Hadarak from more than choice. It is bred into them.”


“The Chixzon
claim they stripped them of this, utilizing only their bodies and minds and
preventing any true reproduction. They altered the minions from people into
biological machines so there could be no chance of disobedience.”


“What other
alterations did they make?”


“Many, to both
the Uriti and the minions. Each is unique, both a production model and a
prototype. More recent versions are more advanced and better able to control.
I’m told the same is true of the minions they produce, though the control
aspect is always present with them.”


“We can kill
this one if you bring it to an isolated system,” the Dragon offered, “but we cannot do it here. Such a battle
would be difficult, and it could not be concealed. There are too many eyes
here.”


“There is
another way to kill them, but that is not our aim,” Paul said, sensing a
flinch in the smaller Dragons. “We wish
to free them.”
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“Explain
carefully what you mean,” the Dragon said icily.


“I mean we’re
not going to kill them unless needed,” Paul replied in kind, looking up at
the big Zak’de’ron and ignoring the smaller ones. “They’ve been slaves since they were born.
We’re going to see if we can salvage them.”


“You intend to
turn them into weapons of your own use.”


“If you could
find a way for us to do that consistent with our battle practices, please point
it out,” Paul said sarcastically.


“Do not quibble
with me, little Zen’zat.”


“Archon. I’m not
a Zen’zat.”


“It is your
legacy that you have inherited and made use of to build your feeble empire.”


“Zen’zat serve
the V’kit’no’sat and are not allowed to reproduce. We are illegitimate
offspring to them and must be destroyed. Do not confuse us with those savages.
If they come here we will be fighting the Zen’zat. I am an Archon. You were
once V’kit’no’sat. Do wish to still be called as such?”


The large Dragon reared back slightly, but it was only
him adjusting his seated position.


“You have
developed considerably since the last time we met, little one. Sadly, it will
not be enough to save you if they do discover your existence.”


“Further than
you know. Why the dreams?”


Paul saw the barest of twitches in the big one, and
with his Pefbar he could see neither of the small ones reacted to him, but they
both noticed their elder’s reaction.


“What dreams do
you speak of?”


“The ones that
give us access to the fourth tier of psionics.”


This time he hissed, not in anger but surprise. “What has transpired?”


“One of my
brethren has pierced the barrier and attained Choratrik. From the records we
have, no Zen’zat has ever achieved this, nor do the V’kit’no’sat even know it
exists. You gave Kara a Vorch’nas, including in it
extensive information that has aided us greatly. You seem to have been helping
us, but I think you’ve been testing us. Seeing what we could achieve on our
own. Based off the V’kit’no’sat knowledge we have, we’re leveling up far faster
than Zen’zat typically do and we’ve attained psionics they have not. Also, did
you know we’ve found a way to share abilities?”


The Dragon’s head, attached to a snake-like neck,
dipped lower so it could look closer at Paul, with its skull nearly being the
size of his body. 


“It seems a
discussion on that matter is long overdue.”


“Indeed. First
off,” Paul said, looking at the red Dragon. “Why are you two here when he is doing all the talking?”


“To observe,”
it said simply in an altogether different tone of voice.


“You were born
after me, correct? From one of the eggs discovered in stasis?”


“I was.”


“Then I am
senior,” he said, turning back to the big Dragon, “to all but you.”


“Is this
arrogance or ignorance?” the yellow Dragon said evenly.


“Both I believe,”
the large one said, “but with a touch of
wisdom. How many psionics do you possess, little Archon.”


“8 tier 1, 23
tier 2, 4 tier 3, and 16 battlemeld. Has that ever been achieved by the
Zen’zat?”


The Dragon’s nostrils flared as he remained silent for
a moment. “Not by V’kit’no’sat Zen’zat.
Which tier 3s do you possess?” 


“Jumat, Sav, Kex, and Ubven. All Archons
of my level possess the same.”


“How have you
accomplished this sharing?”


“We stumbled
upon it by accident and tailored it to our use. Once one of us attains an
ability, we can sync with another to trigger their ascension.”


“The
V’kit’no’sat never discovered the battlemeld, yet you have. I am unsure what to
make of this.”


“We train harder
than them, and we also give orders rather than taking them.”


“Both points of
merit, but I need to analyze you further. Will you allow me access to your
mind?”


Paul turned to the yellow Dragon. “If it’s a two way street, I’ll allow him and
you can share his point of view via your own battlemeld, assuming you didn’t
give us something you did not possess.”


“If I wished to
take the knowledge from you by force you could not stop me, Archon. There is no
subterfuge here.”


“Never the less,
I will allow him. Your power level is beyond mine.”


“So is his, as
you are about to see.”


The yellow dragon walked forward and Paul held up his
bare hand. The Zak’de’ron pushed its head into his palm making flesh to flesh
contact and bypassing Paul’s Ikrid block.


Suddenly the Dragon’s mind was inside his own, a huge,
powerful presence far larger than his fellow Humans’ but not as advanced. Paul
was so used to having Jason inside his head that he could adequately size up the
Zak’de’ron and spot the areas where it was the inferior, but in so many base ways
it completely outclassed him that he was truly surprised.


There was no pushing or pulling involved, no
contention, just an exploration of one another with Paul seeing most of its
memories aside from specific portions that were blocked. He too was shielding
some areas regarding their technology, codes, hidden worlds, and was ready to
break the connection the moment an intervention occurred, but none was to come.


He could only feel the yellow Dragon’s mind, but he
knew the others were also seeing through its perception. But more than its
mind, Paul could also feel inside its body and recognized several psionic
tissues similar to his own. It had Jumat, he was sure of it, and he suspected
several other things, including ones that either the Archons hadn’t unlocked
yet or special psionics that had not been given to the Zen’zat.


He was getting a wealth of knowledge just by being
able to look around inside the Dragon’s body and memories, and he knew they
were getting the same in return. The sharing occurred for more time than Paul
could recount, then the Dragon withdrew its mind, shortly followed by breaking
connection with his hand as it stepped back to a flanking position with a
renewed respect existing between them both.


“You have done
well, Archon. Though you are still physically weak compared to
many Zen’zat, few have achieved as much as you have. It would not save you if
you fought them, but if you continue on your present course you will outstrip
them given time. In fact I can accurately say that your pace and intensity of
training are giving you an enormous advantage over the Zen’zat, but their
longevity is something that you will not quickly claim.”


“I know.”


“The dreams are
meant to be a final test to determine if one is intelligent enough to be
granted the highest powers. You cannot share Choratrik, do you know why?”


“I’m guessing
the trigger is structured differently.”


“It is. It
requires a mental alignment that cannot exist passively, therefore your twin
link cannot replicate it unless you are so linked during a dream when it
occurs, and such connection is deliberately blocked. You will never be able to
share those abilities.”


“Have your
Zen’zat ever achieved them?”


“A rare few.”


“Have the
V’kit’no’sat discovered them in the Zen’zat genetic code? Surely they had to
observe your Zen’zat using additional abilities during combat?”


“What knowledge
we have of their current state suggests otherwise. They most likely assume it
is coding that we gave them in addition rather than weaving it into the
original lot.”


“Why did they
not want the Zen’zat so equipped?”


“Arrogance is
their lifeblood. They deem the Ter’nat inferior, and are right to do so on the
whole, but they do not wish to accept that once upgraded, certain individuals
can excel to levels of peerdom. They acknowledge the usefulness of Zen’zat
while at the same time demeaning them. They did not want to give them equal or
greater powers, and only relented knowing that they could not pass them on to
offspring and that their power would be limited by the size of their bodies. We
have no fear of you, so there was no reason not to give you the potential. If
you prove unworthy it would simply lie dormant inside. You and your fellow
Archons are beginning to prove yourselves worthy, even if you are not doing it
via the path we originally outlined.”


Paul sighed, accepting the compliment but knowing that
it meant little if the V’kit’no’sat ever returned. “How close are we to being exposed?”


“The border lies
far from here, but all it will take is one whiff of your existence to bring
them down upon you, and the same is true of us. I hope you understand the
enormity of the trust we are instilling in you simply by coming here.”


“You also don’t
have a choice since you can’t wipe our minds…short of killing us all.”


“While that may
have been true in the past, you may accept it as a measure of respect now.”


“Likewise.”


“These Chixzon
you have revealed to us are dangerous, far more so than I would have imagined.
The ability to manipulate the Hadarak to their advantage is not something we
had thought to be possible. Their level of genetics must be considerable, but I
warn you not to mess with your own coding. We have put failsafes
in to prevent most tampering, and only one intricately skilled would be able to
alter them. If you pursue the tier 4 abilities, you must do it naturally. The
Chixzon may in fact be our peers in genetics, but they operate in an entirely
different manner. Our skills do not overlap sufficient for them to rework you,
so for your sake do not attempt it.”


“Failsafe as in
defense, or self-destruction?”


“Defense, and if
obvious avenues are taken you will most likely upset a delicate balance, and in
so doing damage yourselves. We did not put any damaging code in place. Such
things are the product of inferior minds, and I suspect the Chixzon fall into
this category. They created some sort of a kill code for these altered Hadarak,
I presume?”


“They did,”
Paul confirmed, having held back that piece of information previously.


“You would be
wise to use it. What do you seek to gain here?”


“I have asked
you here to seek your counsel and knowledge of the Hadarak. We know much from
the Chixzon, but as you said their knowledge lies along different pathways, and
with regards to the Hadarak may be outdated. Their plans to dominate the galaxy
failed because of a singular weakness…the sedative that was discovered. Without
it they would have achieved their goals. We need to understand these Uriti and
what they are capable of, and the database that we have on Earth only goes into
so much depth.”


“It is a
redundant core and not meant to maintain the most delicate of files. I have personal
knowledge of the Hadarak and I will tell you never to attempt contact with one.
They are a plague on this galaxy and must be treated as such, else you will
face immediate death.”


“Speed?”


“They can be
outrun if wisely pursued, but they have countermeasures that can trap the
unscrupulous navigators, most notably their minion swarms. When they flood the
space around them, they are all but impossible to approach and ranged weapons
will only do limited damage. Their bodies are made to take damage rather than
deflect it. One must penetrate the outer layers if there is any hope to fatally
wound one, but when they act in concert they exhibit additional abilities that
make sustained fire almost impossible to achieve.”


“The Chixzon
added weaponry to the Uriti. If I share information with you from the Chixzon,
can you advise on the alterations and detail as intricate an analysis as
possible. I truly do not know how we are going to proceed from this point on,
but our first priority is to establish communication if at all possible outside
the Chixzon route. Beyond that, we will pursue other options so long as we can
keep this one contained here so that it is not a threat to other star systems.”


“Most likely
futile, but given that I do not know the full extent of their alterations there
may be a hope of merit in your ambitions. I will agree to the data sharing.”


“Beyond that
there is a favor I must ask, and one that I believe is in our mutual
self-interest. The Chixzon claim to have seeded the galaxy with the race that
contains their legacy. We are searching this region and have found many such
colonies, but there are bound to be far more beyond our borders. The alliance
that has safeguarded the Uriti has agreed in principle to hunting for more of
these colonies in order to inoculate them with a genetic alteration that we
have devised that will strip the dangerous coding out of them…not rendering it
dormant, but completely removing it and thus ensuring the Chixzon cannot return
in the future through them.”


“And you wish us
to look for more of this unspecified race?”


“And to
inoculate them, yes. I know that certain races, given that knowledge, would
hunt them down and destroy them to prevent the Chixzon return, but this is far
more efficient a solution and does not involve mass murder. If we give you the
inoculation, will you spread it to any and all colonies that you find?”


“You have yet to
identify the race.”


“They are the
Protovic.”


The Dragon huffed once. “Such a clever disguise. A pathetic, yet somewhat resilient race to hide
themselves within. Their timeline, if it has not been altered by factors unseen
to them, is incredibly ambitious. What has this Chixzon suggested that his
peers would do if they returned?”


“Lay low and
look for a means to conquer the galaxy where the Uriti failed, but if they
could find some way to eliminate the weakness in them that they would seek them
out or perhaps another Hadarak from which to make more. He is convinced that
they would not make the same fatal mistake a second time, thus they would not
reveal themselves until they were all but assured of victory.”


“From your
memories, you have stated that their telepathy is inferior to your own?”


“Structurally
yes, but he is also extremely young.”


“None the less,
it is curious how their development has occurred differently than ours. I had
assumed such things were more or less automatic with regards to genetics.
Apparently that is not so, for they have exceeded us with the Hadarak while failing
to even produce adequate results in other areas. Such things may not be
apparent to you, but they are obvious to me from your memories.”


“You have
attempted to reengineer the Hadarak?”


“We have
attempted all things considered and found no way to defeat them other than
through continual warfare and attrition. Their sanctuaries in the deep core
cannot be reached, thus there is no way known to permanently eradicate them
even if we were to mount an enormous crusade to kill all those who come forth.
An equilibrium was thus maintained, and is currently done so with a thin region
ceded to them that was not previously. This denotes that the V’kit’no’sat are not
as strong as they once were and I believe it is partly because we are no longer
bolstering them, but also due to the Rit’ko’sor rebellion.”


“What happened
to them?”


“Unknown. We
cannot gather much intel from the core, but what we
have thus far indicates that they have been wiped from all records and
therefore have not been reassimilated.”


“Annihilated?”


“Possibly, but
regardless of their ultimate fate they seem to have hurt the V’kit’no’sat to
such a degree that they have not fully recovered. Their loosening of the
equilibrium will have cumulative negative effects that will force them to
commit further resources to holding the line in time. The Hadarak can sense
weakness when it exists, and they deliberately prod any such signs looking for
a way to penetrate the defenses. They could simply travel past them and be
pursued, but they choose to attack them directly. They are a plague that thinks
and plans, but does so in such a way that we have bene unable to determine
their full motivation.”


“All the more
reason to try and talk to a Uriti if possible.”


“I am not
hopeful, but I will assist you with this endeavor. While the traitors hold the
Hadarak at bay, they cannot be continually trusted with such a task. We are
not, nor will be, in a position to supplant them, but if another method of
combating the Hadarak exists it is important that we find it. But do not mistake
my acquiescence as a mitigation of the danger. If the Chixzon hold on this
Uriti lapses, it will prove beyond your ability to defeat regardless of what
impressive progress your Archons have made. The Hadarak fight navally before
all else, and must be countered on such. You of all Archons should understand
magnitude of this.”


“I understand
part of it. I need you to help educate me further.”


“Is that
humility I hear?”


“Never,”
Paul said with defiance. “Just acceptance
of ignorance that I have not yet been able to rectify from reading reports
alone. I need someone with greater knowledge, or better yet, experience with
the Hadarak.”


“Where is the
Archon I gifted previously?”


“Elsewhere
making preparations for if and when the V’kit’no’sat return.”


“Prudent, but
otherwise futile. Anonymity is your only effective defense. If she were here I
could upload the necessary knowledge to her Vorch’nas, but unless she is close
by there is no time. When we leave from here you will not see us again and your
efforts concerning the Uriti will be your own. If you have the ability to
destroy it, then we shall leave it in your care, for good or ill. Our
intervention is tenuous, and destruction of one will not be possible if more
prying eyes continue to arrive as you anticipate. I suspect this location is
going to come under great scrutiny, thus we must return to the shadows before
we can be discovered.”


“What would you
counsel regarding that?”


“You fear their
exposure of you to the traitors. This is a real threat if the races coming here
have ties back to the core, but if the Uriti never traveled to the core then
you may be clear of that catastrophe. With regards to these races alone I would
advise caution and extreme military buildup to discourage intervention. If you
are going to claim possession of this Uriti, you may well have to do more than
be able to control it.”


Paul cringed. “I
was afraid of that.”


“I will advise
destroying it and the others before your grasp upon them can be challenged.”


“It’s already
been challenged once, but no, we’re not going to kill them unless they take
action themselves that forces it.”


“Noble, but not
prudent.”


“Noble usually
isn’t.”


“Your path is
your own.”


“That it is,”
Paul agreed, knowing he was referencing the V’kit’no’sat betrayal. They weren’t
going to ally themselves, trust themselves, to anyone else again after that. “As for the Hadarak…begin enlightening me.”
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August 13, 3256


Alamo System


Inner Zone



 

The Sanguine
Blade sat in a holding orbit inside the empty system that had filled up
with starships, some 2,193 of them not counting the fleet that had come along
with Jason’s flagship. Those numbered 6,288 and included a mix of warships,
personnel transports, cargo ships, sedas, and MCVs. The majority of the ones
already here were not Star Force, instead being made up of a healthy number of
Sety ships and a handful of others from what remained of The Nine without the Trinx
and Yisv, whose fleet was still apparently loyal but not willing to enter a
system with a woken Uriti.


But there were others, several hundred of them
scattered around the area and not getting close to one another that were not
identified in Star Force’s ship profiles. Some updated once the links to the
present fleet had come through, but most of the vessels had ‘unidentified’ tags
with a little information on them from sensor records probably compiled while
in this system.


“A lot of visitors,” Jason commented from the
observation deck that had been built into the command ship specifically for
this mission. It had windows all around it that fed off of external cameras
while being located deep within the heart of the vessel and the safest part of
the ship, giving it an openness that its occupant preferred.


“I expect there will be a lot more in coming years,”
Duke Pryon added as he looked out at the floating masses of ships while a small
portion of them were moving about and active while the Uriti was lounging
inside the star’s outer levels and barely visible on sensors. 


“I don’t think we’ll have to wait that long,” Davis corrected
from his work station at the center of the chamber while the two Dukes and
three trailblazers were lounging around and looking out the ‘windows’ or at the
holos while the Director was looking up a variety of
things in the ship’s database. “Assuming word got out fairly quick, there are
probably others enroute as we speak. Hopefully not any warfleets,
but that all depends on the reason why they’re coming.”


“They’re not getting Nefron,” Riley said firmly. “And
even if they do he’ll be more trouble than he’s worth. The Chixzon in him
doesn’t take well to fools.”


“Just because we claim only he can operate the
equipment isn’t convincing to the skeptics,” Paul added, sitting on a console
and lazily swinging one leg hanging in the air. “The Trinx obviously thought
they could make it work without him, or with him under coercion, and I doubt
we’re going to convince others of the futility of that even if we do a meet and
greet session with him. People are going to see what they want to see.”


“And they’re going to see a badass fleet guarding this
system,” Jason added, referencing all the ships they’d scrounged from across
the ADZ with more on the way as they became available. 


“Their definition of badass might differ from yours,”
Duke Yetti said as she sat next to Paul in a slightly
more rigid pose, but still informally on top of a work table, “if they’re
operating on a high tech level. A lot of these races probably know the others,
and aside from our ability to control the Uriti they might see us as
inferiors.”


“Not the cool kids, huh?” Jason summed up.


“It’s our job to make them understand,” Davis said
distractedly as he thumbed through more files. “I trust you guys know how to
show off enough to get the job done.”


“I’m questioning your Archon credentials just for asking
that,” Paul reprimanded the acolyte. 


Davis smirked, but continued his search in silence.


“How certain are you that the Uriti won’t attack us?”
Pryon asked Riley.


The trailblazer shrugged. “She seems to ignore us
unless we use the magic word. As long as we don’t get in her way or shoot her
I’d guess we’ll be fine. If someone else does that, well, we might get caught
up in the ruckus, but we can easily outrun her.”


“I’m more concerned about the facilities we’re
building here.”


“She can wreck them if she wants,” Riley said plainly,
“but with the safeguards in place I think we’ll be alright.”


“I hope you’re not overestimating her speed…or
temperament.”


“Don’t worry,” Paul said with an ease that partially
reassured the Duke. “We’re putting enough engine capacity into the facilities
that you can avoid her so long as you get a head start, and she’s not exactly
hard to see coming.”


“If moving counters the Uriti’s abilities, then why is
it so feared?”


“Ignorance,” Riley answered. “Well, that and them
getting their asses kicked when they were stupid enough to engage them. The
Uriti are very good, specialists really, at busting up heavily fortified worlds
that were never meant to be breached. A lot of races think like that, and when
you have populations that you can’t move out of the way fast enough, the Uriti
is an unstoppable wrecking machine. Don’t build static facilities and keep your
population far, far away from them and you’ve got a workable situation.”


“If we were in the ADZ, then I’d assume we’d have a
problem?”


“Not a problem, just a cause for concern. It’ll take
Nami a long time to get there from here, so we’d have time to take…some
countermeasures.”


“Other than the kill switch?”


“Not really,” Paul admitted. “If we knew which system
she was going to then we could evacuate, but with so many options in the ADZ we
could never get everyone out of her potential path. As long as we keep her out
here in the empty zone she’s not a threat, and I hope everyone else starts to
realize that as well. Get her close to inhabited systems and then we’ve got a
problem. She sneezes in the wrong place and you lose 50 million people.”


“Are you certain she’ll not start creating minions
unless directed?”


“Pretty sure,” Riley answered, “but even if she does,
Nefron should be able to control them as well. In fact, experimenting with that
is on our to-do list.”


Jason raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


“Just a few, so we know what they’re really like.”


“And to confirm that they’re biological machines
rather than people?”


“That and some other stuff.”


“Won’t that freak out the guys in the cheap seats?” Yetti asked.


“Might,” Riley admitted, “but
I don’t care. They’re not calling the shots, and the sooner we establish that
the better.”


“I agree,” Jason chimed in. 


“Here it is,” Davis said, with everyone turning to
look at him as he pulled up a record and displayed it in holo for them to read
in three different locations around the large room. “I knew I’d come across it
before.”


Paul looked at what was labeled as The Nexus records
regarding various cataloged races, specifically those that were documented to
have existed outside their expansive territory. There was a bit of history
attached to each, detailing the circumstances of the contacts made, and one
very powerful race in particular was noted as having made contact on a survey
mission. They had made contact and stated a request for any knowledge of race
known as the Iggarat and had provided technology
samples for comparison.


Those tech samples were now visible, and Paul saw that
Davis had linked them with some aspects of Ancient technology. Most of it was
different but the key pieces matched up, but it was the ship profile that
matched those of four such vessels sitting within view of the Sanguine Blade’s sensors that confirmed
the link.


“I think these guys were searching for another of the
Ancient races’ remains in order to locate hidden Uriti and the Sety didn’t pick
up on it. They may have quietly put out feelers into their territory later,
which wouldn’t be all that difficult considering how overstretched they are,
and probably, if my guess is right, laid down a network to gather any tips on
any information about the Uriti or the Ancients that might surface. When Nami
got loose they couldn’t do anything about it, but they watched from afar. When
they saw that we could control them that sent the spark out to who knows how
many races in the Uriti preservation club that are now on their way here.”


“What’s the end game?” Paul asked. “I doubt all of
these races are simply being prudent guardians of sleeping monsters.”


“Leverage would be my guess,” the Director said,
leaning back in his chair. “You find the giant Easter Egg
and lay claim to it, you then possess the ability to release an unstoppable
plague on the galaxy. Even if people figured you were bluffing they’d probably
regard you as worthy of respect…or fear trying to conquer you. Last resort
might be releasing the Uriti so it could destroy the invaders or perhaps just a
‘screw you’ last measure as they were wiped out. There are a lot of
possibilities, but I think the bottom line is that if you control a Uriti site it bumps you up into a very elite status.”


“And we just outdid them all,” Pryon noted.


Davis nodded. “They’re either coming to suck up, or
because they’re ticked that they’re no longer top dog and want to try and find
a way to reassert themselves, either through bluffing or taking action. I think
we’re exposing a very secret society that extends well beyond The Nine. It may
be that these other so-called guardians were in contact with one another rather
than acting in seclusion. In which case we could be getting visitors from the
other side of the galactic core.”


Jason whistled. “I hope they don’t take a short cut
through the middle.”


“We need more firepower,” Paul said, realizing just
how outclassed they might be in short order.


“We need control,” Davis corrected. “Part of that is
firepower, but the greater part is they’re seeing that there is a purpose in
this system and that we’re driving it. We have to be doing things with the
Uriti rather than just sitting on it. We’ve already established that we’re
making this system an embassy for these various races to permanently inhabit if
they wish, which will make us the arbiters and hosts, but we need more than
that. Experimenting with the minions is a double-edged sword. It could scare
some, but entice others that also want to study them. Those races that play
nice we’ll let observe, but control stays with us. They can make suggestions,
but they never give orders. That’s one optional activity, but we need more than
that.”


“It depends on what they want from them,” Yetti summed up. “Are there any material gains that can be
had?”


“Observational data of a waking one,” Riley offered.
“Beyond that, unless you want a lot of holes in a planet for some reason,
there’s nothing beneficial from them.”


“Unless they want you to use one to bust up their
rivals,” Pryon suggested.


“We’re not going to do that,” Davis said firmly, “and
we need to make them understand it from the get go. We’re not utilizing their
combat capability in any way, but if we are ever invaded that restriction could
be rescinded. We’re not actually going to do that, but we are going to offer
the promise of containment and hold to it firmly in order to gain credibility
over time. The threat of us having cause to rescind that promise, legitimately,
is our leverage point. We’re not going to use it to make gains, however, and
that should also send a message. It’s going to be defensive leverage.”


“Over the long term,” Paul clarified.


“Yes,” Davis said with regret. “Such things take time
to develop. The most dicey timeframe is now, so what else can we do to be
driving events?”


“Visible construction will send the signal that we’re
active,” Yetti noted, “but if we rotate the Uriti
between a couple, or maybe 3 or 4 systems periodically
will demonstrate that we do have it under our control.”


“A preserve,” Riley amended with a smile as he looked
at Paul, “and we can see if we can get her speed up a bit.” 


Pryon looked confused. “Why would we want to increase
her capabilities?”


“Walking the dog,” Davis said with a satisfied nod. “I
like it.”


“Explain please,” Yetti
asked, also confused.


“Something before your time,” Davis said as he stood
up and began pacing around the perimeter of the ‘windows’ as he thought. “Dogs
used to be kept as pets, and the pet owners often did nothing with them.
Treated them like furniture that just sat around and looked good, maybe did a
few tricks. They died rather fast from the stagnation, not to mention developed
many disorders prior to that. It was found that what they called ‘exercise’ was
beneficial to both the longevity and temperament of the dogs, so their owners
would take them out into public areas to walk them, partly as a status symbol
but also to maintain their pets in what they thought was the responsible
manner.”


“What exactly is a pet?” Pryon asked.


“A term from the dark ages,” Davis said with mild
disgust. “It can mean one’s property, a keepsake, a pampered individual, or a
piece of living art. It comes from a time when Humans looked into the eyes of
another and deemed them not to be people, and from that a lot of bad things
came. Pets weren’t immune to that, but they tended to fair better than those
labeled ‘cattle.’ Eating pets was taboo, but aside from some that were well
cared for, most pets were left to stagnate and suffer in ways their owners did
not understand.”


“I’m glad I missed that,” the Duke said, catching onto
the point. “You want to train the Uriti?”


Davis looked to Riley. “What are you estimates on
reworking the transmitter?”


“No clue. The power levels are high enough, I think,
but our syntax is wrong or we just smell bad. I don’t know. We could stumble
onto the right settings tomorrow or a thousand years from now.”


“Which means we need to pursue simultaneous courses of
interaction,” Davis wisely said as the possibilities unfolded in his mind like
pages of a book being speed read. “If the Uriti will respond to orders, we can
train it even if it doesn’t understand why. And the more orders we get it to
successfully follow, the greater the influence we will have over it. Perhaps
more than even the Chixzon did. And while the Uriti seems to be immune to
stagnation as far as death is concerned, my gut says that it is not immune to
all of its effects?” he asked, looking to the trailblazers.


“My credits say the same,” Paul agreed, with Jason
nodding in sync.


“We might get it liking us despite the genetic
controls,” Riley added, “just by getting it into better shape.”


“Them,” Yetti amended,
drawing glances from them all. “If we’re going to solidify our position here we
need to bring in more Uriti, perhaps not immediately, but there is one nearby
that we have leverage to get released. Others are well guarded, but some races
might not be protecting them to gain leverage, but rather to keep their own
people safe. If we could prove that we could remove the threat safely and take
it far away from their civilization, some of them might give them up freely.
Hell, they might even pay us to take them off their hands.”


Davis, on sudden impulse, stopped his pacing of the
perimeter and headed for a work station, pulling up a map of the system and
zooming out until 10 or so systems were visible. He then pulled it out again,
seeing what was there within the nearest 100, then pulled back again to the
nearest 1000 before spotting the first inhabited system…a Star Force colony
that was relocating the Hedrock race to their
homeworld, but doing so as a ward of the empire rather than an independent
civilization, per their request. 


Davis remained silent as he worked, pulling up stellar
data for the stars around the Alamo System and seeing how much of the necessary
elements the Uriti needed and favored were there, finding several prime areas
and a lot of adequate reserves. A secondary search of systems gave him a feel
for the geography, then he began highlighting systems in a clump situated off Alamo.
To that he added another section that ringed the inner area, then pointed at
both.


“My friends, welcome to Jurassic Park.”
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August 29, 3256


Alamo System


Inner Zone



 

“I assume everyone’s translation software is updated,”
Yetti said as she looked out at the mass of holograms
surrounding her on the observation deck. “If not, well, I think we’ll know soon
enough.” 


She looked around, making eye contact with all the
varied races, of which 7 of The Nine were present in addition to the
representatives in the various ships in system observing the Uriti and the
activity here. Some had refused this meeting, and thus were being kept out of
the loop, but 53 of them were here, bringing the gallery of holograms to an
even 60.


“Save your questions for now and just listen. I am
Star Force Duke Yetti, Uriti Preserve Inquisitor. I
will be the point of contact for your empires. Information will flow from me to
you and vice versa. Most of you have been sent here to observe and report,
which is acceptable, but make no mistake when I say that you will not be
permitted to interfere in our operations here. We are only now beginning
construction of what will be a great many facilities in this system and others
nearby in what we’re creating as the boundaries of the Preserve.”


She hit a handheld control and the starmap
of the region was set up before her and transmitted to each of the
representatives’ ships.


“These 34 star systems are what we are designating as
the Uriti Preserve. They are off limits to all traffic save for this system
where we will establish facilities for you and others to come and visit if you
wish. You will do so on our terms, or our military will deal with you in one of
various methods. We will likewise keep the Uriti here, rotating through these
systems and no others. We will keep them away from inhabited systems, and
likewise keep outsiders away from them. At present we have one Uriti here and
no infrastructure. Both facts will change over time as we seek out and offer to
relocate any other Uriti found or within your care if you so wish it.”


That announcement sent twitches and convulsions
through a good portion of the representatives, including the Sety, but no one
interrupted her and she continued on quickly to take advantage of the moment of
confusion and keep the revelations coming.


“Furthermore, several of you have already committed
yourselves to the containment of this Uriti, pledging to do what is necessary
to keep it from harming worlds. Star Force’s intent is to do more than that. We
have no intention of sedating this one or any others we bring here. We intend
to care for them, study them, and treat them with the respect that their
creators did not share. The Uriti were created to be living weapons and thrust
at enemy systems with orders to demolish them. They are quite good at that sort
of thing, but we intend to never utilize that function unless as an act of last
resort against anyone foolish enough to try and conquer us.”


“I do not make this as a cavalier threat. I make it as
a promise. If your relations with us are peaceful you need never fear a Uriti showing up in your system. We will keep them here,
in this Preserve, and should we engage in a war of conquest against another, as
we have done numerous times in our history, the Uriti will not be used. Those
few of you that have studied our history, and I’m sure others will do so in
coming years, will realize that we do not fight those who do not deserve it,
and when we do fight we do not do so sloppily. Sending a
Uriti to destroy a planet is extremely sloppy, and so long as we are not
betrayed, we have no intention to ever use the Uriti as a weapon. They will
stay here, within the Preserve, permanently.”


“As to what we will do with them here…that remains to
be determined. We are already attempting to find a secondary means of
communication other than the controlling function encoded within them by the
Chixzon, and how we proceed down the road will ultimately be determined by what
level of communication we are able to achieve. You need not concern yourself
with that if you do not wish it. You will be welcome to observe our efforts and
we will make records available to you, but this is our Preserve, our Uriti, and
our project. There may be opportunities for you to assist, but we will always
maintain control.”


“And we will guard the control of this Uriti against
anyone who tries to steal or destroy that control. Already a race called the
Trinx have betrayed and attacked us, so please understand that we are not in a
trusting mood. I know your empires and races have questions and concerns, which
I will address in time, but for now you need to accept that we are in control
here and will be further cementing that control over time. Right now we are
building an embassy station that is mobile enough to avoid the Uriti if it
should come our way. There will be no fixed installations within the Preserve
that we are not willing to lose, and any such expendable infrastructure will
not be permanently inhabited. While we can order the Uriti, the level of that
control has not been fully tested yet, though doing so is on our to-do list.”


“We will test and learn about this Uriti while
building infrastructure that will be able to move and stay out of its way.
Those of you who are agreeable will be allowed to establish and maintain an
embassy on this station for a variety of purposes. Already we have a great
number of far flung races here that probably have little or no contact with one
another through other means. As long as this is a focal point for you all, we
might as well make this Preserve a diplomatic station
as well. On a lesser note, people will want to come and see the Uriti for all
number of reasons. To that end we will, over time, allow a select amount of
visitors, whether they be researchers or tourists, to enter the Preserve on our
terms.”


“For those of you who doubt our control, take note of
the star with your ships’ sensors. In a moment we will call the Uriti out to
demonstrate that it will respond to us.”


There was a long pause, but once she had given
everyone ample time to prepare, she sent a signal to the Zeus and almost immediately the feeble tracking of the Uriti within
the star showed it begin to gain altitude. Yetti
didn’t say anything more until it finally burst forth through the highest level
of material that made up the ‘surface’ of the star and out into the hazy
atmosphere that surrounded it, slowly making its way out into full view and to
the coordinates that the Duke had already highlighted on the map for the
representatives to see. As promised, the Uriti flew up to those coordinates and
stopped on the spot, holding position and doing nothing else.


“There will be other such demonstrations in the coming
months as we study the Uriti, but I hope this answers any lingering questions
as to whether or not we are being honest. The Uriti responds to our commands
and we promise to keep it within this preserve, not only to protect our own
inhabited systems, which are far closer than any of yours, but to protect
everyone that might be coming in the path of a Uriti
on the rampage, as this one recently was.”


“You do not know us, yet, but our word is good. So
stay and observe. You’ll see that the Uriti does not travel beyond this
Preserve, not will we allow anyone else to have access to it except through us.
They will not be used as weapons again, and any Uriti deposited into this
Preserve will likewise be free from misuse or roving rampages. If you know of
where another one is located, or are guarding it yourself against others or
simply against the chance of it waking, you may contact me at any time to
discuss the matter. Though the establishment of this Preserve is in its
infancy, we will eventually be able to bring any other Uriti here for safe
keeping. At the moment we intend to study this one further before we attempt to
find and retrieve others.”


“If you do not wish a Uriti
that you are safeguarding moved, so be it. Let it slumber for now. We have much
work to do, but I will state clearly that anyone who releases a Uriti to go on a rampage will be dealt with harshly, and
it’s only a question of whether Star Force or someone else will get to you
first. These Uriti are not to be trifled with, which is why we will require
everyone in this system to obey our protocols as we set them forth, otherwise
you will be removed from this system and the rest of the Preserve.”


“Now, on a partial side note. Some empires have
requested permission to colonize worlds in this empty region that we are reclaiming
from a regional threat. There are many empty worlds, but the presence of a Uriti will undoubtedly make people rethink the safety of
putting down fixed infrastructure that’s anywhere close by. This preserve is
going to be ringed by a neutral zone of systems that the Uriti will not be
allowed within, nor will anyone else. The systems just outside it will be safe
to travel through and inhabit, though I understand if you’ll want a few hundred
years of activity to monitor to confirm that. I’m not offering you worlds to
colonize, though some of you may be so inclined to make such requests. I am
telling you this to let you know that we do not fear the Uriti running rampant,
and if we are wrong we will be the first to suffer the consequences.”


“So stay, listen, watch, and learn…but do not try to
assert yourselves here. We are in control and we will remain in control. Star
Force is a fair empire, but not a weak or timid one. Deal with us honestly and
there will be no reason to deny you entry to this system. But if you do give us
cause to deny you, we will enforce such a ban up to the point of confiscating
any ships that trespass here.”


“Will we use the Uriti to do that? No. They are not
designed for such use. They were meant to target a system and destroy it. Finer
control was never the Chixzon’s intent. And for those who do not yet know, the
Chixzon were the race that created the Uriti. Information on them we will also
share, along with a wealth of other things. There are inroads for you to make
here if you choose, but you must do so respectfully and peaceably. Attempt to
force anything and you will be met with equal or greater force, and not just
from our empire. Keeping the Uriti contained here is a matter of concern for
many of you, and as I said, some of you have already pledged your empires to
insuring that the Uriti does not go on another rampage and that those sleeping
remain sleeping.”


“This Uriti will not be remaining in this system
permanently, for we will rotate it around the Preserve, but the embassy that we
are building will remain here, in a safe orbit where it will not cross paths
with the Uriti by accident. In addition, many of our ships and mobile stations
will also remain here to further develop inter-empire relations that may result
in many beneficial outcomes. For the most part, you have permission to travel
through Star Force territory unhindered so long as you do not interfere with
the systems you are passing through or the traffic that you may encounter. We
prefer open borders in most cases. This Preserve will be one of the few
exceptions.”



 

Paul was in the nexus onboard the Sanguine Blade monitoring the Uriti and the assembled ships in the
system as Davis and his Dukes were laying the law down just in case there was a
problem that needed dealing with. Jason was in a training session so Paul was
covering for him when he got a personal comm routed
to him from the newly arrived Sety representative.


“Is there a problem?” he asked when he accepted and a
small hologram popped up before him.


“The revelation is over and your Duke is busy
answering questions. I will ask you this bluntly, but as politely as I can. Do
you intend to remove Glaech from its sedation?”


“We’ve really got to work on the name thing. I’m
sticking with Bahamut.”


“Whatever you wish to call it, please answer my
question.”


“Not immediately. We need to study Nami before we try
to bring Bahamut here. It will not be a quick process.”


“Then you will rouse…Bahamut…despite our objections?”


“What objections are those? For what possible reason
would we leave that Uriti in a separate place that would require a separate
fleet to defend it? Better to have them both in one location.”


“There may be some wisdom in that, but it is a
decision that we all should make.”


“We will gladly listen to counsel, but the decision is
ours regarding Bahamut. It is in our invasion corridor against the
Li’vorkrachnika. The Uriti that you and the others guard is a different matter.
We will not wake them and put any people living above them in danger, but we
will suggest that all of them be moved here for safekeeping.”


“And if we decline that suggestion?”


“At the moment there is no cause to start a war with
The Nexus to reclaim a sleeping Uriti. However, if after study we learn that
the sedation is in some way harming them that may change.”


“You put the wellbeing of Uriti as higher priority than
our lives?”


“No, I put it as higher priority than your ego.
Remember, we are doing you a very, very, very big favor in all of this.
Remember back shortly to when you had no way to control a
Uriti and this one was loose and heading wherever it wanted. I should not be
hearing ingratitude in your voice.”


“It is the arrogance in yours that concerns me.”


“It’s not arrogance, it’s
accuracy. Though if I were in your position I would be cautious as well. If we
wanted to we could use a Uriti to cause a lot of damage.
We’re not like that though, as you’ll learn if you haven’t yet, but from your
position I would also recognize that at least we can control the Uriti, and since at the moment it’s not out tearing
up systems it is an improvement in condition.”


“At the moment, yes. It is the future that concerns
me.”


“Us as well, which is why we’d prefer your help in
setting up this preserve and maintaining it.”


“But you intend to continue with or without our
assistance?”


“Yep. If you want to wash your hands of the matter entirely,
turn over any Uriti you’re currently guarding, you can do so and forget about
them entirely. We’ll take it from here.”


“And what do you gain from this if you do not use them
as leverage to extort various tributes?”


“One very big deterrent against invasion.”


“And what invasion do you fear?”


“None specifically. But I didn’t think you’d accept
the answer that we have no motive.”


“If you have no motive, you have no impetus for
action.”


“No profit motive then. This will be an expenditure
for us, especially considering the systems we’re going to devote to this
Preserve. Those, auctioned off to The Nexus or others, could profit us greatly.
We are doing this for the simple reason that it needs to be done and we’re the
only ones that can exercise control over the Uriti. But even if we couldn’t,
we’d still try and find a way.”


“Altruism is your motive?”


“If you want to think of it that way, yes. Though I
suppose we will make a nice little profit off the tourist revenue once
everything is set up. But that’s going to be negligible when compared to the
cost of establishing a proper blockade.”


“As you have said, we have no choice but to return to
the anarchy of the past. But we are slow to trust those we have little history
with.”


“And I’m not too confident in your choice of friends.”


“The Trinx are…I do not even know the right phrase to
use. Disappointment is too kind. Do you plan a reprisal?”


“The Uriti that they possess will be coming here
eventually, one way or another. But that will be a long time in the future. We
lost a lot of ships in that battle. Replacing those and building the Preserve
is going to be a very large effort in order to do it right, and it will take
time.”


“You have honored your promises thus far. Continue to
do so and you will have no quarrel with the Sety. But you do not have our
trust.”


“I don’t need it. Just your compliance.”


“You will have it,” the Sety said as he ended the
conversation with a mild tone of disgust.
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January 9, 3258


Alamo System


Inner Zone



 

Davis watched from the observation deck as Nami traced
her slow path across the star system from pylon 5 to 6, making yet another lap
of the course laid out for it by the trailblazers. Within a month they’d begin
weapon tests, adding a small target for it to destroy at the end of its circuits,
and many of the races that were still present in this system were eager to see
that. The first embassy station was partially complete, but many of the
observers had not requested a presence there. There wasn’t much eagerness for
participation, yet, but a handful of races beyond the already allied 7 had
deposited at least a minimal presence on the station.


Davis wasn’t going to be taking residence there. That
was Duke Setti’s job. She was going to handle the
diplomatic liaison between Star Force and any and all races that came here
while Duke Pryon was going to oversee the warden function of the Preserve,
building the necessary infrastructure and anything the trailblazers needed with
regards to their handling of the Uriti, then a third Duke would be added later
if needed to handle the visitors and tourist traffic that may or may not
manifest. The trailblazers had already assured Davis that they’d work out the
necessities of the training package and in the process give him a good show to
put on for outsiders to see how much control they actually had while not
revealing too much information.


Nefron was being kept away from the other races, the
silent partner in all of this despite the many protests. Of those races
talking, most wanted to speak with him out of either curiosity or a wish to try
and influence the single individual who had the power to control the Uriti…and
the longer Davis kept them thinking in terms like that the better. Nefron
wouldn’t change his allegiance, nor was he worried about such things. What he
was worried about was outsiders coming in and taking immediate action. The
longer that didn’t happen and Star Force’s position here stabilized, the more
leverage he would have against many races that had technology levels equal to
or partially superior to their own. 


That technological advantage wasn’t complete, for Star
Force was building based off the V’kit’no’sat tech tree and making a few
upgrades of their own enroute. That gave them a much more comprehensive base
than other races or empires possessed, but some of the individual engines,
shields, or weapons that these races were fielding were damn impressive and
dangerous, as were so many being in the same place at the same time without a
strong controlling hand governing them all.


Davis had as many ships here as he could manage
without stalling the war with the lizards. That border had to keep pushing
forward else more people would die as the lizards continued to spread into
areas not yet contained. Drawing ships from the ADZ was problematic, for he
didn’t want to delve too deep into their reserves, but he needed as many here
as possible to forestall brash actions. The upcoming weapons demonstration by
the Uriti would hopefully give anyone thinking of trying to usurp Star Force
additional pause.


And while more Star Force ships were incoming, so were
the Voku. They were manifesting at odd times and places, with far more here
than Davis thought would come. Either Cal-com regarded this as seriously as
they did, or Paul’s Zak’de’ron visit had prompted an
order from them to get the Voku flocking here in what were promised to be even
more massive numbers in subsequent years. Already there were a few scattered
reports of massive convoys coming across the gap between their home territory
and the ADZ that would eventually end up out here.


Those reports were courtesy of the hastily build
communications relay link that had stretched out this far via a number of
permanent stations and mobile communications sedas filling in the gaps so Davis
could remain in contact with the empire while he camped out here. There wasn’t
a lot to do, but with so many new empires to deal with, and get a read on, it
wasn’t something he was going to trust to Dukes or even the trailblazers. Star
Force was treading on a very precipitous edge and they needed all the
experience and guile that they could get on this matter.


The Chamra, Dati, and Yisv had already made independent
contact with Star Force, and the first two of those had redirected most of
those diplomatic overtures here to Davis personally while the Yisv were still
keeping away from any system with the Uriti in it. So while he was dealing with
new races he was also trying to forge ties or lay down the law with these other
more familiar advanced empires as they also jockeyed for position and status
here while backing Star Force so that no one else could depose them and
endanger the controller.


They didn’t have many ships available but a few more
were coming in periodically, just as some of the observer fleets were getting
reinforcements as well. All it would really take was one ship to keep watch, so
the additional vessels were more of a visible threat that he was going to have
to deal with eventually, but he didn’t have too big of a leverage point here to
work with immediately, otherwise he would have demanded that all ships identify
themselves and their affiliations. As it was, some were still lurking in the shadows
and not taking a public stance.


The battlemap had an active tracking mechanism in
place to determine when new ships arrived and was programmed to ping him an
alert when an unidentified ship or large grouping appeared, so when the double
ping sounded he turned around sharply as his eyes tracked to the system
hologram.


He saw immediate activity from the drones surrounding
the Sanguine Blade, for the newcoming ships weren’t at a jumpline. They were right
beside him, barely 30 miles away, and there was one enormous vessel at the
center of a fleet that numbered over 500, all of which were a mix of glossy
black hull plates and luminous strips. 


Davis mentally linked with the battlemap controls and
replayed the last minute as the fleet quickly coalesced around his ship in
aggressive defense posture. On the playback there was nothing there, absolutely
nothing, then suddenly the ships winked into existence with a telltale sparkle
of light. It looked like a brief fireworks display as they all appeared, with
Davis’s gut clenching as he focused the replay on those sparkles. He searched
for the telltale disruptions that cloaking devices made, running the computer
through the necessary paces that should have allowed them to detect the
variations once they knew where to look and at that close range…but there was
nothing. Nothing at all.


Not even the V’kit’no’sat had ever been able to
produce a true cloaking device, meaning that whoever these guys were, they were
either technological geniuses with a singular breakthrough or a major new
player that had them extremely outclassed.


“Davis, you seeing this?” Jason’s voice asked over an
open comm.


“Yeah. They talking?”


“Pithy. They want to address you, and their message
came through in English.”


“Link them here.”


“No, they want to meet in person.”


“Bad idea?”


“Did you notice how they arrived?”


“Perfect cloaking device.”


“I don’t want someone or something like that getting
onboard my ship.”


“Mist scan?”


“We can, but it’ll take some time to set up. We’ll
also have to arrange a lot of security for you.”


“Take your time, but if they want to talk that’s
better than shooting first.”


“I think this means they’ve had a cloaked ship here
observing for a while.”


“I wonder how many more are out there. You think the Zak’de’ron are completely gone?”


“If not they’re going to get an eyeful.”


“I know,” Davis said, referencing the tech
differential. “Tell them I accept, then set it up to your liking.”


“Holo would be to my liking,” Jason differed, “but
we’ll make it work.”


“Did we get a name?”


“If they have a native one they didn’t give it, but
the translation is Knights of Quenar.”



 

It took four days before preparations were ready, then
Davis found himself waiting on a rebuilt cargo bay in the center of what looked
like a sports arena. The center was open to the air with large columns ringing
it and all the apparatus to generate incredibly powerful shields that could
bisect the area on a thought. Multiple layers could be added, meaning that
anyone inside the arena could be sectioned apart like a chess board. That would
allow the Knights of Quenar entry and the ability to talk with him in person,
yet give Star Force the ability to protect Davis should they try anything.


Davis was also wearing his Archon armor, clad in
acolyte silver while the bright pinks of Jason and Paul were beside him. Riley
was not present, instead handling fleet coordination from the Zeus and protecting Nefron, knowing that
he was probably the bigger target than Davis if these newcomers wanted to do
more than talk.


A small transport had entered the bay moments ago,
sealed off by newly built walls that gave it a decent landing area but then
forced its occupants to pass through an airlock that held the ‘mist’ sensors.
In reality they were tiny robots the size of dust that relayed their positions
to the nearby sensors, so that if they were fooled by a cloaking device the
little robots would be able to paint a picture of the silhouette by their
physical absence in the space it occupied.


The KoQ had been informed of the procedure and
approved of it, so the first Davis saw of them was when the inside of the
airlock opened and they walked through the opposite wall of the arena. They
wore no visible armor, merely loose fitting green clothing with a multitude of
golden ornamentation. There were three of them, each with a Humanoid torso, but
from the waist down they split into four legs that were part spider part Human.
They angled away from the center of mass then went straight down, but they were
well muscled and looked to give them impressive jumping capability. 


Their skin was hairy, covered in greys and whites so
thick he couldn’t make out the actual skin beneath it, and the same was true of
their faces, which vaguely resembled dogs with a short snout, but they had two
eyes and two arms much like his own, though they sported what looked like seven
fingers as they walked across the considerable gap towards the three Humans
with a backdrop of Archons, Knights, and Commandos of various Star Force races
standing by ready to act if anything went poorly.


Their minds are
blank, Jason commented telepathically.


Well shielded,
Paul amended. 


Poker then,
Davis noted as they continued to walk towards the waiting trio, trusting in his
own Ikrid blocks to keep his thoughts protected if the Knights of Quenar were
in fact telepathic. They waited for them to cross the 200 meters or so until
they came to a low wall, barely 8 inches high, that denoted where they were not
to cross. The three of them stepped up to it side by side, with the one on the
left being slightly taller than the others’ 6 foot plus height, making them
almost eye level with the Archons.


“Where is the Chixzon?” the bigger one demanded,
actually speaking English rather than having it work through a translation
mechanism. His words carried a shrill accent, but his words were clear enough.


“Not onboard this ship,” Davis stated plainly. “I was
told you wished to speak with me.”


“Bring him before us.”


“Others have wished to speak with him as well, and
have been declined. Given his unique abilities he is not accessible to guests.”


“You will bring him before us,” the KoQ said, holding
up his right hand towards Davis.


Suddenly the Human in the silver armor was lifted off
the ground by an invisible force. Paul couldn’t see any Lachka tendrils, but he
flashed his Rentar around him without success…then with a thought he
telekinetically grabbed the big one and knocked him to the ground, pinning him
there as Jason stepped in front of Davis who suddenly dropped to the deck.


The other two KoQ jerked, looking from their fallen
comrade and to the armored Humans.


“Release him,” one of them demanded, holding up a hand
towards Paul and knocking the Archon off his feet and onto his butt with some
kind of invisible punch that his armor’s shields did not pick up.


Jason didn’t wait, launching himself over the wall
towards the two standing KoQ and missing a fist to one of their heads when both
of them turned and pointed their hands at him, catching him mid
dash and holding his feet a few inches off the ground. They couldn’t fully
control him, with his arms coming in close to his body as a ripple of
distortion surrounded him, then released to blow both KoQ away from him,
simultaneously breaking their grasp.


When his feet hit the ground he launched at one of them,
meaning to tackle and pin his arms down but he never got there, for a shield of
hexagons suddenly flashed around the KoQ, with each invisible panel outlined in
gold and Jason bouncing off the solid mesh of inch-wide polygons.


As he bounced another invisible grasp took hold of him
and propelled him backwards across the tiny wall above which a field of
hexagons formed blocking the three Humans off from the three KoQ as the army of
support troops rushed up to surround Davis and pull him back behind the two
pink-clad trailblazers.


“Stop,” the big KoQ said before further fighting could
occur. “It is clear we underestimated your potential. We have come here to
negotiate, not fight. And if we do not return from this vessel it will be
destroyed.”


“Do not use your powers again,” Paul warned. “Else the
talking will be over.”


“Agreed,” the one on the far right side said, now
clearly taking the lead. “It is imperative that we see this Chixzon. I do not
care what other relations you have with the races assembled here, but you must
let us have access to him.”


“For what purpose?” 


“We have questions that need answering.”


“I’m sure you do,” Jason said, making it clear that
they weren’t going to get what they want.


The middle KoQ sighed, then sucked in a slow breath.
“Patience,” he advised, though it was clear he was talking to his peers. “This
race may be intelligent enough to understand.”


“As you wish,” the one on the right deferred.


“We are the Knights of Quenar,” the one in the middle said,
looking at Davis who had quietly stepped up just behind the two trailblazers
with the multi-colored armors surrounding him in a living wall on all other
sides. “The last survivors of the Traelix. Our
ancestors were among those whom you refer to as the Ancients. They and their
allies fought and destroyed the Chixzon, imprisoned their living weapons, and
were rewarded for their tireless sacrifices with betrayal at the hands of those
whom they had protected. Few survived the purges that followed, hiding away in
the darkest corners of the galaxy and forgoing any attempt to reclaim their
previous territories and glory. They had only two priorities. Vengeance came
first.”


“They destroyed over time all those who had betrayed
them through indirect means, striking as phantoms and using a great many
methods that we do not hold to. When their vengeance was sated, many left to
live out their lives in a manner of their own choosing. Some to rebuild a shred
of what was lost, others to simply coexist with the rubble of the galaxy that
remained. An elite few swore an oath to a greater cause, and part of that cause
was to ensure that the Chixzon were destroyed and that their living weapons
were contained and never allowed to be misused. The Knights of Quenar were
formed and to this day that Oath has been honored. That is why we must speak
with your Chixzon.”


“If you think we’re going to let you kill him,” Paul
scoffed, “you’re crazy.”


“If we wanted him destroyed we would have attacked and
annihilated your entire fleet to insure his death. If your claims as to his
origin are accurate, then we do not wish his destruction, for while in body and
memory he may be Chixzon, his inner being is not. You have been gifted with a
great opportunity, and we are here to insure you do not waste it.”


“We’re open to suggestions,” Davis offered, “but not
orders.”


“If you are wise, no orders will be necessary,” the
KoQ answered amicably. 


“What exactly do you want to ask him?”


“You have said that he is the product of a genetic
legacy designed to activate after a long period of inactivity so that the
Chixzon may be reborn in a galaxy that has forgotten their transgressions. The
Knights of Quenar have not, and we must insure that this resurrection does not
occur. If it does, we must oppose it as soon as possible, and the knowledge
your Chixzon hybrid possesses is critical to the fulfillment of our Oath.”
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“Then let’s put that down as maybe,” Davis said
neutrally, “as you explain who you are, exactly what you’re doing here, and why
I shouldn’t have these two kick your ass for not keeping your invisible hands
on your side of the line.”


“Our apologies,” the middle one said. “Some races we
deal with would talk to no end with no result and thus require a physical
impetus to begin actual negotiations. We were unaware of your skill level. We
meant no offense.”


“Some taken,” Davis resisted.


“It will not happen again,” the KoQ promised.


“How long have you been monitoring this Uriti?”


“We discovered its existence and release a little over
300 years ago. We did not intervene because the races guarding it appeared to
be able to contain it through constant combat. Could we have sedated it?” he
guessed to his next question. “Yes, we could have, but at great cost to us. We
are not a civilization, but an order. Small in number but great in skill. We
stood ready to act if the containment failed and the Uriti began to spread
minions. Fortunately that was not the case, for returning it to its
imprisonment would have cost us most of our fleet.”


“And you only now reveal yourselves because there is
something you need?”


“Blunt, but accurate. You have done the galaxy a great
favor, but it is up to us to make sure this stroke of good fortune is not
misused or squandered. We do not seek to steal this Chixzon hybrid from you,
merely to inquire of it knowledge that we seek.”


“And if he doesn’t feel like revealing anything to
you?”


“I trust my diplomatic skill to be sufficient to
convince him to give us what we need.”


“Backed up by your fleet?”


The middle KoQ looked at Davis’s helmet for a moment.
“We did not come here to fight, though we always hold that option in reserve. I
believe we can find common purpose here if such a discussion is allowed.”


“I’m listening.”


“Our goal is to insure that the old victory is not
reversed. Prior to your information reaching us, we had assumed only an
outbreak of the captured Uriti would undermine it, but the revelation that the
Chixzon mean to return creates an alarming new possibility that we must swiftly
move to counter, thus we have come here to face it in the most direct means
possible. We need to know what it is we are fighting and how to combat it. So
long as you do not misuse the Uriti, we will not interfere with your possession
and control of it or any others brought here. If you do misuse it, then we will
be forced to act against you. Such a thing would end poorly for you…but I do
not mean to threaten, only ensure that we will follow an honorable path, and
that we take our Oath very seriously.”


“Where are you based?”


“That is not public knowledge,” the KoQ said as a
galactic map appeared before him, highlighting a specific sector that in itself
was over 500 lightyears in radius and situated more than a quarter rotation
around the galaxy, “but we come from here and travel wherever necessary. With
your permission, we would like to establish an enclave here to monitor this
Uriti and prevent anyone from tampering with it or the Chixzon. I can assure
you that our forces are far more formidable than any others that have so sworn
their allegiance to safeguard this Preserve.”


“Trust takes time,” Davis advised. “Do not seek to
rush it.”


“The galaxy does not afford us unlimited time, and if
the Chixzon are returning we need to maximize what we have of it. The Knights
of Quenar cannot fight a reborn Chixzon empire. We are only strong enough to
prevent its return. We must act now before we are outscaled,
hence our impolite insistence that we speak with your hybrid.”


A hologram appeared beside Paul and walked in front of
the three Humans, stepping over the low wall and through the invisible shield
that had popped up between them earlier. Its black, rough flesh was soundless
against the floor as it looked at each KoQ in turn. 


“What is it you’d like to know,” Nefron’s
hologram asked.


The middle KoQ nodded respectfully to Davis, then
turned his full attention on the Chixzon, studying him. “Your stories were
legitimate. You are most definitely reborn in body, but what is the state of
your mind?”


“My mind is my own, though I retain the Chixzon
knowledge and skills. I would suggest that anyone else going through the
transformation would be lost. I barely survived, but am now in no danger of
losing myself.”


“How did you survive?”


“The Archons did not give up on me, spending a great
deal of time and effort to trick me into thinking my way out of the problem. My
instincts are Chixzon, and one thing we do not suffer is to be inferior. They
goaded me into turning my newfound culture against my programming. Once a wedge
was opened I was able to do the rest. I do not serve the Chixzon, yet I am
Chixzon in every way that matters. The Uriti will obey me, and I am loyal to
Star Force. Neither fact will change.”


“How much time do we have before others are reborn?”


“I cannot say for certain, only that my transformation
was hastened due to Star Force’s curiosity. Natural progression will occur eventually,
but such a thing was not evident in this region. I cannot speak of the others
across the galaxy.”


“Did the Chixzon seed only specific regions?”


“No, they seeded it all. There was to be no
possibility of oversight or negligence. None were guaranteed to survive, thus
the seeding had to be thorough and subtle.”


“Will you tell us what your previous race was?”


“So you can do what with them?”


“Prevent them from transforming.”


“How?”


“The same method you have claimed to use. Removal of
their legacy genetics.”


“That decision resides with the Star Force Director.”


“And what are their plans upon arrival in a galaxy
that has all but forgotten them?”


“To quietly gather and hide while they assess the
situation and the means needed to resume their quest for domination. They will
not make the same mistake twice.”


“You refer to the sedative or the Uriti?”


“I refer to them overreaching. When the sedative was
used, they had no contingency plan. They will not operate without one again.”


“There is much I would ask you, but the pertinent
question now is one of trust,” the KoQ said as he looked back at Davis. “We
have not made a good impression other than to demonstrate that we have powers
comparable or superior to your own. I am curious as to yours, but for the moment
I will ask what you would have us do to prove ourselves worthy of association?”


“Wait your turn,” Davis said simply, offering no other
explanation.


A small curl of his lip denoted what the Human thought
was a smile, but no other reaction was forthcoming. “That shall be our penance
for hastiness. I trust that you will not delay in countering the threat that
you have intimate knowledge of.”


“If you wish to begin gaining trust, I suggest you do
not hide your ships when in this system unless there is combat.”


“Your last caveat is noted, and we agree to your
terms. Is there anything else you require?”


“An explanation.”


“Of what in particular?”


“What the end result of you coming here is expected to
look like.”


“We wish to assist with the establishment of this
Preserve and the collection of Uriti. If you can successfully keep them here,
we will utilize your good intentions to aid our own. Our ships will patrol and
guard this region against interference along with your own while we also pursue
greater knowledge of our enemy from your Chixzon and seek out any vestige of
their genetic legacy in order to purge it before they can return.”


“And what happens if you find out they already have
returned elsewhere?”


“We fight them to the last.”


“What have you been doing previously, other than
watching over sleeping Uriti?”


“We have a variety of tasks, but none as important as
this. We seek out injustice and bring it full circle. Many of us will make
individual pilgrimages across the galaxy on individual quests to aid in our own
development. Most of what we do occurs behind the scenes. We do not have a
public face, and only show ourselves to you now as a courtesy and as a
testament to our seriousness involving the matters at hand.”


“A history for us to review would be helpful.”


The middle KoQ spread his hands wide in an accepting
gesture. “Then that is what you shall have. Time is of great importance, but
haste can be equally as destructive as hesitancy. I apologize for the
altercation here and our lack of etiquette. We will provide you with sufficient
data to appraise us and we will leave you to deliberate how you wish to
proceed. Once we transmit the data we will wait until you are ready to further
discuss matters. Your empire is far more powerful than we estimated and we do
not wish to make unnecessary enemies. Had we known we would have taken a less
direct approach. I trust in your wisdom in this matter, and bid you farewell
for now if you would be willing to lower the barriers and allow us to depart.”


Davis sensed this was as much a test as anything else,
so he quietly lowered the normally invisible barriers via a helmet command. The
Knights of Quenar nodded respectfully and turned away, obviously able to see
the shields go down via some unidentified manner…and that too was a bit of
communication between the two parties.


The Archons stayed put until the KoQ had left through
the airlock, then Davis tapped Jason on the chest twice and left. 


Paul immediately felt a battlemeld prompt from Jason
and accepted it, then with their combined senses scanned every inch of Davis’s
armor as he departed as well as the chamber and the other occupants while
technological sensors built into the walls did the same. In the end nothing was
found having been left behind, but that wasn’t proof enough given how different
this new race and their technology operated.


Eventually Paul and Jason found their way back to the
observation deck absent their armor where Davis was already involved in an
animated discussion with Riley and Nefron, both whom were transmitting via holo
from the Zeus.


“No, they knew,” Riley insisted. “And I highly doubt
they were scared off. They might have been spooked a bit by our psionics, but
they didn’t act like they were at a disadvantage.”


“I agree,” Paul said as the pair entered the room. “They
didn’t expect us, but they weren’t exactly overawed.”


“Nefron,” Davis urged.


“As I was saying,” the Chixzon reiterated, looking at
Paul and Jason, “these Knights of Quenar are considerably different from the Traelix and not located in the same region. Genetic samples
obtained from the air filters confirm this. I believe they are descended from Traelix, but there has been significant reworking of their
genetic code since the war. At the time the Chixzon fought them they were
traditional quadrupeds. This new configuration is odd, but biomechanically
offers several advantages. I believe they have been upgrading themselves
through deliberate alteration during the time when the Chixzon were waiting out
the galactic ravages. It is precisely this type of enemy the Chixzon wanted to
avoid, and the time spent stagnant locked in genetic code has allowed these
Knights to advance greatly.”


“Is that good or bad for us?” Jason asked.


“Bad for the Chixzon, unknown for us.”


“Still think they want to talk to you?”


“Yes. Then perhaps kill me afterwards.”


“Which is why we are never going to allow them onto
the same ship with you,” Davis said, laying down the first of many ground rules
to come. 


“I think we need to get you out of here,” Paul said in
warning, referencing the Director.


“Agreed,” Riley echoed.


Davis held up a finger. “Not just yet, but long term I
think you are right. Nefron seems to be their primary angle, but my being here
might worsen matters eventually with regards to the Knights of Quenar or anyone
else looking to hurt Star Force. Right now, though, I’m needed to deal with
this mess. If we can get it stabilized I’ll slip away back to Earth so if this
system blows up, metaphorically speaking, I won’t go down with it and will be
able to rally the necessary forces to avenge you,” he said with a touch of
sarcasm.


“We need to get a handle on their abilities,” Paul
said, trying to get his head wrapped around this. “With the V’kit’no’sat we
know their playbook so we’re not afraid of them, same with the Chixzon, but
these guys are a blank slate for us and that causes a lot more problems by our
simply not knowing what they’re capable of.”


“How did they pick me up?” Davis asked.


“Not with Lachka or any other energy I can detect,”
Paul admitted. “But I am pretty sure that whatever it was required them to emit
it from their hands or arms. When physically misaligned the effect failed, so I
don’t think it’s mentally generated.”


“Some sort of tractor beam,” Nefron suggested.
“Possibly biological, but I’m almost certain that shield is technological. None
of you made physical contact with them, correct?”


“No,” Jason confirmed.


“Then we do not even know if their appearance is
accurate. They could have been wearing full body armor underneath a mimic field
to give the appearance that they were unarmed.”


“If it was a mimic field then it was a skintight one,”
Paul commented, narrowing down the possibilities. “The mist corresponded to the
dimensions that we observed.”


“But they were wearing loose clothing,” Riley added.
“Still an opportunity for hidden gadgets underneath.”


“Or within,” Davis wondered. “Cleverly concealed
cyborgs?”


“Possible,” Nefron considered. “Their minds were
blank. Does that mean you had access to them and they were empty or that there
was no presence to locate?”


“The latter,” Jason confirmed.


“Robots?” Paul asked.


“I don’t think so,” Nefron said, “but I can’t rule it
out. They did have some genetic material at least.”


“Though that could be camouflage as well,” Riley
noted.


“Whatever their abilities are, they are invisible to
Pefbar, Rentar has no effect, and they can pass through our shields. I didn’t
try bioshields at the time, but right now we need to figure out how they’re
doing this.”


“Scans of the room detected nothing,” Davis said,
having confirmed as much as soon as he got back to a terminal.


“We’re in a bit over our head here,” Riley said
regretfully.


“Which means our first order of business is to catch
our breath and start learning,” Davis said as calmly as possible. “If they want
to negotiate I can handle that. The rest of you work on learning what you can
and implement as many security procedures as necessary on the Zeus to keep them from sneaking onboard.



“Already working on that,” Riley assured them. “This
ship is going to become the Alamo so long as Nefron is onboard.”


“That didn’t really end well,” Paul reminded him.


“But they did do a lot of damage before they were
taken out, and that’s what they’re going to have to do to get to Nefron.”


“You follow up on that obsessively,” Davis ordered.
“Paul, Jason…short of picking a fight with them, work on the psionic and naval
angles for any tidbits of information you can gather. I don’t know how long it
will take them to assemble and transmit their historical records but…what?”


Paul and Jason were both smirking, but waved it off.
“You made a joke without trying to,” Paul told him. “Go on.”


“What did I say?”


“Historical records.”


Davis thought it through, with no bells ringing.
“And?”


“Old movie.”


“Send it to me later,” Davis said, curious to see what
was so hilarious. “In the meantime we play as nice as we can and stall. There
might be a beneficial arrangement to be hammered out with regards to the
security they offered. I’m not accepting that or anything else on a whim, but
with their cloaking technology no one would ever know how many of them were here
or not. That could be an invaluable deterrent against interlopers if word got
around.”


“Or are they just playing nice up until they get an in
to Nefron and try to either take control of the Uriti,” Riley warned, “or to
destroy them.”


“They should be able to do that if they’re half as
advanced as they seem,” Paul pointed out. “I think we could, if we really gave
it our all, and I’m not talking about using Nefron’s
cheat. If they were really insistent about their Oath, whatever it actually is,
they’d be killing the Uriti one by one in order to keep them from falling into
the wrong hands. The fact that they watched this one while The Nine fought with
it indefinitely feels odd to me.”


“Maybe they are as understaffed as they suggested,”
Jason floated.


“And maybe they’re being honest,” Davis finished. “We
have too many questions and too little data to work off of. So long as nothing
is blowing up yet, let’s see if we can’t scrounge up some data or at least
confirmations of our own while I ask a few direct questions and see if they’ll
give us some freebees.”

















 

9



 


 

January 23, 3258


Alamo System


Inner Zone



 

Davis sat in his quarters onboard the Sanguine Blade, sunk deep into a lounge
chair as he stared aching eyes at a datapad trying to get a little bit more
reading in before he went to bed. Per his request, the Knights of Quenar had
supplied him with historical records. They were very shallow on detail, barely
summaries of events, but there were over 6 million years’ worth of records and
Davis was having trouble getting through it all. He’d already spent a couple
weeks on it and was barely a third of the way through, but he was starting to
understand these Knights a bit better.


The records dated back to before their founding,
detailing the war against the Uriti from yet another perspective, as well as
giving insight into the chaos and barbarism that occurred afterwards in the
power vacuum. Those very dark times were what had initially forged the Knights
of Quenar and part of their Oath was to never forget lest they allow such
unbearable events to occur again. They felt, and rightly so, that what had
happened to the galaxy in the aftermath of the Chixzon’s defeat was worse than anything their enemy had
done. That was saying a lot, but seeing the pillars of galactic stability go
down by the hands of those that had helped hold them up during the war was
bound to make anyone start questioning reality.


The Traelix had lost contact
with the other prime members of the Ancients after the war, but the KoQ had
sought out their remains much later and were able to piece together the varying
means of their demise. A few had survived, but none intact. All were weakened
or destroyed to the point that the galactic landscape essentially lay barren as
thousands of scavengers tore over it trying to gobble up what scraps remained,
and then fought each other over those scraps. 


Anything that shown the light of civilization was hit,
as if there was a mob mentality that was targeting stability and order.
Destruction was the appetite of the lesser races that backstabbed the greater
ones, and after time passed there were so few building that the destroyers
eventually bled themselves dry and the ruins of the galaxy finally knew a
sickly peace as the barbarism was confined to local areas and a few bastions of
sanity were allowed to survive through anonymity.


Davis could appreciate that, for it was such anonymity
that had allowed Earth to survive to this day, but the KoQ hadn’t been one of
them. While they did build, it was in the form of a roaming fleet that could
not be targeted by the scavengers. Their resources were low, but they preserved
and managed them wisely to set themselves up with a mobile base from which to
begin striking back at those who had all but destroyed the Traelix
in conjunction with the main spur of their civilization. Once the major
fighting was over they split, continuing to seek vengeance where the other Traelix did not.


One group, the larger of the two, sought seclusion in
order to begin rebuilding in the smallest of ways, hoping to create a new life
for themselves and accepting the reality that their great civilization was gone
and that they would have to become something else in order to survive.


The KoQ were the smaller group that did not let go the
past, but likewise transformed into an elite unit that would never forget their
heritage while at the same time not trying to rebuild it. They were the last of
the true Traelix, and they would remain true,
carrying out their Oaths and insuring that, among many things, the Uriti would
not be released or threatened for release in order to leverage others. 


Over the millennia that followed they fought one
battle after another, usually small, precise strikes, assassinations when need.
The killing aside, they essentially became Batman in that they were a planetless force that could not be pinned down that came
out of nowhere to strike the unscrupulous and created more stability through
sheer intimidation than they did through actual combat.


There was honor in that, but not in some of their
chosen methods…and the fact that they didn’t even hide them away in their
records showed that their primary motive was in accomplishing the mission
rather than a sense of right and wrong. Maybe that was something that
originated from their race or was a side effect of the cataclysm that befell
them post-war, but it was twisting what otherwise seemed to be an honorable
group into savages when the situation merited it.


Then again, Davis had only got through a third of the
records, so maybe the more recent ones showed a change in behavior. Right now
he was just beginning to get to the part about them finding the need to augment
themselves in order to balance the odds when in engagements where they were
vastly outnumbered. Their population was small and they did not reproduce fast,
though Davis thought that was more out of cultural bias than biology. 


The KoQ housed their non-Knights in various
facilities, some of which provided industrial support while others were in
training to earn their status as Knights. Davis got the sense that there was a
stigma associated with the non-Knights and for that reason that part of their
pocket civilization was not developed further. After 6 million years they could
have regrown to the size of their previous Traelix
civilization but they hadn’t, rather focusing on advancement rather than
repopulation.


And it seemed that the other surviving Traelix had so abandoned their past that they were now nothing
more than a shadow of their former selves, fitting in with the other races of
the galaxy and not possessing the technological or cultural heritage that the
KoQ carried on…though heavily modified as the Knights pushed to make
improvements and changes that ultimately led to the fulfillment of Oaths that
seemed to have no end in sight.


There was a knock on his door, with Davis reaching out
his limited telepathy to discover who was on the other side. He telekinetically
flicked the open button and the narrow door slide aside to let Paul enter.


Davis sighed and tossed the datapad onto a side table.
“I could say they swamped us with data, but in truth there’s very little here
other than an overview. Please tell me you’ve got something.”


Paul pulled the chair from Davis’s comm
station over to him and sat down on it in the reverse position, lounging his
arms on the backrest. “I’ve been talking with one of them, remotely, concerning
their naval abilities with regards to protecting the Preserve. They were
considerate but careful not to give too much away, but I’ve got a nagging
suspicion that they don’t fight much.”


Davis raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


“I don’t think those are warships. I think they’re
mobile field bases.”


“All of them?”


“They can fight if needed, and I’d guess they’re
heavily armed. I did get out of them that they do have capture weaponry so it
wouldn’t be necessary to kill everyone that came into the Preserve without a
ticket, but the way this one talked was more like, and I hate to misuse the
term here, but that they operated more like Jedi.”


“I can vouch for the Force choke part.”


Paul frowned. “Did they touch your body or your
armor?”


“Actually,” he said, trying to remember, “I think it
was my armor, but it got past my shields.”


“Could be intentional or a limitation,” Paul
speculated, but moved on. “Their ships are powerful and when grouped together
like this can really hurt you, but I think they’re used more for intimation and
carrying around their Knight teams. More transports than anything. I think most
of their operations are infantry, with a good portion of them being diplomatic.
They’ll reason first, apply pressure second, and fight navally last. I don’t
think they’re used to having to go to that third option, and I don’t think
they’re set up to replace losses. Have you found a size for their operations in
all of that?”


“Nothing specific. I figured you had already gone
through it, Sav and all.”


“I skimmed, but didn’t find anything too useful. Most
of it is boring as hell.”


“I’ve got a lot left to go through, but I think I’m
starting to get a feel for them. They’re used to getting their way and being
the intelligent one amongst a galaxy of trolls, so if you consider that with
regards to their meeting with us what does that tell you?”


“They don’t like wasting time.”


“I picked up on that too in conjunction with the
‘patience’ suggestion. It’s like they know the proper course of action and will
allow us some measure of time to come to that conclusion. If we don’t they
force the issue. Standard protocol, and not too dissimilar to the way you
operate at times.”


“You don’t get out much then,” Paul lightly
reprimanded him. “I got the vibe that it was a ‘do as you’re told or suffer the
consequences’ theme rather than a ‘you can’t touch this’ one.”


“Is that what you use?”


“It varies, but I do agree that at least the big one
was impatient…until we showed that we weren’t pushovers.”


“I think that altered events here considerably, and
not just for diplomacy sake. They may be afraid of what you can do because they
don’t understand it either, and even if they’re confident of this situation we
have an empire that could hold similar skills. I think they’re treading
carefully until they get a better grasp of who they’re dealing with.”


“And then?”


“It depends on whether or not they welcome additions
to the elite class or are threatened by them. Their dismissal of the issue of
Uriti control is curious though.”


“If the Chixzon come back they can make more of them,
as far as they know. Stopping that is the greater priority.”


“I think it’s more than that,” Davis said as a thought
hit him. “What if they’ve gotten bored?”


Paul looked at him for a moment then caught on. “And
our revelation of an ancient Chixzon plan to rebuild suddenly makes them
relevant again. Those born after those times are loyal to something they can
never touch, but now it’s real, the threat is real, and they’re…eager?”


“Patience,” Davis reiterated. “In that light it makes
a great deal more sense.”


“Watching the sleeping dogs isn’t all that fun.”


“More to their Oath. Have you read it?”


“Yes. Pretty standard stuff.”


“But it’s all in the past. There’s nothing to look
forward to. They’re maintenance keeping the floors clean and patrolling in
front of the locked safe not knowing if there’s even anyone capable of cracking
it. Now they know they’ve been dupes all this time and their great enemy was
not truly defeated. The war isn’t over like they thought, so now their Oaths
have considerably more meaning.”


Paul held up a finger. “They never rebuilt.”


“Exactly. Their heads are still in the war, trying to
cling to the conflict and their race’s former glory rather than starting anew.
The conflict with the Chixzon was not a short one. It literally defined the Traelix and the other Ancients. It made them defacto rulers over the other alliance members and placed
upon them a great burden of responsibility as well as glory. They have clung to
that glory, and rebuilding would put the emphasis on current events requiring
them to let go of the past.”


“And now they hear from us that the war isn’t over.
Round 2 may be about to start.”


“I think so,” Davis said, mentally sifting through
permutations. “I think we can use that.”



 

Three days later Davis walked up to the shallow wall
in the middle of the arena and stood face to face with only one Knight of
Quenar. It was the one that had been middle of the row on the first occasion,
but today he was alone and so was Davis…aside from a fully armored Paul that
stood beside him. The Director wore no armor, but the shield was up and
separating them from the get-go this time, offering an invisible barrier of
protection against a lot of threats, but not against the KoQ’s
Force-like ability.


That was why Paul was still here, as backup, but
otherwise Davis wanted this meeting as low key as possible.


“Thank you for speaking with me personally again,” the
Knight said agreeable. “I do not believe we introduced ourselves before. My
name is Keez.”


“I have been reading your historical records, Keez, and I trust you’ve done considerably more research on
us by this point?”


“We have made inquiries. Your Star Force makes a great
deal of information public, though certain aspects of your skillset have
remained well hidden,” he said with a glance at Paul’s opaque helmet.


“We’re fair and open, but we like to keep some of our
strength hidden. Telling a potential enemy all your assets is an invitation for
them to counter you.”


“Despite the actions of my fellow Knight, we did not
come here as enemies,” Keez apologized again. “He
misunderstood your hesitancy as one of obstinacy rather than calculation. Am I
right to assume you have asked me here to negotiate?”


“You are. Your ultimate goal is to prevent the Chixzon
from returning?”


“If we are so fortunate, yes. If they are already here
we must locate and destroy them in their infancy.”


“If I told you what race holds their genetic legacy,
how would you proceed?”


“We would eradicate that legacy wherever we found it.”


“By committing mass murder?”


“As a last resort. If the Chixzon are allowed to
return they would kill far more.”


“Unacceptable,” Davis said firmly. “Defeating the
enemy is pointless if you become one yourself. Tagging the Chixzon as the enemy
is foolishness if you do not have a reason for doing so.”


“And you ask what is our reason?
They seek to conquer the galaxy and subjugate it to their will, destroying
those who will not yield and any they deign for other reasons.”


“And if you kill people for reasons you deign, how are
you not an enemy?”


“I would say that is because it is a means to a
greater end, but I see your logic. You do not want to take dishonorable action
and see that the methods are as important, if not more so, than the outcome.”


“Yes, we do.”


“That is not totally without merit, but if you hold
back what needs to be done and are destroyed because of that hesitancy your
ultimate goal is for naught. There will be no one left to check the
unscrupulous from running rampant. Sometimes dishonorable acts must be taken to
prevent far greater ones from occurring.”


“We have an old saying. Death before dishonor.”


“Honorable, but potentially shortsighted.”


“We don’t compromise on that which matters.”


“But you barter away the future for the sake of the
present.”


“The future is only speculation and never truly
exists. Everything exists in the present.”


“Well said, but there are many circumstances where a
clean outcome is impossible.”


“We are committed to facing those circumstances
without contributing to the filth, even if we cannot prevent it from
occurring.”


“And you wish to know if we can abide by these
standards here?”


“This is our territory, and it is us who hold the
leash on the Uriti.”


“And the identity of this poisoned race.”


“Killing them off is unacceptable.”


“What alternative is there if you do not provide the inoculation?
Monitoring them and killing those who transform?”


Davis smiled. “Do you really think we haven’t already
considered the problem?”


The Knight’s muzzle rose slightly. “You have found
multiple solutions?”


“We possess the Chixzon knowledge of how the genetic
coding was constructed. With it, we have created a means to remove that coding
without harming the individuals who possess it. It is not suppressed, but
erased. Suppression is much easier, though we prefer that the ‘poison’ is
destroyed while sparing the innocent carriers.”


“Such a method would be greatly preferable.”


“We have already been inoculating those colonies that
we have discovered and are working with other races that have a reach beyond
ours to do so as well. The question is, can we trust you to do the same?”


“Our goal is to stop the Chixzon. If we have to kill
to do it, then so be it. But we would prefer a less treacherous method.”


“Then we will discuss that matter at a later time.
What is your position on this Uriti and the others?”


“We are still observing your control. You are testing
its limits and thus far it appears you have a firm grasp on the beast. So long
as that remains the case and the Uriti stays within this preserve, we have no
qualms with you maintaining possession of it.”


“But you would prefer if they were destroyed?”


“The cost of doing so would be too great…unless you
know another way?”


“Cost aside, they are living beings enslaved by the
Chixzon. We respect their right to live and are establishing this preserve as
much to aid them as to protect the rest of the galaxy.”


“With there being no way to rid the galaxy of their
coreward kin, it makes little difference so long as we can be assured that a
renewed Chixzon race cannot claim control over them again. How firm is your
control over this one if it were to receive orders from afar?”


“The orders would appear to be the same, and I can
tell you that there can be none given from afar. The Chixzon required a ship in
system to issue orders.”


“Did they? We rarely saw their vessels at all save for
the last stages of the war. How complex are these orders?”


“Directional mostly. Go there, destroy that planet,
spread minions here. There are no complex chained orders possible, but a region
can be denoted for destruction and the Uriti will figure out how to adapt and
make it happen.”


“They set loose their creations and let them mark their
own path within the bounds of a single order,” the Knight said almost reverently
as he referenced the past, “with no threat to themselves in the process.”


“If another Chixzon were to enter this system and
transmit orders, they would be equal to our own. The Uriti would not know the
difference.”


“Can you rework this one to accept only yours?”


“No. Such things can only be changed during the
developmental process. Once grown and released, the Chixzon do not control the
Uriti. They only guide them. They cannot be recalled for alterations or
captured again.”


“Such power is difficult to reign in even by their
masters. What would happen if two contradictory orders are given?”


“The most recent one takes priority.”


“So the only way to ensure that the Chixzon do not
claim them again is to put them into your possession, and make sure that your
control ship remains intact. Is there no way for you to create redundancy? If
this hybrid of yours dies, what happens then?”


“One reason we have brought the Uriti here is to study
it and seek alternative methods of control, or at the very lease communication.
At the moment only Nefron can control it. It is our goal to find a redundancy
without putting another through the transformation process. We will not allow
the Chixzon transformation process to occur again, for fear of losing the
individual and creating an enemy within our midst. We were fortunate that
Nefron had the internal will to break free of the genetic shackles. There is no
way for us to cultivate the process. We have one Chixzon that is reliable, and
that is all we will ever have. We will not gamble on others.”


“While some would argue otherwise and simply kill off
those who did not prove loyal, I am in agreement. Your hybrid is but one and
apparently loyal to you, therefore not a threat. Even if he were to rebel, he
could not rebuild his race. If we allow more than one to be reborn then the probability
of collusion increases dramatically.”


“I can vouch for his loyalty. He is Star Force, not
Chixzon.”


“You refer to your ability to read minds?”


“That is not our only method of verification, but it
is a primary one. The Chixzon cannot block our telepathy, though they do
possess some of their own.”


“Do they now? That is something we never knew. And you
are doubtlessly wondering why you cannot read my mind?”


“I am curious.”


“We have dealt with telepathic races before, often to
our disadvantage. We have learned not to trust them, and have developed an
ability to block their sight of our own minds. Perhaps that is why you are distrustful
of us. You cannot easily verify our intentions.”


“You are more of a mystery than others.”


“And that will remain the case in many areas, but
there is common ground here for us to negotiate on and you have already given
us valuable information. In return we will respect your wishes regarding any
actions within this Preserve, as discussed previously with Paul,” Keez said, briefly glancing at the Archon. “We offer our
assistance with security, but we will not kill any whom break your designated
lines.”


“In principle we accept, but there is a great deal of
refining and familiarizing that we must do before we can establish a stable
working relationship.”


“I appreciate your candor and your wisdom. Such things
are unfortunately rare within this galaxy. How would you like to proceed?”
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March 9, 3260


Unnamed System


Hamorit/Uriti containment planet



 

“The last transport is away,” the Chamra
representative said via holo to the Zeus
command nexus where Riley stood. “The Oracle components are also onboard.”


“Can the rest of you confirm?” the Archon asked the
assembled 7 races that still remained loyal to the cause, with the Yisv being
notoriously absent, though they were devoting resources to the construction of
facilities in the Preserve and engaging in scouting missions around and within
Trinx territory in the build up to what would eventually be the reckoning that
their former ally had fated themselves with. That said, they still wouldn’t
come near a waking Uriti, so they were seen as a secondary member in this new
partnership that Star Force now led.


“All Sety assets are clear.”


“We are evacuated,” the Bpret acknowledged.


“All Dati have been removed.”


“Jonstar assets are outside the danger zone.”


“The Domu are likewise
clear.”


“We are at a safe distance,” the Breti said, finishing
their final checks.


“Alright Nefron,” Riley said to a hidden hologram that
only he could see. “Work your magic.”


“I’m going to take this slow,” he advised. “I’m not
sure what its mental state will be when it wakes.”


“No rush,” Riley assured him as he checked the status
on the KoQ ships. They were holding position in high orbit ready to dive in and
assist if needed or to intercept anyone entering planetary orbit. There were
only 8 of them here, but the Archon knew they possessed more firepower than any
other ship present ton for ton and by a wide margin. A recent weapons
demonstration in the Preserve under controlled conditions had confirmed that,
giving Star Force and everyone else a none too subtle warning about not messing
with them or the neutral zone around the Uriti systems that they had been
tasked with monitoring and enforcing in a number of locations.


Star Force was taking the others while limited backup
from The Seven and two newcomers called the Shestive
and the Lordax were present in the Alamo System for
added security where the Uriti had been ordered to take a dip in the star and
stay there for a protracted period of time while the Zeus took this little field trip. Shorter tests of the Zeus’s absence had been successful, so
both Star Force and the KoQ had decided it was an acceptable risk to leave in
order to retrieve the more or less exposed Uriti that The Seven had kept a
decent fleet defending.


Riley watched as the status readouts on Bahamut shot
up near the danger zone. The sedative was no longer flowing from the shell
reserves, and combined with the light prodding signals coming from Nefron the
giant Uriti was beginning to stir with a few visible twitches on the monitors.
Its pale yellow wing bent slightly, then its snout tipped up a fraction
followed by a light roll to one side, but beyond that it didn’t show any sudden
signs of waking.


True to his word, Nefron kept the process slow. The
Uriti gradually came back to consciousness, then when it finally flushed its
senses and found itself ensnared in a giant cage it rose up on its four massive
legs and stretched out its wings that nearly touched the sidewalls. Bahamut was
some 24 miles long snout to stubby tail tip, and had a wing span of some 38
miles. It wasn’t until the Uriti stretched them out that Riley’s mind truly
comprehended their thickness, for they were more than 3 miles of rocky-like
flesh that could never have hoped to propel the beast through the air or any
other medium.


Instead, when Bahamut stretched them out an energy
field formed on top of them, pooling in place until it became like wispy green
smoke, then there was a flash upwards and out that a moment later destroyed the
monitor everyone was watching. Riley’s view switched to an external one above
the dig site where the earth had suddenly become no firmer than dust that was
blown off the broken remains of the Ancient shell as the Uriti rose up from it
with its wings stretched straight out to either side and not moving, looking
for all the world like anti-grav generator or, as a
more accurate analysis would dictate, weapons arrays.


“How we doing?” Riley asked just before Bahamut began
to climb out of the subsurface crater and head for orbit.


“Cardosan is proceeding to the designated
coordinates,” the Chixzon replied gravely, “but its vitals are cascading to the
negative. Its slumber was far more costly than Namishta’s.”


“Recoverable I assume?”


“I think so. But it will take a few decades at minimum
to get it back to full strength.”


“Time we have,” Riley reminded him. “What kind of
speed is this guy going to be able to manage?”


“Less than we thought.”


The trailblazer frowned. “Very well. Slow and steady
it is then.”


“Namishta will hold
position. Don’t worry about that.”


“First time without a babysitter.”


“Not as far as it knows.”


“Are you sure this one won’t eat the other one?”


“As sure as I can be. They’ve never actually
encountered another Uriti before. I would guess base instincts will take over
and they’ll group together by choice.”


“And if not?”


“We see if they’ll listen to a stand down order.”


“Lovely,” Riley said, switching his comm back over to the assembled holograms. “It looks like
Bahamut is accepting our commands. You and your ships are hereby relieved.
Proceed according to other assignments.”


“We stand relieved,” the Sety commander said, with all
but a handful of their defense ships starting to head around planetary orbit to
another jumppoint and keeping their distance from Bahamut. Likewise the Dati,
Bpret, and Breti departed with the majority of their fleets to head back to
their own territories. The Chamra and Jonstar fleets, on the other hand, moved
into escort formation around the Zeus
and its existing guardians, adding their firepower to that which had already
been assigned to the Preserve whereas the other races had more pressing needs
for them…especially the Sety who were rumored to be hanging onto several
sectors within The Nexus by spit and baling twine. 


Over the past year relations between the Sety and Star
Force had improved considerably, so much so that Davis had told him that the
Sety were in desperate need of stability and that if Bahamut was able to be
brought back to the Preserve and could coexist with Nami and the restrictions
placed upon them, then the Sety were going to purchase several systems in the
region to begin establishing trade posts and small colonies in an effort to
further link The Nexus and Star Force economies together. 


The Sety needed a foothold in the growing Star Force
markets, as well as affording them to contacts that existed outside of their
own maps that made use of the Star Force transit and commerce systems. The
basic idea was that the Sety, and several other Nexus members, could set up
shop and not have to worry about security because it was in Star Force territory.
They could build without having to devote ships to defend it, and the
arrangement being considered by Davis had specified just that. They wanted to slowly
cultivate an economic foothold while leaving Star Force to provide security in
exchange for a number of other concessions, one of which was to allow some low
key member states, such as the H’kar, the choice of leaving The Nexus to join
Star Force without having to suffer the penalties that such a break with the
others had been promised to entail.


Davis had informed Riley via a message, now that he
was back on Earth, that offloading a few minor members that couldn’t contribute
to the greater whole of The Nexus was being seen as a blessing rather than an
insult, though had their tenuous position not be verging on a major
embarrassment they would not have considered such a concession. They weren’t
desperate just yet, but a lot more things were being allowed on the table and
they were finding a useful trading partner in Davis because he wasn’t just
squeezing them to get anything and everything out of them that he could, he was
negotiating deals that would benefit both parties.


That was what had truly turned the Sety around, above
and beyond the fact that the Uriti were now no longer their constant burden. There
was even talk of moving all the others to the Preserve if this one proved
successful, and as far as the Sety were concerned it was no longer a matter of
pride, it was a responsibility that they were more than eager to pass on to
someone else, and that was also a point of negotiation that Davis was using. If
they were to get the Uriti that the Sety had possession of, Davis was going to
get something in return for it, though that and many other deals were still
only on the drawing board, the first of which was dependent on whether or not
Bahamut could play nice with Nami and stay within the borders.


With the first stage of the experiment a success,
Riley and the others watched as the giant Uriti made its way to the jumppoint
and then over to the star. The Knights of Quenar sent their ships ahead first,
then the Zeus and its escorts
followed Bahamut out of the system to begin the slow trek over to the Preserve
that was fortunately much closer than the last time they did this. It’d still
take months to get there, but it was just next door compared to some of the
Uriti that the KoQ had identified almost half a galaxy away.


The fleets that parted ways with the group traveled
out on individual jumplines headed back to different home territories, but one
system out the Sety ran into a waiting Yisv fleet of considerable size,
informed them of the successful waking and removal of the Uriti, then continued on. The Yisv then traveled back to the now
broken shell and landed their people on the surface to begin cleaning up the
wreckage to insure that no one else happened along and collected the materials
and technology of the Ancients. There were enough technologically advanced
enemies for them to face as it was, and they didn’t need any more upgrading
themselves by reverse engineering or salvaging the large sections of the shell
facility that were below the blast radius.


There were several ships here already there that fled
upon their arrival, and one of which had recovered a party sent down to the
surface. The Yisv didn’t know what they had gotten, if anything, but they
insured there would be no coordinated excavation of the rubble other than their
own, carefully collecting and cataloging each piece that they then spirited
away on their ships back to their own territory. They’d never been a caretaker
of a Uriti facility, for obvious reasons, and while
others had been able to study the technology in detail they never had…until
now. 


So their volunteering to clean up the site had been
automatic and welcomed, for the rest of the races were ready to be done with
the Uriti if at all possible, and were more than willing to tick this system
off their ‘to protect’ list.



 

When the Zeus
returned to the Alamo System behind Bahamut it was just in time to see a
massive burst of radiation hit his ship. From the sensors that he was linked
into via the command nexus he knew it wasn’t damaging, but the origination
point was obviously Bahamut. The burst was consistent with observed behavior of
Nami after her release from confinement, only this wave was much smaller. 


Riley checked ship status reports for his escorts and
a few others that were nearby, finding they were all still operational save for
a few sensor arrays being blown out on automated sentry pylons set in low
stellar orbit that allowed all blind spots around the stars to be monitored
constantly. Before Riley could get bombarded with questions, Nami’s signature within the smaller star began a rapid
rise, eventually coming up out of the stellar material aglow with recently
stored energy that gradually faded as it moved further into the coldness of
space…which was odd considering how much energy the Zeus’ shields were having to block to keep the hull plates from
getting scorched. 


That was just another example of how foreign the Uriti
were, literally existing in the same universe but in totally different pockets
of it.


When Nami came out and into the black she headed
straight for Bahamut, who likewise headed towards her. Riley wondered if this
was a battle challenge or a rush to say hello, but Nefron quickly put that
question to rest with a quick play by play of their registered mental stats.
They were not in contention at all, but were eager to see another version of
themselves for the first time.


When the two Uriti came together they almost hit each
other, not able to slow down fast enough, then the two held within a couple
miles of one another and just sat there basking in each other’s aura and having
a very long conversation that Nefron was eavesdropping on as much as he could
and gathering data with every passing second. 


Hopefully listening to them talk to each other would
give Star Force a clue as to how to communicate with them someday, but for
right now Riley was just glad they weren’t fighting, as well as being grateful
to be able to facilitate this…well, it wasn’t a reunion if they’d never met
before, but they’d obviously been built to have a pack mentality and now they
were finally being able to put to use that part of their psyche.


The orbit matching continued on for several hours
until there was a cascade of yellow lightning that passed between the two of
them in what looked like a storm that lasted for more than 10 minutes, after
which nothing changed and they continued to hold close formation.


“Nefron?”


“It wasn’t an attack, but it wasn’t something the Chixzon
engineered into them. Nor is it any behavior previously witnessed.”


“They only had one captive,” Riley pointed out.
“Please tell me that’s not a reproductive cycle.”


“It’s not, I can promise you that much. The Uriti have
been altered so they cannot reproduce, and the progenitor was asexual. Beyond
that I can tell you nothing. I have no idea what just happened.”


“Take notes,” Riley urged. “With two of them together
I get the feeling we’re going to be finding out a lot more about them than the
Chixzon ever knew.”
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