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February 1, 3254


Unnamed System
(unclaimed)


Inner Zone



 

“Whoa,” the sensor officer onboard the Ma’kri scout
ship said after the ship finished its deceleration against the giant red star
and its sensors straightened themselves out.


“What is it?” the Captain asked quickly, looking to
the battlemap as it updated, seeing nothing around the star as of yet.


“Activity around one of the planets. We haven’t had
time for sensor echo, but there are so many ships in orbit we can pick them up
from stellar radiation alone.”


“Show me.”


A separate display manifested itself in front of Captain
Brayden in holo showing a lot of fuzzy signatures, but once the external
cameras got the precise location and began filtering in the light and
magnifying it he saw a huge fleet of ships in orbit of the planet stretching
around it as if they were a massive ring in the making.


But while there were a great deal of lizard ships
present, a lot of them were of an entirely different design.


“Engage cloak and get us out of this orbit before they
notice us. I want a closer look.”


“Captain, some of those ship profiles match as…”


“…as Sety, I know. What the hell is The Nexus doing
all the way out here? This is far beyond their borders.”


“Are the rest of those ships Nexus races?” his comm officer asked.


“Not that I’m aware of. I don’t recognize any of them
except the lizards…and last I heard, they were enemies. Something is very wrong
here.”


“Captives?”


“Only in one circumstance have the lizards ever
surrendered, and those ships are just part of the formation. It doesn’t look
like they’ve taken any damage either. Are we getting anything from the planet?”


“Cloud cover over most regions. We’ll have to get
close to pull a tight scan or wait for it to blow over.”


“I want a high orbit…very high. Sety sensors might be
able to pick us up, and if they’re not in a friendly mood I want plenty of room
to run.”


“How can they pick us up if we’re absorbing all
signals?” the sensor officer asked.


“Most signals,” he corrected, “and we still make a
black silhouette. If they have theirs programmed to pick out such things they
could spot us.”


“Have we done that?” the helmsman asked.


“Of course,” the sensor officer replied, a bit
offended. “Luckily it doesn’t seem like the lizards have figured that out yet.”


“Course plotted. Confirm?”


The Captain glanced at it, then nodded. “Confirmed.
Get us moving.”



 

Their presence didn’t go unnoticed. Within a few
minutes of their appearance at the star there was a detachment of ships that
broke off from the group and headed for their last position, but they didn’t
seem to be tracking their current trajectory. The Ma’kri made it to the planet
and settled into a high orbit where it began observing what was occurring with
passive sensors only, and for the moment they appeared to be either ignored or
undetected.


“Captain, we’ve got a possible ID on another of those
ship types.”


“Possible?”


“We don’t have a sensor profile from any Star Force
source, but we do have some data passed onto us from others that suggest some
of those vessels might be Trinx.”


“Trinx? I’m not familiar with that race.”


“Files say they’re one of several races within lizard
territory that held out. This one apparently far more advanced
technologically.”


“Held out or allied with,” the Captain floated, not
asking for a response. 


“Captain,” another bridge crewer
said from an auxiliary station that had also been purposed for sensors.
“There’s some sort of construction occurring on the surface.”


“Show me and highlight the location on the battlemap.”


A tiny dot sprung to life on the display, then another
virtual window opened in front of his command chair showing the zoomed in
visuals through the clouds. They were sketchy, but enough to make out the fine
lines of infrastructure in progress…including a massive landing zone with what
looked like cargo crates stacked up into small mountains.


“I’m not seeing any grounded ships.”


“None found as yet. Probably convoy drops if they’re
coming from The Nexus. It’s a pretty long trip.”


“That it is.”


“Uh oh,” the comm officer
said warily. 


“I don’t like ‘uh ohs.’ Be
specific of how we’re screwed, please.”


“We’ve got an incoming comm
message, one what looks like a tight beam.”


The Captain frowned. That meant their location, or at
least approximate location, had been discovered.


“What does it say?”


“They’re asking us to open communications and to drop
our sensor stealth. They’ve identified us as Star Force.”


“Do we have incoming ships?”


The sensor officer shook his head. “No. But they have
parked quite a few in near the star. They may not want us leaving.”


“Keep our cloak up, but send a return signal. Ask the
Sety ships specifically what their business is with the lizards.”


Brayden sat back in his seat studying the planet far
beneath them and the ships guarding it as he waited for a reply. This was not
what he’d expected to find here. He’d been sent to scout this area looking for
new lizard activity in the star systems that they’d failed to claim previously,
especially with an eye to digging operations, but nothing in his orders had
mentioned the possibility of outside interference. This was still technically
lizard territory, within their shrinking borders anyway, even if they’d never
previously had any interest in the dead system. 


This planet’s atmosphere read as negligible, and the
other six had none at all. Lizards typically didn’t take airless worlds without
a very good reason, and they couldn’t survive on this one without breathing
gear so it was no wonder why they’d passed it over, but something really
important was happening here, especially given the tech levels of the ships
along with them that he was being updated on as the crew got to work on a fine
analysis of the passive scans and began making guesses to their equipment.


The Sety ships were easy to identify. They were The
Nexus’s biggest and best warships, and a lot of them were here too, which was
even more odd because he’d been led to believe that The Nexus was overstretched
militarily…so what was so damn important for them to send a nice chunk of their
badly needed fleet outside their territory and into the lizards’ back yard?


“Captain, they say they’ve claimed this system and
that Star Force and its allies are to remain outside of it. The lizards here
are under their protection.”


“Are they now? Ask them if this protection applies to
other nearby systems, and ask them if they are still at war with the lizards on
the H’kar border.”


Another long wait ensued, and it wasn’t due to comm lag. 


“They say this system alone is their concern. The rest
are not. They didn’t answer about the H’kar.”


“Drop the cloak and begin doing full sensors scans of
everything. Helm, be ready to get us on the best available jumpline out of the
system the moment I give the word. Comm, ask them
what message they’d like us to give our leaders when we return, and make it
clear that they’re not going to take any alliance with the lizards well.”


Suddenly the sensor feeds intensified in detail…and
just as suddenly a grouping of 27 ships detached from the ring around the
planet and began lazily heading towards them. They got about a tenth of the way
to them when the reply finally came in.


“They say a representative has already been dispatched
to our capitol system and that any questions regarding this system be taken up
with him. We are to leave now or be escorted out of the system. Our presence
here will not be tolerated.”


“What do the files say about the speed of those Sety
ships?”


“Um…pretty good. Maybe a touch faster than us. Hard to
say.”


“Helm, feel like living dangerously?”


The blonde man smiled ironically. “Where would you
like me to dive?”


“I want a close in scan on our way out, but it’ll have
to be at really high speed to stay away from them. They’ll probably break like
a swarm of wasps when we head in, so give me a good route.”


“Working on it.”


“Comm, when we begin moving
inform them that we’re heading out of the system, but that we’re doing a flyby
to give our leaders enough information to know what questions to ask their
representative.”


“Right after?”


“Give us a head start, but transmit well before we get
close to those approaching ships…and by ‘close’ I mean far, far away, right
helm?”


“You want me to skim far, far away?”


“Exactly. What’s the problem?” the Captain said
deadpan.


“None at all,” the helmsman replied in a matching
tone. “Give me a couple minutes to finesse the course and we should be ready to
go.”


“Good. Then when we’re past the planet we run like
hell. Make sure we get some damn good scans of the surface and those
unidentified ships.”


“I can’t get the entire planet on one pass without
them intercepting us.”


“Then just get us over those coordinates where they’re
building and the surrounding area. Poke in, poke out.”


A moment of silence followed, then the helmsman
signaled he was ready. “How’s this?”


The Captain looked over his high speed course projections
carefully, seeing that this could get dicey if those ships were a lot faster
than them, but once they got past their scanning point they could reengage the
cloak and that would make it damn hard for them to follow if they began evasive
maneuvering…and the Ma’kri had plenty of fuel to work with.


“Looks good. Let’s go.”



 

2 days later…



 

The Sety envoy fleet came out of its jump in near to
the yellow star at the heart of the Solar System with some 12 other vessels in
its wake. None were Sety, but all were members of the The
Nexus and heavily armed, for they’d learned long ago that undertaking
diplomatic missions never meant one was safe, and with ships being in such
short supply you were more likely to lose a few if you only sent a few, thus it
was more practical to send groups in order to avoid losses.


When the Sety vessel emerged out of its deceleration
haze the commander crackled as his tree-like body twisted with shock. He had
expected a decent amount of traffic and defenses for a civilization the size of
Star Force, and while the traffic was actually lower than he would have
guessed, the defenses were anything but.


There were huge defense stations everywhere around the
star, spread out so there would be at least one or two within weapons range of every incoming jumpline. Further in next
to the star was a construct far larger and barely visible within the radiative
haze, making its weapons capability indeterminate, but it was the sheer number
of ships present around the star alone that shocked the Sety. They’d been
getting war updates from the H’kar, so they knew what type of numbers that Star
Force fielded in their invasions of the Li’vorkrachnika systems and what they’d
mounted to take down their capitol, but there were far more than that here.


He’d expected most of their fleet to be deployed into
enemy-held areas pushing their campaign, but it seemed they were not nearly as
overextended as the Sety had suspected. Not at all it seemed, for additional
fleets began popping up on sensors in groups staggered out from the star, in
addition to even more defense stations…and their sensors hadn’t yet reached one
of their visible planets.


And those ships didn’t sit still, for as soon as The
Nexus envoy arrived they began redeploying closer, not on an intercept course
but what looked like bracketing moves that would diminish the their navigating
options. 


Perhaps they should have announced they were coming
prior to arrival.


“Transmit this
message immediately on their diplomatic frequencies,” Hirtor
said as he walked up behind the ship’s commander. “We are here on a diplomatic mission from The Nexus regarding the
opening of formal relations and the establishment of a proper embassy. We await
navigation coordinates.”



 

Davis walked into one of Atlantis’s larger conference
rooms along with a Duke and an Archon mage, finding it already filled with some
32 individuals from the Nexus, only one of which was Sety. The others were
representatives from their larger members with the H’kar not included. He
didn’t know if that was a snub or simply an indication of how low they ranked
within their civilization, but given Star Force’s long history and continued
wartime cooperation with them it seemed highly irregular to leave them out of
whatever business The Nexus had here.


They hadn’t announced they were coming, but Davis had
suspected a move like this for some time and the warning systems within his
empire had sent word ahead through the relay network tracking their small fleet
so he’d had some notification that they were coming. Still, they were trying to
throw their weight around, but he could feel a lot of anxiety amongst them
right now despite his still infantile psionic skills.


They didn’t
expect such a powerful system defense, the mage told him as they walked
towards the large ovoid table. They’re
worrying that their estimates of our strength were underreported and they might
not have as much leverage as they were expecting.


Thank you,
he said, glad to have a much keener reading of them to work off of, as well as
the ability to talk telepathically. Sure as hell beat glances and facial
twitches, and he was pretty sure that neither the Dsevmat nor the other two
telepathic races present could sense when they were using their private mental communications
channel.


“You’ve come a
long way,” Davis said in The Nexus common language that he’d learned long
ago, though he sensed that put them off balance right away, for they’d come
here expecting to speak English, “and
didn’t bother to tell us beforehand. You’re lucky we don’t shoot interloping
ships on sight. This system is closed to public travel within our territory.
All diplomatic contacts typically go to Epsilon Eridani. But as long as you’re
here, tell me why you’ve come…specifically,” he added as he sat down last
of the three Humans.


“We have had
dealings before,” the Dsevmat answered. “Beneficial, even if some at the time believed otherwise. We believe we
can have more beneficial outcomes if we integrate your civilization into our
network.”


“Annexation?”


“Depends on how
you define that word. We are not offering membership, but rather an
interlinking across the rapidly shrinking mass of Li’vorkrachnika territory. We
believe the establishment of formal relations and integrated travel and trade
would be mutually beneficial.”


“We have no wish
or need for a grid point within our territory,” Davis said firmly. “If you wish to establish one on our border
you’re more than welcome to do so, but such would be your expense and
responsibility for maintaining it.”


Half The Nexus envoys visible twitched, but it was the
Telmar that spoke next.


“It is
inappropriate for you to use your telepathy here.”


“On my own
world? It is inappropriate for you to dictate to me what to do on my own world,”
Davis replied icily. “You would use your
telepathic abilities to read me if you could, but ours are more formidable so
you complain that such use is inappropriate. You are a hypocrite, and I do not
care for dealing with hypocrites. If you wish to negotiate something with me,
do it bluntly and respectfully. I have no care for lies or trivialities. You
wanted us to fund the creation of a grid point in our territory and give you
free travel passes throughout our territory. That is not going to happen.”


“Are you against
formal relations?” a mouse-like Jpqwel asked.


“Formal relations
could have been entered into long ago, but you didn’t deem us worthy of your
time. We’ve been working with one of your members closely in a matter of mutual
interest…yet the H’kar are not here. Why?”


“They are junior.”


“And yet Star
Force already has more than formal relations with them. Why? Because they did
not snub us. If you seek to come to mutually beneficial arrangements, you need
to stop pretending to be dominant. I know a great deal more about you than the
reverse, though it seems you got a lesson upon entering this system. I can
establish separate relations with each of your nations if wished, or you can
deal for the entire Nexus here and now. But whatever you choose, do not think
that your thoughts are your own. If you wanted to shield your minds from us we
would be having this discussion via hologram. You came here, before me, so do
not insult me by giving me orders…let alone absurd ones.”


“Our apologies,”
the Sety finally spoke. “As you’ve said,
we know far less about you than we’d like, and that is perhaps our fault for
not taking advantage of the openness you’ve developed with the H’kar. None the
less, we are here now and wish to learn more. Given your growing engine power,
commerce can be achieved via slower travel than the grid point system, but we
still offer that possibility if you should wish to reconsider it later. It is
the fastest way to link our economies.”


“And what do you
hope to gain from such a linkage?”


“A great many
things, and as you wish to be blunt I will tell you. You have become a
stabilizing force in this galactic arm, and while your territory is small in
comparison to ours I have no doubt it will continue to grow, as will your
calming influence. We would greatly like to have a stable border.”


“There are still
a great number of Li’vorkrachnika between us and you.”


“Which it
appears you will deal with in time…and our apologies for not having done more
from the other side. The H’kar are getting some additional support from us, but
given the size of our domain our ships are needed in many places. We will
continue to push back on our current border, but if and when the two meet we
wish it to be as friends rather than strangers.”


“That can be
arranged easily enough. We’re already friends with the H’kar.”


“We also are
interested, on behave of certain members, in the possibility of trading for
some of the now empty systems that you have taken in battle. If you do not
intend on inhabiting them yourselves, there are those that wish to purchase
select ones for their own use.”


“To fall under
Nexus domain or my own?”


“That is one
detail of many that we have come here to inquire about.”


Davis looked at the Sety, then in turn made eye or
head contact with every one of the other races present, knowing that there were
far more members in The Nexus than were here. 


“Then let me say
this. Star Force is fair. If you come to us and seek to negotiate honestly then
we will listen. We might not always accommodate you, but we will listen. As far
as interlinking our economies, there are many possible ways to do that, and
several that I will not permit. If you wish to interact with my civilization
you will do so on my terms, and as I said, we’re fair. We don’t seek to steal
or cheat, and if you can benefit from fair dealings then there is a great deal
for us to discuss…and I will say, that it is a discussion that has been long
overdue.”
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March 21, 3254


Krachnika System
(occupation zone)


Michra



 

Paul’s dropship landed on the lizard planet again,
coming down into a wide courtyard rather than one of the spaceports that Thrawn
had rebuilt, and the pink armor-clad Archon walked out to find the largest of
all the lizards waiting for him with his typical escorts bracketing his robed
body.


“Due to your
quick return I assume you have an urgent matter to discuss,” the mastermind
said, looking into the opaque helmet that only at the last moment retracted to
show the Human’s displeased face.


“We discovered
the destination of the diggers, approximately where you suggested. An unclaimed
system showing recent activity.”


“What were they
recovering?”


“I don’t know.
Our ship couldn’t take a close look, let alone send a team down to the surface,”
Paul said as he produced a hologram between them showing the planet and the
mass of ships above it. “They weren’t
alone.”


“I recognize
only one grouping of these vessels. They are Trinx, an enemy of the
Li’vorkrachnika that we were never able to eliminate. The others are unknown to
me.”


“We know of one
other, called the Sety. They lead The Nexus, but the others are not Nexus
members. And they’re all in league with the Li’vorkrachnika and ordered our
ship out of the system. When it moved in for a closer look on its way out it
was even fired upon, but easily outran the pursuit when they didn’t chase it
far beyond the planet. They don’t want us there, and it has to do with this
object.”


Paul zoomed in on the subsurface scan the Ma’kri had
taken, which revealed little beyond solid rock and the tunneling that had been
done recently by the lizards, for their infrastructure was showing in multiple
locations plus a scattering of other add-ons not of their making. 


“Look closely,
and you’ll see the sensor readings are faked. It’s fortunate that we got even
this little variation,” he said as he adjusted the display to highlight the
region that was being hidden…an egg shape that extended for some 60 miles tip
to tip.


“I have no
knowledge of this,” the mastermind said.


“How often do
you cooperate with other races?”


“Only when we
have a specific need. It is likely that their new allies identified this
location, otherwise it would have been discovered long ago. Show me which
system it is in.”


Paul threw up a starmap and the
lizard became more certain. 


“We have nothing
there and never have. They would not be investigating that worthless planet
unless they were told to.”


“These races are
far stronger than the Li’vorkrachnika. They wouldn’t need their assistance if
they wanted this planet. They can move about at will. Why would they involve
them?”


“The presence of
the diggers suggest that they did not come straight to the planet. They had the
Li’vorkrachnika locate this hidden object for them and have now come to claim
it. Perhaps they did not know exactly what system it was in, and they have been
searching for it in many places.”


“That sounds
feasible, but I didn’t think you guys were all that generous.”


“We’re not.
There must have been additional factors. How advanced are these ships?”


“Very.”


“More so than
yours?”


Paul cracked a smile. “In some ways yes, in some ways no.”


“Even fight
then?”


“Given that
we’ve never seen 8 of these races fight we’re guessing, but they all look to be
very elite…meaning that whatever this is down there is damn important.”


“While this
could be a recent occurrence, there is the possibility that this was a
continuation of a previous relationship that I was not aware of.”


“The tech
upgrades?”


“It would make
sense. We could not match your technological progression, thus another source
beyond our own research was located. They could have struck a deal that
involved searching for whatever this is. That fleet arrangement suggests
cooperation, not enslavement. They are partners in this endeavor.”


Anger rose within Paul at the thought of the Sety
feeding the lizards tech improvements…and then there was The Nexus’s reluctance
to squash them like a bug when they were giving the H’kar all they could
handle. 


“Have you seen
any other inklings of this?”


“The additional
shipyard ring you mentioned. It was kept from my knowledge with no apparent
reason. Coreward assets were supposed to be secret so you could not learn of
them when you overtook us here, but anything of that size in the original
holdings I should have known about.”


“Why would they
need to build ships?”


“Find the
location and see for yourself.”


“We know the
location…we think, but it’s a long ways off and didn’t want to bother with it
until we could get our supply lines closer. Taking you guys down requires a lot
of material expenditure.”


“In exchange for
your lack of personnel expenditure.”


“Yes. Something
I think you’re starting to learn.”


“So why not send
a scout?”


“Because until
now I didn’t think it was anything special, at least nothing that could match
the core worlds we still have to take down. But if it’s related to whatever
this is,” Paul said, pointing at the hologram of the planet, “then we’d better take a look.”


“Population,”
the mastermind said, knowing that Paul would be inside his head.


“And ships to
carry them where needed.”


“It is our
greatest asset…and one that technologically advanced races might require.”


“Trading your
lives for tech?”


“Until recently
I would not have objected. They are a commodity.”


“And now?”


“If I were them
I’d still make such a trade, for more could be accomplished from it. I can
assure you that these are allies of necessity, and that there is no trust
between them. Without their tech the templars know they are subject to a
slaughter if they turn against them, and the only way to close that gap is by
advancing their own technology, slowly through research, or quicker by trade.
The lives of a small fraction of the population, which can be easily replaced,
are more valuable than what they would be in combat against those same races.”


“Numerically I
can agree with you. If you’re going to die, do it in a way that most hurts your
enemy.”


“Yet?”


“Hard to say
without knowing what deal they’ve arranged, but some of the options going
through my head are downright disgusting.”


“What point is
there in existing if you betray your purpose to accomplish it?”


“Something like
that. You’ve had a change of mind since we last spoke?” Paul inquired,
picking up on something else within the lizard’s mind.


“This world will
fill up soon, and despite my efforts to increase capacity via infrastructure
and your population control stipulations, we will exceed capacity before I am
done conscripting worlds.”


“I know that.”


“And I doubt
that I will get the answers I need from the templars if they are all gone from
this region, unless those answers are somehow hidden within me. I cannot wait
to learn their intent, I must have a course of action. Preserving and
reorganizing those here is but a means to an unspecified end.”


“And what end
have you determined?”


“What end do you
wish for us?”


“You want to
fight?”


“A worthy fight,
yes. If our own judgement has been imperiled by these genetic blocks, then you
could bypass that deficiency by choosing the fight for us.”


“Fighting just
to fight is another means to an unspecified end. It doesn’t answer the question
of purpose.”


“My purpose is
to serve, to accomplish goals given to me. That is why I exist. Until recently
those goals always held merit, now I am questioning their true veracity. I need
to be accomplishing something real. No more lies or misdirection. What do you
intend for us?”


“For the short
term, containment. Beyond that is a wait and see.”


“You’ve surely
considered options.”


“But haven’t
settled on any yet.”


“We are bred to
work, and while I can keep the minions busy with varied tasks I cannot do so
with myself. Now I have work to do, but once the repair of this world is
complete and it is filled with inhabitants that have no purpose, this
civilization in a containment cell will unravel, and I first among it. I have
known this was coming but forestalled acknowledgement of that fact because I
did not know the truth of the templars. What knowledge they possess is critical
in how I am to proceed…but the fact is I do not think I will know of them in
time. I have to work, else I will self-destruct. This is not something I have
encountered before, but it is a very real doom I am seeing on the horizon.”


“There is an old
saying from my homeworld. A tiny, but powerful empire once said that it must
expand or die, for all it knew was to conquer and grow. It could not maintain.”


“I am not
designed to maintain save for that function in relation to a greater purpose.”


“Nor am I. We are
constantly training and growing more powerful. Individually as well as an
empire.”


“Could you
handle not improving?”


“No, I couldn’t.
Setbacks that I could fight against are one thing, but stagnation is an enemy
that I will not allow to exist. I am entirely incompatible with it.”


“And what fate
would you have us see?” the mastermind asked, and Paul could feel him
almost pleading.


He didn’t answer for several seconds, looking him over
visually and mentally. “I’ve never told
anyone this before, but the stronger I grow, the wiser I become, the less I
feel like I belong in this galaxy. Or rather, there’s nothing wrong with the
galaxy itself, but the people in it become less recognizable. I am so far
beyond most of them that it is like my success is ostracizing me. I have to
become better than them in order to protect them, but it leaves me alone with a
very short list of peers…and as others rise to that peer group I am leaving it
behind at the same or faster rate. Unless I stop advancing I will never be one
of them.”


“That’s just
part of the job,” Paul continued. “And
for you it’s similar. You have billions of your kin with you on this planet,
but they are all beneath you in terms of skill and knowledge. There are no
other masterminds here, and you’ve even said that you never interacted without
exceptional need. The only peers you came in contact with were the templars…but
you didn’t see them as peers, you saw them as superiors. They gave you a
purpose. A place. I have no superiors within Star Force, unfortunately, so I
have to chart my own course.”


“And now that I
have none, I must chart my own as well?”


Paul spread his arms wide, gesturing to the planet
around them. “You control one of the most
densely populated planets in this region of the galaxy. There is so much here
to do that most people would be overwhelmed. You’re so good at it that it
almost bores you, and that gives you time to look around and ask yourself…what
is the point of all of this? In the past, following the orders of the templars
was your point. It was your purpose. You didn’t have to think beyond that and
you consumed yourself in carrying out those orders. You were a facilitator, not
a leader. Not a trailblazer, anyway. There’s a significant difference between
the two.”


“I was not
designed for that.”


“No, but you are
intelligent enough to become one. You already have in some respects.”


“I have no wish
to be one. And what changes you have seen are me identifying weaknesses and
addressing them. They are inefficiencies and therefore must be eliminated. That
does nothing for me with regards to setting goals, only in achieving them.”


“I didn’t always
know my purpose. At least I never understood it in the beginning. I’d get bits
and pieces of meaning out of various things, but it wasn’t until I was past 300
years that it truly dawned on me why I exist. It’s not something I decided, or
swore an oath to. And it’s not genetically encoded, I can assure you of that.
It’s what happens when I see something bad happen. An injustice. When I observe
one something inside of me snaps. I cannot tolerate it. It is instinctual, and
in that moment I have a purpose. Whether it to be to prevent something bad from
occurring, or occurring again, or avenging that which took place. I cannot…will
not, tolerate injustice. It’s the very fiber of my being that makes me
incompatible with it. This is something I had to learn, but something that I
always knew from the beginning of my existence.”


“That’s what you
mean by ‘peacekeeper’ then?”


“An inadequate
word for a very real motivation that I cannot fully articulate.”


“And what
happens when you don’t have an injustice to deal with?”


“I train to
increase my power so that the next big one I encounter I can deal with.”


“And if all
threats in the galaxy are neutralized, what do you do then?”


Paul shrugged. “Travel
to another galaxy.”


“And if all
conflict everywhere was ended. All was at peace. What then?”


“I don’t think
I’d have a reason to exist.”


“That is the
doom approaching me.”


“You said you
wanted to fight…why exactly?”


“To do something
of worth rather than simply sitting here and existing.”


“But is it
fighting or killing?”


The mastermind considered that. “To fight against an opponent and achieve victory. That does not always
involve killing. It is the act of accomplishing something worthwhile that is
what drives me. The means to do so are immaterial.”


“Define
worthwhile.”


“I cannot. I
know it when I see it, but I cannot define it.”


“You’ve tried
before?”


“Many times. To
me it had always been carrying out the templars’
orders. Now when I seek an alternative I cannot fabricate one. No matter what I
try it always ends up hollow and does not match my drive.”


“You are a
soldier who is interested in fighting a war, not picking a war.”


“It is the
challenge itself that drives me…so long that there is cause behind it.
Challenge without cause is a waste of time.”


“We call that
training.”


“Your training
has a cause.”


“But we train by
facing challenges without causes in order to practice them via experience. We
create meaningless challenges just to spite them. You can’t learn spite without
an opponent, and if you wait for real ones you’re going to usually be
inadequate to the task.”


“Yet underneath
it all you still have a purpose.”


“Yes, but
therein lies a difference. You want something real every time. You don’t want
training. You want to fight and ascend through combat and experience gained.
That’s how all of you have existed for your entire lives.”


“All needed
knowledge is given via genetic memories.”


“Not all. You’ve
gained a lot of experience that wasn’t given to you.”


“Most then.”


“I have a fellow
peer that thinks somewhat like you. She doesn’t dislike training, but would
prefer actual combat to it if possible…though real combat often isn’t
challenging enough for her, so she has to create challenges sufficient to push
her limits.”


“Therein we are
alike, though I did not have that luxury. Here on Michra,
before you arrived, there was no combat. My tasks generated troops and ships
that would be sent out to fight, so it was not without merit, but such things
are well beneath my limits.”


“So you need to
feel challenged?”


“I would prefer
it. Need is not required so long as I am serving…my civilization.”


“And it comes
back to that again. That core purpose you’re lacking.”


“So it seems.”


Paul sighed, and suddenly the standard variant
Li’vorkrachnika flanking the mastermind froze in his peripheral vision. He
turned at the minor, but significant alteration, staring at them for a moment
before look back at the Human.


“What have you
done?”


“They can’t hear
us anymore. Nor will they remember anything. They’re asleep yet frozen in place
while I control them. I have something to tell you that they can never know.
And I need your word on that.”


“Keeping secrets
from them is easy enough.”


“None can know,
not even a few details. This is for you and you alone.”


“Agreed.”


“You asked what
I would do if there were no longer any threats. The truth is, I’ve never had to
worry about that. I’ve got more to deal with than I can handle, and that’s not
going to change any time soon.”

















 


 

3



 


 

“Your dominance
over the Li’vorkrachnika is not at issue. It is simply a matter of time until
your victory is complete.”


“You’ve been the
most immediate threat for a long time, but you’ve never been the biggest
threat.”


“The Nexus?”


“No. Not even close.”


The mastermind stared at him for a long moment. “Something towards the core that you do not
want to encroach upon? That’s why you will go no further?”


“I have known,”
Paul began, knowing that what he was doing was a calculated risk, “since the first day that I chose to begin
training to become an Archon that a war was coming. I didn’t know when or how,
and I still don’t, but it is going to happen. A war that will make the conflict
between Star Force and the Li’vorkrachnika seem inconsequential. A war that I
could not win, and one that I have worked every day of my life since to close
the gap to the point where we might just be able to survive…not win, but
survive when it comes to pass. That has been my purpose. It is our purpose.
Most of Star Force does not know of this, only the leaders, but it is the
reason we created the original organization that then grew into an empire.”


“What is this
threat?”


“They are called
the V’kit’no’sat, and are a conglomeration of races that dominate the core of
this galaxy. My homeworld was once on the furthest edge of their empire. They
do not conquer and consume every system like the Li’vorkrachnika do. They pick
and choose their targets, then ignore the rest so long as they do not get in
their way. They do not conquer those who are pathetic and inconsequential, so
they have come to dominate half this galaxy…but a rebellion occurred from one
of the member races and the empire contracted. My homeworld was razed in the
fighting and subsequently abandoned.”


“I am descended
from Zen’zat,” he explained as the mastermind listened intently, lots of
lingering questions about Star Force suddenly being resolved. “They are a servant variant of a race called
Ter’nat. Ter’nat are the lowest members of the V’kit’no’sat and are kept as breeding
material to spawn Zen’zat. They are individuals who prove themselves worthy and
swear their allegiance to serve the other races. They are given powers Ter’nat
do not possess, and are forbidden from reproducing.”


“When my
homeworld was abandoned, somehow there were a few Zen’zat left behind. We don’t
know how, but they were my ancestors and the knowledge of the V’kit’no’sat and
the abilities given to the Zen’zat were lost over time. Until we made a
discovery that opened our eyes to the truth and the potential within us.”


“Your
technology…you are not developing it, you are rediscovering it?”


“Yes, though
that is far harder than it sounds. The V’kit’no’sat are extremely advanced in
all categories. If they came back today we would not be able to defeat them. We
might cause them some damage, but it would not be a fair fight. And understand
when I say that the penalty for Zen’zat breeding is death…for those that did
the breeding, and all their offspring.”


“Your entire
race is under a death sentence?”


“Every Human
within Star Force, yes. We are all descended from those original Zen’zat who
were left behind. If the V’kit’no’sat discover we still exist, or simply come
back to reclaim their lost colony world, we will all be destroyed. Most likely
the other races within Star Force would be as well, perhaps even our allies.
They will purge us from existence, for all the races within the V’kit’no’sat
cannot leave. You are part of the group, or you are destroyed. There is no
middle ground. No rogue factions. The V’kit’no’sat do not suffer rivals in any
way, shape, or form. If we are discovered, we are dead.”


“Why entrust me
with this knowledge? If I were able to get word to the other Li’vorkrachnika
they could simply find these overlords and bring them down upon you, then they
could reclaim all the worlds you have taken from them.”


“You have no
transmitters here, but it is possible you could find a way to slip something
away when outside this system. Do you want to do that?”


“I believe you
already know the answer to that question, otherwise you would not have told me.”


“You said you
needed a purpose. Everything the Li’vorkrachnika have built, conquered, and
expanded into is for naught if the V’kit’no’sat mark them. Grow too powerful
and they will take you down. Granted, they’re a long way from even poking up
into their vision, but the Li’vorkrachnika will never conquer this galaxy. Not
even close. The templars may be ambitious, but there are other races out there
beyond the V’kit’no’sat that they will not be able to touch. If they simply
want to expand to expand they will not be able to do so indefinitely, and
should they be stupid enough to attack one of the greater powers they will do
to them what we are doing, only far worse. They will not fight honorably. We
have the means to generate biological weapons that could easily wipe out the
population of your worlds without us having to invade, but we don’t fight that
way. Others would.”


The mastermind regarded him quizzically. “You have weapons that could easily destroy
us, yet you do not use them? For what purpose do you have those weapons?”


“We have the
ability to create them, but have not.”


“Still, why risk
your own troops, a few of which have died, when you could have prevented it,
let alone the massive amount of resources you have expended?”


“Do you not
already know by this point?” Paul asked.


“No, I do not.
You have regarded the preservation of your own troops as your highest priority.
Why lose some of them and give us time to grow and spread when you could more
quickly defeat us?”


“Not defeat.
Destroy. Why did I not kill you?”


“I still wonder
about that. I know your stated reasons, but something about them never fully
rang true.”


“We do not kill
you because we want to. We kill you in order to stop you. If we can do so via
other methods, then we will.”


“Surrender. This
is all about giving us a chance to surrender. You’ve prolonged this war to give
us a chance to live, one that we would never take. Are you insane or clever
beyond my reasoning?”


“We are
honorable. And we will not hold every Li’vorkrachnika responsible for the
actions of the others. To do so would be…”


“Inaccurate.”


“Yes.”


“You kill those
who deserve it, not their kin.”


“That’s another
way of putting it.”


“Yet you sparred
me when I was the one giving the orders opposing you.”


“Sometimes the
past must be avenged. Sometimes it must be let go. Are you still a threat to
me?”


“If I was you
would have killed me by now.”


“Then if your
threat has been eliminated, I have succeeded in my mission. Your destruction
was never the goal.”


“But yours is,
by these overlords of yours.”


“Yes it is, or
would be, if they knew we existed.”


“And they are
not honorable, so you do not wish to emulate them?”


“There is a mix
of honor and dishonor within them. More of the latter, but they are not wholly
degenerate. I have no illusions of negotiating with them. They are compulsively
loyal and arrogant. More so than even you. When they place a death mark, they
will not be swayed from it. And the more resistance given the more it will
galvanize them…and they have far more worlds to draw power from than Star Force
and the Li’vorkrachnika combined. Each of which is in itself wholly superior.”


“Your entire
civilization exists under a mark of death, and yet you pursue honorable goals
rather than mere survival. You compromise that which matters most in order to
see to the needs of others?”


“Our survival is
not in our power to control, but even if it was, yes, we will fight honorably.”


“Would you ever
use these more efficient killing weapons if needed? Under any circumstance?”


“Honor does not
lie in the weapons, but how they are used in the given situation. In theory
there might be a time and a place for them, but never where we initiate the
combat.”


“Defensive
vengeance then?”


“Possibly. If we
are to die, we will die honorably, but that doesn’t mean we won’t take as many
of them with us as possible.”


“Within the
bounds of honor?”


“We won’t harm
those who do not deserve it in order to strike at those who do.”


“Suddenly I find
we have more in common that I allowed for. You will fight like us when the
circumstances are correct, and you will not surrender?”


“Even if the
V’kit’no’sat gave us that option, no, I would not.”


“And the others?”


“The average
person might. The Archons will not.”


“You will fight
to the death?”


“We won’t seek
death, but we will not submit.”


“So in that, we
are alike.”


“We don’t engage
in suicide attacks.”


“If your death
was assured, would you not ram your warship into your enemy?”


“If death is
assured, then it’s not suicide. It’s a choice of how to die and to do as much
damage to the enemy as possible before you do.”


“We have long
assumed you did not have the fortitude to do what was necessary. Then when we
began losing to you we tried to study you to determine why. Technological
progress was evident, but there was always something else in play, tactics
wise. Now I think I finally understand what it was. You were holding yourselves
back rather than being incompetent. Reserving certain methods of fighting for
situations you deemed honorable. I imagine that is a mistake many of your
enemies have made.”


“A few. The
Li’vorkrachnika found us when we were very weak. Had it not been for the
Hycre’s intervention we probably would have been destroyed. We needed time to
grow and they gave it to us.”


“And you have
repaid them with the gift of weaponry and the return of their worlds?”


“Yes.”


“But you did not
annex them?”


“We only
forcibly annex those who are our enemies…if we so choose.”


“But that is not
what you want from us?”


“No. Like I
said, given access to your genetic material, we could have done that a long
time ago.”


“Yet we have one
advantage that you do not, as far as my information tells me.”


“And that is?”


“We are born
with genetic memory and are functional immediately. Your young take time to
develop, including your Bsidd. We can expand faster and more effectively.”


“You expand with
inexperienced units. I will grant they have more immediate effect than our
younglings ever could, but over the course of time ours will exceed yours.”


“But it’s an
advantage you could have incorporated by annexing us. So why didn’t you?”


“There are many
ways in which to fight. We prefer some methods over others, and your type of
colony building, while effective, doesn’t suit our methods. You risk your
personnel too much, but you gain from that risk in many occasions. We put our
experienced troops in harm’s way while we protect the young long enough that
they can become experienced. Your method is the reverse.”


“Given the
threat the galaxy faces, weak units, no matter how many, are pointless. So you have engineered your combat forces to
face an unbeatable opponent rather than tooling them to face more immediate
threats?”


“Partly true.”


“And you believe
our suicide attacks would not be affective against them?”


“Nothing you have
will be effective against them.”


“If you were to
implement them?”


Paul sighed. “They’ve
been around for millions of years, and have grown quite accustomed to people
trying to take them down. They’ve developed technology to block a lot of
suicide attempts.”


“Which you have
implemented.”


“They have far
more.”


“Are they as
concerned with maintaining their troops as you are?”


“No. But they
find retraining new ones to be tedious, so they take care not to lose them
unless absolutely needed.”


“They will still
spend their lives if necessary?”


“Their
collective ego is more valuable to them.”


“Yet you have
never met them?”


“We recovered
extensive records, so we know them well enough to be certain of their response.”


“Why not abandon
your world and travel far from it so they will never find you? If their empire
is in the core, flee to the rim and be rid of them.”


“That option was
discussed, but before we had the industrial muscle to make such a move the
Li’vorkrachnika became a problem and we needed every asset we had on the
homeworld just to survive you.”


“Once you finish
conquering this half of our territory, you will begin to move your people away?”


“No, we won’t.”


“Why stay?”


“You tell me.”


“You won’t
abandon the races you’ve annexed into your empire. You’ve taken responsibility
for a large number of star systems and you won’t relinquish it for fear of what
would happen to them if you did. But why not evacuate them all with you?”


“If the
V’kit’no’sat learn of our existence, they will not stop hunting us until we are
found and destroyed, no matter where we go. We could hide, we’re smart enough
to do that, but we would lose so much of our powerbase in such a transition
that it would put our efforts to upgrade our empire so far behind that we would
lose too much. If the V’kit’no’sat come back tomorrow that logic will seem
stupid, but we’ve been operating under it since day 1. We don’t know when or if
they’ll find us, and we’re using all the time we have to try and grow strong
enough to survive them.”


“But you cannot?”


“We have
fallback plans, but if it comes to that, we will not go quietly.”


“How long have
they been absent?”


“Oddly, it was
right at 100 millennia when we discovered our true history. Add another one on
since then.”


The mastermind grew more serious. “This is a very old empire then. Why do you
think they have not returned in such a span of time?”


“We don’t know
how badly the rebellion hurt them…but there is another matter. What the
V’kit’no’sat was originally formed for. There are massive creatures that inhabit
the deep core known as Hadarak. They are themselves warships and prefer to live
within deep gravity wells. They are a plague on the galaxy and continually push
outward to devour worlds…not whole, but they do massive damage. The
V’kit’no’sat were created to oppose them and hold them back within a
containment line. They never figured out how to destroy them within the gravity
wells, so all they can do is fight and kill those that come too far out, and it
is a task they have never shied from. That duty, along with the outcome of the
rebellion, is probably why they have not pushed the boundaries of their empire
back to their heights.”


“Do you know
where their border is now?”


“The other side
of Skarron territory.”


“Far from your
homeworld then.”


“Thankfully, yes.”


“For my entire
life I have thought we were superior. I knew there were races beyond us, but it
was assumed that given enough time we would achieve their level of technology
and surpass it. Even before then we would be able to overcome them with numbers
and tactics. And now you tell me that we have been fools this entire time? We
are not dominant…we are not even relevant?”


“No, you’re not.
And even Star Force’s technology level wouldn’t draw their attention if it
weren’t for our death mark.”


“How many more
years do you require before you can attain what they had in their past?”


“It’s been
uncertain from the beginning. We relearn some aspects quicker than others. A
few hundred years, perhaps another millennia.”


“And then it
will still not be a fair fight?”


“We have no way
of knowing how much further they have advanced, but even if they did not, they
have numbers that we cannot contend with.”


“Some of which
much contain these beasts?”


“Some, but they
would have no trouble rousing enough to overwhelm us.”


“If they knew
your strength. If they underestimated it, they would send too few and you would
stand a chance of a short victory. Over time they would send more, then you
would be in an untenable position. Evacuation prior to their discovery of you
is your only long term solution.”


“That’s what the
reality of the situation is.”


“And yet you
stay.”


“The only way we
can best them is to best them,” Paul said dubiously. “Not with numbers, but with quality. We have to be better than them, and
we’re not going to get better by hiding out and running. As you well know, war
experience is extremely valuable. Theoretical simulations can only take you so
far.”


“And?”


“Doing the right
thing can’t be postponed. There are people here, now, who need our help. We
won’t sacrifice them in the short term to extend the long term concerns. If we
are to die, we will die with honor as protectors…not fleeing survivors who
would abandon others to grim fates to preserve ourselves.”


“Your affinity
for death over dishonor is the same as our own, except ours seems to have been
twisted.”


“And yet you are
untwisting it.”


“With your
considerable assistance.”


“You needed a
nudge. But only you could decide to think and not slit your throat as all the
others have done or would do.”


“I tried, but you
took my claws.”


“And after you
grew them back?”


“By then I had
time to think.”


“And what are
you thinking now with regards to your honor?”


“It has been
vested in following the orders of the templars, but it has always been to our
civilization. The templars are the embodiment of it. Through them we grow,
defend ourselves, and bring order to a chaotic galaxy.”


“By killing all
of the people in it?”


“I would blame
the blocks, but in truth I should have seen the futility of that long ago.”


“That’s what the
blocks are there to do…keep you from seeing things.”


“We are meant to
be protectors. I can feel it now. As you said, untwisting that which was in us
all along. We are meant to fight. To fight for a purpose.”


“And the
templars?”


“The more I
learn the more I believe they have deliberately corrupted that purpose to their
own gains, so much so that I do not know what it is. It is there, though, just
outside the reach of my mind. Your honor runs parallel to it.”


“And combat
clarifies it?”


“Without full
understanding, yes, it seems to.”


Paul closed his eyes for a moment, still mentally
holding in check the other lizards around them. “Then observe the true enemy and tell me what your hidden purpose drives
you to do.”


Suddenly there was a flood of images and knowledge pouring
into the mastermind’s thoughts. They didn’t stop coming, more and more until he
lost track of the time as his superior intellect rapidly soaked them up as he
came to see the V’kit’no’sat for what they truly were, race for race, battle
after battle.


The Hadarak, the Zen’zat, the Zak’de’ron
who they overthrew. Millennia after millennia holding the deep core border and
expanding their empire outward. The arrogance, the superiority, the unflinching
loyalty…and the horrors they enacted to subsidize it all. Sometimes they were
in the right, taking down enemies that deserved to be destroyed, but many times
they were not, simply doing what they wanted to do and treating the galaxy and
all in it as their birthright.


And yet even they had a nemesis they could not
overcome. The Hadarak vexed them, but rather than simply hold the line for
perpetuity they continually sought ways to strike at them, failing time and
again, but their ego would not let them admit inferiority. 


They had to be superior.


They were superior.


And anything that suggested otherwise had to be
annihilated.


No matter the cost.


The mastermind took a step backward when the massive
mental download ended, his mind still trying to process it all as Paul just
stood there giving him time to work through it. One of his large hands rose to
his face and he touched his claws to his forehead as he thought quickly and
cleanly, all doubt having been erased from his mind. He might not fully
understand himself, let alone the templars, but the existence of the V’kit’no’sat
made it all nearly irrelevant. They were an unbeatable foe…and one that had to be challenged.


He eventually dropped his hand and looked directly at
Paul as possible strategies to employ against them failed humorously. There was
no way to beat them. That was clear enough. And ironically, it didn’t matter to
him in the slightest.


“What would you
have your Thrawn do?”
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April 3, 3254


Solar System


Earth



 

Davis didn’t get the priority update until he got out
of the shower after his morning workout session, finding the small red
holographic icon floating over his computer terminal in his quarters that he
rarely used. Normally he’d wait until he got to his office, but it was times
like these that made him glad he had the access handy. 


He sat down and pulled up the alert, finding the
report from the scouting mission to an unnamed system in lizard territory. The
lizards were there, along with a lot of other races, including the Sety…and
their scout ship had been fired upon, and not
by the lizards.


He picked up his earpiece from the desktop and opened
a line to his staff with a simple preset mental command. “Get the Sety
ambassador down here immediately, personal conference, I want him face to face.
Don’t tell him why.”


Davis pounded his fist on his desktop in frustration.
The Ma’kri hadn’t been damaged, but at the same time as The Nexus had its
delegation here negotiating with him another part of their fleet was firing on
one of his ships. He didn’t know who these other races were, and it wasn’t a
Sety ship that had fired upon them, but they’d been chasing as well and didn’t
get into firing range only because the Ma’kri had managed to slip away from the
planet in time. Regardless, they were working with whoever had fired those
shots, not to mention the lizards…which drew into question the lack of action
on the H’kar front, and if they had some arrangement with them all along.


These bastards had been here for two months, hounding
him with matter after matter and him putting them on hold for a few days at a
time here and there so he could get other work done. Part of the negotiations
were worthwhile, but a lot of it seemed like little more than blustering as the
various races within The Nexus sought and offered information as well as trade
deals, technology overtures that Davis had almost entirely struck down before
they’d uttered the words, and a lot of political maneuvering within The Nexus
that he wasn’t going to facilitate.


The Daegon and the Maktee seemed to be straightforward enough and interested
in actual agreements, and until now Davis hadn’t had any appreciable contact
with them. A few others he’d made inroads with before were now coming to the
forefront as well, but most of the delegation was here trying to trick or
leverage Star Force into disadvantageous positions…as if Davis were a newb and couldn’t see through these guys even without his
telepathy.


He’d turned down their request for an embassy in the
Solar System, instructing them that they could build one in Epsilon Eridani
like everyone else, and he thought they were dragging out negotiations here
trying to get that decision reversed. Fortunately that meant they were still
here when the alert had come in, so he’d have a chance to wring the information
out of the Sety envoy personally. 



 

“You requested
my counsel?” the Sety said as he walked into a small conference room where
Davis was waiting for him, not affording any of the representatives access to
his office.


“I was told by
your people to ask you for information regarding a matter in this star system,”
Davis said, activating a holographic map. “It
has no name in our database, nor the Li’vorkrachnika’s, but at present the Sety
have a large warfleet there in addition to those of 9 other races including the
Li’vorkrachnika…and they are not fighting each other.”


“I was informed
that we had recently annexed a system within Li’vorkrachnika borders, and I
believe it is this system, but I do not know what other vessels would be with
them, and I sincerely doubt that the Li’vorkrachnika would allow our presence
without throwing themselves into a suicidal frenzy.”


Davis silently brought up the recordings from the
Ma’kri showing the various fleets.


“As you can see,
I am not making this up. Your ships are there, in league with the
Li’vorkrachnika and others. We’ve identified one race as the Trinx. The others
are unknown to us. Explain this.”


“I cannot. I do
not know the nature of our business there, only the annexation of the system.”


“My ship was
specifically told to refer the matter to this delegation, and you’re telling me
you have no information to give me?”


“I’m afraid I do
not. I can tell you that two of those races are known to me. They are the Domu and Chamra. We have relations with them but they are
not part of The Nexus and live far beyond our borders.”


“Take note,”
Davis said as he advanced the timeline on the recordings, “that this allied fleet fired upon my ship when it didn’t leave the
system as instructed. The Sety are part of that fleet, therefore I need
answers.”


The envoy stared at the images for a moment. “I do not know what to tell you. I know of no
reason why our fleet would be at cross purposes with yours. What did your ship
do?”


“It moved in to
take a closer scan of the planet and found this,” Davis said, showing him
the enhanced subterranean image. “A large
object, sensor stealthed, that the combined fleet
seems to be excavating in conjunction with the Li’vorkrachnika.”


“Curious indeed.”


“Curious doesn’t
cut it. That fleet said to ask you, now you’re telling me you have no answers?”
Davis reiterated.


“I do not.”


“Then we were
deliberately told to ask you in order to waste our time. When you are here to
discuss matters of greater cooperation, such insulting tactics do not help your
case.”


“I cannot
control our fleet. They do not answer to me.”


“Why would that many
ships be there? What could possibly pry them away from your territory? I know
you’re overtaxed, don’t try to deny it, so what would justify stripping that
many warships away from other priorities?”


“Again, I do not
know. 


“And how long do
you think it would take to get me some answers?”


“A message would
have to be sent back via courier ship. It would take a minimum of 3 months.”


“And I’m
guessing the answer would be that they didn’t know as well, which will have
just wasted three more months of my time,” Davis said angrily. “Do you have any objection to us going back
and asking the fleet ourselves?”


“I would caution
against that. If your ship drew fire then they are taking whatever the matter
is very seriously.”


“I take anyone
who fires on one of my ships very seriously.”


“I do not know
what is occurring here,” the Sety said, pointing at the holograms that
lingered above the table, “but if you
were told to leave then it is best that you heed their warning. I will send a
priority message back to my homeworld on the fastest vessel we have inquiring
to this matter and informing them that your ship was fired upon. If you wish
it, I will go personally to expedite matters.”


“Yes, you go and
deliver a message from me. I have to have a really good explanation as to what
is going on or I will not sanction The Nexus’s presence in that system. They
are allied with the Li’vorkrachnika far beyond your borders. We are taking this
region, and because of the Li’vorkrachnika’s involvement here we will not pass
by this system. We will take it by force if needed, unless you can convince me
of the need to do otherwise.”


“Strong as you
are, you cannot stand up against that combined fleet,” the Sety strongly
urged. “I do not know the capabilities of
all of those ships, but if they are on par with ours you wouldn’t stand a
chance in armed conflict, nor would we wish it to come to that given our recent
inroads.”


“My ship has
already been fired upon,” Davis said simply.


“Was it damaged?”


“No.”


“Then you can
choose to overlook the incident.”


“Why would I do
that?”


“To avoid a much
more costly one.”


“You’re in our
backyard now. You don’t dictate to us.”


“If my
government sent in that large of a fleet, respectfully, they are dictating what
occurs in that system. I do not think they will interfere in any others, and
whatever the matter is in this one, it must be of the utmost importance.”


“You know we
have strong relations with the H’kar.”


“You have made
this clear, yes.”


“Now I see you
have allied with the Li’vorkrachnika. Previously, you have not fully supported
the H’kar in the defense of their territory against the Li’vorkrachnika. Do you
see the problem with this?”


“I am beginning
to,” the Sety said, clearly unbalanced. He’d been sent here to ingratiate
himself with Star Force and now he was in a very awkward and unexpected
position.


“The
construction of a Nexus embassy in Epsilon Eridani is hereby canceled. You will
not have a presence here if you are allied with our enemy, and I will need a
full and open accounting of what is happening before I will even begin to
reconsider that. Until such time I will deal with the races of The Nexus
individually, but you and the Sety vessel here must leave immediately. Do not
come back until you have an explanation that will meet my satisfaction. The other
vessels may remain to conduct individual negotiations, then when completed,
they will also leave and none of you will be allowed back into this star system
again without my permission. Return here and expect to have your ships
confiscated. You may bring any further diplomatic inquiries to one of our other
systems and the information will be relayed here via our communications grid.”


“Do not throw
away what we have accomplished here over a misunderstanding.”


“My ship was
fired upon. That is not a misunderstanding.”


“The Sety did
not fire.”


“Their
compatriots did, and they were also in pursuit. Your fleet is working in
conjunction with theirs and the Li’vorkrachnika’s, and you didn’t even bother
to inform us you had assets in our invasion corridor…let alone a fleet of that
size.”


“I was not
instructed to. Had I know it would be of relevance I would have told you we had
assets in that system, but given that your war front had not reached that area
yet I did not think it was an issue. I apologize for the oversight.”


“I highly doubt
this was an oversight, and I do not want apologies…I want answers. There is
nothing further to discuss until you have some. Return to your homeworld and
find them.”


“As you wish,”
the Sety said, not wanting to cool relations any more with arguing. He turned
his tree-like mass around and walked out of the room leaving Davis standing
beside the chair he had never taken. A few minutes later another person walked
in that door, shaking his head.


“He doesn’t know,” Riley-038 said, having been
telepathically observing from another room. “But he had been notified of the
activity in the system without being given any details and told to downplay it
if asked.”


“I got that feeling too. How important is that fleet?”


“Huge. He’s never seen one of that size assembled
before, nor does he have any idea why that many would be necessary. The two
races he identified are regarded as being too powerful to join The Nexus and
are contemporaries of the Sety.”


“The Sety and their peers,” Davis said, turning and
pointing to the subsurface scan floating in holo along with the other major
recon items. “What do you think that is?”


“Could be a ship. Kind of small for a city, but if
there are remains of some civilization even more advanced than these guys, it
could be of enough value to them to warrant this level of paranoia.”


“Zak’de’ron?”


“I doubt it. The finds we’ve documented have been
basically trash left behind. If they had anything of value I’d bet they’d have
recovered it by now.”


“Agreed. Who else in the database would fit this
profile?”


“Nothing in this region, and it’s beyond the survey
zone.”


“Was their coming here a coincidence or a
distraction?”


“Coincidence. We wouldn’t even have been scouting that
system if the mastermind hadn’t tipped us off to it. That said, they knew we’d
get there eventually.”


“Did they think we’d pass it by because it wasn’t on
the map?”


“I think they don’t worry about it with that large of
a fleet. They think they can dictate whatever they want.”


“Can they?”


“I’ll need to pull a chunk of ships from here and a
lot of other systems in order to not delay the ongoing invasions.”


“Do it. We can’t let the lizards have safe haven
anywhere, and we can’t let The Nexus dictate to us on our own doorstep…nor
whoever the rest of these races are. I get the feeling we’re tripping over a
long existing relationship between them and the lizards that they never
expected to come to light.”


“That doesn’t explain the excavation.”


“No, it doesn’t. I think it’s tied into it, but
whatever is going on there is recent. Find out what it is. We’re not waiting
for their politicians to stall us. We haven’t had any here for a long time, but
that doesn’t mean I don’t remember their tactics.”


“This fleet movement was fairly recent.”


“And it may be time sensitive as well. Go.”


“Going,” Riley said happily as he walked away enroute
to rallying a response fleet.


Davis let him go, shutting off the holograms save for
the subsurface scan. There was hardly anything to look at, just a hazy outline
around where the sensor stealthing was, but something
about it worried him. He didn’t know what it was, but the response of the Sety
alone in sending that many ships that he knew were needed elsewhere was
significant. No, not significant, panicked.


This was extremely important to them, and apparently a
lot of other very advanced races. 


What the hell was this thing?
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July 2, 3254


Unnamed System


Inner Zone



 

Riley’s command ship came out of its jump head of the
line to find stellar orbit empty. That was fine with him, for within a few
seconds another command ship slowed to a position several hundred kilometers
behind his. The Excalibur drew closer
as a continent of Warship-class
jumpships followed the two trailblazers into the system, with them claiming
control of stellar orbit without a confrontation and getting a look at the
condition of the planet in question as soon as they worked their way around the
star and got into line of sight with it.


They were all still there, sitting in planetary orbit
and safeguarding whatever it was that they were excavating. Riley and Paul both
stayed put near the star as their fleet continued to jump in one ship at a time
at a very high rate of sequence that had become second nature after so many
lizard invasions. Normally ships in convoy wouldn’t jump this close to one
another but now, for Star Force’s veteran ship captains, this felt normal and
any pilot that couldn’t handle such a maneuver was far from making it to a
position where they’d be able to fly a jumpship. The competition amongst pilots
was so high now they all had to be experts just to get a primary slot on even a
freighter.


“There they are,” Paul commented, popping up in holo
on Riley’s command nexus control board. 


“Yeah, just sitting there and ignoring the star. For
someone who doesn’t want anyone here they’re not acting like it.”


“I get the feeling they’re used to getting what they
want just by frowning in someone’s direction. They want the planet secured, so
they’re not going to bother stopping transit through this star.”


“Agreed. They’ve got to be noticing us by now.”


“I don’t think they’re worried…yet,” Paul added. “When
the incoming ships don’t stop, they’re going to get nervous. The Sety have
enough data on our capabilities to know we mean business.”


“Think they’ll fight?”


“I think they’re paranoid about something, and
paranoid people can be unpredictable. I’m glad you brought this many ships.”


“If we can spook them into talking so much the better,
but if we have to throw down with The Nexus and friends, I want it to be a
lasting lesson. You want to chew them out?”


“Go ahead. I’ll take second seat on this.”


“Alright,” Riley said as more and more warships
continued to come out of the convoy jump behind them. He activated the
communications systems and set them for The Nexus’s protocols, knowing that at
least the Sety would be receiving the message, though he knew the others would
as well. Whether or not they had translation protocols for English was the
question.


“Attention, Interlopers,” Riley began, his voice deep
with sarcasm. “You’ve encroached on the rightful territory of Star Force that
we are currently in the process of stealing from the Li’vorkrachnika. If you
wished to help rid the galaxy of these vermin we’d welcome the help…yet they
seem to be sitting quite comfortably in orbit with you. Seeing as how there is
no weaponsfire being exchanged and their not being blown into smitherines, I have to assume they are here with your
permission. Well, they don’t have our
permission to be here, and they have to go.”


“Furthermore, your ships fired upon one of ours that
was having a look around this system. We really don’t like that, and if you’re
looking for a fight we’ve brought you one that will offer a greater challenge.
If that’s what you want, we’ll be happy to oblige. If not, you’d better start
explaining things real fast. We’ll be in orbit shortly.”


Riley cut the comm channel,
knowing there would be a lag until the message got to the planet, but already
feeling the ticking clock counting down. This was going to come to a head very
fast, and he didn’t know how these guys were going to respond.


“Nicely done.”


“Thank you. Not too much sarcasm?”


“I’m not sure how much they’ll pick up anyway.”


“Sad to waste it on unknowning
ears.”


“If they have ears,” Paul added, seeing the first
stirrings in their fleet formation coming in on the long range sensors. “I
think they’ve seen enough to realize they’re going to be outnumbered.”


“They don’t know how badly yet. I hope they squirm.”


“Where do you want to enter?”


“Backside, then circle around. They’re staying in
position over that surface location.”


“Give them a little more time to think it through?”


“Yeah.”


“We’ll need to make a detour.”


“That’ll give them a little more time too.”


“Wanna split?”


“Yeah, why not. Let’s enter at multiple spots. How
many jumplanes do we have?”


“Five easy ones,” Paul said, looking at their
navigational options if they bounced off nearby planets, “two more with a mild
delay.”


“Five is good. Let’s make as good of a show of this as
we can…and if they think to intercept one jumpline they’ll have four others to
worry about covering as well.”



 

When Riley’s command ship decelerated into planetary
orbit he brought with him a fifth of the combined fleet and had them stacked
into a 3x3 formation given the slow jump. That meant there were 8 jumpships
arrayed around the Zeus in a square,
then following them were additional squares packing the massive jumpships in
together very closely with only a handful of kilometers to spare in between
each. 


When they arrived at their destination point the
jumpships fanned out and his command ship took center in what quickly became a
blockading wall. Each additional square formation that came in split up and
added to that wall until all of his 206 ships arrived. Likewise there were
other formations at four different points around the backside of the planet
from where the opposing fleet was stationed.


1031 Star Force jumpships for the 1031 ships in the
opposing fleet, not counting the lizards, which would pretty much pop like
confetti when hit. Some of the unknown vessels were larger than even the Star
Force jumpships, but most were far smaller and no matter what their
technological advantage might or might not be, they were single warships…not
carriers.


When Riley’s fleet got themselves arrayed to his liking,
the wall of jumpships slowly moved around the curve of the planet towards the
waiting fleet while still holding their drones in their berths, not having
released them yet, and each jumpship held between 50 and 100 of them…meaning
that despite some of their impressive tonnage, the Sety-led fleet was almost
comically outmatched.


He just hoped they thought so as well.


“We’re here,” he transmitted again, this time within
range of realtime communication. “Care to respond before we get within weapons
range and one of your ships does something really stupid?”


An image of a tree-like Sety appeared in holo before
him, with the computer handling the translation. “You are trespassing. Any
questions concerning this system should be directed to the representative we
have sent to your capitol.”


“I just came from there. He said he had no idea what
you were doing here, so we figured we’d come here and get some answers
directly.”


“This planet belongs to us. You have no claim on it.”


“I didn’t say whether I was laying a claim on it or
not. I said we’re here for information. Explain yourselves, starting with why
the Li’vorkrachnika are here.”


“They are here with our permission and are not
organizing against you.”


“That doesn’t answer why, and if you’re giving them
safe haven that does concern us.”


“Their business with us is private.”


“They’re supposed to be the enemy of The Nexus. What
business do you have with them other than fighting them?”


“That is our concern.”


“And who are you? You and your friends. They’re not
Nexus members, are they?”


“They are not. Our association with them is a private
matter.”


“Look here, Treebeard.
Either you tell me what I want to know or we’re going down to the planet to
have a look for ourselves.”


“You will not be permitted to do so. If you try to do
so you will be fired upon.”


“Have you counted how many ships we have?”


“It matters not. We are tasked with defending this
planet and that is what we will do, to the last, if need be. You are not
permitted here. Leave.”


“Make me,” Riley shot back. “You think you can shoot
at our ships when they’re alone. Try it now.”


“Your vessel was told to leave and did not. The fault
is its own.”


“Well now I’m telling you to leave. If you do not,
will the fault be yours?”


“This is our planet. You do not have the right to
order us to vacate it.”


“I have the guns to do so if necessary, but I’ll
settle for a really good explanation. If you don’t give me one, I have to
assume your presence here, in our invasion corridor, in association with our
enemy, is nefarious and deal with you accordingly. So start talking.”


“Any inquiries should be posted to the representative
we sent to your capitol.”


Riley looked at him with scorn on his face. “Do you
really think that by saying that you’re going to get me to turn around and
leave to go ask them again?”


“What you do is not my concern.”


“I’m making it your concern. Shall I tattoo that
message on the hull of your ship so that you can better contemplate it?”


“Be advised that the ships we possess are more
advanced than yours. You do not have a position of leverage here.”


“Oh really?” Riley asked, his tone light. “We got a
pretty good scan from our scout ship, and while we don’t know exactly what all
of them can do I think we guessed pretty good. Those
big boys there have a dueron cannon each, but that
won’t do much good against a fleet of our size. There are too many ships to
target, though it would do a hell of a lot of damage if it hit something big.
Too bad we didn’t bring anything that size. And your pheeron
converters…they pack a punch, but you’ll find our shields have been calibrated
to resist that type of weaponry. I could go on, but suffice to say that we’re
aware of most of your tech even if we haven’t faced off with you before.”


He couldn’t read the Sety’s
mind over a comm channel, but his demeanor shifted in
what Riley guessed was either surprise or dismay. After all, they didn’t know
Star Force had a galaxy’s worth of technical diagrams of every known piece of
technology that the V’kit’no’sat had come across to pull reference from. 


“Be advised, that if you engage us here, you will reap
that betrayal elsewhere. All the races present will lay a vendetta upon you
that you will not survive.”


“The Li’vorkrachnika already have one on us, and we’re
surviving it just fine.”


“They are minor partners. Do not mistake our strength
as being as small as theirs.”


“Partners, huh? That’s odd. I thought you were
enemies. So, did you sell out the H’kar? Because we really like them, and if
you did, that’s just going to tick us off even more. Lying about it now will
only make things worse, so the best thing for you to do is answer honestly and
bluntly before this escalates even further.”


“And the best thing you can do is turn around and
leave before you start a war you cannot win. We are honor bound to defend this
planet at all costs, and that is exactly what we will do.”


“Then defend it by providing me the information I need
and there won’t be a fight…unless you really are our enemy, in which case
there’ll be a fight regardless. But if you’re not, just answer my damn question
and there won’t be any need for conflict. Which is more important, keeping your
secret or keeping that planet? Because if we do fight I’m taking it, and
believe me when I say that I have a lot more ships in the region to call on for
reinforcements to make sure we hold it long enough to do a thorough
investigation of everything happening on the surface…so are you going to make
me find out the hard way, or are you just going to tell me what’s going on?”


“We have our duty, and will carry it out.”


“If you’re really that dumb, then The Nexus is so
screwed that I can’t even…” Riley said, stopping as Paul’s mental voice entered
his head via the intership comm
systems.


Do you feel
that?


What?


On the planet.
Open your mind and screen out everything on your ship. Tell me what you sense.


Riley did as instructed, ignoring the Sety for a
moment while he pulled most of his mind out of the computer network and back
into his physical senses. It took a moment to find what Paul was referring to,
but once he did it stood out immediately. It was a low hum, a telepathic hum,
and it was coming from the planet.


Whatever that
is, it’s huge.


And coming from
the coordinates of the excavation. It just popped up once we hit line of sight,
but I was getting an uneasy feeling before that, so some of that telepathic
field must have been making it through the planet.


What has a mind
that powerful?


Pretty obvious
now, isn’t it? And that object is about the right size.


It’s too small
to be a Hadarak, and… Riley cut off as it finally clicked.


Nefron didn’t
think they’d be easy to destroy, Paul added, finishing the thought for him.


What the hell do
these guys want with it?


Let’s ask them.


Riley pulled his mind away from the monstrous hum that
now seemed hard to miss and turned his attention back on the Sety that hadn’t
bothered to speak when Riley cut off. “Are you the commander of this fleet?”


“I speak for them, yes.”


“Are you the commander?”


“We are an alliance. We have no single commander. I
have been elected to communicate with you.”


“Then start communicating. Now that we’re close
enough, I’m able to feel the presence buried within the planet. You have a Uriti here, and if you damn well want to live you’d better
not mess with it.”


This time the Sety looked horrified, and given his
alien persona that only underscored how big of an emotion was swirling through
his otherwise hard to read features.


“That’s right, we’re telepathic. Or had you forgotten
that?”


“You are not…” it began, then suddenly there was a
delay with his image remaining. He was talking to someone else but the words
weren’t being transmitted. Riley waited it out, then another hologram popped up
beside the one of the Sety…with a mist-like apparition coalescing into an
indistinct body and face.


“You can feel the Hamoriti as well?” it asked,
obviously using a similar translation program that the Sety were using.


“They’re called Uriti, and yes I can.”


“I am unfamiliar with that word. What knowledge of
this do you have?”


“Plenty. More than you, I’d imagine. For starters,
there are a lot more of them left over from a war millions of years in the
past. Who are you? I am unfamiliar with your race.”


“We are Yisv, and telepathic as well. Are you aware of
the danger this god possesses?”


“I am acutely aware. What is its current condition?
How is it being contained?”


“If you do not know the answers to those questions
then you do not possess as much knowledge as we do. If you do not know then you
are ignorant.”


“Far from it. If this Uriti awakens and roams free,
we’re the only ones with a means to control it.”


“Control it?” the Yisv asked, with a quiver of mist
that was unreadable. “Of what do you speak?”


“A secret we possess, and one that I am not inclined
to share with those who will not even do me the courtesy of explaining why you
fired on my ship.”


“We cannot let anyone awaken the Hamoriti. We will
keep all away from this planet no matter what the cost.”


“Why are the Li’vorkrachnika involved?”


“They helped us locate this one.”


“This one? You’ve found others then?”


There was some hesitation as the Sety and probably
others were conferring with each other, but the Yisv pressed on anyway. “Yes we
have. We know the dangers they possess and are committed to protecting the
galaxy from them. The Li’vorkrachnika’s assistance was necessary.”


“Even though they’re the enemy of The Nexus?”


“That is immaterial given the greater threat.”


“How many have you found?”


“Nine.”


“How many are on this planet?”


“Just one. The Ancients would not risk imprisoning two
at the same location. How can you be so ignorant and possess this knowledge?”


“Who are these Ancients?”


“The ones who imprisoned the Hamoriti long ago.”


“Our knowledge comes from those who created them.”


That revelation hit like a bomb, and both the Yisv and
the Sety were completely frozen. Before they could speak more holograms began
popping up in front of him until nine different races were visible.


“Who created them?” a twin headtailed
alien that Riley recognized as a Trinx asked.


“A race called the Chixzon. We have recovered
considerable knowledge from their…remains.”


“How many Hamoriti did they make?” a small triped alien asked that he didn’t recognize.


“Spread across the galaxy, there were a total of 118.”


A string of curses that didn’t fully translate were
uttered by half of the aliens, but it was the Yisv that responded the most
calmly, though that was largely a false demeanor, for its words betrayed its
dismay and worry as well.


“One has been released, and we are doing everything in
our power to keep it from spreading its minions across the galaxy at great cost
to the nine races represented here. We needed expendable troops, for which the
Li’vorkrachnika were commissioned for, but we cannot imprison the god. We can
only hope to kill its minions as it produces them and follow it as it travels
from system to system, destroying all in its path. If you have knowledge of the
Hamoriti, I beg you to give it to us. We are helpless to stop the god on our
own.”
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“Commissioned…how?” Riley asked, realizing the
probable answer even before the Yisv could respond.


“They provided us with expendable soldiers and ships
in sufficient quantity to defeat the minions soon after they were created. None
of us could have kept up with the level of production necessary to accomplish
that.”


“And what did they get in return?”


“Technical assistance.”


Riley glared at the hologram of the Yisv, then at the
other 8 races. “You gave them tech upgrades that made them far more deadly. Do
you have any idea how many people have died because of that?”


“Far less than would have perished had the Hamoriti’s
minions run rampant across the galaxy,” the Yisv explained unflinchingly. 


“Did you have a plan? Or were you just going to
continue feeding them technology until they reached your level?”


“We did what we had to do to preserve future options.
Doing nothing would have meant disaster. Combating and losing our own forces
would have seen the Hamoriti run free eventually. Only with the
Li’vorkrachnika’s assistance have we kept it contained to a single system.”


Riley noted a Star Force jumpship breaking off from
Paul’s fleet, then a quick personal message from the trailblazer informed him
that it was going back to get word to Earth and send for Nefron.


“And what did you plan to do when we destroyed all the
Li’vorkrachnika’s worlds?”


“There are two they constructed specifically for the
purpose of supplying us with the troops we need. We were not going to allow you
to destroy those worlds. If you have a way to deal with this disaster, please
share it with us. For the sake of the galaxy, something must be done beyond the
stalling that we have maintained.”


“A Uriti can only destroy one
planet at a time,” Riley said angrily. “The Li’vorkrachnika can savage
thousands at once. You wrongly presume the greater threat.”


“If you had fought one, you would not say such things.
They cannot be defeated, the Li’vorkrachnika can, as you’ve demonstrated.”


“And you’ve made all the harder. And the H’kar? Were
they part of the deal?” Riley asked, looking at the Sety.


“No. The Trinx brokered the deal. The Li’vorkrachnika
had no knowledge of our involvement until recently.”


“Did you hold back your counter campaign against
them?”


“There was no counter campaign. The H’kar are a minor
member of The Nexus, and were fortunate that we assimilated them, else they
would have been destroyed. We never intended on defeating the Li’vorkrachnika,
even before this bargain was struck. The H’kar were to hold their border, if
they could not, then they would fall.”


“The Nexus philosophy is that a strike against one is
a strike against all.”


“The Li’vorkrachnika are not that serious of a
threat.”


“You stupid morons.”


“We apologize for the difficulty we have placed you
in,” the cyborg said. “We have reviewed our actions numerous times, but we have
never found an alternative choice. We do not like aiding a potential enemy
until they are strong enough to threaten us, but the Hamoriti is by far the
greater threat. I do not like what we have done, but there was no other
choice.”


“Die honorably,” Riley said flatly. “And why can’t you
kill these minions yourself when they try to leave the location the Uriti is
at?”


“If we wait that long they will mass a far greater
number. They are not easy to kill.”


“Perhaps I’ve underestimated your technological
assets.”


“No, it is not a lacking on our part. The Hamoriti’s
creations are simply too persistent. If we do not cut them down as soon as
possible, our task will become much harder.”


“Forgive me, but that is not entirely true,” another
of the nine races said, this one a mass of hair and teeth that looked very much
like a bear. “The fact is that we have focused our efforts on containing the
captured Hamoriti rather than building militaries to fight them. We believed
that if one awoke there would be nothing we could do about it. Our lack of
preparation is why we have had to rely on the Li’vorkrachnika.”


“How long since the one awoke?”


“Approximately half a century.”


Riley frowned. “You’ve been feeding the lizards
technology for 500 years? You fucking bastards. We could have wiped them out by
now. And how in the hell haven’t you been able to retool your militaries in the
past 500 years?”


“Because we are not sitting and watching as the
Li’vorkrachnika do the fighting,” the Trinx said, his anger suppressed at even
the slightest possibility of a solution. “We fight with them and suffer losses
in the process.”


“That doesn’t stop research and development,” the
Human argued. 


“Our focus,” the Yisv said, taking helm of the
conversation again, “has been day to day to prevent an outbreak of the minions.
When the Hamoriti leaves a system and travels to another we follow. We cannot
stop it, nor direct it, and every system it has landed in has been utterly
destroyed. Most of the worlds have been Li’vorkrachnika.”


“How did it get free?”


“The Li’vorkrachnika did not know what they had found,
and we did not know of any more than the original 7 Hamoriti. Their locations
were documented and we have secured as many as we could. Why there are others not
listed we have not discovered. We are near to accessing the aperture that will
allow us to enter this one’s prison, and hopefully the Oracle will tell us the
answers we seek, but the Ancients could only sedate the Hamoriti, they could
not control them. By what means do you claim to control them?”


“We didn’t know for sure that any were still alive,
but we know how their masters directed them and should be able to do the same.
In theory. We’ve never had cause to test it.”


“How was this achieved?”


“Very carefully.”


“Please give us the means to do this. Even if it is
short lived, we may have enough of an opportunity to sedate it again.”


“Where is the free one now, and where are the
locations of the others that you are aware of?”


A few moments later a navigational marker was
transmitted that highlighted a lizard system in what used to be H’kar
territory, but no other markers were forthcoming.


“And the others?”


“Their locations are kept secret for a very good
reason,” the Sety said, drawing a glare from Riley. “Until you have offered
some proof of your claims, we will keep that secret.”


“I’m beginning to dislike you,” he said bluntly, then
turned his attention back to the Yisv. “Are there others you’re searching for?
How did you know to look here?”


“Artifacts of the Ancients are rare, but we have been
looking for them in earnest since the Hamoriti was released, hoping they would
shed some light on the secrets of how to recapture it. We discovered vague
suggestions that there might be one hidden within this region, so we asked the
Li’vorkrachnika to look. They found the one on this planet and informed us of
it before trying to access it.”


A message from Paul filtered its way into Riley’s
mind.


“With whom in the Li’vorkrachnika did you negotiate
with?”


“We did not get names, but it was with their
leadership caste.”


“Is there one present in this system?”


“Yes.”


A happy thought came in from Paul, then the
trailblazer told him to continue on with the conversation and ignore the
templar while he dealt with that.


“Do you have an image of the Hamoriti that is free? We
need to know which it is.”


“Do you have files on them all?”


“Yes.”


“May we have those files?”


“May we have the locations of the others?”


The Yisv didn’t reply, then nodded. “We must begin to
trust one another first. I understand. My race is telepathic and adversely
affected by the Hamoriti’s presence. Were this one not sedated we would not
even be in this star system. We will not go to the surface. If it is the same
for you, I suggest you find one of your empire’s races that is not telepathic
to serve as an observer and accompany us when we access the aperture and go
inside.”


A few stares came from other holograms, but none of
the Nine voiced their displeasure.


“Explain what you mean by adversely affected?”


“The telepathic aura of the god affects us more than
others due to our sensitivity.”


“Interesting. I can feel it now, but I wouldn’t say
it’s interfering with my abilities.”


“The power level increases with proximity.”


“Then I think I’ll test the range limits. When do you
estimate you will have access?”


“Within a few days.”


“Then shall we cancel the upcoming battle?”


“It was you who were going to attack. Will you stand
down?”


“We’ll stand by…and take up a holding orbit.”


“Can you tell us nothing of this control method?”


“Only that it requires a specialist from our
homeworld. We have dispatched a ship to send for that which is required. It
will take some time before it is here.”


“We have waited a very long time. We can wait a little
longer. Please do not say you wish to wake this one to test your abilities, for
we will not allow it.”


“No. But I do want our specialist to inspect this one.
Then we will deal with the one roaming free. What is it doing exactly?”


“Feeding and spawning minions.”


“Continuously?”


“For the most part. Sometimes there are lulls in
minion production, but it never stops its attempts to spawn an army that can
march across the galaxy on its own. The minions do not need the Hamoriti to
conquer, and they are far more dangerous than the Li’vorkrachnika on their own,
which is why we had to keep them contained and in as few numbers as possible,
for they will spread rapidly if given the chance.”


“How often does it switch systems?”


“Randomly. It has passed between 39 since it was
awoken, not counting those merely for transit. When it attempts to spawn
minions it lays waste to whatever planet it is on, coring deep into the world’s
mass and consuming whatever corovon and other valuable materials are there. Two
such worlds have imploded as a result, with the surface crust being consumed by
the magma within, then rehardening into a new surface
with all traces of the forming having been obliterated. As you know, many of
the Li’vorkrachnika worlds are heavily populated.”


“No, really?” Riley said sarcastically. “Has it hit a
non-Li’vorkrachnika system?”


“Not an inhabited one, but it has planted itself in
several unclaimed systems. It does not require atmosphere, and has taken to
several airless worlds. Most of its minions will not grow there, but a few
varieties will.”


“How did you fight them there?”


“We have a machine army,” the Trinx answered. “They
are costly to produce, and are reserved for situations the Li’vorkrachnika
cannot handle.”


“And why haven’t you been able to produce more over
the past 500 years? That’s enough time to expand and build up multiple planets
for the specific purpose of housing the industry to create them.”


“We would never be able to field enough units to
replace the Li’vorkrachnika.”


“You could have tried,” the cyborg responded, breaking
the bit of decorum they had. Apparently there was some bad blood between these
races.


“I need a list of assets,” Riley said before they could
start arguing. “Your assets. Your planets, fleets, territory…all of it. I want
the full history of the past 500 years since this one got free and how you’ve
dealt with it…and how it’s adapted to you. Do not hold anything back. I’m not
asking for the schematics to your technology, just a tally of it and its
abilities so I can assess what’s been going on,” he said, looking first at the
Trinx, then the others, “and how seriously you’ve been dealing with it.”


“Our entire civilization has been devoted to stopping
these beasts,” the Trinx said, holding his anger in check. 


“Then my request should be fairly simple. Are you
interested in stopping this one, or playing games with me?”


“We will pursue any chance of stopping the Hamoriti.
But so far all you have done is talk.”


“He has knowledge that he otherwise should not,” the
Yisv disagreed. “I do not doubt his claims. We will gladly provide you with the
information you requested. But I do have a question. Do you know the origin of
the Hamoriti?”


“Yes.”


“Where did they come from? You mentioned they were
created? How?”


“They are alterations, massive alterations, to
creatures that inhabit the deep core of the galaxy. A wayward one was captured
and experimented upon, then the Chixzon altered it to turn its offspring into weapons
they could use to crush their opponents. Each Uriti is unique, and the older
ones are far harder to control than the newer ones, thus I need to know which
one has been released.”


“And these Chixzon? What happened to them?”


“They were destroyed by a galactic uprising against
them.”


“The Ancients,” another race said reverently. “They
must have had numerous allies across the galaxy. That’s why we didn’t know of
the others.”


“No,” the cyborg differed. “The Ancients built this
prison, like the others. Yet there is no mention of it. That question is not
answered.”


“Were any of them destroyed?” the Yisv asked.


“We only know of two, early on, when the Chixzon sent
them against too strong of opponents out of arrogance. After that point they
deployed them more wisely. We do not have information of what happened to the
Uriti after their civilization fell.”


“So there could be 116 left in the galaxy?” a
shape-shifting lump of mass asked as its head rippled with distortion. 


“Possibly.”


“And you haven’t sought to find them?”


“We had no idea even one was still out there, let
alone where to look.”


“Where did you recover the knowledge of the Chixzon?”
the Sety asked.


Riley gave him a mocking stare. “That’s something
we’re going to keep to ourself.”


“That data cannot be allowed to die with you.”


“Who’s dying?”


“We must earn their trust,” the Yisv said viciously,
the animosity surviving the translation. “I suggest we each provide an
independent account of the Hamoriti to them while the aperture is being
revealed. If they know of the Hamoriti then they know of the danger they
possess. No sane being would engage one without the knowledge of how to
neutralize them, and from what the Sety have told us, this civilization is a
wise one.”


“Thank you,” Riley said, but he was looking at the
Sety when he said it.


“Please do not harm yourself,” the Yisv implored.
“Keep away from this one as far as necessary. But you will have access to it in
whatever form is needed short of compromising the god’s slumber.”


“Before we go down to the surface, the Li’vorkrachnika
are to leave it. I don’t want them around.”


“That can be arranged. Will their fleet in orbit be an
issue?”


“Make sure they don’t fire on or try to ram us. They
have a habit of doing that.”


“We will make sure nothing of the sort happens. They
rely on us for…compensation. They will not defy our orders. Nor could they gain
anything from such an assault given the strength of your fleet. An ambush on
the ground would be another matter, so you are right to request they be
removed. They are finalizing the last of the digging. Once it is complete they
will be withdrawn from the planet. I will make sure of it personally.”


“Adequate,” Riley said.


“Do you truly have a means to stop the Hamoriti?” the triped asked.


“Who are you?”


“We are the Dati.”


“Well, Dati, yes we do.”


“What can you do?”


“Give it orders. The complexity of which will be
determined by which Hamoriti it is, but at the least we should be able to
direct it to whatever system we wish and keep it from wrecking inhabited ones.”


“Whatever system you wish?” the Trinx asked ominously.


“They are weapons,” Riley pointed out. “And yes, we
could use them as such if we wanted, but if you study our history you’ll find
that we’re the safest people to hold the leash that you’re going to find. And
to be blunt about it, if we wanted, now that we know it’s here, we could wake
this one up remotely, so you don’t have a means of stopping us if we wanted to
unleash this one. We’re not going to do that, I only say this to make you
realize you have no leverage on us. Regardless of your tampering with the
Li’vorkrachnika, we do not want the Uriti running free and destroying worlds,
and we will do what we can to stop this problem before it gets any worse. On
that I give you my word. But there will be no sharing of control, so do not ask
about it. You’ve already shown that you are unscrupulous. We would not trust
you with such control, even if it were possible. And given the nature of the
technology required, I can assure you that it is not. The Chixzon were very
cautious about their control mechanism. You would not be able to use it.”


“How then can you?” the Yisv asked respectfully.


“That’s a secret for another time.”


“Then let us not delay. We will get you the data you
require,” the Yisv said with a nod, then cut its transmission. The others
followed suit, the Sety last of all, almost reluctantly.


What are you up
to, Paul?


Trying to hack
the lizard fleet comms and find what ship that
templar is on.


Any luck?


He’s not on the
dreadnaught. Best guess is one of their jumpships.


You going to
board it?


I’d like to, but
he’d kill himself before I could get to him. I’m going to try and hack whatever
information he might have with him.


I thought they’d
configured their comm systems to keep us out?


They keep
trying, but Thrawn gave me some information to help with that. It’s outdated,
but allowing me a little access that I’m trying to wiggle around with. If I’m
careful and lucky, I can get one of their cruisers to do the talking for me and
use their current codes to get access.


We could still
get a tissue sample off a dead body, if that’d help?


It would be
something, but I’m more interested in finding some links back to their coreward
territories. Nice work with those guys, by the way. 


Think I told
them too much?


No. But when
Nefron gets here we’re going to have to decide how much to let them know. These
guys aren’t dumb.


I’m not so sure
about the Sety. Why are they so damn annoying?


We’re starting
to challenge The Nexus, Davis thinks. I had a long talk with him about it
previously. We’re small compared to them, but several of their member races are
making inroads with us and the possibility of defections is unnerving them.


So they’d prefer
to throw their weight around?


And keeping us
out of here under the guise of protecting this Uriti was the perfect excuse
with their buddies. We shut that down real quick and outstaged
them in a far greater way than they’d ever thought possible. How do you think
they’d feel?


Grateful, if
they’re really that committed to keeping these things from running amuck. 


I think we’ll
find out soon how dedicated they are, if each race files an independent report.
Good call on that. What did you make of that warning about telepathy?


I’m going to
find out myself. You stay up here in case I get fucked up. Not sure how well
our blocks will work against something of that magnitude.


Alright, but
play it safe. If this thing twitches the ranges might alter.


Recklessly safe,
as always, Riley joked, though the description was quite accurate.
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July 5, 3254


Unnamed System


(Uriti/Hamoriti
location)



 

Paul sat in his quarters reading through the files
that he’d acquired from the lizard ships. It’d taken some time, but he’d
eventually been able to work his way into their comm
system and hack into enough ship databases to find which one the templar was
on, then downloaded his full set of files before being detected and having a
hardware solution imposed on the tap. He’d managed to leave a ‘thank you’
message before the plug had been pulled, but as of now there was no way back
into the lizard fleet systems for they were only transmitted what amounted to
brief text messages between one another.


But he’d gotten what he needed. The templar was on one
of their cargo vessels that had been reworked from the inside out to become a
mobile fortress. It didn’t have additional weaponry, but was coated with so
much armor and packed with additional, often redundant gravity drives, that the
cargo carrying capacity had been reduced by 21%. From the exterior it looked
like all the others, but this was definitely intended to be his personal,
inconspicuous ride around the war zone.


Paul was sitting in a cushy chair that he hardly ever
used, but for the moment he had some reading to do and might as well sit here
to do it rather than standing in the command nexus or sitting at his terminal a
few meters away. He’d already skimmed the information previously, but this time
he was going to go through it line by line, in Li’vorkrachnika, and not rely on
the translation programs which could occasionally make a mistake.


The full plans and history of the deal with the Trinx
were spelled out, as well as the timetable for technology ‘payments.’ It galled
him that these bastards had been feeding them tech all this time, no matter
what their reasons. This wasn’t so much an emergency panic as it was a complete
disregard for the wellbeing of others. The Trinx and their allies were far
superior to the lizards and the payment schedule wasn’t going to have them
catching up in a very long time, and it seemed that so long as their priority,
being the Uriti, was met they didn’t give a damn what happened to everyone
else.


The threat of the Uriti was real and significant, but
Riley was right. After all these years the economies of these races could have
been regeared into production necessary to supply the
equipment they needed to combat the Uriti minions in sufficient numbers…but why
do that when they had a much cheaper and easier method of obtaining what they
needed? And with the lizards’ disregard for their own people they had an
unending supply of suicide-willing troops to trade away.


What was important now was that they got no more tech
from them. The next payment was due in two years…a modification to sensors that
would upgrade their range and response time. Following that could come a
specialized missile suited for ship to ship combat, then yet another shield
upgrade. On and on the list went, apparently hammered out long ago, and
extending some 5,483 years in length. After that they’d either have found a
solution to the problem or have to renegotiate another contract…but at that
time the lizards would be so damn strong it wouldn’t have mattered.


All of the lizards’ tech upgrades in recent years were
on this list…all of them. They hadn’t created a single improvement on their own
in all that time, or stolen one from someone else since the Kvash plasma
streamers. They were relying on the Trinx and this deal to feed them what they
needed. No wonder they wanted to play for time and stall Star Force’s advance.
The longer it took the more tech they’d get, so why push the issue with a
massive invasion of the ADZ?


All this time he’d wondered why the lizards were doing
what they were doing, and this little tidbit brought nearly everything into
crystal clarity. This deal was the cornerstone of their plans for galactic
conquest going forward, and it was no wonder they were punching the Skarrons in
the nose and literally daring them to come out and stomp on them. More than the
internal Skarron conflicts with their Consortium, it was the knowledge that
these upgrades were coming that was going to turn their seemingly suicidal
charge to their favor. 


When it looked like they were outmatched and going to
get the axe coming down on them soon enough, all they had to do was not cross
that line and hold onto the massive gains they’d made into Skarron territory
and digest them for a while until more upgrades kicked in, then before the
Skarrons realized what was happening they’d be pouring over their borders and a
lot harder to repel than they’d thought.


And even if the lizards were pushed back, as time went
on they’d get stronger and stronger and the war of attrition would swing in
their advantage. Damn them, this was so clever and devious that he was a bit
envious. Star Force was the main technological threat to them, so they pivoted
to attack the huge empire that was less of a challenge ship for ship.
Neutralize the more toxic one and let them chew away at one piece of your
territory while you knock off the much bigger one in a massive play for time. 


Paul was beginning to think the lizards now never
intended to come after Star Force, simply keeping them at bay with as many
sacrifices as necessary while they moved their capitol elsewhere and far away
from his encroaching invasion forces.


Unfortunately its location wasn’t in the ship’s
database, but a navigational map was. No other ship had one this filled out,
and while it didn’t give strength or population numbers, it did give the
location of every system the lizards currently held…or at least at the time
this ship’s map was updated.


They’d spread farther than either Star Force or the
Voku had estimated…including sending small startup colonies beyond their
contiguous borders and off into very distant regions to begin growing isolated
empires thousands of lightyears away. Those were noted as being very outdated,
with the most recent one being 22 years old, but two of them were actually behind
Star Force lines and beyond the Voku, out past what was referred to as the expanded
region, or even the backwater region which was dotted with map references and
little data whatsoever.


The lizards had leapfrogged it all and sent ships on
ahead to plant the seeds and begin growing new worlds far from Star Force’s
knowledge, far from the Skarrons and everyone else that knew about them.


Paul was going to make sure they sent some of their
own assets that deep on a lizard hunt. They couldn’t let these guys get another
foothold on a weak region where they’d have next to no resistance. At least
that’s what he assumed. Star Force didn’t have any information that far out and
there could be stronger factions, but if the lizards had set up camp and
expanded out to dozens of systems in each of the two ‘seeds’ then they hadn’t
attracted much attention yet and wouldn’t if they were smart about it.


No, Star Force had to go hunt them down and do it now
before they sent more seeds out even further away. It was curious though, how…


Paul’s question was answered a moment later when he
found a listing of trade routes the lizards were using, and all the seeds were
lined up on them. They weren’t sending these rogue civilizations out to operate
on their own, they still wanted command and control of them, thus
they were restricting them to lines of slow, but workable communication.


Maybe that was more paranoia on their part, for if
this was Star Force’s work he would have put the lizards into ships and told
them to run in every direction possible and find a nice quiet corner of the
galaxy to spread into then meet up in a few thousand years for a reunion and to
see who made it, then they could start consolidating power and taking over
everything in between.


That would be a nightmare, but then again they
couldn’t ship out the tech upgrades if they didn’t know where everybody was at
either. The lizards were taking a clever strategy here, and it was just via a
stroke of luck that Paul happened onto a lizard fleet that wasn’t running or
dying and that happened to contain a templar with his personal records.


But why weren’t the lizards running or fighting? They
thought they were protected by the other races? Or was this deal so important
to them that they were willing to see how this played out before deciding what
action to take.


But then maybe this had been discussed before. In the
records, the two systems that the lizards had devoted to the construction of
ships and the growth of troops to supply to the anti-Uriti alliance were
detailed as well as their agreement with the Trinx that those locations would
be protected against outside influence. That influence would most likely be
Star Force, so the Trinx and maybe these other races were already willing to
put themselves in between Paul’s advancing fleets and the lizards. 


How that would have played out he wasn’t sure. Would
the Trinx have talked or just bluffed? They didn’t have the numbers to fight
Star Force given their small territory no matter how advanced their tech was,
and Paul was fairly sure they weren’t all that far ahead of Star Force. Maybe
having gone down a different developmental tract, but in a fight he didn’t
think his drone fleet would be that badly outmatched ship to ship.


Would they have fought to protect the lizards? Of
course they would. They’re willing to sell out everyone else to get their
supply of disposable troops, so why wouldn’t they be willing to fight to
protect them?


But then, they’d be losing their own ships in the
process and they had to have at least an inkling how powerful Star Force was.
Maybe they were simply going to impose themselves in between the two sides and
make Star Force engage them. These records didn’t specify, but it was clear
that the Trinx were responsible for the protection of those two systems.


The other eight races weren’t even mentioned in most
of the records. It seemed they’d only emerged once this Uriti was discovered.
The Trinx had given them information about probably locations and
asked/demanded that they search for it as an addendum to their deal and to
insure that this one, if it existed, didn’t get free like the other had when
the lizards had stumbled onto it. There was no additional payment mentioned for
the search, so Paul assumed it had been an ultimatum.


But the lizards were still here and apparently
included in the search parties. That hadn’t been specified in the records, and
only a very small amount of information on the other 8 races were included, all
of which had been taken from comm intercepts and
observations. They hadn’t gone to the curtesy of even introducing themselves.
The lizards were apparently the Trinx’s pet project,
and the big boys had come in to defend the system when the Uriti had been found
and were tolerating them by all by ignoring their presence.


That was probably why the Yisv didn’t think that
removing the lizards from the planet was a big deal. 


The templar here had been assigned to this search
project and had been down to the planet on numerous occasions, based off his
person notes which were structured as reports that would be sent back to the
other templars via courier ship. Too bad he wasn’t still going down, else Paul
might be able to snag him during transit. He had a feeling he’d be a little
hesitant to slit his own throat, but a stun pulse pumped into the hull of a kirby or slightly larger transport should be able to
disable everyone inside. No chance of that with a cruiser or any ship even
remotely that large.


Too bad Kara wasn’t here. She might have a chance of
sneaking onboard and grabbing him before anyone was the wiser. If she could he
wouldn’t give a damn about the Trinx or their buddies. He’d get to that ship
and extricate the bastard no matter how many drones he had to lose in the
process.


But would these allies fight to protect this lizard
fleet at all given Riley’s promise of a solution to their gigantic problem?
Maybe, maybe not. The lizards were still supplying the troops they needed and
so far, as had been stated, all Riley had given was a promise with no proof.


It was going to be some time before a ship got back
from Earth, and until then Paul was just going to have to burn time on workouts
in the sanctum and pilfering through the templar’s
records. There was a lot here, but a good chunk of it was mundane gibberish
that apparently was important within the templar ranks. He didn’t get the
feeling that they were a separate race within a race, but rather an elite group
of leaders that had as many numbers as was needed for their tasks…though they
did seem to be highly interactive with each other socially, which was the total
opposite of the mastermind interrelations, which didn’t exist at all.


Also in these records were the visuals of the other
Uriti that had broken free of its bonds and the lizards’ pathetic attempts to
destroy it. From those records they’d been able to confirm that it was Namishta, the 78th Uriti produced, and one that had been
lost well over a quarter of the distance around the galactic spiral. 


That suggested to Paul one of two things…either this
Uriti had traveled on its own after the Chixzon lost it, or those who had
captured it had moved it a great distance in order to hide its location. The
prison that it had been held within was a giant shell that the lizards had
breached, inside of which held the apparatus to keep sedate and feed the beast,
for starving it to death wasn’t an option. If it felt any pain, any sense of
emergency, or even the slightest physical stimulus it would begin to wake, so
the only way to keep it still was to keep it in pristine condition and the
shell-like prison was also a factory digging out material from the planetary
core to feed it indefinitely.


This prison facility was expected to be the same, but
the dimensions were different. Same construction but a different size, which
made sense, given that all of the Uriti were different size and form. The one
on the planet below had yet to be identified, but if spacing held uniform
within these prisons, Paul narrowed its identity down to some 23 Uriti, though
there would be no way of knowing for sure until someone went inside and got a
look at it, for sensor scans couldn’t penetrate the shell.


Paul and Riley had already discussed that, with the
other trailblazer insisting that he’d be the one to go have a look while Paul
stayed up here to do what was needed if his brother suffered some catastrophe
from being in such close proximity to that large of a telepathic presence.


Paul didn’t think that would be an issue if other
non-telepathic races could stand it, for his mind was far more
hardy. He guessed these Yisv were telepathy sensitive, meaning they
could see but not shut their ‘third eye’ to what was around them. Zen’zat
could, which was why Riley wasn’t too concerned.


But one of them had to stay up here just in case, and
after all, Paul was ‘The Admiral.’


Yet another example of why he occasionally hated that
nickname, because he really wanted to go down and see this thing in person.
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July 8, 3254


Unnamed System


(Uriti/Hamoriti
location)



 

Riley’s dropship landed him on a lizard-built pad over
the Uriti’s location, but none of the scaly green
bastards were around, either in vision or telepathic range. The massive
presence that was the buried beast was ever present now, but not as intense as
Riley had thought. He has having no difficulty whatsoever as he walked through
the atmospheric containment field and off the boarding ramp in his bright pink
armor along with a pair of flanking Knights that each stood a head taller than
him. They wore their bright white armor, bracketing him as they walked towards
the alien races waiting for them on the far side of the pad, inside a
breathable pocket of atmosphere.


As stated, the Yisv were not present, but the other
eight races were with numerous team members here and everywhere else to either
offer support or security, Riley wasn’t sure which, for a lot of them were
unarmed. Maybe they’d replaced the lizards in support functions, but then that
asked the question what exactly had the lizards built that needed to be
maintained?


The answer was nothing. Which meant that all these
people were either here sightseeing or they wanted to outnumber the Humans. 


“Welcome,” the cyborg representative in the small
group that met them offered, with his words being translated directly now that
they’d exchanged language files and Riley’s armor had been updated with all
native linguistics that these races possessed, including the Ancient language
that they typically used with each other. “The aperture is now open. The Oracle
is inside and waiting.”


“Let’s go,” Riley said, not wanting to stand around
and talk.


“Are you being adversely affected?” the Sety asked.


“Not yet. Just a big telepathic humming that is easy
enough to shut out.”


“If that changes let us know,” the Trinx added as it
turned and began walking into the entry cupola behind them. Once inside the
group was lowered down through the structure and into the caverns that had been
dug around the Uriti by the lizards. When Riley and the Knights came out they
found themselves on a large plaza with a huge red wall covered with a lattice
of structural supports that were keeping the ceiling from caving in on the
well-lit floor filled with various open air compartments that looked to be set
up for a mixture of research and supply.


“What does the color denote?” Riley asked.


“We do not know,” the cyborg answered. “Some are the
same, others different. There is no correlation that we have discovered. The
aperture is up there,” it said, pointing into the ceiling along the far right
section where there was a large staircase that wrapped around what looked like
another lift.


“How did they find this one?”


“There is a signal the Ancients left to locate them.
It requires close proximity, but overhead flights beaming the transmission down
into the surface revealed its approximate location. Digging efforts were then
undertaken, but the Li’vorkrachnika were not aware of the aperture’s location
until we revealed it to them. They began digging before we arrived, else we
would have tunneled straight to it.”


“You told them to wait?”


“Not specifically, but after they accidentally woke
the other one we wrongly assumed they wouldn’t be so reckless. Fortunately they
did not attempt to force entry, merely excavated this site to give us physical
access to the shell,” the cyborg explained as they walked. 


There was no further talking until they got to the
lift, whereupon the tanky Breti finally asked a
question as the extraneous members of their party stayed behind and only one of
each race entered along with Riley and his two Knights.


“How were these Chixzon overcome?”


“They had put too much faith in the Uriti. When they
were neutralized they were hunted down to their extinction and did not have
enough alternative means of waging war sufficient to ward off those they had
intimidated into submission.”


“They leveraged other races with the threat alone?”


“As I understand it, yes.”


“And your knowledge comes from their own records?”


“It does.”


“Which may have been altered.”


“As could those stored here,” Riley pointed out. “It
will be interesting to see how much overlaps.”


“Are you certain the Chixzon were fully destroyed?”


“Their records indicated it was only a matter of time.
They saw no way to avoid the deaths of every last one of them.”


“Could they not flee?” the short Dati
asked as the doors sealed and they began to rise.


“They were so despised they did not see that they had
anywhere to go, so they stuck together and held out as long as they could,” he
explained, not adding any information about their planned resurrection.


“The Ancients were destroyed in a similar manner.
Their records say that the effort to sedate the Hamoriti was too costly, and
that others rose up to deplace them in the
aftermath.”


“Are you sure they’re all gone?”


“We have searched for their remnants, living or otherwise,
and found nothing to indicate they still remain. We still held some hope, if
only that they would tell us how to recapture the beast.”


“I thought you said there were war records?”


“Most of those detail how to defeat the minions and
how to maintain the sedation. There is curiously nothing about the means used
to first administer the sedative. All of our attempts have failed miserably.”


“Maybe they had help.”


“Perhaps so,” the small triped
said as the doors opened and they walked out into a chamber of different make.
The lizard infrastructure transitioned into something else that was built
around the massive red wall before them that stretched out for the length of a
football field. 


“How many entrances are there?”


“We suspect 6, but we have been unable to confirm any
others. It requires visual inspection given the rock surrounding the structure.
The detail on the surface of the shell is very fine and easy to miss.”


“Do you have a key?”


“Of sorts. You have to enter a code that the Ancients
devised to test any potential interloper’s intelligence. It is not difficult,
but was designed to prevent anyone without sufficient understanding of the
threat from accidentally gaining entry and waking the beast.”


“And the lizards didn’t bother with the door the other
time?”


“No, they cut straight through not even realizing it
had one,” it said, gesturing towards the already open aperture that was flanked
by two of the Trinx’s combat machines. Riley stared
up at one of them, figuring it was almost too heavy to telepathically lift, but
should be easy enough to knock down without having to lay a finger on it.


“The Oracle awaits,” the Trinx said as it led the way
inside.


As soon as Riley stepped over the imperceptible gap
between structure and prison he must have passed through some sort of a
containment field, for the mental presence of the Uriti grew immensely
stronger. He staggered a step, but quickly regained his balance as two of the
others noticed his wobble.


“I’m alright. I just didn’t expect it to spike like
that.”


“What has happened?” the Domu
asked, spinning about on all four legs to look at him.


“The prison is containing some of its power. I’m
alright, I just had to filter out more than I was prepared for.”


“It will increase the closer you get in proximity to
it. Venture too close and your mind will no longer be your own,” the Sety
warned.


“And you all feel nothing?”


“We do not have telepathy,” the Trinx stated flatly.


“No, but it does have an effect on you. I can see it.
You don’t notice it?”


“What effect?”


“Paranoia.”


“Of course we fear it,” the Sety said.


“No, not fear. Paranoia. It’s amping up your angst,
whether by design or accident. Your minds are not immune to its telepathic
presence. I’m simply aware of it and can filter it out.”


“No telepath has come this far before,” the Trinx said
ominously. “They have all turned back in a panic, stating that closer exposure
would kill them.”


“If they’re sensitive enough and lack defensive
mechanisms it’s possible.”


“I assume you have them then? These defense mechanisms?”


“Yes.”


“If what he says is true, it explains several things,”
the cyborg stated. 


“Let us ask the Oracle then,” the Sety insisted,
walking forward without waiting for the others to follow.


Riley went with them, looking around at the
interesting architecture. This wasn’t industrial, rather it was made to house
guests, like a welcome center. That seemed odd, like it was an amusement park
or something, but he guessed the purpose of this place was to not only contain
the Uriti through physical means but by also teaching others of the threat and
how to contain it. 


Still, he wouldn’t have been surprised if he saw a
ticket booth pop up somewhere.


Eventually they came to what looked like a small
amphitheater with a holographic array at the center. On approach a tri-tipped
symbol flared to life and turned to face them and began speaking in the Ancient
language, though Riley had been told that it would adapt to whomever came here,
learning their new language in a remarkably short period of time.


“Welcome guests. You come with more questions?”


“We have a new guest,” the Sety said amicably, almost
reverently towards the hologram. “They have questions.”


Riley stepped forward, looking through his helmet at
the intricate hologram with his armor translating.


“Ask,” it bluntly suggested.


“Display the locations of all known Uriti.”


The hologram didn’t respond at first, then began to
speak without showing him a map. “Your terminology is unfamiliar. Do you refer
to the occupant of this facility?”


“Yes. You do not know what they were originally
called?”


“The Ancients classified the Hamoriti as they saw fit,
not having any data on their origination.”


“They are called Uriti,” Riley began to lecture.
“There were originally 118 created by a race called the Chixzon. How many are
currently contained within prisons such as this?”


“I cannot confirm your data. Knowledge of source
material references 7 original captures and three additions. The Ancients did
not know there were more than 7 that required capture, and well after the
sedation of the originals three more were discovered. The efforts to contain
them cost the Ancients much, but these three were also neutralized, one of
which rests here. It cannot be allowed to awaken under any circumstances.”


“Describe its telepathic presence.”


“The Hamoriti emits an immense telepathic signature
with varying effects subjected on those that come within various distances of
proximity to it. This range can be measured to determine the waking state of
the Hamoriti. At close range biological minds become frozen and enthralled.
Were the Hamoriti active it could bid them to do its will, but in this state
they simply become catatonic in a rigid state. Do not approach the Hamoriti.
Before you come within physical contact with it you will become entrapped. Any
attacks against the Hamoriti will begin to awaken it. Distance must be
maintained for both reasons.”


“How did the Ancients capture the Hamoriti?”


“By use of a chemical that sedates them to this day.
It must be produced and administered constantly. Large doses will render active
ones sedate.”


“How was the sedative delivered originally?”


“Undetermined. This facility was constructed after the
Hamoriti was sedated. All knowledge instilled is for the purpose of
containment. Release and recapture is not an option. The Hamoriti must not be
allowed to awake.”


“One already has. What do you advise?”


“This has been told to me. Deliverance of the chemical
will sedate the Hamoriti. I have supplied several delivery options. I have been
told none have been successful. No historical records exist concerning the method
the Ancients used. If the Ancients cannot be found, then there is no hope to
contain this Hamoriti. Attempts must be made, but there is no viable outcome if
the Hamoriti has fully wakened.”


“Why would the Ancients build you without knowledge of
how they conquered the Uriti?”


“The Ancients did not build me.”


That brought a reaction in the minds of the eight
alien minds around Riley, as if they hadn’t expected it to say that. 


“Who built you?”


“I am a construct of a collaboration of races
utilizing Ancient technology in their absence.”


“Did the Ancients give this collaboration of races
this Hamoriti in order to imprison it?”


“They did.”


“Where were the Ancients located?”


“That knowledge is not within my files.”


“What happened to the races that built this facility?”


“Their fate is unknown. Past creation of this facility
they did not interface with it.”


“Identify them.”


A slew of holographic aliens popped up around the
Oracle, resplendent with statistics that were written in a language that he
couldn’t read. But there was one race that stuck out to him while the others
were totally unfamiliar.


The Preema.


“How did these races utilize the Ancient technology
without understanding it?”


“The Ancients provided them with the necessary skills
and tools to construct this facility. Knowledge beyond this was not required.”


“Why was this collaboration required?”


“Unknown.”


“Has information on the Ancients been deliberately
withheld from your databanks?”


“It has.”


Another reaction from the Nine. Apparently no one had
thought to ask that question…or maybe this Oracle had significantly different
programming than the other ones they had access to.


“For what purpose?”


“Only knowledge relevant to the maintenance of this
facility and the continued sedation of the Hamoriti is of importance.”


“Oracle,” the Trinx said, interrupting almost
apologetically. “The others contained data concerning the fight against the
Hamoriti’s minions. There is a long and detailed war record of the Ancients and
how they defeated them. Do you not have this information?”


“I do not contain war records. I contain all necessary
information on the minions and their capabilities.”


“If there is no hope to stop them once awakened,”
Riley asked, “why contain information on the minions? Can they be spawned while
the Uriti sleeps?”


“They cannot. The information is within my files. I do
not know why it has been included other than to stall the advance if a Hamoriti
was ever released.”


“Is your programming the same as the other Oracles?”


“I have no knowledge of the other two Oracles beyond
their basic function and locations.”


“Do you know the locations of the original 7?”


“I do not.”


“Do you have compartmentalized programming?”


“Possibly. When analyzing recent events that seems to
be a theoretical possibility. However, if I do possess such restraints I was
not made aware of them.”


“Speculate.”


The Oracle processed for a good three seconds before
speaking again. “If the total number of Hamoriti was 118, then it is feasible
that different factions were tasked with their imprisonment. Regionality of those within my files suggest that others
may have been tasked with similar regional containment procedures. The release
of a single Hamoriti without the presence of the Ancients is catastrophic, but
safeguards may have been implemented so that the location of one set of
Hamoriti, if discovered by those who did not heed the danger, would not result
in the release of them all. This runs counter to the necessity to educate
guests about the dangers present and inform them of the other locations of
Hamoriti within this region, but it is possible.”


“What is the status of this Hamoriti?”


“Its condition is stable.
Planetary supply feed is stable. No anomalies to report in either since the
inception of the sedation.”


“Open the inner chamber.”


“I advise extreme caution. For what purpose do you
wish entry?”


“I need to test the telepathic intensity through
personal exposure.”


“I can provide all necessary data without such
exposure.”


“Show me data for telepathic races within proximity of
the Hamoriti.”


“Telepathic races cannot come within even local range
without adverse side effects.”


“Define ‘local range.’”


“Within this facility. The outer shell dampens the
effect on the planet, but within it telepaths will suffer catastrophic damage.”


“I am telepathic and I am not suffering damage. I need
to determine what threat the Hamoriti present to me by getting closer. Is the
inner chamber also shielded to reduce telepathic presence?”


“No. I cannot scan you through your armor. Please
remove it to confirm telepathic presence.”


Riley released his helmet, with it peeling back and
revealing his head. A holographic wand of light scanned his face three times
before retracting.


“Telepathic immunity confirmed. You are the first race
with sufficient resistance to enter this facility.”


“How many others have visited here prior to the most
recent opening of the entrance?”


“None since the commission date.”


“You were told it was not possible?”


“So my data suggests. Recent scans contradict this.
Permission to enter granted. I will scan you throughout the duration to update
my files. Such an immunity, even in limited fashion, is a new addition to the
combat lexicon in my files. Any new additions take priority. Please accompany
me,” the Oracle said, with his hologram disconnecting from the emission pillar
and floating out over the heads of the guests and towards an opening door on
the far wall that led to more of the catacombs that made up the outer rings of
the facility.
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Riley whistled, with the sound being eaten up by the
enormity of the cavern he’d just walked into. No echos,
just a very dull silence in the kilometers between the entrance and the Uriti
sleeping on the floor in the center. 


“Now that is one big mother fucker,” he whispered to
himself as the others stayed back at the entrance, including his two Knights,
as he walked slowly in towards the beast that would have made Godzilla look
like an ant. This one was pale yellow and had a giant wing draped over its side
crunching up on the ground, leaving only a bit of a snout visible from Riley’s
position. The wing didn’t look scrawny, and the trailblazer knew it didn’t
function like an actual wing, for this thing was too large and far too heavy to
actually fly that way.


He heard the sound of his footsteps and nothing else
as he continued to walk closer, being patient with this test and having a lot
of ground to cover to get close to the creature. Apparently none of the other
races had convinced the Oracle to give them access yet, so this was the first
time they were seeing it and due to an overabundance of caution they’d stated
they would not come any closer than the doorway.


“Oracle?”


“Yes,” the hologram said, suddenly appearing beside
him and matching his pace. 


“Is it responding to my presence?”


“Not at all. Why would you suspect it would?”


“My mind is not structured like others. If it is
trying to access it, it will fail.”


“Interesting. Your present scans do not show any
tampering, though I am certain that you are well within the rage of telepathic
sensitivity overload. Your immunity is indeed curious.”


“I can still feel it. A rhythmic hum. What would
happen if I tried to connect with it?”


“You could not damage it.”


“Would that wake it?”


“Uncertain. The Hamoriti responds to various stimuli
and begins to counteract the sedative with a state of alertness, but all noted
instances have been physical stimuli. No telepathic testing has ever been
done.”


“I thought you said there had been no incidents here.”


“I have been given knowledge from other sources. They
contain data on waking states of other Hamoriti without specifics identifying
them. It is necessary for me to insure this one does not wake. You no longer
need your translation program. I have successfully analyzed your language and
can replicate it at will,” the Oracle said, with its last sentence being spoken
in English.


Riley withdrew the little bit of helmet that had snaked up to cover his left ear. “That was quick.”


“Neural calibration and sample size allow for a quick
study. Your questions have given me enough of both to analyze, though degree of
accuracy will increase with time.”


“Has it moved since being placed in here?”


“Minor contractions and a partial roll, yes, but it
has not gained consciousness. Such stirrings are expected to maintain passive
rest. If one portion of its body stays in contact with the floor for too long a
period of time it instinctively adjusts. If not allowed to, it will cause an
internal discord that will result in its awakening. Thus the prison was
designed with no restraints. It can readjust as needed, and if it strays close
to one of the walls it can be repositioned slowly using a number of levitation
systems. You are beginning to show anomalies yourself.”


“Touch of a headache,” Riley confirmed. “I think it’s
the sheer telepathic pressure.”


“How long do you think you can persist?”


“This is nothing,” he said as he continued to walk and
the symbol floated beside him. 


“Is it too much to attempt to communicate under?”


“You want me to try?”


“I merely ask for confirmation of my current scans.”


“I could shout at it, but there’s probably too much
feedback for me to open up to it this close. My own range is further, but a lot
of Archons wouldn’t be able to transmit to it at this range.”


“The Hamoriti is incredibly sensitive to telepathic
signals. Assume greater range of reception.”


“How does something that big pay attention to things
that small?”


“I have studied it every moment since it arrived here.
Its mind is vast and complex, and continually resists the sedative. That is why
more must be applied continuously. If not, it will wake itself up. It is
incredibly resilient.”


“I’ve never seen anything this large aside from a
jumpship.”


“They are the largest known beings within the galaxy.”


Riley held his tongue on that one. The V’kit’no’sat
had found a few others larger than a Hadarak.


“What do you know of the Ancients? Is that their
actual name?”


“It is how I was programmed to refer to them.”


“Can you show me a picture of them?”


A second hologram appeared beside the Oracle, this one
of a slender biped that had arms that nearly touched the floor. 


“And they commissioned the other races to build you?”


“Yes.”


“Did the Ancients have any peers?”


“That information is not within my files.”


“Did they leave a message?”


“They left me to communicate with any that found the
Hamoriti.”


“Why was it not guarded? Why was it buried and left
unprotected?”


“Secrecy was paramount.”


“Why?”


“No one could be trusted with the knowledge of the
location.”


“What about those that built it?”


“They were destroyed when their ships flew into the
star of this system.”


Riley stopped walking. “Intentionally?”


“Secrecy must be maintained. The order was given by
those that constructed me, and I carried it out when they attempted to leave to
insure no ship could survive.”


“Did the workers know?”


“Most did not. Those loyal to the cause completed
their tasks then fulfilled their responsibilities by going to their deaths
willingly. Not all the crews chose to do so when they realized what was
happening, but they were unable to override my programming.”


“Why was it deemed necessary that they die?”


“They could not be trusted.”


“Why specifically?”


“There was fear that a race could extort others with a
threatened release of the Hamoriti.”


“And what about now?”


“Your races are new, and I am educating you as to the
dangers present. The politics of the past are no longer binding. The hiding of
the Hamoriti was designed to insure this.”


“By murdering the people that worked to build this
place?”


“A small price to pay, but a necessary one.”


“Did the order come from the Ancients or the races
they tasked with building this place?”


“Those tasked, but I believe the idea originated with
the Ancients. I was not supplied with data on that, but based off conversations
I observed and the complexity of the override program, I believe it could only
have come from them.”


“Was this method used to create the original 7
prisons?”


“I do not have that data.”


“Speculate.”


“If it was the Ancients who constructed the original 7
themselves, they may have spared their own workers, or they could have enforced
the same security measures.”


“This place is buried in rock. How was it covered
over?” Riley asked, beginning to walk again as he suppressed his growing anger
with these Ancients and focused on holding off his growing headache.


“Camouflage techniques were utilized to mimic
surrounding rock layers. It was synthesized after this facility was completed,
as were surface variations and vegetation. The later was hyper grown in
artificial chambers to generate the size of plants necessary to obscure the dig
site and not leave it with obvious new growth. Since then nature has taken its
course and concealed the site, though the vegetation no longer remains on the
planet.”


Riley ignored the Oracle, his eyes now on the small
mountain that was the Uriti before him as it got bigger and bigger the closer
he walked. “Is there any way this facility can be monitored remotely?”


“No. Any signal sent could betray its location.”


“Was this planet inhabited or claimed by any faction
when this facility was created?”


“No. It is located in a neutral zone.”


“Neutral zone?”


“One of many regions decimated by the Hamoriti and
agreed by the major powers not to be claimed by anyone else for a period of
years. The agreements varied in both length and terms, but it was deemed that
within one of these zones the secrecy of this location would be maintained by
the agreement without it being known that there was a secondary purpose.”


“This planet’s atmosphere is thin, but habitable for
some races. What if someone eventually colonized it?”


“This facility has been built with sensor dampening
material to prevent its detection via most traditional methods. It is also
deeper within the surface of the planet than most races will dig even if they
should place a city directly over top of the site. Eventual detection was
assumed, thus it is my task to educate those to the dangers presented not only
to this system but across the galaxy should this Hamoriti be released.”


Three steps later and Riley stumbled as another surge
of pressure on his mind caught him off guard.


“You have passed into the second aura of the Hamoriti.
Can you continue?”


“Define ‘second aura.’”


“It is the region where most races will begin to feel
physically ill. It takes place gradually, but there is a distinct range
limitation on the energy being produce.”


“Not telepathic?”


“Not entirely.”


Riley steadied himself and flushed a wave of energy
through his own body, ending with a few Jumat spurts out the small gap between
neck and armor. 


“Your condition has improved. What have you done?”


“Reinforced myself. And the effect is telepathic, but
my entire body is being doubled as a receiver. I’m counter pushing to
neutralize it,” he said, walking on. 


“Amazing redundancy,” the Oracle commented. “Your body
scan is impossible with your armor on, but what is occurring within your head
is remarkable. Sadly, even if we could replicate your abilities, it would be of
no value if this Hamoriti awakened, though research could prove fruitful
again.”


“Again?”


“The chemical sedative was derived from a naturally occurring
substance in a race that was wiped out by another Hamoriti. Some were
enthralled and given close proximity to the beast, but as they eventually died
out their bodies underwent a natural decomposition sequence that included the
creation and release of the chemical. Eventually the effect it had on the
Hamoriti, small as it was, was detected and the source derived. Had it not been
for that unique biology, the synthetic chemical would never have been
produced.”


“Same effect or better?”


“Far better. Once discovered, the chemical was
reworked to increase efficiency. There were latent structural inhibitors in the
molecule that were stripped out to create the purest form possible with the
least mass. The Ancients enhanced the natural chemical even before they fully
understood why it worked. After years of study, we still do not fully
understand the weakness.”


“What do you know?”


“It is a calming agent. Working like a chemical
information package that instructs the Hamoriti to become inactive. You spoke
of potential creators of the Hamoriti. Does your knowledge contain the method
they used to instruct them where to attack? My records indicate that the
attacks were not random.”


“I thought you said you didn’t have information
regarding the war?”


The Oracle was silent for a moment. “It is possible I
have been programmed to only reveal certain knowledge when it is necessary.
Your earlier statements regarding compartmentalized programming appear to be
valid.”


“Do you have the ability to kill the guests if they do
not heed the danger of the Hamoriti?”


“Yes.”


Riley raised an eyebrow. “Do the others know that?”


“They did not inquire.”


“Are you going to try to kill me?”


“You are far too valuable. The data I am gathering
from this experiment will need to be cataloged and analyzed.”


“Which can be done after I am dead,” Riley pointed
out.


“I have no need to kill you unless you threaten to
awake the Hamoriti…and your proximity to it is not yet provoking a response. Is
it true that you have a means to control it?”


Riley’s eyes were finally torn away from the beast and
he looked directly at the floating hologram. “How do you know about that?”


“I can monitor the activity in the cavern that was dug
around the entrance. The other races were discussing your arrival and your
claims to have a means to control the Hamoriti. Do you have such a means?”


“Yes we do. Though I am told its effectiveness depends
on which Hamoriti is in question. The older ones were more difficult to
control.”


“How so?”


“Each time one was created the control process was
refined and updated.”


“Then they do not reproduce on their own?”


“No.”


“Yet they have the internal mechanisms to do so.”


“They do?”


“Indeed. But no Hamoriti has ever been observed
reproducing. It is speculated that such things occur within a planet or star
where monitoring cannot be achieved.”


“Show me.”


Another hologram manifested itself, situated in front
of Riley’s eye line so that it overlaid the sleeping Hamoriti. A specific
internal area was highlighted, and immediately the trailblazer knew the Oracle
was in error.


“That is not a reproductive system.”


“All data suggests otherwise.”


“It creates something, but it isn’t another Uriti.”


“What then does it create?” the Oracle asked as Riley
rubbed his forehead with his armored fingertips. The headache was increasing
considerably and he was still a few kilometers away from the thing.


“Were any of the attacked systems not destroyed?”


“Every system attacked by a Hamoriti was either
destroyed or heavily damaged.”


“Were any ever captured?”


“Define ‘capture.’”


“Did the Uriti ever take a world away and keep it?”


“The Hamoriti are beasts of destruction. They have
never conquered a world in the traditional fashion.”


“That location within it has the ability to grow a
city to put on claimed worlds. It creates a large mass that it then deposits on
a planet. That mass then continues to grow into a city that the Chixzon can
inhabit when they arrive after the fact without need for massive construction
projects. No one was probably ever alive to see them do it.
The Uriti cannot reproduce. They have been engineered not to be able to.”


“How then are they produced?”


“By an even larger creature that they captured from
the deep core of the galaxy. They forced it to spawn, and its offspring were
heavily altered to become the living weapons the Chixzon wanted. That is why no
two Uriti look the same. Each is designed differently, as both weapon and
research specimen.”


“They were attempting new combinations with each
spawning?”


“Yes,” Riley said, cringing.


“The third aura draws near. It is where all others
have ceased functioning. Do you still want to proceed?”


“Give me a holographic field marking its location so I
can proceed carefully.”


In front of him a wall of glowing red energy appeared
and he walked up to it slowly. The edge was hazy, for it wasn’t a firm
boundary, and Riley stuck his arm through without feeling anything new. He
slowly moved his head in and felt a vice crunch down on his brain, but he
didn’t lose his ability to move. 


He took a few long, slow breaths and focused,
summoning his internal energy that was a mix of psionics and willpower and
pushed back with considerable effort, giving his mind a narrow window of
opportunity to align itself.


“Damn that’s heavy,” he told the Oracle. “I can’t hold
this effort indefinitely. Is there a fourth aura?”


“No, but there are point defenses. They will not
activate against slow moving objects, so you are not a threat so long as you
continue walking. The data I am getting from you is truly remarkable. There are
two types of energy surging through your body that I cannot even identify.”


“Glad to make your day,” he said, pushing through the
holographic wall and picking up his walking pace slightly, realizing he was on
the clock. “Any reaction from Bahamut there?”


“This Hamoriti’s name is Glaech.
Is Bahamut the name given to it by its creators?”


“No. It’s the name given to it by me…right now,” he
said with effort as he walked steadily towards the crunched wing resting on the
floor. 


“There is no need to proceed further. Maintaining this
position will give me all necessary data. The closer you get the further you
will be from the lesser impact zone, thus imperiling your escape should your
strength evaporate.”


“Noted,” Riley said as he continued onward, the Uriti
now a huge angled wall before him. He could see that the ‘skin’ of it was soft
as silk, visually speaking, but he knew from the records that it was harder
than any substance that Star Force could produce. It would bend, he knew, but
was a corovon-heavy substance that you could fire weapon after weapon into and
barely scratch…not to mention that the Uriti could heal itself if you did
scratch it, meaning it had renewable armor whereas a starship did not.


That and many other things about it impressed Riley,
but at the moment most of his focus was on defying its telepathic domination
through a mix of his Ikrid block and his own mental strength. Too much
pressure, even on a blocked mind, could physically burn out the components that
were sensitive to the signals…meaning that if this Uriti was awake, it could
kill Riley with a mere thought at this range.


Or just roll over and squash him.


Most people operated with minds that could be accessed
via telepathy, even if they weren’t overly sensitive to it, and Riley now
understood why telepaths didn’t want to get near this thing. Only someone whose
mind wasn’t telepathically sensitive at all wouldn’t be affected, and the
V’kit’no’sat had a long list of only 4 races that fit into that category…all of
whom they’d killed because of that fact.


Riley finally got to within a few meters of the Uriti
and looked straight up, seeing the ceiling beyond and the steeply angled wing
as it lay like a giant slide before him. Focusing on the moment, Riley
continued to resist the massive weight on his mind and use it like a training
session, getting a feel for its strength and his own before he was satisfied. 


“Will physical contact wake it?”


“Only damaging efforts. You are incapable of any such
thing.”


“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, but it’s good to
know,” he said, reaching out his armored hand and placing it against the pale
yellow wing and pushing slightly. It did not give under his pressure, feeling
like an incredibly solid glass structure.


“Coup counted,” he said for the benefit of the
universe, as if it were keeping score. He was tempted to take his glove off and
make physical contact, but if this thing’s skin was sensitive to his physical
Ikrid hacking, which he doubted, the feedback would probably kill him.


“Ok, I’ve seen enough,” he said, turning around and
walking a few steps before breaking into a jog with the Oracle keeping pace
effortlessly.


“Are you in danger of succumbing?”


“No, but I don’t want to linger here.”


“What is a coup?”


Riley smiled as he put his helmet back on, finding it
didn’t help one iota as he ran towards the boundary line of the third aura.

















 


 

10



 


 

November 25, 3254


Unnamed System


(Uriti/Hamoriti
location)



 

“There it is,” Nefron said on the bridge of the Warship-class jumpship he rode on. 


“I can’t feel anything,” the Archon mage standing next
to him said with a frown.


“It is very faint from this range,” he said as they
drifted lower into planetary orbit, having just come out of their microjump
deceleration, “but I know what to look for. Cardosan’s energy is greatly
reduced, but I can feel it even from here.”


“How do you know which one it is?”


“They all have a different telepathic signature,” the
Chixzon said as he saw the massive fleets arrayed in orbit…both Star Force and
the self-appointed planetary defenders, though the lizards were nowhere to be
seen. “This is Cardosan. Their 67th production.”


“Easy to control?”


“Easier than others, harder than some. The message
indicated that we were not to wake this one up, only to inspect it.”


“That’s what they want,” the Archon scoffed. “Do we
want to wake it up?”


“Not when there is another one already running
rampant. If they were all dormant, then yes, we would need to awaken one, but
there are things I can learn from the other without tampering with the sleep
this one is confined to.”


“How do they survive so long sleeping?”


“They are remarkably resilient. Had it not been for
the creation of the chemical sedative, the galaxy would not have been able to
stop them.”


“I thought two were destroyed.”


“Through mismanagement, yes. They can be killed, but
it is a great feat to do so. Time alone cannot kill them. They are immune to the
worse effects of stagnation.”


“Archon,” the ship’s captain interrupted. “The
trailblazers want Nefron taken to the surface immediately. They will meet him
at the Uriti site.”


The mage nodded and turned towards the bridge exit.
“Let’s go.”



 

Riley met the pair on the landing pad, monitoring the
reactions of the eight representatives with him as they saw Nefron walk off the
dropship along with the dark blue armored Archon after it landed directly in
the atmospheric pocket next to the cupola. There was no recognition, but there
was a great deal of trepidation. Nefron looked ghastly in an intimidating way,
and the effect didn’t lessen as he approached.


“About time you got here.”


“My apologies, Riley. It took some time to gather the
necessary materials. We assembled it enroute to save time.”


“You’re forgiven,” the Archon said sarcastically.
“Come on inside and meet Bahamut.”


“Bahamut?”


“I named him.”


“As you wish.”


“You don’t approve?”


“I am unfamiliar with that name.”


“Comes from a kickass video game series called Final
Fantasy. Look it up when you get some spare time.”


“Another of your antiquated classics?”


“You say that like you don’t care,” Riley said
deadpan.


“Call him what you wish.”


“Thank you,” the trailblazer said, gesturing to the
nearby races. “These are the guys that have taken up stewardship.”


“What is the Uriti’s
condition?” Nefron asked bluntly.


“Still sedate,” the cyborg said, sizing him up. “You
are an expert on the Uriti?”


“I am.”


“How do you intend to control them?”


“I have a transmitter that will send the necessary
control signals.”


“Untested?”


“It was built from the design of those who originally
used it. This particular one was just constructed.”


“You don’t intend to test it here?” the Sety asked.


“No, I do not.”


“Then what is it that you need to see?”


“What has been done to the Uriti.
It has been incapacitated by those that do not fully understand its function. I
do. I need to confirm its status and diagnose any unforeseen problems.”


“The Ancients have successfully kept these beasts in
check since their capture. Their systems function perfectly if not disturbed,”
the cyborg stated evenly.


“I need to confirm that.”


“What do you fear?” the Trinx asked.


“Many things, but I am hoping all is well.”


“Be specific,” he reiterated, standing between Nefron
and the lift that would take them down into the planet.


“They can communicate with each other. If the other
gets close enough, it may be able to wake this one. I need to see just how
sedate Cardosan is.”


Riley coughed.


“I said you can call it what you want, not that I
would reciprocate.”


“Fair enough,” the Archon surrendered with a smile.


“You have studied the Chixzon intensely?” the
shapeshifter asked.


“I possess their knowledge.”


“Do you know why they created the Hamoriti?”


“To dominate the galaxy…no less.”


“They sought to destroy everything?”


“No, they sought to intimate. They destroyed only
those who would not submit, and to give visible examples to others so that they
would. They would rather rule by extortion than conquest.”


“Let’s take him inside,” the small Dati
suggested. “Perhaps he will have some more pertinent questions for the Oracle.”


“It’s locked us out of the Uriti chamber after I went
in,” Riley explained. “It doesn’t trust us enough to let us sightsee.”


“But it let you in earlier?” Nefron asked as they
stepped into the lift.


“It said it wanted to study my resistance to the
telepathic aura.”


“It is quite strong. How close did you get before you
had to turn back?”


Riley smiled. “I made it all the way.”


Nefron looked at him closely as the doors shut them in
and they began to descend. 


“It hurt,” he admitted. “A lot, but I was able to hold
it together long enough to get to it.”


“What did you do?”


“I touched it.”


“You touched it?” Nefron said quizzically, then a
surge of worry ran through him.


“No, I didn’t connect to it. Figured that might kill
me before I knew what was happening.”


“You probably couldn’t get through its armor anyway. The
Chixzon could never get within touching range of them. They had to craft them
from afar.”


“They made them so dangerous even they could not touch
them?” the Sety asked.


“Their power was craved, thus safety requirements were
not considered relevant. They were never meant to cohabitate systems. They
would be kept outside Chixzon worlds and released into target populations. They
did not trust them anywhere near their own colonies, but they did utilize their
minions for defensive purposes.”


“Are you feeling alright?” the mage asked.


“I will be able to sustain its presence so long as I
do not come within 3 kilometers. I may be able to sustain outside of 2, but I
do not want to test that theory. Already my mind is numb from the
reverberations.”


“You are telepathic?” the cyborg asked.


“I am,” he said, standing next to the Archons with the
other races keeping a little space between themselves and his black, rock-like
armored body and his dangling spear-like limbs that were bracketing his head.


“What is your position within Star Force?” the Sety
asked.


“He is a Chixzon specialist, as well as one of our
leading geneticists,” Riley answered when Nefron telepathically deferred, not
wanting to say something to give away the secret the trailblazers wanted hidden
from The Nine.


“What is the range on this transmitter?” the cyborg
asked after a moment of silence.


“It will not reach between star systems, but will
reach everywhere inside one. Intensity will increase as the range shortens, and
how much is required depends on which Uriti you are dealing with and what its
current state is. During combat they do not listen well.”


Another silence followed, then the lift doors opened
and they walked out beginning their hike across the hollowed out chasm with the
red shell of the Ancient Hamoriti prison visible the moment they stepped out.
They got halfway to the aperture lift when weaponsfire sounded up at the
aperture along with several flashes in the otherwise dark upper reaches where
the small lit platform resided.


“What are they firing at?” the Trinx asked quickly,
accessing a wristbound communicator and retrieving
information. Several other representatives did likewise, but it was the cyborg
that answered first.


“The internal defenses have activated. Our guards are
being driven out of the shell.”


“What caused this?” the Sety demanded.


Riley groaned. “Come on, Nefron. I’ll get you in even
if I have to bust the door down myself.”


“The internal defenses are not to be trifled with,”
the Trinx warned.


“Neither am I,” the trailblazer said as he, the mage,
and Nefron began running ahead of the representatives. When they got to the
base of the lift it wasn’t accessible, already halfway up and coming down, so
the trio hit the stairs and began climbing the height the slow way. The
representatives assembled a slew of personnel and came up the lift a bit behind
the Star Force personnel that were standing on the edge of the platform and
blocking lightning flashes being emitted from the perimeter of the aperture
that had since closed.


Before the Trinx could order his pair of vassals
forward, the dark blue armored Human darted forward and opened fired on the
point where the lightning was coming from and covered it with blue plasma. That
didn’t stop the weaponsfire at all, and eventually another point sent a
lightning cascade towards him. His shields took the brunt of the attack, but
his weapon was also hit and it exploded, knocking him backwards and onto the platform
while most of the lightning attacks were still being directed at Riley who held
position in front of Nefron and was blocking for him.


The mage got up and sprinted to the door, ducking
under the point where the lightning was coming from and seeing if he could draw
a shot at extreme close range. Either he couldn’t or the Ancient facility
didn’t see him as the most valuable target, so he took his advantage and
focused his Pefbar inside the wall…then began telekinetically twisting the
parts to the lightning weapon until something popped and the weaponsfire from
that point ceased.


Three more suddenly appeared around the aperture and
shot him, getting through his shields and melting streaks across his armor. A
split second later he was dragged backwards across the platform by the
trailblazer’s telekinetic grasp as Riley sprinted forward, swapping places with
the mage who got to his feet and stood up in front of Nefron while deploying a
bioshield to cover the gaps between arms and legs where his armor would not
block. 


Two mechanical soldiers passed him by as the Trinx
sent his vassals up past the charred remains of the previous ones that were
lying scattered on the platform.


“Enough of this,” Nefron said with a snarl, running
out from behind the mage and taking temporary cover behind one of the vassals.
It blocked one lightning blast as Riley got to the wall and took out another
weapons battery with his telekinesis, then two more new ones opened fire and
zapped him with four shots in total, with his bioshields adding enough
resistance to his mechanical ones to keep him in the game as he disabled
another one.


Nefron ran around the much taller combat machine as it
opened fire on one spot, catching a lightning blast in biologically armored
chest and feeling the pain…but he did not fall. He yelled in a fury, catching
two more lightning blasts that partially absorbed into his body. As he covered
the last few meters to the wall six more lightning blasts hit him, ignoring
Riley briefly as they focused all their available firepower on him.


He dropped to a knee as the energy rippled across his
body, then he willed himself to stand up and surged forward with his eyes and
his spike mandibles sparking into a luminous green.


When he got to the wall he jabbed one of them directly
into the firing point of a weapon that was discharging. The lightning arcs
covered him, but as soon as the glowing green tip of his biological spear sank
into the armored wall the energy ceased. Another fired from his left, but the
mage came up and interposed himself and took half the attack before Nefron
shoved him aside and jabbed another glowing spike into it, repeating his attack
multiple times until he and the two Archons destroyed all of the point defense
weapons around the aperture.


Nefron groaned, then stood up straight and flexed
before quickly punching his left fist into the red armored cocoon and
discharged all of the energy that he had absorbed.


The shockwave was so loud most of the people present
at the back of the platform were stunned, ears left ringing, and both Archons
were knocked down while Nefron alone remained standing. He couldn’t sustain
that much energy inside him for long, and the wall seemed the best place to get
rid of it. Had he hit the platform he might have injured or killed those standing
on it.


Where the red armor had been was now a three inch deep
smoking hole charred ashy grey, and as the chaotic fight suddenly transitioned
into panicked calm, he stood there with the representatives and their people
crawling out of the lift and the troops they were hiding behind, whether they
be vassals or armored version of their own races, and looking at him as the
green glow left his body and he returned to pure black.


Everyone took a deep breath, then finally the cyborgs
came forward, some six of them, and inspected the aperture, the damaged
weapons, and the shallow crater Nefron had blown into the wall.


“What triggered this?” they asked, looking to the
surviving guards that had fled the facility.


“We don’t know. It just started shooting us. There are
people still inside that were hit.”


“They are most likely dead,” the Trinx said, carefully
keeping one of the vassals between him and the aperture as more came up the
lift along with other personnel in a second batch. Apparently no one else liked
to take the stairs.


“How many more defenses are inside?” Nefron asked.


“Plenty,” Riley said, “but nothing I can’t handle.
They don’t have this armor on the inside.”


“We must regain access to speak to the Oracle,” the
shapeshifter said.


“I can get us in,” Nefron said, speaking to Riley and
ignoring the others.


“Go ahead. I’ll cover you.”


Nefron snarled and his deep black eyes glowed green
again along with his two spike mandibles that he thrust into the aperture door,
having to push hard to get them to cut through the material but it didn’t
resist him too much. Dragging the glowing tips down was slow, but eventually he
got two vertical lines cut then started on the top as the Trinx walked up
behind him.


“What are you?”


“Do you mind?” Riley asked flippantly. “He’s busy.”


Nefron ignored the Trinx, finishing his cut on the top
then doing likewise on the bottom before pulling back and tucking his mandibles
behind him as he put an armored shoulder into the heavy door plug and pushed it
inside, toppling it over only to receive a short yellow beam from an internal
weapons battery…but it never hit him, for Riley’s bioshield caught it as he
came in behind Nefron and quickly got out in front of him with the mage coming
through a split second later. The pair of Archons worked together to take down
the nearby defense turrets with a combination of psionics and the plasma
weapons they’d been carrying around on their armor racks. 


“Clear,” Riley called back, with a heavily armored
group of cyborgs coming in first, followed by the Trinx who looked at the
Humans in complaint.


“I can’t get my vassals inside. The gap is too small.”


“Then widen it. We’re not waiting.”


Nefron breathed in deeply. The aura of Cardosan was
much stronger now.


The holographic Oracle suddenly appeared before Riley,
staring at him accusingly.


“How dare you bring him here!”


Riley stared back at the glowing image through his
helmet, wishing it was real so he could vader it.


“Oh, so you do
recognize him,” he snipped.


“He is the creator of the Hamoriti. His presence here
threatens everything. He must be destroyed.”


“This one is a Chixzon?!” the Sety all but roared.


Nefron glanced at Riley. “Some quiet, please.”


The Archon took in a long breath himself, then the
hasty complaints and outbursts from the aliens behind him suddenly stopped as
all were frozen in place, including the Cyborgs, with only the vassals
unhindered but standing by passively with no orders to operate on.


“Take your time,” Riley said, mentally telling the
mage to handle security, for keeping this group suppressed was taking almost
all of his focus. “I’ve got them.”


Nefron turned his attention to the Oracle, taking a
step towards it with the image moving backwards reflexively despite the fact
that it could not be harmed.


“Oracle, I am not here to release this Uriti, but it
is within my power to do so from orbit if I so desire. You have no control
here, so I will ask questions and you will answer if you wish to keep Cardosan
dormant and fulfill your Ftrolee programming.”



 


 

www.aerkijyr.com



 

STAR FORCE Wiki





cover.jpeg
e o rEn e e e
=1 AR FURGE

,ba]—vamut»«ié






