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June 19, 2674


Unnamed System
(lizard Core)


Low Stellar
Orbit



 

The first few hundred H’kar battleships sat around the
incoming jumppoint, sniping the lizard cruisers throwing themselves at the
invaders before most of their insane number could get into plasma range. Their
destars had about six times the firing distance before the photon slurry
destabilized and disintegrated into small, spherical novas
of intense light, which would do damage on its own, but the nature of the
weapon gave it a medium range that still outdistanced the lizard weapons,
making for easy 1 or 2 shot kills against the cruisers as the H’kar covered for
more of their ships to enter the system.


This wasn’t a stealth entry, so the H’kar had their
active sensors scanning the moment the first ship arrived and they could see
the disposition of the nearest enemy fleets. The cruisers hitting them now were
merely the scattered elements closest to the star and were trying to disrupt or
poach the incoming ships, which the H’kar already in place were not allowing
them to do…but the mass of ships heading their way was an entirely different
matter.


They were moving towards them in the hundreds of
thousands, coming in from 5 different planets and various deep space positions
around the system. Those were delayed, for they didn’t have the gravity
intensity required for a standard microjump, but the ones coming directly off
the planets would be within weapons range before the whole H’kar fleet arrived,
thus it was up to Yren’s ship and the others already
on station to buy them the cover they needed.


Yren was one of the
battleships’ commanders and a seasoned veteran, having spent over 120 years in
his race’s navy and the past 6 years fighting in the raiding fleets along with
Star Force and their allies. He’d learned a great deal about fighting the H’kar’s arch nemesis from the Human commanders, but today
they were not involved. This was payback time and a strategic strike against
one of the Li’vorkrachnika’s strongholds, which Star Force scouts had finally
been able to locate. Now that they had a big target to hit the H’kar were going
to do what they did best and punch the enemy in the face, metaphorically
speaking.


But to do that they needed their full fleet, and Yren and the others had to hold position long enough for
the long jump convoy to arrive. With every minute that passed more warships
entered the system and strengthened their lines, increasing the destar fire
going out and picking off the enemy cruisers like the inconsequential gnats
they were, but at the same time the number of enemy ships was rising faster
than the reinforcements were coming in, meaning that Yren
had his work cut out for him.


Standing on the command deck of his ship the H’kar has
his four pointy legs inserted into small depressions in the floor to allow him
to stand firm while working the controls around him. His pod was a solitary
one, for the rest of the crew were located out of sight and sound while still on
the main floor, leaving his central compartment completely shut off from them
so that he could think clearly without any background distractions. His orders
to the crew were carried out remotely, with his six arms working the controls
in a mixed flurry of motion and moments of stillness as he studied the
battlefield around him and made adjustments to their tactics accordingly.


While the crew fought, flew, and made ready to repair
damage he was left to think and see clearly what was happening around them,
with his pitch black quartet of eyes tracking the bright streaks of destars as
they leapt out instantaneously to pierce the yellow/tan hulls of the enemy
ships. Mentally he was feeling out their numbers rather than counting and he
could already sense the tide shifting. There were more cruisers arriving than
they had destars to fire, meaning that the enemy was now getting some ships in
through the growing debris field and into firing range.


Yren’s ship was taking some
hits, minor as they were, and the only way the Li’vorkrachnika could get
through their Nexus-built shields was with sustained damage from a high number
of targets. That intensity wasn’t present yet, but the battleship commander
knew it was coming and the bloodbath that would result. He didn’t know if he’d
live out the day, but he was confident that the others would take down their
target…which was the giant shipyard ring circling the third planet.


Yren’s mental counter reset
as one of their behemoths arrived in a blur of braking motion and began to
reposition over to support the screening fleets, which were engaged in three
different positions. The massive vessel was fortunately coming to his,
increasing his odds of survival as more and more cruisers began chipping away
at his ship’s shields. Secondary defenses were firing back at them, but they
didn’t have the kill power of the destar conduit, meaning it would take time
for them to burn through the cruisers’ shields and hull armor before doing any
real damage. 


But the H’kar commander had learned in his time with
the raiding parties that he had to protect his main weapon, for the enemy liked
to target it specifically. To decrease the odds of them landing the pinpoint
plasma attacks necessary to knock it out prior to shield collapse, he had the
helm keep moving the ship around while about two thirds of the others merely held
position and fired on the enemies that came closest to them.


Yren knew they were old
school commanders who either hadn’t been part of the joint operations or those
who hadn’t learned from the mission reports coming back to the empire. Those
battleships that were maneuvering about were commanded by those who had, and
they were giving the enemy a constantly shifting formation to line up against,
adding a little bit of uncertainty as to where they should hit the hardest. 


He input a few more navigational commands, tapping
buttons and sending the orders off to others who would carry them out as he saw
one of the neighboring battleships turning back and retreating from the
lines…while its shields were still up. Yren knew that
would infuriate some of the other commanders but his group commander had spent
even more years fighting with Star Force than he had and wouldn’t condemn the
act as cowardice. The battleship in question had been getting picked on harder
than the rest and its shields were in danger of dropping, hence it was pulling
back to recharge them prior to reengaging in battle.


The old school H’kar philosophy would have had it sit
and continue firing and do as much damage as it could up until it was
destroyed, and as Yren watched he saw a portion of the
enemy fleet disengage from other vessels and go after it, intending to knock
its shields down whether the H’kar liked it or not.


Yren immediately gave new
firing orders, having his ship rotate around to port and target one of the
chasing cruisers. Several other battleships did as well, sniping some of the
pursuit as the retreating ship gained speed and pulled back towards the
jumpline. Yren let the rest of the cruisers go after
it, for more of the reinforcements were coming their way and adding to the sniping,
insuring that the weakened ship would get clear and have a chance to recharge
and come back into the fight at nearly full strength again.


That little maneuver alone had cost the enemy at least
15 cruisers, and it was small tweaks in strategy like that that had given the
raiding fleets such an impressive record. Yren almost
wished one of the Human warlords was here to guide this battle as they had done
many others, but this was the H’kar’s payback for
centuries of defeats that had amounted to trillions of deaths. That made it
more personal than the other battles he’d fought, though this one was also a
Nexus affair.


As the H’kar battle near the star continued to
escalate to the point where some of the chess pieces were beginning to
reposition away from the planets and head towards the fight, a second jumpline
on the other side of the star opened up and additional ships started pouring
in…but they weren’t H’kar, they were Gfatt. 


These didn’t stick around to fight, nor did they
transition over to assist the H’kar. They were here for one purpose and one
purpose only…and that was to get to the giant ring. The H’kar were the bait and
distraction, with the hammer blow going to come from the more technologically
advanced race.


They’d been planning this assault for the past 12
years after getting the intel from Star Force. Since
then other ring shipyards had been discovered in different systems, but this
one was the closest to the H’kar border and the others were much better
guarded. As it was this attack was not a system-conquering one, nor even a
battle to destroy the ships in orbit. There were too many for the H’kar and
Gfatt to take out and they knew it, but they’d finally assembled enough
strength from both their fleets to be able to deny the Li’vorkrachnika one of
their big prizes.


The hourglass-shaped Gfatt warships came in multiple
sizes, but all had the same basic design and tore through the out of place
defending fleets around the third planet when they began making microjumps in
to it immediately. A long trail of their warships stretched across the system
as the first few to arrive didn’t delay, knowing that their presence was going
to be detected immediately. As soon as they hit planetary orbit they went
straight for the nearest enemy warships and unleashed a torrent of Haxtrel
blasts at multiple targets simultaneously.


The light show was emanating from the narrow point of
the Gfatt ships and sending out squirt gun-like streaks of multi-colored light
that had a visible delay in hitting their targets, unlike the destars in the
H’kar fleet that traveled at the speed of light. The Haxtrel beams were matter
that had been broken down into subatomic particles and forced into an unnatural
state that had it recombining or breaking apart en route to the target, which
produced the light show.


Some beams were designed to produce particles or
energy bursts that would drain shields, while others were meant to rip apart
matter by destabilizing its molecular bonds with a switch out to the new
particles incoming. Still other beams had different functions, some working
like mini explosives on contact and others that compromised hull integrity by
altering the structure of it into something less robust. Last of all was a
white beam that was purely for cutting, structured much like a plasma stream
only much more exotically lethal.


The Gfatt were firing at the surrounding ships with
every Haxtrel they had whether it was the prime moment for it or not trying to
do as much damage as they could, for when the bulk of their ships arrived they
were going to ignore the defending fleet and go straight for the ring shipyard
regardless of how much damage they took in the process. 


The Li’vorkrachnika’s defending ships didn’t stand a
chance at first, but others nearby began to reposition and group up to come at
them…with several pairs and trios of the hourglasses moving off from their
rendezvous point to engage them before they could get clustered up to dangerous
levels. All the while the H’kar were taking the brunt of the attack in near the
star, with their fleet still yet to fully arrive.


If the enemy pulled back from that engagement to fight
the Gfatt then they’d signal the H’kar to jump into the planet to assist them
in making the run for the shipyard…if not the H’kar would fight and die as a
distraction while the Gfatt made their dive for the target. Either way the
shipyard was going down, it was just a matter of how many ships they’d lose in
the process. This was not going to be a clean victory and they knew going in
that it would be messy, but this was the first big target the Li’vorkrachnika
were known to have and the Nexus was going to take it from them one way or
another.


Once enough Gfatt ships arrived they sent a scattering
out as skirmishers while the bulk headed straight for the shipyard…with a huge
defense fleet standing in the way that included multiple invokers and even an
assault pillar, though the latter’s primary weapon would be next to useless
against moving targets…which is what the Gfatt were, for they didn’t stop to
engage the fleet, instead choosing to run right through it firing as they went
and counting on their superior shields to get them through the loose but
otherwise intimidating blockade.


They made sure to avoid the invokers’ energy arcs,
diverting around them like a school of fat fish evading a whale, then the Gfatt
ships decelerated hard just above the 12-mile wide ring and started firing blue
streaks down into it and disrupting its thin defense shields. As they did the
Li’vorkrachnika’s slower ships began to catch up to them, as did their plasma
weapons, but the Gfatt ignored all but the invokers, moving to keep out of
their attack range while maintaining fire on one piece of the ring. Additional
Gfatt ships entering planetary orbit followed the others in, making a long
river of continuously moving warships that the enemy attempted futilely to
disrupt.


They were weakening shields and doing hull damage in a
few cases, but they couldn’t prevent the Gfatt from getting to their target.
When they did arrive they were sitting ducks for the Li’vorkrachnika to shoot
at, but the attackers didn’t care and hammered away at the shipyard shields
until they finally dropped over a mile-wide segment. When that happened armageddon
unleashed and a slew of missiles raced down to the surface of the shipyard and
detonated in a continuous firecracker string that lasted over five minutes. 


When it finished and the debris clouds were
mushrooming out to the point where you could see through them again the Li’vorkrachnika
saw that the Gfatt ships had already moved down into the crater and were firing
all of their various colored Haxtrel beams at the surrounding structure, along
with sporadic big booms coming from their primary weapons. Those were the
equivalent of a Kamehameha being shot out from the narrow point in the
hourglasses, with the orb flying into the shipyard, melting its way inside,
then blasting out a huge new crater…after which there was a recharge period
before each Gfatt ship could fire the main weapon again, chipping out more of
the enormous shipyard.


Every ship that entered the initial large crater was
equipped with the Jakdems and were instructed to fire
them in very specific locations, as if each ship was a hungry beaver trying to
carve out a specific section of the giant tree trunk. The Gfatt expanded on the
crater enough to get the bulk of their ships inside, then they went laterally
no more and focused on cutting up and down from the crater, as well as on through
the center.


Not all of their ships could enter the breach point
initially, and those outside provided cover for the others, fighting the enemy
ships and even going after one of the invokers. Those engagements were meant to
delay and reduce the firepower the enemy was throwing at them, and even the
invoker attack was meant to scare it off and away from the cutting fleet, though
they had to sacrifice two of their ships in order to damage the chess piece
enough to make it withdraw.


The others firing on invoker let it go and pulled back
into the growing sphere of ships around the crater in the shipyard ring, with
more and more Gfatt entering the breach as it grew larger and adding their
‘chewing’ capability to it. Meanwhile the H’kar had their hands full, for the
enemy was not pulling back the forces they’d sent to hit it. Costly as it was,
their distraction was buying time and the Gfatt were burning through the ring
like a slow chainsaw blade, with numerous bits of debris being flung out that
added to the damage being done to the cruiser horde…with the Gfatt guiding several
of the larger pieces through their formation and launching them at the Li’vorkrachnika
like giant rocks thrown out of a slingshot thanks to their control beams. 


It took quite a while to carve all the way through the
12 mile wide ring, and then to expand that piercing hole all the way across it
up and down to completely sever the shipyard into two halves. By that time the
defending ships outside the breach had either gone in to help the others or had
been destroyed, leaving only a wedge of ships between the two thick
sidewalls…which put the Gfatt in a very bad place when the Li’vorkrachnika spammed
the opening with cruisers so thick you couldn’t even see the light of the star
through them.


But the two sidewalls also provided cover for the
Gfatt, who didn’t care how many enemy ships there were. They’d cut the giant
ring in half, but it was still in orbit and that amount of damage, massive as
it was, was minor compared to the sheer size of the thing. No, in order to kill
it they needed help…and that help was going to be gravity. 


Once the cut was made all the way through the Gfatt
ships snuggled up against the port sidewall, latched on with their control
beams…and pulled. Using all the grip and engine power they could apply without
ripping pieces off, they started to move the port piece down towards the
planet, leaving the other sitting in space where it had originally been. 


The Li’vorkrachnika immediately knew what the Gfatt
were doing and those in the shipyard increased the power to its gravity drives,
which augmented the slow orbit to keep the giant thing in space and locked to
the rotation of the planet below. That made it a tug of war between the two and
while the Gfatt fleet didn’t have nearly enough strength to pull the entire
ring down, for there were millions of gravity drives helping keep it suspended
above the surface, they didn’t need to pull all
of it down…just the end piece.


Several segments broke off as the Gfatt increased
their pull, with those ships flying out on momentum then back in again to latch
on as the Li’vorkrachnika fleet poured in around them now that the other
sidewall was no longer blocking their attacks. They hammered the Gfatt ships
that had their flat tops pressed near the shipyard and their flat undersides
taking the majority of the weaponsfire, protecting their inner choke points
with a wall of armor. That bought them more time as they slowly pulled the end
of the giant ring down, dragging the rest of the nearby station with it in a
very subtle bend that had hull plates warping, compressing, and cracking apart
down the length of it but the superstructure held together and kept the ring
intact.


Eventually the Gfatt brought the end piece all the way
down into the upper atmosphere, with the centrifugal force helping to maintain
its orbit diminishing with altitude. Soon it began falling fast but the Gfatt
didn’t let go for fear of it somehow being able to rise again. They rode it
down to within 10 miles of the surface before finally breaking free with their
surviving ships and running for orbit through the enemy fleets that now clogged
the atmosphere above. They fought as they ran, making numerous kills in the
process but losing many of their damaged own that weren’t strong enough to make
it through the gauntlet back up to even the most awkward jumppoints. 


A few of the Gfatt did make it and jumped out,
signaling the H’kar to do likewise. Meanwhile the end of the shipyard ring hit
the surface and its crumpling mass pulled the next closest section down with
it…and like a giant noodle running the entire circumference of the planet each
piece yanked down the part next to it, dropping a 12 mile thick ‘rope’ down to
the surface, crushing the orbital tethers underneath that were partially
keeping it erect as they were pulled sideways then snapped off in a domino-like
effect that the Gfatt didn’t wait around to see the finish of. They knew
physics would take care of the rest and burned hard for distance away from the
swarming enemy fleet that was even more out for blood now than they had been
before.


A fair number of Gfatt ships made it back to a stellar
jumppoint, but most did not, having been whittled down by inconsequential
plasma fire throughout the engagement only to have the pathetically weak enemy
cruisers make kills against the larger warships. They didn’t die in massive
explosions, but rather were picked apart when their engines failed and they
were left helpless. There was nothing their fellow ships could do, for now that
the objective had been accomplished and their fleet wrecked, it was every ship
for itself and they were running as fast as they could.


Yren’s battleship was one of
the lucky ones, surviving to the end of the engagement with only partial
gravity drive loss…but enough remained for the ship to make a slow jump away
from the system.


The same couldn’t be said for most of the others
desperately running away from the planet.
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October 13, 2674


Quixva System
(Skarron territory)


Quixstan



 

Morgan watched the reconnaissance reports coming in
from her bridge command chair along with the rest of the crew. The warship she
was commanding was sitting with six others in stellar orbit along with a
partial Voku conglomerate as transmissions were returning from a handful of
their scout ship ‘pieces’ that had gone on ahead to the one inhabited planet in
the system. They’d known it would only be a matter of time before the world
fell, and thanks to the Hycre’s tireless efforts to track enemy fleet movements
the trailblazer had been able to time their arrival accordingly.


The planet’s orbital paths were already overrun with
lizard ships, the naval battle having been previously fought and won, but the
surface action on the moderately developed Skarron world looked to still be in
its infancy. As she watched, Morgan could see multiple cruisers already in
atmosphere tangling with Skarron walkers and the Archon was tempted to sit back
and watch a bit, but they already had a prime opportunity as it was and she
didn’t feel like waiting for their luck to change.


The longer the fighting continued the less ships the
lizards would have, but Morgan’s fleet already outmatched the 794 cruisers and
two battleships in orbit…plus she wanted to hit their jumpships immediately,
and right now they were sitting in planetary orbit virtually by themselves
while the rest of the fleet was either in atmosphere or clustered into three
other holding groups. It looked like some of the jumpships were troop
transports as well, for they were already beginning to send small streams of
kirbies and larger dropships down to the surface.


The captain of the warship turned and gave her a
questioning glance, with Morgan nodding as she stood up and headed over to the
side room where the command nexus was located. They hadn’t known what to expect
initially for all they’d known was a lizard fleet was spotted in this general
area, but with the reconnaissance coming in telling her pretty much everything
she’d hoped this mission could avail it was time to get to work.


Stepping around the wall and into the nexus she contacted
the Voku and worked out the basic battle plan, which would have them going
after the jumpships while Morgan’s fleets deployed and engaged the cruisers.
The Voku were faster and better armed for their size, which meant they’d have
slightly better odds of hitting and disabling them before they were able to
jump out, but the troop transports sitting at the lowest altitude were all
Morgan’s.


Working out the best approach jumplines the
trailblazer began issuing orders to her warship and the others while setting a
countdown clock that she shared with the Voku, then all of them broke up and
made microjumps out to their preplanned positions. Morgan’s ship made a lazy
jump towards the planet then hard braked to come up short and outside both
lizard and Skarron sensor range, which was no small feat for a vessel of that
size. 


With the planet being the size of Morgan’s fist on the
holographic viewscreen, she waited until the
countdown clock passed their departure mark and the crew made their final
microjump, pulling on the planet’s gravity for most of its acceleration. The
fist-sized planet grew visibly larger until it filled the viewscreen,
with Morgan shifting over to a tactical view and the realtime camera images
moving to auxiliary positions around the edges of her little battle nook. 


Lizard contacts began popping up on the map
everywhere, slightly updated from the passive scans they’d just been monitoring
from range, as did the other Star Force jumpships as they all came in at once
along with the Voku, leaving little time for any of the enemy craft to
maneuver. Morgan signaled through the nexus for her jumpship to begin firing
immediately with its bloon launcher at one of the troop jumpships that was now
sitting a handful of kilometers in front of them while the Star Force carrier
dispersed its drones as quickly as possible. The little black bricks began
spewing out as the first glowing energy balls were launched, with the lizard
cruiser formations beginning to move to intercept.


The first of the energy-filled bloons splashed against
the transport’s hull, with it not even raising shields in time to block it. The
bluish/red orb spread out an IDF-saturated energy goo that clung to the ship
and isolated an area of it with the effect…and the placement hadn’t been
random, for within that region of the vessel was one of their gravity drives,
now currently disabled by the field and limiting their movement options. The
next one to hit was the same variety, and the next, with the Star Force warship
trying to pin the enemy jumpship in place while its drones came out.


They needn’t have bothered because the lizards were
taken completely off guard, thinking they’d just won control of the system from
the Skarrons. Star Force had never been known to operate this far away from the
ADZ, with them being past the ‘no-go’ line and on the coreward side of Achkor.
Also the precise jump in had given the lizards no warning, not to mention they
were still offloading kirbies full of ground troops.


The shields on the enemy jumpship finally raised, but
the goo was still inside them and would last more than a minute before it
depleted its charge. The hits that came next had the goo sticking to the
shields and accomplishing the same effect, though the bloon strikes that
followed were stopped by the barrier. 


Those were orange orbs containing mauler energy, which
savaged the shield strength and opened up gaping holes in the defense field for
the few drones that had already deployed to shoot through, landing Ta’lin’yi
columns against the hull in explosive fashion and trying to damage enough key
systems to disable the big thing. There were four other jumpships nearby, and
two of them began to bug out a few minutes after Morgan sprung her trap, though
they started getting peppered by cleansing beams in an attempt to knock out their
gravity drives directly as more and more drones got into the field.


It was a race to critically hit the big ships and one
that saw some losses. Three of the lizard ground troop transports managed to
jump out, but the others did not. Likewise the Voku made 16 jumpship kills, two
of which came at the star as they pursued them on their way out. The others had
successfully managed to flee the system, but a few of the stragglers were not
so lucky.


Meanwhile the lizards threw their warships against the
Star Force fleet, knowing they were outmatched and going to die but as always
trying to do as much damage as they could in the process. Even some of the
cruisers in atmosphere began to come up to assist, though most of them came too
late to do anything more than just make themselves easy kills. A pair of them
tried to make a kamikaze jump against Morgan’s jumpship, but the crew spotted
the lineup in time to deploy acceleration dampener shields. They didn’t
surround the entire ship, but rather put up a wall against one approach vector
that stretched out into a square column of invisible energy.


That energy acted like a crash bag, collapsing and
resisting the physical momentum and forcing a braking maneuver on the ships
that left them trying to push through the field with their gravity drives still
active less than a kilometer away from the hull. Weapons batteries all over the
jumpship opened up and tore the cruisers apart before they could push their way
through and lightly ram the ship, ending the threat in what would have been a facepalm
moment for the lizards had they still been alive.


If the ship’s crew hadn’t seen it coming it would have
been another matter entirely, or if the warship had been surrounded by an
assaulting fleet then they would have taken hull damage, for the power charge
flowing to the main shields had to be diverted to the ‘cushion’ in order to
inflate and reinforce the already existing capacitor charge. The sheer amount
of energy needed to stop physical momentum on that scale was staggering, which
was why it made for such a useful last ditch technique and any power reactor
that didn’t use at least arc elements didn’t stand a chance of providing enough
juice to pull off the defensive block.


As it was, to shield a vessel the size of a jumpship
with a sufficiently wide and deep wall of collapsible shield energy required
not only the output of the reactors, but a huge amount of energy prestored in a special capacitor…though rare moments like
this proved the engineering feat more than worth the over-burdensome design.


Once the threat was gone the power generators switched
back to reinforcing the decaying primary shield as a handful of enemy ships
were still taking potshots at it. Those vessels were eliminated from the
battlefield in a handful of minutes, leaving only a few other scattered
engagements still occurring in orbit away from Morgan’s group. 


She checked on them with a few mental prompts and
glances, pulling as much information directly into her mind as she saw with her
eyes. It was a technique that no newbie Archon could achieve, but one that
she’d grown accustomed to over time. Her mind acted like a part of the computer
system and she’d learned to receive information in the same way, with it
playing out in mind’s eye…or at least as much as she’d learned to handle.
Paul’s skill in this department was far beyond hers, though Bo had both of them
whipped with the sheer amount of information his Sav
allowed him to process.


The other fleets cleaned up shortly thereafter, with
the raid having been a smooth victory given that the lizard fleet had already
been heavily reduced in number given the previous battle with the Skarrons.
That was the moment of opportunity that Morgan had hoped to catch, but they
hadn’t come all this way out from the ADZ just to kill some lizard ships, for
there were plenty closer to home to go after had that been their aim.


This system was in the large region surrounding the fallen
Skarron capitol, and according to the Hycre the lizards were sweeping up the
systems in the area even as the Skarrons mounted a series of counteroffensives
in selective spots. The problem was there were too many systems and the lizards
were hitting most of them like a tidal wave with smaller fleets, knowing that the
Skarron colonies wouldn’t be getting reinforced from their capitol now that it
was no longer there.


That was literally handing the lizards a huge chunk of
territory on a silver platter given the widespread number of ships and
resources they were committing to take it. The Skarrons weren’t making it easy
on them, but systems like this one that weren’t of high population density or
importance were basically on their own now, with no hope of reinforcements
coming and the lizards knowing this. Rather than let them stand, the lizards
were hitting them fast and hard, deploying what forces they thought were
necessary to take them then starting their own colonies in their place.


But that also meant that they weren’t coming in with
overwhelming numbers, and while the Skarrons might not have been in a position
to reinforce this system Star Force and the Voku had been, making for a load of
easy kills given the lizard fleet’s weakened state. And now, without the mass
of troops on their destroyed/fled jumpships, their ground invasion was beyond
hopeless, even if there had been some cruisers remaining to deal with the
Skarron walkers…which there weren’t.


Once the naval battles were completed Morgan and the
Voku began searching the orbital rubble, not only from this small battle but
the larger Skarron/lizard one from the previous days, or weeks. They couldn’t
be sure when it happened but there were a lot of hulks left in orbit with some
of them beginning to degrade and fall towards the atmosphere. They intercepted
and moved them into safe orbits while searching the remains for survivors.
Those lizards they found they killed on the spot rather than let them slowly
starve or freeze to death, but it was the few Skarrons they found still alive
that they went to the bother of rescuing and taking prisoner.


Meanwhile the Voku sent a tiny piece of their
conglomerate back to the star where it made a jump towards a nearby system
where the rest of Morgan’s fleet was waiting. It would deliver the all-clear
message then return with the cargo ships, for the second half of this mission
was about to begin. 


Throughout her recent years Morgan had tasked herself
with recovering and rescuing as many Hobbits from their Skarron slavery as she
could manage, sometimes in ones and twos on solo missions and others in large
scale battles where, with a little nudging, she could get groups of them to
switch sides before they were destroyed. The reason she had brought this
raiding fleet out this far was because of the unique situation that it
presented…and the hopelessness of the reality that these Skarron worlds were
doomed to fall to the lizards without the necessary help that she knew they
wouldn’t be receiving.


Morgan didn’t care for the Skarrons much, but their
slave races were another matter. The jumpships the Voku were going back to pick
up were configured as personnel transports that she hoped would be filled with
new ‘rescues’ on the return trip to the ADZ, for this was the first of some 6
systems on her list that she was going to try and pick up recruits from, one
way or another.


Already there was a growing free Aronsic ward within
Star Force, and she even had a few of them with her onboard her warship to
assist in the negotiations on the planet, either by comm
or sneak missions to get a direct conversation with the Hobbits down there.
With their Skarron masters still in play it was going to be tricky getting to
them, and in this case they were probably going to have to assault the planet
for themselves and kill the Skarrons before any of their slaves would be able
to choose freedom.


But there were many cities on the planet, some with
more Hobbits than Skarrons, and Morgan begin looking at those as first choices
for invasion points all the while the Voku began making preparations for mech
drops to deal with the walkers the lizards hadn’t gotten around to destroying
yet…and there were still many. Morgan was in a conversation with the Voku about
coordinating cleansing beam fire on some of those walker targets when she got
an interrupting prompt from her captain.


It was flagged urgent, so she politely asked the Voku
commander to hold for a moment and opened the comm
line to the man sitting in the room only a few dozen meters away on the other
side of the wall.


“What is it?”


“I issued the standard offer for surrender as usual,
and we just got the Skarron reply. They’ve accepted.”


“What?!” Morgan asked, shocked. Star Force always
offered a surrender to their enemies, but only on some very rare or bizarre
occasions had the Skarrons ever accepted…and to this day the lizards never had.


“I just double checked with them, and they’re
surrendering. The entire planet is surrendering to us.”
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October 28, 2674


Quixva System
(Skarron territory)


Quixstan



 

Morgan rode a dropship down to the landing zone her
ground troops had just set up, still not believing that this was a legit
surrender. Her mind kept expecting an ambush or some form of deceit, but in the
couple of weeks it took for her troop ships to arrive the Skarrons had complied
with every edict she’d sent down. They’d sent their walkers out away from their
bases and abandoned them there, and their elites had removed their armor and
likewise piled it and all their handheld weapons up in large piles out in the
open.


They’d even begun relocating as specified, but it
didn’t feel right to Morgan. The Hobbits she could understand, and the
Engineers with them…but not the Skarrons. Never the less the surrender offer
was legit and she was going to keep them alive so long as they didn’t try
anything, but something deep down inside said that they would, though what it
would gain them at this point she didn’t know. She’d parted them from their
weapons and the few ships they had, including their fighters and even their
ground transports, so if they were going to do some sort of mischief how they
were going to accomplish it was beyond her.


When she finally landed on planet she brought with her
several Star Force Aronsic who’d previously switched sides, and through them
she began to get some answers. They knew the Skarron empire better than she did
and quickly put pressure to the points where needed, without rubbing it in the
Skarrons’ faces…on Morgan’s orders. 


It turned out that after the recent lizard invasion
and overall buttwhipping that Star Force and the Voku had just interrupted, the
Skarrons didn’t have the stomach for any further fighting. The recent invasion
had been the last gasp of their defiance, for it turned out that they knew
they’d been abandoned by the empire along with a lot of other systems in the
local region. With Skillion gone, the regional
capitol that directly fed and controlled this region, there was no longer any
oversight. This world and the others were categorized as losses, with any fleets
coming in from other regions going straight towards vengeance rather than
reinforcement.


If the abandoned systems were going to survive they
were going to have to do it on their own merits, and if they could, then some
day they might reunite with the rest of the empire, but the writing on the wall
said otherwise and the Skarrons here had already known their time was near even
before the lizards arrived. With Star Force and the Voku showing up to kill
their mutual enemy then offer a surrender option that would keep them alive
rather than being wiped out by the new arrivals, they’d decided to take it…given
that they didn’t have any warships left to fight with and the number of walkers
remaining on the planet would be insufficient to stop the orbit bombardment
that they knew would be forthcoming.


Already abandoned by their empire, the Skarrons made
the choice to officially cut ties and not fight to the death. It wasn’t a
matter of them being disloyal, but in not having any options left. Star Force
had offered them one and they took it, simple as that.


Morgan still wasn’t totally convinced and kept her
troops operating on a tight lockdown and constant patrols, with her doing her
own little snoop recon on occasions…but there was no misbehavior to be found.
There were many Skarrons who didn’t like being taken prisoner, but just as many
who were mentally subdued, clearly having given up any resistance. Both
complied with orders, and Morgan made sure her people paid them a certain
amount of respect and didn’t needle them. If she wanted to try and provoke a
reaction she’d do it herself.


Slowly the transports came down from orbit, having
disconnected from their carrier jumpships, and landed their massive hulks on
the surface. It took some reworking of the interior to accommodate the
Skarrons, for she’d been expecting Hobbits and maybe some Engineers, not the
larger race. This wasn’t their first evac though, so
the ships had been built with considerable flexibility and adjustments were eventually
made. The Skarrons were put into separate ships than their slave races, and
Morgan made sure that split was maintained from here on out so that the Hobbits
and Engineers would never have to see them again.


She kept expecting an individual or two to lose it and
go rogue, but none of them did. Once they saw that they were being treated well
there was no resistance at all and the now prison ships were loaded to the
brim, given that there were far more people being picked up than expected.
Morgan made sure they could fit them all in, despite the discomfort of the
close quarters, and confiscated a lot of the Skarron foodstuffs from their
cities to bolster their own supplies long enough to get the prisoners back to
the ADZ. She’d expected to hit several systems on this tour, but now that
wasn’t going to be an option.


Nor was keeping the planet, which the Skarrons had
expected them to do. According to the Star Force Aronsic, to whom the other
Hobbits had taken to immediately, when the surrender offer had come down they’d
expected this world to be annexed by either Star Force or the Voku, as had been
rumored to have happened on a few other worlds the Skarrons previously owned.
When word was spread around that they were leaving the planet uninhabited there
had been confusion as to why Star Force had even come in the first place.


The Star Force Aronsic had explained that it was to
rescue their kin. That didn’t get accepted at first, but as Morgan’s little
emissaries continued to talk and explain their own lives and how they’d come to
be in Star Force there was a shift in attitude and more than a bit of awe that
anyone would care enough to come get them, let alone fight to free them. 


The Engineers were indifferent, content to serve
whoever was in charge. Such had been their role since before they could remember,
and they simply switched from taking Skarron and Aronsic orders to taking Star
Force ones. They expected to be put to work when they returned to Star Force
space, trading one master for another, and no matter how many discussions the
Star Force Aronsic had with them they couldn’t shake them from this
self-assigned fate. 


The Skarrons refused to believe that Star Force had
come for the Aronsic, and Morgan didn’t spend much time worrying about what
they thought. They were being taken back as straight up prisoners, while the
Hobbits and Engineers were being treated a bit differently. They wouldn’t be
free upon arrival, but would have to earn their freedom and place within Star
Force, with a well-established procedure already in place for the Aronsic. 


It took a while for the fleet to get back to the ADZ,
with the Voku peeling off at Achkor and not returning with them, but eventually
Morgan brought them to an airless world in Beta Region known as Tartarus. It
was one of six planets in the system that Star Force inhabited, all of which
contained overseeing colonies for a number of wards that made up the bulk of
the system’s population.


Tartarus was not a ward planet, but a prison one.
Rather than keeping the individuals in isolation as typical prisons were, when
Star Force offered a surrender and enemy troops accepted they were treated with
a different status than ‘criminals.’ What they were was involuntary guests,
with Star Force building small cities for them to inhabit. Foodstuffs and other
materials were provided to maintain the population, with them making nothing
for themselves and being left more or less alone so long as they didn’t start
misbehaving with regards to the other prisoners.


This was by far the largest haul of Skarron prisoners
ever taken, with most of those already in possession having been captured
against their will at the very end of engagements where strays were being
hunted down. More often than not Skarrons and Hobbits would be stunned and
captured, though that no longer happened for the lizards, knowing how much of a
pain they were to keep prisoner, with most of them killing themselves as soon
as they saw there was nothing they could do to hurt Star Force.


The Skarrons were a bit different, and not just
because of their elephant-like size. While they weren’t agreeable prisoners, to
say the least, typically they didn’t offer up much trouble moving them around
and they didn’t try to commit suicide…nor did they have the claws to do so.
Previous prisoners held considerable animosity towards their captors but it was
more in the form of spite. They didn’t think they were still in the fight, and
acted more like prisoners than the active combatants that the lizards always
were.


This lot was even more subdued, given the fact that
they saw this as a way to stay alive rather than being captured against their
will. They had to be kept onboard their transports for several weeks after
arrival in order for appropriate accommodations to be made, for there weren’t
enough Skarron facilities to hold them all. The Hobbit facilities were much
more massive, given that they expected to bring a lot of them into the fold.
Those were located on a different planet and used as a holding/testing
facility. If they didn’t take to Star Force they’d eventually be relocated over
to Tartarus, while the ones who did would be added to the Aronsic ward that had
a colony in this system and several others. 


The Engineers were sent to Tartarus as well and held
as war prisoners along with the Skarrons, though in separate facilities. Those
also had to be enlarged, or rather other standby facilities had to be
reconfigured to hold them all. Each race had different requirements, and while
some were universal amongst similar body types there were usually little tweaks
that had to be made to get it right. Star Force didn’t ascribe to making
prisoners suffer in any way, they were simply denied their freedom and nothing
else, with no punitive philosophy involved. They’d been taken out of the
enemy’s arsenal, and that was what mattered most. 


It was true that Star Force was devoting a
considerable amount of resources to keep them fed and housed, but that was just
one of the responsibilities of a proper civilization. Others would execute
prisoners rather than spend resources on them, or put them to work as slave
labor…along with other nastiness that even involved eating them for some races.
Star Force was going to have none of that and dealt with races that did
harshly, so it was no wonder the Skarrons and their slave races entered Star Force
territory with some trepidation.


What they found was none of that. They were treated as
guests…strictly confined guests, but no shackles, subdermal tracking chips,
restrain or punishment collars, or surgical subduement.  The food wasn’t to their liking, for it was
Star Force produced, but they’d get used to it in time. The guards were
virtually never seen, leaving the Skarrons to live quietly alone with each
other and unaware of what was transpiring in the outside world. They were
completely cut off from their former empire, but then again they’d already been
when the lizard invasion had robbed them of their supply lines, so mentally it
wasn’t such a huge transition, though it did take some time to fully adjust to.


The Engineers adapted instantaneously, though they
quickly became bored and soon began asking for tasks to do when they weren’t
being used as slave labor as they’d expected. They really didn’t want to be
left with nothing to do, and that at least was something Star Force could
sympathize with. It wasn’t long before a training/work program was established
to allow them to both keep busy while helping to contribute to Star Force…and
in the process begin a long path to earning their freedom.


Freedom, however, wasn’t something that they desired.
They simply wanted to work, and given that their treatment by Star Force as
prisoners was better than their treatment by the Skarron empire
as ‘forced’ members, they didn’t want to leave. They kept to themselves and
their assignments, with an Archon and an Administrator being assigned to begin
developing a place for them in their empire as a ward, soon to begin filling
with those that earned their way out of prisoner status…with a discrete mental
check to make sure they were on the level and not just playing nice so they
could get in a position to sabotage something else later.


The Skarrons’ mentality was completely different. They
were the masters of their own empire and weren’t interested in being anything
but that. These wanted to live, but identity wise they had no interest in
changing, let alone sides. Star Force was content with that, merely keeping
them contained and alive, but they weren’t going to subject all of them to that
fate and kept a route of ‘escape’ possible for those wanting more than to just
exist in captivity.


There were a fair number who fell into the escapist
category, which began with physical training missions. Once they learned to
train and follow orders they were moved into a third nearby facility, already
having been taken away from the areas when they first declared their intentions
to ‘rebel’ a bit further. The move was both for their own safety and to
mentally disconnect them from the others, into which they went from a group
system into the seclusion similar to a normal Star Force prison.


The difference with the third stage was that this was
a work assignment and when they made the second transition they were given
provisional status and a bit of access to the data grids, allowing them to
learn about Star Force and outside events. It was during this period that they
were discretely visited by an Archon or other psionic-capable Human that did a
check of their intentions, with about 2/3rds of those claiming to be working
towards a place in Star Force having no intention of helping their captors.
They were playing ‘friendly’ in order to get out, gather intelligence, or find
a way to sabotage something.


Those individuals were then dumped back into the
primary group with no word as to why, other than that they weren’t serious
about their commitment to working their way out of the prison. They were told
that they’d have another opportunity to begin again 6 months later, and in that
way Star Force enabled their prisoners to work their way to freedom without
running the risk of unwittingly creating an internal resistance group in the
process.


Not that there was a significant threat from that. The
ADZ was full of malcontents that Star Force had been dealing with for decades,
not to mention people in Axius and even Humans in the Core Region that were
anti-Star Force. They weren’t a real threat and were looked on as little more
than children playing make believe, but even if they were a threat Star Force
wouldn’t have condemned the Skarrons or others to permanent imprisonment. The
sovereignty of the individual wasn’t just a high flung concept that you
abandoned out of necessity, it was an acknowledgement that people didn’t get to
choose where they were born or into what civilization, and Star Force wasn’t
going to give up on anyone.


That, and Star Force had learned long ago that the
fakers couldn’t take a long string of training and would eventually crack and
eliminate themselves, leaving only those willing to work hard to earn their
place left behind to exit the prisons and take a place in Star Force.
Challenges were the best way to ferret out who was worthy and who wasn’t, but
when you needed answers more quickly an Archon mental probe was definitely the
way to go.


Morgan didn’t stick around to watch all this go down.
Once she delivered the prisoners and resupplied her ships she returned to
Achkor and picked up another Voku escort, then went back out hunting more
Hobbits on the Skarron worlds that had been cut off by the lizards razing the
regional capitol. 


Not all of them surrendered, in fact most didn’t. Some
hadn’t been visited by the lizards yet and Morgan had to conquer the planets in
order to get to the Hobbits, killing many in the process before they could be
convinced to surrender. Most of the Skarrons fought to the death, but like in Quixva there were some who didn’t see the point in further
resistance and accepted the surrender offer. Some were individual cities,
others military bases or even individual walkers. No full planets surrendered
until they were reduced to scraps, with Morgan not needing to make a one and
done campaign to head back with a full load of prisoners. 


One by one she went around to the weakened or under
attack systems, catching one in the very end of a lizard attack and only able
to rescue a few thousand individuals after her fleet kicked the crap out of the
invaders. The trailblazer made use of the transitional nightmare in the region,
picking up survivors where she could as the lizards methodically chewed apart
withering pieces of the Skarron supply lines and claiming the worlds for themselves
with infantile colonies, some of which she destroyed when she came across them for
good measure.


But even with several large Skarron fleets roaming the
region and hitting targets there were too many lizard startups to eliminate,
meaning that no matter how many big fights the Skarrons won the lizards were
taking territory…and with every year that passed those little seeds grew,
making them even harder to eliminate down the road up until the point where
they were no longer vulnerable and full-fledged strongholds.


The collapse of the region didn’t happen quickly,
taking decades to accomplish, but by the end of it all the former Skarron
border with Achkor would completely disappear, leaving nothing but lizard
colonies and the systems they chose not to take interest in, with the ADZ being
further swallowed up by the lizard advance.
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February 7, 2675


Gravis System
(beyond Protovic border)


Hampric



 

Paul watched from the command nexus onboard the Ma’kri
as the ship’s Ka’sevron cannons fired off their own projectiles along with the
nearby drone fleet’s rail gun rounds. All fell to the planet’s surface and the
small lizard colony there, with only one shield dome left to penetrate. The
rail guns were going there, but the Ka’sevron rounds were falling on one of the
exposed cities. 


The hollow rounds hit buildings and sunk through the
infrastructure, using their kinetic mass to punch through before the internal
energy cocktail reached overload. It never happened at exactly the same moment,
but within a few seconds of impact each of the imbedded rounds exploded from
within, creating far more damage than the rail gun slugs or even the cleansing
beams could manage. Right now those were pinpoint targeting lizard structures
in a number of exposed cities, while Paul was reserving the Ka’sevron rounds
for where he needed to level a given area.


They were also useful in naval warfare in select
circumstances, but because they wouldn’t detonate on contact they were
virtually useless against shields save for their kinetic value. If fired
against a warship with sufficient shields to hold up to the physical assault
the rounds would hit and either deform or deflect, sending them off into space
where they would then detonate with little or no secondary damage done to the
ship.


Then again if a ship’s shields were down and you
landed one inside their hull…pretty much instant confetti. Down side was their
casings weren’t quite strong enough to survive the pass through an invoker’s
energy arcs, but give the techs another 50 years or so and that little problem
would be remedied. Right now the Ka’sevron cannons were more useful in
assaulting larger enemy ships and stations, but like the rail guns they had
limited ammunition that had to be stored before charging. Once the charge was
set the round was ‘live’ and had to be fired, else it’d explode inside your own
ship.


That made for a volatile weapon, but in the right
hands and the right circumstances it was highly effective, such as at the
moment where each Ka’sevron round was saving some 100+ rail gun slugs with each
detonation within a shipyard facility that Paul was slagging on the surface.
There were two partially constructed cruisers there, and while the cleansing
beams could have cut them up at range, the Ka’sevron rounds made the job oh so
much easier.


At present only the Ma’kri had the weapons, and that
would remain the case, for the other weapon systems coming their way from techland would be implemented on the drone fleet and would
take them to a whole new level of badass. Those weren’t out of prototype stage
yet, so it’d been decided to give the Ma’kri some extra bang in the interim
with the Ka’sevron cannons…which otherwise would have been reserved for
specialized assault craft rather than the fleet standard. 


The Canderians also really liked the weapon system and
were implementing it large scale. To each their own, Paul knew, but useful as
it was now the weapon wasn’t going to fit in with their long term plans for the
mainline fleet, nor for Clan Saber. A few of the other Clans might dabble with
the Ka’sevrons, as they’d done with other weapons
that Star Force had built and subsequently decided not to use large scale, but
Saber and the mainline fleet were pretty much one and the same as far as tech
went, due in no small part to the fact that Paul was the primary architect in
both.


The planet that he was current chewing up was yet
another lizard expansion into the neutral zone around the ADZ, this one just
above the Protovic region on the border between Beta and Zeta Regions. No
matter how many Star Force killed, the lizards kept trying to sneak others in,
meaning that Paul and others had to keep mowing the grass or face an
overgrowth, with the lizards hoping they’d eventually grow tired or lax and
allow them to creep up on the fortified region.


But that wasn’t going to happen so long as the
trailblazers were in command. The lizards were used to rolling over rookies,
and they were anything but. These missions were tedious, and Paul had several
other systems he had to raze/check on, but it was necessary work, bloody as it
was. This one though had to be eradicated completely, for it was too close to
the ADZ to leave anything standing. That was why Paul was willing to waste the
Ka’sevron rounds, because he needed as many dead lizards as buildings before he
sent his ground troops down to clean up, literally. 


Not only would they be hunting down the surviving
lizards they would also be removing their infrastructure…and that was always
easier if it was rubble rather than just sliced up segments. Paul needed to
erase this colony from the neutral zone entirely and not leave anything
remaining for the lizards to return to. Had this planet been deeper into lizard
territory he’d have been content just to wreck it and force them to rebuild,
but unfortunately this one had to become a blood bath…which he never liked.


The demolition from orbit continued until the last
city was shieldless and devoid of anything looking
like a standing structure, after which Paul took a skeet down from the Ma’kri
and joined his ground troops as they scoured the rubble fields looking for
lizards…and finding many still alive, most of whom were moving around looking
for and setting up ambush locations. Paul flew over them, close enough to scan
with his Ikrid and spot potential traps, but eventually when the surface
survivors were taken care of he had to come down to ground and help the
infantry make their way underground.


Some of the subsurface infrastructure had been
pulverized by the Ka’sevron cannons, but a lot was too deep for them to hit,
meaning some nasty fighting was still underway for Paul wasn’t going to turn
the machines loose on the rubble with living people still in it…even if they
were enemies trying to kill them at every turn. He also wasn’t going to try to
take any prisoners this go around, knowing the futility of it, but he could at
least give the lizards a fighting death and saw to killing many of them himself
as he took point to ferret them out with his Ikrid.


Every last one fought viciously to the death, like
always, but in the end it didn’t matter. Star Force lost no personnel and only
a few aircraft/mechs in the ground combat, most of which was due to hidden
explosives. Weeks later, when Paul was sure the cities were clear, he had the ‘chewies’ brought down from orbit and turned them loose on
the rubble. The anti-grav platforms grasped pieces
with tentacle-like arms, scoops, nets, and several other contraptions, all of
which were designed to move it up and into compartments on the exterior that
would funnel the junk to interior factories that would mash it up into the
equivalent of dust.


That dust was then dumped back onto the ground, either
directly under the chewie or off to another location
via a boom, eventually leaving a dune field where the cities had been, or in
the case of the subterranean structures a massive pit filled with the sharp
sand. In other situations Star Force would have recycled that debris, but out
here on a planet they didn’t intend to retain possession of, this was as far as
they were willing to go. 


With the dunes marking the planet like scars Paul
eventually closed up shop and jumped to the next system on his list, but not
before swinging back into the ADZ to hook up with the grid and get caught up
with events, for these purging missions took a considerable amount of time.
With Protovic territory being the closest his Ma’kri swung by while the rest of
his fleet traveled to a standby point near the next target, which he would be
at with only a few days delay thanks to the superior gravity drives that the
newer Ma’kri possessed. 


But when Paul arrived and connected his ship to the
relay grid he didn’t jump back out immediately, for there was a flag on a
message that came from Roger. Knowing that he might need to respond to it he
kept the Ma’kri sitting in place rather than swinging back out to an exiting jumpline as he read the message regarding the Nexus
raid on a lizard core world.


Roger’s sentiments were dark and mirrored his own,
with Paul physically pounding the arm of his command chair as he read
them…drawing the attention of the ship captain and the rest of the bridge crew.


Paul ignored them and read on. According to the
reports the ring shipyard had successfully been destroyed, which was a huge
victory and would reduce lizard ship building production by a significant
fraction, but the H’kar had lost 73% of their fleet and the Gfatt had lost 88%
in the assault…and those weren’t drone warships. They had crews on all of them,
and their lives had just been sacrificed in order to achieve a strategic
victory. It wasn’t a last ditch effort to hurt the enemy or to save a planet.
This was a planned assault, undertaken by choice, and they’d just traded away
those people’s lives in order to knock out the lizard shipyard. 


From the way the H’kar report read, which they’d
translated and sent to Star Force as a FYI, they saw this as a huge victory and
payback for all the defeats they’d suffered in the past, and the Nexus saw it
as a key strategic victory. Neither faction saw it as anything but positive,
though there was a subnote that indicated that
hitting another ring in the near future wasn’t an option for lack of available
ships. 


Roger obviously had a problem with that, as did Paul
and Star Force in general, but the Nexus was completely oblivious to the horror
they’d just committed, trading away people’s lives as they had. Each one of
those deaths was a defeat, a loss, but like the lizards they just saw those
crews as replaceable assets rather than prizes to be safeguarded. They’d just
handed them to the enemy in what arguably was the biggest tower dive Paul had
ever read about. Even the V’kit’no’sat were never this sloppy, despite the
drastic lengths they sometimes went to achieve objectives.


The Nexus had sent those troops in without any
intention of them surviving. They simply wanted the shipyard dead and knew
their superior technology would allow the ships to survive long enough to
accomplish their objective if they went full bore against it and didn’t get
distracted with anything so trivial as defending
themselves. 


Paul pounded the armrest of his chair again, this time
standing up and walking around to the back of it and gripping the top of the
cushion with both hands in a stranglehold.


“What’s wrong?” the Captain asked, spinning around in
his own chair to face him.


“The Nexus has taken out a lizard ring in one of their
core worlds.”


The Captain’s eyes widened in surprise, then just as
quickly narrowed again in suspicion. “What’s the bad news?”


“They sacrificed almost all of a combined H’kar and
Gfatt fleet in order to do it…including several of the commanders we’ve been
training to avoid that kind of stupidity!” Paul finished with a half yell.


The Captain was silent for a moment, as was the bridge
crew, and he let the Archon have a moment before he spoke again, seeing that he
was clearly fuming. “How many?”


“18 million H’kar, and around 12 million Gfatt,” Paul
said, squeezing his eyes shut at the horrific numbers. Those were all soldiers
who had trained long and hard to develop their skills, serving their races for
years upon years…and now they were gone, not because the enemy had surprised
them or overwhelmed them, but because their leaders had decided to trade their
lives away in exchange for a damn shipyard. 


“No matter how powerful the Nexus is, they can’t
afford to lose that many ships.”


“No they can’t,” Paul agreed, “but it’s their typical
bluff. Hit the enemy hard and in place that really hurts them and hope they
back down or submit. We know that won’t happen with the lizards. The H’kar
should know that won’t happen with the lizards, they’ve been fighting them
longer than we have.”


“How vulnerable do you think this makes the H’kar?”


Paul shook his head. “I don’t know. If they expected
to lose the fleet then they should have more than enough to hold their
territory without them, but it’s going to seriously inhibit their ability to
push back on the creep advance. This was stupid no matter how you slice it, but
all they can see is the big prize they bagged.”


Another moment of silence followed before the Captain
spoke. 


“Do you need to go somewhere else?”


Paul sighed. “I want to beat the brains out of the
H’kar, but that’s already being handled by others. No, go ahead and get us
moving. We’ve got a mission list to complete.”


“Do you have all the data you need?”


“Yeah. I’m going to go through it more closely before
I send any messages, so there’s no need to wait. I’ll be in the sanctum hitting
something,” Paul said, spinning around and walking off the bridge.


“Get us to the Jaxvot
jumppoint,” the Captain told the helmsman after he’d left. “And be glad you
were born Human and not H’kar.”


“Very glad,” the helmsman muttered, plotting the
course and goosing the gravity drives enough to get them moving around stellar
orbit.



 

Taryn stood in the V’kit’no’sat pyramid watching as
the medtech took several of her Clan Croft adepts through the ‘genetic carwash’
and unlocked their 7 basic psionics from the ‘rust’ that had rendered them
dormant from so many generations of illicit Zen’zat breeding. Normally Taryn
wouldn’t have brought them here herself, but today was a special case.


As a brand new acolyte stepped out of the chamber
Ginsi stepped in, taking his place with Taryn throwing her a wink when their eyelines crossed. It had only been some 14 years ago when
the trainee had graduated from basic training and the trailblazer had luckily
been able to bring her into her Clan. Her scores had been impressive but not
groundbreaking going through basic and she’d been highly sought after, but even
Taryn had no idea what a monster she’d become after being ‘released’ from the
group training and allowed to fly free as all adepts did, more or less.


Previously Morgan had held the record of the quickest
elevation to acolyte, both in age and in years training. She’d been 74 at the
time and had spent 49 years after graduating from basic training, from which
Archons emerged at a variety of ages. That record had been eclipsed a few
decades ago by an Archon named Mathias-489220 who’d squeaked in at 48 years
training and an age of 110, with him being one of the ‘slower starters’ who
didn’t pass Archon testing during the last phases of the maturia training but
had volunteered to give it another go years later after some further
development (often along with a host of other tests) and found that he’d
improved to the point of trainee candidacy. 


Some of his physical skills were head of his
classmates, which some had argued gave him a head start, but Taryn had looked
up his scores at the time and while they were strong they weren’t record
setting. She and the others, Morgan not included, had pretty much agreed it was
time that someone had reached acolyte faster than the slow troll that most
Archons progressed through simply because the process had been so polished
since Taryn and the others had literally been making it up as they went along
the first time.


The Archon trials were a huge boost, as were the
various training methods and equipment that had been established, not to
mention the peerdom available within the Clans that gave you stronger trainer
partners to work with…all of which the trailblazers never had. That said, even
the ‘inferior’ Archons should have been reaching acolyte faster than they had
been, and when one finally beat Morgan’s training years mark it had generally
been accepted as something that had been very long overdue.


But Ginsi was totally different. She’d accomplished in
14 years what had taken Morgan 48, and she was only 41 years old. Her rapid rise
had caught the trailblazers’ attention, and even Davis was keeping a close
watch on her, prompting the discussion as to how fast Taryn and her classmates
would have leveled up if they’d been born into this generation and had all the
advantages afforded to trainees and adepts today.


Even when they had that discussion there was a lot of
doubt as to if they could have achieved what Ginsi had, so as Taryn watched her
get her psionics the trailblazer wondered what was laying in store for her in
the future…and knowing that nothing was automatic. Ginsi had been busting her
butt in training ever since graduation, but 14 years was a far cry from 600,
and there were some side bets going as to how long she could keep this up. Many
thought she’d plateau eventually, as many other Archons had, but so far Taryn
didn’t see it happening, though with the inclusion of psionics into the level
requirements there was no knowing how she’d progress.


On one level Taryn did resent her a bit, though that
was little more than competitive envy. She could snap her like a twig if she
needed to, but the look in Morgan’s eye whenever her name was mentioned was
more than worth it, for her fellow trailblazer didn’t like losing records, of
any kind, and had gradually worked her way back up to top Archon status after
being at a decided disadvantage to those who’d camped out in the advanced
training group while she was off on field missions.


But this was different, for she not only lost the
record but had it literally blown off the map. The trailblazers weren’t quite
sure what to make of her, and despite that fact that she was so young and weak
compared to them Taryn and the others looked at Ginsi like a little sister,
wondering just how long this hot streak would last and if she was truly in
their league…or perhaps even better.


Taryn didn’t know, for a big part of being a
trailblazer was figuring things out for yourself or with your peers and Ginsi
was having everything fed to her. That’s what the trailblazers had worked to
build, so weaker Archons could gain greater strength by following their example
and using training programs and drills refined to perfection before they were
even born. It was a very good thing, but there was a higher level for those who
managed to do it on their own, which left Ginsi in ambiguity as to what her
caliber was as far as Taryn and the others were concerned.


So they were in wait and see mode, with Taryn keeping
a very close eye on her little sister and fellow Clansmen heading forward.
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December 28, 2679


Pooovalla System
(H’kar territory)


Ratchniva



 

Gavra walked down one of the
long, curvy corridors that typically made up H’kar infrastructure, coming to a
dead end and stepping on the elevation pad that lowered him down to the next
level. The four-legged armored ‘crab’ walked on, finding another pad nearby and
moving down a second level, then another 8 until he came to a guard post with a
pair of fellow H’kar soldiers with weapons strapped to two of their six arms. 


He was known to them, so with a nod of recognition he
passed through the checkpoint and into one of the off limits areas of the
command complex where only a few high ranking H’kar were allowed to enter. There
he walked through a few more corridors, traveling from memory rather than the
navigational markings on the ceiling, until he came to the main receiving
chamber where a small assembly was ongoing.


The Royal halted their conversation the moment he saw Gavra, clicking a welcoming tone on his mandibles and
getting the crowd to part ways to allow the senior military commander access to
the central slot in the approach bank. The H’kar formerly standing there backed
away, leaving two other niches in the narrow, curved table occupied by
non-military personnel but otherwise high ranking officials with the H’kar.
They faced the Royal, situated inside the shallow arc of the approach bank and
surrounded by control boards and display screens/holos.


Gavra ignored them all,
along with the tidbits of conversation he had heard upon entry. Without a word
he began pressing buttons and accessing a secure file that even the Royal
didn’t have the access codes for, bringing up a map amendment that changed the
regional holo that was centered on Pooovalla and
showed the scattering of H’kar systems butting up against the Li’vorkrachnika
border.


When the update was applied, several new dots interspaced
between the H’kar systems changed color, indicating new acquisitions by their
enemy. None of the systems were previously H’kar owned, but it was clear that
they were failing in their Nexus mandate to control the local region.


“The situation
has worsened far more than we anticipated,” Gavra
said sternly, his respect for the Royal present in his tone but it not masking
his anger and frustration. “We wrongly
assumed the Li’vorkrachnika would strike back at one of our worlds in
retaliation for the strike on their core worlds. To be truthful we hoped they
would, for such an attack would be to our advantage by consolidating a large
percentage of their fleet into a single location for us to destroy in our
greatest place of strength.”


“The
Li’vorkrachnika have not been so stupid. They continue to strike us where we
are weak, but they are retaliating.
The number of expansions we’ve previously noted have increased by 23% since the
combined strike with the Gfatt, but the latest survey numbers indicate a much
larger increase…in the realm of 340%. They are devoting far more resources to
this region, all without any large fleet action. The loss of the majority of
our strike fleet had diminished our ability to hunt down and eliminate these
expansions, but do not mistake that as being the primary cause of this
onslaught. The enemy has increased its attention here, and we are unable to
stop them.”


The Royal remained passive, then held up one of its
pointy, fingerless arms. “Have we lost an
engagement?”


“No. The enemy
is not engaging us when they have the option to run. Those times when they
cannot they are doing what damage they can, targeting individual ships for
destruction. I’ve instructed our commanders to withdrawal those vessels in such
occasions, but we have lost a few when they stupidly chose to remain in
position. Each ship we lose is a defeat, but we have not lost a full battle
since the core world strike.”


“Then in what
danger are we?” the Royal asked obtusely.


“We are in
danger of allowing the enemy to grow to a level where they can threaten us.
Joining the Nexus advanced us considerably, but we are not safe. The Li’vorkrachnika
have not been beaten, and now that we’ve shown we can hit their core worlds
they are paying us more attention than before. It is only a matter of time
before we are isolated and surrounded,” he said, bringing up a specific
intelligence report that he’d only received 18 days ago.


“This is the
beginning of a trend, I fear,” Gavra said,
highlighting a neutral system on the starmap situated
in between two widely spaced H’kar worlds. “The
Li’vorkrachnika have placed a semi-permanent raiding fleet in the Kiltuum System. They are disrupting traffic, killing what
civilian ships they can, then running when our warships arrive. I believe they
will continue to do so, and we do not have the ships necessary to secure our
shipping lanes. If this continues we will either have to dedicate vessels to Kiltuum or reroute traffic flow. Either way is a win for
the enemy.”


“Assume they do
the same for 100 other systems, and tell me again how safe we are.”


The H’kar to Gavra’s left
bristled with the insult that the military commander was throwing the Royal’s
way. “Then it’s time to recall our ships
from the ADZ. We obviously need them to secure our own territory.”


Gavra made a click/clash
noise so violent that all the H’kar around him visibly shook with surprise.


“You have said
as much yourself,” the Royal reminded him calmly.


“I have been
stupid and unwilling to see the truth,” Gavra
admitted. “Recent events have forced my
vision to clear. We are making the same mistakes we made before, emboldened by
Nexus membership. Our methods saw us lose the first time, nearly to the point
of extinction before Samenra ordered the evacuation.
He was shamed and exiled for that decision later, but it saved our race. Had we
stood our ground and fought it out we would not be here today.”


“He was right to
do so,” the H’kar on Gavra’s right said
irreverently, “for it brought us into
contact with the Nexus.”


“But you still
speak of him with shame, as most of us do. We did not learn, and now that we
have superior technology to the enemy we have fallen back to using flawed
strategy, myself included. I however am learning to adapt…or at the very least
learning how to read a scorecard,” he said, bringing up another display,
this one with numerical tallies.


“This is the killcount for our fleets operating out of Star Force
territory. Compare with those here…”


“Those numbers
are being augmented…”


“No,” Gavra said, cutting off the H’kar to his left. “I have omitted partial ship kills. These are
those resulting only from our weaponry. Our fleets, when operating under Star
Force command, are destroying more enemy ships than those here, and the Star
Force warlords are keeping our fleets virtually untouched in the engagements. I
will not recall them when they are doing more damage to the enemy there than we
are doing here.”


“Our mandate
takes priority here.”


“The enemy is
the same, their ships do not belong to any one region. If we kill them here or
there it does not matter, only the number is relevant. Furthermore, the
performance rates of those crews who have participated in the raiding fleets
increases once they are cycled back into our standard forces. We are not only
killing Li’vorkrachnika in considerable numbers there, we are learning how to
fight them better. I will not recall those fleets, and I am here to recommend
we augment them.”


“If we are
already shorthanded,” the Royal said, beginning to think Gavra was going senile, “how can we spare anymore?”


“Our worlds are
secure for the moment, and we are losing the region regardless. We need to fuel
our successes, and right now those are only occurring in the raiding fleets.”


“We have a
mandate to acquit,” the H’kar senior diplomatic officer said, whose primary
duty was dealing with Nexus issues.


Gavra pivoted around,
shuffling his footpoints until he squarely faced the
H’kar on his left. “It is time we
acknowledge that we have failed in our mandate and move on.”


“We cannot!”


“It has already
occurred.”


“If we admit
failure,” the Royal interrupted, “we
run the risk of losing our Nexus membership. If that happens they will reclaim
the technology granted to us. Our civilization will be cannibalized.”


“That will not
happen, and I am not suggesting any political push. I am saying that we should
admit to ourselves that we have failed and stop trying to protect systems that
we cannot. We must focus on the long term while we still have the benefit of
strong worlds. The Li’vorkrachnika will take them eventually, this I can
promise you, if we do not alter our course.”


“You are talking
nonsense, Gavra,” the diplomatic officer said,
exchanging a questioning glance with the Royal. “No Nexus member world has ever fallen without an immediate and massive
reprisal from the other members. They are our insurance against the
Li’vorkrachnika. If we abandon our mandate we abandon them…and we will be
committing the equivalent of suicide.”


“Define
‘immediate?’” Gavra demanded, throwing the other
H’kar off balance with the simple question.


“You know the
battle history better than I do, I assume.”


“Yes I do, but I
no longer underestimate our enemy. We hit one of their most valuable worlds and
took away an equally valuable asset, one that no one, to my knowledge, has ever
touched before. And how do they respond? Calmly. They increase their efforts
here drastically, but with no overt moves. No big battles. In fact, they are
attacking less than before. Perhaps the resilience of our ships scared them,
but they do not quit. Instead they hit us where we are weak, where we cannot
defend.”


“I ask you this,”
he said, raising his voice and using it to verbally beat down the non-military
H’kar, “what happens if the enemy strikes
ALL of our worlds simultaneously, with enough numbers to destroy our
populations? They will undoubtedly lose their fleets in the process, such as we
did to kill their shipyard, but our people will be dead, our industry crippled,
and our defeat all but complete before even one ship from the other races
arrives to avenge us.”


“So I ask you
again, will their backup be immediate? Or is that just a comforting lie you
tell yourself to preserve this false security you cling to.”


“You speak of
fiction yourself,” the H’kar on his opposite side said. “They cannot launch such an attack of this
scale, not against all of our worlds.”


“Perhaps not
today, but they are growing. How long do we have until they reach that
numerical strength?”


The H’kar didn’t answer. He wasn’t convinced, but
didn’t have a retort handy.


“How does
increasing our fleet size in the ADZ help counter this possibility?” the
Royal asked.


“We cannot
defeat the Li’vorkrachnika,” Gavra said plainly,
his words essentially treason as far as H’kar philosophy was concerned. “But they are, slowly, in small parts. They
are holding their territory and slowly expanding it. The Li’vorkrachnika are
expanding faster, growing larger, but they are, for reasons I don’t fully
understand, unable or unwilling to topple Star Force and its allies, one of
whom I’m told has come from further away to specifically aid Star Force. An
ally that has, what is rumored to be, Nexus-level technology. For whatever
reason they value Star Force’s ability to stand against the enemy and are
assisting in their raiding fleets as well.”


“We would be
wise to do the same, and I for one will not risk the future of our race to
appease those who foolishly cling to the old ways. I admit, until recently I
was one of them, but through the strategic savvy of our enemy in recent days
and the lashings of my old master I have forced myself to reconsider many
things. I will not waste my time trying to do the same with you,” he said,
looking at those non-military personnel that ran most of the empire for the
Royals, “nor will I waste our limited
resources on strategies that the Li’vorkrachnika have proven time and again to
be impotent.”


“Are the other
commanders in agreement with your assessments?” the Royal asked, suspecting
otherwise.


“Most are not,”
Gavra admitted.


“Why then should
I sanction this ambiguous new strategy?”


Gavra stared back at the
Royal, this time with no respect. “To
keep the empire from fracturing.”


“Explain yourself,”
the Royal said, the first hint of anger in his voice.


“Most of the
other commanders are not in agreement, but a few are. More importantly I have
already sent orders to dispatch the appropriate ships to Star Force territory,
as have some of the others.”


“You have no
authority!” one of the H’kar standing behind the three in front of the Royal
shouted.


“I am in command,”
Gavra said forcefully, “and it is my mandate to protect our people. I will not fail in it, even
if I end up suffering the same fate as Samenra. And
there are others who are of similar mind.”


“But more
important that that is this,” he continued before anyone else could speak,
though there was considerable mandible clicking that he had to raise his voice
to talk over. “Vedja has come out of
retirement because he senses the danger we face, and the new ire we have
invoked in the Li’vorkrachnika with our strike on their shipyard.”


The clicks shifted in a heartbeat at the mention of
the legendary commander who almost singlehandedly had saved them from
destruction during the time just prior to Nexus membership. He was held in
great esteem, and his name alone gave weight to what Gavra
was saying, not to mention the fact that the commander had been one of Vedja’s primary students.


“Who authorized
his return to service?” the Royal asked, his tone uncertain as to which
side to take in this dangerous schism that was forming. If one of the other
Royals had done so he should have heard about it by now.


“I did,” Gavra said firmly. “And
my old master is already en route to our colony in Star Force territory.”


“Colony? It is
little more than an embassy,” the diplomatic officer said as the Royal
virtually blanched, though his exoskeleton wouldn’t allow for any color change.



“It will grow if
needed, for my Master has informed me that he intends to pursue this war bond
with Star Force regardless of Royal sanction. He has few years left in him, and
is willing to risk exile if it is necessary to save our race. I and a few
others are willing to follow him, so I submit that sanctioning this endeavor is
in the best interests of unity, for it is happening regardless of how many
stubborn traditions we have to trample in the process.”


“You are far
beyond your birthright,” the Royal warned. 


“I know. But my
mandate supersedes it, whether officially recognized or not.”


The Royal was silent for a long moment, but Gavra didn’t break his stare, underscoring that he was
fully committed to this. Others would be as well, with Vedja involved. 


“Why did you not
come to me with these concerns earlier?”


“I was stubborn
and did not want to admit the losing position that we are in.”


“And you believe
that we are showing the same stubbornness?”


“I recognize it
well.”


The Royal considered what Gavra
was saying, not from a military position but from a political one. Nexus
membership guaranteed the H’kar’s survival, so the
threat of their defeat was farcical. Their mandate to protect their allotted
region was not, and in that they were failing, though he’d never admit it
publically. The only risk came from a revocation of membership, but he was
aware that the Gfatt didn’t currently fault the H’kar for their inability to
stop the Li’vorkrachnika, though that could always change going forward.


Vedja, however, changed things. The old warrior was a
legend, and his involvement in this none too subtle treason made the Royal
wonder if there was a greater threat involved or if he also realized the risk
of a revocation of membership. Regardless, siding against him could very well
split the H’kar empire and even run the small risk of
triggering a civil war, not in a military sense, but by fracturing the
political bonds that held them together.


They were safe, the Royal reminded himself, so long as
the Nexus did not abandon them.


“If Vedja thinks
this is of merit, then let us not bicker. Keep what ships are necessary to
defend our worlds and maintain a semblance of our duty to the Nexus mandate,
then send as many others as you wish. We will fully support Vedja in this, and
hope that his genius leads to a second pivotal moment in our race’s history.”


Gavra didn’t say anything
further, nor did he gloat. He simply offered a small gesture of respect before
withdrawing, realizing he’d just won the political war and gained more than
he’d hoped. How the rest of the H’kar empire would
respond he didn’t know, but this region’s resources were going to the ADZ…as
many as he could spare, anyway. 
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May 31, 2680


Szequat System (Voku
territory)


Nergthen



 

When Cal-com arrived back at his race’s homeworld it
was with some displeasure. He had been summoned to return, but without any
notification as to why. The priority summons couldn’t be ignored, but it had
come during one of his planning sessions with Warlord Paul as they began
mapping out the reconquest of what had once been
Calavari territory. Such a task was a bold one, and Cal-com wasn’t convinced
that it could be done so quickly, but the pair worked so well together they
were laying out the difficulties and devising countermeasures in an attempt to
see just how far down the road their plans could become reality when the
summons had arrived.


He’d left immediately, with all apologies given to
Paul, and headed back across the long journey between the ADZ and Voku space.
During that time he wondered what would have been important enough to recall
him, and now that he’d finally arrived he still couldn’t deduce a valid reason.
Only two individuals had the authority to summon him back in such a manner, one
was the Brosika and the other the Letrifiv.


The Brosika was the Voku’s
chief of tranquility, tasked with maintaining the inner workings of their
civilization and hunting down problems before they began. With any interstellar
empire, let alone one the size that the Voku sported, divisions could easily
occur with the distances and communication lag, thus preserving a single
cultural identity was a huge necessity that could not be overstated. The
Brosika held the responsibility of holding the Voku together, not through
censorship or restraints, but through a gentle push or pull here or there
dictated by the tenants of wisdom.


The Letrifiv was the complete opposite and responsible
for the day to day running of the empire. It was the highest administratorial position and also the most difficult, with
an insane amount of data to process daily. Even with a support staff the
Letrifiv needed to know everything that was going on in order to insure that an
oversight didn’t leave a planet without enough foodstuffs for the coming year
or that the fuel supply wouldn’t exhaust itself leaving ships stranded
insystem. While local administrators accomplished a variety of tasks
independently, it was the Letrifiv that had to keep the empire’s priorities
fulfilled, and as such he was the most knowledgeable person in the empire when
it came to current events.


Both leaders held a slightly higher position within
Voku society than a Renimar, but they respected each other enough not to give
orders. The military was separate and the third part of the trinary that made
up Voku society, but technically the Letrifiv and Brosika were co-rulers…though
the term ‘ruler’ had a different meaning for the Voku, since they all served
the Elders’ will. 


The small conglomerate that brought Cal-com back home
passed through their orbital defense grids without delay, being allowed
immediate and priority access through the defense fleet screens, bypassing the Kastas, and coming into very low orbit where a tiny bit of
the conglomerate broke off and headed down into the thin atmosphere of the
planet with the Renimar onboard. It was allowed direct access to the Hall of
Majesty, which was the capitol within the capitol and the home of the Letrifiv
and Brosika, when the Brosika was insystem, for he was traveling almost
nonstop. 


When Cal-com’s ship landed he was escorted by an honor
guard into the sprawling complex that he had become well accustomed to since he
became a Renimar, though most of his duties kept him away, similar to the
Brosika. So it wasn’t a great surprise that he noticed the change in
architecture within the Hall of Majesty when they entered a particular wing.
Cal-com remained silent and simply observed, seeing more and more alterations
that appeared to be of extremely new construction, yet all were complete with
no signs of ongoing work.


Then when they turned a corner the size of the
architecture changed drastically, and the Renimar saw himself standing in a
foyer large enough for a starship to land in, and in fact he could see on the
distant roof the markings indicating that there was a hidden exit to the sky
built into the structure that could be opened at will. But it was the huge
doors that stood closed before him and the presence of both Yev’jat
and the Letrifiv waiting for him that truly shocked him.


The honor guard stopped in their tracks as Yev’jat waved them off, leaving only the three leaders
behind as the infantry retreated to a respectful distance away from the doors.


“What is this
place?” Cal-com asked, having to crane his neck up to see the top of the
doors that stretched a third of the way up to the ceiling.


“An Elder is
here,” the Letrifiv said, almost a whisper. 


Cal-com immediately stiffened with awe and shock, then
forced himself to push the foolish emotions aside. “Why have I been recalled?”


“The Elder
specifically requested your presence. I am sorry I could not tell you by
message,” his fellow Renimar said, “but
his presence is not to be made known to the public. He comes and goes as he
chooses, but aside from the nearby eyes no trace of him is recorded. Our
machines will not betray his existence, and I could not do so in message either.”


“Did he say why?”


“No, but he has
made many changes since his arrival. The first of which was the creation of
this,” Yev’jat said, pointing at the chamber in
which they now stood. “What lies beyond
the doors if of Elder technology, and none are allowed to enter except by invitation. You have yours.”


The Letrifiv stepped over to the doors and pressed a
hand against them, with the touch creating a split that pulled apart the lower
halves like a zipper about twice Cal-com’s height then stopped, with the two
flaps bending outwards and bracketing the threesome.


“We have not
been requested,” the Letrifiv said simply, then stepped back.


Cal-com didn’t delay nor fawn over the presence of the
Elder and walked through the opening, intent to be as efficient as possible. If
the Elder wanted to speak with him, then he was going to show himself promptly.



As soon as he walked through the doors resealed behind
him and Cal-com found himself standing on the edge of
a ridged floor that circled up into a large tunnel. Almost immediately he felt
a presence in his mind, guiding him forward, and he began hopping from one
flat-topped ridge to another and bypassing the small toughs in between. The
architecture was not straight, and the Voku had to meander through several
tunnel branches before he finally came to the end of the ridged tunnels,
thankfully before he hit one of the down ‘ramps’ that would have been much
harder to traverse.


The chamber just to the left of the ramp had a smooth
floor that led up to a dome with a low lying wall, and as Cal-com got halfway
up to it the dragon behind it rose up, giving the Voku his first glimpse of the
red, scaly skin that covered its lithe body.


“Welcome home,
Renimar,” the Elder said graciously. “You
have done well in your absence.”


Cal-com dropped to a knee respectfully, but a tisking noise that was both physical and mental halted his
reverence. “Rise. I have no need of
supplicant servants today.”


As the dragon said so Cal-com’s eye line returned to
the neck that was reaching above the wall and the bit of body connected to it,
then a pair of arms reached up to grip the edge and pulled the Elder over top
of it, with his body sliding over the rim as he came fully into view and dropped
down onto the solid floor in front of the Voku, who was now standing back up as
ordered. The dragon’s wings were tucked along its body, looking like little
more than patches of wrinkly skin and blending in well with the rest of the
scaly tube, but the deep red was both intimidating and surprising, for the
Elder that had visited them previously had been colored grey, or so he had been
told. The size of this one was also considerably smaller, but the presence it
emanated could not be denied and the Voku felt very small in comparison despite
the fact that the Elder stood only half again as tall as him.


“You honor me
with your praise, and your presence. What have you summoned me for?”


The dragon walked sideways in front of the stationary
Voku, then twisted its long neck back towards him, looking him in his
artificial eye from only a meter away. 


“The Voku are
not the only race we have guided from afar. There are others, like you, who
serve us across the galaxy. Some old, some new, but they are few and the threats
many. You and the other Voku have done well during our long absence to preserve
yourselves and the knowledge we granted you, and in return I am here now to
elevate you to the next level. This will be done in secret, as always, but of
you personally I have another task.”


The dragon sat back on its tail and hind legs, rearing
up to bring its front two off the ground and stretch out its wings. The thin
material flexed with remarkable strength as a wind was summoned forth simply by
him reaching out and stroking the air a few times. 


And as he did so a sea of holograms surrounded the
Voku, with him fixating on one in particular that was a galaxy map. It slowly
zoomed in until he recognized their own empire and the ADZ, but it also showed
a great deal more, including the current domain of the lizards, the Skarrons,
and many others that he did not know of, but all were detailed before him, with
images of various races swirling about that he did not recognize.


“You have done
well to safeguard Star Force, and it is growing in size and strength rapidly.
Your task there is done, but you are correct in assuming that the ‘lizards’ as
you call them will eventually reach the Voku. Star Force will survive and
prosper, but your enemy cannot be so easily stopped.”


Various areas of lizard territory were highlighted by
an eerie glow that seemed to defy any technology, leaving Cal-com in awe at the
spectacle but with his mind also working furiously as a tactician to soak up
all the data before him…and its implications.


“The enemy is
fighting hard to expand, but as they do they are encountering those who do not
submit easily. You are aware of two such engagements. The Skarrons and the
Nexus. As you can see here, there are others. The enemy has found that it is
not alone and seeks to quickly devour systems so to stay on the offensive to
cover their overreach. They are temporarily weakened, and not for the loss of
one of their shipyards. They are processing through a growth surge that will
make them far more deadly in the future, but for now they must digest their
holdings and develop them.”


“They are not so
weak as to allow you to defeat them, but you can deny them significant gains if
you progress wisely and quickly. If you wait until they are on your doorstep,
you will not survive given your present strength…which I am now amplifying.
When completed, you will have no need to fear this enemy at home. Your fight
with them will be abroad. I require a warfleet to
secure this region,” the dragon said, highlighting a much larger squashed
sphere around present day Voku territory that ran all the way up to the ADZ as
well as bit into a large chunk of Skarron space…not to mention traveling out
below the galactic plane to the scattering of systems that didn’t hold to the
boundaries.


In fact Cal-com saw several star clusters out there
that would be difficult to reach, but if the Elder commanded it they would find
a way to make it happen. That determination aside, this new mandate was beyond
anything the Voku had expected of them and was indeed a fitting task for the
promised upgrades to their empire.


“This task will
put you into direct conflict with the lizards that Star Force now fights. You
cannot destroy them so do not try. The Voku’s task is
to hold and protect the territory assigned to you, much as you have done in the
past with your current territory…do not concern yourself with the Nexus,”
the Elder said, reading his thoughts. “They
are fools with delusions of grandeur. Powerful they may be in technology, but
in wisdom they are lacking. Their time is coming to an end, but that end will
not be soon. In the interim allow them to fight the lizards as they will, but
they are a temporary power that will fade, so draw no close bonds with them.”


“Look closely,
Renimar,” the dragon prompted, highlighting a few new sections of the
galaxy map that bordered lizard space on multiple sides. “These are some of our other servants, all of which have or will come
into conflict with the lizards shortly. Alone they will not survive what is
coming, for they are not as large nor as gifted as the Voku, and we will not
give them that which they have not yet earned.”


“We do not wish
them destroyed in their infancy, so I have a special task for you, Cal-com. You
are no longer a Renimar, but the first Dafchor from the Voku. From this day
forward your race will take orders from you, as will these others. You are my
personal emissary and war leader, and I task you with preserving and shielding
my servants against the lizards.”


Cal-com wanted to bow, but refrained from doing so. “How am I to accomplish this?”


“The task is not
straightforward, nor simple. If it were a Dafchor would not be required. I will
teach you what you need to know, and guide you from time to time, but you and
you alone will be in command of the 9 races I am entrusting you with, including
your own, though your people are more than capable of handling their own
affairs. You will not be remaining here, for this is too distant from the
conflict. You must go to the heart of the problem and solve it from within.”


The galaxy map shrunk again slightly, with the ADZ
almost disappearing off the edges as lizard space expanded. 


“These are the
strongest lizard worlds,” the dragon said, highlighting a region that was
not in the center, as Cal-com already knew, but further rimward
in the lizards’ current territory. “You
will avoid them. Here is where you must go,” he said as a single star
system was highlighted up closer to the edge of the galactic plane and more in
the center of lizard territory but still askew to the ADZ side. “This system you will conquer and claim, and
from it you will establish contact with the races I am entrusting you with.
With the gifts I am granting the Voku you will build a stronghold here that the
enemy will not be able to touch, but you cannot share those gifts with those
you will protect.”


That last sentiment was emphasized telepathically as a
line that could never be crossed, even if it meant risking their demise. 


“You must use
them and their abilities to defend as you see fit. You can place your strengths
within them, but they must never possess them. I trust you understand the
difference?”


“I do,”
Cal-com said solemnly. 


“They will obey
your commands, retool them as you like. If you put them astray of the path we
wish of them I will correct you. If I say nothing proceed as you will. Be wise
and wary, but do not delay. Once the lizards consume their holdings they will
pose a threat your races cannot withstand on their own. You must strengthen
them before the storm arrives on their shores.”


“What of Star
Force?”


“They are not
one of our servants, but they are more valuable to us than the Voku. You need
no longer safeguard them, but they are a common ally against the lizards and
others. Let them grow on their own accord, but keep close the ties you already
possess and continue your planning work with the one called Paul. Modify it to
act as a bridge to your target system.”


“How much time
do I have to prepare my wards?”


“Even we do not
know that for certain, but the storm is coming. There is no guarantee of your
success, nor will we intervene if you fail. I may be giving you an untenable
task if our time estimates are overly generous. You are to work the problem,
not be consumed with the outcome. You are a Dafchor because we have no doubts
as to your loyalty or skills. This is not a test of you, you are proven. Apply
your skills and let fate make what it may.”


Cal-com crossed both arms over his chest and thumped
them twice in a Voku gesture of pride and eagerness that signaled he was
willing and able to accept the challenge. 


The holograms suddenly disappeared and the dragon’s
wings returned to his sides as his front legs came down and he went back to
being a quadruped, but from behind the low wall that obscured Cal-com’s vision
of what lay on the other side floated a small object that came up over the
Elder’s back and hovered beside its head.


“Remove your
eyepiece.” 


Cal-com did as ordered, taking the artificial
enhancement off and revealing his natural eyes to the dim, unfiltered light of
the Elder’s chamber. When he did so the tiny, shiny object flew up into the
inserts in Cal-com’s head and suddenly his face became numb. The next thing he
knew the old implants came out and fell to the floor, then feeling returned to
his head and for the first time he sensed a new facet to his mind.


“I have added a
component that you will carry unseen beneath your eyepiece. No one is to
attempt to examine it, or it will destroy the machines attempting to do so.
Within it is knowledge that I am granting you and I will update it as needed
going forward. This is how you will receive my commands at a distance, but you
will not be able to respond. Replace your eyepiece.”


Cal-com pushed it back up and slid the short pylons
into the new receptacles, returning to his advanced vision. 


“Return to
Achkor, Dafchor. Every day delayed from this point forward is a waste,” the
dragon said, climbing back up over the low wall and disappearing from view as
Cal-com turned about and walked off, taking the Elder at his word and not intending
to waste a single moment of the time that he knew was going to be in short
supply. He doubted he had more than 200 years, based on the knowledge now
creeping into his mind, before the lizards overran the Daswa…and
he wasn’t about to let any servants of the Elders perish on his watch. 
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August 20, 2680


Banner System
(Core Region)


Loki



 

The elder H’kar walked across the soft floors of the
command deck slowly, with an aide at his side ready to support him if necessary
but the old war leader wanted no assistance with movement and per his orders
the larger H’kar at his side merely paced him as he moved towards his oversight
position on the dreadnaught’s observation platform. When he reached the small
stair steps that led to it Vedja nearly stopped, taking each step with care,
but with three contact points at all times he was in no danger of falling and
mounted the four rises with precision before walking over to his stool.


There he sat against the backrest and spun it around
through a complete circle, noting the position of the displays, control boards,
and the view out over the rest of the command deck where the ship’s commander
would be handling all the normal functions from his pod except when Vedja
decided to step in, as was typical of a fleet commander. What was not typical
was the dreadnaught, or rather the prototype that had just arrived from back
home along with a slew of additional reinforcements…with the blessings of
multiple Royals. 


All pretense, he knew, but the troops were real
enough. Vedja was nearing the end of his life and it was much simpler for the
Royals to give him what he wanted in the short term than risk an uprising. The
fools were so determined to maintain tradition that they couldn’t see the
continuing threat the Li’vorkrachnika posed, though after so many centuries of
war no H’kar should doubt their power or ingenuity. Joining the Nexus had
bought the H’kar a new life, but that was a far cry from victory…and their
enemy was knocking on the door once again, trying to slowly advance their way
into a position to take the H’kar’s empire from them a
second time.


Vedja would not live to see it, and would have
remained in quiet isolation during his remaining years had the former fleet
leader not sent their ships on a suicide mission that had drawn the ire of the
Li’vorkrachnika. Their attention was now centered on the H’kar, with far more
enemy vessels migrating towards their worlds and snatching up the surrounding
systems, making it clear that there would be a price to pay for the shipyard
they had destroyed along with the Gfatt.


The H’kar’s only saving
grace was the other Nexus races, or he was sure that the Li’vorkrachnika would
be mounting a killing blow right now. Their backing would buy the H’kar time
but he didn’t think it would prevent their demise. Tech upgrades were one
thing, but there was no substitute for the sheer numbers the enemy commanded
and would command in coming years as their territory continued to grow. That
should have been obvious to all, but rather than use their advantage to its
maximum potential now, they were sitting and waiting for the enemy to grow
stronger.


Vedja did not want his legacy to have been only a
short reprise for the H’kar before their eventual defeat, thus he had returned
to prominence and asserted his reputation to take command of ships that
technically he had no authority over. That technicality did not matter in the
slightest now that he was here, deep inside Li’vorkrachnika territory and the
small oasis of tranquility that Star Force had somehow managed to carve out. He
was in command and no one here questioned that, and given the task ahead of him
Vedja doubted he’d live to return to the empire, so he did not care what they
had to say of the matter.


The dreadnaught he was taking possession of orbited
about the moon named Loki that Star Force had graciously given half of to the
H’kar and was one of a handful of the newest ships built by his people. Star
Force design elements had been incorporated into the standard design, which
Vedja did not approve of, but it was the largest warship in the fleet available
to him. The behemoths that he possessed were not as formidable, given that they
were mobile battle stations rather than a proper warship, and had this been a
standard dreadnaught its smaller frame would contain slightly more
firepower…though with this new prototype Vedja did not know for sure.


The primary weapon had been diminished in strength
down to what the battleships carried, with the destar
being tripled into separate weapons. The combined strength was less than a
single typical dreadnaught destar, which Vedja thought was a grave design
mistake. The upside was being able to target different ships simultaneously,
and with the Li’vorkrachnika preferring to use cruiser swarms against the H’kar
they might well kill more with this design, but the larger enemy ships would be
a different matter and Vedja wished he’d had a proper dreadnaught under his
command, but he was going to make do with what he had.


His mission here was twofold…learn and teach a new fighting
style against the Li’vorkrachnika to the troops that would return home to fight
there, and to kill as many of the enemy here as he could. All combat would be
joint operations and he would still be operating under Star Force command,
something that normally he never would have allowed, but their war record was
undeniable and his willingness to submit to their authority only further
ingrained that there were lessons to be learned here, with his troops opening
their eyes further and taking a peek outside of tradition.


He intended to take that peek and stretch it as far as
he could here and now before he was gone, for their sakes, but Vedja was just
as interested in killing enemy ships for his own. The H’kar was 254 years old,
having retired just as the Nexus upgrades were being implemented in the fleet
and their position as a member secured them against the Li’vorkrachnika with
the Gfatt fleet positioning vessels to safeguard them until they could hold
their own. Figuring his task was done Vedja stepped down and let others build
as he attended to personal matters, a hero amongst the H’kar and with far too
much attention placed on him. 


He’d taken seclusion as his reward and stepped away
from the public, rarely making an appearance other than on a few occasions that
he chose to nudge events to his liking. That nudging had made him somewhat
aggravating to the Royals because of the influence he maintained, but they
allowed him his due and didn’t interfere, knowing that he’d return to seclusion
again soon enough. 


Vedja had kept a link to the fleet, monitoring the
Nexus upgrades and how they were implemented, with various officials coming to
him for advice or with problems to solve. He attended to such things quietly,
behind the scenes, but had never had the fortunate of commanding one of their
upgraded vessels in combat…but now it seemed he was going to get that chance
after all.


In the past the Li’vorkrachnika had even tech with the
H’kar, or approximately so. Both races used plasma-based weapons and other
similar motifs but with different applications. Now the H’kar didn’t use plasma
at all, having upgraded to far more powerful weapons that the enemy could not
stand up against head to head. It was their numbers that they were using to
continually defeat the H’kar, this time by surrounding their new worlds with
too many conquests for the fleet to adequately prevent.


But the battles the raiding fleets were engaging in
were not lopsided affairs. More often than not the ship count that Star Force
would bring to bear would be nearly even, with the tech advantage allowing the
H’kar to utterly destroy their opponents during battle…and that was something
that Vedja wanted to experience firsthand after so many decades of hard fought
retreats just trying to keep his people on the move and alive. 


The elder H’kar had been reviewing the stats ever
since they’d started returning to the empire, and he was amazed at how the Star
Force commanders were deploying the H’kar so effectively. They were very rarely
losing a ship, and that fact coupled with the tech advantage meant that a low
number of H’kar vessels could do an immense amount of damage to the enemy
fleets. If that strategic wisdom could be learned and duplicated throughout the
entire H’kar fleet then Vedja had no doubt that they would be able to repulse
the Li’vorkrachnika from their assigned Nexus territory without the help of the
Gfatt or anyone else.


Which was why Vedja was willing to take command of the
dreadnaught, giving Star Force and the H’kar designers that they’d worked with
the benefit of the doubt. He intended to learn what wisdom they had melded into
the design and hoped there was something here he wasn’t immediately seeing.
That said, the ship was still vastly stronger than a battleship…and there was
no way a proper war commander would oversee a fleet from a behemoth.


While his aide stood quiet watch behind Vedja the
fleet commander settled in and got himself acquainted with the new design. It
was mostly standard H’kar, but there were a few tweaks here and there that he
thought might have come from Star Force…or some overzealous H’kar designers who
liked to change things simply to put their own stamp on them. 


Never the less the design was sound and he adjusted
his mind to it accordingly as the final preparations were made amongst the
fleet sitting alongside his new flagship in orbit of Loki. He was the last
major piece to arrive, and after the last few minor checks were attended to he
ordered the dreadnaught to the head of the fleet and they began their
microjumps over to system’s center, some 1,394 ships in all that would be
traveling to a rendezvous point in Zeta Region before splitting off into three
separate groups that would meld with Star Force fleets and constitute the
newest raiding groups heading out.


Already there were H’kar ships out there, fighting and
presumably winning battles. They were due back over the coming two years, with
Vedja leaving instructions on how to restructure them when they arrived so they
could be dispatched with additional fleets comprised in his absence. He didn’t
have time to train a new subordinate, so he was just going to work with posted
orders. The elder H’kar didn’t have time to do things properly, so the others
were simply going to have to adapt on the go and earn their marks. 


Vedja remained on the command deck for many hours,
mostly silent and learning about the ship and crew through his displays but
vocalizing commands and questions to the crew when needed as any commander
would. He would have preferred taking a tour of the ship once it was mid jump
but he didn’t have the strength, so instead he stayed put and soaked in the
feel of being in command again before finally heading off to his personal
quarters where he put himself into a nutrient bath to help reinforce his
weakening exoskeleton.


Soaking in the supplements he studied holographic
schematics of the Star Force ships in detail, working off of scans the H’kar
had taken given that they had never been trusted with blueprints. That wasn’t
uncommon, for allies were only allies to a point, and even the H’kar had never
given full blueprints for their warships to Star Force when co-designing the
new vessels in order to maintain security and the Nexus edicts about sharing
technology.


The Star Force vessels were curious, and now that he
was here he had access to a great deal more information than had made its way
back home. Vedja studied their drone system intently, for it was completely
foreign to H’kar philosophy and he all but knew therein lie an advantage, but
at the moment he couldn’t see it. For as radical as he was a commander within
the H’kar, he was still tightly bound by tradition. He might loosen the strings
on occasion, but his mind was very firm when it came to how to go about doing
things, as were all H’kar.


But he would learn, slowly, as he studied reports
during the jumps out to the rendezvous point and then even more so when he
finally engaged in combat alongside Star Force, who also had a Voku vessel with
them. Its technology was mind-baffling, in that Vedja never knew how many
vessels it truly was. They broke apart and reformed into many hull varieties,
offering them plenty of formation options without him being able to figure out
just how they were able to accomplish it.


Their battle strategies were likewise fluid and even
more alien than those used by Star Force, but the orders given to Vedja’s fleet were straightforward enough. Wisely he
followed them all even if he disagreed with them, and while Star Force passed
up many an opportunity to make kills they succeeded in preserving all of the
H’kar ships during their first system raid…which was when Vedja had his first
epiphany. 


Star Force wasn’t fighting in a way to destroy enemy
ships, but to weaken them so that they could kill them later while preserving
their own vessels. Moreover, they were seeking to do damage to the enemy while
only losing shield strength. That was why they appeared to be so hesitant and
often ordered H’kar ships to withdrawal when they were undamaged. 


What would have taken an Archon all of 5 minutes, at
most, to figure out, the elder H’kar had finally saw…and when he did he
connected it to reports that had come back from previous raids in which Star
Force had tried to explain what they were doing to the H’kar commanders. Their
words had been farcical then, but now they appeared to crystalize into perfect
clarity in retrospect.


So strong was the H’kar urge to lock onto a target and
destroy it that learning to engage and disengage as common practice was
something that was going to take a fundamental shift in H’kar psychology to
accomplish, but Vedja knew it had to happen. He wasn’t going to be able to do
it on his own and began drafting a series of messages to his former students
that now commanded the majority of the fleet back home, outlining in better
terms what Star Force had been trying to tell them all along and imploring them
to begin making alterations in the training programs immediately to make the
upcoming recruits more open to the new combat philosophy.


Vedja also realized one other thing, and that was the
reason why the ships coming back home after spending time in the raiding fleets
showed less than the stellar stats that were being reported from the joint
raids. When the H’kar were following orders they didn’t attach their egos to
the assignments and were able to mentally leave the outcome in the hands of
their alien commanders…but once back under their own direction they could not
think like Star Force did, at least not completely. Some small amount of
tactical knowledge was coming back with those ships and crews, but in order to
maintain this overpowering kill to death rate the H’kar had to work jointly
with Star Force. 


Vedja had known that hooking up with the Humans was
necessary in order to learn from them, but now he saw that it was more than
that. Their psyche was operating on a different level than the H’kar, and it
happened to be in a way that directly countered the Li’vorkrachnika. Vedja
doubted it would be as effective against the Nexus races or others, but against
this enemy Star Force’s curious ways were more effective than H’kar battle
philosophy had ever approached being, and in order to hurt their common enemy
the most the H’kar had to do joint battle as often as possible.


As Vedja wrote his messages he outlined this as well, noting
that in the short term it would be easier just to use the Star Force commanders
rather than attempting to retrain the entire H’kar military. They could
incorporate lessons learned and modify their existing philosophy rather than
attempting an immediate and total overhaul…but in order to make it work there
would have to be an unprecedented level of cooperation, for without the Star
Force commanders the H’kar could not defeat the Li’vorkrachnika.


But with them, and a lot of favor…it might just be
possible.


And that was something that no H’kar had legitimately
imagined since the early days of the war.
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March 16, 2682


Achkor System


Zenniza 



 

The Excalibur
dropped into planetary orbit around the Voku world, with Paul immediately
seeing the bolstered ship count that Cal-com had spoken of in his last message.
They hadn’t met one another since he’d been recalled back to his homeworld,
communicating through the relay system as Paul had gone out on another raiding
mission into lizard territory. Their conversations were intermittent and
delayed, but they’d continued making plans for the war going forward in
piecemeal knowing that they’d have to get back together again for a proper
planning session at some point.


The trailblazers didn’t need face to face conversations
to coordinate, for they practically knew what each other was thinking with only
a few lines of text being shared across lightyears, but Cal-com, as much as
Paul had grown to know him, operated on a completely different mental frequency
that required a lot of back and forth between the two in order to hammer out
strategy. They worked well together, but it was a communication heavy
relationship that just couldn’t work over distance with an endeavor this
complex.


Cal-com had said he’d be getting more resources,
enough to push up their timetable for the reconquest
of Calavari territory…a little project that was only in the planning stages,
for aside from the handful of systems along the ADZ border there was no major
push underway for territory, merely nipping at the lizards here and there while
disrupting their holdings with more and more raids.


When the Voku had sent the message requesting their
meeting as soon as possible Paul had arranged for his raiding tour to allow him
to split off while the bulk of the H’kar fleet cycled back to the Core Systems
for refueling and damage repair. The Star Force vessels were stopping off short
at Rotunna for resupply then heading back out with a mixed Calavari/Bsidd
support fleet in lieu of the H’kar for some smaller strikes with Paul catching
up eventually. He’d taken his command ship, which didn’t require resupply yet given
its larger cargo holds, and had gone straight to Achkor, now arriving amongst a
sea of Voku conglomerates sitting in orbit like an asteroid field composed of
small moons.


He took a dropship down to the surface along with a
Voku escort that led him directly to the facility where he’d met Cal-com on
previous visits. The two had their own private planning center to themselves,
constructed on Cal-com’s orders, with a lot of Paul’s personal data stored
there for him to utilize on visits like this rather than having to work from
scratch.


Cal-com was already inside when he arrived, but even
before he saw his friend he felt a change in him. The always serious Voku mind
was even more sharp than before, but also more relaxed
as he made some casual adjustments to the starcharts
before him, sorting through a variety of options without committing to anything
until he had Paul’s input.


“Welcome back,” the taller alien said when the Archon
arrived in his dark blue armor. Cal-com triggered the door to close behind him
and Paul pulled off his helmet, setting it aside. If this had been a Star Force
facility he would have come down in his casual uniform, but whenever somewhere
else he wanted to be in his armor just in case something unexpected happened.


“Important trip I take it?” Paul asked.


“And beneficial,” Cal-com said with a mental twitch so
large that it stood out to Paul’s casual feel of his mood. Curious, he probed
deeper…following the twitch to the source and opening up the memories of the
recall.


Paul didn’t say anything for several seconds, merely
looking up at the dark black face of his friend as he pulled out the memories.
Usually he didn’t pry, but fortunately this time he had.


Cal-com twitched his head to the side. “What’s wrong?”


Paul set his helmet on one of the nearby planning
tables. “Is this room being monitored or recorded in any way?”


“Of course not.”


“Then I suggest we be honest with each other.”


“Have you not been previously?” Cal-com challenged
casually.


“You met with an Elder,” Paul said flatly, getting the
surge of shock that he’d expected, but also with a desperation that he quickly
tracked back to the order of secrecy given to him. “Relax, your secret is
safe.”


“How do you know this?” the Voku said, half angry half
curious.


“The Elder read your mind the same way that I can read
yours. I’ve been able to do so since you first arrived. We knew the Elders sent
you here to help us.”


Cal-com took a step back, shocked and humbled at the
same time. 


“Furthermore,” Paul continued, “we’ve met your Elders
and they know we have this ability. The one you met spoke my name, so it had to
know from your memories that I had access to yours. You have not betrayed their
trust, and I believe they are also sending me a message through you.”


“And you didn’t think I could be trusted with this
knowledge before?”


“Few know of our full abilities, which are many. While
there are rumors abound no one knows the true extent of the powers we possess
and we prefer to keep it that way. We also knew you were told not to tell us of
the Elders when you first arrived, and we felt it best if we let you maintain
that…illusion.”


“Then why tell me now?”


“Because I trust you…and because we’re going to have
to work together without interference. If you try to hide your given mission
and I pretend not to know our troops movements will have to be curtailed to
maintain this fantasy. We cannot afford that restriction.”


“I am annoyed, but I cannot find fault in your logic.”


“I know,” Paul said with an almost apologetic smirk.


Cal-com huffed and leaned forward, setting his big
fists on the table between them. “And all the times you’ve had me explain Voku
strategy was for show?”


“I don’t read your mind continuously, and it makes it
easier to access memories if you’re thinking about them actively.”


“Is there anything that you don’t know?”


“Plenty. Don’t assume I always know what you’re
thinking. It takes some effort and I can’t think freely when I’m in someone else’s
head, so most of the time during these planning sessions I don’t know what
you’re thinking and don’t pry unless there’s a language issue.”


“And here I thought the Voku were the superior. You’ve
hidden your true strength well, and I fault myself for not linking your
telekinetic ability with this sooner.”


“Moving objects and reading minds are completely
different abilities.”


“And you gave no clue with regards to your words. You
hid your stolen knowledge well.”


Paul shrugged. “I wouldn’t like it either if someone
could pry into my mind, but as long as I can…”


“You should make use of the ability,” Cal-com
reluctantly agreed. “I’m beginning to see why the Elders value you so.”


“That was the message I referred to,” Paul said,
taking a moment to pull more of the memories from his friend concerning that
discussion, as well as visuals. The dragon he’d spoken with was not the one
Paul had seen on Earth, meaning those eggs that Kara had told him about had
apparently hatched.


“How so?”


Paul looked at the floor for a moment, then glanced
back up at Cal-com. “I possess a secret of yours, though not by your choice.
Can I trust you with one of mine?”


“If I lied you’d know,” the Voku quipped with a bit of
frustrated merriment. 


“If I was paying attention,” Paul amended, trying to
give his friend some parameters as to his ability in order to calm his mind.
Omnipotence was a myth, but as an illusion it was very effective at making
someone worry with indecision, for if you didn’t know the capabilities of an
opponent you would have no way of knowing if you could effectively fight them
or would be walking into a beatdown.


“What is your secret?”


“We have many,” he added, “but the relevant one
involves the Elders. We share a common enemy, one so powerful that if either of
us are discovered we’re as good as dead. When the Elder told you that we were
valuable to them, I think he was sending me a message stating that one day in
the future that fight is going to come to both of us, and they want us to
survive and develop to the point where we can at least cause our enemy some damage.”


“You are not allies then?”


“Not exactly. We share some common ancestry, which is
why we both have the ability to read minds, but we have only had one encounter,
and I am speaking for Star Force on the whole. We did them a favor and they did
us one in return…then we went our separate ways. I would not call that an ally,
but it seems they think we’re an asset to potentially use in an end game far
into the future.”


“This common foe you speak of. Is it the power in the
galactic core that you will not approach?” he asked, referencing the Star Force
no-go line that had come up in their previous discussions.


“It is.”


“I find it hard to imagine any foe capable of
matching, let alone exceeding the Elders…and it scares me,” Cal-com admitted,
knowing that Paul could sense the emotion anyway.


“It would scare you even more to know the details.”


“Your race…why is it so primitive technologically?
Given your rapid advancement I would guess you are in the process of reclaiming
a familiar level rather than researching into the unknown.”


Paul smiled. “Good guess.”


“Deduction.”


“Same thing.”


“It is not…and it seems I don’t need to explain why.”


“Don’t let my abilities be an excuse for your
laziness.”


Cal-com breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly. “This
will take some getting used to.”


“Only Archons acolyte level and above possess this
ability, along with a scattering of other specialized individuals,” Paul
offered.


“It is artificial then?” 


“No, just dormant until we wake it up. More
reclamation.”


“I feel that…”


“Yes,” Paul said, answering his question regarding
other secrets that he wasn’t going to reveal.


“Do I even need to speak your language?”


“Yes you do. I can barely understand yours.”


“So most of my knowledge you can’t translate?”


“It makes it difficult, but there are a few cheats I
can use.”


“So, my mind is not a complete status report for you.”


“As I said, it takes some effort…and skill. When I
first got this ability I could barely use it until I learned how, and then I
had to develop it the same way one does their physical skills. Digging out
memories is very difficult, and few of my people are capable of doing it to the
degree that I can.”


That admission seemed to settle the Voku considerably,
knowing that it had to be trained for rather than just a default biological
function.


“You then know of my mission? Or do you need me to add
missed details?”


“I know what the Elder commanded you, but I do not
know what you have planned…and I’d prefer if you told me rather than forcing me
to try and find it in that huge head of yours.”


“I sense you are being polite.”


“The more different the mind from mine the more
difficult it is. Humans are far easier to read.”


“You know of the upgrades then?”


“I know what the Elder said, but nothing beyond that.”


“The fleet that has arrived here is the first of many
current vessels coming to us. More will come when they are replaced with new
ones, giving me a much larger force to work with before any of the new upgrades
become available. I am told it will take some time to adjust our
infrastructure, so I will not be able to produce any here on Achkor for some
time, but give me 20 years and that will change. I have to protect our current
territory and the bulk of the new tech will go to that priority first, but once
it is secured there will be a flow of vessels coming here above and beyond what
we can produce locally.”


“What you have in orbit already is impressive enough.”


“According to the reports I’ve been receiving, they
are mere toys in comparison.”


“Ooh…now you’ve got me being envious.”


“Yet I get the feeling that your own advancement won’t
be far behind?”


“It will continue, but I get the feeling you’re going
to maintain your advantage for a while.”


“So…you do expect to exceed us over time.”


“Yep.”


Cal-com laughed. “It is good we had this sharing. I
prefer a strong ally, and your strength has been well hidden for some time. I
will need it if I am to accomplish my mission.”


“What’s that new title of yours?”


“Dafchor…and it is not a Voku title. I now supersede
my race.”


“I caught that. You have full command of them and the
others?”


“I do, but as of now I do not believe the others know
it, though it is possible the Elder has foretold of my coming.”


“Makes you rather popular.”


“I worry about getting to them in time. They are
weaker than the Voku, and smaller. The lizards will destroy them in time if I
cannot reach them.”


“Where exactly is this target system?”


Cal-com pulled up the map he’d been fiddling with and
highlighted the location the Elder had provided him…along with the other hidden
data that he hadn’t been planning on showing Paul.


“Other side of Calavari space,” the Archon commented.


“I must create a supply route there from Achkor, then
create auxiliaries on a more direct route if possible. For that I ask for your
help.”


“What do you need?”


“I need fire support…and you to eventually pull your
border all the way out to here. I can help hold it once the foothold is
established, but I’d rather not have a single system sitting in the middle of
enemy territory. I can make it work if I have to, but it’ll require far more
ships to secure supply lines and delay movement. I need a secure route back to
Voku space, even if it means traveling extra lightyears to accomplish it.”


“You want me to guard your supply lines by extending
our border while you do what?”


“Create a string of outposts linking to the races I’m
tasked to defend, all the while destroying nearby lizard worlds.”


“We would stand a better chance timing our operations
to coincide. More firepower for us and less available ships for them to counter
with when they have to split their attention.”


“Not just on us, but the other threats to the lizards.
Do you have a hidden map as well?”


“Not a current one, no. We’ve shared what we have with
you.”


“And the one from your ancient empire?” Cal-com
guessed/prodded.


“Too ancient to be relevant,” Paul half answered.


“Then allow me,” Cal-com said, bringing up the secure
file that he’d constructed for use based off the knowledge downloaded into his
mind via the Elder’s implants. The whole of lizard space was finally available
for Paul to see, along with numerous highlighted smaller regions around the
edges.


“Damn, they’ve got a lot of territory.”


“And adversaries. Recently they have been consuming
new territory faster than they can maintain it. I am told they will be forced
to go through a consolidation period. It is not apparent to outsiders, for they
still retain the strength to counter incursions and continue to expand, but the
bulk of their territory is not reinforced as strongly as one would expect. As
you and I assumed previously, if we apply consistent pressure they will be
unable to respond with such effectiveness as everyone assumes is their norm.”


“How stretched are they?”


“Not enough to deliver a lethal blow, unfortunately,
nor to make easy gains against, but a strong push will result in a
counterattack…but the counterattack will be vulnerable. If we can sustain
ourselves against it they will have little to follow up afterwards. It is a
bluff, but a dangerous one on their part, for they still have the ability to do
great damage. If we expand recklessly they will be able to overwhelm us. If we
proceed wisely, with the additional troops I will be bringing to bear, we can
break their hold and run rampant over this region for a time.”


“Then we have to turtle up as the rest of their gains
begin to reinforce them.”


“They are going to become very strong once the new
territory reaches further advancement, as you well know. No one can kill them
before that time, not even the Nexus if they chose to devote their full resources.
I wish they would, because they would cripple them, but the lizards have too
many systems for them to strike at. Even if we could take out their core
systems it would not stop them.”


“What do you know of the Nexus?”


“More than you, I would wager. They too are spread
thin, but their technology allows them to maintain dominance.”


“That much I suspected.”


“There is no power in the lizards’ path that is
capable of defeating them, except for the Skarrons…and they cannot because they
are out of position. By the time they realize the true nature of the threat,
the lizards will be too strong for even them to stop.”


“So we’re going to get you to your wards, turtle
up…and then what?”


“That is my mission. I leave the rest to you.”


Paul nodded slowly. “I can work with that…but before
we start making any firm plans I need to know what your new tech is going to be
capable of doing.”


“I could say the same to you,” Cal-com countered.


“I think yours will be online a bit sooner.”


“Honestly I do not yet know. I have received
speculations only.”


“Alright then, let’s pull this back a bit. What can or
should we go after in the next decade?”


“That will also depend on how many H’kar you have at
your command. I hear more are coming by the day?”


“Their new commander is a legend to them, but to be
honest he’s a glorified newb. I met with him once and
he’s close to dying. No sense of training or strategy above and beyond
tradition. He has made a few wise deviations, but he is not in our league.”


“They are regimented?”


“They fight like dumb brutes,” Paul said flatly. “But
they’re slowly learning, and more are coming based solely on this commander’s
reputation.”


“They have fought well in our raids.”


“They have not fought so well on their own borders,
which is why they’re coming here. It’s also why Vedja came out of retirement to
come here. He wants to kill lizards and finds his fleets are able to do so
better under our command.”


“Curious.”


“Annoying. They are a very obtuse race, and without
self-sufficiency they don’t live long enough to learn. If they were part of
Star Force we could counter the problem, but as they are, they’re going to be
lagging behind in the strategy department.”


“So long as you command them
that is not a major concern.”


“Not for our purposes here, no.”


“Then let’s put them to use immediately along with
what I have here.”


“Do you have a target in mind?”


“Nothing specific, but the longer we delay the
stronger the enemy will become.”


“But we can’t provoke the counterstrike just yet. Not
unless we can force it against the Sentinel line.”


“I was not thinking of anything so large.”


“Feel free to clue me in.”


“Just read my mind.”


“I’d prefer the map, if you don’t mind. I’ll brain
raid only if we get stuck.”


“Terms accepted,” Cal-com said, with them striking a
friendly deal going forward for how they’d handle the telepathic issue. Cal-com
was too much of a warrior to expect Paul not to use it, and Paul was too
respectful to use it on a whim. With the balance set they began moving forward
with their planning, and within a week they had a basic strategy that Paul sent
out over the network for the other trailblazers to chew on and improve.


Meanwhile Paul and Cal-com began theoretical planning
deep into the future, exploring many options and scenarios as they plotted out
the development of both of their empires and tried to intertwine them as much
as possible to mutual advantage.
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July 3, 2683


Nephla System (near
to Achkor)


Neph



 

When the Voku warship/mini conglomerate emerged into
planetary orbit it was immediately detected and the fleet of lizard cruisers
that had been guarding the world for the past 9 months moved to engage quickly.
Strong as the Voku were technologically, one large warship wasn’t going to be
enough to beat the cruisers that were protecting the infantile colony on what
had previously been a Skarron world. The lizards had recently moved in,
eliminated the opposition, and were now devoting a significant amount of their
smaller vessels to holding it.


They knew the Voku’s
approximate strength, and sensing a mismatch they moved en
mass towards it, intent on taking advantage of the opportunity while it
existed, fully aware that there might be more ships nearby. 


The Voku simply held their position in orbit not far
from their jumppoint, waiting for the cruisers to come up to them. They were
almost in plasma range when addition contacts began jumping in behind the Voku,
with the green crystals that appeared opening fire immediately on the lizard
ships with their sammies and burning into their
shields with the constant topaz beams.


As the Dvapp warships continued to arrive more beams
leapt out, touching targets and quickly getting through their shields to the
hulls as four, five, six or beams would be attacking an individual ship at
once. More and more green crystals appeared out of the jumppoint and flew
forward, encircling the Voku ship that hadn’t moved nor engaged the enemy…and
it wasn’t going to save for self-defense. It was armed but not here for the
naval battle, rather carrying Voku ground troops for the forthcoming assault.


There were lizard incursions occurring all along the
edge of the ADZ that stretched out to Achkor as they preyed upon weak Skarron
worlds and others, with Star Force and the Voku countering them wherever they
appeared within the new annex to the ADZ loosely termed the ‘Achkor Region.’ It
had no firm boundaries like the ADZ, but rather stretched out beyond Beta
Region to Achkor itself, from which there was a string of worlds being
colonized to create a second defense line.


Some were uninhabited worlds, but many were formerly
Skarron or now lizard colonies that were being removed. Nearly all of the
Skarron worlds in the Achkor Region had now been reclaimed, but with the
lizards creeping in it had been necessary to skip over the last few and start defining
a border…as well as to knock down these small colonies before they could grow
stronger or receive additional reinforcements.


With conflicts occurring on multiple battlefronts the
Dvapp had volunteered to use their reconstituted fleet to take this one…with a
little Voku assistance on the ground where they didn’t fare so well. The Dvapp
would also be keeping this world for themselves and taking a place on the new
border, plugging one hole out of many, but it was one that the major powers in
the ADZ wouldn’t have to fill and an opportunity on the part of the Dvapp to
start reclaiming their status after the nearly fatal losses their civilization
had taken during the Skarron war.


That, and it was time for some payback against the
lizards, who had done far more damage to the Dvapp than the Skarrons ever
could.


And a good number of the Dvapp troops had lived
through that time, seeing their empire diminished against a weapon they
couldn’t counter, then the evacuation to the ADZ and their short lived regrowth
before the Skarrons had nearly ended them. But now was different, both because
the ADZ and their new homeworlds were now secure and
the fact that Star Force’s alteration to their crystalline technology now made
the lizards’ chemical weapon against them useless.


Not that these enemy ships were equipped with it
anyway, but now that the Dvapp’s hulls wouldn’t melt
under its infectious contamination the strength of their weaponry was more than
enough to shred the enemy cruisers under sustained fire that they’d never been
able to mount before given the presence of the chemical weapon.


The lizards weren’t stupid, but having no other
options they fought the Dvapp head on while the single jumpship within the
system ran, hoping to make it to the star and evacuate the system before it
could be destroyed. The Dvapp let it go, more than happy that the cruisers were
fighting them head on and giving them a chance to really lay out the damage. In
a satisfying, one-sided beatdown the Dvapp fleet ran through the cruisers and
claimed orbit, with a few jumping off to the star to make sure the lizards had
actually left while the Voku ship moved down just above the atmosphere and
began spewing pieces of itself down towards the planet.


Part of the Dvapp fleet followed them down, entering the
atmosphere and heading for the shield plate that was protecting the single
large lizard colony. There were several spurs already beginning to form, but
they weren’t shielded and would make easy targets for the Voku who were coming
down some distance around the perimeter. The Dvapp moved in directly over the
colony, taking the first bits of overranged plasma
fire as they settled into position and began stretching out their energy beams,
multiple ones per ship, and pouring firepower down into the shield rather than
trying to skirt under its exposed edges.


Slowly they drained it, with the lizards unable to get
through the Dvapp shields given that the sammies far
outranged their plasma weapons. Streams of wisps came up from the colony in an
attempt to get at the warships but they were more or less impotent against the
larger ships who all but ignored them as they continued to pound the colony’s
shield until it finally fell and the shield tower in center was exposed.


That tower had secondary shields covering itself, but
those didn’t hold up for more than a handful of seconds as dozens of beams
targeted and burned through it, wrecking the tower and insuring that the shield
plate would not go up again. The Dvapp could have stayed at range and sniped
the lizard buildings from there, but instead they chose to move in and hit the
defensive plasma batteries directly, suffering a little hull damage on a few
ships whose shields went down but quickly establishing dominance over the air
as their weaponry also ate through the wisp swarms when they finally turned
their attention to them.


As those were thinned a scattering of Voku fighters
moved in to mop up the rest as their mechs approached the colony’s edges and
began working their way in, targeting key structures and ground troops that
managed to survive long enough to get to them. The Dvapp were roasting
everything that popped its head up within the colony, with none of the lizard
tanks even able to get into position to fire on the Voku.


Along with their Stranom mechs came transports
dropping three man teams at various points around the colony where they began
chewing up the bits of infantry in the streets that the Dvapp had left alive
and the masses still inside the buildings and underground passageways. They
knew their job was to be scouts/hunters, seeking out the enemy and destroying
what they could while Dvapp troops would follow them in…and were even now
starting to flow out of two low flying transports that bathed the yellow/tan
buildings in a slight red glow from their hull crystal. 


Barely 10 meters off the ground, white globs of liquid
dropped out as if the ship was a giant, red leaky bucket and splattered on the
streets and rooftops. Those splatters quickly pulled themselves together into a
variety of shapes and grouped up, some traveling the streets as long snakes,
others moving in arcs, taking one ‘footstep’ at a time while constantly
flipping one end of their body tube over the other, while still others went
bipedal and pounded their way forward, tracking down the Voku beacons and
closing in on the larger lizard formations that they weren’t confident they
could take alone. 


This was the first time the Dvapp and Voku had worked
together, but both races had plenty of experience fighting the lizards and knew
the danger they posed even in a huge mismatch such as this. With the Dvapp
relying on the Voku to sniff out ambushes, explosives, and other potential
dangers, the amorphous crystals cleared building after building and level after
level, creating a perimeter around various structures then calling in pinpoint
fire from their warships floating overhead, more often than not to cut
passageways down into the understructure where the lizards hadn’t planned on
defending from, but also to destroy buildings so the lizards wouldn’t have
positions to fall back to and so the Dvapp wouldn’t have to waste troops
placing guards on them.


Given that this wasn’t a raid and the Dvapp intended
to keep the planet they had to make sure every lizard was destroyed and they
didn’t intend to leave the city standing. That said, they preferred to search
it while it was still mostly intact, though it was a common sight for the Voku
to see several warships in the sky nearby blasting specific sections into
powdery rubble that was sending up debris clouds that the ships were containing
with energy shields and shunting skyward to keep them from hindering the troops
on the ground. 


Jas-mek was one of those
Voku, operating as the ‘Hammer’ in his trio as they flushed out the lizards
from one of their tank bays. It was empty but intact, with a plethora of
equipment that gave the enemy lots of cover to either ambush from or hide
within. With their intricate shield generators protecting their otherwise armorless bodies, Jas-mek
followed his two skirmishers in, leaving the sight of the overhead warships
behind, and began flushing out the lizards from what the Voku guessed were
their typical hiding spots.


They were sneaky, but they tended to think alike and
Jas-mek had a pretty good idea where to look as his
fellow Voku led him to the spots he would have picked first off had he been in
the lead. That wasn’t his job here, and as one of his skirmishers directed him
to a particular spot he activated his chest-mounted dwio and fired a small orb
of red/pink oscillating energy across the floor and caused it to curve hard
right, swinging around the corner of a large piece of machinery and
disappearing from view for a split second before exploding and throwing debris
and lizard bodies out everywhere.


His two skirmishers jumped in from different angles,
finishing off the other lizards that were left alive as he heard commotion back
at the entrance and turned to see several dozen Dvapp arriving. He signaled to
them with a set of predetermined motions, given that neither spoke each other’s
language and they didn’t have time for computer translations. 


They got the message and moved off to the positions he
indicated as the skirmishers likewise transitioned on, identifying a few more
ambushes waiting for them, either by scouting them out or drawing their fire.
With the Dvapp present the Voku trio were able to be a bit more aggressive and
pressed their search faster, often using their odd allies to finish off the
lizards while they just went around busting up their formations.


Once that building was cleared they moved to an
adjacent other, then three more before Jas-mek saw
the sky again with more conical clouds rising up marking the place where the
Dvapp were already remodeling. He appreciated that efficiency, for the quicker
this world was rid of the lizards and their infrastructure the sooner it would
begin growing into an allied stronghold, with the Dvapp having promised to
reinforce it heavily.


That would be one less point in Achkor’s
area where the Voku would have to patrol, which was the main motivation for
Jas-mek to be here. The more he could assist the
lesser races in taking and securing worlds the less drain there would be on
Voku resources babysitting them. His fleet had held this region secure for a
long time, locking down and containing the Skarrons here and elsewhere while
withering them away with diminished or sometimes completely cut off supply
lines, forcing them to either die or produce enough resources to sustain
themselves. 


That wasn’t the type of task Jas-mek
preferred, with him being forced into naval duty far too often. He and the others
would do whatever was necessary, but he much preferred being on the ground
fighting the enemy, whoever they were, in hand to hand, racking up kills and
taking territory. Today he was doing that, even if the Voku weren’t going to
keep this planet. Word was once this area was secured they’d be moving on to
more proper assaults that would result in actual territorial gains as the Voku
spread out from Achkor and firmly cemented their hold in this part of the
galaxy.


For a long time the Voku had been fighting defensive
wars, important enough, but there hadn’t been a grand push for anything of
consequence. With Jas-mek liking to fight on the
ground he was content with one battle at a time, no matter where it was, but
when he could sit back and look at the big picture he hadn’t seen any goal in
play, only never-ending defense. 


Now that had changed, with the newly minted Dafchor
setting the Voku on what was rumored to be a nearly impossible agenda…which was
exactly the kind Jas-mek liked, not to mention the
rumors of a massive expansion of their empire. He didn’t know how it all fit
together but knew it was more than just rumor. The Voku were on the move again,
with a purpose, and even if Jas-mek didn’t know what
it was yet, just knowing that there was one was enough for him. He wanted a
grand conquest to work for, and the faster they got through helping the locals
tidy up here and elsewhere around Achkor the sooner they’d be free to move on
to securing their own gains.



 

For the Dvapp this was their grand crusade, and a
world that they were taking from the enemy rather than being given out of
charity by Star Force. They liked and appreciated their ally very much, for
they had literally saved them from annihilation twice, as well as giving them
the fix to their chemical weapon vulnerability, but there was just something
missing for a race like the Dvapp if they weren’t able to stand on their own
merits. 


It was true they had taken a lot of blows by the
Skarrons in order to shield Star Force and their allies, but those were still
losses. This was different because they were on the upswing and winning,
heavily, in this battle. The Voku were here to assist, so it wasn’t entirely a
Dvapp affair, but the responsibility for securing this world after the Voku
left would be entirely theirs and any reprisals by the lizards or Skarrons
would be theirs alone to handle. 


And after that, when they’d built the planet up
considerably, they’d begin patrolling the surrounding systems, establishing a
small footprint similar to what the Voku had done. This system was their piece
of the gigantic puzzle and as pride had it the Dvapp were going to own it in
every way, shape, and form…with the chance to fight and kick the crap out of
the lizards being a sweet payback that was long in coming. 


It wouldn’t be the last, for the Dvapp were staking
out their spot on the new front lines, with many more conflicts to come in the
following years as the lizards further consolidated their growing conquest of
the Skarron systems around the ADZ. 
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August 17, 2687


Zeta Region


Mid Jump



 

Vedja was in his personal quarters onboard his
flagship and had been there for several days, moving as little as he could for
his joints were paining him terribly. When H’kar neared the end of their life
one of three things typically happened…their carapaces weakened to the point of
cracking, their digestive systems malfunctioned and began to leak acid into the
rest of their body, or their carapaces overhardened,
extending their firmness into tissue where it didn’t belong.


The elderly H’kar was experiencing the latter, barely
able to move without extreme effort and pain. He only came to the command deck
when battle was imminent, and ever since this recent campaign had concluded
he’d become a recluse, with all food and other sustenance being brought to him
by a single aide. The rest of the crew didn’t have access to him, nor did Vedja
want them to. Right now the only thing he was holding onto was his duty, and
with his fleet on a return trip to Loki with a host of Li’vorkrachnika kills to
add to their already impressive totals he had nothing to do but review battle
data and wait for the next opportunity to be of value.


But he wouldn’t make it back to the Star Force core
worlds. Forcing himself out of his unrestful sleep he slowly walked across his
quarters, pushing through movements that felt like he was lifting weights given
the resistance in his joints as he headed to the adjacent chamber to relieve
himself. He wasn’t so far gone that he’d become completely sessile and was
determined never to be, with him putting as much effort as required to make the
short walk to where he could properly empty his internal bladder…which for a
H’kar couldn’t expand much given the rigid volume of their bodies.


Vedja made it halfway there when he felt something
inside him snap. A few moments later his vision blurred and he lost
consciousness, then a few minutes later he was dead…but standing in place, for
without the effort of his muscles his stiffened joints held him still like a
statue that his aide would discover several hours later. 


When the younger H’kar entered the elder’s quarters
and found him frozen in place he knew immediately that he was gone, but did the
various biological checks to be certain. Before he informed the captain of the
dreadnaught he walked over to a storage compartment that Vedja had instructed
him to open on the occasion of his death, for inside it contained his final
orders. 


The aide pulled out the small data storage device and
quietly input it into a nearby reader, seeing a mass of text as well as visual
records. He sorted through them, for they were itemized in great detail, even
as the statue corpse seemed to look over his shoulder as he did so. It didn’t
take long for the aide to find the order meant for him and read it through
thoroughly, for it was simple text only. 


Complying with his orders he took the data device with
him and immediately had it copied, securing several in device form and hiding
them away within the ship before taking one to the Captain and informing him of
what had occurred.


That conversation occurred on a lightly staffed
command deck, for mid jump there was little to do but the Captain preferred to
remain there when on duty. There was no surprise when he revealed Vedja’s death, for they had known it was coming for a while
now. There was only a deep sadness and resignation, knowing the loss that the
H’kar had just suffered. Within the orders was one directed specifically to the
Captain and the aide referred him to it, then left the rest of the assigned
task in his hands, for now his only job was to preserve copies to insure that
they did not become ‘lost’ in the coming days.


There was no risk of that occurring on the
dreadnaught, for the crew were fiercely loyal to Vedja. The Captain immediately
read through the order specified for him, then had the crew carefully preserve
the elder’s body in a stasis pod that was put into storage until they arrived
back at their ever growing colony on Loki. It was then when the H’kar were
informed of Vedja’s passing and the Captain met with
the other H’kar commanders on the moon. They went through his final orders,
which were many…some not to take effect for years to come, but sending a
message via courier ship back to their empire was the first priority.


That message was not going back to the Royals,
however. It was going to Vedja’s former students,
many of which held high positions within the military and who had supported his
move to the ADZ. They had to be informed first, so as to prepare themselves for
what Vedja assumed would follow news of his passing reaching the empire at
large.



 

Gavra received his message
first, via a specialized courier ship sent directly to him. His portion of the
orders, of which he got a complete copy, were extensive. Vedja did not want a
recall from the joint Star Force mission...in fact he wanted escalation and, if
his predictions were valid, a backdoor assault on the Li’vorkrachnika invading
the H’kar’s assigned Nexus territory. Gavra didn’t understand at first, then it finally clicked
that he wanted to turn Star Force’s territory into the primary warfront.


That was not going to go over well, for the idea of
fighting through the full length of enemy territory in order to get back to
H’kar space was ludicrous. They couldn’t even defend their own region, how then
were they expected to fight through the thickest and strongest Li’vorkrachnika
colonies?


But Vedja had a plan for that as well, and after the
third read through Gavra reluctantly agreed with his
former master…though he knew the Royals would never go through with it. It put
primary emphasis on aiding Star Force and defeating the enemy through them
while basically abandoning their Nexus mandate to protect their assigned
territory. On the face of it there was no possible way to convince others of
the wisdom hidden within the order, even with the numbers that Vedja provided. Gavra knew their significance, but others would not.


The H’kar fleet, under Vedja’s
command, was killing so many enemy ships that they dare not assign them
anywhere else. They were actively pushing the Li’vorkrachnika back in several
areas and raiding even more systems deeper into enemy territory, racking up
results that the H’kar had never come close to matching throughout the entire
history of their losing war. 


Vedja was adamant in his final orders that victory
could be achieved in a joint venture with Star Force and their assembled
allies, with or without other Nexus support, and his master implored his former
students to find a way to make it happen. For so long victory hadn’t been more
than a foolish notion for the H’kar, who were so decimated and demoralized
that, even when they received Nexus membership, only hoped to survive and hold
the enemy back.


Victory was what Vedja and others had long sought and
never achieved, so even a whiff of that sentiment from his old master put Gavra into a state of anxiety…for he knew that the Royals
would never allow them to do what was needed, but that if they had such a
chance they could not let it pass by and allow their enemy to continue to grow
stronger. 


Fortunately Vedja had also included several
contingency plans, with one that seemed to fit the circumstance. 


But this wasn’t something that Gavra
could do alone, so he immediately sent out messages to Vedja’s
other supporters informing them to gather at a rendezvous point so they could
discuss matters amongst themselves. Once the messages were sent the H’kar
departed on a ship of his own, traveling to the secret summit even as Vedja’s messages began to arrive at the others.


Slowly his followers began to assemble and take
action, whereas before they’d been spectators reading the reports coming back
from the ADZ. Now it was up to them, and they agreed that they would do
whatever was necessary to give the H’kar a chance at true victory and honor Vedja’s last orders, impossible as they were.


They considered keeping his death a secret from the
empire, but knew that word would eventually leak out or his absence would be
noted indirectly no matter how close a charade they concocted. It was also
noted that such a deception could backfire, so they decided to go with the
polar opposite and make his death public knowledge…but with a political push
going along with it.



 

It was many months later when Vedja’s
body eventually returned to the empire, escorted by a massive honor guard fleet
that grew in number as it began a long ceremonial tour of each and every H’kar
world. With his body came the open publication of some of his final orders,
with Vedja’s students loudly declaring that they
would be followed and trying to preempt the Royals from making any decisions to
the contrary. 


That built backlash that was contained but brewing,
with the Royals being patient but ready to begin removing Vedja’s
supporters now that he was gone, one by one if necessary to keep the empire
calm and secure, but they had no intention of letting this presumptuous faction
gain defacto control.


That was until they began getting reports back of the
reaction that the ceremonial tour was having on the worlds Vedja’s
remains were visiting…as well as the promise that victory was possible,
followed up with the legend’s last orders and predictions detailing what he
thought would happen if they were implemented.


The ground swell of support broke all expectations and
eventually became fervor, with the empire having been subconsciously waiting
for the seed of hope to grasp onto. The Nexus had once been that hope, but with
the stalemate that it brought that hope had faded, with it seeming that no
matter what the H’kar did they would never be able to defeat the
Li’vorkrachnika. For if even with Nexus support they could only survive and not
push the enemy back, with them being fated to be survivors at best and never
victors.


The combination of that lingering bitterness, the
gravity of Vedja’s death, and his assertion that
there was a way to win hit every world the honor guard visited like a storm,
reawakening belief in even the most ardent doubters when they saw that the
legend had not only promised a possibility of victory, but had laid out a
battle plan…his last contribution to the H’kar…of what exactly they had to do
to achieve it.


When word reached the Royals they went into a panic,
for there was no resisting this patriotic uprising. They immediately sought a
way to steer it off course or to put it to their own use, but with Vedja having
laid out in detail what had to happen, and his former students making sure
there was no misinterpretation allowed, there was no way to stop the uprising
short of instigating a civil war.


That possibility was considered as a necessary step in
order to maintain control, but the Royals’ military advisors pointed out that
such a drastic step would have cataclysmic effects on the empire…not to mention
the fact that most of the military would probably side with the patriots and
the Royals would end up losing their power in a full-fledged revolution.


For a long time the Royals were publically silent,
watching the ceremonial procession moving from planet to planet and gaining
supporters with each transition. When it finally culminated at their homeworld
they’d seen the writing on the wall and had arranged to back the supporters,
organizing and funding a much larger ceremony as Vedja’s
body was brought to its final resting place


That place was a new monument built in the center of the
capitol city, with several very important buildings being leveled to create the
artificial plain amongst the chaos of the tightly packed infrastructure. In the
center of that 6 kilometer-wide plain was a single structure…a narrow spire
that reached up higher than any other object within the city, seeming to defy
the parameters of physics.


The ‘sky needle’ had at its base a single interior
room that held Vedja’s preserved corpse, still locked
into the rigid position of his death, and surrounded with the enshrined orders
that he had left for the H’kar so that anyone visiting the monument could look
upon him and receive the orders personally, with an endless line of visitors
forming outside and stretching back into the city.


That line would exist for years to come without a
break, and the site became the central rallying point within H’kar society. The
sky needle was the symbolic spear that would be sent into the heart of their
enemy, delivering them their long awaited retribution against the
Li’vorkrachnika. Eventually the buildings surrounding the monument would be
reconstructed to service the site and the pilgrimages being made to visit it.
Whatever small hope that the Royals initially had of their being able to wait
out the fervor and return the empire’s future into their hands withered away as
the public demanded reports of what was happening in the joint operations with
Star Force.


Those reports became the most important and
scrutinized news within H’kar society, and as the resources and ships continued
to flow out to the distant empire the impressive results only got better,
showing to everyone that the Li’vorkrachnika could in fact be beaten and the
H’kar learning in detail just how it was being done…with Star Force becoming
revered second only to Vedja himself.


Hope was powerful enough, but give people actual
results and their hope quickly became belief, then belief became confidence as
the list of star systems being reclaimed from the Li’vorkrachnika began to
grow. That list was eventually displayed at the monument in the form of small
pedestals, with each conquest labeled and arranged in a rough map of enemy
space around the sky needle.


The trend caught on, with each addition pumping more
adrenaline into the H’kar…with someone even going so far as to paint the spot
where the pedestal for the original H’kar homeworld would go should they ever
get that far. 


The mark hadn’t been official, just some hopeful
graffiti added by an overzealous citizen, but the thought of one day returning
and reclaiming their old worlds spread like wildfire throughout the H’kar, with
even the Royals genuinely getting onboard with the idea and fully setting their
entire civilization towards that goal, despite the fact that Star Force was
nowhere near to them and was in fact on the other side of the Li’vorkrachnika
core worlds.


That didn’t matter to the H’kar, for even if they were
inching their way forward they now saw a way to one day reclaim what was lost
to them, and even if they didn’t live to see it happen they were committed to
doing their part in the here and now to make it happen for their
descendants…with their legend leaving them the blueprints for how to do it.


And it was those final orders from Vedja that
ultimately transformed H’kar society, for prior to them the H’kar were always
the one that carried the battles. They were the focal point, the strong arm
that did the heavy lifting and took on the biggest battles…but Vedja had made
it clear that they couldn’t beat the enemy on their own merits, nor could they
lead others to victory. No, the ultimate victory over the Li’vorkrachnika was
rooted in the H’kar becoming a support empire and their doing all the auxiliary
tasks that they had previously ignored out of a mix of tradition and arrogance.


But that no longer was the case, with their pride now
rooted in supporting Star Force.


Vedja had said that given enough backing the Human-led
empire would one day, in the distant future, lead the H’kar to ultimate
victory…and with the initial results seeming to confirm his predictions the
H’kar went all-in in their new role, with the single focus of their
civilization becoming the reclamation of their true homeworld, and them no
longer settling for mere survivor or anything less than full and final
retribution. 
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