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March 2, 1203559 BC


Prenthor System


Qitor



 

“How much time
do we have?”


“The Oracle
estimates no more than 3 days, and should we pass that line there will be
little for us to do to stop it. We must have your machines now.”


The Trinx shook its headtails in dismay. “You may well have doomed us all.”


“Can you not get
them here in time? Your colony is less than 2 lightyears away.”


“I have brought
them with me, and more are on their way, but if greater numbers are required
they may not arrive in time.”


The Sety twisted its branch-like neck and adjusted its
breath mask when it slipped ajar. “How
many have you brought?”


“I have brought
all that I could. Let us hope it is enough,” the biped said as he and the
wooden quadruped stepped into a secure lift that would take them to the
provisional command center 90 kilometers away from the excavation site. “70,000 are on their way now.”


“To where? They
cannot come within close proximity…”


“To the
rendezvous point, I am no fool. You
and your clumsy people have claimed that title.”


“The Oracle had
not deciphered our language in time to give a proper warning. There was no way
for us to know.”


“If you had
waited for The Nine this would not have occurred.”


“We are allies,
not blood brothers…and this was our find.”


“And yet here we
are.”


“I do not deny
that the Sety cracked the case, but had any of you been here I do not believe
circumstances would have been any different. It is at this moment irrelevant.
If we do not sedate and reseal we are as good as dead.”


“That I have
been made well aware, and not just because of your clumsy attempts prior to my
arrival,” the Trinx said as the doors on the lift opened and the pair
walked into the medium-sized circular room that held the other expedition
leaders from The Nine. They were an old alliance that kept mostly to themselves
unless great danger befell one of the others, then all would rally without
question and come to the besieged’s aid…as they were
now, though the threat was not only to them but the whole of the galaxy.


“Finally,” the
Bpret said, shifting from a biped form and into a
quadruped as it walked a few steps towards the arriving pair, with its almost
clear gelatinous form causing the holograms behind it to bend as the light
passed through the tall creature, the largest of the group. “Did you bring them?”


“They are on the
ships heading across the surface now,” the Trinx said, stepping around the
shapeshifter to get a look at the master holo in clarity. “Have you produced sufficient chemical?”


“We are not
producing it, the Oracle is,” another of The Nine said, this one a cyborg.
“We are merely supplying the rare
materials. It has been costly, but the Oracle has assured us that we have
enough, it is the delivery mechanism that we are lacking.”


“Your people
were killed on approach?” the Trinx asked, looking at the hologram of the
huge excavation site buried deep below the planet’s surface. A vertical shaft
ran straight down to it with a series of spiral infrastructure platforms
meandering down the chasm like a staircase, on top of which a large number of
icons were emblazoned.


“We don’t know,”
the Sety answered. “When they pass within
range their minds betray them. They drop the canisters and stand still as
statues. The people we sent to assist them suffered the same fate.”


“What range?”


“It was 2.3
kilometers at the outset, but it has grown to 2.8 at present. The more the
creature wakes the greater the field.”


“What type of
field are we talking about? Latku stun or verisas?”


“Neither,”
another of The Nine said. “We have sensed
a massive telepathic aura around the god. We think it is taking control of
their minds rather than emitting a biological stun. That is why we need your
machines.”


“Psionic?”
the Trinx asked in disbelief. “Why was I
not told this before?”


“We were not sure.
We are still not sure, but recently have made several deductions.”


“The Yisv only
arrived two days ago,” the Sety said defensively.


“Why haven’t you
simply launched a missile?”


“Do you think we
haven’t tried? Any fast moving objects are intercepted. The Oracle says it’s a
primitive defense mechanism,” the Sety half argued. He was filled with a
mixture of shame and fear, but the Trinx’s criticism
wasn’t helping and only wasting time. “The
slow moving attempts we made were equally blocked with some form of point
defense, but the Oracle assures us that with sufficient numbers it can be
overcome.”


“Is there enough
chemical to survive those losses?”


“Unknown,”
the cyborg answered. “We have encased
them in protective shells that must be opened manually upon arrival. Our remote
signals are not penetrating to the surface of the creature. There is a jamming
field that is likewise expanding.”


“The Oracle says
it is a shield, but one that physical matter can pass through. If it wakes up
any further that shield will become a barrier that we will not be able to
breach short of weaponsfire on a level that the Oracle assures us will be
enough to fully awaken the creature, so we must sedate it now or we will lose
our only chance of redeeming this mistake. You must send your machines with the
canisters immediately, there is no more time for talk.”


“You are putting
a lot of faith in this Oracle.”


“Should we not?”
the Sety questioned. “The Ancients left
it here to safeguard against a breach and to teach others how to continue to
subdue the beast. I see no reason not to trust the program at its word.”


“I know a bit
more about software than you do,” the Trinx scoffed, for their entire army
was made up of drone warriors. They could be ordered to act remotely, but they
could also follow scripts that in this case would be necessary if there was a
jamming field around the body. 


“We also concur
with the Oracle,” the cyborg agreed, trumping the software experience
tenfold. 


“Very well, I
just hope it will be enough.”


“You must order
your machines not to return fire,” another of The Nine cautioned. “Any attack will hasten the awakening.”


“So noted,”
the Trinx acknowledged. “Where do we
stand on repairs to the containment shell?”


“78% complete,”
the cyborg answered.


“Will that be
enough if we deliver the sedative now?”


“We have no
choice but to deliver it now,” the Sety argued.


The Trinx held up warning finger towards the walking
tree. “I need to know if we’re going to
have to fight multiple runs to continue sedating the creature or if this will
be a single endeavor.”


“A partially
successful sedative attack will delay the awakening,” the smallest of The
Nine said, walking around the rim of the hologram where the 13 inch tall triped perched. “A
full dose should return it to slumber sufficient for the shell to keep it
subdued long enough for full repairs to be made. So even if we fail, so long as we get some sedative to it we will extend our
timeframe.”


The Trinx nodded his thanks for a pithy answer. “Very well, I will throw everything we have
at them. Let us hope it is enough to at least delay this catastrophe until more
of our forces arrive.”



 

Deep inside the chasm the Sety had excavated down to
the shell, there was an aperture that allowed access to the inner shell, and it
was there that the rendezvous point was. That gap between the two was a mix of
empty space and the machinery that made up the containment device that kept the
massive creature dormant, for it was so powerful that the Ancients had not been
able to destroy it. They had managed to subdue it with a chemical, but any
attempts to kill it once sedated only canceled the effect, waking it up again
to the demise of any around.


Not finding a way to kill the creature, they had
chosen to imprison it here and built the shell to both maintain the sedation
through a continuous dosage as well as to inform anyone who found it of the
dangers and how to keep the creature dormant. The Sety had uncovered the
Ancient artifact and entered in exploration, encountering the Oracle who had
tried to prevent them from access. Thinking it was merely a test the Sety had
broken through the walls preventing them from reaching the huge internal region
that the inner shell protected.


There was no door there that they could find, so the
Sety had cut through a section of the 60 kilometer wide ‘egg’ and entered,
crossing over to the centerpiece only to be rebuffed and ill from the attempt.
A few died shortly thereafter but all made it out, after which they began to
study what was inside from afar and set up an observation post at the breach
point, keeping themselves far from the creature at the center that at first
appeared to be a massive stone.


Whatever was making them sick had occurred within a
hundred meters of it, but now the landscape around the creature in the center
was littered with a living forest of mostly Sety, but a few other races were
there as well from those who later had sent teams in only to have them get
caught up in the paralytic psionic field that was continually expanding
outward.


The Yisv were monitoring its size and strength with
their own psionics, and were the only race within The Nine that possessed that
ability. They were situated far from the field, knowing not to risk closure,
for the intensity was so massive that a mere brush with it could kill them on
contact. They knew little about it, but the Oracle had been forthcoming with a
great deal of knowledge…yet most of it was far beyond their understanding.


What the program was clear about was the timetable,
for the longer they delayed the quicker the creature would wake up, for the
damage the Sety had done when cracking the inner shell had diminished the
ability of the facility to continually sedate the monster. Once sedated again
by a massive dose, the Oracle would be able to use the raw materials that were
being provided to it to fully repair the shell, as the Ancients had designed
the program to be able to do, and keep the unkillable
threat contained even in their absence.


What had happened to the Ancients was a mystery that
not even the Oracle knew, but their relics were highly valued amongst The Nine
and others. They took the warning from them at face value, for an enemy too
powerful for the Ancients to defeat was one that they could not begin to handle
themselves. So it was with little skepticism that The Nine followed the
instructions of the Oracle to the letter, though while it was able to answer
questions and offer warnings, it did not have a method of delivery for the
chemical beyond the slow continual dispersion that was now inadequate, leaving
it up to The Nine to come through in that regard.


Had they acted sooner they could have walked right up
to the side of the living mountain and applied the chemical, but the Sety had
wasted so much time floundering around that the Ancients’ bane had woken
sufficiently to begin throwing up subconscious defenses…and the limited
weaponsfire the Sety had applied before the Oracle warned them off had only
hastened the reawakening.


The reprogramming of the Trinx troops hadn’t taken
long to accomplish, so the bipedal machines standing approximately 3 meters in
height entered the inner shell through the shrinking breach point as the
Oracle’s army of tiny technomites gradually rebuilt
the machinery that the Sety had unwittingly damaged. The Trinx ‘vassals’ each carried
in their arms a container of orbs, which were akin to a squishy seed about the
size of a melon, and marched them out onto the large plain around the creature,
not in a column, but in a wide line on the counsel of the Oracle.


When they reached the invisible barrier they passed
through it, subsequently losing their telemetry link back to the Trinx
controllers and leaving them to operate entirely on their own internal
programming now. 


A bit closer the tiny specs of the vassals came under
attack from various points on the mountainside of the sleeping creature.
Reacting to the movement small deformations appeared and sprouted sporadic nubs
that charged up with energy and began emitting a few lightning strikes out at
the vassals, hitting two or three with each attack. The machines literally
disintegrated with the hits, dropping the canisters that hadn’t been blown apart
with them, who fell like baskets of apples, spilling the seeds across the
synthetic ground.


The rest of the vassals marched onward, taking hits
but advancing their line continually until they finally reached the side of the
creature. There they opened the baskets and began picking out individual seeds
to hurl at the beast, breaking their soft shells and spilling the semi-liquid
onto the creature’s rock-hard skin. Somehow the substance that the Oracle had
produced soaked into and was almost consumed by the rock, disappearing entirely
after lingering a handful of seconds.


More and more of the vassals were cut down hurling the
seeds at the creature, whose return fire was diminishing in response, but after
a lengthy fight the vassals were all destroyed leaving their baskets half full
and mostly spilled over the floor surrounding the monster.



 

The Sety in the control room got a brief message from
another of its race in the Oracle chamber, relying the wisdom from the Ancient
program. The tree-like quadruped disconnected the private comm
and looked at the other 8 leaders. “It
wasn’t enough, the creature is still waking. We have slowed it, but nearly all
the chemical is still lying on the floor and now out of our range until we can
get more vassals here.”


“How much time
do we have?” the cyborg asked.


“The Oracle says
no more than 4 days.”


The Trinx shook its head again in dismay. “We cannot have more here before then, not in
the number we need.”


“What do we do?”
the Yisv asked, having studied the warnings from the Oracle in detail. It had
been insistent that their only hope came from immediate action, else the waking
creature would scale beyond their ability to contain.


“The Sety have
killed us all,” the Trinx said, realizing that it was lost.


“No,” the
cyborg said before the panicked bickering could begin. “There is another way.”


“What have we
not considered?” the Sety asked, desperate for even the slightest glimmer
of hope.


The cyborg reached a thick finger up and tapped the
side of its head, then ran out of the room knowing that every second he delayed
the creature would grow stronger. They had to stop this thing now, no matter
what the sacrifice.


Those thoughts were transmitted out to the other
Chamra on the planet instantaneously, with them understanding and agreeing
without argument or dissent. All of them, no matter where they were, began
heading towards the shell and gathering around the inner breach point. They
didn’t bother to enlighten the others of The Nine about what they were doing
for there was no point and no time, they had to get the sedatives deployed
immediately, for even when the Oracle got the repairs completed the creature
could not be in an agitated state, else it would overwhelm the machinery in the
shell.


The Chamra leader met the others and waited for them
all to arrive, then as a group they took off running towards the spilt chemical
seeds, moving far faster than the bigger vassals had traveled but not fast
enough to trigger the physical defense barrier that had stopped any missile
attempts. When the cyborgs hit the psionic field their brains were compromised,
immediately stunned into a trance…but their technological components were not
and acted as a counterbalance, running security checks on all impulses and
weeding out the interference. It was labor intensive calculations, but it
allowed the Chamra to continue functioning on a low level as they ran by the
Sety statues that were gradually starving to death where they stood.


There was no time to save them, and as the cyborgs
came closer to the creature a few lightning arcs emerged, not so many as
before, but enough to begin killing them by the handful as those that were not
immediately hit were starting to get to the spilt chemical seeds. They picked
them up individually and ran forward, smashing chemical packets against the
side of the creature then retreating to pick up more. Moving with an enhanced
speed that was typical of cyborgs, they rushed to deliver as many chemical
seeds as possible before they were cut down.


The other 8 leaders watched from the control room as
thousands of Chamra sacrificed themselves to deliver the last of the chemical…coming
up just short before all of them were killed, but the Yisv quickly confirmed
that the psionic field had shrunk, and if it was as low as it was when the Sety
first breached the shell then the sickness should have replaced it.


Desperate to finish the task the Sety, Trinx, Yisv,
and every other race of The Nine pulled all personnel on site and sent them into
the shell, with many taking sick the moment they got near the creature. Many
dropped to the ground within a few seconds, with the Yisv being completely
compromised and catatonic, but some stronger willed individuals in the other
races persisted long enough to get to the seeds and smash a few more, though
often it took two weakened individuals combining their strength to break one
open.


Most of the individuals in that assault lived through
the next hour then died over the coming days, but the Oracle was quick to
inform them when sufficient chemical had been applied and the suicidal charge
was recalled. Those Sety that had been turned into living statues did not make
it out, dying from the sickness within minutes, but their bodies were dragged
out all the same and the Oracle oversaw the final stages of the repairs,
finally resealing the monster to its fully dormant state.


Of the leaders of The Nine on planet, none survived,
for they had gone in the final wave as well to maximize their window of opportunity,
but those who were left alive in the aftermath reported what had happened and
relayed the warnings of the Oracle to their distant leadership while continuing
to ply it with questions. Coming to grasp the horror they had narrowly avoided
The Nine immediately took up custody of the planet and quarantined it under
heavy guard to ensure that no one could intentionally or accidentally breach
the shell again.


The galaxy had been spared a fateful blow, and The
Nine intended to protect the work of the Ancients indefinitely, no matter what
the future costs, for they would be nil if the creature was ever to wake again.
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May 3, 2723


Haphchap System
(lizard territory)


Unnamed planet



 

Four Li’vorkrachnika rushed down one of their angled
tunnels, descending lower into the bedrock as the three standard variants
escorted a larger ‘tech’ that had approximately the same body type but was
reserved for dealing with scientific matters. It had been grown along with a
few others when the highly dense corovon deposit that they’d located deep
underground had been found to be housed within an artificial construct of
unknown origin.


The tech variants had been analyzing it and given the
go ahead to begin cannibalizing a section of the outer hull, for while it
wasn’t the source of the majority of the corovon readings it still held an unusually
high concentration of the valuable element. As it was, there were three
different breaches in the hull that were being expanded upon as an army of
lizards were surveying the interior, learning and collecting whatever bits of
technology they could get their hands on. 


Another team had been delving deeper trying to get to
the source of the insanely high corovon readings, which required breaking
through a secondary internal hull. A defense program had been hindering their
progress for months, but finally they’d been able to shut it down via some
well-placed explosives and burn their way through the inner hull to get their
first look at the corovon deposit.


It wasn’t as large as the interior, rather just a
‘small’ object laying inside the 10 kilometer-wide empty internal cavern.
Whatever it was wasn’t pure corovon, that was obvious by the dirty blue
coloration, but it was giving off such high readings that even a tiny piece of
the mile long object would be invaluable to their operations on the planet…let
alone what the entire mass would do for the lizard empire as a whole once they
got to the point of sending out exports. 


But apparently there had been some sort of chemical
contamination, for the workers on the collection efforts had begun reporting
illnesses as they tried in vain to chip off even a small portion of what
appeared to be a massive statue. The high levels of corovon were obviously
responsible for that and it would take some time to break it down into
transportable chunks for processing, but if there was a contaminate in or
around the object the tech lizard was going to be the one to ascertain what it
was.


To that end it was carrying an array of gear strapped
to its body on top of the envirosuit it wore. The three standard variants wore
no protection, nor did the others still working in the massive artifact, but if
this one was to leave for further analysis of any samples collected it couldn’t
risk bringing the contamination out in its own body so protocol dictated that
it err on the side of caution.


When they came out of the descending tunnels they
passed through the original breach point in the artifact and were met with reports
of additional illness, though it had escalated to onsite incapacitation rather
than the mobile and conscious patients that had been examined previously by
standard variant medics. If this was a disease locked away for who knew how
long then it could very well wreak havoc with the Li’vorkrachnika population on
the planet.


Before it went any further the tech relayed an order
to seal the shafts at the surface. If they couldn’t contain this then they’d
die here rather than risk spreading it to the others, but if they were going to
die he’d need to gather information to send to the others up top so they could
devise a cure or countermeasure because this corovon find was by far the
largest ever recorded, and even if it meant the deaths of billions of his kin
it would be worth it to the empire once harvested.


Knowing what his duty was, the tech variant hurried
forward with its assistants/escorts through the outer ring of compartments
until they got to the inner breach site and found a mass of their kin waiting
there. They were stopped immediately, then the tech variant was allowed to pass
to the front of the crowd where he was pointed towards the sea of tiny dots
ahead that were the other Li’vorkrachnika that had been affected.


A standard variant passed him a magnifying scope and the
tech placed it over his left eye, allowing him to see in more detail those who
had fallen ill…except they hadn’t fallen. They were standing perfectly still,
every last one of them. 


A perplexed expression crossed the tech’s face, then
the others pointed out the approximate boundary of the affected region, citing
that when they’d sent another team in they’d become affected almost
immediately. The tech turned his attention to that location and saw the 18
Li’vorkrachnika there, all standing still like statues. 


He took a moment to think through the possibilities,
in a way that only his scientifically engineered mind could, then told the
standard variants to stay put while he investigated, given that he was the only
one with a body suit. So he began the long, multiple kilometer trek alone and
by foot, not using any of the vehicles nearby and taking atmospheric readings
every step of the way…yet finding nothing out of the ordinary.


The tech variant was pondering what could possibly be
going on that would cause the ill to stand erect rather than fall as he got
within 200 meters of the most recently effected, then suddenly his mind started
to blur and he stumbled forward a few more steps before his momentum stopped.
He moved his scanner so he could get a better view of it, but it was his eyes
that were beginning to go out rather than the position of his head or the
device.


Before he realized what was going on the majority of
his brain locked up into a kind of active stasis, with ‘holding’ input signals
going out to every part of his body, fixing it rigidly in place and maintaining
his last stance, adding the tech variant to the growing number of statues
around the object.



 

Three days later the ‘freezing field’ had extended out
to the breach in the inner hull, with many of the bodies trapped inside it
having fallen to the ground from exhaustion or death from the illness that had
first afflicted them. New ones had been added to them around the edges as
Li’vorkrachnika were sent in wearing biomonitors so
they could try and ascertain how they were being affected and by what, but
their readings were inconclusive right up until a tremor tripled through the
artifact and toppled half of the remaining living statues to the ground.


Pushed back beyond the entryway, there were no free
Li’vorkrachnika to witness the twitch of movement in the object, but had they
been there they wouldn’t have known what to make of it anyway. The large stone
statue bent slightly, and that motion was enough to cause a chain reaction
within it, clearing out more of the lingering sedative and partially awakening
the beast from its artificially induced slumber.


With the surrounding array no longer capable of
keeping it sedate, the enormous hexaped pushed its
left rear leg out, scraping it along the floor and gouging out a deep furrow on
the pedestal that held it in the center of the array. With every movement that
followed the pedestal broke and tore as if it was merely loose dirt being moved
aside until the creature finally rose up on all six legs, each more than 300
meters wide, and released a roar that coincided with a telekinetic wave that
hit and ripped apart everything around it.


The pedestal crumbled further beneath its feet,
sinking it down some 30 more meters, but the array above the creature didn’t
fare nearly as well and was almost instantaneously disabled from the invisible
impact, leaving only that part beneath the false ground to continue
transmitting the restraint psionic that worked in conjunction with the chemical
to keep the living mountain incapacitated.


As the thing woke further it released more psionic
energy in a series of angry tantrums, slowly breaking apart its cage as the
lizards in the outer ring of the artifact ran up their tunnels towards the
surface…only to be blocked by the quarantine and locked inside to their
imminent deaths.



 

2 months later…



 

“Easy helm,
let’s not get too close,” Gosfu said, watching
their scout ship’s position on the system map relative to the large
Li’vorkrachnika warfleet they’d run across.


“Easing off,
though we’re well within sensor tolerance.”


“Best to be
overly cautious where stealth is concerned,” the Trinx commander said,
watching the ships as they repositioned from jumppoint to jumppoint across the
orbital arc of the main star. To date the Li’vorkrachnika had only assaulted
his homeworld once, in pathetic fashion, but since then their scout fleet had
been given orders to survey the surrounding region that the reptilian race had
encroached upon. 


They were spreading out far and wide, as opposed to
the Trinx who inhabited only one system and chose to keep it that way. This
primitive race was no real threat to them, but their other neighbors were not
so secure and succumbing rapidly as this juggernaut continued to roll forward.
The Trinx were not interested in fighting other people’s wars, but they did
want to keep appraised of what was going on around them.


Ever since the territory around the Trinx homeworld
had been overrun and the Li’vorkrachnika’s attempt to conquer them had failed
without prompting a counterattack, their empire had been more or less quiet in
this region, slowly building up their worlds and producing more ships to send
off in small groups to the ever moving fronts. So when this convoy had crossed
their paths it took Gosfu’s attention, in so much
that he was curious about where exactly it was headed.


He wasn’t worried about it being sent to attack them,
for such a fleet, while overpowering to others, was no match for even a handful
of Trinx ships. His scout ship alone could destroy more than a quarter of them,
so his curiosity was based not in self-preservation but in adding to the Trinx
situational awareness. As far as they knew there was no one else in the region
worthy of this level of Li’vorkrachnika attention, nor were there any primary
shipping lanes passing through it.


“Stay well clear
until the last one jumps, then take us with them at a discrete distance.”


“We’re
following?” the helmsman asked, his headtails flipping aside as his face
spun around.


“A hunch,”
the commander explained.


“As you will.
How far do you plan on following them?”


“Until my
curiosity is sated.”


“How discrete
would you like?”


“Calculate their
jump vector and speed, then mimic out of sensor range. Their redeployment speed
is pitiful. We can reacquire on the far end.”


“What are you
expecting to find?”


“I don’t know.
That’s why I’m curious.”



 

The Trinx scout ship dogged the Li’vorkrachnika
through six additional jumps before they finally arrived in the Haphchap
System, a location known to be under their control but otherwise uninteresting.
The last intelligence data they had on it was the existence of a small startup
colony like hundreds of others were being seeded throughout the region, but
upon deceleration into the system they discovered a great deal more.


The warfleet they had been following was only a small
fraction of the total number of ships present in the system, all of whom were
located in orbit around a single planet. 


“What’s going on
here?” Gosfu wondered aloud, looking at the
thousands of warships in orbit as they approached, following the last bits of
the convoy as it moved in to join them…then as they got within proximity of the
planet the sensor panel lit up with a preprogrammed alarm that shot a mixture
of adrenaline, shock, and horror throughout the Trinx crew.


The sensor officer literally knocked herself out of
her seat as she reflexively jerked back from the screen, landing on her butt
and turning to face the commander. “Hamoriti,”
she whispered.


“Recheck all
systems,” he said immediately, hoping like hell this was a mistake. “Bring us out of stealth mode and give me full
sensor scan…and get us closer. I don’t care about that fleet. We have to
confirm this one way or another.”


The Trinx scout ship, about the length of three
Li’vorkrachnika cruisers, dropped its camouflage shields and accelerated
towards the planet, bypassing the last of the convoy and flying straight down
to upper low orbit. They all knew they had to keep their distance, for the
stories they learned as children taught them as much, but they needed to get
within better sensor range to confirm the psionic signature they were picking
up from afar. 


The scout ship decelerated in the blink of an eye,
with the orbital fleet moving slowly to chase it and the commander not caring.
His eyes were on the holographic displays before him as they were updating and
centering on a surface location that had several hundred Li’vorkrachnika
cruisers surrounding a mass even larger than one of them. They were firing on
it from multiple angles with weapons that were not plasma-based, which was
totally foreign to their design motif, but they had to or their ships would be
caught up in the paralysis field if they didn’t use long range ordinance.


That thought barely registered to the commander as he
stared at the blue, six-legged mass not believing it was really here. This
planet was not one of the seven, and there were only 7 Hamoriti the Ancients
had trapped. One of them sat below his homeworld, with the Trinx as its
self-appointed guardian and keeper. The others in The Nine were doing likewise
with four more. The remaining two were beyond their reach, sitting buried
beneath planets in enemy territory where they could not presently reach. 


This planet was far from either of those locations. Furthermore,
this Hamoriti didn’t match the descriptions of the others. Each was unique and
this monster was something altogether new.


“How can this
be?” the helmsman asked, not even caring about the proximity reports as
several Li’vorkrachnika ships were closing to weapons range.


Gosfu ignored the question,
but he was thinking the same thing as he watched one of the cruisers down on
the planet get hit with a beam of pure blue fire emitting from the Hamoriti’s
head. It passed through the ship like it wasn’t even there, puffing out a huge
explosion when the material vaporized, leaving only bits and pieces to fall to
the ground afterward.


The other Li’vorkrachnika ships continued firing some
form of physical slugs at the mass that exploded on contact, but Gosfu knew how futile that was. The Hamoriti ate corovon,
with their bodies being the most potent armor the galaxy had ever known…but
what he didn’t understand was why this one hadn’t killed all the enemy ships
attacking it. After the single blue beam it did nothing for a long time, then
seeming to summon up a great effort, it released another beam that hit a second
cruiser.


This wasn’t right, for a Hamoriti should have been
capable of destroying all of them on a whim. 


“Is there an
Ancient facility on the planet?” he finally asked, knowing what this meant
for the galaxy if his eyes weren’t truly deceiving him.


“There’s a
subsurface structure similar to the one on Vikod, but
I can’t confirm make from this distance.”


Gosfu lowered his head,
trying to quiet his nerves. “Take us into
the atmosphere and do a close scan of both the creature and the cavern.”


All the bridge crew turned from the live images being
displayed and stared at him, knowing that such a thing was a death sentence.


“There is
something not right here,” he explained, wondering if this was the right
course of action or not. “It is fighting
the Li’vorkrachnika but only tentatively, almost as if it is weak. If it is not
destroying them quickly, then we should be able to get in and out with the
information we need.”


Gosfu looked up at them,
pleading in his eyes. “We have to know if
there is an Ancient shell down there.”


“We’re dead
anyway,” the helmsman said, turning back to his controls with a flurry of
headtails spinning about. “Might as well
know the particulars.”


“No!” one of
the other crewers yelled as he stood up. “Go
near that thing and we’re dead! You know we will be. This is suicide!”


Gosfu jabbed a finger at the
image of the Li’vorkrachnika ships surrounding the creature, though the vast
majority of their fleet was still in orbit, some of which were even now
shooting on the scout ship with their primitive plasma weapons. “They’re not dead. Not yet. And if we have a
window of opportunity I am not going to waste it!” he yelled ever louder
than the other had. “We have to give our
people as much information as we can. If this one is weak, or a cousin to the
others, or what I don’t care, but if there’s even the smallest chance of
surviving it we need information and I’m not going to waste this. Do you
understand me? We cannot waste this!”


The other Trinx shook its head adamantly, not
listening to the logic and consumed by the fear instilled in them since birth.
“No, no we can’t!”


“Helm, get us
moving,” Gosfu ordered, feeling the same fear but
not letting it totally consume him. “Get
every bit of data we can on one pass. We’re not going to risk two,” he
said, pointing at the vocal crewmember before the next scream of protest came.
“And you will be silent…or removed.”


Two others nearby walked up next to the Trinx and
stared at it, not saying a word, then it finally buckled and sat down, holding
its head in its hands and muttering to itself how they were all going to die.
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August 24, 2723


Paquat System 


Vikod (Trinx homeworld)            



 

Nesfa walked with a trio of Regents,
each a longtime guardian tasked with defending and monitoring the sleeping
beast hidden beneath the surface of their capitol. There were other inhabited
planets in the system, but Vikod was the most densely
populated and heaviest defended of them all to insure that no one could gain
access to the Ancient shell. The native population knew it was there but only a
handful actually had access to it and this was the first time that Nesfa had
gone in person to the location.


The artifact was buried deep within
the planet, with the Trinx learning that was by design to supply it with
continuous geothermal power in case its own power reserves ever failed, as well
as to continually recharge them as time passed. The shell also gathered
resources from the surrounding rock layers that were partially molten, which
had made the facility difficult to access initially when the Trinx took
possession of this planet, but their technology had advanced so far in the
millennia that had passed that the conduit they’d built down to reach it was in
no danger of breaching. 


The main shaft didn’t lead directly
to the artifact, but rather to a small city they’d built adjacent to it. There
they kept a permanent staff ensuring that any minute twitch from either the
machinery or the beast would be measured and an alarm sounded, but in all the
recorded history of the Trinx guarding this Hamoriti there had not been one
such occurrence. The Ancients had constructed their prisons well, and so long
as the Trinx kept outsiders from interfering it was believed that the beast
could be kept safely sedated for all of time.


As the Prefect walked through the
monitoring facility he got reports of no activity from this shell. That
shouldn’t have surprised him, but he half-expected this one to be waking up
too. He didn’t know why, because they were completely disconnected from one
another and spread out across different star systems with no interlinking
communication functions, but never in recorded history had anything like this
happened aside from the initial incident with the Sety’s
Hamoriti. They’d barely been able to contain it then, and it hadn’t so much as
twitched.


Now there was one free of its prison
and doing battle with the Li’vorkrachnika that had awoken it…but it shouldn’t
have even existed. Everything the Oracle had told them indicated that there
were 7 Hamoriti. The only possible explanation was that one of the two that The
Nine didn’t have guardianship over had been moved, but even that wasn’t
possible. The descriptions of all of them were vivid in the Prefect’s memory,
and the newly discovered one was unlike any of the others.


Nesfa didn’t know what was going on,
and fearing the doomsday warned against he was going to the only source of
knowledge on the Hamoriti that The Nine had ever had. That being the Oracles.


The quartet walked through guard
station after guard station, with a formidable amount of weaponry set up should
any outsider make it this far underground in the unlikely circumstance that
someone got by their surface defenses. A direct attack had been unlikely, but
what had worried the Trinx more was an infiltrator sneaking past and gaining
access to the artifact, with these weapons emplacements, troops, and sealed
doors intending to deny them even sight of the Ancient prison.


There were a number of procedures to
pass through, time locks and such that prevented any quick access, with Nesfa
waiting patiently while the Regents handled all that was required. Once the
last measure had been passed the doors behind them closed, obscuring the final
defensive emplacements from view, before the much smaller opposite single hatch
pulled open revealing one of the actual entrances on the shell’s surface.
Initially they had been nearly impossible to find, but after the Sety had
unwittingly damaged theirs when trying to cut their way in the Trinx had made
sure not to make that mistake again and had spent many centuries looking for a proper
way inside before finally finding one.


Two of the Regents stayed in the
defense cupola while Nesfa and the other walked inside, transitioning off of
Trinx infrastructure to the floor built by the Ancients so long ago. In all
this time no one had learned what had happened to them, and the Oracles only
possessed knowledge regarding the Hamoriti and their imprisonment. They had not
tried to directly access the Ancient computer systems for fear of unwittingly
releasing the creature, so it was possible that the Oracles knew more than they
said. Nesfa wasn’t going to risk unleashing this monster, but he was going to
try and get whatever shreds of an answer he could out of this one.


A short hallway led to a series of
maintenance shafts that spurred off a central command area, with other
redundant structures spread around the gap between shells. The Oracle could be
accessed at any of them and many other smaller stations, and as the pair of
Trinx approached its hologram appeared in the center of the chamber and ‘flew’
towards them, speaking in the native Trinx language that it had deciphered long
ago.


“Greetings,
Regent and guest,” the tri-tipped icon said aloud, with all three spurs
spinning around their focal point and looking like an eviscerated pyramid. “This facility’s status remains unchanged
since your last visit.”


“I
am Prefect of the Trinx,” Nesfa identified himself, “and I have questions.”


“You
may ask.”


“How
many Hamoriti are there?”


“Seven.
All were neutralized and imprisoned in separate facilities,” it said,
flashing up a slice of the galactic map beneath it with seven pinpricks pulsing
with a pink glow. “This one is known as
Rigall and is unique from the others. They are called…”


“Only
seven?” Nesfa repeated, cutting off the long spiel that they’d heard many
times before.


“Correct
in number, but not significance. A single Hamoriti is powerful enough to
decimate the galaxy if unchecked.”


“We
have discovered another, and it has been released from its shell. How is this
possible?”


“Location
please,” the Oracle said, creating a solid holographic control board in
front of Nesfa for him to manipulate the map with. 


The Trinx set its two-fingered hands
onto the energy-based floating panels and worked the Ancient coordinate system,
first identifying the local region and scaling the map down to it, then
manually picking out the correct system by sight rather than imputing the long
numerical code.


“There
is no facility located in this system, nor is it a possession of the Ancients.”


“Mere
months ago a Hamoriti was released from a prison built akin to this one, though
of smaller size. The Hamoriti is also smaller and of a shape unlike the seven
you have shown us.”


“There
are no other Hamoriti beyond the seven.”


Nesfa glanced at the Regent, who
took the data device he was carrying and walked it over to a station in the
command center. It had taken a very long time to be able to build a device that
could interact directly with the Ancient technology, but the Oracle program had
been designed to be intuitive regarding new races and had accepted data in many
other forms previously, but at a slow and often tedious pace. 


The device the Regent plugged in
delivered the full intelligence packet within a tenth of a second and the
Oracle updated the map accordingly.


“This
is indeed a Hamoriti. Like the others it is of unique composition and therefore
I have no records of it or its abilities, but I can deduce a fair amount given
the recordings you have made of it.”


“How
can there be an 8th that you didn’t know about?” Nesfa asked. “We could have safeguarded it easily if we’d
only known of its existence!”


“I
have no data regarding this Hamoriti. Speculation indicates that either the
seven Hamoriti imprisoned were able to reproduce another in secret before their
capture or that there were other Hamoriti not accounted for when these
facilities were created.”


“This
one was contained within an Ancient shell. How could you not know of it?”


“Confirmed.
The prisoner structure that previously held this Hamoriti is of Ancient design,
but specifications are not identical. Speculation suggests that this prison
facility was built in a time period after the original 7 and that this program
was not updated with such knowledge.”


“Is
this new one weaker than the others?”


“Speculation
again, but no. Not in terms of ability strength, however if this one is younger
than the others it may not have the battle experience to fully utilize its
strengths. The more you fight it however, the quicker it will learn.”


“Why
is it so much smaller?”


“Size
of Hamoriti is due to developmental choice. They can grow to any given size,
but if nutrients are scarce such size will require weaker bodily structures. If
this is a younger Hamoriti it may not yet have gathered the necessary elements
to achieve greater size.”


“But
it is weaker because of its smaller size? How could it not be?”


“Capabilities
of Hamoriti are judged by external observation. The truth behind their inner
workings are unknown. The combat data you have provided is minimal. No such
judgements as to capabilities can be made, and as prudence dictates we do not
risk understatement.”


“Is
there a way we can recapture this one? And if we can, can you show us how to
build or repair the existing shell?”


“Doubtful
and no. If the damage to the other shell is not critical the Oracle, if it has
one, should be able to make repairs if provided with the necessary raw
materials. Based off the data you have supplied, I estimate a 6% probability of
the Oracle maintaining sufficient machinery to execute such repairs.”


“Speculate
on the odds of us being able to destroy it if it is young and weaker than the
others.”


“None.
Your technology is inferior to that of the Ancients. If they could have
destroyed it they would not have imprisoned it.”


“Could
it be weaker from the imprisonment itself?” Nesfa asked, grasping at
straws. 


“The
Hamoriti will not have an army of minions, but the creature itself will not be
weakened. The prison facilities are constructed to supply it with necessary
nutrients, else any such withering effect will cause a reflexive awakening. No
amount of sedative will counteract this. Assuming this undocumented prison
functions under the same principles, this Hamoriti will have emerged at the
full strength that it was captured at.”


“What
can we do then?”


“Maintain
the dormancy of the Hamoriti here. The undocumented Hamoriti is beyond your
control.”


“We
have to do something,” Nesfa insisted.


“Unless
the Ancients can be located, or another race with equal or greater power, all
you can hope to do is delay the Hamoriti’s expansion. You cannot stop it.”



 

18 days later a massive Trinx fleet
arrived in the Haphchap System and moved to the planet that was ground zero for
the Hamoriti’s emergence. There they found a much smaller Li’vorkrachnika fleet
in middle orbit and the scattered remains of the rest showing up in pieces on
the surface. Not wasting any time the Trinx attacked and destroyed the
Li’vorkrachnika, securing the system against further outside influence and
establishing a loose blockade/monitoring spherical formation around the planet.


On the surface the Hamoriti had
moved off from the much more shallower shell and the
crude conduit that the Li’vorkrachnika had dug down to it. That hallow had been
expanded upon when the Hamoriti had came up, but it
was still within 1000 kilometers of the Hamoriti’s present location and it
being deemed too dangerous to attempt an insertion. The Trinx doubted enough
would be left of the shredded Ancient facility, but given they had no hope of
victory they were going to press every lead they had.


While they waited for the Hamoriti
to move further off around the curvature of the planet before attempting an
orbital insertion, they monitored closely what was happening, seeing several
large holes in the path the creature had taken. Presently it was walking across
the forested landscape leaving lake-sized footprints in a trail easily visible
from orbit. The large holes, however, had burrowed down into the bedrock and
were now covered at the base by formerly molten rock that had resolidified. 


Though it wasn’t doing so now, the
Trinx knew from the Oracle that the Hamoriti had the ability to externally
digest rock in its molten state, essentially soaking in the various elements
they required while leaving the excess material outside its body. Each of the
big holes in the ground were burrowing points where it had been going after something
it sensed below the surface, possibly corovon or other raw materials that it
required. 


As such, any potential physical
restraints on the beast would likewise melt off when it activated this ability,
with it also possessing the means to disrupt any energy based alternatives. The
Hamoriti were mountain-sized juggernauts that you couldn’t stop no matter how
hard you tried…and they contained biological anti-grav,
meaning they could fly across terrain if needed, and even through space.


The Trinx knew that they couldn’t
keep the Hamoriti on planet or even in the system if it wanted to leave, so
their mission here was to observe and then attack any minions it produced
before they could snowball out of control. Those minions were biological
technology that the Hamoriti produced, and even now there were a few sites
along the Hamoriti’s trail that were showing positive contacts on the Trinx
sensors.


They were defensive growths,
essentially a turret covering seeds that would begin harvesting surrounding
resources and producing the mobile minions. If they were allowed to continue
unchecked they’d become a huge problem even if the Hamoriti didn’t spawn any
more. The problem was they were still within the firing radius of the Hamoriti,
and unless it got very sloppy it wouldn’t move off until they’d developed
further.


That meant the Trinx had a choice to
make. Sit and watch while their long held nightmare’s forces took root and
began to multiply…or go in to eliminate them and hope to weather the Hamoriti’s
firepower long enough to accomplish their mission, at which point the monster
would begin spawning new seeds again, starting an endless war that they could
never win.


If for no other reason than to buy
time they made the strike, sending a portion of their fleet into extreme
weapons range where they began firing down on the planet from low orbit with
pinpoint accurate energy beams, hitting and vaporizing the growing biomatter in all the various locations simultaneously as patches
on the Hamoriti began to form on its ‘skin’ and charge with energy. As they did
the Trinx, knowing they were going to have to sacrifice themselves to take out
their targets, held position and continued firing with their helmsmen ready to
make an emergency jump out the moment they had the word that the targets had
been destroyed.


But they weren’t even close to
achieving that when the spherical burst came, rushing out so fast from the
Hamoriti that the atmosphere around it literally caught on fire. The binary
pulse came first with an invisible field that almost instantaneously reached
out and rendered all the ships inert, disrupting their internal mechanisms in
an almost magical fashion and leaving the ships falling from orbit when the
physical disruptions hit them, dragging the burning atmosphere behind it.


The Trinx ships were destroyed
within a second, but what was left of the biological seeds on the surface partially
survived, though the forest they were in did not. Now visually exposed amongst
the instantaneous char, they rode out the hurricane of atmospheric restabilization as another group of Trinx ships made
microjumps down into the plume of atmosphere bulging up into lower orbit. 


Their shields nearly collapsed under
the physical strain as they braked into firing position, then as the Hamoriti
took a moment to recharge they continued the orbital bombardment that their
fellow ships had started, barely finishing in time before the second blast wave
came. Better than half of them managed to jump out in time, with the rest
succumbing to the disabling wave and being left helpless as the next fire plume
visibly reached up to devour them. 


The Trinx had accomplished their
mission, but at a cost. Then, as if in spite to their sacrificial actions, the
Hamoriti was seen spawning another seed at its current location. First forming
as a tiny pinprick of a lump on its body, then dropping off onto the ground
where it dug roots into the charred soil and began to grow like a plant on the
devastated landscape.


The Trinx had bought some time,
though not much, and they’d have to do the same thing again and again else let
the Hamoriti’s minions grow to consume the planet, then transition out into the
galaxy. 
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September 22, 2723


Prenthor System (Sety
capitol)


Qitor 



 

“We
have to have your assistance,” Nesfa said, pounding his angular fist on the
railing before him in the council chamber. “You
know the strength of the Hamoriti as well as any of us, and if we are to have a
chance of accomplishing anything it is in this moment, when the beast is at its
weakest. My people are dying to preserve this window of opportunity and I will
not let you or the others waste it through speculation or diplomacy.”


“It
is not that simple,” Ivvit said, being the only other representative from
The Nine that had been able to make the trip to Prenthor
before the Trinx arrived. “We must
develop a plan of action before we start sending troops. I will not sacrifice
my people against the Hamoriti to buy time unless that time is of value. We
have no known means of defeating them, and according to the Oracles we also do
not have the ability to return them to their confinement…so I ask you, what
choice do we have besides dying now and dying later?”


“I
do not know,” Nesfa answered the cyborg honestly, “but I do know, what we all know, is that the Hamoriti’s minions will
grow and spread. They are formidable enough without the Hamoriti’s presence and
they will begin claiming worlds on their own. I do not suggest assaulting the
beast, but in containing the minions before they grow and spread out of control.”


“The
Hamoriti can build up the minions around it, then leave to do the same
elsewhere,” one of the six Sety in the chamber pointed out. “In order to strike at the minions to prevent
their growth we must strike near the Hamoriti, and we cannot do that without
massive casualties.”


“I
know that,” Nesfa growled, frustrated. “But
I also know that if we devise a way to combat the Hamoriti down the road that
we will look back on this moment in regret if we did not deal with the threat
when it was at its weakest. I will not allow this to become a lost opportunity.
My people are presently dying to preserve it, and while I do not expect us to
devise a solution overnight, we must have your help to contain the spread
before it truly begins.”


“To
what end?” Ivvit reiterated. “Even
the Ancients could not kill them.”


“Despite
what the Oracles say, this one is smaller and must be lesser in some degree. We
need to learn about it before the minions spread out of control.”


“How?”
another of the Sety asked, standing on a pedestal and looking like a leafless
tree rooted in place with its 4 legs twisted about one another forming a pseudo
trunk.


“With
blood,” Nesfa said, his mind going dark at the sacrifices that would be
required. “We attack with multiple
weapons and defenses, each time trying to adapt and provoke different
responses. As we die we will learn the capabilities and limitations of this
Hamoriti…and with luck we will find a weakness to exploit.”


“So
you are suggesting we assault it?” Ivvit pointed out.


“Not
now,” Nesfa said, becoming irritated with the lack of insight he was
getting from the Sety and Chamra. “We
must focus on the minions while we devise tests to probe the Hamoriti. When
those have been constructed we attack, die, and learn in our failure. I see no
other way to proceed, and waiting only allows the Hamoriti’s minions to grow in
number.”


“We
have responsibilities within Nexus territory to see to,” Mafrin said,
reluctantly having to disagree with his Trinx peer. “The Sety may have a larger military than yours, but ours is not as free
to redeploy. We are 92% tethered to current assignments. Even if I agreed with
your assessment we do not have the strength to aid you, not in the numbers
required. At best a single fleet could be mustered, but I will not send them to
their deaths just to buy us a few years.”


Nesfa threw his arms up in the air
in frustrated defeat. “Then we just let
the Hamoriti consume the galaxy.”


“I
conferred with our Oracle, and it indicates that it will take a very long time
for the Hamoriti to assert the kind of territorial domination that the Ancients
faced. Even though we have not caught up to their technological level, we are
not helpless. If we are to study the Hamoriti then let us do it from afar. The
Li’vorkrachnika have already gone into combat with it. Let them continue to do
so and we will watch. Sacrificing our troops before we have a plan of action is
wasteful.”


“And
how long did the Oracle predict it would take before the minions grew too
strong for you to defeat, absent the Hamoriti?”


Mafrin stared back at the Trinx,
wondering if he’d had a nearly identical conversation with their Oracle. “Concerning the Nexus alone, conservatively
300 years, though with this Hamoriti being a new one the estimates were labeled
as being largely speculation rather than data-derived.”


“Have
you been able to examine the shell?” Ivvit interjected.


Nesfa turned his attention to him,
trying to let his anger with the Sety dissipate. “The Hamoriti moved off far enough that we were able to slip a small
team inside. They confirmed it was Ancient technology and got a few generic
schematics from the placement of the rubble before the minions within repelled
them. They were not able to recover or locate the Oracle. Nearly the entire
shell was destroyed by the Hamoriti as it left.”


“I
still do not understand how there could be another Hamoriti,” one of the
other Sety commented. “It makes no sense
for the Ancients to build the Oracles with knowledge of the others and not
include this one.”


“I
agree, but it is here none the less,” Nesfa said, wondering if the others
in The Nine would be equally obtuse to the situation when they arrived. He’d
hoped to be returning with at least a Sety fleet by now, but these idiots
appeared not to be able to grasp the obvious.


“Our
task all these millennia has been to prevent the release of those imprisoned,”
Mafrin stated evenly, “knowing that if
even one were to escape captivity that the galaxy would be doomed. We have not
failed in our duty, yet by events we do not understand a Hamoriti has been
released. While it is unknown to us the simple fact is that our only hope was
in containment. The Li’vorkrachnika unwittingly released it, much as we did
here so long ago. I do not see that there is anything we can do at this point.”


“Short
of locating the Ancients,” Ivvit threw out.


“They
are most likely dead after all this time,” Nesfa said, once again pointing
out the obvious.


“Then
we need to find who killed him and ask their assistance.”


The Trinx glared at the cyborg. “Unless you have discovered something new,
such thoughts are merely academic games.”


“The
Oracles have made it clear that we cannot defeat the Hamoriti, and the fact
that the Ancients could not find a way to destroy them either only underscores
the fact that we cannot handle this. Thus we must consider alternate
possibilities, no matter how remote.”


“Agreed,
but what do you intend to do in the meantime?”


“If
we had a viable strategy I would send every Chamra against it immediately, but
given that we do not the logical path ahead is to conserve resources rather
than to spend them without merit.”


“We
do not wholly agree,” Mafrin differed. “The
Sety may not have the strength to fight the Hamoriti, but we do have the
strength to focus on lesser threats to the Nexus. Those must be priority.
However, to let the minions spread to a second star system would be folly. The
Hamoriti can only be in one place at one time, and we know this is the weakness
that allowed the Ancients to dismantle their stranglehold on the galaxy. We
will not waste our troops going up against it directly, but if we can strike at
the minions and hinder their growth I feel we must, as Nesfa has said, to buy
us time. I do not feel that we will find a solution, but we must try
nonetheless.”


The Trinx shook its head adamantly,
headtails flying back and forth behind it. “There
are enough resources in that system to grow an army of minions that we will be
hard pressed to counter. If we give the Hamoriti free reign it can fortify even
a single planet to such levels that it will take all of The Nine’s combined
might to cleanse it again if the Hamoriti leaves. We must work inside the
system, and the mathematically prudent method is to sacrifice a few troops
continuously to knock down the minions in their infancy.”


“If
we had an objective to achieve and required a delay, then I would reluctantly
agree,” Ivvit said. “But we have no
objective. We will continue to lose troops until we are defenseless, then the
Hamoriti will continue as it is now. If we can find a way to contain or destroy
it, then we are obligated to do so. If we cannot, perhaps it is best to run,
staying ahead of the expansion while looking for such a way, if it exists. If
not, then our focus should be on survival.”


“While
the galaxy slowly burns?” Nesfa asked angrily.


“If
we cannot stop it, then we should at least try and survive it.”


“Nesfa
is correct in that we must contain the spread of the minions for the time being,”
Mafrin said, crackling with movement as he pointed an arm towards the Trinx. “We know from the Oracles how to fight them,
and the damage they will cause if they are allowed to escalate. Containing the
Hamoriti is impossible, but we can fight the minions and I believe that we
must…even if only to give our people time to evacuate.”


“Evacuate
to where?” Nesfa asked. “As dangerous
as the Hamoriti is, it will not be able to spread quickly. But put that aside,
there is a bigger problem we have to face. Where did this Hamoriti come from?
The Oracles spoke of their reproduction as an unknown factor. Never did they
witness or come to understand the origins of the Hamoriti. We now have one that
appears to be younger, though we can’t be sure of that or much else at this
point. Where did it come from if the 7 were imprisoned? They could not have
reproduced it, at least not after their sedation.”


“Valid
questions but I fail to see their consequence. If another Hamoriti were to
emerge we would be equally helpless to defeat it.”


Nesfa pounded his two knuckle fist
on the railing again. “How can you be
this blind? Have you not been guarding a Hamoriti here as we have done? Have
you not studied it intently? If this Hamoriti is younger then by studying it
and feeding data to the Oracles they can compare it to the others and
potentially gain insights that they do not currently possess. What the Ancients
knew of this one they did not update the Oracles with, and that knowledge may
be critical to finding a way to deal with this one.”


The cyborg twitched with
understanding. “The Ancients used all of
their power to contain the seven, and in doing so their civilization was nearly
destroyed in the process. Yet they combated and contained another Hamoriti
presumably afterwards, suggesting they either regained their strength or the
task was easier with this one?”


“Exactly,
and given that their civilization is now gone I would not bet on them having
rebuilt their full strength.”


“That
is warrantless speculation,” Ivvit cautioned.


“Speculation
it may be, but this is an opportunity to gain additional data on the Hamoriti
above and beyond what the Oracles presently possess. They have shown an ability
to process new data, and how the Ancients wrote code that could do so is beyond
me, but we should utilize this ability while we possess it. And the only way to
do so is to attack the Hamoriti directly to trigger selected responses for
analysis.”


“Costly
lessons,” another voice said as a fog-like cloud moved through one of the
three access doors. The Yisv’s ‘body’ took on more
cohesion as it approached one of the empty podiums, eventually forming into the
frail bipeds that they were in their solid state.


“You
arrived quicker than expected,” Mafrin commented.


“Current
events warrant expediency. Am I right in hearing that the Trinx want to attack
the Hamoriti directly? The Oracles have told us repeatedly that it is suicide
and I question the sanity of those suggesting it, for you are not ignorant. If
the Ancients could not destroy them then neither can we, regardless of what we
might learn. Such curiosity is not worth the lives of our people.”


“I
concur,” Ivvit echoed.


“Those
lives will be lost in time,” Nesfa reminded Sefib.
“Better that their deaths serve a purpose
in the here and now, regardless of whether or not the information proves to be
strategically useful.”


“What
of those who released them? Your packet said they were engaging the Hamoriti
initially and were not overwhelmed.”


Nesfa shook his head again. “They are primitives that utilize plasma
weapons. Why the Hamoriti didn’t strike them all down simultaneously is in
question, but it may be that they simply weren’t a great enough threat to
warrant the energy expenditure…or it could be weakened after its sedation. If
that is the case it may not be fully recovered as of yet and our hesitancy to
act may be costing us a moment of opportunity.”


“As
we pointed out,” Mafrin added for the benefit of Sefib, “there is no point in acting if we do not
know how to act. And according to the Oracles there is nothing that we can do
to stop this one.”


“Despite
its smaller size?”


“All
the Oracles insisted that the size did not matter,” Nesfa said before Mafrin could answer, “but
there has to be a difference. The capabilities of each of the 7 have been well
documented, and even if this one was too strong for the Ancients to destroy it
may well be weaker than the others and that is something we need to know. The
Oracles are acting on speculation, not data, and we need to give it to them.”


“A
fleeting hope,” Sefib said dismissively.


“What
would your counsel be?” the Trinx asked.


“We
have none. The Oracles said that if a Hamoriti awoke it would be the death of
us all. I fail to see how we can overcome that, unless their assertions are
incorrect. I don’t believe anyone is arguing that point?”


“Then
why come here?”


“Because
such a defeat will not occur swiftly. The galaxy is quite large and the
Hamoriti is only one. Its minions may well grow to consume all, but it will be
them that we fight, not the Hamoriti. We may be able to survive if we are
savvy, and a joint effort by The Nine is more likely to succeed than
independent ones.”


“While
you ponder survival the Hamoriti grows in strength,” Nesfa pointed out. “I do not care about long term plans at this
point, only in stopping the spread before it begins. Already the Trinx have
devoted our full strength to this end, what will the Yisv contribute?”


“How
will attacking the Hamoriti accomplish this?”


“I
recommend attacks for study, not containment. To that end we must, and are,
striking at the minions as the Hamoriti spawns them.”


“And
how has it responded?”


“We
lose ships with each raid, but the Hamoriti is forced to start over again.”


“Ah,
now I see. You seek to freeze the moment before it escalates in the hope of
finding a path ahead before the opportunity is lost to us.”


“Indeed.”


“If
the inevitable is to come,” Ivvit argued, “then let it come and us face it. We will not
spend our people’s lives to gain pointless time. If the Oracles say that we
cannot destroy or sedate the Hamoriti, then we should not foolishly argue that
point. The Hamoriti have returned to the galaxy whether we like it or not, now
we must deal with the consequences of someone else’s error. We did not fail,
but this doomsday has occurred none the less. The Oracles have a vast amount of
information regarding the war the Ancients fought against the minions and in
that lies the best hope for our survival, not in trying to deny that what is
happening cannot be undone.”


“We
will not go near nor contend with the god,” Sefib said softly, “but we are willing to fight its minions
elsewhere. We must eventually, and we would choose to do so sooner rather than
later in the hopes of shaping the landscape to our advantage going forward…or
perhaps I should say to lessen our disadvantage going forward.”


“We
are in agreement,” Ivvit said.


“The
Sety will contribute what ships we can to the containment effort,” Mafrin
said, speaking directly to Nesfa. “They
will not be used against the Hamoriti itself, nor within its radius, but as the
minions spread they will kill them when they are able. We will dispatch the
fleet as soon as it can be gathered.”


“I
would criticize the token gesture, but at this point every ship counts.”


“We
have other responsibilities to attend to,” the Sety pointed out.


“They
nor anything else matters at this point,” Nesfa said with a cool anger. “Whatever victories you win will be washed
away in time. Let the rest of the galaxy fall into chaos while we fight to
contain the Hamoriti. If by some miracle we succeed we can put it back together
later. If we do not find a way to succeed, nothing else will matter.”
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November 2, 2723


Prenthor System (Sety
capitol)


Qitor



 

Nesfa walked out of another planning
meeting with The Nine, utterly dejected at the lack of understanding the others
were showing. They were going to allow the Hamoriti to claim the planet his
people were dying to continually purge of minions, then try to intercept and
destroy them when they attempted to leave. If the Hamoriti came after them
they’d withdraw and concede it whatever location it went to, then move back to
hit the minions it had abandoned.


It made a certain amount of sense at
first glance, but Nesfa had studied the warnings and wisdom of the Oracle all
his life and he knew the others in The Nine had done likewise, so there was no
excuse for their lapse of judgement. Giving the minions a chance to spread,
even on a single planet, was foolhardy. They didn’t need the Hamoriti to
dominate once they reached certain numbers, and the sheer number of troops The
Nine would have to commit to eliminate them would far outweigh what they’d
spend in continuous suicide runs to prevent the minions from getting their
foothold.


The Trinx had argued that point
endlessly, with the rest of The Nine unwilling to accept his proposal and
suggesting that if any attempt should be made in that regard that the Trinx should
use their vassals in the form of warships to do the raiding rather than
sacrificing ship crews.


The problem with that was the Trinx
didn’t have any warship vassals, and while he’d ordered them to begin designing
and producing them before he’d left for this summit there was no way they’d be
ready in time, nor would the Trinx be able to build them fast enough to keep
the minions suppressed. They had to have the support of The Nine or this wasn’t
going to work…yet they wouldn’t give it to him.


He knew what he was asking was a
tall order in blood, but nothing else mattered at this point. Let the Hamoriti
get established and the timeline would escalate beyond their control quickly.
The Ancients might have been able to succeed with The Nine’s current plan, but
the Trinx and their allies were not on par with that mysterious race. No one
disputed that, yet they would not take the one course of action that could
forestall the coming disaster.


Nesfa was committed to keeping the
minions suppressed with or without The Nine, realizing the duty he and his
people had to keep this threat contained, but in doing so he was going to strip
his military bare, then The Nine wouldn’t follow up and it will all have been
for naught. They’ll have acquit their duty, but it won’t have mattered. The
Hamoriti would spread its influence over the local region and slowly begin
taking control of the galaxy.


Nesfa left the planning meeting and
headed back to his ship, intending to stay on the Sety world no longer. While
there was considerable more planning to do, it was planning for a course of
action that the Trinx would not support. If the others wouldn’t do what was
necessary they would, for as long as they could sustain the effort.


He knew that wasn’t going to be
enough, so the Prefect had to find some other way to do what needed to be done.



 

“If
we have to engage them,” Mafrin said, looking at a holographic star chart
with the other seven members of The Nine, “it
is best to do so after their seed ships have landed. The Oracle says there is a
cannibalization process that occurs offering a window of opportunity during
which the defenses will be minimal. Wait too long and they convert over into
the fortifications we all know will be very hard to remove.”


“You
want us to let them land?” Ivvit asked rudely.


“Those
seed ships will be very hard to take out in space. That carapace is extremely
formidable, but it will crack open when expanding on the surface. Time it right
and we’ll poach it with a few well placed shots.
Fight it in space or after it’s implanted itself and
we face a hard and costly fight.”


“Letting
them get to the surface is folly.” Maxep said,
with the triped standing on a pedestal so to get to
equal height with the others. “When they
arrive insystem we must strike them immediately. If we let this become a ground
fight we will lose badly. Even if we can destroy the seed ships once they land,
the spore clouds will contaminate the planet and force us to keep hunting
minions indefinitely. We cannot become tied to territory. Mobility is the
entire purpose of the evacuations.”


“Their
naval forces are equally robust,” Mafrin pointed out. “And if they wish they can send a ship directly into the atmosphere to
distribute spores. It is doubtful we will ever be able to stop that from occurring.
We cannot win this war, so stop thinking like we can. We need to do the most
damage possible as the Hamoriti’s forces spread, and the best way to do that is
to hit the seed ships when they’re vulnerable during their transition period.”


“Mafrin
is correct,” Sefib said, her body undulating between solid and cloud, a
sign of frustration. “We cannot let
ourselves be drawn into even fights. We must hit them when and where they are
weak, then flee retaining the majority, if not all of our forces. If we are
goaded into a frontal engagement the Hamoriti will achieve through attrition
what we seek to deny it…and easy victory.”


“When
its minions can grow faster than we can build ships, I’m forced to concur,”
another quadruped member of The Nine said, this one without arms and looking
more like a horse. “We must pick our
fights wisely and slow the spread. We cannot become fixed on holding any
location. It must be a fighting retreat.”


“The
best way to slow their advance is to deny them systems,” Ivvit reiterated.
“We must have some hard battles to deny
them entry, otherwise their numbers will scale too quickly and the evacuations
will be compromised.”


“The
Trinx are the closest,” Sefib pointed out. “And I do not believe they are going to evacuate, fearing the release of
a second Hamoriti. They may very well fight until they are exterminated rather
than give ground. If that comes to pass will we aid them or not?”


“The
larger question in play is do the Hamoriti know of each other’s locations? Does
this one know there are others imprisoned and where they are?”


“How
could it know?” Mafrin asked.


“The
Oracles have said that the Hamoriti may have collected information from the
minds of those that came within range of its psionics,” Sefib added. “If we engage it we could be leading it
directly to the others.”


“Or
perhaps the Trinx have already done so,” Ivvit agreed. 


Mafrin exchanged glances with the
others. “Why have I never heard of this
ability?”


“It
is speculation on the Oracle’s part,” Sefib explained. “The Ancients never knew for sure.”


“Let’s
assume it is true. Will the Hamoriti come directly here and the other
locations, or spread out geographically around its current location?”


“There
is nothing in the Ancients’ files that covers this eventuality,” Ivvit
said. “They imprisoned the Hamoriti, so
there’s no way of telling if one would care about the others or not. They
always occupied different regions.”


“As
to the evacuations,” Mafrin said, his fears amplifying with this new
revelation. “We have to have
compartmentalization as to the destination locations so the minions will not be
able to follow. The troops we send into combat must not know where they are
beyond a designated rendezvous point.”


“Agreed,”
Praxma said, with the tanky
biped speaking in almost mechanical tones. 


“The
Trinx vassals would be ideal to conceal this,” Ivvit noted.


“Yes
they would be,” the Sety agreed. “But
I do not believe there will be any of them available off their homeworld if
Nesfa speaks the truth about their intentions.”


“I
truly hope he does not,” Sefib said, unsure if the Trinx had been adamant
out of certainty or stubbornness that might evaporate with time.



 

On the trip back to Vikod Nesfa racked his brain trying to find an alternative
solution. He knew they had a limited opportunity to keep this disaster from
becoming fatal, but no matter what he considered there was simply no way around
the fact that a lot of people and resources were going to have to be expended
in order to keep the Hamoriti’s minions suppressed. 


The Nine had to see reason or else
they were all doomed. The hopes that the Ancients could be found again were
nothing more than reckless dreams, and the chance of finding another race that
could at least contain a Hamoriti was likewise a waste of time, though possibly
there was one out there somewhere. Problem was they had no time to look, and
just for the sake of argument say that they did find one tomorrow…what were the
odds of them even caring to fight a war far from their own borders?


No, if this containment was going to
happen it had to be done now, before the spread began. Nesfa knew he had some
time to work up a plan, for his people were paying for it in blood, but he
feared the analysis teams he’d set to the task before leaving for the summit
would likewise have nothing to offer. 


It wasn’t until his ship had made the decel into their capitol system did a possible solution
finally strike him. It was reckless, but at this point if they didn’t stop the
minions from spreading nothing else mattered anyway. During the short trip in
to the planet Nesfa thought through the various ways he could approach it, then
went straight to his various ‘think tanks’ and had them begin chewing on the
proposed plan. 


Within a day they had a viable
course of action laid out, with several contingencies in place should Nesfa
need them. Knowing that time was of the essence the Prefect left the system
again, this time taking with him a small warfleet from the local defense force.
Most of their navy was in the Haphchap System surrounding the Hamoriti, but the
16 ships he brought with him in escort should be enough to make their point.


Jumping out immediately, Nesfa
headed to the largest known Li’vorkrachnika world on their starcharts.



 

By the time Nesfa’s
fleet reached one of their former enemy’s core worlds his linguists had
finished writing the active translation program necessary for the Trinx to
communicate directly with the representative he would be negotiating with.
Their first meeting had gone amicably enough, with them only having to destroy
a few hundred ships before the Li’vorkrachnika finally decided to let them
talk. That talking had occurred over text transmissions using crude
translations based off of a common language that both races spoke…one coming
from a neighboring race that the Li’vorkrachnika had recently destroyed.


An agreement on the scale of what
Nesfa was proposing was not something that could be handled locally, so
arrangements had been made for his fleet’s passage to one of their core worlds
where he would speak directly with someone that had the necessary authority.
When the Trinx fleet arrived at the location it became clear that the
Li’vorkrachnika were more numerous than their intelligence reports had
indicated, for the system was filled with millions of ships and four ring-like
constructs circling a pair of planets.


The technology they used was
primitive in the extreme, but they were much more savvy
than he’d anticipated with the implementation of it. As his fleet was
recognized and given clearance to a rendezvous point in orbit around one of the
planets, his people determined that the rings were in fact shipyards, and
judging by the schematics they were capable of producing an insanely large
number of ships. 


That made Nesfa feel better about
their chances, but it also underscored that even with the Trinx’s
technological advantage his small fleet was vulnerable here. His ship
commanders assured him that they could fight their way out if necessary, but
there could be no direct engagements that would result in anything other than
their deaths, primitive tech or not.


Once they arrived at the rendezvous
point they were given instructions to meet with the representative onboard one
of the Li’vorkrachnika stations. Nesfa’s fleet
surrounded the station, then sent a heavily armed boarding craft full of guards
and vassals to take the Prefect over to the meeting location. They set down
inside a large hangar bay with the robotic bipeds filing out and creating a
defensive perimeter around the ship, followed by some living Trinx troops, then
the Prefect.


The air smelled badly, but it was
breathable so he tried to push the foulness from his mind. He wasn’t here
because he liked the Li’vorkrachnika, but because he and the galaxy needed
them.


“I
am Prefect Nesfa,” he said, softly, allowing the headband he wore to
translate his words into the Li’vorkrachnika’s native language, with it
likewise translating back anything that was spoken in it. He looked out at the
sea of short, green reptilians, most of whom carried their primitive plasma weapons,
but none had stepped forward to greet him. “Where
is your Templar?”


“I
am here,” a strangely soft voice said, with the more rigid translation
occurring half a second delayed in Nesfa’s ear. A
thicker and slightly taller version of their race moved out from the crowd
towards him and the vassals, but brought no escorts with it, so long as you
didn’t count the thousands in the bay.


“Have
you reviewed the information I gave you?”


“Not
completely. Your arrival was quicker than we anticipated. We have seen enough,
however, to augment our own data on the creature. We recognize the threat it
poses and our inability to counter it alone. For this purpose we are open to
negotiation.”


“What
I require of you is simple. In order to keep the Hamoriti from spreading its
minions we must strike at the seeds as soon as they are produced. Such a task
is a suicide mission that my people are currently undertaking, but without
assistance we cannot keep up the necessary pace indefinitely. Our ships and
population will expire in time, then the Hamoriti will be free to begin
reclaiming the region around it, and in time the galaxy.”


“Your
race,” Nesfa said pointedly, “while
technologically inferior, operates on a turnover rate of both personnel and
ships that can keep the Hamoriti’s minions suppressed indefinitely. We will search for a way to destroy the
creature, if such a thing is possible, but I require you to make strikes
against its minions continuously, no matter the resources required, for all of
time if necessary. The Hamoriti cannot be allowed to gain a foothold, no matter
what the cost.”


“Your
information indicates that these ‘minions’ are too advanced for our technology
to harm in any appreciable way. How do you suggest that we kill them?”


“With
numbers and some help from us. We will be producing weapon patches that we will
apply to the hulls of some of your ships to augment your firepower. These ships
will most certainly be lost in the attacks, and we cannot produce enough
patches for all of your vessels, but it will be enough to get the job done.”


“And
in exchange for our never ending sacrifice you will gift us with what?”


“Technology
upgrades. Small ones over the course of time, but beginning with a replacement
for your plasma weapons. It is known as a Vichsam, and while primitive by our
standards it will offer greater range and damage compared to your current
plasma weapons while operating off of the same power requirements.”


“Will
you also be producing these for us, or instructing us how to build them for
ourselves.”


“All
our resources will be going towards containing the Hamoriti. We will give you
the knowledge necessary to construct the technology yourself.”


“We
will need a demonstration of the weapon and the ability to analyze its
functionality in order to determine the level of upgrade it offers us. We will
also need a fixed timetable for future payments of technology. If we are to
continuously engage this creature we will require continuous payment.”


“In
principle we are in agreement,” Nesfa said, looking into the pure black
eyes of the reptile that stood erect with its tail curled around its thick
right leg.


“Furthermore,
if we can come to terms on payment, we will also require security guarantees
for the systems we devote to building the forces you require. We have many
enemies, and they must not be allowed to strike at these worlds and disrupt the
flow, for we may or may not be able to compensate from other locations. We will
draw what is necessary for the time being, but new worlds will have to be
acquired and constructed by us under your protection…and that protection must
never expire.”


“If
such systems are local, that is an acceptable addition.”


“How
soon would these strikes be instigated?”


“We
can have the first of the weapons patches available within 4 months, and we
will modify your ships on site when they arrive. Do note that until your
vessels begin carrying Vichsam more will be required to neutralize the minion
seeds utilizing plasma alone.”


“What
numbers do you estimate will be needed?”


“That
depends on the Hamoriti. Right now we estimate no less than 200 of your
warships per day and the addition of ground troops if needed.”


“We
can draw that number from our existing fleets for a time, but in order to
provide a steady flow of ships we will need additional raw materials in order
to construct the designated supply worlds quickly enough.”


“I
can offer assistance in acquiring materials from those sites, but not from
Trinx stockpiles.”


“We
are in principle agreement then, but must demand one additional caveat before
we begin negotiating payment terms. Your guarantee not to interfere in our
expansion. We will respect your worlds, but will be unchained from assaulting
any others, regardless of your associations with them.”


Nesfa smiled ironically. “If you try to assault any of our associates,
I wish you luck. You will suffer a quick death.”


“But
you must agree not to interfere even if we should try.”


“Agreed.
The threat of the Hamoriti trumps all other concerns. Proceed as you like so
long as you hold to the agreement without fail. Even a slight pause will allow the
minion seeds to gain a foothold, and that cannot be allowed to happen.”


“We
will supply all that are necessary without fail, so long as you continue to
deliver the technology upgrades as promised.”


“Let
us begin working through that timetable then,” Nesfa said, pulling out a
palm-sized holographic generator and setting it on the floor where it created a
virtual workstation between the two of them. The Trinx tapped on one of the
solid holograms, bringing up a timeline matrix that they would begin to fill
in. He wasn’t going to give them any advanced tech, but there was plenty of
valuable improvements he could offer short of that. How much the
Li’vorkrachnika would demand was a question mark, but he intended to broker a
limited deal and not let them gouge tech out of him.


Containing the Hamoriti was worth
any amount, but he wasn’t a reckless negotiator and would haggle until they
reached an amicable agreement no matter how long it took. His fleets would buy
them enough time for that, now that they had a viable plan for which to
sacrifice and stall for.
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March 18, 2724


Haphchap System
(Hamoriti location) 


Unnamed planet




 

The Sety fleet was mostly stationed in middle orbit
around the star, with a handful of ships scattered elsewhere within the system
for observational reasons, but none anywhere near the surface of the planet.
The closest was in a high elliptical orbit so it could stay in position over
the Hamoriti and observe the continuing Trinx suicide runs in to eliminate the
minion seeds within a few hours of their spawning. Each time they did nearly
all their ships were lost, and the Sety were not about to contribute to such
sacrifice when all it did was buy them a few more days.


The Hamoriti didn’t seem to care about the situation
and merely continued with its seed laying attempts, further trashing the
surface with its weaponized tsunamis each time the
Trinx ships came down low enough to shoot the minions. They were waiting,
however, until the Hamoriti moved off from those it dropped beneath its mass,
for they couldn’t be targeted well from orbit. Some side shots were possible,
but knowing how many ships would be lost the Trinx were not making any attacks
that they weren’t fairly sure they could pull off in one strike.


The Hamoriti didn’t stay parked over a single position
to shield them. Instead it kept moving, sinking into the surface periodically
to feed on the rock beneath. The surface soil had been stripped down with multiple
tsunamis, with hillsides having been shaved off and bare rock exposed, for each
time one of the massive blasts leapt out from the creature a cascade of damage
would touch everything around the Hamoriti, but for the ground at least it
appeared to be spread out whereas anything in the atmosphere was literally
vaporized on contact.


On closer inspection of the surveillance data the Sety
were gathering from afar, it seemed the tsunamis were hemispherical rather than
truly omni-directional. None the less, the sheer
amount of power the Hamoriti had to be generating to affect an area with a
radius in excess of 1000 miles was beyond fathoming. What would occur on one of
the Nexus worlds from such a blast would be nothing short of utter devastation,
even if surface structures ate up and spread out the damage as the topography
here appeared to be doing.


There had to be a limit to what the Hamoriti was
capable of emitting, and while the original 7’s limitations had been explored
and documented the Oracles had no data on this one. While the Trinx were wrong
in their approach, they had been correct about the need to gather intel, so as long as they were making their strategically
pointless suicide runs there might as well be someone here to document it.


The Trinx fleet, hundreds of thousands strong, sat in
orbit around a nearby planet and continually fed ships over to the danger zone
as needed, but they didn’t leave them parked nearby just in case the Hamoriti
took flight. It might be slow in terms of starship standards, but two of the
other Hamoriti had pinpoint weapons that were able to reach much farther than
the tsunami. It wasn’t known yet if this one did or not, for its skin/hull
defied inspection, but there was no point in risking the majority of the fleet
by keeping them so close.


The Sety were here to take the opportunity to strike at
the minions if the Hamoriti left the planet, or to strike at the minions if
they tried to leave the planet. So far they hadn’t been allowed to develop even
close to that level, but if/when the Trinx finally failed to prevent their
growth the Sety were going to diminish their numbers as much as they could
short of sacrificing themselves. They needed to preserve their warfleet, small
as it was here, and had been ordered only to engage when they had the
advantage.


And to stay the hell away from the Hamoriti no matter
what the circumstances.


The other members of The Nine were gathering their
fleets in the neighboring systems, not risking to bring them directly here and
relying on the Sety to stay in contact with them. If there was a move by the
Hamoriti or the minions they would respond to it, hopefully heading off any
minion seed ships and getting to the destination systems ahead of them. If the
Hamoriti moved, then they could come in to the present system and see what
damage they could do to the minions here


But without the Sety or Trinx insystem there was no
way for them to know what was occurring, for they were so twitchy about being
near the beast that they wouldn’t even send a ship to drop a probe in the area.


Each race of The Nine was comprised of widely varying civilizations,
but all were presently developing plans for evacuating their populations and
heading off far into the galaxy, intent to stay ahead of the Hamoriti spread
rather than to stay and watch their people get annihilated. That was why they
were willing to fight the minion spread, to buy time for evacuation ships to be
built and scouts to be sent out searching for uninhabited worlds to use as
waypoints. Every year they could delay the Hamoriti, the greater the chance of
preserving their populations, but sacrificing their ships as the Trinx were
doing was counterproductive. 


The Sety were not expecting any other fleets to
arrive, so when hundreds of jumpships began braking
into the system they did not know what was going on. As soon as they identified
them as Li’vorkrachnika they immediately began to deploy into strike groups to
go after them and kill the meddlesome idiots who’d released the Hamoriti in the
first place.


Before the Sety warships, each shaped like a globe
with root-like tendrils growing out from it by the dozens, could get into
firing range the handful of Trinx vessels waiting near the star signaled them
to fall back, heading into the enemy fleet themselves and pacing alongside them
as escorts. The Sety fleet commander didn’t know what was going on, then an
explanation came from the Trinx indicating that they had invited them here to
help fight the Hamoriti.


A short but fiery exchange occurred between both fleet
commanders, for the Li’vorkrachnika were an enemy of the Nexus and the Trinx
themselves had wiped out what was left of their fleet that had awakened the
Hamoriti. Furthermore the Trinx hadn’t informed The Nine of this plan of
theirs, but the Sety eventually decided to just sit back and watch, as they’d
been sent to do, while sending a courier ship out to get to a system within
range of one of the Nexus receivers so it could transmit the news back to Qitor.


With the Sety successfully backed off, the Trinx ships
escorted the fleet of jumpships to the nearby planet where their own fleet
waited, then the Li’vorkrachnika began undocking their cruisers and spamming
orbit with them. The jumpships then left, heading back to wherever they’d come
from to pick up more cruisers and ferry them here. Those that they left behind
numbered in excess of 10,000, but were all equipped with their primitive plasma
weapons as no upgrade patches were available yet.


That didn’t matter, for the minion seeds had to be
destroyed. The Li’vorkrachnika fleet commander conferred with the Trinx and was
remarkably agreeable in terms of letting them make strategy. He knew his ships
were going to be sacrificed, and seemed only to care about them being able to
accomplish the task as efficiently as possible. There was no concern for his
crews evident in their conversations, only a focus on accomplishing the
mission…which was something the Trinx responded to well.


The first attack the Li’vorkrachnika were involved in
came two days later, with the Trinx continuing to carry the burden until then.
At first there was only a single Li’vorkrachnika cruiser sent down to the
planet, and it was allowed to enter the atmosphere and move about. No tsunami
followed, so it crept closer and closer, trying to prompt a reaction, but none
came. Eventually it came to one of the minion seeds that the Hamoriti had moved
on from and came under fire from the seed itself, getting hit and destroyed
within 30 seconds, but not before landing some plasma blasts and one well aimed
streamer onto the target.


It damaged the growing minion structure, lightly, but
it was enough for the fleet commanders to analyze to determine how many ships
would be needed. 


Next they sent in 8 cruisers, again not drawing a
tsunami from the Hamoriti that was some 200 miles off. They attacked the seed
and badly damaged it before 4 of the ships were destroyed, then inexplicable
the other four turned and began firing on each other. It took a while for the
Li’vorkrachnika ships to kill themselves, for the minion seed stopped firing as
they did so, returning its internal energy to healing and growth as the
remaining enemy ships no longer were shooting at it.


That put this Hamoriti’s psionic control range at 200
miles minimum. Another data point that the Trinx hadn’t been able to collect.
Committed to the mission as they were, they weren’t going to send their own
ships and men to their deaths in such an experiment. They would fight and die
and learn from the defeat, but the Trinx weren’t going to meekly walk up to the
Hamoriti so they could be killed. However, they didn’t care what happened to
the Li’vorkrachnika, and oddly neither did they, so the
Trinx began using their allies in a lot more extreme experiments than they’d
previously considered.


A small Trinx fleet was sent in to clean up, hitting
the damaged minion seed along with three others the Hamoriti had dropped. When
they started firing on them from orbit with their brilliant green energy beams
the tsunami followed, knocking those beams out as the ships were disabled by
the precursor wave, then the shieldless ships were
torn apart in the blast that followed. 


Once the atmospheric bubble resettled onto the planet,
an analysis of the surface indicated that the minion seeds had been destroyed,
perhaps not entirely by the Trinx, but whatever had been left undamaged had
probably been incinerated by the tsunami itself. The minions were resistant to
it, in a way that the Ancients had never fully understood, but they were not
completely immune. 


With this minion seed set destroyed, the Trinx and
Li’vorkrachnika returned to planning their next test.



 

A month later, when the upgrade patches gave the
Li’vorkrachnika ships a variety of combat options, including orbital strike
range, they began almost exclusively to carry the burden of destroying the
minion seeds while the Trinx kept their fleet nearby in reserve, with their
commander coordinating every attack and the Li’vorkrachnika complying without
complaint. On more than one occasion they actually suggested additional
caveats, finding ways to probe the minions and the Hamoriti that even the Trinx
had not thought of, proving their reputation for adaptability was not over
exaggerated.


Eventually a few small, prototype warship vassals
arrived and one was sent in as a test. When inserted individually they drew no
tsunami, for it seemed the Hamoriti didn’t want the energy expenditure or it
felt the minion seeds could defend themselves. That wasn’t the case, for the
first one the vassal encountered it destroyed. When it traveled to the next the
Hamoriti released the equivalent of biological drones that pursued it and
eventually took it down, preserving the other minion seeds that the
Li’vorkrachnika were then sent in to destroy.


A tsunami hit and destroyed them, prompting a second
wave to clean up what was left, who were likewise destroyed, resetting the
doomsday clock to 0:00 with the Hamoriti continuing its trek across the planet
and dropping more minion seeds as it went. 


The vassal test hadn’t been to see if it could destroy
the minion seeds, but rather if the Hamoriti had a way in which to disable it.
There were no crew onboard that it could affect psionically, and even though
communications with the vassal were severed during the combat, ostensibly by
some type of jamming field the Hamoriti threw up, the internal programming
followed procedure and fought how it had been taught to, meaning that the Trinx
now had a way to get up close to the Hamoriti if need be, whereas all crewed
ships that came anywhere close to it ran the risk of becoming unwilling
thralls.


And if they managed to get up real close to it, the
freezing aura would disable them automatically without any directed effort on
the part of the Hamoriti. The vassals being immune to both gave the Trinx a valuable
option, for what they weren’t sure just yet, but if they were ever to discover
a way to attack the beast itself, then getting within touching range could very
well be the delivery mechanism required.


The Ancients had accomplished similar attacks, all of
which ultimately failed. They’d even detonated huge explosives beneath the
creatures, leaving broken continents and intact Hamoriti. However they managed
it, the beasts were able to absorb energy, with some analysis from the Oracles
suggesting that they even fed upon it, which was why later in the war the
Ancients didn’t even bother firing on the Hamoriti and focused all of their
efforts on the minions until they were wiped out, then they moved to sedate
their targets rather than try to futilely damage them again.


More days passed, with most seeing at least one
sacrificial attack by the Li’vorkrachnika as the Trinx fleet strength began to
increase again, both in terms of manned ships and a growing fleet of vassals
with progressively larger ships as the prototypes were scrutinized and the next
phase of development continued. Rather than building a handful of ships to test
the Trinx were building hundreds of them before moving on to newer designs,
getting both scientific and tactical usefulness out of them.


The Hamoriti continued its seed laying without pause,
leaving more than a third of the planet dotted with craters before it finally
had enough. A year and a half after it first awoke and after yet another
successful minion destruction on part of the Li’vorkrachnika, the Hamoriti sank
down onto its huge legs, pulling them into its body and locking them in place
while tucking its neck and head down into the nook next to the front pair,
forming a rough egg-like shape. Using its biologically created anti-grav it rose up off the surface and very slowly headed out
of the atmosphere.


 Both the Sety
and the Trinx fleets immediately began to redeploy, with the Li’vorkrachnika
waiting for orders before they did so as well. All three fleets moved aside and
kept well clear of the now living starship as it came up into orbit and
transitioned around the planet to the stellar jumpline, where it accelerated in
a slow lurch up to minimal microjump speeds and headed for the star.


At first they’d thought it was transitioning to one of
the other planets in the system, but once it took off on the stellar jumpline
the Sety cleared out of the star’s lowest orbits, wanting to be nowhere near
the thing for fear of it unleashing some unknown weapon against them. They did
drop a few probes in their wake and observed closely as the Hamoriti arrived at
the star, then moved around it until it came to the jumpline that it wanted. 


With a not so subtle lurch the creature executed an
interstellar jump, heading out of the system at a speed far less than either the
Sety or the Trinx were capable of, but still faster than the primitive
Li’vorkrachnika ships. 


With it passing out of monitoring range the Sety
calculated its path and speed, then transmitted that information to the fleets
of The Nine waiting in nearby star systems, giving them a heads up as to where
it was going and where they should not be five days from now.
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December 9, 2725


Kilma System (lizard
territory)


Nesmi



 

A trio of maulers were packed into a kirby full of standard variants lizards, all of whom were equipped
with the new vichsam rifles, but they were unarmed, so to speak. They were pure
brawlers, with two long blades extending from their arms that were presently
pulled back inside bone sheaths. In fact, the standard variants in the kirby with them were specifically here to escort the
maulers and get them to their target, for the fleshy minions the Hamoriti
produced responded well to the blades.


The kirby was flying along
with 129 others across the war torn landscape of the lizard planet, with virtually
every colony in the southern hemisphere having been at least damaged. Several
had been obliterated completely in the first days after the Hamoriti had
arrived and released its enormous cascading weapon, destroying everything
within radius. Fortunately it had only detonated three such attacks before
burrowing underground and digging deep into the core of the planet.


That had given the lizards and the Trinx some time
without having to deal with minions, but as they monitored the movement of the
creature in the molten core, or rather the Trinx did, they saw it eventually
come back up into the crust in another location. There it began spawning
minions below ground and out of range of the orbital bombardment that had been
picking them off with regularity for the past 2 years. 


Immediately the Trinx had responded by burrowing holes
down into the crust at nearby locations. They lost a handful of ships initially
when the Hamoriti reached out from below and took control of them, but
realizing their mistake they sent vassal warships in to destroy their own kin,
then had those ships continue with the coring efforts. Their smaller size meant
less weaponry, which delayed the process considerably giving the Hamoriti’s minions time to grow and spread below ground as it moved
around carving out tunnels and hollows in the bedrock.


Once they had access points the Trinx send down an
army of vassals, ferried by some hastily modified cargo ships to remove the
need for living pilots. Programming both the ships and the vassals as best they
could, the Trinx sent them down to the holes in the crust they’d bored and
waited. The jamming field from the Hamoriti crept up again, keeping the Trinx
blind as to what was happening as the robotic soldiers deployed into the
underground caverns to hunt down and destroy the minions hand to hand.


Up until recently no one had known how effective they
had been, but then the Hamoriti had dropped its jamming as it decided to move down
through the core and over to the opposite side of the planet where it again
began burrowing into the crust. That put it outside the mental control range of
the first set of subsurface minions that were still engaging the few vassals
that remained, prompting the Trinx to order the lizard troops from the planet
down into the tunnels to fight hand to hand along with another batch of vassals
they sent down to augment their limited fighting capability.


As with every superior opponent, the lizard way to
beating them was to spam them with numbers and this reinforcement group was no
exception. They were headed to a small minion facility situated below ground,
and even though it wasn’t a seed structure it was a factory that was growing
something of importance and had to be destroyed. All the maulers knew was that
there were enemy troops there that they had to engage, and they were eager to
get their blades into the enemy flesh.


When the kirby eventually
landed, the bay door opened up on the starboard side and the standard variants
poured out into the nearly dark cavern. Daylight was not visible, for they had
flown down into the crust and were well away from the coring point now. The
only light available came from the kirbies and the standard bearers, which were
standard variant lizards carrying light poles. That gave the others just enough
to see by, in addition to the bright pink vichsam flares.


Those were visible ahead through a sea of bodies, with
the trio of maulers hopping out of the kirby a few
seconds before it lifted off and left the small landing area as more of the
lizard transports came down and delivered additional troops in a never ending
flow that would sooner or later overwhelm the minions. How much blood it would
require didn’t matter, they would get the job done so long as each of them did
at least a little bit of damage to the enemy.


And with their forearm blades the maulers would be
doing more than a little.


The trio held together, knowing they had a better
chance of taking down one of the minion soldiers in concert than solo, and
followed the standard variants as they fought their way forward, blocking
return fire with their bodies. That enemy weaponsfire couldn’t be seen, for it
didn’t produce any light. How the other lizards were being killed the maulers
didn’t know, but all they could see was the pink of the vichsam and the yellow
of the light rods marking the progression of various groups forward down the
nearly half mile-wide tunnel that the Hamoriti had previously carved out.


That left an enormous about of ‘land’ area, with
varied terrain rather than a smooth cut, for it seemed the beast had melted its
way through the rock and its massive footprints had made craters in the molten
material before it finished solidifying. Several of those craters were where
the minion structures were located, while others had been carved into the
sidewalls by the minions themselves.


These three maulers and the others the kirbies were
unloading were headed for one of the wall niches. They were almost there by the
time they reached the front lines, with the last two standard variants
proceeding them being dropped by high pierced ‘zips’ that ripped right through
their armored vests and detonated inside them, blowing the two bipeds apart
into a fleshy shrapnel spray.


The maulers didn’t hesitate, sprinting forward and
looking for an enemy to kill. They didn’t have to go far, for there were
several just ahead behind a carpet of lizard bodies. The headless, four-legged
walkers were three times taller than the maulers and appeared to be living
tanks, each of which had an orifice between their front legs that was shooting
out something that couldn’t be seen well in the dark, but everywhere one hit a
lizard would blow apart.


The minions were bleeding, that much was easy to see
because the blood was bioluminescent. Each time one of the little pink energy
packets hit the flesh of the creatures it would only do a pinprick of damage,
but the trickle of blood showing put a glowing target on the enemy for the
lizards to shoot at.


Or in the case of the maulers, to lunge for.


Already there were a few visible hacking away at two
of the minions, so this trio ran over the bodies of their fellow lizards and
jumped onto the legs of the closest one, extending their forearm blades in
midair and sinking them into the enemy on contact. They slid in surprisingly
well, but seemed to make no noticeable change to the minion’s movements, as if
while they were doing damage it was inconsequential. 


That didn’t matter to the maulers, who pulled out
their blades and rammed them back in again, piercing hole after hole that saw rivers
of neon gray goo seep out. It didn’t flow like a liquid, but dripped in globs
that covered the maulers’ blades, making them appear like lightsabers as they
continued stabbing away at the enemy without any regard for their own survival.


Suddenly the mauler on the left blew apart from an
unseen weapon impact as the minion beside the one they were attacking turned
and removed one of the gnats from its fellow living tank. The thick, hard
biological armor on the maulers didn’t appear to even slow the enemy weapons
down, but the minions were vulnerable to the blades and that was all that
mattered. There would be more maulers to replace these three, so all the
remaining two focused on was causing more damage, with each blade thrust doing
the equivalent of 50+ vichsam shots.


For whatever reason the minions were more resistant to
energy fire than physical force, hence the lizards pushing mauler units against
them. The standard variants had done their job to get this trio to the minions
without them getting sniped down first, despite most of the standards dying in
the process, with the other few remaining drawing fire that would have gone to
the maulers.


The second one got hit by another side shot, with each
minion apparently not being able to shoot near its own legs. That was a
weakness that they were covering for with overlapping fire, but if the lizards
could isolate a minion then the maulers would own it.


That wasn’t for this one to worry about, for all it
was doing and thinking was jab, withdraw, and jab again. Covered with the
glowing blood it continued to do so until the minion’s leg finally gave out and
it tipped over…but it caught itself from falling and moved into a tripod
stance, with the limp leg hanging loosely between the other three.


The mauler sensed this and jumped from that leg to one
of the sturdy ones, but before he could sink his blades in his chest was hit by
a tiny, blurry energy packet that looked like little more than a wisp of wind,
but it passed through and into his chest, causing little damage. Somewhere
after entry that bit of energy altered into a vicious explosion, popping the
mauler from the inside out and throwing one of its now severed arms out to the
side where the forearm blade actually stuck into another minion’s torso like a
piece of shrapnel.


That minion ignored it and kept on firing, even as
more mauler trios were being escorted up into hacking range and tearing away at
its legs.



 

Back on the wider plains of the tunnel metallic
counterparts to the minions moved about along with the lizards, with the small,
fleshy troops trying not to get stepped on by the bipedal giants. Most stood 4
meters tall and had two large arms with weapons mounted in the forearms, but
they didn’t move like mechs or tanks. They moved like biologicals, the product
of more than a million years of refinement in hardware and software, capable of
operating without remote control but at the moment having that luxury since the
Hamoriti’s jamming field was not within range.


The tank minions were no match for a vassal one on
one, with their gix being stopped by intricate energy
matrix that the Ancients had left behind instructions for with the Oracles. The
Trinx version wasn’t as powerful, but it reduced the normally penetrative
energy packets cold, and with only a small hit to shield strength. That gave
them incredible longevity against the minions, though when the shields did
finally go down the armor beneath them would breach after three consecutive
hits in the same place.


The fourth would get through, then pop inside and
wreck the interior of the vassals. Some would continue to operate while others
would be taken out of the fight with one penetration. Regardless, the vassals
were killing dozens, if not hundreds of minions each. Trouble was there were
only a handful of them with this Li’vorkrachnika army, with the majority of the
vassals being taken to the other side of the planet to engage the minions
within range of the Hamoriti’s telepathy, to which they were immune.


Never the less, the few vassals were soaking up an inordinate
amount of weaponsfire, allowing many more of the tiny infantry to get to their
targets while also firing on and killing some of the tank minions themselves.
They couldn’t one shot a minion, but came close with their klixon cannons. They
were also a bit of tech left behind by the Ancients, and were an energy weapon
that took on physical properties, applying kinetic damage on impact. That
allowed a very high shot count without having to rely on ammunition rounds that
would require replacement after limited engagements.


It took two or three hits square on the rounded body
of the minions to take them down, and with a klixon in each arm with a cycling
rate of .73 seconds the vassals could literally mow down the minions if given a
chance. The problem was that, like the Li’vorkrachnika, the minions operated in
a swarm mentality. So far the fighting hadn’t gotten out of hand, due to the
limited number of minions being produced and the previous vassals having
trimmed their numbers handily, but they were savaging the Li’vorkrachnika who,
to no end, kept throwing more bodies at them in order to do even the slightest
bits of damage.


Eventually one of the infantry pushes got a det pack to a minion, blowing a leg off and killing six
maulers that were nearby in the process. That minion didn’t go down, rather
moving to a tripod stance like so many of the others, but the nearest vassal
turned and pumped two fairly long shots into the now stationary target. It
didn’t explode, but rather got the innards scrambled by the entry wounds that
failed to penetrate through and blow out the other side. 


Gutted, but with the fleshy debris contained within,
the minion’s legs went slack and it fell to the ground, one less biological
turret for the allied infantry to deal with. 


The Trinx controller who had altered the automated
attack program to hit the wounded minion made a note that the Li’vorkrachnika
needed to attach their explosives directly to the main body of the minions and
not the legs, then he sent the message to his commander and continued to tweak
the ongoing battle on his display where needed from orbit. 


That suggestion was immediately considered by the
fleet controllers and found to be sound, so they sent it over to the
Li’vorkrachnika commander who likewise sent the information to the troops en route to the subsurface battles. Soon the new tactic
made its way to the front as the uninformed troops died out and the new ones
came in to replace them. The Trinx watched as their primitive allies adapted
quickly, with the explosive satchels being given to the mauler variants who
then ran underneath the minions and used their excessive musculature to jump up
and jab their forearm blades into the underbelly, fixing them in place.


With the explosives pinned between the mauler’s and
the minion’s bodies, it detonated the pack while holding it tight to the enemy
flesh. The explosion ripped the mauler apart in a poof
of green and tore through the underside of the minion, pushing it up a meter
into the air from the concussion wave and landing it back on its legs that
remained stiff for half a second as a waterfall of neon gray innards fell to
the ground beneath it just ahead of the collapsing corpse.


The Li’vorkrachnika had just found their own one hit
kill.


Slowly, with a mix of tactics and horrific sacrifice
the Trinx’s primitive ally and the vassals pushed
through the minion defenders and into the craters where their growing
infrastructure was located. Each of their buildings was also biological, so
when all of the defenders had been eliminated the vassals ordered the
Li’vorkrachnika to pull back as they moved in and started pulverizing the
buildings one at a time until there was nothing left but glowing, fleshy paste.



According to the Oracles there were certain structures
that could spawn new ones, while others could regenerate themselves so long as
key sections remained intact. With that being programmed into the vassals each
of the robotic warriors continually scanned the biological debris and targeted
those clusters, popping them like bonus points in a video game, until there
were none left to regrow from.


One crater after another the vassals visited and wiped
out, all the while the Li’vorkrachnika were spreading out searching for more
enemies and occasionally stumbling across a fixed weapons platform, whether it
be a freestanding turret or weapons mounted onto some of the structures. Those
they either took out with det packs or one of the
vassals would come around and eliminate the threat for them.


In the cases where no det
packs were available or a vassal wasn’t nearby, the standard variants and
maulers would rush the defensive emplacements, nicking them to death with bits
of damage and often having to climb over their own dead to do it. 


The Trinx controllers were surprised at the ferocity
of their new ally, for up until now they’d only witnessed their navy in action.
While a bit disturbing, it was also a welcome sight for how effectively they
took down their targets. Committed as they were to victory, the Trinx
appreciated having an ally that was equally so and unafraid to make necessary
sacrifices. 


And when you were as primitive as the Li’vorkrachnika
were, you couldn’t make any gains without sacrifice. These bloodthirsty savages
reveled in it, with no thoughts aside from winning the battle. They could
always produce more troops to replace those that were lost, and given the
minions vulnerability to physical weapons the Li’vorkrachnika were actually
proving to be useful on their own merits even without vassal support. 


That was good, for the Trinx could not stop the
Hamoriti from spreading its minions underground on its own. They didn’t have
nearly enough vassals for that, but they did have enough to augment their
ally’s forces in the areas where the Hamoriti was not located, even if they couldn’t
prevent the beast from seeding more directly around it.


Naval bombardment was highly preferred to this type of
subsurface ground warfare, but with the Li’vorkrachnika willing to do whatever
was required of them it looked like there might still be a way to halt the
Hamoriti’s advance…though the cost involved was increasing rapidly.
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May 21, 2729


Kilma System
(Hamoriti location)


Nesmi



 

Situated high above the planet were six remote probes
in orbit, each positioned so as to give the Chamra sight on the entirety of the
surface simultaneously. The probes were passive sensors, very detailed but
designed to operate in secrecy and equipped with camouflage systems to keep
their existence from the Hamoriti, though whether or not the measures would be
functional against the monster was anyone’s guess.


A Trinx and Sety fleet were both situated in various
orbits around the planet, most up high and well outside what they knew the
Hamoriti’s range to be, but the cyborgs were not so reckless. After several
years of ‘containment’ on the part of the Trinx and their Li’vorkrachnika
allies the cyborgs had decided to risk sending a single ship into the system to
allow them to monitor events as they took place. That ship now sat near the
system’s star, getting direct feeds from the probes so it wouldn’t have to risk
sitting in orbit.


Thus far the Hamoriti had spent most of its time below
ground, which had prompted the Trinx and Sety to move their fleets in closer.
So far as the cyborgs could tell, the Sety hadn’t fired a single shot since
they arrived. Their small fleet simply sat, watched, and waited for an
opportunity to strike the minions when they weren’t protected by the Hamoriti
itself. So far that hadn’t occurred, for all of the minions currently on the
planet were subsurface and the Sety weren’t about to set foot on the planet,
knowing how the Hamoriti could move around at will.


The Trinx were down there, with their vassals at
least, and were aiding the Li’vorkrachnika as they shipped in millions of
troops from other star systems to use as disposable weapons to hunt down and
destroy the minions. The cyborgs had to admit that thus far the strategy was
working, but there were at present seven different engagements taking place
beneath the planet’s surface as the Hamoriti kept spawning minions in new
locations. The strike teams had found some of them rather late, with them having
grown to significant numbers, but they’d managed to successfully beat them down
each time to date.


How long that could last no one knew, but the Trinx
were adamant that they had to fight in the here and now before things had a
chance to escalate further. The cyborgs didn’t disagree, they just saw no
endgame, and as such weren’t going to throw away their people’s lives so casually as the Trinx were.


Their ally’s sacrifices paled in comparison to what
the Li’vorkrachnika were doing. The primitive barbarians deserved some measure
of respect for the way they accomplished what should not have been possible
even with the minor tech upgrades the Trinx had given them. They did not fight
like most civilizations would, and in this rare case it seemed that they were
more effective for it. Every infantry unit they sent down beneath ground was
destroyed, but they kept sending them, hurting the enemy and whittling them
down until they finally made the kill. And given the size of their empire and
their reputed growth rates, they could keep supplying these suicide armies
indefinitely.


There had been a large squabble between the Trinx and
the other members of The Nine over their choice of allies and the means they
were employing, as well as the price being paid to garner their aid. The Sety
especially were adamant that they not give the Li’vorkrachnika tech upgrades,
seeing that given the size to which the primitive race had already grown, even
small additions could have a snowball effect and come back to hurt them later
on. Technically the Nexus was already at war with the Li’vorkrachnika, though
while they were a large threat in number they were still a minor one as far as
power was concerned.


But if the Trinx gave them even a piece of their own
technological capability they’d become an enemy that the Nexus would be hard
pressed to deal with even if it turned its full attention toward them.


The success of the Li’vorkrachnika in helping the
Trinx keep the Hamoriti from spreading its minions had made several members of
The Nine hesitant to complain further, but the Sety were adamant that they
could not jeopardize the future in exchange for this stalemate. Technological
superiority was not something that came easily, and the weapon upgrades the
Trinx had given them were the equivalent of more than a millennium of research.


That was small for a race that had been around in
prominence for over a million years, and in truth many races jumped the
learning curve by acquiring tech from others, either through diplomacy, trade,
or conquest, but the way the Li’vorkrachnika operated was so dangerously
aggressive that arming them was a mistake that the Sety did not want to make,
though the Trinx were beyond their control and would not alter their course of
action.


The cyborg ship had been sent to the Hamoriti location
to monitor exactly what was occurring, rather than relying on either Sety or
Trinx reports. It was breaking with their ‘stay clear of the Hamoriti’
protocols, but by using the probes it was deemed an acceptable risk, for even
if they were destroyed the ship itself would be outside the psionic range of
the beast…though exactly what the safe distance was no one knew for certain.


Tracking the Hamoriti subsurface was difficult, even
from low orbit, for scanning through solid rock was nearly impossible. The Sety
and Trinx were both bombarding the planet with active sensors of a type that
the probes could pick up the reflections from, hence they were also able to get
a point position on the beast, though nothing more. That was due to the
composition of the Hamoriti and it being somewhat more dense
than the rock itself, for the energy beams being used were so nonreactive to
matter they could only pick up huge variations. 


Ships in orbit were invisible to them, for they didn’t
produce a reflection unless they had shields up. The inner core of the planet
also gave back a small variation, due to the increasing density of the molten
material under such heavy pressure, but the Hamoriti’s bulk was so highly
concentrated with corovon that it offered enough of a ‘ping’ on the sensors for
the cyborgs to see where it was at all times.


Seeing what it was doing, however, was beyond them
unless it came up into the crust and other more detailed sensors came into
workable range. 


It was those that had been failing the Trinx as of
late, for the more rock between them and the target the less effective they
were. Either the Hamoriti knew this or it was just getting lucky, for the more
recent minion spawn points were deep enough to go unnoticed until they branched
out through tunnels they dug themselves, heading closer to the surface. Events
like this suggested that the Trinx’s hold on the
Hamoriti’s progress was coming to an end sooner or later, but they stubbornly
kept fighting the minions back with the never ending supply of Li’vorkrachnika
available to them and, for the moment at least, seemed to be proving the Chamra
and the rest of The Nine wrong.


Monitoring the activity on and in the planet was
routine and boring, for the most part, but when the Hamoriti’s location began
to drift towards the surface again the cyborg crew began taking notice, as did
the Sety and Trinx fleets, for once it came within a few miles of the
atmosphere they began moving out of planetary orbit. The Sety fleet retreated
to another planet, with the bulk of the Trinx going with them and leaving only
a small response task force behind.


The Li’vorkrachnika ships headed out too, pacing the
main Trinx fleet that they were seemingly glued to, for they kept well away
from the Sety at all times. The two races hadn’t fought before, but the
Li’vorkrachnika knew the Sety were part of the Nexus and chose to give them
plenty of space. 


On the surface there wasn’t much left of what had once
been a Li’vorkrachnika world. A few colonies had been partially rebuilt to
serve as firebases for the incoming armies to cycle through as they headed
below ground, but what had originally been on the surface had been eventually
destroyed by the Hamoriti in one form or another, with the beast literally
leaving its footprints everywhere across the planet. 


When it finally reached the surface it broke through
like a volcano erupting, ramming the rock out of the way and bringing a magma
plume out behind it that shot out like a geyser and rained down on the surrounding
area. In time that would cool and harden over, but the Hamoriti didn’t stick
around for that to happen, rather, it headed straight for orbit.


That sent alarms off in all four races’ ships and they
scrambled to reposition, tracking its trajectory and seeing that it was once
against headed for the star. The cyborg ship quickly made a microjump out to
one of the other planets, not wanting to be anywhere near low stellar orbit
when it arrived. The ship dropped a probe in its wake, then sat back and
watched from afar as the Hamoriti braked against the star and began to drift
down into a low orbit, traveling around to what jumpline no one knew.


The fleets would have to reposition there again, and
the cyborg ship would go with them, but there were still minions here that had
to be eradicated, meaning that the Hamoriti had just won its first victory in
that it was making The Nine fight in two locations simultaneously…or at least
it would when it arrived at its next system.


Dropping into an extremely low orbit, the Hamoriti
angled down near to the highly volatile stellar ‘atmosphere’ and the sensor
readings began to diminish. A few moments later they lost all contact with the
Hamoriti.


It hadn’t jumped out, that much the cyborgs knew and
they reviewed recent telemetry to make sure. They conferred with the Trinx, who
had sent ships in to the star behind the Hamoriti, and they too had lost
contact with it, stating that the beast had gone too far down for them to be
able to track, into the outermost layer of the star itself.


The first thought anyone had was that the Hamoriti was
trying to hide its jumpline, circling around to a different position where it
could sneak out unnoticed, so the Trinx deployed ships all around the star in a
detection grid. They waited, but nothing came out, which had them wondering if
it had somehow beaten them around to the backside and jumped away unnoticed,
which would be a disaster. Without knowing where it had gone they couldn’t get
to the minions in time to knock them down before they multiplied to dangerous
levels.


The immediate talk was to get the rest of The Nine in
the surrounding systems to start scouting and find it as quickly as possible,
but after several hours of research on the star, for no one knew if the
Hamoriti had left for sure or not, the cyborgs picked up on a tiny anomaly that
they shared with the other two races.


There was a minor deviation in the stellar output, so
small to easily go unnoticed, but with the right computerized screening it
became reliably detectable, not so much in a solid position trace but a general
area where there was less stellar output than there should be by a fraction of
a percent. That would have been negligible, but the reduction didn’t fluctuate.


Their only conclusion could be that the Hamoriti had
gone into the star itself and was creating a dead spot beneath the surface that
‘dimmed’ the surrounding area slightly. 


The Sety immediately shot that theory down, for the
Oracles had never said anything about the Hamoriti being able to travel inside
stars. Coring into a planet was one thing, but burrowing into a star was quite
another. It was certainly debatable whether or not a Hamoriti could survive it,
or how long it could survive in there, but none of the others had ever done so
as far as the Ancient records were concerned, so the Sety believed that it was
either hiding in the atmosphere where they couldn’t see or it had indeed
skirted surveillance and jumped out of the system.


The Trinx were unsure either way and suggested sending
the scout order/request out anyway, citing that there was no time to figure out
what had happened and that they had to pursue every possibility.


So the order went out, transmitted via interstellar comms that all three races had built into them. Those
signals would then be picked up in nearby systems and retransmitted to others
outside broadcast range, with each ship acting as a relay in regions where
there was no such existing infrastructure. 


Six days went by, with the cyborg ship returning to
stellar orbit and monitoring the star’s output more closely, trying to
determine what their ghost anomaly truly was. If the Hamoriti had made a jump,
it might not even have reached its destination system yet, let alone have been
found and reported. The comm signals still had a
significant delay, so it could be weeks before it was found again under the
best of circumstances.


But if it had months of anonymity to work with, the
containment the Trinx had worked so hard to maintain would be all but impossible
to regain. Then again, if the Li’vorkrachnika were willing to up their contribution
the cyborgs weren’t going to write off the possibility completely. The more
minions there were the greater their defensive ability became through
overlapping cover, but it was still possible that, with enough numbers, they
could be overwhelmed.


The math wasn’t good when you let the minions progress into phase 3, which saw the growth of much
larger units. If it got that far the Li’vorkrachnika would be almost useless as
far as their infantry was concerned, and only a series of major upgrades to
their technology would bring them back into the fold, for their ability to
fight came from being able to damage the enemy with each suicide wave. Reduce
that damage down to a mere scratch and the primitives became virtually useless.


No matter how you looked at it, the present situation
had gotten a lot worse.


But halfway through that sixth day the speculation
ended as the Hamoriti rose back out from inside the star. The cyborg ship
scrambled to get further away, making an immediate microjump, but the Hamoriti
wasn’t nearby and didn’t care about the insignificant ship. It’s normally blue
bulk was now glowing cherry red, like an ember pulled out of a fire, and it
didn’t diminish with time as the Hamoriti gained more and more distance from
the star, then made a microjump of its own.


It didn’t travel back to the planet, nor to any of the
other planets. Where it went was…nowhere. 


The Trinx and Sety fleets pursued it from a great
distance, unsure of where it was going or if there was a hidden planet out
there that for some reason they couldn’t detect. The odds of that were nil, but
the Hamoriti was obviously traveling out away from the star for a reason and at
a speed nowhere near sufficient to cross to another star.


In fact the Hamoriti began slowing after it got out
past the orbit of the 3rd planet, with the star now being a small orb in the
sky that paled in the distance compared to the red glow from the Hamoriti. When
it eventually came to a stop, pulling on the star itself to slow down rather
than braking against a destination gravity well, it held position for less than
a minute, but long enough for the ships trailing it to realize that the
creature had grown larger by approximately 20%.


As they began to theorize how that was possible and
why the Oracles had never mentioned anything about stellar diving, a massive
energy wave was emitted from the Hamoriti that traveled across the entire star
system within a handful of seconds. Every sensor array that wasn’t shielded
from line of sight was overloaded and knocked offline, blinding the fleets to
what was happening to the Hamoriti and wrecking half of the internal systems
within the Li’vorkrachnika ships.


When the cyborg ship finally rotated around to bring a
few of its intact sensor arrays into alignment with the Hamoriti’s last known
position they reacquired it, seeing that it was no longer glowing and had
shrunken back down to its original size.


And it was moving again, heading into the star and
subsequently making another microjump back to the planet. As it headed down to
the surface it made a slight detour, traveling over to the position where the
Li’vorkrachnika fleet now sat mostly helpless. The Trinx ships moved off, with
only part of their sensors having been knocked out of order, but most of the
more primitive ships were dead in the water.


Those that could still move did so, or tried. Only a
handful were able to make microjumps out, and those were the ones who had been
fortunate enough to be in the silhouette of others when the energy discharge
came. They maneuvered around their incapacitated brethren and ran like hell as
the Hamoriti moved right up into their fleet and emitted a tsunami discharge that,
even without the added destructive power of the atmosphere, shredded every ship
caught in the blast wave.


With that bit of cleanup done, the Hamoriti headed
down into the atmosphere and sunk back into the planet’s surface, leaving the The Nine with no answers as to what had just happened.
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May 23, 2729


Paquat System 


Vikod
(Trinx homeworld)



 

The Trinx Regent was standing inside
the Ancient shell, plying the Oracle with further questions in a seemingly vain
attempt to find some missed bit of information that the program held. Every
question asked led to previously acquired answers, but the Regent refused to
believe that the Ancients would have constructed an 8th prison and not have included
it in the database. There had to be something else here to explain this, but
after years of trying he and the others had not been able to discern anything
new.


But the Regent kept trying anyway,
for monitoring this Hamoriti was an endlessly boring job, though a vital one,
given the stakes. A single misstep could see this Hamoriti released, and it was
far larger than the one currently out in the galaxy. That one couldn’t be
recaptured or killed, so it was unimaginable how much more dangerous this one
would be if it escaped sedation…or perhaps it would be no different, for what
did power levels matter when neither one could be defeated.


“Replay
the events from timestamp 284 in the Descran System,”
he told the Oracle, who complied with a slew of holograms that it began
narrating. 


“Minion
incursion began with four seed ships dropping from orbit. Uncontested they set
up…” the Oracle said, cutting off its sentence briefly before a loud,
chilling sound rattled off in a 1.6 second duration that included 56 rapid fire
beats. “Containment breach.”


The Regent froze, unable to think or
move, but it wasn’t from the Hamoriti’s psionics. The shock of those two words
stunned him into silence.


“Hamoriti
internal activity spike detected, stimuli unknown. Automatic sedative
increase…insufficient. Waking imminent. Recommend emergency sedation procedure,
Regent.”


The Trinx shook itself from its haze
and ran through the gap between shells, heading for the inner barrier and
activating his wristbound comm. “Bring the vassals online immediately. Full emergency protocols and
don’t wait for confirmation. Hit it as fast as you can.”


“Activating
now, but we can’t identify the source.”


“I’m
going to visually inspect the Hamoriti. If I’m compromised continue with full
sedation measures until you run out of chemical. We cannot let this one escape.”


No further words were necessary on
either end, with the Regent and others having trained for this day all of their
lives, as had their forbearers. He didn’t know what was going on, but the Trinx
knew they had to respond immediately. Any delay would allow the Hamoriti to
wake further.


“Oracle,
open the inner door,” he said to the air, with a hologram appearing beside
him in the hallways as he ran through them. 


“Opening.
My internal sensors are clear. There is nothing within the chamber to have
prompted this reaction. If you get too close to the Hamoriti you will succumb
to its effects.”


“If
there is an error in your sensors we have to know. My life is inconsequential
compared to the deaths that will occur if Rigall is released,” he said,
referring to the Ancient name given to this Hamoriti.


“I
assure you, the chamber is clear,” the Oracle repeated. “Your machines are activating now.”


The Regent ran fast, faster than
he’d ever run before, and arrived at the open doorway through the inner shell,
stopping a few steps inside as the monster came into view. Its long tail was
curled around its body just as it had been the last time he’d seen it,
identical in position to every surveillance recording captured over the past
million years. Whatever activity the Oracle’s sensors were detecting was purely
internal at this point. The mountain of corovon-laced flesh hadn’t moved.


Situated several kilometers ahead
were a sea of vassals moving about like ants around the base of the creature.
They’d been put there long ago and were carrying no standard weapons, only
containers of the chemical that they were now spraying on the Hamoriti from
arm-launchers. Some were drenching the ‘skin’ at ground level with liquid
streams while others were launching packets to impact higher up. All of the
chemical goo absorbed on contact, but the Regent knew that if too much was
applied to any one location the excess would slide off and fall to the floor,
hence the need to spread it out.


The trouble was, the Hamoriti was
huge and it took time for the chemical to cycle through its internal systems.
The more active it became the faster it would circulate, but at its present
state it would take minutes at the minimum for it to permeate throughout its
body. On top of that there was no knowing what the stimuli was that was waking
it, and without their being able to shut it down the chemical alone would not
be enough.


“Status?”
the Regent asked the hologram of the Oracle.


“Waking
is continuing, but at a reduced ra…” the Regent
heard, then suddenly there was a chorus of voices around him and he found
himself laying on the ground staring up into several faces with the Oracle’s
hologram hovering directly over him.


“He
is regaining consciousness,” it said matter-of-factly.


“What…”
he said, sitting up and looking around at the junior members of the monitoring
team and one other Regent that had suddenly popped up all around him. “Status?”


“The
Hamoriti is returning to slumber,” the other Regent answered. “The emergency procedures worked, but we have
very little chemical remaining. If another instance occurs soon we will not be
able to stop it.”


The Trinx tried to stand up but
found his body unwilling to cooperate. He was stiff and feeling ill, with a
massive headache pounding all the way down his headtails. His fellow Regent
extended a hand over him and he took it, being pulled up to his feet painfully.



“You
were caught in the freezing effect. Are you ill?”


“Yes,
but not incapacitated. Oracle, have you determined the source of the breach?”


“None
has been recorded. Method of stimuli remains unknown.”


“Check
the recorders in the vassals.”


“We
already have,” the other Regent said. “You’ve
been frozen for two days.”


“How
is that possible? I should have regained control of my body as soon as the
Hamoriti’s effective radius diminished.”


“It
only now did. The field expanded all the way out to the monitoring facility
before receding. The Oracle says enough chemical has been applied, but it will
take several more hours before the Hamoriti is fully dormant once again.”


“I
do not understand,” the Regent said, looking at the Oracle’s hologram that
had moved up above all of their heads. “The
aura is not supposed to extend that far.”


“The
Hamoriti’s passive aura does not. It awakened enough to put a small measure of
conscious effort into the defense mechanism, then held the effort as it began
returning to slumber. A delayed impulse, to be sure, and one that we have not
recorded before. My analysis is ongoing and will continue through to full
sedation.”


The Regent spun around, looking at
the Hamoriti where the vassals were still surrounding it as tiny dots in the
distance. The tail curl was still there, but it had changed position slightly. 


“It
moved?”


“For
a period of 4 seconds, yes,” the Oracle confirmed. “A momentary stretch as it woke. Fortunately your emergency protocol was
applied in time to prevent any further subconscious movement, else the motion
would have added to the waking effect. Though the stimuli has not been
detected, its effects are measureable. It occurred in a single moment, with a
massive uptick in activity that began to spool on its own until the chemical
surge took hold.”


“Are
we producing more chemical?” 


“We
are now that the facility is no longer within the aura,” the other Regent
explained.


“My
replacement capabilities are operating at 100%,” the Oracle added. “Internal storage will be at full within 129
days, unless external materials are made available.”


“Do
you have enough currently to maintain the sedation?”


“Remaining
reserves are sufficient.”


“It’s
almost over,” his peer said, placing a hand on his shaky shoulder. “We made it, barely.”


“Not
until we know the source of the breach,” the Trinx said, swiping away a bit
of blood on his lips, coming from somewhere in his mouth. 


When the other Regent saw that he
flicked a wrist in a gesture to his subordinates and two of them came forward.
“I’ll stay until this is fully resolved.
You have to get treatment now. Take him.”


“Find
the breach,” he said as the pair of Trinx helped him walk on shaky legs
with a support on each arm. “Nothing is
safe until we do.”



 

Nesfa sat in his cubicle atop the
command tower reading through the most recent batch of reports from the
Hamoriti site, his dread growing by the day as the minion incursions subsurface
were steadily increasing. His troops were hunting them down admirably, but the
Hamoriti was growing more devious in its placement and putting them further and
further underground, delaying the time of detection and often requiring the
coring of new tunnels to get down to them.


The Li’vorkrachnika were still
holding up their end of the agreement, devoting as many ground troops as
necessary to suppress the minions and dying by the millions in order to
accomplish it. That was their task, but Nesfa feared it was going to end up not
being enough. By going underground the Hamoriti made it much harder to get at
the minions, meaning that they were having to fight full battles against them,
though the tradeoff was the Hamoriti itself wasn’t involved in those. Even its
tsunami blast had its limits, and detonating it underground would surely
destroy any minions it sought to protect, not to mention wouldn’t travel very
far.


But it seemed to Nesfa that the
Hamoriti, stalemated as it was, was slowly beginning to get the upper hand on them.
The Trinx and Li’vorkrachnika were upping the pressure accordingly, but without
assistance from The Nine he wasn’t sure how long they could maintain the
current form of containment. If the Hamoriti didn’t change tactics again they
had a chance, but Nesfa seriously doubted it would be so accommodating.


They really needed the Yisv down in
those tunnels, for their close engagement skills would far surpass even the
vassals against the minions, or so his analysis teams had told him. But no, the
Yisv refused to come anywhere near the system the Hamoriti was currently in.
Perhaps if it moved yet again they would offer to help clean up here, but that
would still leave them losing ground and having to divide their forces up
further. He needed the Yisv on the front lines, but their fear was holding them
back, even with several years’ worth of information from the current battles to
give them a feel for where they could safely insert themselves without having
to go up against the Hamoriti itself.


But no, they and the others were
basically conceding the spread of the minions. Vowed to reduce and slow their
growth once it happened, but only to buy time for their races to pack up and
run. The stupid fools. The Ancients had said if the Hamoriti were to get loose
the entire galaxy would be in jeopardy. There was no safe place to run to, and
even if they could make a jump to a nearby galaxy spur there was no guarantee
that the Hamoriti couldn’t follow.


He appreciated the desire to
survive, at least a bit longer, but he and the rest of the Trinx knew that the
key to their continual survival was in stopping the minions from spreading in
the first place, which was why his race was devoting their full resources to
building vassals and feeding the Li’vorkrachnika the raw supplies they’d
requested to help them build new worlds specifically for the production of
ships and soldiers to devote to this fight. 


For all they’d done, and proved they
could do, the Trinx felt betrayed to still be the only race with the sense to
do what was necessary. When would the others wake up and see what had to be
done before it was too late?


The recent stirrings by the Hamoriti
here had caused everything Nesfa was basing his containment efforts on to be
questioned. How the beast had begun to wake up was still unknown, and worse yet
the Oracle was unable to provide any data to corroborate with, for in all the
history of this shell there had never been even the remotest glitch in the
sedation. Had this been a technological malfunction he would have felt better,
but both the Oracle and his own techs had confirmed that the shell was
operating perfectly. What had awakened it was a mystery that was near to
driving Nesfa mad, for it seemed like everything they had worked so hard for
was being undercut, whether by The Nine or fate itself.


A message prompt pinged a priority
alert and the Prefect pulled up the new file immediately, seeing that it was
another status report from the Hamoriti site…though he wasn’t due to receive a transmission
for several more days. Immediately fearing more bad news, the Prefect opened up
the holographic document and began to read through it with his hearts beat
increasing on reflex. 


It had been routed to him
immediately upon reception on Vikod, and his analysts
hadn’t even gotten a chance to chew on it yet, but the Prefect knew instantly
that the system-wide energy burst the Hamoriti had unleashed and used to
disable the Li’vorkrachnika fleet was the cause of the disturbance here. Why
the Oracles hadn’t been aware of this ability he didn’t know, and he was going
to follow up on that immediately with another visit to the shell for a personal
discussion with the Ancient program. 


It was clear to him what had
happened. The Hamoriti had sent out a call for help, or some other form of
location ping, almost assuredly needing to soak up some kind of resource from
the star in order to power a spherical emission potent enough to stretch across
star systems. The power needed for that sort of thing was off the charts, for
while a star produced an immense amount of stellar output every second, enough
to fry an unshielded ship that got too close, when the same output was spread
out across lightyears it was reduced down to a tiny pinprick of light.


The Hamoriti had to create something
similar, and though he didn’t understand the dynamics of it the one here had
received that call and begun to wake up. 


As bad as that was, at least now
they knew what they were dealing with. Assuming minimum range, Vikod was the only other Hamoriti location within
transmission distance, but there was no way to know for sure how far that
signal had reached. He doubted it could get all the way out to the others, but
he immediately sent a communique to inquire as to the status of the other
Hamoriti before finishing reading the report. That message was immediately sent
out through an interstellar comm network linking the
Trinx to The Nine, but it would take days to get a response and Nesfa needed
information sooner rather than later.


If another Hamoriti had begun to
awaken he didn’t know if they would be able to suppress it, for only this shell
had vassals loaded with chemical as a backup plan in case the facility’s own
measures failed. The others had their own systems in place, for The Nine had
been too prudent to take chances after the near disaster with the Sety, but Nesfa’s people had only barely kept Rigall contained, so he
feared for the others.


His gut told him the Hamoriti’s
signal couldn’t travel that far, but with the way his luck was going he
couldn’t count on anything. And what made him worry most was the possibility
that there was a 9th shell out there somewhere within transmission range, one
that wouldn’t have guardians in place with backup measures. They still hadn’t
gotten any answers from the Oracles as to why there had been an unknown 8th,
and when dealing with an enemy as insanely powerful as a Hamoriti, information
was the only real weapon one had. 


The Ancients had been wise to leave
the Oracles behind with their knowledge of how to fight the minions, otherwise
the Trinx would not have been prepared for this day. They’d been relying on the
Ancients’ playbook in all of their preparations, trusting that they knew how to
deal with this enemy, but these unknown factors that kept popping up, the
latest being this interstellar transmission capability, made Nesfa wonder just
how in the dark even the Ancients had been. 


The Trinx weren’t their match, nor
was the entirety of The Nine. How the hell were they expected to manage this
disaster? 


The fact that they still had the
Hamoriti effectively contained to this point, as far as its minions were
concerned, was shocking even to Nesfa, but they had been holding the line
despite the assertions of hopelessness from the others. The Trinx hadn’t
expected to actually stop the Hamoriti, but they had felt obligated to try and,
as strange as the galaxy was, had somehow managed to do it up until this point.
Every day hinged with uncertainty, and fate seemed determined to break them,
but for the moment everything was holding together and he intended to make that
last as long as possible.


When he finished reading the report
he headed off to get transport over to the shaft that led down to the Ancient
shell, taking the data file with him and hoping that the Oracle would be able to
figure out how they could shield the facility from the Hamoriti’s transmissions
before it happened again.
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August 21, 2729


Pleissa System (Jonstar capitol)


Havbret



 

“I
still don’t think this is a good idea,” Breeso
said as he walked beside the war commander, with the pair of Jonstar headed to
the exterior landing pad. “One misstep
and you’ll be killed.”


“I
am well aware of that,” Nicktori said evenly as
the pair of quadrupeds came to an ascension ramp. They stepped on it and
allowed themselves to be slowly dragged up to the higher levels of the military
complex, giving the pair only a few minutes before the war commander would
depart. “But the Trinx have proven that
the Hamoriti can be contained. For how long I do not know, but every year we
can buy gives our people more time to prepare for relocation…and if it is
possible to maintain the containment indefinitely then it’s an avenue that we
have to pursue.”


“I
still say this is foolishness,” the civilian leader admitted, “but if anyone can make it work it’s you.”


“That’s
why I’m going,” Nicktori said, sweeping his
horse-like head to the left to throw Breeso a
sarcastic look. 


“We’re
going to need you here, so don’t take any unnecessary risks.”


“This
entire mission is a risk.”


“Please
don’t be difficult, I’m trying to instill some wisdom in you before you depart.”


“You
have been trying for years, little brother, and still continue to fail because
you do not realize that I am wiser than you.”


“Says
the one going up against a Hamoriti.”


“It’s
minions, not the Titan itself.”


“You
think it’ll just stay put and let you trash its spawn points? It’s going to
come after you.”


“If
it does we will run. The Hamoriti have never been fast.”


“Their
area of effect weaponry don’t require them to be. They just have to get close,
and your Degars aren’t exactly nimble craft.”


“You
are not telling me anything that I do not already know,” Nicktori said as they reached the top of the ramp and
stepped off onto a wide promenade that had the exit doors to the landing pad on
the far side. In between those and the two Jonstar were more than a dozen
others, all of whom were security save for two, one of which was kin to them. “Final farewells?”


“If
you can spare a moment?” their father and defacto
ruler of the Jonstar asked, though most of the critical functions of running
their empire fell to Breeso, Nicktori,
and others.


“We
can.”


“I
hope this is not the last we see of one another, but if it is I want you to
know that I will see to it that the time you buy us will not be squandered.
Furthermore, there has been a small lead turned up. I am sending Yesvo to follow it. I do not hope, but it must be
investigated regardless.”


“What
kind of lead?” Breeso asked, this being the first
he’d heard of it as well.


“Previously
unknown coordinates of an Ancient world found in the local lore of a race that
predates us. It was an obscure reference, but we’ve managed to calculate the
system in question. It is in unclaimed space beyond the Frektordan.
Perhaps we will discover something of use there, perhaps not.”


“Hopefully
not another Hamoriti,” Nicktori said, glancing at
his closest advisor who was waiting along with his father. “Are we set?”


“They
need another hour and a half, then we’ll be fully provisioned.”


The war commander turned to his
brother. “Make sure the supply convoy is
assembled quickly. I do not know how rapidly we will expend
our ammunition, and I know you have more pressing concerns to deal with here…”


“You’ll
have what you need,” Breeso interrupted him. “Fire at will…and a keep a tally of the minion
kills for your reports. The people need to see that we can indeed fight back,
even if not against the Hamoriti itself. Please don’t make me have to tell them
you died in a vain attempt.”


“Your
confidence is underwhelming,” Nicktori said
sarcastically.


“None
since the Ancients have fought these beings,” their father said with
caution. “Learn, adapt, and do not
hesitate to fall back. An unfamiliar enemy can often win the day with the
element of surprise…and we are also unknown to the Hamoriti.”


“Well
said,” Nicktori agreed, lowering his head
slightly. His father did likewise and they touched the thick, natural armor
there in a quick gesture of respect and kinship. The war commander kicked his
brother in the leg, then winked as he and his advisor walked the remaining
steps to the doors that would take them outside to their waiting transport.


“I
hope he knows what he’s doing,” Breeso said
warily.


“With
the Hamoriti loose there are no certainties anymore. He is playing a gamble,
and even he does not know how it will turn out.”



 

A
month and a half later...



 

A fleet of Li’vorkrachnika cruisers
descended from orbit, passing through the still warm atmosphere from the latest
tsunami attack. A third of the small firebases they’d set up on the surface to
facilitate the teams fighting underground had just been taken out in a handful
of seconds, but there was no time to waste with concern. The Hamoriti had gone
back underground again and two of the as yet untouched minion spawn sites had
grown to the point where they were building small connecting tunnels to the
surface.


Out of those tunnels small minion
flyers were emerging, even smaller than the Li’vorkrachnika wisps, but armed
with a potent energy weapon that emitted from their heads. They had ambushed a
few transports headed to ground with more troops, then the Trinx had ordered
the continuous convoys pulled back just prior to the Hamoriti surfacing and
toasting their bases in the southern hemisphere. With it now gone again, leaving
a magma spewing geyser a half mile wide in its wake, the minion fliers had to
be dealt with before the transports could fly troops in to the surface entrance
to deal with the base itself.


At present there were 18 different
minion spawn sites that were known about, with the Hamoriti spending most of
its time deep within the planet and bouncing around from point to point,
harvesting resources it was assumed, but other than a crude position fix they
didn’t know what it was doing down there. Once Trinx and Li’vorkrachnika ground
troops engaged a minion site the Hamoriti didn’t involve itself, probably for
fear of damaging the minions at the same time, but if it could catch the
invading troops on the surface it would do so, coming up anywhere within a
thousand miles and releasing a tsunami.


That meant the troops heading down
to fight below ground had to get there quickly, and without the firebases the
Hamoriti had just wiped off the map that was going to be even more difficult.
They hadn’t been situated near any of the minion sites, and to date that had
kept them off the Hamoriti’s hit list, but apparently no longer. Every time
they adapted to the creature the creature adapted back, turning this growing
war into an unstable and unpredictable affair.


The Trinx campaign commander watched
from orbit around another planet, feeding instructions to the ships on site and
to the Li’vorkrachnika while staying safely away from the Hamoriti. Chosan was
one of the wisest of the Trinx generals, and Nesfa had personally entrusted him
with this never-ending task, but the Hamoriti was demonstrating considerable
strategic skill. More so even than the Ancient records had indicated, though
back in those days the minion swarms were the main nemesis they had fought,
with the direct Hamoriti conflicts reserved for the last days of that great war.


As valuable as the insights were
that the Ancients had left behind, Chosan was having to write a new book of
engagement as time progressed, and he was afraid the learning curve was
allowing the Hamoriti to gain ground. It wasn’t much, but whereas before they’d
been dealing with one minion spawn site, now there were many. He was probing
some of them with orbital fire, burning straight down through the rock with
pinprick attacks, but those didn’t do much more than cut tunnels for his
expeditionary vassals to move down through, and more often than not those had
to cut out other tunnels to allow the Li’vorkrachnika down.


A quick look at the cruisers and
Chosan ordered one of their few vassal warships to catch up to them before they
engaged the flyers. Dropping like a rock it shot down from orbit and into the
atmosphere, creating a fireball in the process that lit up the ashy sky in a
long plume. When it eventually slowed the friction on its shields lessened and
view of the red hull plates returned just in time for it to drop in above the
cruisers as the minion flyers were coming up at them from below.


Little lines of blue energy, looking
impossibly thin from a distance, began shooting up and hitting the cruisers as
much larger green plasma orbs fired back down at them. Almost all of the
Li’vorkrachnika ships sent to fight the minions were still equipped with their
old weapons, but while the plasma was not as potent as the Vichsam it was still
effective in such large amounts. One hit would have killed a wisp on contact,
coming from a naval battery, but against the minions it would take five or six
such hits to drop them out of the sky, making the tiny flyers extremely
resilient.


The vassal warship was another
matter. Its weaponry was varied and built specifically for killing minions in
all their forms, including a large number of small klixon cannons that were one
hitting the flyers and taking down dozens per second once the ship entered the
fray and took point. The tiny blue beams from the minions only scratched its
shields, but they racked up considerable damage to the cruisers’ protective
energy barriers, eventually taking them down and slicing through the yellow/tan
hull armor with each pinprick strike.


But the cruisers were warships, far outmassing the tiny flyers, and even as primitive as they
were they did not go down quickly. That said, there were tens of thousands of
the minions coming up out of the surface tunnels and heading towards them, with
the first Li’vorkrachnika cruiser going down some 12 minutes into the fight.
After that they began dropping like rocks as the attrition damage mounted, but
they were likewise killing so many of the minions that the single vassal could
handle the rest without being overwhelmed itself.


Chosan watched the battle along with
reports coming in from others below ground, which was how he spent most of his
days. He slept as little as possible, for fear of the Hamoriti pulling another
bit of strategic magic and gaining an advantage. When he was out of touch with
current events his juniors took over, and while he would have trusted them with
virtually any other opponent, facing a Hamoriti was the stuff of legends and he
couldn’t bring himself to relax even when he was attempting to rest. 


That constant pressure was taking a
toll on his body, but there was no way around it. This campaign had
galaxy-spanning implications and, without hyperbole, was the most important
duty his race had ever undertaken.


A signal from the Sety ships in
stellar orbit informed him that there were incoming jumps to the star, which
drew only minor attention, for the Li’vorkrachnika had jumpships coming and
going constantly now that their planet had been effectively taken over by the
Hamoriti. None of their people left on the surface were still alive, save for
those currently fighting underground and stationed in the remaining firebases.
How long those would stay operational Chosan didn’t know, for all it would take
was the Hamoriti popping up and repeating the last attack. Why it didn’t take
them out already might have been a question of resources, or maybe it just
hadn’t noticed them there yet.


He doubted that, but without minion
scouts across the planet there was a question as to how much sensing capability
the Hamoriti had. Chosan chose to assume a lot, but he didn’t order the
Li’vorkrachnika bases evacuated. So long as they were operational they were
serving a purpose, with flocks of their little transports hauling troops over
to the access shafts they’d cut to get down to the other minion sites.


When the information on the incoming
fleet crossed his screen he didn’t even bother to look at it, focused as he was
on the minion flyer battle that was costing the Li’vorkrachnika dearly. He was
considering sending in another vassal, but since this was the first engagement
against this new type of minion he didn’t want to risk a second one just yet.
If there were to be any surprises, let the Li’vorkrachnika’s pathetic ships
take the hit. His vassals were too rare and powerful to waste on uncertain
strikes.


He’d only sent the one because he
suspected the Li’vorkrachnika fleet couldn’t handle the task on its own…at
least not without sending 20 times that number of ships, and he didn’t want to
waste them in such a manner without sufficient cause. He knew well that only a
joint war would be effective, and sending the Li’vorkrachnika in on their own
in most cases would just end up with a no value slaughter. As it was they were
dying left and right to accomplish even minor gains, but those gains were
setting up the Trinx to accomplish the primary goals and root out the minion
spawning sites, forcing the Hamoriti to begin them again and taking away their
ability to reproduce on their own.


It wasn’t until Chosan received an incoming
comm did he realize that the newly arrived fleet
wasn’t Li’vorkrachnika.


“Commander,”
a Jonstar said, with its large, intimidating eyes being a welcome comfort to
his own. “I apologize for our lateness,
but we stand ready to assist you.”


Chosan remained silent for a pair of
seconds, feeling the first bit of relief in years, then he wasted no further
time. “I need an immediate orbital strike
on two minion locations. They have access tunnels reaching to the surface and I
need you to target down them, maximum yield.”


“Gladly,”
Nicktori said. “I
presume the Hamoriti is below ground at present?”


“It
is.”


“Do
you have an estimate as to how quickly it can resurface?”


“Its
speed varies, but at present,” Chosan said, checking his map screens, “estimate no less than 38 minutes from
atmosphere. You should be able to strike before you have a chance to get caught
out.”


“Has
it demonstrated an ability to attack while below ground?”


“No.”


“Well
enough. Send the coordinates.”


Chosan looked to one of his
subordinates, who immediately sent the information to the Jonstar fleet. “Done.”


“Pull
your ships back,” Nicktori said, seeing that
there was a current engagement going on in the atmosphere nearby. “There’s going to be spillover, even if we
directly hit the shaft.”


“They’ll
be gone by the time you’re in position…and thank you.”


“We
should have been here long before now,” the Jonstar admitted. 


Chosan nodded, then cut the comm as he watched the newly arrived ships break up. There
were six super-large ones, two of which began heading down towards the
atmosphere while the others and the smaller support ships picked a holding
orbit and moved towards it off the stellar jumpline they’d arrived on.


The two massive cone-shaped ships
sank slowly down through the atmosphere over the pair of sites, eventually
stalling out a handful of miles above each. The minion flyers, those few that
were still coming up out of the tunnels after the vassal and Li’vorkrachnika
had destroyed the others, shot directly up to target the huge ships, but their
tiny weapons had no effect. They swirled about the point of the two cones, each
of which was pointing down towards an individual tunnel shaft, and fired with
impunity at the Jonstar vessels as both summoned up an internal charge that
began to crackle around the exterior of the ship points in a fiery orange
cascade.


The effect grew as the charge
increased, turning the tip of each ship into an inverted Christmas tree of
lethal lights that moved about in an unpredictable, chaotic pattern. It was all
held against the ship’s surface until the southernmost vessel finally released
its charge after a few minutes of building to maximum power, sending an
intensely bright beam of orange straight down into the tunnel below.


The energy vaporized the surrounding
rock and punched down with a kinetic tremor that rippled out across the
landscape, followed immediately by a series of others, as if the ship was
pounding the planet with an insanely big machine gun. A plume of debris built
up around the tunnel shaft, expanding outward like a donut and mixed with stray
orange energy arcs that bounced from one bit of rock to another, destroying
everything on the surface within several miles around the impact site.


But the largest damage came down
through the shaft, expanding on it and pumping raw destructive energy through
into the minion spawning site miles below, burning out their cocooned flyers,
tank minions, and every other type of living weapon they had begun to produce,
as well as the biological factories that were growing them at an insanely rapid
pace.


It took more than 8 seconds for the
Jonstar weapon to release its full charge into the planet, with the second ship
doing likewise over its minion site shortly thereafter and both ships
immediately retreating to space to avoid any chance of being caught by the
Hamoriti. 


Chosan collapsed in his seat,
leaning forward and resting his head in his hands as his fatigue seemed to catch
up with him as his mind finally allowed itself to relax. While the Sety were
here they were pretty much observers so long as the Hamoriti stayed on the same
planet, but now that the Jonstar had arrived the Trinx no longer stood alone.
Two of The Nine were here, with their unique tech complementing each other and
giving Chosan some badly needed assets in this fight. Even if the Jonstar
didn’t intend to send down any ground troops, their Degars’
colosat bombardment capability would allow them to
take out minion sites near the surface, and any connecting tunnels they chose
to build would just act as conduits to reach even deeper within the planet.


The Trinx looked at the present
position of the Hamoriti, which was still meandering about near the planet’s
core.


“Your
move now.”
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