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June 30, 3272


Adriart System (Uriti
Preserve)


Stellar Orbit



 

Nefron stood at a workstation inside the Zeus, which had become his mobile home
ever since the Uriti Preserve had been established. Right now it was in system
number 7 of an 11 point circuit that they were slowly parading their two Uriti
around in. This system, like the others, had an established navigational course
that they would run both the Uriti through in turn, as well as several
construction sites on the major planet to facilitate mining operations across
the Preserve. 


In addition to that, there were three mobile
observation stations here. None had interstellar jump capability like the sedas
did, but these were fast enough to move around the system and keep out of the
way of the Uriti while they housed the workers, researchers, and every other
person assigned to this system to keep them out of danger should either Uriti
take unpredictable action.


But to date that had never occurred. Both of them went
where they were told and were getting along with each other like siblings. The
command language that Nefron was using was also getting more advanced as he
pressed and instructed them to do more and more delicate tasks. He wasn’t
teaching them anything new, rather utilizing greater depth that the Chixzon had
never bothered with in the field but had been meticulous to construct while
growing the Uriti in order to obtain maximum control. 


They’d never needed it when all they did was point the
Uriti at a system and say ‘destroy,’ so what Nefron was doing now was really a
continuation of their research rather than something new of his own. That said,
this wasn’t the only project he was working on, and while direct communication
between him, the Archons, or anyone else and the Uriti was still hitting a
stone wall, he was getting much closer on yet another project.


The reason he could control the Uriti was because he
was Chixzon and he had the specially built transmitter. The transmitter had
been duplicated many times over and existed in 14 different starships within
the Preserve that functioned as backups should the Zeus ever see a catastrophic malfunction, but as talks with the
Knights of Quenar and The Nexus continued to bear fruit it was obvious that
they were going to need to be able to control the Uriti in more than one system
at the same time. Even if he wanted to keep all of them in one system, going
out on retrieval missions would mean that Nefron wouldn’t be here to oversee
these two, hence he needed a way to give the Archons the ability to issue
orders as if they were coming from him.


Doing that meant making the transmitter and the Uriti
think they were Chixzon as far as telepathy went, and it wasn’t about power or
skill, for the Archons had far more of that than him. What was needed was a
telepathic fingerprint that matched his own, or at least the narrow band that
identified him as Chixzon, and right now he was troubleshooting the final
problems in his design on a simulation program while the ship’s crew left him
alone.


That was typical, for aside from Riley and a handful
of others nobody ever saw him in person. His quarters and work facilities on
the ship were located in a very specific region, meaning the only time he got
out from there was to do workouts or eat. He didn’t avoid the crew then, but
they didn’t stop him to ask questions or force interaction. A few nods of
respect and they’d pass him by, leaving him to his work that never seemed to
end.


He’d had a long talk with Davis before the Director
had left to go back to Earth and both of them knew how important, and
potentially disastrous, this Preserve project could become. Already there were
more races in the Alamo System from unaligned and otherwise unknown
civilizations than there were in Star Force, and more were coming in by the
year. All had various agendas to push or play, but between the Star Force
fleet, the Voku, and the enigmatic power of the KoQ, order had been kept and
progress was being made on many fronts, but Nefron knew how fragile everything
was even if it didn’t appear that way to outsiders.


Something Riley had told him long ago had stuck in his
head. It was a quote from Star Wars, a little obsolete reference that the
Archon had thought pertinent. 


Fear attracts
the fearful.  


That was illogical, but over time as Nefron observed
the races and representatives coming into the Preserve from his fortress of
solitude onboard the Zeus he began to
see the nugget of truth in that stupid statement. Fear is something that drove
one off, but here these races were, coming up to look at the very beasts they
dreaded. It was as if the fear was attracting them here like a narcotic. They
wanted to be close to the danger without getting bit by it, which was reckless
on its face, but the fact was races from across the local quarter of the galaxy’s
outer rim were showing up for little more than to see the Uriti and the empire
that had them under its control.


Others wanted more than that, but some appeared just
to want to feel the fear and bask in it, almost daring fate to smite them down
the closer they got.


And the fleet was having its hands full keeping ships to
honor the perimeter range. There was always someone wanting to go closer, but
at least in this system they didn’t have to worry about that very much. Almost
everyone was back in Alamo while a handful of Star Force jumpships were here
carrying spectators, and he knew those ships wouldn’t be violating the boundary
lines. There was, however, an occasional ship that pressed further into the
Preserve than Alamo, but the KoQ usually got to them before Star Force did, and
they’d intercepted one Cabrari ship just a week ago. 


Right now it was sitting in a higher orbit around the
star with a contingent of Star Force troops onboard it as an assessment was
being made of what to do with the crew. If there had been some misunderstanding
they might be allowed to keep their ship. If not it would be added to the
collection of trophies from various races stupid enough to violate the Preserve
boundaries that were floating in a very public display orbit in Alamo to remind
everyone that Star Force was taking the security of the Preserve seriously.


A lot of races had begun to respect that, as well as
the fact that this place was becoming a great deal more important than they’d
thought. It wasn’t just about the Uriti anymore, though that aspect was never
going to diminish. There was constant wrangling and complaints about control
and potential abuse of power by Star Force, but some of the other races were
requesting permission to set up colonies nearby to take advantage of the
crossroads that the Preserve had become. Previously it had been an undeveloped
region, even when the lizards controlled it, but now there were several black
hole ‘highways’ that were developing traffic spurs to this location and
creating a slow link between several regions that had not seen connectivity
before.


But beyond that, the location was making the
connections important, and as a few savvy empires began to ingratiate
themselves with Star Force and secure planets around the perimeter of the
Preserve the rest of them took notice and a rush of interest and negotiations
was forming that attracted even more races from afar…and all of whom were very
interested to meet him.


But Star Force wasn’t allowing that, thankfully
keeping Nefron out of the whole diplomatic mess while allowing him to observe
it from afar. No one could get close to the command ship aside from other Star
Force vessels. Even the KoQ and the Voku kept a respectful distance, but so
long as he was the only one that was able to control the Uriti this ship was
going to be the weak link in the entire operation, meaning that he had to find
a way to give the Archons the redundant ability to issue the Uriti orders.


And he was close to it now, so close that he’d called
Riley in to help him test the equipment that he hadn’t yet told him he’d been
developing. When the Archon arrived, the Chixzon waved him over to an auxiliary
control station with a flick of his armored hand.


“Did we get a message back?” Riley asked, referring to
their endless attempts to communicate with the Uriti outside the defined
channels.


“No. I just need a mind other than my own right now.
Link to the console please.”


Riley did as asked, making telepathic connection with
the machine via his bare hand on the panel before him and waited for whatever
Nefron was going to do.


“This is the Chixzon navigational program used to
direct the Uriti. Nose around it a bit and tell me what you think. It’s hooked
into a simulator so you’ve got a fake Uriti to experiment with.”


“Recreated or copied?” Riley said as he mentally
started to fiddle around with the alien interface.


“Mostly copied, but I reworked some of the commands
into English so you’d be able to adapt to them quicker. I can rework the whole
thing later, but right now I just need to know if you’re compatible. I’m
scanning you as you work, so just keep busy for a while.”


“Fiddling as ordered,” Riley said as he began
utilizing the simulator for some basic obstacle course runs that had a fake
Nami pulling loops around a planet and its four moons.


As he worked Nefron made adjustments, fine tuning what
he thought was needed to sync up the Archon’s brain to the Chixzon designs, but
Riley grew bored before he had finished.


“What’s going on, buddy?”


“I’m close. Give me another 20 minutes.”


“Why the secrecy?”


“I don’t want to tell you about it unless it works.”


“Prefer to fail in private?”


“You could say that,” Nefron half agreed. “I don’t
have to explain the why and how, I can just keep working the problem in
silence.”


“I’ll humor you then, but this thing is pretty
primitive.”


“The Uriti can’t be remote controlled, only ordered.”


“Yeah, but I’ve seen you tell them to do stuff that’s
more complicated than the options I have here.”


“Sorry about that. I didn’t copy everything. I just
needed a basic control package to work with. If this works, I’ll give you the…”


“What?” Riley asked, sensing his friend’s mind freeze
in surprise.


“I just shunted your mental moniker over to the Uriti
so I could get a calibration reading. I expected it to fail, but they both just
accepted it.”


“Meaning what exactly?” 


“Statistics,” Nefron said, shutting down the simulator
and bringing other programming online at Riley’s station. “Try and draw status
feeds from them.”


“How?”


Nefron’s mind suddenly
entered the Archon’s in the form of the computer linkage that allowed him to
bypass the Ikrid blocks. With his help Riley was able to navigate mental
program controls he had never seen before, catching on quickly as the Chixzon
guided but did not do any of the tasks himself. Within a few minutes Riley felt
the raw feeds coming in from the Uriti as they were shunted to the display on
his control panel.


“Hello, fellas,” the trailblazer said, recognizing
their massive yet obtuse intellects emanating out from the star they were
currently bathing in. A prompt from Nefron and Riley tried to connect to them
directly with a simple order.


Suddenly their minds opened to him for brief moment,
both of them acknowledging the order and beginning to climb out of the star to
a point in low orbit. Both Riley and Nefron watched as they came out, neither
asking questions, then when both Uriti stopped exactly where Riley had told
them to Nefron let out a long sigh as he sank back onto a nearby stool.


“Finally.”


“What the hell did you just do? Find a way for me to
piggyback onto your signal?”


“No. I found a way to give you your own. I didn’t
think it would work yet, I just wanted the data from the attempt. It seems I
was closer to the solution than I thought.”


“Enlighten me,” Riley said, eager to hear what he’d
come up with.


“I was going to try and create a bit of Chixzon brain
tissue for you guys to give to whomever you trusted enough to give orders to
the Uriti, but I eventually nixed that when I realized you wouldn’t want any
more tissue crammed into your already thick heads. Especially some that wasn’t
your own.”


“Good call there. Would that have worked?”


“If I could engineer it to be a modifier for the rest
of your brain activity, yes, I think so. What I’ve done here is to create a
mechanical version of the same thing. This machine is calibrated to you and you
alone. It’s crude, but apparently functional. Right now it’s the size of a
dropship underneath the floor, but over time I think I can reduce that greatly
by further tightening the requirements down to a single individual. Basically,
I’m hoping that I can create a palm-sized control device that will make the
transmitter and the Uriti think that your telepathy is coming from a Chixzon,
and one who has all the proper identification codes.”


“Wait. Not all Chixzon can order the Uriti?”


“All the new ones can, but the originals couldn’t.
There was a very selective group given that power.”


“Secret passwords?”


“Metaphorically speaking, yes. And I’ve created this
adaptor to include them.”


“And it’s tuned for me?”


“You’re the only person I’ve spent enough time with to
have an idea of how your mind works. I was making a lot of educated guesses
based on our prior contact. I didn’t expect to get the balance right so soon,
otherwise I would have let you know what was going on. I expected this to take
months, if not years from this point. I may have just gotten lucky, in which
case I’ll have to analyze what I’ve done and figure out what works and why, but
for the moment you have at least a limited ability to control the Uriti through
the current equipment and settings.”


“Meaning you can transfer to another ship with a
transmitter and we can go two places at the same time.”


“Exactly.”


“How long before we can test that?”


“Not long, assuming this wasn’t a fluke. It’s the
refining that’s going to take time.”


“Down to something handheld?” Riley reiterated.


“Or a forearm gauntlet, if you’d prefer. It’s going to
be a bit heavy at best, but you should be able to wear it.”


“Archons only?”


“Strong telepathy is required.”


“Protovic?”


Nefron considered. “I don’t want to start there, but
that’s a possibility.”


“Ok, so let me get this straight, just for the
record,” Riley said with a blossoming smile. “You just figured out how to
create a remote control for the Uriti?”


“As I said before, you cannot remote control it, you
can only give it orders.”


“Semantics. This device allows me to order it the same
way you do?”


“In theory, yes. All we have is a single test for
confirmation.”


Riley jumped into the air doing a twirl with a
triumphant fist raised. “Now that’s what I’m talking about!”


“It should end Star Force’s reliance on this ship…and
me.”


“Tired of being stuck here?”


“Tired of not being able to leave. A lot of my work is
going to be here regardless.”


“I hear that. We both need to be here right now, but
once this place develops I really don’t want to have to be stuck here
endlessly. Got asses to kick elsewhere.”


“I actually prefer that sentiment to others I was
considering.”


“So right now it’s you and me in the controller club?”


“You’re barely in it, but yes. It will take me a long
time to refine this for you and even longer to do it for another person. I
suggest we keep this quiet for now, else someone might realize they’re on the
clock to eliminate this ship and me before we create the redundancy.”


Riley cringed. “Good point. Guess we better hold off
on that split test then.”


“No, we can still accommodate it with some guile. I’ll
have to be transferred to another control ship while you take this one out of
the system with one of the Uriti. They will think the other is staying here
under orders, but I’ll be here to monitor it as a backup.”


“After you teach me how to drive with you looking over
my shoulder first?”


Nefron’s eyes flashed green
ever so briefly. “Orders. Not control.”


“It’s more than point and click,” the Archon argued.
“I felt that moment of synergy.”


“It’s simply another means of communication. They
choose to follow the orders. You do not actively control them.”


“Noted. Will you help me run Bahamut through the course?”


“Let’s start with something more
simple while I analyze the interface. Link back in and I’ll set you up.”


“Simple how?” Riley asked, touching the panel again
and getting the equipment added to his mind like another room suddenly popping
into existence within a house.


“Star to planet and back again.”


“Alright, we’ll keep it simple,” he moaned
sarcastically. “Is this set up to make me look Chixzon or look like you?”


“I used my profile to speed up the process, but it may
be more advantageous to rework the interface from various personas tailored to
be compatible with the person in question.”


“Meaning my mind is more similar to some Chixzon than
others?”


“Of course.”


“Do you have others on file or would you have to
synthesize them.”


“Synthesis,” Nefron said regretfully, knowing how much
additional time that would take.


“Long project ahead?”


“Very, but a lot shorter now than I expected. I don’t
know if what I did was smart or just accidentally lucky, but it worked the
first time. Let’s see if our luck holds and it works again.”


“Teach me, Master Nefron. I is ready.”


“I do all the hard work and you get to have the fun?”


“Ha. Don’t even get me started on that. I know I’m
going to be bored out of my skull letting you calibrate this thing to me.”


Nefron smiled, a slight cracking of his rock-like
lips. “True enough,” he said, linking into his console and finding Riley’s
mental signature inside the programming link. “Let’s begin with the basics, my
young apprentice.”
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May 2, 3285


Alamo System


Warden Station



 

Oro-2573 walked off the Star Force personnel ship
along with hundreds of other people as it sat docked to the Warden station
along with some four other ships. There were no tourists here, nor ambassadors
from other empires. All of them were located in other facilities in the system,
leaving the titan with high level traveling partners in the form of Archons,
Commandos, and a lot of techs that were being added to the station’s complement
of secretive staff.


Beside him were eleven other members of his graduating
class, all 2500s, which was very odd. There’d been a recruitment call put out
and he’d volunteered, but he didn’t expect to be paired up with so many
familiar faces again, let alone three other 7s. Jeen-2572, Hera-2574, and
Peter-2576 were only a few meters behind him as they walked across a line on
the floor and into zero g, then were grabbed by an IDF field and flown across the
stubby umbilical connecting ship to station and landed them gently on the other
side. They easily fell back into stride with one another almost as if the
millennia they’d spent apart had never happened. 


The sight of 12 titans together drew a lot of curious
attention, but most people were polite enough not to inquire and the few that
did got the same answer from all of them…they didn’t know why they’d been
brought here. 


All of them were wearing their casual Archon uniforms,
bone white with a single colored stripe running down either side. Their stripe
was gold, but an equally white uniform was waiting for them just inside the station
with a pink stripe, and standing next to it was the red/gold/white of a Duke.


“Welcome,” Pryon said graciously to the arriving
titans. 


“Duke,” Oro greeted evenly, then he glanced at the
ViLord. “Riley.”


“Follow me,” the Duke said as he turned and began
walking. The Archons fell into line behind him and the fourteen of them made
their way through what was obviously a very empty station despite the number of
people coming and going. Eventually they came to an armed checkpoint with a
ranger and a squad of Commandos visible. They let the group through, then the
Duke took them into a dead end hallway where he input a code into a locked
door. It opened by sliding into the wall and allowed them all inside through
the small opening.


“A lot of security,” Eaton-2503 commented as mist
dropped over them in the long, narrow corridor they were forced to pass
through.


“When several of the civilizations represented in this
system have adequate or better stealth technology we have to be careful. Two
years ago we stopped a tiny probe from infiltrating this facility because a
passing Archon happened to have their Pefbar deployed. Since then we’ve created
safe zones where we tightly screen everything passing.”


“Who’s was it?”


“The Fajanni. Duke Yetti
made them pay for that, but there had been earlier attempts at security
breaches and apparently they hadn’t been deterred, so we have to make sure this
area remains locked down no matter what.”


None of the Archons said anything more until they all
passed through the misty hallway and got the last of the little robots flushed
off them on the far side with a wall of wind that would have made Yasuo proud. When a door slid over the scanning hallway
Duke Pryon let out a slow breath. 


“Safe to talk now,” he announced, checking with a nearby
tech that gave him a thumbs up indicating that the scan was clear.


“What’s all the secrecy for?” Oro asked.


“Up until recently only Nefron was able to give orders
to the Uriti. He was our weak link and knowing it the other empires have wanted
to get access to him…either to recruit or kill. While this system appears to be
tranquil, I can assure you it’s not. Tensions are running high underneath it
all and only our leverage is keeping things in order. The Uriti are powerful
weapons that we’re not using, but a lot of people don’t like us having that
ability and would deny us our controller if they could get access to Nefron,
even if it would mean the Uriti would roam free and destroy what they like.”


“Was?” Hera asked.


Pryon glanced at Riley.


“There are now two of us that can control the Uriti.
I’m the second, but no one knows that yet. As far as the intergalactic
community out there is concerned, Nefron is still our weak link. We’re going to
make him redundant, and if they know of our plans they might act to try and
stop them, for once many people can control the Uriti they will no longer have
the option of mounting a swift strike to take out Nefron if needed. So our work
here has to remain secret until we have all of you up and running.”


“How can you control the Uriti?” Logan-2522 asked with
a curious expression on his face.


Riley looked to his left and a device floated through
the air over to him and landed in his hand. He slipped it on over his wrist and
snugged up the forearm gauntlet that looked decidedly V’kit’no’sat in its
chrome surface and jeweled accessories, one of which glowed yellow as it
touched Riley’s skin.


“With this. You can thank Nefron for the brainstorm.
Only Chixzon can control the Uriti, and this makes me look telepathically like
a Chixzon as far as the Uriti and the transmitter are concerned. Note the
yellow light,” he said, pulling the gauntlet off and tossing it to Oro. “Put it
on.”


The Archon caught and slid it onto his own left arm,
seeing the light go red.


“Red means you’re not compatible. Yellow means you’re
close. And green means you’re good to go. I have to modify my own telepathy
into a certain range to turn it green thanks to the fact that we’re more
developed than the Chixzon in that department. I have let go of a lot and think
simply, but in a very specific way that took me a long time to learn to do.
Bigger ones can accommodate the alterations necessary, but we didn’t want
people having to wear a backpack so we skimmed it down to the point where we do
part of the adjusting ourselves and the gauntlet does the rest,” he said,
signaling for it back. 


When he got it he slipped it on again and closed his
eyes. The yellow light, coming from a small jewel on the surface, eventually
turned green. He opened his eyes and looked at the others again. “I have to
focus to keep in alignment, meaning that if you’re going to talk to a Uriti you need to be in a safe place. I can’t use Pefbar
or any other psionics or it’ll knock me off the mark. Remember this, because
you have to basically blind yourself in order to make it work. I can’t do much
more than talk to you right now, and even that is a bit of an effort,” he said,
letting the light go back to yellow.


“When you’re green you can connect to the Chixzon
transmitter remotely and it will work anywhere on the command ship. This
station also has a transmitter, which is one reason why people want to sneak in
here. While Nefron highly doubts any of them could rig up their own order-giver,”
he said, preemptively throwing the Chixzon a look, “considering the lengths it’s
taken us to develop these, we’re not going to take the chance. Transmitters and
especially these gauntlets don’t go to anyone else, ever. The transmitters are big and stationary, but these are not.
Don’t misplace them. Don’t leave them in an unsecured site. Don’t let them out
of your sight, even if you’re in the shower. Wear them in with you and just
hold them telekinetically in the air while you wash your arm.”


A few eyebrows raised, but Riley shook his head in the
negative. “I’m not overreacting. Give those guys a shot at one and they may
take it. We’ve kept this system from seeing any real fighting by keeping
security tight and not giving them an opportunity to strike. Show weakness,
even one lapse, and I wouldn’t be surprised if someone does. And as we noted,
they are trying more subtle methods of learning how we control the Uriti.”


“So we’re all going to learn to give orders to the
Uriti?” Matti-2548 asked.


“Yes you are,” Pryon continued. “Nefron and Riley
aren’t going to stay here forever, and keeping Nefron in an anonymous place is
preferable to having him on a known ship. If someone could capture him they
could conceivably build all of this again on their own. He wouldn’t help them,
but they don’t know that and we can’t completely rule out someone’s ability to
extract information from him. The V’kit’no’sat, for example, could simply rip
the memories out of him. We can’t be sure that others don’t have the same or
similar ability, so we need Nefron’s location kept a
secret, perhaps not even in this Preserve.”


“And we all know how second gen,” Riley added, “like
to think they can do whatever the trailblazers can do.”


“Damn straight,” Oro agreed.


“So you’re going to be my relief,” the ViLord said
with a smirk. “The twelve of you are going to get a unique gauntlet that Nefron
will tailor to make your telepathic fingerprint look like a Chixzon with all
the right access codes. Unless you’re nearly identical you won’t be able to
share them no matter how much internal focus you have. This is another reason
not to lose them. They’re going to be custom made with no blueprints stored in
any database for someone to hack and copy. If you need a replacement, Nefron is
going to have to make you another one.”


“But remember,” Pryon insisted, “without a transmitter
these gauntlets will do no good. It’s a two part system. Think of these as the
access keys. And once you’re into the system, giving orders to the Uriti is far
more complicated than it sounds,” he said, letting Riley explain what only he
and Nefron had experienced.


“It works like a telepathic handshake, not a text
message. There’s a bouncing back and forth that is required, so even if you’re
on the other side of the star system you’re going to have some lag before an
order can be given. The handshake is an extra security precaution the Chixzon
made so that if someone monitored the signals and was able to reproduce them
they still wouldn’t be able to have a password conversation that the Uriti
would accept. There are a lot of layers of security involved so this isn’t
something you can learn to do in a day, and fashioning the gauntlet to your
personal telepathic signature takes weeks.”


“What will we be ordering them to do?” Ryan-2547
asked.


“The twelve of you are going to hold the power to
control the Uriti, first and foremost,” the Duke explained. “Who you are will
not be advertised, but within Star Force word will get around. You can hide the
gauntlets under your sleeves to some extent, but don’t be bashful about them.
We assume that eventually your identities might be discovered, but we’re going
to make the competition earn that knowledge rather than by trotting you out and
introducing you…though Duke Yetti has suggested we do exactly that.”


Riley shook his head. “We have to let them know there
are multiple controllers, but we’ll do it through demonstrations rather than
introductions. Two of you will be getting command ships of your own while one
of you will be doubling up with me on the Zeus.
Eventually, when we have the available resources, there will be twelve command
ships with transmitters. We’re going to let them think that only the command
ships can send the control signals, but we already have several warships that
have been outfitted with a redundant transmitter. Four of you will be going to
those and laying low as backups while the rest of you will bounce around from
place to place in the Preserve. As we build more facilities there will be more
opportunities to hide out and do your thing…which is something else we need to
go over,” he said, deferring back to the Duke.


“There won’t be a lot of work as far as giving actual
orders to the Uriti, even when we get the Sety one next year, so what I need
from all of you is to assist me and the other two Dukes with running the
Preserve. I need you to be ghosts roaming about looking for trouble, designing
improvements, and doing your usual Archon thing. You all know each other given
that you went through basic training in the same class, so cooperation should
come naturally. Right now there are 37 locations within the Preserve that have
a public presence, spread over 3 systems. That will eventually rise up to more
than 1000 and cover all the Preserve systems aside from the neutral zone.”


Kacie-2512 whistled. “What exactly are you driving at?
Tourism?”


“That’s a minor benefit, but from what we’ve learned
thus far the Uriti minions have a great deal of potential. We’re going to be
exploring that in depth on a pair of planets. Weapons demonstrations and other Uriti
activities give the observing civilizations something to analyze and study.
Embassy facilities allow the various and widely spread races to interact on
matters that are not restricted to the Uriti. It may not look like it at first
glance but this Preserve is a magnet for attention, and with that attention
comes all kinds of leverage and power…power that others want, or want to deny
to us. We are doing this for the sake of the Uriti and to protect them as much
as to protect people from them, but with their presence comes those who are
attracted to the power and danger they represent, so we’re going to channel as
much of that into constructive means as we can. And to maintain it all I need
your quiet assistance.”


“What are we planning to use the Uriti for?” Hera
asked, suspecting there was more to it than that.


“Defensive leverage. If we’re the ones keeping them
contained to the Preserve, people will think twice before trying to strike
against us.”


“That all?”


Riley cringed. “We have been discussing other options.”


“Like blowing stuff up?”


“Both Nami and Bahamut are too crude to be used in our
style of warfare, but it is somewhat possible that we could train them to the
point where we could retreat a fleet back to them and dare the enemy to follow.
Right now we kind of expect that the Uriti would kill both fleets if we told
them to attack, but if we could arrange to have a fallback position of that
magnitude it would be worthwhile.”


“Against the V’kit’no’sat?” Oro wondered.


“And others, but yeah, that was our thought. We’re not
going to put the Uriti into harm’s way in an offensive, but we suspect that if
the V’kit’no’sat ever find the Uriti they’re going to mark them for destruction
anyway, and if we could fight together it would be a huge advantage.”


Hera smiled coyly. “Damn you. Always thinking of the good
ideas before us.”


“We need more good ideas,” Pryon added. “Brainstorming
improvements is going to be one of your primary tasks. The Uriti control is
something you’re primarily going to sit on until a situation calls for action.
When we get the Sety Uriti we will have to split up, and Riley is going to stay
here while Nefron is going to help insure that it stays sedate during
transport. One or more of you will go with him to observe and help if needed
while the others stay and, quite frankly, just start learning. We’re all
building this Preserve from scratch and having to adapt as challenges present
themselves.”


“Who’s all we?” Eaton asked.


“Myself, Dukes Yetti and Ander, who handle the
diplomatic and tourism side of the Preserve, Riley, and Nefron. Davis chimes in
from afar as do some other trailblazers, but this is primarily our show and I’d
really appreciate your guys’ help.”


“I’m in,” Oro said, with the others nodding or
offering pithy agreements. 


“Good,” a voice from behind a wall said that was lacking
a mental position. A moment later Nefron walked into view, chilling the 12
titans for a moment on reflex. The Chixzon were intimidating to behold, even
for those who knew his true origins. “Am I really that ugly?”


Riley pointed to the halo on his head and Nefron
reflexively pulled it off. “Oh…guess there’s no better way to freak out an
Archon than to block your mind from view,” he commented. “It’s a mobile relay
that allows me to stay in contact with the transmitter on this station or
onboard a ship much like your gauntlets will do, except there is no mimicry
needed. It also doubles as a telepathic shield in case an infiltrator with
powers like our own makes it to me.”


“How many of those are there here?” Matti asked.


“We don’t know for sure,” Pryon answered. “At least 17
are telepathic, based on our guestimates, and we truly don’t know what the
Knights of Quenar are capable of.”


“Those we have to be extra careful with,” Riley
warned. “Right now they’re working with us as limited allies, but their minds
don’t register to our telepathy, so don’t ever
trust them and always watch your back.”
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December 1, 3286


Prenthor System (Sety
Capitol)


Qitor



 

Nefron stood inside the Uriti chamber looking up at Nedrasil’s mass of red lobes. This one was older than the rest,
having been 19th in the production line, and thus was going to probably be
harder to control than the others…though to date they hadn’t had any trouble
with the pair in the preserve. Right now it was doing good, slumbering while a
mass of robotic workers from The Nexus literally tore apart the shell
surrounding it and rebuilt it into a mobile pod without ever touching the
Uriti.


The sedative feeds had to be rerouted, but so far the
trickle going to it had been enough to sustain its sleep and the work hadn’t
aroused it. Right now they were a few days away from completion, so technically
Nefron was standing inside the pod as he watched the little machines crawling
all over the inside of it to deliver the last parts needed to create a shell
within a shell. They were built by The Nexus but operating under his orders,
for the last thing the Sety wanted was this Uriti to wake up and threaten the
impressively dense infrastructure covering the planet. 


It had been evacuated just in case. A major expense on
their part but Star Force was glad for their caution even though Nefron assumed
it would be unnecessary. So long as the Uriti wasn’t provoked in some way it
shouldn’t wake up, and thus far the machines’ activity hadn’t been sufficient
to even elicit a peep in the monitoring statistics that Nefron was getting
through his ‘crown’ that also doubled as protection against the telepathic aura
that otherwise would have been overwhelming him.


Due to its age, Nedrasil was also larger than the
other two Uriti. It measured only 32 miles in width, but unlike the others it
had no legs, wings, or other body parts. It was more or less a roundish mass
with dot-like lobes sprouting from it. The Archons had already named it ‘Toad,’
citing it looked like an ugly mushroom, but Nefron wasn’t going to indulge in
their names. These Uriti had been around for so long with the same names there
was no point in changing them, as well as the fact that it was somewhat
disrespectful. He didn’t fault the Archons for it, for they didn’t have the
memories he had and could never understand the full significance of what the
Uriti were…and had been to the galaxy.


Nefron stayed in the Ancient shell until construction
was completed, then he headed back up to orbit and boarded the Zeus where the ship’s crew would be
taking control of The Nexus’s creation. They were gladly turning over all
responsibility for the Uriti to Star Force, saving themselves the cost of
maintaining such a large fleet in this system that could be redeployed
elsewhere, so they hadn’t balked about taking on the construction costs for the
custom made carrier despite the enormity of the project.


But then again, The Nexus was much larger than Star
Force and had ample resources to draw on if it so wanted. This obviously was
taking priority for them, and while they might be shortchanging other systems
Nefron knew that the removal of this Uriti from their care would probably bring
a touch of stability to the teetering civilization. A long term, unsolvable
problem was getting resolved and despite the expense in the short term they
knew that cost cutting going forward would be significant.


Right now there were over 8000 Nexus ships in the
system not counting the civilian traffic. A little less than half of that had
been here on permanent guard while the others had come from various Nexus
members to assist with the security regarding the removal, for it was quite the
spectacle and races from all over The Nexus were coming to see the now
publically acknowledged beast taken out of their territory.


But more than that were the outsiders arriving to
witness it. Some had come specifically for this so there had to be an insane
amount of security. One ship on a kamikaze run that got through could crash the
transport pod and wake the Uriti, which was another reason why Nefron was here.
If that occurred he could order it away from the empty city and other resources
that The Nexus didn’t want smashed, but he’d also have to begin the very slow
journey back to Star Force territory under its own power that would take
decades of travel to accomplish.


The Nexus didn’t want Nedrasil in their territory any
longer than necessary and neither Star Force nor the Knights of Quenar wanted
someone going after Nefron, so all three parties had a large fleet present,
though the KoQ had most of their ships invisible and prowling where no one
knew, save for a few sitting close, but not too close, to the Zeus to remind everyone that they were
in fact here and ready to throw down if provoked.


That threat, Nefron had learned recently, had been
forestalling a lot of problems back in the Preserve, and that wasn’t
speculation. He’d heard it was being discussed by various outsiders amongst
themselves and had the telepathic assurance from the Preema representative
standing next to him onboard the Zeus
that the discussions were accurate, numerous, and often quite agitated.


If this operation went smoothly the Preema were going
to transfer their Uriti to the preserve as well, which was why the trailblazers
had allowed them one representative here onboard the ship rather than having
them send a fleet. Their involvement with Star Force was known, as was the fact
that they had a Uriti, but when the time came to move
theirs they didn’t want anyone else knowing about it, so an arrangement was
made for one of them to tag along and have access to Nefron…though in truth it
was the other way around.


Nefron was able to use his limited telepathy to get
inside the Preema’s head, which it voluntarily
lowered its mental defenses to allow. It was an expert on the Uriti they had
and between the two of them they were finalizing the arrangement and details
necessary for building a similar pod that could be flow from star to star to
avoid the immense distance lag of having the Uriti fly itself to the Preserve.


But even in a pod it was going to take a lot of time
to get it there, meaning they had to be escorted by a fleet and the longer it
took the more time that fleet would be tied up babysitting. Their Uriti, named
Barratim, was considerably smaller and therefore could be transported more
easily and faster than Nedrasil, but for some reason it had a tendency to wake
occasionally for reasons their Oracle couldn’t identify. Additional sedative
was always applied before it could gain full consciousness, but compared to the
other Uriti that Nefron had studied thus far in their imprisonments, Barratim
was unique in its level of resistance to the sedative’s effects.


That was a potential disaster in the making for the
Preema, and so long as they could effectively transfer it to the Preserve…and
the Preserve would actually work to neutralize the threat…they were willing to
commit the resources to building their own transport pod and entrusting Star
Force with the living weapon, but they needed more than just promises. They’d
been observing the two Uriti in the Preserve for some time now and were
sufficiently convinced in Star Force’s ability to corral them there, but the
part involving moving an Uriti without waking it was another matter entirely.


So they needed proof and Nefron needed information,
which was why the Preema was here now with plenty of nearby Archons should he
feel like getting out of line, though that wasn’t really necessary. A Chixzon
could take a Preema 1v1 fairly easily.


“Are we ready?” Oro asked from Nefron’s
right.


“I am. I’m leaving the disposition of the fleet to
you.”


“The fleet is ready and the observers are…observing.
The Sety say they’re good to go and have relinquished control of all systems to
us.”


“Adequate,” Nefron said as he connected to the transmitter
in the ship via his crown just in case it would be needed. “Bring it up.”


On the planet’s surface there was a deep tunnel dug into
both the dirt and the rock below that led straight to the Ancients’ prison, and
up through that passage a bluish/green cube arose. It passed above surface
level and slowly began to ascend into orbit so not to mess with the very unaerodynamic silhouette in the thick atmosphere. As it
thinned, its speed increased all the way up into a holding orbit without any
reaction from the Uriti within.


“No response from Nedrasil. It’s still fully sedate,”
Nefron said with a glance to the Preema. “So long as the sedative levels remain
steady I don’t think there’s going to be a problem.”


The Griffin-like alien nodded its head as it watched
the wall-mounted displays intently. “Good.
Very good,” it said via a small headset that acted as a translator, for the
Preema had no armor on given its position as guest onboard the Star Force ship.



“Looks like that observers are keeping their distance,”
Oro noted dryly. “The Nexus fleet is falling into alignment and reiterates that
they’ll stay with us to the edge of their territory…after which they’ll say
goodbye and good riddance.”


“I assume you’re paraphrasing?”


“Reading between the lines on the second part.”


“I don’t doubt your deduction.”


“Did you expect
them to travel the full distance to your Preserve?” the Preema asked.


“That would be prudent,” Nefron agreed, “but their
willingness of only escorting us through their territory says that they’re
eager to be done with this matter and return their fleet to other uses. Even
though it’s their capitol, I don’t think they’ll keep it so well guarded
without the Uriti present.”


“We will not
conduct ourselves in a similar manner,” the quadruped promised. “We will see it through the entire journey
assuming this one goes well.”


“It will on the Uriti’s part. I can’t guarantee
anything regarding outside interference.”


“It is the Hamoriti’s
part that concerns me. We will have enough ships to guarantee security.”


“Jumpline,” Oro insisted, with Nefron nodding his
agreement. While the ship’s crew had remote control of the transport pod they
weren’t going to do anything with it without the Chixzon’s approval for fear of
disrupting their extremely dangerous cargo.


With the order given, the crew began moving the
transport out to the jumppoint and orchestrating the escort fleets to match
with about half the Star Force ships preceding it along with what were assumed
to be KoQ ships while the rest of them and the masses of observers were to
follow behind. The Zeus took up
position just in front of the transport and had it following in its wake as
they made the jump out to the star and repositioned around to the interstellar
jumpline.


From there they exited without incident, traveling the
first of 4 legs until they came to a grid point where an even larger ship
cradled the transport in its grasp while the host of Star Force ships and
observers were loaded up into other mag drive jumpships that had been assembled
for just this task. One by one they shot off the gigantic dish like a slingshot
and headed across Nexus territory far faster than grav
drives could take them, let alone the slow crawl of a
Uriti’s natural speed.



 

“You have done
well,” the Preema told Nefron as they both watched the new Uriti fly across
the Alamo System and rendezvous with its two kin. They grouped together and
began exchanging a lot of telepathic communication, once again reinforcing the
fact that they weren’t going to start fighting each other, making it clear that
the Preserve was a viable option for dealing with the threat they posed. 


“We’ve done what was necessary.”


“At great cost
for little visible reimbursement should you never utilize their combat
capability.”


“It is necessary.”


“Agreed, but we will
not be as ungrateful as The Nexus. You will be compensated for taking this
burden off us.”


“You are granting your approval then?”


“I am.
Construction will begin as soon as I return. What is the best means for us to
deliver suitable compensation?”


“I have a few suggestions, but those matters will be
handled by one of the Dukes or trailblazers.”


“Of course. Is
there anything you personally require?”


“Knowledge of where the other Uriti are.”


“We have already
told you what we know, but we will search for leads. Star Force has a
reputation for trustworthiness. It would be best if all the Hamoriti were
deposited here. Others would not hold to such scruples given the ability that
you possess. Is there anything else?”


“I have everything that I require.”


“Is there
anything that you desire?”


“Are you trying to bribe me?”


The Preema laughed. “I would not even know how to begin to go about doing that. Your
allegiance to Star Force is solid. I am simply offering our gratitude but do
not know what form in which to package it.”


“We haven’t removed your Uriti yet.”


“No, but you
have given us a viable solution. That in itself is worthy of some reward?”


“I am doing this because of a responsibility, not for
reward.”


“Still, is there
nothing?”


“No, there is not.”


The Preema nodded. “Very well. If something comes to mind later please inform us. I will
stay here a few more days then depart to begin making preparations for our
Hamoriti’s relocation.”


Nefron bid his farewell as the Preema left with his
Star Force escort for either his quarters or the hangar bay, though the Chixzon
didn’t care which. He was an associate that he needed to work with, but the
Preema were a bit too arrogant for his liking. 


He stayed in the room for another few minutes then
left to head for the restricted section where the Preema was never allowed. There
he got back to his work and began studying the telepathic communication between
the three Uriti as well as their current states. Nedrasil was in bad shape, far
more so than Cardosan had been, and he wondered if that was due to more time
spent under sedation or some other factor. 


Within the day ‘indoctrination’ would begin and basic
orders would be given to the new arrival as well as having the other two move
through their ‘workouts’ so Nedrasil could see and hopefully learn from that.
If there was resistance to be elicited it would happen now, but assuming there
was none with these simple tasks and Nedrasil’s
different design wasn’t an issue, they’d begin a regimen that would prompt and
accelerate the healing process. 


While a lot of people assumed Uriti could not die,
they did not understand how much damage one could take and still keep living.
They could suffer horribly and persist far longer than others which was both a
blessing and could be a curse. While sedating them to save the galaxy from the
Chixzon had been necessary, it was still doing the Uriti a disservice and he
hated seeing them in this condition. While he wished they had had enough
willpower to disobey the Chixzon back in the day, he was adamantly hoping now
that Nedrasil didn’t, else it’d slow his work here. 


And work he still had to do. They’d speculated that
adding a third Uriti to the group would alter their interactions considerably
and right now he was getting a host of new readings from the trio, telepathic
and otherwise. These creatures truly had a pack mentality, and keeping them
isolated from one another since their spawning was an obvious oversight the
Chixzon had made. They were more powerful together, but that was an aspect of
their functionality that was never explored. They were simply used as gigantic
wrecking balls and now, in light of this new perspective, Nefron felt anger at
his race’s stupidity. While they didn’t tolerate such things, it was now becoming
clear just how shortsighted they had been in addition to being in the wrong.


Being a bad guy was bad enough, but to be a stupid bad
guy was both insulting and infuriating. 


The Chixzon had a reputation for being smart and
savvy, so why hadn’t they explored this avenue? Even as he pondered the
question he knew the answer, something his Star Force training had instilled in
him from the get-go. 


The Uriti were people, not machines, and the Chixzon
had been treating them as such and using their base abilities to do all the
damage while not accounting for improvement or skill. They wanted a weapon to
do their bidding, but had completely missed the opportunities that were right
in front of them.


Then again, utilizing those opportunities required one
to be of a mindset that wouldn’t allow you to wipe out all life on a given
planet, so maybe it wasn’t so odd that the Chixzon had missed out on this
angle, but missed it they did and that gave Nefron pause to consider how much
else he might be missing. He had the
benefit of his Star Force memories to put into contrast with his Chixzon ones,
but were there angles to the Uriti or other matters that he was still blind to?


It was worth thinking on, and over the coming years
he’d do just that as he probed the Uriti’s abilities and temperaments far
deeper than the Chixzon had ever cared to, exceeding them and gaining a greater
understanding of just how impressive and alien these beasts truly were.
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June 3, 3288


Paquat System 


Vikod
(Trinx homeworld)



 

The escorts for the Trinx representative walked
through the membrane wall onboard the Yisv cruiser just prior to it splitting
apart to allow the visitor into the small reception chamber. Pattrel floated
down from the ceiling displays like a ghost then touched solid feet to the
ground as his body changed its molecular alignment and his wispy aura coalesced
into a mass more like the Trinx. 


“Thank you for
coming aboard.”


“I presume you
were sent by the others?”


“We were,” Pattrel
acknowledged. “Given that you killed a
great number of them, it was decided that the Yisv should handle this meeting
to reduce the possibility of conflict breaking out. They are still quite
enraged.”


“As are we,”
the Trinx said with muffled anger. “You
have betrayed your oaths.”


“On the
contrary, we are in the process of fulfilling them. Regardless, I have not come
here to debate the past with you. The Trinx made their choice and suffered
greatly for it, but the matter is not concluded. Given time the others will
come here to exact a reckoning. I have been sent to entertain the possibility
of a peaceful settlement.”


“And I have been
sent to hear your words, though it is unlikely that we will agree to any
demands.”


“You have
destroyed a great many of The Nine’s ships, killed our people while we were
defending the very solution that we have all long sought. Had you succeeded,
the Hamoriti would be on the rampage again with us unable to do anything but
delay its minions from spreading. You were wrong in your judgement of Star
Force. The Hamoriti has been contained and two more have been acquired. The one
we discovered in Li’vorkrachnika territory first, then the Sety’s
was successfully extracted while sedate and moved to the containment Preserve.
Once awoken it joined the group and is remaining within the boundaries. Our
worlds and the galaxy are now safe from them so long as Star Force does not
lose control…control which you tried and nearly succeeded in destroying. I will
also note that they now have the ability to control the Hamoriti via different
ships, so even if the Chixzon is killed they will be able to maintain control.”


“Something that
they had promised was impossible.”


“They did not
lie. I am told that the Chixzon found a way to do what was never meant to be
done. They did not give details, but it is a recent development. We are fairly
sure they did not have this capability when you attacked them, meaning that if
you had succeeded you would have destroyed our only chance at restraining the
Hamoriti. For that the others will not forgive you, and they will seek a
measure of vengeance unless contritions are made.”


“For the sake of
discussion only, what contritions do they seek?”


“Payment to
replace the warships you destroyed, in appropriate material then multiplied by
a factor of 8. Severing of all ties and agreements with the other members of
The Nine. Banishment from ever entering our combined territories. And the
forfeiture and removal of the Hamoriti you guard to the Star Force Preserve.
That will satisfy us, but you will have to come to terms with Star Force
independently.”


“If you think we
will give up Rigall to Star Force or anyone else you
have truly gone insane.”


“If they wish
it, they can awaken it from orbit. You do not have the ability to keep it here.”


“They will not
do so while there are people on the planet that would die in the removal. It is
not their way.”


“It is their way
to conquer races that attack them. The Nine are content to make a deal,
otherwise they will be helping in the assault whenever Star Force is ready to
mount it.”


“And the Yisv?”


“We have not made
a decision yet.”


“Why forfeit
possession of the Hamoriti if it is safely sedate?”


“You have been
deemed unfit to protect it.”


“We have never
wavered in our duty.”


“There are many
aspects to that duty, some of which you have not only failed but betrayed. The
Nine are wrapping up our long held duty by moving all Hamoriti to the Preserve.
Once that is complete we will assist Star Force as necessary in maintaining
their containment, but the problem will no longer be our responsibility. They
have the power to control them, and so long as we deliver those we hold to them
we will have acquitted our duty. So long as yours remains unaccounted for and
not under Star Force control it remains a potential threat. Therefore it will
be removed from your custody. We would prefer a peaceful transition.”


“No,” the
Trinx said simply.


“Do your people
feel no shame for what you have done?”


“I could ask you
the same. You are giving the most powerful weapons in the galaxy to strangers
that you hope will honor their word. If you are waking up the Hamoriti then the
matter is even worse, for if their control of them disappears they will all be
free. As of now they are sedate and how you could see the reverse as preferable
is beyond us.”


“There is
partial logic in your words, but I fear it is more arrogance than anything
else. With this Hamoriti removed your race loses its stated purpose for
existing. If you are not a Hamoriti protector then who are you? You will have
to revert to past objectives or chart a new path forward, and I sense you do
not want to do that.”


“Do you? Are you
reading that from my mind or making assumptions?”


“I am reading
that in your mind, but I do not need to. It is obvious by your race’s actions.”


“For the sake of
this meeting only, assume we agreed to your terms. You admit that Star Force
may not honor them. What point is there in making a deal with The Nine when
they are the closer and larger threat? They have the ability to destroy us with
a single Hamoriti and we know we cannot stop them. Neither can you.”


“You just stated
that they wouldn’t do such a thing.”


“Expecting them
to is a vast difference from them having the ability
to do something. Yes, they can come and take Rigall
whenever they wish. Their reluctance to kill us to accomplish it is the only
leverage we possess and we intend to make use of it. We will not relinquish our
Hamoriti and we will not evacuate the planet. If you want it, you’re going to
have to take it from us by force, and we are well defended here despite our
recent fleet losses.”


“There is no
need for any more of The Nine to die, on either side. I am here to find a way
to resolve the matter without further bloodshed.”


“It sounded to
me like you were sent here to make demands, not negotiate.”


“If you have a
counter proposal please make it.”


“We go our
separate ways. We will not leave this system and you will not enter it. The
Hamoriti will remain sedate and therefore not threaten anyone else. If we
release it to Star Force and they lose control we cannot resedate
it, therefore it is advantageous to keep it in its present state.”


“That will not
satisfy The Nine, and based off my judgement of them, I do not believe it will
satisfy Star Force either.”


“Their solution
endangers us all,” the Trinx said conciliatorily. “While their involvement may have been necessary to reign in the rogue,
waking up others is a folly that we cannot be part of.”


“If you are so
certain that they will not awaken this Hamoriti if it means killing you in the
process, you who attacked and destroyed many of their ships, who are in a de
facto state of war with them, what is it that you fear them doing with the
Hamoriti? If they will not use them against you, then who?”


The Trinx was hesitant to answer, suddenly caught by
the logic thread. “They have the ability
to destroy us. We do not think they will, but it is a gamble we are willing to
take with our own lives. Are you willing to risk the galaxy on that same
assumption?”


“Yes.”


“For what
possible logic?”


“The simple fact
that since they have gotten involved the situation has improved.”


“The rogue is
temporarily contained, that is true, but the potential disaster is far higher
now.”


“All it will
take to destroy the galaxy is one unchecked Hamoriti. One was woken before Star
Force intervened. If they are not lying, and we do not assume they are, they
cannot sedate the Hamoriti by any means different than what the Ancients used.
If the Hamoriti comes under attack it will defend itself, meaning that a battle
will have to be fought to sedate them. Even the original Chixzon did not have
full control over them. Orders can be given, but an order to surrender itself
will not take. The rogue cannot be captured again through lesser means, and if
all it takes is one to doom us all, better to have them all in a single,
defensible location than scattered across the galaxy.”


“One is enough
to doom us, but more than one will expedite the destruction. Given time we will
be able to attain the technology level of the Ancients, then we will be able to
contain waking Hamoriti.”


Pattrel was silent for a long moment, then looked at
the Trinx skeptically. “What progress
have you made?”


“We continue to
study the Ancient shell and learn from the Oracle. The depths of its
programming are massive, and when we prove to it that we have attained certain
technology it releases more information.”


“I was told that
the Oracles did not know how the Ancients achieved delivery of the sedative to
the waking Hamoriti.”


“Whether or not
that information is contained within the databanks is uncertain. Perhaps it
simply requires unlocking because the task is too great for a lesser race to
attempt. Even if it is not, when we attain a similar tech level to the Ancients
we will be able to divine a method, whether it be the original or a new one of
our own making. We will gain the ability to capture Hamoriti.”


“Then do so as a
backup to Star Force’s Preserve.”


“We require this
one to study in its slumber.”


“Better yet to
study one when it is awake. We have gained far more data from the Preserve
observatories than we have gotten from the Shells. The Hamoriti, when active,
are quite different.”


“You are only
allowed the data Star Force gives you. Once again you are entrusting everything
to them. Rigall will remain here and we will continue
to learn and advance.”


“That will not happen
given the current temperaments of those you betrayed.”


“We are building
additional defenses. The longer they delay to strike us the stronger we get.
And as I’ve said, our prior defenses here were considerable to begin with.”



 

2 months later…



 

Pattrel walked into the grand council chamber on the
Sety capitol, then switched back into its wispy form to float down a series of
stairs before coalescing itself again in front of the representatives of what
had been come to be known as The Seven, though none of them would claim that
title in the Yisv’s presence, disrespectful as it
was, though it was now true that Pattrel’s race was
incapable of assisting with the protection of the Preserve where the Hamoriti
were present. Their participation in this alliance was coming to a beneficial
end, but until all of The Nine’s Hamoriti were relocated they were still viable
to a number of missions, though the recent one had ended in utter failure.


“They are
intractable,” the Yisv reported. “Their
defeat has not opened their minds, rather I fear it has committed them to a
futile course. They will not admit error, nor culpability, and they will not
surrender the Hamoriti.”


“Fools,” the
Sety said with disgust. “Don’t they
realize that even if we all decided to forgive them their betrayal that they
will still have to deal with Star Force? Even without using the Hamoriti, as
they’ve promised not to, they have an empire containing thousands of star
systems. The Trinx have but one. They cannot hold out against an invasion for
long.”


“They intend to
and are building additional deterrents. As you probably know, their previous
defenses were the strongest of us all, but I agree that they will not be
victorious if Star Force, or we, decide to strike at them.”


“Were no
possible avenues of compromise discussed?” the Dati asked.


“I spent many
days in discussion. They will listen but nothing beyond that. Their minds are
fixed on their course.”


“And what is
their course, as they see it?” the cyborg asked.


“They believe
that if they retain possession of the Hamoriti and continue to study it and the
technology that contains it, they will eventually attain peerdom with the
Ancients.”


The Jonstar shook its hairy head. “They actually think they’ll be able to
capture and reclaim the awoken Hamoriti, don’t they?”


“They do,”
Pattrel confirmed. “They will become, in
their delusions, the counter to Star Force. Their control over the Hamoriti
will be no different than the Chixzon, and the Ancients defeated the Chixzon
and took their weapons from them. The Trinx aspire to this, and I believe they
have for a very long time now.”


“That’s why they
relocated,” the Sety said with awe at the revelation.


“To put
everything they had into the endeavor,” the cyborg echoed with a nod. “They saw themselves rising to take an
insanely high position within the galaxy, to become one of the Ancients, and
Star Force’s ability to control the Hamoriti usurps even that.”


“They have a
Chixzon,” the Dati pointed out. “And
they can control them as the Chixzon did.”


“Why have we been
so blind?” the Breti asked. 


“Because we have
been protecting the Hamoriti to safeguard the galaxy,” the cyborg stated
with considerable frustration. “They have
been doing so to aggrandize themselves.”


“We have gained
much from studying the Ancient technology,” the Sety pointed out.


“But none of us
attacked the Star Force control ship.”


“Did they not
accept any of our stipulations?” the Sety asked.


“They have
announced that they’re willing to remain within their own star system.
Everything they need for their ascension is there, so they’re willing to cut
all ties with us and the outside.”


“Repayment for
losses?” the Dati asked.


“Refused.”


“They kill our
people and expect us to just let it go?” the Jonstar asked.


“They have
already dismissed us. They did so when they chose to attack.”


“Yet they
accepted you without incident,” the Sety pointed out.


“To talk. There
is no reason to attack our ships, and they did not bar us from returning.”


“What of the
rest of us?” the cyborg asked.


“No warfleets, but emissaries are permitted.”


“How gracious,”
the Bpret muttered.


“You are certain
there is no recourse?” the Dati asked.


“I had thought
there would be some traction possible, but I was wrong,” Pattrel admitted
helplessly. “Unless their representative
was not speaking truthfully, there is no hope of resolution. We either leave
them be or face war.”


“We don’t have
the resources for that,” the Sety said honestly. “We cannot and will not absolve the Trinx without contrition, but we are
not in a position to do more than offer token assistance to any invasion…the
end of which I do not see clearly. Is their destruction sought, or merely
subjugation? We have not discussed this before.”


“I think,”
the cyborg said before anyone else could answer, “that we will have to consult Star Force as to their plans for the Trinx. I
have studied their short history, and while they are exceedingly tolerant of
others there are some lines that cannot be crossed. If they are, the freedom
they allow is quickly rescinded. They will deal with the Trinx harshly, and I
think it would be foolish of us to act prior to their response.”


“Are they
waiting until their invasion front reaches Trinx territory?” the Bpret
asked.


“They suffered
considerable ship losses in that treacherous attack,” the Dati reminded
them. “They do not strike me as ones that
would confront the Trinx until they had a significant advantage. They do not
accept personnel losses. It may be that the expenditure of the war against the
Li’vorkrachnika, the losses they suffered, and the expense of Preserve
construction is causing them to delay.”


“If we do not
encounter the Trinx outside their system, are we content with leaving Star
Force to decide their fate?” the Domu asked. 


The representatives exchanged glances with one
another, coming to a quick consensus. 


“The Chamra will
assist Star Force if battle is required,” the cyborg said, “but I do not wish to press an invasion if
they do not and the Trinx do not leave their system.”


“So the Trinx
proposal has some merit?” the Yisv inquired.


“It would seem
so, but some reckoning must be had,” the Breti insisted. 


“Do we have the
strength to defeat them without Star Force?” the Dati asked Pattrel.


“They are
stockpiling the vassals that had been going to the Hamoriti. We have the
collective strength to defeat them, but are we willing to gather sufficient
strength in light of,” he looked at the Sety, “other needs?”


“I think our
path is clear,” the cyborg decided. “If
Star Force is to seek a reckoning we will assist, but doing so without their
presence will cost us too much. The Trinx are not worth that sacrifice if their
only concern is to hide out in their single system.”


“And you are
content with leaving them in possession of a Hamoriti?” the Sety asked.


“I am not, but I
do not wish to lose a significant portion of our fleet trying to reclaim it.
Star Force should not have to bear this burden alone, but their military is far
better configured to do this. They have not attempted to take more territory
than they can hold and have a surplus of ships that they are using to conquer
the Li’vorkrachnika. None of us has that kind of surplus, despite our larger
power bases.”


“You are saying
they have been more prudent in their choices?” the Domu
asked.


“Yes,” the
Yisv said, answering for the cyborg. “And
such wisdom bodes well for their ability and willingness to honor their word
and contain the Hamoriti.”


“Agreed,”
the Dati said. “Whatever reckoning is to
come, we must coordinate with Star Force to achieve it else we will lose far
too much in what could be a futile effort.”
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October 30, 3288


Epsilon Eridani
System


Yisv Embassy
Station



 

Pattrel was awoken at the prompt of an incoming
message, his body a mere ovoid shape liquid in composition until his mind
grasped hold and the material vaporized into a dense cloud that flowed out of
the chamber previously holding him. He rematerialized into his standing bipedal
shape, taking solid form as he tapped the control crystals to play the message
from Star Force. The long discussions he and other members of the The Seven were having had finally bore fruit as an Archon
had been assigned to lead the agreed upon invasion.


That Archon was summoning the various representatives
to the main embassy station shared by many races, though the more formidable
races had arranged to construct their own independent ones in various orbits.
The Yisv embassy drifted lazily around the system separate from any planet,
requiring Pattrel to board a ship to travel to Babylon 19 that rode high in Corneria’s
orbit. 


He was eager to go and was onboard an in-system transport
within minutes, arriving to find the Chamra already present in a small section
of the station reserved for The Seven. The Yisv also had a small set of
chambers here where they kept a single representative on occasion, but in truth
they had little interest in dealing with the other races present as others did.
Their concern lie primarily with their relationship to Star Force. Beyond that
there wasn’t much to concern themselves with on the busy facility, though they
did like to keep aware of current events.


Pattrel floated into the chamber and hovered behind
the ring-like table at the center of the room while the Chamra sat alone.


“The others have
been delayed?” the Yisv asked.


“Rather we are
early,” the cyborg said. “I am interested
in hearing this Archon’s plan. If it is sound we will support them and deal
with the traitors promptly. If not I cannot justify the lives spent to deal
with a now minor thorn in our side.”


“Archons don’t
have a reputation for wasting troops.”


“Have they ever
faced an opponent as advanced as the Trinx?” 


“They have
already faced the Trinx once,” the Yisv pointed out, “but I do not know of any more formidable than the Li’vorkrachnika that
they have faced previously.”


“Therein lies my
concern. They are used to fighting a weak enemy that masses numbers to achieve
victory. The Trinx will be much harder to combat and we may see considerable
losses.”


“The Archons
also have a reputation for adaption and cleverness.”


“So I hope,”
the cyborg said as the far doors slid open again and allowed the Dati
representative to enter. The little triped bounced
along with an energetic stride standing only 14 inches tall, then it jumped up
to its platform/chair that rose higher on command to put it at eye level with
the Chamra. 


Over the following hour the others arrived, leaving
all eight of the races with a single representative at the table containing
nine seats. Soon after the Jonstar entered the door opened again and a female
Archon walked in wearing their telltale white uniforms with an identifying
stripe down the side that Pattrel recognized as their highest rank of ViLord.


“Hello. My name is Oni-081,” she said, taking her
stool-like seat, “and I’ve been assigned command of the Trinx invasion.”


“Has a plan of
action been developed yet?” the cyborg asked.


“More or less. I know how I want to approach the
challenge, but I’ve only been planning using Star Force technology. What you
can provide will allow for beneficial alterations once you make me aware of
what your contributions will be.”


“That depends on
the battle plan.”


“I can promise you that I do not intend to lose troops
in this assault,” she said, picking up on his thoughts, partial as they were,
split between readable biological brain sections and the blank mechanical
counterparts as far as her telepathy was concerned. 


“But you cannot
guarantee it,” the Jonstar said evenly.


“There are never any guarantees in life, let alone
battle, but I never attack a world in a way that expects losses. If this were a
defensive engagement we might not have that luxury, but since we’re going to be
going in when and where we choose, there will be no such sloppiness.”


“What is your
general plan of attack?” the tanky Breti asked.


“Our objective is not to kill the Trinx, but to
capture them.”


“Capture?”
Pattrel asked, somewhat shocked. “That
may work against less advanced civilizations, but it will not work against the Trinx’s level of technology.”


“Not without us
taking serious losses in the effort,” the cyborg added.


The Human shook her head. “They have only one system,
and fortified as it may be, we can take it intact if we’re patient and
persistent. The objective is to claim the system, not to do so quickly. If they
engage us heavily we pull back, try to isolate individual ships or units and
neutralize them. Once neutralized we collect and transport them out of the
system entirely to a pre-readied facility where they will accept and begin to
process the prisoners.”


“To what end?”
the quadruped Domu asked.


“If the Trinx cannot be negotiated with, then they are
too dangerous a foe to leave independent. Star Force will soon take the
surrounding territory, and not knowing if or when they might strike us creates
a problem, especially with their stealth technology. We have to remove the threat,
and aside from killing them all, the only way to do that is to capture them.”


“And what
becomes of them after capture?”


“We could exile them, denying them their system and
forcing them outside our territory and yours, but I do not like that option for
a number of reasons. Tactically, we couldn’t be sure that once they left they
wouldn’t be back. And if they already have a grudge against us they’d have even
more of one if we took their homeworld from them. The only way to neutralize
the threat is to destroy their civilization. Star Force doesn’t do that by
killing unless forced to, and there are so few Trinx that no matter how hard
they fight we will still be able to neutralize and take them prisoner. Call it
an added insult to their upcoming defeat. They won’t be allowed to die
defending their arrogant pride.”


“You refer to
your extermination of the Li’vorkrachnika,” Pattrel noted. “You would really capture them if you could?”


“Yes. But they kill themselves if captured anyway. We
don’t think the Trinx will. Do you concur?”


The 8 other races exchanged glances and some muffled
conversation, then the Jonstar looked at the Archon. “We have never observed suicidal tendencies in them. They will die for a
purpose, but they do not take their own lives. I would not hold that to be
absolutely true, but we have seen nothing in our history with them to suggest
otherwise.”


“If we do manage
to capture them and relocate them to a prison planet, what happens to them?”
the Bpret asked.


“The same thing we have done before. We separate the
younglings and train them in the Star Force ways. They form a new civilization
while we hold, evaluate, and train the current Trinx. If some of them change
their ways they will earn a place in the new civilization. If not, they will
remain comfortably confined until such time as they do or until they
unfortunately expire. We cannot kill stubbornness, so we will keep trying to
bring them around as long as necessary.”


“You seek to
annex them then,” the Sety said.


“I believe it is the best option. Mad as we are with
them, we don’t want to slaughter them.”


“And you are
going to take it upon yourself to decide their fate?”


“I’m open to good suggestions if you have any.”


“My concern is
with members of their society that had no hand in the attack.”


“They will be inconvenienced, no more. If they prove
themselves they will be free to remain in the new Trinx civilization or leave,
but to do so as individuals. The current group must be disbanded and this is a
proven method to accomplish that.”


“This civilization
would be part of Star Force or independent?” Pattrel asked.


“We’re not in the habit of building civilizations from
scratch then saying ‘hey, you’re on your own now.’ If we do this we take
responsibility for them. They will become a part of Star Force.”


“Then I am
content,” the cyborg said with finality. “They will meet a far more beneficial fate than some of them deserve.”


“We like to err on the side of caution,” Oni quipped.
“Punishing the innocent is unacceptable.”


“Yet you are
doing that by inconveniencing them,” the Sety pointed out.


“It’s a transition, not a punishment. They have to
unlearn what they have learned. Think of it as contamination that has to be
scrubbed away. They might not see it that way, but if we just take them in then
we run the risk of harboring an enemy in our midst. We will not risk that.”


“Nor should you,”
the Jonstar agreed. “I too am content
with their fate and thank you for shouldering this burden. My questions now lie
with our strategy for capturing them.”


“We will have a control ship just in case the Uriti is
released, accidentally or otherwise. We will not call it forth, but if they try
to set it loose to kill us along with them we will shut down that attempt
before it can manifest. We won’t be able to sedate it again, but we will be
able to draw it off the planet and to a holding orbit while we fight.”


“How do you plan
on dealing with their conventional defenses?”


Oni put a slew of holograms up in the air above the
open center of the ring that they all sat around. “From what we know, and
please speak up if I’m wrong, the Trinx have five primary weapon systems. Two
beam systems with good range, one of which delivers engine inhibiting residue.
Missile systems that can self-navigate to avoid targets while tracking others,
an area of effect damage field, and a short range orb launcher.”


“That matches
our known inventory,” the cyborg said. “Though
they also have cloaking systems and a variety of countermeasures.”


“Yes, we noted that our drone control systems were
being challenged. Fortunately our comm systems are
redundant enough to not have gone down.”


“They have a
solid military structure,” the Sety offered. “I see no weaknesses to exploit.”


“If there are no existing weaknesses, then you have to
create some,” Oni explained. “The biggest challenge is going to be their
planetary defense guns. We have some weaponry that can reach them beyond their
effective range, but with their shield strength and redundancies it will take a
very long time to take even one down and I fear that unless we put more
firepower into a specific location than I’m expecting to bring with us they
might have a chance to weather the storm.”


“What weapon do
you refer to?” the cyborg asked curious.


“A siege weapon. Power, long range, and very hard to
build. We have one that is available. If we need a second this invasion will
have to be delayed. Do any of you have something to counter those big guns
with?”


The Domu looked around. “I do not think any of us possesses a weapon
that can outrange their Yamshu.”


“Our colosat can take them down,” the Jonstar offered, “but we will pay a heavy price getting in
close enough to use them.”


“If their
shields are fully deployed, they will destroy many of our ships before we
breach them,” Pattrel said regretfully. “We must infiltrate the surface before we attack.”


“How?” the
Sety asked.


“We must open up
a hole to land troops through, even if it means braving their defense fire
while we run them down to the surface. In order to do that we must sabotage
several overlapping shield generators.”


“But how do we
get down to the surface?”


“We must sneak
in.”


“You?” the
cyborg asked.


Pattrel nodded. “It
will be risky, but I can see no other viable alternative.”


“Fortunately that’s why I’m here,” the Archon said
quietly, drawing the attention of all 8 representatives. “As I said, we have a
siege weapon that may or may not be sufficient to slowly breach a point in
their shield grid. If we do need a boost and none of your weapons have the
necessary range, we can achieve it through other means, costly as they will
be.”


“What do you
refer to?” the Dati asked.


“Kinetic bombardment.”


“Clarify please,”
the cyborg said.


“We can construct heavy masses, perhaps explosives if
needed, and run them down to the surface to stress their shields. It’s simply a
matter of figuring out how many are needed and constructing them.”


“Won’t the Trinx
orbital defenses and fleet intercept them?” the Sety asked. “They have auxiliary defense shielding to
protect against a suicidal ship jump onto the surface.”


“Those shields are extremely specific as to how they
repel the matter. We can create a customized weapon to partially defeat them
and get some mass to their primary shields. It will add stress if delivered,
but we will have to remove the Trinx fleet and conventional defenses because a
high speed ram is out of the question. That’s what their shields are probably
set up to defend against, therefore we can’t hit them in that manner.”


“Why can’t we
send unarmed ships or masses into them repeatedly until their energy is depleted?”
the Dati asked.


Oni shook her head. “Do any of you know the full
strength of their power systems? We can’t try that unless we have a target
number to hit.”


“Unfortunately
the Archon is correct,” the cyborg said. “We will not know the full depth of their power reserves. If they are
expecting bombardment they will have ample redundancies.”


“Which is why we have to defeat their kinetic
shielding rather than facing it head on.”


“Defeat how?”
the Bpret asked.


“Strike to weaken and bypass it, not deplenish its
energy.”


“And you have
the technology to do this?”


“We have some, but no way to bypass their shields
entirely.”


“We can get to
the surface,” Pattrel reiterated. “We
can make this problem irrelevant.”


“If it’s going to get your people killed, I won’t allow
it,” Oni said.


“We are willing
to assist, but that doesn’t mean we take orders from you. No disrespect
intended.”


The Archon stared him down. “Unless we work as one,
this invasion will not happen. I will not have you or anyone else doing your
own thing and potentially upsetting the plans I have in place. Such confusion
often gets people killed.”


“How can you get
your people in?” the Sety asked, deflecting that point of contention for
the moment.


“We take our
time and infiltrate the planet using their own ships. We can hide within them
without the Trinx knowing.”


“How do you get
to their ships in the first place?” the cyborg asked.


“That is what we
must determine, and it will probably come down to exploiting a moment of
opportunity once in the system. We will have to arrive under guise or stealth
to get into position to make use of an opportunity.”


“And what will
you use to destroy the shield generators?” the Dati asked.


“We have our
ways,” Pattrel said vaguely. 


“And what happens to you,” Oni asked, “after your
presence on the planet has been revealed?”


“The
infiltrators take their chances. Our ability to move through walls that the
Trinx can’t will give them a possibility of survival until our main ground
forces arrive. They will simply have to run and hide once the deed is done.”


“I could go down myself and take out a shield
generator,” she said with a hint of anger. “But I won’t try because even if I
succeed it would most likely be a one way trip. I will not allow troops to be
sacrificed to attain an objective. This invasion must be an honorable one.
Getting through the shields from orbit will be difficult, but with proper
planning and construction it can be done. I am confident of that.”


“And if you are
wrong?” the Yisv asked.


“Then no one dies and we blockade their planets while
we look for another way.”


“I am fairly
confident the Yisv could succeed,” the Domu said.
“But I do not think they could do so
without losses.”


“More to the
point,” the Dati interrupted before Pattrel could respond. “The Trinx know we’re coming and they’d be
stupid if they didn’t develop some warning system or countermeasure to your
abilities. You could be walking into a trap.”


“We will do our
part in this invasion,” the Yisv said firmly. “We have not been able to do much in the past, but so long as this Uriti
is sedate we will risk planetfall to achieve this
objective.”


“So all the
Trinx have to do is wake it up and you’re all neutralized,” the Sety
pointed out.


“If they do so
the shield generators will be compromised and we will have our entry corridor.”


“Not worth it,” Oni said, holding up a hand to
forestall further comments, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t want your skills. I
just want to save them for situations where you can dominate the enemy.”
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May 19, 3290


Paquat System 


Vikod
(Trinx homeworld)



 

Oni brought her fleet into upper orbit of the planet
after having received no challenge at the star. The warships came out of their
microjump high and began spurting drones as a handful of Trinx ships raced to
engage them, hoping to use the moment of opportunity to take down a few of them
before the Star Force fleet could get itself organized, but with Oni’s command
ship leading the way and actually initiating the combat, she was able to draw
fire to her and give the leading warships the time they needed.


Soon a swarm of the little boxy rectangles moved
forward and intercepted the Trinx vessels before the command ship’s shields
fell. Battle continued briefly then the Trinx retreated back down to a lower
orbit leaving a handful of partially intact ships behind. Oni tagged them for
retrieval and rescue operations after some precision weaponsfire plucked their
remaining weapon systems from use even before the allied ships of the Chamra
began to arrive.


There were a fair number of them, but when combined
with the ships of the other seven races, including only the three warships the
Sety had managed to provide, they massed nearly half again the strength Star
Force had brought with them and when all were visible in orbit they made for an
impressive display.


But just as impressive were the orbital defenses. The
Trinx had a small fleet here, either held back from the previous assault they
had launched or created since then. Immediately Oni saw a weakness and turned
her ships towards a position in mid orbit, highlighting several defense
platforms to neutralize without totally destroying as she sent surrender offers
that were promptly ignored. Her drones went in while the allies stayed behind,
on her order, so no living crews were lost. By massing drones Oni was able to
keep her equipment losses to a minimum but oddly the Trinx fleet did not
redeploy to intercept them.


Not that it would have mattered, but they were sitting
lower in orbit near to other facilities while Oni was successfully surrounding
their primary shipyard. As soon as she had the fixed defensive emplacements
knocked down she called in their allies and they began boarding operations as
she moved on to pluck a few more defensive installations from the Trinx arsenal
here and there on the fringes of their primary cluster. She wasn’t going to
make the mistake of diving in and slugging it out, but was content to take on a
handful while the boarding parties began capturing the surviving Trinx crews.


Taking out the weapons shooting at them was one thing,
but simply blowing away the defense stations was quite another and had been
strictly banned on Oni’s orders prior to arriving in this system. So far the
other races were sticking to plan and following her lead, but there were so
many defense stations in orbit of their capitol planet that it was going to be
like chopping wood to get through them all…not to mention the lesser defenses
around the other inhabited planets in the system.


But the Trinx fleet, aside from that initial attack,
did not move to engage. They could not win, and it was obvious, but they didn’t
come to the aid of their defense stations and the crews on them. Rather they
simply held position and Oni was beginning to wonder what their angle was. 


Right now the planet was covered in layered energy
shields, sealed up nice and tight against whatever the attacking fleet could
throw at it and ready to punish them if they got too close with a host of
ground-based batteries. Oni had her Bra’hem-equipped Devastator still parked
back at the star with an escort fleet to keep it out of the fighting until
called for, which wouldn’t be for weeks, if not months, as they slowly picked
away the orbital defenses. Then they’d get their chance to start pounding on
the planetary shields, but right now the Trinx fleet, consisting of some 228
visible vessels, was a wild card. 


What were they going to do and why hadn’t they done it
yet?


With the shipyard boarding parties reporting back that
they were successfully incapacitating the crew with a mix of Star Force units
and Yisv skirmishers, only to be collected and imprisoned by the other races, a
prompt in her command nexus brought her attention to activity on the planet’s
surface. Barely a minute after that warning the Trinx fleet suddenly moved…down
towards the planetary shields.


They parted and let them through, then the ships began
firing on surface targets in what looked to be some type of ground fight that
had broken out a moment ago. 


Oni got links to the fleet commanders with a thought
and had holos for them ringing her as she looked at
them grimly, her eyes finally landing on the Yisv.


“Do any of you have troops on the ground?”


“We do not,” the Yisv said, then the others chimed in
with similar negatives, “but we are seeing the activity there. We have no
explanation.”


“I don’t need excuses, I need the truth,” she pressed,
wishing they were here instead of in holo and she could just read their minds. “If
you are running a simultaneous operation you will tell me now or I’ll make you
regret it, I promise you.”


“We did not infiltrate the planet,” the Yisv said
firmly.


“They are firing on their own buildings,” the Sety
pointed out. 


“And the only reason I can see for that,” the cyborg
offered, “is that those buildings have been compromised by an infiltrating
army. It is not ours, I promise you that. Whoever made it down there has
considerable skill that I admit to being envious of.”


“I repeat,” the Yisv said firmly. “We do not have
troops or anyone else down there, nor do we know what is happening.”


“Whatever it is,” Oni said, trying to read them by
their visual cues…which was hard when she wasn’t all that familiar with their
races, “they felt the need to bring down their fleet to assist. My limited data
suggest these facilities that they’re targeting are not strategic?”


“No,” the Jonstar said, puzzled. “They’re nothing of
merit unless they contain systems that we are not aware of. They are not even
near the planetary defenses.”


“Does anyone know what these structures are?”


“No,” the cyborg said regretfully. “The Trinx have
never been forthcoming with data concerning their planets. Their isolationist
tendency has kept many aspects of their society in the dark.”


“The fighting is not near the Hamoriti site,” the Dati
pointed out.


“Be thankful for that. Could this be one of the races
present in the Preserve?”


“Possible,” Oni admitted. “But unless they lied to me,
the Knights of Quenar were sitting this one out until we’re ready to move the
Uriti.”


“They have extensive cloaking technology,” the Sety
pointed out. “They could have infiltrated the planet prior to our arrival.”


“That they could,” Oni said, clenching her fist. “But
if they, or whoever this is, is trying to aid our assault, what are they going
for in those buildings?”


“Perhaps the Trinx set up some ambushes for our ground
troops in innocuous places.”


“Hold on a moment,” Oni said, putting all the
holograms on pause while she keyed another comm
channel. “This is Archon Oni-081 to any Knights of Quenar vessel or unit in the
system. Please respond.”


She wasn’t sure she’d get a response, but after a
short delay a single ship appeared on sensors far up in planetary orbit away
from all the fighting.


“What is it that you require, Archon?”


“Do you have troops on the surface?”


“You requested that we not take part in the invasion,
and we have honored that request. We are only here to observe, and had you not
contacted us directly we would not have revealed ourselves.”


“We’re picking up surface fighting but no one is
claiming responsibility for it.”


“Do you require our assistance?”


“Not militarily. Do you have any knowledge of who is
down there?”


“No outsiders have been detected.”


Oni raised an eyebrow. “How close have you gotten?”


“Close enough,” he said, suggesting to Oni that they
had more than one ship hidden in the system, for at this one’s current position
they couldn’t get very good readings of surface activity save for the large
explosions resulting from the Trinx warfleet.


“Thank you,” she said, ending that communication and
putting the fleet commanders back on. “There appears to be no visible sign of
an invading army.”


“Based on what surveillance?” the Domu
asked.


“The Knights of Quenar are here, as you probably saw,”
she added as their ship disappeared again. “But they claim to be observing only
and they haven’t spotted anyone else involved.”


“There are other races with considerable stealth
technology that have shown up in the Preserve,” the cyborg pointed out. “And
from orbit it is almost impossible to pick out such things on surface streets,
let alone in buildings.”


“Granted. What are the odds that this is Trinx
fighting Trinx?”


That possibility left all the fleet commanders
stunned, with no one offering a response.


“A possibility that we have to consider,” Oni finally
added, “but not one that I’m convinced of. Recommendations as to how we
proceed?”


“This is surface activity and therefore doesn’t affect
our immediate goals,” the cyborg deduced. “We do not deviate from plan until we
are in a position to assault the planetary shield generators.”


“Agreed,” the Bpret echoed.


“Are any of your boarding parties having trouble?”


“Given that your troops are doing most of the
fighting,” the Jonstar said with mild objection, “we have taken nothing more
than light casualties, and I am speaking for the whole of us on retrieval
duty.”


“Define ‘light?’”


“A few minor injuries resulting from facility damage.
Your ability to incapacitate their troops so easily is to be commended.”


“We’ve had a lot of practice,” Oni stated. “We
continue with operations here and monitor the planet. If any of you spot the
other faction in this ground battle I want to know immediately. Patience is key
here, let’s exercise it and keep picking off their defenses slowly as we see
what develops below.”


“Shall we deploy scouts to the other planets?” the Dati
asked.


Oni nodded. “Good idea. Snoop around but don’t
engage.”


“We will handle it,” he said before others could
volunteer.


“Alright then, let’s get back to work.”



 

3 weeks later…



 

Oni was in her command ship’s sanctum when word came
through, delivered via another Archon that interrupted her automated sparring
session. She shut down the robotic opponents and headed straight to the bridge
not caring that she was dripping with sweat. When she into linked into the
nexus she found a Trinx hologram waiting for her and she regarded the red-skinned
alien quizzically.


“I’m listening,” she said stiffly.


“Will you allow negotiation?”


Oni raised an eyebrow. “The Yisv already tried to
negotiate and were rebuffed. What has changed?”


“Our leadership,” the Trinx said darkly. “I do not
speak for those that you’ve previously had contact with.”


“By contact you mean those that attacked us?”


The Trinx nodded. “And those that were contacted
through diplomatic means. I represent a faction of loyalists who are currently
attempting to depose our insane leaders. Will you negotiate a separate
settlement with us?”


“The fighting on the surface is internal then?”


“It is.”


“Who controls your warships?”


“The opposition.”


“Who’s winning?”


“We outnumber them and are galvanizing support from
the general population. We have no wish to see our world destroyed and are
trying to save our people before this invasion lays waste to the planet. While
we do not have control yet, I am asking if we can come to terms to avoid
conflict.”


“What sort of terms?”


“That is what I am asking you. What options will you
allow us?”


“What is your name and position?”


“I am Chosan, former commander of the Hamoriti
containment forces.”


“Former?”


“When I refused to assault your control vessel and
endanger the Chixzon I was removed from command. While we have no formal
structure, I am the unofficial leader of the rebellion.”


“So you were responsible for sending wave after wave
of Li’vorkrachnika to their deaths?”


“I was.”


“I do not find that fact reassuring.”


The Trinx frowned. “I do not mean to bicker with those
that I am pleading with for our lives, but are you not killing them in far
greater numbers?”


“We are, but we are doing so honorably. They always
have the option to surrender, but they choose not to take it.”


“Those that I sent to die chose that end.”


“They use many dishonorable tactics, which is one
reason we are fighting them. A race as advanced as yours I would hope to know
better.”


“We had no other choice,” Chosan said simply, “but if
there is blame to be had I accept it.”


Oni looked at his hologram for a silent moment, trying
to size him up. “We did not come here to kill you, we came here to conquer you
and end the threat you pose. Our boarding parties are equipped with stun
weapons and the captives will be taken out of the system to a holding
facility.”


The Trinx looked stunned. “I do not mean offense, but
what cause do you have for such mercy?”


“It’s the way we fight. We would do the same with the
Li’vorkrachnika if they didn’t kill themselves once captured.”


“What end did you intend for us?”


“Your sovereignty will be revoked. Our invasion line
into Li’vorkrachnika territory will be entering this region soon and we cannot
risk having your ships striking us where we are weak. You must therefore be
neutralized, but that doesn’t mean murdered. We are taking possession of this
system, and while some of you may die, and already have, it was through combat
of your choosing. Every defense station we have assaulted was ordered to stand
down and surrender, to which they refused.”


“I expect no less from those scoundrels, but not all
of our military will follow them if allowed another path. I have no contacts of
merit in orbit, but on the surface we are organizing and growing quickly.”


“Enough to lower a section of your planetary shield?”


“We have not attempted to do so yet, for such an
assault will be very costly. They are bringing the fight to us for the moment
and killing their brothers and sisters out of a sanity that I cannot fully
comprehend. If we surrender to you, what becomes of us after this holding
facility?”


“Annexation.”


“Into your empire?”


“Yes.”


“What of this star system?”


“It was to be completely evacuated, assuming your
people would resist us with every effort. If that is not the case then the
dynamic is changed.”


“What does annexation mean to you?”


“You will surrender your younglings to our training
facilities as well as all future births. They will know only Star Force, thus
severing the connection to your current society and allowing it to die. The
Trinx will be reborn anew as we have done with many other races.”


“And what happens to those of us that are already
here?”


“You will be confined until such a time you can prove
your worth. During that time you will train and we will teach you what you need
to know.”


“You have facilities to house all of our population?”


“Yes.”


“And if we prove our worth, we will return here under
your banner?”


“Possibly. If you can surrender this world to us we
can facilitate a less abrupt transition that keeps many of you here.”


“What function would we serve in your empire?”


“That would also depend on your merit, but make note
that we do not hold future generations responsible for the actions of the
current ones.”


“There would be a penalty exacted upon us then?”


“Other than the revocation of your sovereignty, no.”


“No?”


“We are here to neutralize a threat. If you choose to
neutralize yourself then we have no need to penalize you. This system will be
ours, the Trinx will be annexed, and no part of you will be allowed to escape
to exist independently and threaten us again. Those are the terms I’m
offering.”


“What of the Hamoriti?”


“It will be removed. Preferably still sedated, but I
have a controller here that can order it away from the planet if it wakes.”


“Your invasion takes more care to safeguard our lives
than our own leaders.”


“That’s because we’re the good guys.”


“I do not understand the depth of most of which you
speak, but we have very few options and you are offering us an alternative
other than death. Given the betrayal our leaders exercised upon you, I can
understand if there are more lethal feelings on your part, and I thank you for
staying your hand. Will the other members of The Nine abide by your terms?”


“They have agreed to follow my lead. They are here to
assist, then they wish to wash their hands of the matter.”


“And rightly so. Our entire race has been shamed. You
brought salvation and we sought to destroy you for it. I hereby offer the
surrender of all forces aligned with me, though given current circumstances we
cannot get to you at the moment. I will make what contacts I can in orbit and
try to secure the surrender of some of the facilities there while we gather our
strength for an assault on one of the shield generators. I do not know how long
it will take. Things are very much in flux down here, and your intent to annex
us will alter them much more so.”


“We’re not in a hurry,” Oni offered. “Take your time
and keep as many people alive as you can.”


The Trinx bowed. “You do us an honor we do not
deserve.”


The Archon summoned up a holo conference with the
fleet commanders, knowing that it was going to take some minutes for all of
them to assemble. “Now that we have come to an understanding, let’s get
everyone on the same page so there are no miscommunications. Then we will find
a way to deal with your insane former leaders.”
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August 1, 3290


Paquat System 


Vikod
(Trinx homeworld)



 

Onnet ran through the Trinx
streets as explosions blasted apart the building to his right above the
centerline. Large chunks of it flew out laterally, then the whole top crumbled
and fell towards him. The Yisv knew he couldn’t get out of the way in time so
he ran towards the underside of the falling building and tucked up against the
wall as the rubble came down, blurring his body out of physical mode and into
the ethereal wisp that splashed apart with the first piece of building to hit.


His mind disintegrated with each hit, leaving him
unable to move or think other than through base instincts. He couldn’t see much
at all, merely a numb awareness of the material his body was contacting. He
wouldn’t move through the solid building rubble like he could the thin
membranes in a Yisv city, but he survived in the cracks and random shafts
created in the pile that continued to build up as the Trinx structure came
down. He wasn’t aware of that or anything else, but slowly he felt out the
cracks and pulled the scattered pieces of his body back together, and with each
reunion his mind began to reform.


He was stretched out across several dozen meters by
the time he finally regained adequate consciousness, which he used to snake his
way into a larger cave underneath an angled slab. Once he pulled himself in
there he was back to normal, shaken but fully functional, though he couldn’t
retake his physical form due to lack of space.


The sounds coming through the rubble were lessened,
but the battle outside continued to rage on. The Trinx zealots were punishing
their population as much as they could for rebelling against them and were at
present bombarding this section of city with aircraft that both Star Force and
the Chamra were busy trying to contain. Onnet was one
of many Yisv scouts searching for enemy infantry, for they’d been sending in
random living teams to slaughter both rebel troops and any civilians they could
get their hands on away from the main vassal deployments. He’d found one such
group just before the aerial bombardment began, but they were probably long
gone by now.


Chasing them wasn’t an option anyway until he could
get out of this mess. Abandoning his little cave he let his mind diminish as
his cloud-like body turned into a stream that flowed out through various cracks
searching for fresh air. He couldn’t keep track of time like this, only follow
a single impulse that he’d made himself remember prior to dispersion. 


Keep moving
until you find your way out.


When he did, the Yisv manifested his full height on
top of a rock with his soon to be solid feet standing at an angle. As soon as
he put pressure there he slipped, his hand falling to brace on a jagged edge
and cutting himself. It hurt but it wasn’t real damage. He got his footing then
looked at his hand and blurred it, reforming his unblemished form. There was a
little bit of material lost, but he doubted that even with the falling rumble
that he had lost more than an inch of his height, and it would be replaced
within a few days with the proper supplements.


But that didn’t matter. He was alive and had he been
anything other than a Yisv he’d have been crushed to death instantaneously…or
left to linger in agony as he slowly died.


There were some side benefits to not being able to
carry a weapon into combat, and this was one of them.


Onnet took a few steps up a
larger piece of rubble and jumped, transitioning into his ‘ghost’ mode and
floating/coasting across about 40 meters of distance before he reformed and got
his footing. He repeated the process multiple times until he got out of the
rubble field, staying low to avoid attention, only to see that there were more
buildings coming down nearby as the Trinx fighters targeted them. He saw a pair
of Star Force skeets flash past overhead, indicating that the aerial battle was
still underway, but there was nothing he could do about that now. He had a job
to do, and that meant getting back into motion.


Finding a bit of clear street Onnet
took off running, using his telepathy to find nearby Trinx minds and assess if
they were friend or foe. The foes stood out with a blood thirst as they were
sent here to kill, kill, kill while the rebels were more focused on protecting
and killing in order to meet that end. It was easy to misread, but Onnet wasn’t having any difficulty when he came across a
group of five on the other side of the building to his left.


The Yisv turned at the next available corner,
launching himself into a coast/jump over a small pile of rubble from a crater
about 120 meters up on the building that had been blown out, then he reformed
and kept running until he got near the targets, hearing the sound of their
infantry weapons shooting inside the building.


Onnet didn’t hesitate,
running into the nearest door and heading straight for the attackers and the
panicked, desperate minds inside that were being gunned down. A few were intent
to fight back, but they were disappearing from his mental view as they were
among the first to die.


When he came into sight of them the solid mass of his
body blurred and shot straight for them, wrapping around one soldier’s arm and
shifting into a liquid/gel state where he could take about any form he wanted.
He yanked the weapon free as he rotated around the Trinx, spinning him like a
tornado and throwing him into the nearest soldier, knocking them both down as
his wispy cloud remained behind, taking two shots from the others that were now
focusing on the Yisv.


Staying in cloud form he drifted over to them, then
snapped back into physical mode when he was only inches away, punching both
apart for a moment as he extended his arms back out as gel and latched onto
their weapons, turning them away from his solid body before he got one wrenched
free. He tossed it to one of the nearby rebel Trinx who was laying wounded on
the ground, then spun one of the soldiers around and threw him closer…where he
was gunned down from two meters away.


Flashing back into a cloud he avoided massive damage
from another pair of shots, but with each that passed through he lost body
mass, though it wasn’t going to matter for this small engagement. Continuing to
use his agility and evasiveness to his advantage, he worked the remaining 4
Trinx soldiers over and eventually killed them all with their own weapons. 


Onnet reached down and
picked up two of the rifles with gel-like limbs and gave them to the nearest
rebels/civilians. 


“Stay here and
stay alive. Give us time and we will free the planet,” he promised before
heading back out on the streets to hunt down more extermination squads. 



 

4 months later…



 

Prefect Nesfa stood behind a
wall of guards, the last left as he, and a few Regents as they held within the
Ancient shell. They’d retreated here as the rebels and the invaders took
section after section of the planet away from them. It seemed right that if
they were going to make their last stand that it should be here, in the
presence of the Hamoriti they were sworn to protect and in the presence of the
Ancients’ legacy.


He stood with the others ready to fight, knowing that
fleeing further into the shell was pointless. This was where he would meet his
end, and do so with his loyal kin. 


When he heard the defensive emplacements outside open
fire again he knew the invaders were here, meaning it was time to move forward.
He wasn’t going to give any orders from this point on, there were infantry
commanders better suited to that. Now he was just one Trinx out of many, and
that both humbled and freed him to the purpose of doing as much damage to the
enemy as possible before he died.


When the wall of bodies before him moved forward he
went with them as the noise of weaponsfire intensified. The defensive batteries
that the Trinx had installed just outside the aperture were adding to the
shell’s own defenses as the infantry were firing from just inside the Ancient
facility so not to get caught in the crossfire. When one of the Trinx in front
of him fell, the Prefect could see what was occurring ahead and he stepped forward
shoulder to shoulder with the others behind a low barrier as Star Force troops
were falling back, several of which appeared to be injured. 


Two physical shields of their larger soldiers blocked
for them, then there was a pause as the batteries fell silent and both sides were
out of vision of the other. He knew there were more enemy soldiers just beyond
the entrance, but how long they’d wait before making another assault was the
question. He was sorry to see that, once again, the only bodies on the floor
were his own people, and he adamantly committed himself to killing at least one
of them before this facility was taken.


In the silence a soft set of footfalls was heard,
echoing into prominence before the source came into view. Nesfa
wondered what it was coming their way, for it didn’t sound like the grouping
they’d need to get through the defenses. Then, in casual disrespect, a single
Archon walked out at the end of the hallway and stood there looking at them.
The Trinx didn’t fire yet, wondering what was happening, and the Archon stood
just outside the range of the shell’s weaponry, creating an awkward silence
until the set of pink armor began to lightly walk forward.


Nesfa and the others opened
fire with their infantry weapons a split second before the larger cannons let
loose, but the Archon just kept walking as the energy was stopped by a
translucent wall before it. A few more steps up and the shell defenses kicked
in, adding to the torrent that the individual was weathering. As it continued
to walk forward it reached behind its back and pulled out two narrow cylinders,
one in each hand. When the shield wall fell a lot of the energy strikes missed
the Archon’s narrow frame with the others hitting a different shield covering
the pink armored plates.


Both cylinders suddenly extended into poles, and after
another casual step the Archon bolted forward, dodging some of the larger
energy blasts as it closed ranks. Nesfa didn’t think
it’d stand up to much more damage, but it was the only enemy soldier coming. He
kept firing as fast as he could, only managing a few hits before he lost
control of his body and dropped his weapon as he fell twitching to the ground. 


A moment later he stood up grasping for his rifle.
When he got it he saw the pink armor flashing around in front of him, slashing
at the troops with some kind of swords and taking them down with single hits.
It was within the doorway now, somehow having gotten past the barricades
outside. Knowing this was the end he fired another shot, cursing the single Archon
that simply…would…not…die.


He got two more shots into its armor, gratifyingly
seeing one hit and blast a puff of material away instead of hitting shields
before the Archon dashed forward and whipped one of the swords into the side of
his head.


Then all was blackness.



 

When the Prefect woke it was to his great surprise
that he was still alive. Despite the numbness pervading his body, he was
thoroughly confused as to his whereabouts. He wasn’t in the Ancient facility or
the corridors outside. He was inside a small room of alien manufacture and
laying on a cushioned platform. 


He sat up, suddenly finding himself in different
clothes, also of alien design. His head was tingling and it didn’t occur to him
that they were of Star Force make until a screen on the wall suddenly activated
and an image of a Human appeared.


“Hello. This is
an automated message triggered by your waking,” an image of an Archon appearing
outside its armor said. Nesfa could tell by the
uniform it wore, and it had the same disgusting pink identification stripe as
the one that he’d thought had killed him. “You
Trinx scum are now prisoners of the exalted ass kickers known as Star Force. We
didn’t feel like killing you, so we took your planet from you while preserving
your lives. You’re welcome, but don’t
mistake the fact that we know this is also an added insult. You wanted to die,
so we denied you that, thus preserving your life and spiting you at the same
time. That’s how Star Force rolls,” the Human said with a disgusting smile.


“Now, so you’ll
be aware of what’s happening, we’re giving you a chance to earn your freedom.
Not easily, but it’s there if you want to pursue it. We didn’t spare you just
to stick you in a cage and see you rot to death, so you’re going to be given
access to training facilities and challenges, as well as instructional
material, once you arrive at your final destination. At the moment you are on a
transport ship heading there and will remain in this small room for the
duration. Using this panel you can view a variety of information to pass the
time, but physical training will have to wait until you arrive due to space
restrictions on the ship.”


“The purpose of
this training is for you to prove yourselves worthy to be released. If you wish
to just sit there and slowly wither away that is your prerogative, but we are
not going to kill you. Right now you may be defiant. If not that’s good, and
you can get on a fast track to eventual release, but if you’re someone who
needs some convincing then the isolation you are going to endure may act as
motivation.”


“Your journey
onboard this ship will be a solitary one, but so too will be your prison. From
this point on you have no civilization. You are an individual, and your
training will require only yourself. Others would be a distraction and a
hindrance. You have to stop being Trinx and aspire to something more. If you
don’t care for this that won’t change your situation. You will die here, alone,
unless you train to attain self-sufficiency. In that way you will eventually kill
yourself or you’ll learn and change so that you’re no longer our enemy. Either
way, the Trinx civilization that we came here to destroy will die.”


Nesfa stood up on wobbly
legs and punched the screen, but his fist only bounced off the thick,
transparent material. 


“So get used to
your current situation…or not. From this point on I don’t care. I’ve provided
you with a path to freedom while sparing your lives. That is the extent of my
mercy. What becomes of you from this point forward is up to you. You’ll be kept
safely away from anyone you could possible hurt, so you’re no longer a threat.
Your planet is now mine and also not your concern. Unless you earn your freedom
you won’t be seeing it or anything else again aside from the prison you’re
heading to.”


“Fortunately a
lot of your former people saw reason and surrendered. We’ll deal with them in
varying ways. We’re not giving up on anyone, but we can’t make anyone change.
Only nudge you along a bit. The boredom you’re about to endure if you refuse to
cooperate will be that nudge, but ultimately if you don’t choose to try then
this is where we part ways, never to see one another again, and I say a very
heartfelt ‘fuck you’ and end this message.”


The Archon winked and the screen switched over to an
options menu.


Rage boiled over inside Nesfa
but he didn’t strike the screen or anything else again. It would do no good. He
was so angry it literally seeped through his body without an outlet, for he
knew he’d already lost everything. His people had rebelled, his planet was
lost, the Hamoriti which had been the sole focus and purpose of his
civilization was now in the hands of the enemy, and he was a prisoner helpless
to do anything about it. Even if he could somehow escape and summon an army it
would do no good. Once they awoke it there was no way the Trinx could reclaim
it. Their only hope of that lay in advancement that was now out of reach with
the loss of the Ancient shell and its captive.


Now he was the captive, not even having been allowed
to die in defense of his people and holy cause. He was…spurned, and every
second that passed he found his anger was all he had left to cling to. 
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February 26, 3292


Paquat System (Star
Force territory)


Vikod
(Trinx homeworld)



 

Oni strode down one of the Trinx streets, the invasion
of Vikod long over and the mop up operations on the
other planets nearing their end. There was no weaponsfire incoming, just odd
looks from the red-skinned, twin headtailed people
rallied in protest. They were not going to mess with her, knowing her
abilities, but they and the rebel leaders were why she had come down to the
planet and they all knew it.


Her brilliant pink armor clashed with their deeper red
as the wall of Trinx parted to allow her access to the building they were
protesting around. The armed guards there had not been firing back, merely
keeping their kin out, but they too did not try and hinder her passage. 


Once inside she proceeded to a familiar location, the
headquarters for the interim government that was holding Trinx society together
while Star Force began to rework it, though she’d only been here in person on
two previous occasions. Most ‘visits’ were holographic in nature and the
occupants of the chamber she entered were going to wish that had been the means
she used to communicate to them regarding their refusal to comply with one of
her orders.


A pair of partially repaired vassal guards parted for
her at the entrance, with her quietly walking inside rather than making a storm
of flying bodies and broken walls. Rather, she simply walked up to the three
Trinx seated at a far too large table and stared at them through her helmet,
saying nothing. She kept that pose until it began to unnerve them, with Chosan
finally standing and facing her, not knowing what she was going to do.


“How do you wish
to proceed?” he asked tenderly, knowing she could snap him in half if she
so wished. 


“The order will be followed, one way or another. The
question is how you wish to proceed,” she said through the opaque faceplate
with her armor translating.


“We cannot give
up our newborns.”


“Can and will,” Oni said defiantly. 


“Not willingly,”
he said, matching her tone.


“I accepted your surrender on the agreement that you
would follow orders. You are not following them now, so where does that leave
you?”


“Why must you
take them from us?”


“So they will start out fresh in Star Force. You know
the reasoning.”


“It does not
justify this kidnapping.”


“Rescuing,” she clarified. “They’re better off in the
maturias.”


“Taking them
away from their parents is not better off.”


“Your civilization failed, and is now being destroyed.
Indoctrinating these younglings into your ways then forcing them to change
rapidly thereafter is both inefficient and cruel. Better that they learn from
the beginning rather than put them behind schedule.”


“I thought that
you were going to allow us to keep this planet?”


“The Trinx will keep it, yes, but they will be my Trinx. And my Trinx do not ignore my
orders. The infants will join the younglings in the maturia as planned.”


“Will you not
even allow them a single year with their parents?”


“No. They will begin in the maturia immediately.”


Chosan bit his lip, obviously containing his anger but
knowing that there was no way to force her hand. “So we are just supposed to help you slowly deconstruct our society
piece by piece?”


“Yes.”


“How can you be
so cold?”


“Cold?” Oni said, anger beginning to seep into her
voice. “We are helping you ungrateful bastards that murdered my brothers and
sisters and killed far more of our allies over some stupid ego trip. We also
removed your corrupt government for you, not to mention are giving you the very
big honor of joining Star Force. We are doing you a huge favor, but we are
going to do it our way, in every single circumstance. There is no compromise,
no negotiation, and your present freedom is dependent on you willfully
complying, otherwise you will go to the prison facility and handle your
conversion training there rather than here. What part of that is not easily
understandable?”


“You spared us,
and for that we are in your debt, but you are also destroying us in another
form, and that we cannot tolerate.”


“You will tolerate it.”


“No,”
another of the Trinx leaders said, also standing, “we will not.”


“Fine,” Oni said, falling silent for a moment as she
accessed both of their minds and rendered them unconscious. As they fell she
telekinetically grabbed them and pulled their bodies across the table, dumping
them next to her feet as she looked at the third leader. “How about you? Prison
or work with me?”


“Even if I agree
to do so, the crowds outside will not permit the infants to be taken. Handing
over the younglings was tenuous enough, but that was in the aftermath of the
fighting and everyone was reeling from wounds, emotional or physical, and
didn’t have time to fully think things through. They were just happy to still
be alive and not in a prison. Now that some normalcy has returned they are
thinking, and they’re thinking that they cannot give up the responsibility of
their children to Star Force. To do so would be dishonorable, and after all the
dishonor we have suffered to add to it would be an even greater tragedy.”


“At least you can talk,” she offered. “All of Star
Force raises its younglings in maturia. They are not the responsibility of the
parents after birth. The annexation of the Trinx means you will also operate
under these protocols. I made that clear over a year ago.”


“Yes you did.
People are rethinking the wisdom in complying.”


“Fortunately for those infants I’m not giving their
parents any say.”


“If you force
this, the planet may well revolt.”


“If it comes to that, so be it. At least then I’ll
know who are really serious about working towards a new future and those who
are just paying lip service to it. I originally planned to ship every one of
you off to the prisons and let you work your way out of them gradually, and I
still have that option. The transition will go more smoothly if you comply, but
it will go more rapidly if you don’t.”


“You still
require our assistance if you want the secrets to our technology.”


“And you want to use that as leverage to force a
measure of compromise?”


“If necessary. I
do not want to end up fighting my own people again.”


“The answer is still no.”


The Trinx raised his hands helplessly. “Then we are at an impasse.”


“Wrong again,” Oni said, blacking him out and pulling
his body through the air until it landed on her left shoulder. She
telekinetically picked up the other two and placed Chosan on her right shoulder
before stacking the other guy on top of them across both her shoulders. Using
her arms and Lachka to hold them in place she began walking back the way she’d
come and passed by the vassals who took immediate objection to what she was
doing and attempted to help the Trinx as per their programming.


A few telekinetic pushes and pulls resulted in
scrambled internal circuitry and two recently formed statues that she left in
her wake carrying her sleeping cargo out to the main doors. When she got there
the guards parted again, this time not knowing what to make of the situation but
fearing what would happen if they dared to strike her.


“Listen up,” she said, not bothering to stand still
and give a speech, so she just talked with vocal amplification on her helmet as
she walked out into the crowd and away from the building. “These interim
leaders are no longer in command. They refused to follow my order and are now
being taken to the prison planet. If you don’t want to end up doing your
conversion training there then stop defying me. I’m looking out for the
wellbeing of the younglings, not your egos, and I don’t care if I have to go
around and stun every single one of you on this planet and the others
personally, you will not be calling any of the shots from here on out. I give
orders, you follow them. Anything else results in you becoming baggage like
these three and a ticket to isolation to rethink the wisdom of your actions.”


Oni didn’t say anything else, just continued to walk
towards the landing zone she’d signaled the dropship to come get her at, but
the crowd didn’t stay silent. They were hesitant to verbally poke at the
Archon, but once a few started the others followed and soon there was a
deafening roar of protest.


She just ignored it and kept her focus on the area
immediately around her, ready to knock down anyone that tried to interfere with
her taking the three prisoners but ironically the crowd didn’t want to help
them, for they were also on their black list for having been carrying out her
other orders.


Oni could tell that from their minds, which she
sampled here and there as she walked. A bunch of ungrateful, egotistical
bastards…rebels or not. These Trinx were Trinx no matter what their position
concerning the ambush was, and it was probably better if she just called down
the stun teams and started…


The Archon stopped walking and looked into the crowd,
which visibly jerked back when they thought she might be taking too much notice
of them. Inside it was a single mind, wildly different from the others. It was
angry, not at her, but at the crowd.


“Come here,” she said out loud and telepathically as
she used a bit more of her Lachka to make a pathway through the crowd up to the
single Trinx that she’d taken notice of. When he froze in place she simply
accessed his mind and forced him to walk out to her, then she released his body
back to his own control.


“Deervan, come with me
please,” Oni said as she turned and started walking again, leaving the Trinx
with a moment to make a choice. 


Fortunately he made the right one and after a twitch
of hesitancy began walking behind her as she parted the crowds ahead as needed
with her psionics. None of them were too eager to get close to her, but when
they were massed together they got more reckless, thinking the numbers would
insulate them from her wrath. One actually threw a rock at her, but it stopped
in front of her helmet. She nearly walked into it, but a split second before
her armor made contact it was shot back the way it’d come, curving through the
air to hit the individual who’d throw it and put a good knot in his forehead.


A few hundred meters later she saw the dropship coming
down but didn’t revise her coordinates to bring it directly to her. She left
another half mile of brisk walking and visible defiance of the crowds as Deervan quietly trailed behind her. Oni made sure he didn’t
get hit by anything either, then when they got to the dropship she dumped the
three sleeping Trinx into the air and held them aloft before shooting them like
slow moving missiles into the cargo hold under the care of a Knight.


“Do you see that?” Oni asked, standing beside Deervan a few meters away from the boarding ramp as she
pointed back at the crowd that was still complaining loudly and in so many
words that her armor couldn’t translate it all. “That is why I have to take the
infants. So they don’t end up like them. If they raise them, they’re going to
try and teach them to be like them, whether on purpose or just through
association. The infants have to be separated at birth so they never know this
stupidity.”


“I do not
disagree.”


“I know you don’t. I know you dislike them as much as
they dislike me. Take this moment to soak it in and remember their stupidity
and ingratitude. From here on out you’re my liaison to this planet, and we’re
going to figure out how many people down here need to be removed and how many
can learn the easy way.”


“Me?”


“I’m inside your head,” she said, pointing an armored
finger and gently touching his temple as she deactivated her helmet and locked
eyes with him. “You have the best interest of your people in mind, therefore I
can trust you. Come with me to orbit and we’ll get you situated somewhere that
we can control before we send the collection teams in.”


“For them or the
infants?”


“Both,” Oni said, placing a hand on his shoulder and
directing him up the ramp. “If we stall, the infants lose precious days and
they don’t deserve that.”



 

4 weeks later…



 

Deervan sat in a nearly
empty building in a small sector of the largest city on Vikod
as he read through another information packet from Star Force. It was for his
personal instruction, and knowing that he’d have to pass various tests later on
in order to remain here without having to go through indoctrination in
isolation, he dedicated a significant portion of each day to study after
attending to his newly minted duties as coordinator of the loyalist faction.


At least that’s what he and some of the others were
labeling his position, for there was no official title. Archon Oni had simply
put him in charge and he’d been helping her to recruit likeminded, sane Trinx
to bring into this sector in order that they could be put to work. Star Force
apparently didn’t intend to permanently use the Trinx infrastructure, planning
to replace it with their own sometime in the distant future, but they were not
wasteful and wanted to salvage as much as they could during the transition
process.


They needed all kinds of civilization support going,
but most important of all was assistance with understanding and assimilating
Trinx science and technology. They were on a similar technological level but
much was different between the tools the two empires used, hence Star Force
wanted help in learning that they otherwise would have just done on their own
from all the captured equipment and databases.


But it was more than that. Foodstuffs had to be
produced or shipped into the system, and right now the Trinx production
facilities were being maintained to supply the planet’s needs as its population
slowly dwindled as more and more ungrateful citizens were taken off the planet.
Sadly there were many more left here that had yet to be sorted out from the
rest, but within this isolated and protected sector there were only the
faithful, and it was his job to pass orders from Oni to them and information
back to her while keeping everyone accounted for and organized…most of whom far
outranked him in Trinx society. He was but a simple factory worker before the
invasion, though now he was liaison to the warlord that had mercifully
conquered them.


But he knew that his position would not last. It would
disappear when no longer needed and the new generations of Trinx being raised
in Star Force maturia would lead the way. He and the others could find a place
with them if they proved themselves worthy and learned the Star Force ways,
abandoning the past and embracing the future, which was why he was committed to
his studies and training, the latter of which he did in the mornings before
setting himself to the day’s tasks. He never knew for sure when a new order
would come down from Oni, but the following morning was one such occasion.


It didn’t come in the form of a hologram, but rather a
text message still written in Trinx for it would take him and the others a long
time to learn the Star Force language. In the brief message that followed she
instructed him to ready more of the residential buildings to accept another 382
loyal individuals that had been rounded up and to incorporate them into the
operational structure according to their skillsets…which he would have to
determine and then appoint their various appropriate positions.


Attached were their identities and no more. The Trinx
filing system was what his people were maintaining, and if Star Force needed
something they’d come to him, not the other way around, so he took the list of
names and began looking up their personal histories while seeing what available
slots he needed filled and which ones he could expand upon. Priorities went
first, but there was no structure in place to tell him where to appoint whom. It
was all based on his judgement and he often wondered what about him had made
the Archon give him this gigantic responsibility.


He was curious but had never asked the question,
gladly accepting it and paying as much attention to his duties as he could to
prove Oni correct. 


“Coordinator,”
an aide said, jolting him from his trance staring into the holographic panel
before him.


“What is it?”
he asked, blinking his eyes twice.


“I’ve just
received word from the Hamoriti site. They report the construction will be
complete within the week. They recommend we begin evacuating the area.”


Deervan nodded solemnly, for
there was no greater matter of importance within Trinx society than the
Hamoriti, though it was soon to be taken from them to be put in the care of
better hands.


“I’ll inform
Star Force,” he acknowledged, with the aide quietly returning to his duties
and Deervan to his while getting a weird trepidation
regarding that transfer…as if it was a monumental turning point in history that
he was having the fortune to be present at.
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April 3, 3297


Nearkod System
(Occupation Zone)


Inner Zone



 

The Excalibur
came out of its jump into the former lizard core system at the head of a
convoy…which wasn’t all that peculiar, given that many Star Force convoys
passed through this system to get to the front, using it as a traffic nexus and
supply depot. There were sixteen habitable planets that were still producing
recycled materials from the lizard infrastructure that were feeding Star Force
factories on the ground and in the captured ring shipyards, of which this
system had the most known to exist.


There were 9 here spread across seven planets, two of
which had doubles, which was rare. The reason this system had them was due to
the unbelievably high deposits of natural resources. In addition to the sixteen
habitable planets, there were more than a hundred others that were barren lumps
of rock full of precious ores. The lizards hadn’t been mining those worlds so
much as consuming them, with three having visible chunks already taken out of
them and a fourth that was barely a wedge and looked more like an ugly
asteroid, for that was all that was left of it.


Processing all that material locally was more viable
than shipping it off to other core systems to handle the load so even while
this system wasn’t the tops within the former lizard hierarchy it did have the
most raw production value. That was all in the past now, and those shipyards
were just ghosts of their former selves save for a few spots within them that
had been converted to Star Force’s use.


There were a few defensive forces in the system, which
was usual to protect the recycling facilities and other sparse inhabitants. No
full colonies had been built here as of yet. It was simply a work zone that sported
several million people.


A command ship arriving was a common enough sight for
the warships meant to monitor and defend the system, but seeing that it was
Paul’s command ship caught their eye as a message from him flashed across the comm systems telling them to stand down and allow him to
assume command of system defense.


That wasn’t necessary, but still his prerogative. The
ship captains acknowledged the order just as their laggy
sensors began registering the lizard ships jumping into the system behind the Excalibur…and the fact that Paul was
tagging them as friendlies.



 

The mastermind known as Thrawn entered the system in
one of the many lizard jumpships, his identity not known to any outside
observer nor logged within fleet systems. That was standard practice to keep
him from being targeted and even now under the protection of Star Force he
didn’t feel like breaking the habit. He received his orders from Paul via
relays and did not even think the Archon knew which ship he was on, for he’d
tried to hide that fact from him as well during the uploading in Krachnika. 


His fleet followed Paul’s command ship out to Miit orbit, which was one of the two planets with twin
rings, one situated above the other with an interval of some 580 miles between
them and connected via support struts just like the inner ring was connected to
the surface. Paul signaled for him to meet him in person onboard the outer
ring, providing the coordinates and no other explanation. 


Thrawn did as instructed and took a small transport
over to the massive space station, finding no one present. He walked, alone,
out of the hangar bay for a few minutes before he came to the compartment he
was told to go to and waited there, finding it to be little more than an empty
storage chamber several hundred meters long and high.


A few minutes later a group of Humans entered, with
Paul being the last in line. He walked quicker than them and got to Thrawn
first with the others visibly questioning his presence here. The Archon gave him
a translation piece of Human design and the mastermind slid it on over his head
like a headband before they began talking, for to this day he still hadn’t
bothered to learn the Star Force language.


“This is Administrator Keery,”
Paul began, gesturing to the Human nearest him, “Administrator Keller,
Administrator Harvey, Baron Trew, and Tech Gregory
Kotch. They run all operations in this system, and I felt it was best they met
with you face to face as I explain the situation so there is no
miscommunication.”


“Wise,”
Thrawn said, measuring up the shorter Humans.


  Paul turned to
the Humans. “This is Thrawn, the only mastermind amongst the surrendered
lizards and the reason any of them bothered to surrender in the first place. I
can vouch for him, that he will not attempt any subterfuge, and that his ships
will follow his orders. I know mine will, so there shouldn’t be a conflict here
so long as we all know what’s going on.”


“What is going on?” the Baron asked.


“This outer ring is being returned to them so they can
process the materials they will be mining from planets 43, 56, 58, and 62,”
Paul said, indicating the ones that had been so heavily harvested they were no
longer spheres. “That means their mining ships are going to be traveling across
the system on a regular basis and they’ve already been rebuilt to register on
our battlemap and vice versa without them having full access to it. If by some
chance an enemy lizard ship showed up here you’ll be able to see which ones are
ours and so will they,” he said, gesturing to the mastermind.


“Will they be shipping material out of the system as
well?”


“No. Everything is staying local and a percentage of
what they harvest will be turned over to you through the connecting columns.
The rest they’re going to use to start building ships for me.”


“Star Force or lizard tech?” Keery
asked.


“Lizard. New designs we’ve been working on.”


“To what end?” he asked, looking at their former enemy
questioningly.


“A project of mine. I need you to leave them to work
on their own. They’ve brought enough supplies to sustain themselves and I’ll
bring in more as needed, but they’re going to be reworking this ring to provide
a lot of stuff so don’t concern yourself with any odd construction activities.
So long as they stay here and don’t cross over, just ignore them.”


“And if they do?”


“Take notice and
inform me,” Thrawn said evenly. “I
will be personally overseeing this operation until I am satisfied that it is
stable enough for me to leave in other hands.”


“What kind of resources will I be getting?” the Baron
asked, but not to Paul.


“A comprehensive
load,” Thrawn answered. “We are not
searching for individual materials, but will be collecting and harvesting bulk
material and utilizing every part of it possible. Final manifests will be
decided by what raw materials are recovered on a day to day basis.”


“Are we open to trades?” Trew
asked, this time looking at Paul.


The Archon raised an eyebrow. “I had intended for you
to each keep to your corners, but if you can find arrangements that are
mutually advantageous I see no reason not to.”


“Is there a security concern with contact?”


“Possibly,” he admitted, “but usually they do as he
instructs. Press them into an uncomfortable situation and they might revert to
past habits. I assume you can avoid creating such a situation?”


“If you trust him, then I think we can work something
out.”


“I’ll leave it to you two then. How soon can you
evacuate this ring?”


“Give me twelve hours,” Administrator Keery said. “I don’t have much here, which is why I assume
you chose this ring. Do I need to post guards on the columns?”


“Surveillance, but no guards. Aside from handing over
materials there should be no travel up or down.”


“My people will
not explore on their own volition,” Thrawn promised. “And I will instruct them where the boundaries lie.”


“Then I see no reason why we shouldn’t be able to make
this work. Are you going to keep bringing in more people periodically?”


“We will grow
what we need here.”


All sets of Human eyes turned to Paul and he gave them
a confirming nod.


“Space traffic?” the Baron inquired.


“We have access to your systems and will avoid your
ships whenever prudent. Our patterns will become evident and not alter, making
our movements predictable for your ships to also avoid.”


“Are they armed?” Koch asked.


“Their current ships aren’t, but the ones they’re
going to build for me will be. Though it’s in its infancy, you can consider
this operation to be under the Clan Saber mantle and these lizards to be
contractors that I’ve hired, if that helps you mentally settle.”


“Ah…that it does,” Trew said
with a touch of gratitude. “Will you be returning to collect the produce or
funneling it through me?”


“It’ll stock pile here until I pick it up. Don’t
concern yourself with it…this is just an independent operation that just
happens to be camping out in your backyard. Your duties here have not altered
save for the bonus material you’ll be getting and any side deals the two of you
set up. Their oversight is Clan Saber responsibility.”


“Very well, then. I won’t pry and we’ll stay out of
each other’s way. Will they be reclaiming any other orbitals?”


“No. Just this one ring.”


“Just,” Keery repeated,
citing the irony in that given how massive a construction it was, and drawing a
glance from Paul. “I don’t have a problem with it. We’ve got too many of them
to use anyway. It’s basically just sitting here collecting dust.”


“Good,” Paul said, clapping his hands once in
finality. “Introductions made, now let’s all get busy. We’ll be converting this
chamber and everything in a 1.5 mile radius around the closest hangar into a
transitional area. I assume you have no assets to remove anywhere near that?”


“No. Nothing within a thousand miles, actually.”


“Then there’s no reason to delay, unless there are
other questions. Koch, I do need you for something else though, so stick
around.”


The Baron looked at his Administrators. “You heard the
man. Back to work,” he said with a sarcastic drone.


“Welcome to the neighborhood, Thrawn,” Keery said, offering him a nod that wasn’t returned as the
four men walked back towards the door they’d entered through. 


“You don’t like us, do you?” the tech asked the
mastermind.


“Like is
irrelevant. I am here with a mission.”


“Do we annoy you?”


“You’re starting to annoy me,” Paul interrupted. “I
need your appraisal of something.”


“Sure,” Koch said, a spark of interest at suggested
work.


“Follow us,” Paul said as he and Thrawn headed for the
same door the others had just left through. 


The tech frowned, then did as told and followed the
pair, noting the tail swag of the lizard that dwarfed Paul’s small body. If he
hadn’t been an Archon Koch would have been a little worried about his safety.
It looked like this Thrawn could kill him within a few seconds through brute
strength alone if he wanted, not to mention the claws he was carrying on both
hands and feet, which were bare despite the ornate robe he was wearing. 


Eventually they worked their way to the hangar that
had the lizard Kirby sitting in it along with several other lizards that put
Koch even more on edge. They were standard variants, and to his surprise they
did have weapons. Handheld ones anyway, but Paul walked towards them as if they
were no different than Star Force Commandos. 


Then as they approached another lizard came out, this
one a scientist variety that he’d only seen pictures of, though most of the
lizards he’d personally encountered were dead ones pulled out of rubble, but he
was fairly sure this type wasn’t one of them. 


But what was even more odd
was the fact that it wasn’t green, it was dark shade of blue.


It carried a large case that it set on the ground in
front of them and opened up, out of which came the familiar sight of Star Force
tech. The trailblazer pointed down at it.


“Inspect these.”


“What am I looking for?” he asked, keeping a wary eye
on the lizards as he knelt down and pulled one of some 28 components out and
held it in his hand, twisting it around and easily identifying its purpose. It
was a power transfer conduit that was used in just about every building and
ship Star Force manufactured. There were several varieties that he had come
into contact with over the years as improvements were made, but this looked to
be one of the most recent model.


Spinning it about and hefting it in his hand he tried
to spot any irregularities and found none, so he put it down and picked up
another item that he saw to be a micro structural brace used in walls to
support add-ons to the primary frame. It and several of the other varied parts
all checked out until he came to a flat structural panel sample that looked to
be about 9 inches square. He tapped on it twice, then tried to bend it. That
felt about right, but his gut said something was off so he pulled a multi-tool
out of his pocket and touched a resonator to it as he altered the frequency of
the vibrations that he was sending into the material.


12 seconds later it shattered in his hand, falling
into more than a dozen pieces as Koch looked up at the lizards, then back at
Paul. “They built these, didn’t they?”


“Yes, but apparently not well enough. What did you
just do?”


“Exploited a little known weakness that we had to
compensate for. The crystalline structure that gives the rigidity is linked to
a bendable polymer in a lattice that is very resistant to vibration. This gives
the paneling extended life because it reduces the range of impacts that will
fracture it on both a macroscopic and microscopic level. But…we discovered
there was one particular frequency that the crystal segments practically melted
under and we had to make a slight alteration in their alignment within the
polymer. Solved the problem, but we didn’t actually change the material any.
Just reconfigured it. I’m guessing you gave them the theoretical blueprints to
work off of and not the factory notes?”


“Guilty as charged,” Paul said, though not showing any
shame. He was actually a bit impressed, Koch thought. “I didn’t want them
copying our manufacturing facilities, only the final products, so I had them
figure out how to do it on their own.”


“Are they going to be making more of these here too?”
he asked as he picked up another component and began an equally thorough
inspection.


“Yes, but for our use. The ships they’re building will
be lizard tech.”


“Reparations?”


“Assistance,” Paul corrected, “to Clan Saber.”


“Another contract?”


“Something along those lines. We’re going to expand
the production list beyond these items in this facility and I need you to do
quality checks on the new models as they come out. If their manufacturing
origin can be determined to be anything other than a standard factory they
fail.”


“Well, these other items are good as far as I can
visually tell. Need to put them through some more rigorous tests to be sure
though.”


“Do so to your satisfaction. When one meets your
approval log it with a message tag for me as well as telling him, then he’ll
begin mass production.”


“Can never have too many spare parts,” Koch said approvingly
as he put the last item back in and stood up. “Can I have these?”


Paul nodded. “If you find any other flaws, let him
know that too.”


“Standard comm grid ID?”


“Yes. He’s the only lizard contact in there.”


“Should make him easy enough to find. Do you want me
to help them with the paneling problem?”


“Just give them the frequency to adjust for.”


“12,883.6 hertz. Do their translators have an
equivalent measurement?”


“Yes,”
Thrawn answered, having heard it in his native language.


“Alright then,” Koch said, grabbing the case. “Send
any more prototypes down the columns with Star Force’s cut of resources and
I’ll inspect them and get a report back to both of you. Anything else, Archon?”


“Not today. And thanks.”


“Always a pleasure to work with prototypes,” he said,
cracking a smile as he left and glad to get some distance from the lizards.


Thrawn waited until he was gone from the hangar before
speaking. “My apologies for the flaw.”


“It’s my fault.
I didn’t know there was one that had to be compensated for.”


“Never the less,
it slipped by us. That should not happen,” he said, glaring at the blue
scientist.


“We replicated
and tested within the parameters given,” it said without defiance. “We should begin extraneous testing to search
for defaults on our own.”


“Do so from now
on,” Thrawn said, miffed at the stench of incompetence on the threshold of
a grand new opportunity. 


“Well,” Paul
said, throwing his arms wide and gesturing to the shipyard in which they stood.
“All yours now. Feel free to redecorate
as you like.”
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February 2, 3301


Alamo System


Stellar Orbit



 

There were no Uriti in the system when the Preema
fleet arrived by the thousands escorting one very large cargo ship that
contained their sleeping passenger. Waiting for them instead was a small Star
Force fleet and a scattering of KoQ ships, with the remainder keeping all other
traffic within the system far away from the convoy as it redirected further out
into the high zone to an isolated area where they began unpacking the Uriti.


The transport ship started peeling off in segments,
not per some grandiose design, but being the result of explosive releases built
into the single-use transport. Inside through the gaps the new Uriti owners got
their first glimpse of the green, snake-like Barratim where it was coiled up in
a ball of flesh less than 2 miles wide that was crisscrossing itself in a
multitude of what looked like uncomfortable bends.


As the transport continued to peel away the sedative
feeds were cut off, but no signal came to wake the beast up prematurely.
Rather, the artificial gravity was cut out and the Uriti was allowed to float
in place as the ship segments were removed from around it, eventually allowing
it back into the freedom it once knew while still asleep, though a few visible
twitches were beginning to occur.


The salvageable part of the transport flew away to
safety as the nearby control ship sent its first communication, prompting a
violent lurch as the uncomfortable bends tried to right themselves and the
Uriti got caught up on its own body. It took several minutes until it regained
enough consciousness to smoothly pull itself apart and stretch out to its full
39 mile length. It was only 700 meters wide, but contained within that
apparently narrow body was enough kinetic weapons emitters to physically propel
anything around it back at an incredible rate, sending attacking ships outside
their targeting range if they managed to survive at all.


A small burst of such energy manifested from the
‘front’ end of the simple shape that had a slightly narrower tip than the
‘tail.’ That energy appeared as an emerald translucent wall that expanded out
like a nuclear blast and sent fragments of the disassembled transport ship
careening away at high speed and in small chunks, for it hit them as if the
field was itself solid, but no further outbursts came as the Uriti got itself
oriented to space again while the command ship made contact and gave it its
first orders.


It complied with the redirect, twisting around and
stretching out its length onto the new course given to it as it headed in
towards the star. With that first simple exchanging being a success, it was
immediately entered into the indoctrination program that the Sety and Trinx
Uriti had gone through upon arriving, though by now the process was somewhat
more streamlined.


Several weeks later, still without negative incident,
the Zeus and the escort convoy for
the Uriti came into the system along with their charges. The four Uriti
immediately took notice of the newcomer and vice versa, with the order for them
all to meet in a specific location being sent before they could try and move
out on their own. Nami moved the fastest, getting there ahead of its three
familiar siblings and considerably ahead of the newcomer, then she waited
patiently for the others to arrive.


That was a good sign, for unexpected stimuli like this
were a longtime worry of Nefron’s. The more he
studied the Uriti the more he began to realize just how little control over
them the Chixzon had had. Their notes and knowledge bequeathed to him through
his genetic legacy had not told the full truth…that the Uriti could easily
disobey their commands if a higher priority arose. He’d known about issues
regarding feeding and damage, but apparently boredom and joy could also supply
the basis for an override.


The fact that Nami and the others had not gone
straight for the new Uriti indicated that as long as they thought they were
going to get what they needed they would still comply, even if it was
inefficient. But what would happen if they ordered them to go different ways
without meeting up? Based off neural readings it’d be a coin flip as to whether
or not they’d side with orders or giving in to the moment, so it was absolutely
necessary to construct orders as compatible with their desires as possible to
insure they remained in control.


And with the newcomer heeding the order as well, that
meant it wasn’t just a learned obedience. Nefron was fairly sure the others
were, in fact, learning new tricks and techniques, and it was easy to lose
perspective when you had them here and were working alongside them. Some things
they simply did because they were routine, or so the theory went, and he was
glad that this one wasn’t going to be a problem and had accepted the conflictory order without hesitation.


When the five of them met up the ships stayed well
back, and almost immediately there was a cascade of lightning between them
traveling from the four originals to the newcomer that the Archons officially
labeled ‘Zolom.’ From the readings it wasn’t in pain,
and in fact its status as viewed by Nefron, troubled as it was after so long
under sedation, was improving greatly. The lightning was actually washing out
the remaining sedative from Zolon and sharing data at
the same time. It was more than just telepathy, but more like a direct
download, and of what no one knew for sure, but when it happened the situation
always seemed to improve.


Riley had referred to it as ‘scratching the dog’ and
whatever purpose it served was a binary one, for Nefron was fairly sure they
couldn’t summon the affect alone. As he monitored the interactions he began to
catalog the wide array of damage done to Barratim and plan out an
individualized training program to start it on the path to recovery, including
a ‘supplement’ of various rare materials that Star Force would occasionally
feed them. They could get most of the same stuff from the stars and planets in
the Preserve, but the ingots that Nefron had dispatched to another location in
the system were much more concentrated despite the fact they were only 2-meter
wide cubes of various alloys.


When two such cubes were placed he ordered Barratim to
travel to the location and consume them, again proud that the other Uriti
didn’t chase after it or go after the materials themselves. Whether it be
training or nature they were behaving themselves, and despite the inability of
Star Force to find a way to directly communication with them, Nefron was
establishing secondary and often crude means of collaboration that at least
allowed them to be able to predict one another. 


Even before the order was given, two of the Uriti had
drifted out of position as far as their orders would allow closest to the
beginning of the obstacle course that he was just about to tell them to move
to. When he did finally let them go they rushed to the starting point, almost
as if they wished to show off…or perhaps show the newcomer what it was supposed
to do?


That was another interesting possibility, and while
Nefron had very few concrete answers he had a lot of research capability to
avail himself of with these five and several others planning to be moved here
as well. All of The Nine’s Uriti would be coming, plus one more from far across
the galaxy that the KoQ would be escorting along with a small Star Force contingent
that contained a control ship just in case the transport that was being built
failed and the Uriti was released prematurely.


Fortunately that hadn’t happened with this one, but
given the power these beasts possessed you couldn’t afford to take chances.


Getting the Uriti here wasn’t his problem. Learning
about them and their interactions was, with the goal of true communication not
having been abandoned. It was simply going to take longer than anyone expected,
and there was no way to guess how long it would take before they discovered or
stumbled on the means by which to get the Uriti’s attention without using the
inbred control methods. 


For right now though, he had his own herd of Uriti to
study their interactions with each other, for he was certain if he could figure
out how they achieved even minimal exchanges from the others he would stand a
chance of finding a way to imitate it, so the more Uriti they could get here
chatting with each other the better.


That, and it was best to keep them out of the reach of
others’ hands, whether they be responsible ones or not.



 

Tennisonne watched the reaction levels closely, making
sure the 16 injector ports were functioning in a stable manner before creeping
the rates up. What he had brewing inside the kilometer-wide test facility in
Venus orbit was a dangerous beast of a machine that he’d been chasing for centuries,
but right now it seemed to be holding steady. The trickle of power coming from
it was considerable, but nowhere near even low levels of designed output. That
in itself was an achievement but not a satisfactory test. He had to reach at
least 15 terawatts and achieve a stable reaction to be able to proceed to phase
two of this project, and whenever he amped up the reaction rate is when he’d
lost it in recent decades.


But with each failure came knowledge, or at least
speculation, and he and his advanced team were at it once again with another
set of calibrations. The reason they weren’t on Earth wasn’t due to the fact
that they didn’t have room…for there was still plenty of ocean floor left to
colonize if need be…but rather the fact that if Tennisonne really screwed up,
he and this facility would go boom and take anything nearby with them.
V’kit’no’sat power generators such as this were small, some the size of half a Sparrow-class dropship, and they had
safety mechanisms within them that would collapse the reaction if a failure
occurred. 


Tennisonne couldn’t even get a proper reaction to sustained,
let alone had the ability to control an errant one, thus this station had been
built to insure that if he spectacularly failed no one other than his research
team would die.


But there was no risk of that now, for when they
planned a test such as this the facility was evacuated and they were handling
it remotely. It was when they were in actual hardware mode and building and
tweaking the equipment that there was danger. Right now the only thing in jeopardy
of dying was the reactor itself, and if this test run got away from him in a
bad way they’d lose it and have to start all over again.


Working off of past mistakes and charting what part of
the reactions were predictable, Tennisonne tried yet another approach in order
to isolate what would and wouldn’t work, but this time the collisions of 13
solari and three other exotic particles were holding together. In the past when
the bombardment saturation escalated beyond short chain reactions there was
randomized bleed over that interfered rather than enabled the full process to
take shape and really amp up the power generation. The weaker reactions were
capable of producing power beyond what Star Force was currently capable of
yielding, but they were just tantalizing distractions while the real prize lay
so close before them.


Tennisonne hadn’t taken the bait and kept his research
on track for the big toys as far as power generation was concerned. The
V’kit’no’sat had many methods, and collection and storage was not what he was
going for here. He needed a reactor to provide continuous power that could then
be stored for release later, much like the jumpships did to charge their drives
to get enough push off of stars to attain the speeds necessary for decent
interstellar travel. If one went off of reactor power alone they’d be limping
along because reactors just couldn’t put out the juice necessary to achieve a
standard jump in the short timespan they had before diminishing gravity made
the endeavor useless.


The reaction before him was extremely complicated, but
to sum it up it was a ‘Mouse Trap’ series of very small interactions between
subatomic particles whose end result basically bled them of all potential
energy like a person taking a wet sponge and squeezing hard, then taking that
sponge and throwing it into a compactor to get every last drop out. The
resultant waste material was useless, power wise, and so inert that it bonded
easily to other particles rather than fighting with them for dominance in the
invisible subatomic realm.


That waste material was corovon, which was a very
valuable substance that Star Force mined with an aggressive appetite, but for
this reactor that was just the icing on the cake. It was the sheer power
production potential that was key here, and in order to attain a full reaction
and start having the reactor puffing out corovon dust, Tennisonne had to get
his tiny bouncing particles choreographed just right.


Today was the day he accidentally stumbled onto the
solution…or rather a solution. It was
crude but functional, and that was all he was going for in this prototype. The
reactor surged up to 21 terawatts for a brief .372 seconds then fell off again,
with Tennisonne immediately reviewing what alterations he’d made to trigger it
and trying to guess as to how all the subatomic particles were bouncing around,
for with such things they were too small to fully track. A lot of imagination
and guess work were needed in experimentation like this, equivalent to someone
on the other side of a wall with vision of the subject matter answering his
questions with only a ‘yes’ or a ‘no.’


Even when he succeeded Tennisonne could only guess as
to why, but so long as the machine worked he had something. In the past,
sometimes his successes weren’t for the reasons he thought and that stalled
further progress, forcing him to go back and try to find a way around his
theoretical dead end, but for today he had a solution that gave him a hugely
oversized Nash’ti reactor that was producing power at
rate far superior to anything Star Force had in production at present.


The next step was to repeat his good fortune, and
within a few hours he had a good grip on the basics of a new idea as to what
was happening and got the machine into alignment again and held it for six
hours straight before manually shutting it down. 


This was working, meaning they’d finally done it. Now
was time to kick back, turn this over to the lesser techs for analysis, and
take a few days off to clear his head and get back into theoretical mode. As
reports would flow into him he’d digest the little bits of data they provided,
hopefully gaining a few more insights as he sought a way to build the same
reactor in a smaller form…then a smaller one, and smaller and smaller until it
was actually useable. 


And to do that he was going to have to truly master
this complex reaction. Right now he was just beginning to learn, and there was no
one else to turn this over to. He was the trailblazer amongst the experimental
physics teams, and while he could let the others do a lot of the analysis work
that now had to be done, no one else had the knowledge and experience to be
able to brainstorm into the unknown…at least not as fast as he did. And even
though they had V’kit’no’sat blueprints for everything, they were constructed
in a way that assumed prior knowledge and Tennisonne had learned that he had to
ignore them a lot of the time and build his equipment his way.


And that’s what this monstrosity was. It didn’t even
look like a V’kit’no’sat design, for it wasn’t, but that wasn’t to say their
blueprints hadn’t been crucial in teaching him what he needed to know, even if
they were extremely and frustratingly vague in some respects.


As he logged today’s results he sent a message off to
Davis concerning the breakthrough then checked himself out of techland to give his head a chance to recover from the
semi-brain fried state he usually operated in. They’d made the next step, a big
one, but to continue on he was going to need all the inspiration and ingenuity
he had…and that meant getting some rest and resetting.



 

Davis was in his office when Tennisonne’s message came
in. He had a priority router on everything that came from the Master Tech and
read it immediately, understanding the gravity in the very prim and succinct
message.


Star Force now had a Nash’ti
reactor.


He stood up from his desk and began to pace the
perimeter of his office as the evening light was just beginning to dim in the
west. This breakthrough wasn’t useable yet other than in large constructs or on
the surface, but he knew that Tennisonne would be able to refine and
miniaturize it given time, as he always did. That didn’t concern him, though he
knew he couldn’t expect any timetable in such work.


But Star Force now had the capability, even in prototype
stage, and that was monumental. A few weapon systems, the comm
equipment, and some lesser techs Star Force had already caught up to the V’kit’no’sat
on. It wasn’t their top model stuff, but it was all currently used by them as
of the fall of Earth. While they could have surpassed it since then, it was
functional and useable tech at the time rather than mothballed or recorded
designs relegated to history files within the pyramid databanks.


Davis knew from an industrial and military perspective
how valuable this was as the ramifications ran through his head as he began
redesigning all the infrastructure on Earth and the Solar System in a flash.
Everything would have to be reworked, ships would have to be brought into dock
for overhauls, city infrastructure would have to be tore out and replaced…and
that would not be a cheap or fast process. He couldn’t rely simply on new
designs, Star Force tech lasted so long that there wasn’t much turnover and the
bulk of his empire rested on ‘old’ models. For a power upgrade such as this
he’d have to rework existing equipment while fielding a trickle of new
production models.


Eventually he stopped and rested an elbow against the
clear floor to ceiling window as he looked out across Atlantis, but with his
mind being in a thousand other places. All this time they’d been so far behind
the V’kit’no’sat it would have been like going up against tanks with two sticks
and a rock, but now…


“Now we have a fighting chance,” he whispered to
himself and the galaxy. 
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