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Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)
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“Terms?” Trevor-153992 asked, thinking hard.
“Surrender was always unconditional, but it’s never happened before with the
lizards. If they’re asking…we can’t blow this chance. Get me a comm line to orbit. This isn’t going to be my decision to
make. Especially if it has anything to do with that mastermind they found.”


“Mastermind?” the Bsidd asked.


“Nevermind, just get me the Fury.”



 

Paul was in the sanctum onboard the Excalibur when an Archon ranger came to
find him. The blonde had the nerve to interrupt him during a sparring session
with four Knights, but as soon as she told him what was happening and handed
him the portable commlink he realized this was more
important.


He held the small cylinder in his hand and pressed the
activation button…with the training mat he was standing on suddenly overlaid
with holograms that showed four of his fellow trailblazers much as he would
have seen them if he’d been in the nexus.


“Paul, good,” Greg said, giving him a nod. “I think
your outreach effort has paid off. We don’t have an ID on who is asking, but
someone on the lizard side is asking what are our terms for surrender.”


“They give up,” Paul said simply.


Taryn cracked a smile. “Me, verbatim.”


“If this your new friend,” Greg continued, “he might want to negotiate something less than that.”


“And you want me to talk to him?”


“We’ve held off responding just yet, but we don’t want
to delay any more than necessary with fighting ongoing.”


“How was the question delivered?”


“Comm signal.”


“Any encryption?”


“No,” Trevor answered, his hologram now appearing. He
had been listening in to provide intel, but the
holographic system prioritized the trailblazers unless someone else spoke.
“Just an open comm directed to us.”


“Directed how?”


“A message flag like we instructed our allies to use.
I don’t think they wanted us to miss it in all the signal clutter.”


“Text?”


“Yes.”


“Then send this back immediate, also in text. All
offensive operations must cease and troops withdrawn immediately. Stand down
will be reciprocated and maintained so long as no craft leaves the atmosphere.
Li’vorkrachnika commander will then personally confer with Paul in order to
establish further parameters of surrender.”


Rio raised an eyebrow. “That’s a cease fire, not terms
of surrender.”


“Do you have something in the works here?” Olivia
asked.


“I anticipated something like this might happen, so
I’m one step ahead of all of you. If he’s thinking what I think he’s thinking,
we have to discuss terms personally. If we give them now, he’ll request to
negotiate, so this saves some time.”


“And what do you think he’s thinking?”


“I think he’s asking questions and has run out of
time. I doubt he’s ready to fully surrender, and I don’t want to back him into
a corner with the choice being full capitulation or death.”


“They’re real used to the death thing,” Rio agreed.


“What do you have in mind?” Greg asked.


“There are several possibilities I’ve worked out. It
all depends on him.”


“Where do you want to meet him? Not back up here.”


“No, I don’t think he’ll surrender his freedom again.
Somewhere on the planet…somewhere that they won’t have booby-traps set up
waiting for me,” Paul added, seeing some looks of recognition that this could
be a ploy to kill one of them before the planet was wiped out.


“Fine, but I’m going with you,” Greg added. “In
Commando armor.”


Oliva looked at him warily. “You really think it’s a
trap?”


“My gut says no, but I’d like to be there as backup
anyway…incognito, and our armor loudly declares our skill level.”


Trevor’s image appeared again. “Message was sent and
we’ve received an immediate response wanting to know the location of the
conference.”


“That was fast,” Rio pointed out.


“Tell them that I’ll pick a location and land there,”
Paul ordered, “and they’ll be informed when I land, but cessation of the
fighting must occur first.”


“I get the feeling you’re about to let us in on a
brainstorm,” Olivia wondered.


“Maybe,” Paul acknowledged. “We’ll just have to wait
and see how this plays out.”



 

After a quick shower and a bite to eat, Paul headed
down to the surface after transferring over to the Fury, picking up their extra Commando in a detachment of six along
with two Archon strikers. The dropship flew down to a section of city that was
on the border between lizard-held areas and Star Force-cleansed territory and just
on the lizard side.


They received no attacking fire as they landed, and
both sides had pulled back from the border as required. Paul had additional
Star Force troops within a few kilometers of his chosen position if needed, as
well as having skeets in the air near that area that could be at his position
within a minute. 


The dropship landed on a rooftop and the strikers and
Commandos quickly secured it and several levels down. When they finally got to
the few lizard denizens there, they mentally shooed them out of the building.
At first they didn’t move, but apparently received orders at some point later
for they all began vacating the location at once. It took another 3 hours
before a few lizard minds showed up at the very bottom of the building and
began making their way up through the levels, with Paul immediately recognizing
the formidable intellect of the mastermind as it shown like a beacon amongst
the much duller lights of the other lizard minds.


“He’s here,” Paul said for the sake of the others.
“I’ll meet him four levels down. Pull back to there.”


The trailblazer abandoned the roof and the dropship,
then waited where he wanted as the lizard contingent slowly ascended through the
building. Rather than waiting in a room, Paul was leaning against a wall in the
hallway as the first few standard variant lizards came up their stairwell and
into sight. They visibly flinched when they saw him, but held their fire as
they trained their small rifles on his bright pink armor, knowing that they
couldn’t do much to stop him if he wanted to kill them, but they’d do their
duty regardless of the outcome.


A handful more came up, then the much larger
mastermind appeared, dwarfing his smaller guards. A mental prompting by Paul
brought him forward as the enemy commander motioned for the other lizards to
wait a few steps behind him. Likewise Paul waved a hand at the two Commandos
with him to give them some space and they retreated a few meters back while the
others were stationed around the perimeter looking for lurking threats.


Paul retracted his helmet but kept his shields up,
though they were invisible save when something struck them. “Been doing some thinking?”


“You sent me
here for just that,” he said, raising a hand up and brandishing his new
claws. “I owe you for that.”


Paul knew he was being genuine, though his words could
have been taken to mean it as a vendetta. “And?”


“What are your
terms?”


“Normally we go
with unconditional surrender, but word has kind of gotten around of what we do
and don’t do, so when some people surrender to us they already have a vague
sense of terms. In your case, I’m guessing you have a proposal for me?”


“We must
maintain this planet.”


“Agreed,”
Paul said without hesitation, which caused a flinch by the mastermind.


“You anticipated
this?”


“I have an
estimate of facilities still intact, but I do not know the full extent of your
subsurface holdings nor the output of all your assets given your uncertain
population. What is the current status of your foodstuff production?”


“Low staffed,
but adequate for current demands. We are operating off of reserves in many
areas.”


“How much excess
production do you have?”


“None. We are
operating below necessity.”


“Anticipating
losses?”


“They are
inevitable, so why keep workers in the factories when they can be fighting you?”


“What’s your
current population? This world only.”


“I only control
this world. I do not have an accurate count, but estimates are in excess of 800
billion.”


“And if your
current facilities were fully staffed, how many could they sustain without
expectation of losses?”


“2.2 trillion.”


“I need you to
cease producing additional personnel, save for specialists as needed.”


“You want to
reprogram our genetic code?”


Paul shook his head. “No. If we wanted to add the Li’vorkrachnika to our empire we could have
done so long ago. We’ve had access to your genetic nodules for some time, but
we’ve never grown any of your people. Doing so would do nothing for the rest of
you, therefore there was no advantage in our doing so. Once you are grown, the
genetic locks cannot be undone.”


“Experiential
development?”


“Exactly.”


“And I am an
anomaly?”


“You have the
ability to work around your existing blocks. Even if they were removed on the
others they would still obey the memory of them.”


“I fear it would
be far worse. I speculate that genetic coding is what is binding them all to my
command. Without it they would most likely kill each other.”


“That is a
possibility I’ve considered.”


“If you do not
want us to produce additional population, and you do not want to alter our
genetic code, then are we to exist here until we wither away?”


Paul frowned at him. “After all this time, you surely have enough information about us to
know the answer to that.”


“What good is
training for them if they can’t overcome their blocks?”


“They still
follow your command, correct?”


“They would have
a difficult time finding a way not to. You mean to make this a functioning
prison world…to what end?”


“The simple
reason is so we won’t have to kill the rest of you to claim this planet. That
will also save us time and resources, but that’s not really the point.”


“If we cannot
produce more population, and they cannot train and grow as you do, then this
planet will be rid of us eventually.”


“No,” Paul
said, sensing that he wasn’t going to agree to that. “I am not planning on being rid of you.”


“Then tell me
what I am missing…or is that something my mind is blocked from seeing?”


“You confirmed
it?”


“Some of our
genetic coding differs from what is recorded in the databases. The templars
lied to us, though I do not know for what purpose, specifically.”


“You exist to
serve them, yet there has been a betrayal of trust and you are presently in
internal conflict. Without a purpose here, the deaths of your people are
meaningless and you seek to put an end to it…while you search for internal
resolution.”


“Your being able to read my mind saves
considerable time and effort communicating.”


“As to the
question of training, full knowledge is not required to attain
self-sufficiency. You feed yourself workouts and your body and mind digest
them. So long as you are getting what you need, it can be achieved via orders,
though aspects that require internal modification will suffer. I believe you
can restructure your civilization to include this, and at the minimum give
those currently alive time to achieve what they lack. I intend to give everyone
here the ability to persist indefinitely, though I have no illusions of it
being a given. I will not be handling their training, therefore my confidence
in the outcome is considerably less.”


“I will need to
learn before I can develop what they require to…persist.”


“I will send you
the necessary information. I trust you will be able to figure it out without a personal
teacher. You’ll also have to make adaptations for your various physiologies,
but the basic principle remain the same for all races.”


“And if we are
able to persist?”


“You will have
the time to ponder the riddle of the templars.”


“Do you know?”


“No,
unfortunately. We’ve never had access to them or their records.”


“I checked this
world, and all of their resources were destroyed prior to leaving. Nothing of
value remains.”


“What is the
purpose of your civilization?” Paul asked again, picking up on their
previous discussions.


“I now have
cause to wonder. I have a predilection to build, defend, and grow in order to
facilitate the purpose of our civilization. I am given assignments and therein
lies my personal purpose. The overall mandate is unclear, but from experience
it appears to be based on galactic conquest. That should not require
instituting blocks on myself and others of sufficient intellect. We would
naturally come to the logical conclusions and no mental constriction would be
required…thus I am considering the possibility that the templars’ true purpose
is not logical, and if we knew of it or discovered it we might choose not to
comply.”


“What
specifically do you know of the sovereigns?” 


“That you
haven’t already plucked from my mind?”


“We found
nothing.”


“Because I know
nothing. I have never encountered one personally, nor had any communication
from them. They are of the same breed as the templars, but augmented in some
way…though how I know that is also in question. It from genetic memory only,
and I can’t assume that anything is correct without experiential verification.”


“Sounds like
you’ve got a lot of work ahead of you, picking apart your civilization and
finding out what is and is not true.”


“Unfortunately
no. I know virtually all of that which is on this planet. It is the pieces that
I do not know that were purged.”


“If your coding
was a lie, how can you be sure of anything else here?”


“Because I have
been dealing with my resources for a long time. Spotting a blind spot in my own
mind is difficult. Finding discrepancies in others is not. There are a few
things I need to explore, but my grasp of my own people is solid. It is in
variations that there is a question mark. Therefore I must undertake such
things gradually.”


A dark image clouded Paul’s mind. “That sort of experimentation will not be
allowed.”


“Define what
parameters you require and I will abide by them.”


“Your intellect
will allow you to manage the inefficiencies?” Paul said, acknowledging the
thought he was eavesdropping on.


“Yes. I also
know that I will be unable to hide certain things from you, and doing so will
cause you to take action that I will not like. You know that I will keep my
word because it is necessary, therefore you will not have to maintain close
surveillance. I do not pretend to understand all of your ways, but provide
sufficient boundaries and I will enact them.”


“While you
evaluate them?”


“If you are
incorrect, then we will have issue later.”


“No worries
there,” Paul scoffed.


“That is what I
am trusting on. I will not able to affect the homeworld.”


“I’m not
expecting you to. If we manage to capture some of their people, will they take
orders from you?”


The mastermind considered that. “They will unless otherwise ordered to do so. If my surrender here is
known, all it would take is a single command and they would die rather than
accept me.”


“If they don’t
personally see you, how will they know whom the orders come from?”


“There will be a
conflict in markers, save for starships and other forms of remote
communication, up until there is a rotation of crews.”


“Markers?”
Paul asked, sensing something new. 


“You did not
already learn this?”


“Apparently not.
We must have missed it.”


“You did not
know this long ago? It is the basis of our entire command structure.”


“Explain it to
me.”


“I can issue
some basic parameters to those I command through genetic markers. They can be
transmitted via touch or air, but they must be voluntarily accepted. They will
impart new genetic knowledge, and if I am deemed a traitor by the other masterminds
and they encode that knowledge, my markers will never be accepted. Typically
there is not a sharing of personnel, so one individual will contain only one
marker throughout their life. In the case of transfers of resources a new
marker will replace the old if accepted.”


“And worlds
without a mastermind?”


“If they are not
under my command, then they will exist without a marker. Typically these are
low populations and scouts and are expected to operate without my command
because their tasks are small and simple.”


Paul thought fast, finding a big hitch in his plans. “Do the others know yet?”


“The stand down
might have been noticed. My message to you was sent by a means that another
world could not intercept.”


“Any chance of
leaks from this one?”


“None. My
command here is absolute.”


“And if a
templar showed up?” Paul asked hypothetically.


“They give us
commands and we carry them out. They do not possess a marker…that I am aware
of. I cannot promise that they do not have a way of neutralizing mine.”


“If I brought
you some captives that did not receive orders to ignore your command, would
they accept the transfer?”


“They will, so
long as they do not suspect subterfuge on your part, otherwise they may kill
themselves before I can assert command.”


“What kind of
information does your marker grant?”


“Temporary
upgrades before new personnel can be grown. Tactical adjustments when fighting
a new enemy or when a new weapon system is developed. It is customary to send
messengers to every ship and world in my command to spread the marker.”


“It is produced
by each individual?”


“Replicated, yes.”


A virus,
Paul realized. Humans had many viruses that affected them, but most of the
negative ones were simply malfunctions in a genetic sharing program of their
own. People once thought genetic information was passed from Human to Human via
reproduction alone, and it wasn’t until Davis had gained access to the
V’kit’no’sat database did they realize it was actually a way to interlink
individuals and allow them to spread operational genetics between those living
in proximity to each other. 


Viral illnesses were malfunctions, often caused when
one individual had something wrong with them and then passed it on to another.
The positive sharings were almost never noticed, but
omnipresent…which was why people who lived together often began to mesh into an
equilibrium. If you had a bad grouping, it’d drag you down. If you had a good
grouping, it’d pull you up. But in this case, it looked like the lizards used
something similar in a much larger and more specific case.


Memory transfer.
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“I really don’t
know how we missed that,” Paul said, intending to send some not so nice
messages to the medtechs on Earth. Somehow even Nefron had missed that. 


“Why would you
know?”


“We have some
very good genetics experts…supposedly.”


“It’s not
present in any of their genomes. Only mine.”


“But we still
should have discovered it when examining corpses…” Paul said, immediately
realizing why they hadn’t.


“You studied our
scouts,” the mastermind surmised. “Then
didn’t bother to examine the others because you thought they were identical.
Such things have been so designed.”


“Clever,”
Paul admitted. “If a messenger was sent
here from another mastermind, how would command be clarified?”


“We do not
interfere with one another, so unless they have priority orders they obey
whichever one of us is present.”


“Can those on
your homeworld monitor events here?”


“To some extent.”


“How difficult
will it be to shut them out?”


“You don’t want
them to suspect a surrender.”


“I don’t want
them coding their troops to block you out. I’d prefer not to have to kill them
all.”


“That will
depend on how soon you plan to invade. If your assaults stall here they will
notice even if the data links are severed.”


“We still have
ongoing assaults on three worlds and the shipyard ring around Yamitar. If you sent a messenger to those on the ring,
could you assert command?”


“Possibly. But
they would know immediately when orders were no longer followed. They would
undoubtedly recode all following that. Those on the ring would not fully be
converted in time.”


“And if we
severed the ground access first?”


“You would lose
any hope of converting those on the planet.”


Paul glanced down for a moment, staring at the alien
floor as he thought. “If they see us capturing
and hauling away individuals that are then shipped to this world, what will
they assume is happening?”


“They will
assume you have plans for them, but they will not suspect my involvement. We
are loyal without exception. Apparently the blocks ensure this, and will
provide a window of opportunity for you to exploit. But if they have data to
suggest a transfer of markers is occurring, they will know immediately.”


“What of the
possibility that we could have detected and manufactured the markers ourselves?”


“The result
would be the same. We do not assume control over each other’s forces when the
others are present. Whether it be by a rebel or an enemy, both must be
countered in the same manner.”


“Killed?”


“Yes. They will
not betray their marker, and therefore must be destroyed.”


“No,” Paul
said firmly, knowing what he was thinking. “I’m
not weaponizing your marker, but out of curiosity,
what would your people do if deemed needed for eradication?”


“They would
defend themselves and the true orders they have been given until informed
otherwise. Were your troops not so difficult to kill, I would argue it would be
a necessary tactic.”


“And you would
have no qualms about that?”


“It would not be
my decision, for as you said, you could manufacture it.”


“I was speaking
theoretically. You won’t assist me with that anyway.”


“No.”


“But you will
help me retrieve those on the ring?”


“You will simply
kill them anyway. I can put them to use here.”


“Do you have any
living food sources here?”


“No. All such
things were imported.”


“Do you eat each
other?”


“We die at the
hands of the enemy or based on necessity. We would only do so out of necessity.”


“And they’d kill
themselves?”


“You persist in
asking me questions you already know the answer to.”


“Seeking
clarification. If you pour your efforts into foodstuff production, how rapidly
can you expand current facilities on this planet?”


“Faster than we
can grow new population.”


“We will
withdraw from this world save for a few temporary bases, then establish
starports in orbit. We will stay above the atmosphere and you within it, though
we will not hesitate to come down here if needed. You are to rebuild and retool
your infrastructure to support massive levels of immigration. You are not to
produce starships or interstellar communications.”


The mastermind looked at him coolly for a moment. “Shall I be remaining here constantly?”


“No,” Paul
said, respect for the speed that his mind worked. “Once this system is secured you will travel to other worlds without
masterminds and assume control of them. They will then be evacuated back here.
We’ll get you jumpships to use, so your people don’t kill themselves in our
custody. That fleet you will be permitted to maintain for that purpose, though
we will escort you at all times.”


“Can I collect
resources from those other worlds?”


“So long as you
agree to not compromise the databanks during the evacuation.”


“And what will
you do with the worlds that are under control of masterminds?”


“The same as we
have already been doing.”


“You aren’t
going to try to capture and convert any of them?”


“Are two of you
necessary?”


“For a single
world? No.”


“Why are so many
of you here?”


“The templars
wished it so. I am capable of running a system of this size and density solo,
but they deemed otherwise. I do not know why.”


“Are there any
records on Yamitar that would be useful recovering?”


“Most likely
they are already destroyed, but you now know where to look,” he said,
knowing that Paul would see the locations within his mind as soon as he asked
the question and they came to the forefront. The mastermind did not try to
cloud his thoughts, but Paul also knew he would not assist him willingly in the
assault to destroy his kin. 


Talking about and advising him to what was already
known between them was one thing, but had he the ability to resist Paul’s
telepathy he would have. The Archon had him at a serious disadvantage, to which
the mastermind had decided the best course to proceed would be one of simple
honesty. That did not make him an ally, and they both recognized that, but for
the moment, at least, he was not the enemy that Paul had lived most of his life
fighting. He was…undetermined, in his own mind. 


This lizard wasn’t sure what to do, but knew he didn’t
have the luxury of waiting without taking action else he’d be destroyed, so he
was playing the angles and knew that Paul wanted to deal, and even as Paul was
explaining bits and pieces of his plans to him, he sensed the mastermind
deducing the rest and seeing that it worked for him as well. 


“This shipyard
ring will be off limits, but you will begin repairs on the base so we won’t
have to overcompensate with orbital engines to keep it aloft.”


“What other
tribute do you require?”


“None at this
time. Your first priority is to enlarge your capacity to receive additional
population and maintain them.”


“Have you
negated all interstellar transmitters within the system?”


“We’ve already
bombarded Yamitar and eliminated all obvious means of
communication. Are there others?”


“Courier ships
must not be allowed to leave. And if the homeworld discovers what you have
planned, they will attempt to build a new transmitter hidden beneath the
surface in order to alert other systems so they may prepare markers to block my
own.”


Paul smirked. “No
signals are going out from this system. We’ve got all the linkages blocked.”


“How so?”


“Cancellation
nets sitting on line of sight to the nearest Li’vorkrachnika systems. This
system has been dark for some time now, unless you have hidden receivers
elsewhere?”


“You know that
we do not. They are too big to easily hide. So the neighboring systems have not
fallen since your arrival here?”


“Your big ones
haven’t, no. We’ll get to them after we finish here.”


“And where are
these nets located?”


“Far enough out
in the system that they can block the signals from multiple planets. They are
sensor stealthed so you cannot detect them.”


“A useful
technology.”


“Expensive, but
occasionally useful. Are there any other prison facilities in this system
besides on Hemratik?”


“That facility
was unique. I do not know if the templars constructed others elsewhere, but
there is nothing like that on this world.”


“Where are your
research facilities?” Paul asked, knowing that they hadn’t plucked anything
from his mind in that regard during their telepathic interrogations. 


“Not here.
Updates have arrived from beyond this system, but the system or systems where
the advanced research is being conducted were not revealed to me.”


“Faster than
normal?” Paul said, picking up on a stray thought.


“Our rate of
progress has increased considerably. It is possible we have recovered
technology from a conquered race, but I do not know of any that could account
for the advances we have seen in recent centuries.”


“That research
center has probably been moved towards the core?”


“Most likely. Why
have you not pressed your attack in that direction?”


“Priorities. And
you guys expand so damn fast.”


“But you allow
us on your doorstep. I would not do that.”


“There are other
factors to consider unknown to you.”


“A treaty with
the Skarrons?”


Paul laughed. “Oh,
they hate us as much as you do. We’d never negotiate with them.”


“Yet you
negotiate with me?”


“The templars
made a tactical mistake…they made you too smart. Such intellect cannot be fully
contained and controlled. It allows us to have a bit of common ground on which
to negotiate.”


“And you have
leverage.”


“Not over
someone who has no qualms about killing themselves. You would not be here if
you did not choose to be.”


“True. How do
you plan on transporting those on the ring to this world?”


“Your command
won’t allow them to travel on our ships?”


“They are
ingrained to seeing you as the enemy,” he said, gesturing to those behind
him. “Even these have a hard time not
firing on you. If not for my presence, they would be seriously conflicted. It
will take time and experience for them to learn otherwise. My marker can only
do so much.”


“Very well. I’ll
figure something out. How long does it take for you to alter your own marker?”


“A matter of
minutes, but it requires extreme meditation. For security reasons the
scientists are not allowed to know the specifics of it so that no tampering can
occur.”


“If they are
trustworthy, why the precaution?”


The mastermind considered that. “In the past I would not have considered that. The defense is sound, but
against what threat it was meant to guard has never occurred to me. Now I’m
beginning to theorize the templars were guarding against a revolt. Why such a
thing would occur I do not know, but there are many small safeguards in place,
and I cannot ascertain another reason for them.”


“Give it time,”
Paul cautioned. “And as of now, you have
plenty of it…”



 

9 months later…



 

Eight lizard jumpships rushed in past the Star Force
defense fleet arrayed around part of the shipyard ring at Yamitar
and did not attract an intercept. They decelerated near a section of the ring
that had had its defenses stripped but otherwise was still under lizard
control. One of those jumpships was further ahead of the others and carefully
maneuvered its massive bulk over the even larger ring and nestled itself down
into a groove that was meant to be a massive docking port designed to save the
time and effort of kirby and larger craft making cargo
transfers by allowing direct access to the ring.


The jumpship settled in closely, then proximity
triggers activated and thousands of short range tractor beams latched on and
held it in place a few meters away from making physical contact. A number of
retractable umbilicals rose up and mated with the
jumpship’s hull, allowing a few dozen crew members from the ship onto the
station.


When those librarian variants boarded they met a
reception committee that was thoroughly confused as to their presence and
waiting along with a mass of soldiers to repel boarders that might be onboard
the lizard ship that unwittingly got past the enemy defenses, but as soon as it
was known that these were emissaries physical contact was made via a rubbing of
arms that allowed a quick passing of the markers they carried. It took a few
minutes to take effect, but the emissaries were already being escorted to
various portions of the ring by that time, for the protocol in such matters was
well known and there was to be no delays.


When the marker did kick in the lizards had a short
set of memories and orders given to them…


They were to defend the ring where the incoming ships
were docking and ensure that the evacuation of the ring was not interfered with
by the invading forces. Everyone on the station was to sever links with the
planet and evacuate immediately. Those on the planet could not be saved and
would slow down the invaders as much as possible before their eventual deaths,
but those on the ring were needed elsewhere and had a short window of
opportunity to evacuate. 


With those orders in place the lizards did as they
normally would…they carried them out, including ignoring all further attempts
at communication from the planet below that would eventually start incoming as
the mastermind that was being deposed noticed his troops moving in odd
fashions. He’d make other comm calls, locating still
loyal troops on the ring that did not know what was going on, but slowly even
those would fall silent as the offworld mastermind marker confiscated them as
well. 


By the time the planetbound
mastermind sent physical runners up the ring’s lift
columns along with the flow of reinforcements the ring was completely black,
save for automated sensors that hadn’t been blinded. He could see the
evacuation taking place, but the ships in orbit weren’t responding to his comms either. Their path could be traced to the star easily
enough, but they were circling around it to the far side then disappearing,
though there were also two other convoys of jumpships inexplicably passing
through the enemy fleet and arriving at other planets.


Eventually one of his runners with portable comm equipment made it up and reported back in a short
burst transmission what was happening, detailing that their own troops were now
screening those incoming to the ring and passing on a new marker.


The mastermind on the surface did the only thing he
could do…alter his own marker and begin sending up troops to retake the ring,
fighting their own corrupted ones if needed, though he didn’t know for sure
what the source of the contamination was. 


Soon after the first batch of the ‘innoculated’
troops went up, the lift systems were shut down and his command of the ring was
completely gone. 



 

Week after week went by with the jumpships now
abandoning their ruse and only traveling directly from Yamitar
to Michra and back again. There were hundreds of
them, captured from other campaigns and some from the battle in this system,
those still heavily damaged but patched up enough for the surrendered lizards
to use for the short haul from planet to planet.


They were allowed docking and repair work on the ring
orbiting Michra, then were shipping the incoming
lizards down the single attaching column that had been hastily repaired into
minimal functionality. The structural supports were the bare minimum to allow
lift connection, with the orbital gravity drives still having to support most
of the column’s weight as repair work on the heavily frame pieces still
continued with many factories having to be built anew in order to fabricate the
huge structural segments.


The lizards packed into each jumpship, still unsure
what the orbital conditions were and not knowing that there was now a cease fire
on Michra. They wouldn’t know that even after they
landed, simply being incorporated into the mastermind’s legions and put to work
immediately. Word eventually got around that the planet was no longer under
assault and that some deal had been made to keep the enemy off what was left of
it, but that only made sense. If this world was now a safe haven, then pulling
as many of them off Yamitar before it fell was
necessary.


There were no defectors from the cause, for it had
been bred into them and subsequent marker updates insured they were following
the mastermind’s orders and imperative that this world be repaired as quickly
as possible. They would not be getting imports of raw materials and this
world’s natural resources had all but been expended, so they would be mining
the destroyed cities and repurposing the rubble for what they needed. No lizard
was allowed to leave the atmosphere, and no enemy was to be fired upon if they
came down to the surface unless they were given specific orders to do so. Even
if the enemy attacked them they were not to return fire, merely retreat from
whatever location and await orders.


That was the only way their sanctuary would be
maintained, and once that order was given the entire planet was of a single
mind. Those in orbit were still their enemy, but they would not fire on them.
Rather they would work long and hard to carry out the mastermind’s orders and
trust that he knew what he was doing…which was evident to all since he had
somehow found a way to stop the enemy from conquering this world. 


And when the decree later came to prepare for many
more arrivals, that too only made sense, and the construction of new facilities
followed the demolition and conversion of others. Weapons batteries were not
rebuilt, nor were shield generators. Every available resource was poured into
the recycling industry and foodstuff production. A massive building surge was
underway, and inherent within those orders was the understanding that this
world could not defend itself militarily, hence they were not going to waste
resources trying. The mission was construction, pure and simple, and though
they did not understand the greater context of the situation they were fully
committed to the tasks given to them.


For it was normal for them not to understand. It
wasn’t their place to understand. So long as their organization structure was
in place and they had a task before them, all was well and right, and they’d
aid their civilization’s rise in whatever manner was required of them.
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December 11, 3223


Gorignak System
(Calavari Region)


Grimm



 

“It is time.”


Brendan Niles turned to look at the Kvash that had
just walked into the medical chamber they’d built to facilitate the 13,829
survivors they’d pulled out of the lizard prison planet. Sadly, some 1,833 of
them were no longer alive, having expired over the past 2 decades due to a
variety of causes, most of which was due to ignorance. As much as Star Force
was trying to teach them, these people had lived as trophies in a display case
their entire lives and that was a huge disadvantage for them to overcome, but
there was a staff of over 20,000 Humans and others here to give them every
chance possible to pull out of that deficit. 


As it was, most of them hadn’t learned enough English
to communicate effectively with, so for medical issues Brendan always used the
translational software in his soft envirosuit, which was the only thing
allowing him to function in the 165F temperature inside the Kvash facility.


“Come over here,” the medtech said, gesturing the
walking pile of rocks towards a low table. 


It walked over and sat down on the edge and Brendan
walked around the other side and reached across to the bulge on its back. 


“Ready when you are,” the Human said, seeing the
exoskeleton split apart over the hump revealing several small rocks inside.
When the air hit them they vibrated…a Kvash shiver in the ‘cold’ air compared
to the internal temperatures they sported, and within a few seconds one of them
detached and fell into Brendan’s ready hands.


He took the lumpy rock and set it into a nearby bin
that held a nutrient bath that halfway covered it, as well as having heat lamps
around the perimeter to increase the temperature even further. Quickly he
returned to catch the next two, then finished off with the last two, making
five little rocks in total all sitting in individual nutrient baths.


“You had five,” he told the Kvash. “They’re out now.”


The exoskeleton sealed back up, adjusting its shape in
a way that true rock never could, and reforming to the Kvash’s
normal dimensions. 


“Are they well?”


Brendan glanced at the status displays over each rock,
seeing that the infant Kvash were reading within standard variations.


“They are well. Thank you.”


“Make sure they live free,” the Kvash insisted,
looking up at the medtech with its two red, jewel-like eyes. 


“They will, and I haven’t given up on you yet.”


“My time grows short. I can feel it. But I have no
regrets. I have lived to taste freedom.”


“That’s quitter talk,” Brendan said, handing it a
nutrient patch. “You’re still here, so keep trying.”


“I will, but I am losing ground,” the Kvash said,
applying the patch to its skin, which was how it absorbed all things, given
that it had no mouth or air passages.


“You have given us five more Kvash. You have
accomplished that goal. Now turn your full attention on your training.”


“As you wish. My back hurts now.”


The medtech nodded. “The splitting of the exoskeleton
has bothered others. It should pass within a few days. The supplement I gave
you also has a numbing effect, so the pain should subside soon.”


“I never knew I could open it. I never knew I had it
before I chose to spawn.”


“Apparently it’s a selective muscle control. When it’s
not needed the control pathways from your mind are severed so you cannot open
it and a sealant is applied to keep it firm. Only recently has your body begun
producing an anti-sealant to loosen it. You should start returning to normal
now.”


The Kvash walked around the table to look at the young
Kvash, barely more than a single mass with no arms, head, or legs yet formed. “They
do not look like me.”


“The contact with the air will trigger a
transformation. You wouldn’t want them growing arms
and legs while still inside you. It’ll take about a month and a half, then
they’ll be walking around.”


“Is there anything else required of me?”


“No. You’re all done. Thank you.”


“It was the only thing I could do to repay you. I have
no other skills.”


“Yet.”


“I will try,” it promised, then turned around and
walked off, now considerably lighter.


Brendan turned his attention back to the younglings,
checking the sensor monitors again to make sure they were acclimatizing well
enough. There hadn’t been a lot of Kvash spawned in Star Force to learn from,
but they’d been getting a steady trickle in over the last 16 years and
thankfully they usually came in bunches between 3 and 9. The Kvash were
asexual, meaning they didn’t require a partner to procreate, and could do so
whenever various internal conditions were met.


But they never knew how many of their own young they
were carrying until they detached, and often there wasn’t even much time to
figure out given that they grew to size within a handful of weeks depending on
available foodstuffs. Let them gorge themselves and some younglings would
develop in a matter of days, which is what had occurred in this case. The Kvash
had gone into a separate part of the facility where they did nothing but eat
and sleep with a little maintenance movement thrown in.


Unlike other races, their ‘birthing’ was quite simple
and produced younglings that were essentially in egg form, only their bodies
were the eggs rather than an exterior shell that would be shed.


Brendan added a few supplements to the nutrient baths
depending on what the exact readings were for each then sealed them into their
transport pods and sent them through the wall on a railway-like track to a
processing center in normal Human temperatures. There they were taken to a
nearby pod car by two other medtechs that zipped out of the Kvash facility and
into daylight on the massive world that had been given to them.


Sporting a gravity of 2.1, Grimm had an
oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere but was devoid of all life, looking as rocky as the
Kvash did save for the scattering of Star Force installations now sprinkling
the surface. The pod car had artificial gravity, as did all the facilities, so
as they continued to accelerate the landscape whipped by without them feeling
the gravitational crunch. They traveled several hundred miles until they
arrived at another Star Force facility separate from the one where the
transitional Kvash were housed and being painstakingly cared for in order to
maximize their chances of indoctrination into the empire, but it was common
knowledge that most people did not think even a dozen of them would make it,
though the staff wasn’t giving up on any of them.


At the same time the Kvash race was being reborn via
the younglings, and the small maturias where these five were going already had
full grown Kvash that were about halfway through their training. Star Force was
having to learn what Kvash needed in terms of a maturia program, but it was a
lot easier to adjust existing ones to them rather than try to write a fully
original one. As each class progressed from one level to another tweaks would
be made, some by the onsite staff, some by Paul who was overseeing the program
from a distance, but they were making rapid progress and plans to build a
full-fledged colony were already in the works and construction efforts had
begun 2 years ago in order that they be ready when the first classes of
younglings graduated.


Because of their environmental needs the Kvash were
not going to be able to integrate into Axius or other factions, though Paul had
already developed a heat suit that would function to keep their internal
temperatures up enough for them to work in Human-level temperatures. It wasn’t
ideal, but if someone needed to go somewhere else they could, with effort,
acclimate themselves to the much colder climates. 


That would be a pain in the ass, so it was assumed
that most Kvash would be keeping to their own colonies and be more of a
separate faction than any others to date, though Archons and others would live
in small pockets of their own temperature within the Kvash facilities while
they oversaw them…and their battle armor was much better equipped to allowing
them to work in Kvash temperatures than the reverse.


The five younglings being brought over by pod car were
delivered to another set of handlers that brought them into a maturia chamber
set aside for those born within a 4 month period to keep them all at about the
same development level. There were currently 56 in this class, with another 3
weeks left to include others. If they had less or more than 100 they’d put them
all into the same group because they didn’t want to have a class of 15 or so.
When dealing with large populations they’d always hit that 100 number, but with
so few being spawned now they usually didn’t have that luxury and had to fudge
a bit to keep the groups together without having a few individuals being much
older or younger than the others.


And with less Kvash surviving there were less
available to reproduce, so the problem wasn’t going to solve itself soon. In
another 15-20 years the new ones would be able to start making up for that lack
of numbers, if they chose, and so long as they were fit there were ways to
goose the reproductive cycles along so they could pump out a lot of them…but it
had already been decided that wasn’t going to be requested. These new Kvash
needed to focus on their training and individual development rather than
immediately becoming youngling factories, though they weren’t going to argue
with any that decided they wanted to go that route to help grow the population.


The five newest younglings were carried in their pods
into another heated facility where they were transferred into slightly larger
pens in which the liquid was only a few inches deep and would allow a part of
their bodies to be exposed to the air so they didn’t suffocate. The more of the
body was exposed the easier it was to breathe, but the Kvash could also store
up large amounts of gasses internally to supplement their foodstuffs. That
said, they did not actually respire, meaning that the intake of gasses through
absorption was not required. 


They could utilize oxygen, but it was seen as a
secondary and less appealing fuel. Their preferred atmosphere was
argon/nitrogen, meaning that this planet was not the best choice for them if
they were to go out into the open air, but argon/nitrogen mixes were rare finds
and the size of this planet made it more valuable than looking for a strict
atmospheric match.


The air inside the Kvash facilities was argon/nitrogen
but with some 20% oxygen added so that Archons and other staff could breathe
without having to use tanks. Their armor would filter it through and chill it
down to useable levels, and that was to become standard in all the new Kvash
facilities. So long as they had their argon they’d be happy, with the oxygen
added being only a mild ‘flavor’ difference.


The younglings were dunked into the liquid and left to
sit under the watchful eyes of the sensor packages build into their containers,
with them soaking in the nutrient mixes that literally had to be replenished at
a regular rate else they’d soak them all up. Over the coming days some of the
tiny nubs on the Kvash protoforms would began to
lengthen and would become the stubs of arms and legs. Those would continue to
develop to the point where they were sessile chunks of rock that slowly added a
head.


That head was actually internal material being raised
up beyond the central ‘egg’ as new internal organs were added. The flat top of
their head was actually the original surface that rose up with it, and once it
reached full height the Kvash youngling would suddenly become mobile and start
learning how to crawl around. They’d stand erect within another 7 hours then
advance rapidly to the point where they were a good 10 inches tall and needed
to be transferred to the next stage of their development.


That took them about 20 meters down the hallway to
communal pens that had handlers watching them round the clock. The Kvash
younglings were able to bump into each other for a few hours each day then they
were taken and individually ran through very basic drills, most of which was a
very short obstacle course that would begin to ingrain a sense of repetition
and completion. Teaching them to accomplish tasks before they could even speak.



They’d be returned to a shallow individual pool to
‘sleep,’ then the days would repeat with them gradually growing larger and
larger. After about 2 years they would reach their full height, with their
heads coming up to about shoulder level on a Human, but it would take another
year before they learned basic speech, which for them was accomplished via some
narrow slits under the chin that allowed them to vibrate the air enough to
speak without having any lungs or internal airways. 


When they did learn to speak the more typical maturia
process would begin, alternating from study to training to eating…which for the
Kvash was a very different thing. Their absorption rate was far slower than a
Human eating a plate of food, meaning they had to soak in nutrient baths for
several hours per day, which also doubled as their sleep period. That meant
their food supply was totally different from what the rest of Star Force ate. 


The bioharvest facilities that were being created
would be growing different types of plants to get the raw nutrients the Kvash
required, then they’d be ground up, processed, and dissolved to be fed through
absorption in their personal quarters…meaning there were no Kvash cafeterias. 


The five Kvash that entered that maturia would be
there for some 20-30 years depending on their advancement rate, then would
graduate into the new Kvash colony that was still in its infancy. 


The various divisions within the new faction were
barely developing, but by the time these got there they’d already have a naval
training program with a few dozen initiates being trained and tested for Paul
to determine their strengths and weaknesses via endless simulations. It would
be decades more before they produced their own warships, but the Kvash were not
a ward or subfaction. They were granted full faction
status, meaning they were going to have to develop everything, including
aquatics, whereas a subfaction like the Elarioni
could specialize where their natural talents lay.


A faction had to do it all, and while the Kvash were
going to be focusing heavily on naval they were going to have to have all
military, civilian, and industrial aspects included. They had once been a
massive civilization and it was going to take an enormously long time to even
get back a sliver of what they’d once had, but these were going to be Star
Force Kvash, meaning they’d be a lot more powerful than their forbearers, not
to mention they’d have Archon leadership and the backing of the entire empire
if so needed.


Set apart from the rest of Star Force due to their
temperature demands, they were not isolated. Paul made sure to keep lots of
non-Kvash staff within the faction to work with them and keep the bonds between
them strong. Unity was one of the key factors that Star Force operated on, and
pushing the Kvash into a little corner of the empire and keeping them separate
was the exact opposite of what was needed. They could travel anywhere within
the empire if they wanted to suffer the hassle of the heat suits, and that
option meant that those that stayed within the tiny faction did so willingly.


That meant pride and loyalty to their faction rather
than resentment, and the presence of non-Kvash there also stated that this was
not a secondary environment. Especially when Paul occasionally came to visit
and spent a few minutes with them outside his armor. His odd body usually glowed
with an energy that protected him, and those little moments overawed the Kvash
more than anyone realized. The trailblazer might not be with them much, but
those short contacts and his orders from afar told them that he was always
looking after and guiding their progress. Much as the Kiritas gravitated to
revering Randy for having saved them, the Kvash looked to Paul as the one
responsible for building their faction.


They were different circumstances, but the loyalty was
the same, and in some ways ran deeper for the Kvash given how ostracized they
were due to the temperature differences. Paul coming into their natural
environment, even briefly, was something that no one else had done before
without having that artificial armor between them.


And when Paul asked for something, they answered…with
him keeping them constantly training and building. He had a sneaking feeling of
how powerful these guys could become in time and wanted to get them there as fast
as possible given the centuries of growth the other factions had on them. The
gap wouldn’t be closed quickly, but he wasn’t going to let the Kvash be
satisfied with anything less than peerdom with the other factions…and that
peerdom had to be earned.
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July 29, 3229


Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)


Yamitar



 

“Well, it’s done,” Greg said as he hopped over a
fallen bit of wall and slid down a meter to a rubble strewn bit of ground
inside what had been the templar complex on their homeworld.


“Yeah,” Jason agreed, having arrived two years earlier
with reinforcements to help out with the last bit of fighting in the lizards’
now former capitol system. “Doesn’t feel like it though.”


“They’re not defeated, just evicted,” Paul clarified.
“There’s a big difference.”


Taryn telekinetically picked up a lizard corpse and
flew it back to a Bsidd on the collection team that was busily cleaning out the
rubble while other teams were scouring it for anything interesting left
behind…though about a third of it had been destroyed in the fighting to take
the city where all the senior lizards seemed to have camped out. They didn’t
typically go in for luxury infrastructure, but this region was definitely the
exception with a very different vibe to it.


“Well, what now?” she asked, looking at Paul.


“They’re not getting this one, but we’re going to fill
up Michra.”


“And?” Greg pressed as he ducked under a half fallen
structural support as they continued a lazy victory tour through the complex
while taking helmet vids for those trailblazers not here. Conquering the lizard
homeworld had been one of the big items on their to-do list, and now that the
fighting here was over they were taking a moment to savor that milestone have a
look around. 


“We’re going to pull as many lizards here as we can so
we don’t have to kill them. Thrawn is going to make
use of them, but under strict conditions that they not leave this planet
without permission.”


“Thrawn?” Rio asked with a
smile.


“Seemed fitting, and they don’t have names. Just batch
and geographical numbers. ‘He is what he is’ is how he described it, so I
decided to give him a name.”


“And the templars?”


“If they have names he isn’t privy to them.”


“What do you plan on doing if your new best friend
kicks the bucket?” Greg asked.


“I don’t have a backup plan,” Paul admitted as the
group of 18 trailblazers walked out into a more or less intact hallway that
rose up about three times their height but was double that in width and
stretched out for more than a mile to their left and a half mile to their
right. “He said that if he grew another mastermind it would cause immediate
problems, and without one to control them the other lizards would either follow
established orders or revert to previous ones.”


“Meaning they’d attack us?”


“And we’d have to kill them like we were going to do
anyway,” Jason finished the line of logic.


“What about long term?” Greg asked.


“What do you guys think?”


Taryn answered first. “I think we can’t incorporate
them into Star Force without running the risk of them taking anything we give
them and spiriting it away to the rest of them.”


“Point,” Rio emphasized.


“Genetic recalibration?” Jason floated.


“We could have done that a long time ago,” Greg
reminded him. “And with all the other races we’ve rescued here, do we need or
want the lizards in our empire?”


“No and no,” Olivia spouted. “Where does that leave
them then?”


“They need a purpose,” Paul explained. “Right now they
have one…rebuilding and Thrawn figuring out the
riddle of the templars, but they’re going to need another, because their
training marks are showing as adequate. There won’t be a lot of deaths to thin
their numbers.”


“They are holding to the ‘no population growth’ edict,
right?” Aaron asked.


“So far as I can tell, yes.”


“And you trust this Thrawn?”
Rio asked.


“Mostly. He knows he has little leverage here, and
every time we meet in person I can access his memories…which is why I’ve been
visiting often.”


“But you’re not going to stay here?” Jason asked.


“Long term, no.”


“So what keeps him from misbehaving once you move on?”


“A purpose. I’ve been thinking through this for a long
time, but I want fresh opinions. And what the hell is with this place anyway?”


Greg glanced up at the ceiling, seeing ornamentation
that was distinctively not lizard utilitarian. “I get the feeling these
templars aren’t the lizards we’re familiar with.”


“I think…” Taryn said, suddenly stopping. “Anyone else
feel that?”


“Feel what?” Jason asked, stretching out his senses.


She mentally directed them all to the northeast and
down below ground level, with Paul feeling a faint presence that wasn’t Bsidd
or Human.


“There’s something there but I can’t make it out.
Aaron?”


“Not lizard, and I don’t think it’s fully awake.”


“Let’s go,” Jason said, breaking into a run with the
others following. 


It took them nearly half an hour to work their way
down through the structure, passing through two more damaged areas before they
came to a blank wall with no visible entry points. 


“They sealed someone inside?” Rio wondered, with all
of them able to see the compartment with their Pefbar and the single alien it
contained.


“A little trap for us?” Taryn floated.


“My gut says no,” Greg said, looking at the
architecture. The equipment keeping this guy sedate was all internal. 


“Paul,” Jason said, retracting the armor on his right
hand as Paul did the same on his left and walked up beside him. After a long
moment they each plunged a heated hand into the wall material and began melting
lines from head height down to the ground, then Paul continued across the
bottom while Jason took the top. It took more than 15 minutes to get through it
all, then they pulled the 3 inch thick plug out and tossed it on the ground.


“Oh that smells bad,” Taryn said, despite the filters
on her helmet. 


“I’m starting a search for other concealed
compartments like this,” Aaron said before getting on his comm
and getting Archon units out to psionically scan the entire complex, which had
a footprint of some 43 square miles.


“Anyone recognize this guy?” Olivia asked, walking up
beside the insect-like hexped that was hooked up to
the equipment via various tubes and restraints. 


“It’s a pain inducer,” Greg said, figuring out the odd
sensations he was getting from the person. “He’s sedate enough to perpetuate
here, but his mind is just active enough to feel the discomfort.


“His body is a mess,” Jason commented. “If we so much
as bump him he could die.”


“Med team with a regenerator is on its way,” Paul
informed them.


“Punishment?” Aaron wondered.


“Left here to rot away while in constant pain,” Greg
floated. “Unfortunately, I’d have to say yes.”


“Think he’s been here since the templars left?” Taryn
asked.


“Damn,” Olivia said, looking at and into him. “Anyone
find the pain switch? Can we at least shut that off?”


“I hate to say no,” Jason cautioned, “but a few more
minutes of suffering is better than being dead. Let’s not touch anything until
we have the regenerator here.”


“Punishment for what?” Rio wondered.


“And who is this race?” Paul added.


“I guess we’ll just have to wait until he wakes up…and
hope he’s still sane,” Greg said, trying to access his mind but getting nothing
but a wall of pain. “I can’t get anything from him.”


“Me neither,” Aaron agreed. “He doesn’t match any of
the prison races?”


“No,” Paul confirmed. “And I don’t recognize this race
from any database I’ve studied. Maybe a slave race.”


Olivia looked down at him from about a foot away. “I
wonder what he did to piss them off this bad.”



 

The painful haze that had long ago swallowed up
Kirritimin suddenly withdrew, replaced by a numbness as his eyes opened. The
light was so bright it would have hurt, but the numbness was there as well and
soon the overload dissipated and his senses began to return to him. His
spider-like body was so weak, but he was no longer in pain again and the
restraining straps were now gone.


Replacing them was a silvery device on his chest, but
as he lifted one of his legs up to touch it an invisible force held him in
check. That little bit of resistance sent his mind into a chaotic swirl, so
many years of damage making him so brittle he had virtually no control…but soon
a firm and cool presence slipped into his mind and quieted the storm, giving
him a clarity that felt surreal. 


He bent his torso, sitting up slightly and seeing
individuals around him that he’d never laid eyes on before but knew intimately
well. Pushing off the table on which he lay, the beetle-shaped Fassna flipped
over and got its six legs underneath it as it looked around, happy that the
pain had ended and not caring if he died soon after. 


“Hello,” one
of them said in Li’vorkrachnika, which Kirritimin had been forced to learn long
ago. “You are safe now.”


“You are Archons,”
he said, knowing their identity from their armor. “A new rank?”


“I am a Vilord. The next level beyond titan. You know what we are?”


“I do. You can
read my mind I assume?”


“Yes. Who are
you and why are you here?”


“Where am I?”


“On the
Li’vorkrachnika homeworld that we just conquered.”


Glee mixed with tinges of sadness erupted within him.
“I am the last survivor of the Fassna.
The rest of my race were killed before my eyes as punishment, then I was forced
to endure more,” it said, blinking its pair of eyes on the front of its
shell where it had a small lump for a head. “What is this chamber?”


“You were sealed
inside a wall with no entry points. We detected your mind and cut our way in.”


“I was left to
die?”


“Slowly. We
don’t know for sure how long you have been here, but we assume a very long
time.”


“What is the
device you have on me?”


“A healing
device. It is repairing your body.”


“I can feel the
changes. How was I damaged?”


“You were nearly
dead of stagnation. Have you been unconscious the entire time?”


“I have no
memory of this chamber,” he said as he felt the device slither across his
chest then detach. It flew through the room over to one of the Archons’ hands.
The pain returned, but it was different and somehow refreshing. His body was
still weak, but he could move well enough to shift his weight around, though he
was too far off the ground to jump, for he feared his strength wouldn’t hold up
on landing.


“Why are you
here?”


“I was captured
long ago along with what was left of my defeated race. They kept them alive to
force me to help them,” he said with considerable shame. “Under my leadership we hurt the
Li’vorkrachnika far more than they expected, and they wanted my skills for
their own purposes.”


“You were kept
on this world or another?”


“My people were
kept here, away from the minions, and I was only permitted to interact with
their leaders. They sought from me strategic savvy. I frustrated them in small
ways where possible, but I had to give them knowledge else they’d kill those
who were depending on me. Perhaps I should have refused long ago, but I did not
see what else to do. In retrospect it was a mistake, but at the time I could not
allow my kin to be wiped out entirely.”


“Why did they
kill them and put you here if you were assisting them?”


“Because I
failed them. If I was not useful there was no reason to keep us alive. I am
only here, now, because they sought to punish me further. I did not expect this
method, and part of me wishes to die. If you kill me now I will not put up
resistance. I deserve death for what I have helped them do to you and others.”


“What exactly
did you do?”


“Plan their
conquest of the galaxy. They will not stop until they have consumed it all,
then they will find a way to spread to others. I do not know how they will
accomplish that, but they will never stop expanding. They are compelled to do
it. I do not think it is greed alone. They are adamant and have given me much
information with which to work with. Had they known you would retrieve me they
would not have let me linger. You bombarded this
world?”


“We did,
followed up with a ground invasion.”


“And I am in a
chamber underneath a shield generator?”


“No. You are
within their command complex. Its generators are spread around the perimeter.
You are placed well within the foundations of the building.”


The Fassna was confused. “You said there was no entry?”


The Archon pointed behind him to a hole in the wall. “We had to cut our way in. From the exterior
there is no visible entrance, nor any indication to suggest
there is a compartment within. All power and life support are
self-contained.”


“Then they meant
for me not to be found. My mind was small to you?”


“You were
unconscious, but still visible to us.”


“Then they
erred…again.”


“Why did they
need you when they have their own strategists?”


“Their
strategists were created from me. They studied me and tried to duplicate my
intellect, but never fully succeeded. They sought to control them, and in doing
so limited their foresight. They are effective in small tasks, but
civilization-wide control is not what they meant for them. They sought to keep
knowledge suppressed to regions, with only their leadership caste knowing all
that occurred. I knew much because they had to tell me much, but in recent
times they have kept things from me. What they are doing in the region towards
the galactic core is largely unknown,” he said looking up at the Archons
around him, each in turn. “Why have you
not pursued them there? Why give them safe haven yet push to conquer them rimward?”


“We have our
reasons,” the Archon nearest him said. “How
old are you?”


“I have been a
prisoner for 3,923 years. Sadly, I have been indirectly responsible for most of
their growth. They were dumb, but numerous. They are still reckless, but have
learned much from me, though they will not be as effective now that they have
abandoned me, no matter what they believe. Do you wish to kill me for what I
have done? Or do you want my information first? I would like that they be
destroyed for what they forced me to do and the death of my race.”


“We want your
information, but not your death. You have amnesty with us.”


“Even though I
was responsible for the campaigns against you?”


“What exactly
did you do?”


“I told them how
to defeat you.”


“What went
wrong?”


“You are far
smarter than them. I gave them a strategy to defeat you and they failed. They
took too much time, and you grew far faster than you should have. Your technological
progress is astounding and you incorporated other races into your civilization
in a most beneficial way. Now your numbers are almost entirely Bsidd, and they
fight for you not as a slave race. Their loyalty is not bought by threats or
fear. They give you the numbers the Li’vorkrachnika have always wielded. They
are why you cannot be defeated.”


“I think we had
a little to do with that,” the Archon pointed out.


“Your skills are
remarkable, but it would not have mattered. Given enough numbers they could
have overwhelmed you. Your Bsidd countered that weakness, and now you are
impossible to defeat. Please do not stop until you have destroyed them all.”


“Why did you not
die earlier? How did you survive so long?”


“My race does
not decay like others. It is also why this form of punishment was effective.
You may have repaired my body, but my essence is broken. I do not know how long
I want to live in this condition.”


“We don’t give
up on people,” the Archon said firmly, “and
after surviving all this, it would be a waste to die now. Especially if you
want vengeance.”


“You would trust
me to help you? After everything I have done? I know you are in my mind, but
surely your anger…”


“Would you have
done what you did if your people weren’t held hostage?”


“No, but I still
did it. That cannot be forgotten.”


“I am choosing
to forget. Not erase the memory, but leave the consequences in the past along
with your dead race. Let this be a fresh start, and with us you will be free,
not a slave. Help if you wish, or simply take refuge with us. I do not blame
you…besides, even with your help, we beat them.”


“That is what I
hoped. And that is why they punished me. Perhaps that is fortunate, or they
would have taken us with them when they evacuated.”


“Why take you
with them if you failed?”


“I failed
because I told them they could win, though I knew they would not. They
committed many resources here to wear you down towards an eventual breaking
point that I knew would not be achieved. They believed the lie until you were
literally on their doorstep. I did not want my people to die, and I did not
refuse to do my task, but I chose a battle that I knew could not be won rather
than cautioning against direct contact and withdrawing faster. The plan to move
away from their powerhouse was mine, but I delayed it enough to cause them to
be far weaker than they otherwise would have been. When my predictions did not
come true they saw no further use for me, though I do not believe they ever
understood my deception. They are arrogant, and sometimes that arrogance blinds
them.”


“You told them
they could win how?”


“Attrition. I
knew they would slow your advance, but I had no hope of countering it even with
the technological updates we began receiving.”


“Receiving?”


“The rate of
technological advanced increased suddenly. I presume a new source of knowledge
was obtained, but even with it I knew it would not be enough. The margin of
error was small, but I was counting on your intelligence not to squander your
advantage. Other than your coreward boundary you have not. I cannot fathom why
you have it, but I assume there is a cause. If you do not go beyond it they
will grow again, so I do not understand.”


“Do they always
expect to win?”


“They see it is
simply a matter of proper tactics and time. They cannot or do not comprehend
the idea of someone else being superior. That is why they do not negotiate. And
until you, they had never had need to.”
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After a long discussion the Archons got the very old
survivor up to the Sanguine Blade,
Jason’s command ship, where they ran him through a full medical diagnosis, but
as usual the Kich’a’kat had done a good job. He was very weak, tissue wise, due
to the fact that he’d been laying still for years, but he was no longer in
danger of dying…though he still expected to, and in some respects wanted to,
but the Archons weren’t taking that bait.


“They are
massing resources here,” Kirritimin said, pointing one of his front legs
towards a point on the starmap glowing before him.
Due to his physiology he couldn’t stand up next to Human equipment, so they had
to bring a table in level for him to work off of as Jason, Paul, and Taryn were
quizzing him on lizard strategic deployments and what he knew of them, as well
as in recent developments since his imprisonment in that death wall. “It is probably a waypoint, but they did not
expect you to learn of it. The jumplines in are minimal and they are using a
passage through a nebula to disguise it. The easy routes will show no activity.”


“Clever bastards,”
Taryn commented, looking at Paul. Something
for the Voku?


I’ll let Cal-com
know. “How close are they to getting
a fully operational shipyard ring?”


“Even if they
pooled all resources into a single system they will not have completed one yet.
It takes a massive effort and they do not have the industry in place. They
build fast, but these here were massive undertakings. They will not be repeated
quickly or lightly. Will you strike at this world?”


“It’s far beyond
our engagement line,” Jason responded, “but
one of our allies might.”


“It is the
funnel for resources coming from the remaining core worlds. They will continue
to produce material and personnel to send there until you destroy them. That is
their task, though they have been withholding a great deal of it to defend
themselves to the point of weakening any assault force, so to there delay further conquests. It is a miscalculation of
mine, and while they are taking unnecessary losses, it is making your takeover
of this region more difficult.”


“You can repay
us with your assistance, not your death,” Jason admonished him again. “Are there any other worlds in this region
with shipyard rings that we have not discovered?”


“There is only
one, but why the templars chose to build it there is unknown to me. I do not
know if it is completed yet, but it is far from here,” he said,
highlighting a distant system. “It is
unremarkable, yet they were sending considerable resources there previously. I
think they were creating a fortress system of unknown specifications, but to
defend against what threat I do not know.”


Paul looked at the location, well towards the original
H’kar territories. “An internal threat?
We know there are some races that were never conquered.”


“I have
considered this, but I have been able to come to no satisfying conclusion. The
amount of material being funneled there is consistent with the construction
effort on a shipyard ring, as were the personnel transfers. Their newborn
workers are skilled, but not efficient. Such projects require experienced crews
if they wish to rush construction, hence there was a massive allotment of
personnel transports that I was able to detect even when they did not allow me
any information on this system.”


“Why weren’t you
able to conquer the holdouts?” Taryn asked him.


“Sadly we were
able to, but a few were too advanced. Their technological advantage negated our
numbers. They were not in a position to expand, or at least chose not to do so,
and it was agreed that the best course would be to ignore them and reroute
traffic around their systems. I encouraged this, but it did not originate with
me. Had I done so they would have suspected that I was not fulfilling my part
of the bargain.”


“What do you
know of the Preema?” Paul asked.


“They are
losing, also by my design,” he said with a deep regret that none of the
trailblazers could miss. “They are
winning every battle their fight, but cannot control territory. We are
spreading elsewhere and revisiting old sites quietly. Those are expendable, and
if they require a Preema fleet to eradicate them again then they spare a more
intact one elsewhere due to the delay involved. The Li’vorkrachnika are taking
horrible losses in their new region, but their expansion rate is superior. The
Preema will not be able to stop them unless they know the specific systems to hit.”


“And you don’t
know where they are?”


“No. I was not
trusted with that information due to my failure here.”


“What of the
Skarrons?” Jason asked.


“A tactical
mistake. They could have repulsed our attacks but have chosen not to. They are
letting this region fall because of internal conflict. The rulers here are in
disfavor, and though there has been no negotiation with the templars that I am
aware, they are allowing this piece of the Skarron empire
to fall intentionally.”


Paul raised an eyebrow and Jason returned a similar
glance. “How do you know this?”


“Whenever a
world is taken, it is searched for valuable knowledge. Some databases have been
recovered that has allowed their motives to be determined. The Skarron leaders
here,” he said, drawing a rough region of space, into which the lizards had
eaten out about 2/3rds of the systems, “are
determined to hold on their own. The fighting is intense, but the Skarron empire could easily squash the invasion if they chose. If
this region falls, the leaders will be removed from power if not already
killed. If they succeed in holding, it will gain them a measure of prestige,
but their powerbase will be so weakened they will not have much standing in the
consortium that leads them.”


“What do you
know of that?”


“There are
factions bound together into an empire in which most actions occur locally, but
some necessitate larger involvement. The Consortium handles all major issues
and has a bit of territory of its own. All the fiefdoms contribute to it, and
if a pushback were to occur all of them would send troops that the Consortium
commanders would lead. They have no intention of helping this fiefdom due to
past actions that have put it out of favor.”


“Do the templars
intend to push beyond these borders?” Taryn asked.


“I advised
against it, but they will not hold back forever. If they are wise they will
expand elsewhere while their current systems further develop, but sooner or
later they will attack, given their track record and the knowledge that they
can beat them. It is a fool’s hope, but given enough time and resources it is
possible that they could succeed…but you have taken away any chance of that
with your invasions here. They cannot recover the strength of their original
worlds within a thousand years, and they will need that and more to take on a
full Skarron reprisal. It would be a very ugly war, and I do not know how it
would end, given the size of both empires.”


“But if they
don’t play it exactly right, the Li’vorkrachnika will get stomped on?”


“That is my
assessment, yes.”


“What is your
assessment of our empire?” Jason asked.


“I do not have
full data on it, but if you intend to grow you are taking the harder route.
There are many easy systems to take in other directions. Why have you not
expanded more aggressively where there is no opposition?”


“We expand where
we need, but we don’t want our territory to grow too large to control.”


“Yet you
currently maintain a mass of empty conquered systems that is difficult to
patrol and keep clear of new inhabitation.”


Paul looked at him skeptically. “How do the Li’vorkrachnika get their knowledge of us?”


“You give it
freely. They simply listen.”


“How?”


“They have
agents within your borders.”


Taryn gave Paul a hard glare, but he didn’t show any
reaction on his face. “Li’vorkrachnika or
allies?”


“Both. I do not
have specifics, but I instructed them how to infiltrate. The Li’vorkrachnika
are not within your prime territories, they are in the free races where you
have little oversight. It is a dark area where much can occur. I told them how
to exploit it.”


“Why haven’t you
blown up anything?”


“Several
reasons. Your most valuable assets are not within reach. The information they
are gathering is too valuable to squander the plants. And we have been playing
for time. Angering you further with offensive attacks would only hasten your
conquest…which would diminish the number of resources flowing to the new region.”


“Are there plans
in place to cause havoc at some point in the future,” Taryn inquired
darkly.


“I advised
against it, but I would not assume that the templars will continue to heed my
advice.”


“How are they
getting the information out?”


“Follow the
trade routes. Find a weak spot where there is no Star Force presence and you
will find a link to the Li’vorkrachnika. I will say that whatever information
they are receiving is considerably delayed, and most of it is on the structure
of your empire rather than fleet or troop movements.”


“Do you know
what races are being used as envoys?” Paul asked, having expected something
like this but still a little surprised to hear it laid so plainly before him.


“I was not told,
but I have surmised that the Gnar are their primary conduit, second to various
commerce organizations.”


“Ok,” Jason
said with fake merriment. “It’s skull
cracking time.”


“Indeed,”
Taryn agreed. 


“Can you take
care of that?” Paul asked her.


“Happy to. You
staying here?”


“No, actually.
I’m taking Thrawn on a little field trip to see how
much gravitas he has. We might be able to get some of the smaller worlds to
evacuate without a fight, but we’re going to be needing a lot more captured
lizard jumpships. What we have now isn’t close to sufficient for what I want to
start doing if this works.”


“You need
someone to go ship hunting?” Jason asked.


“Yes, but not
you. And Kara is busy,” he said, drawing a slightly angry glance from
Taryn.


Jason saw and smiled. None of the trailblazers were
happy when they found out about Clan Ghostblade. Not because they didn’t like
the idea, but because they hadn’t thought of it themselves and the dynamic duo
had one upped them yet again.


“If you will not
kill me,” Kirritimin meekly added, “what
do you wish of me?”


“You’re coming
with me back to Earth,” Jason said. “Then
we’re both going to meet with the Director and have a long talk and decide what
to do with you. Other than being killed, which isn’t an option no matter what
your guilt level is. What’s done is done, you’re no longer a threat, so focus
on the future and helping with your skill. If you die now you’ll be harming the
enemies of the Li’vorkrachnika a second time. Use what you know against them.
You owe that much to the people you helped kill.”


Jason got the emotional response he was fishing for.


“I understand
and will comply. Do you take orders from Director Davis or he
from you? We were never able to determine that.”


“First off,”
Paul added, speaking for Jason as he did a lot of the time, and vice versa, “stop saying ‘we.’ You’re not part of them
anymore, so adjust your terminology.”


“Second,”
Jason continued, “neither is true. We’re
a team, so we coordinate where needed. He runs the civilian side, we run the
military, and share when necessary.”


“Does that not
cause conflicts?”


“Nope.”


“I do not see
how such a system could function without a clear command structure. Do you
avoid being in the same systems?”


“We do not
conflict,” Paul said with finality. “We
are superior to a rigid command structure. Experience and trust is key, but
it’s not something that can be documented. It’s an understanding that we have
that defies rules and structure. One of our biggest advantages is our ability
to adapt to the challenges that present themselves, so why would we limit our
ability to react with restrictive structure?”


“Because
ambiguity can lead to hesitation and confusion.”


“Is this mindset
something you gained from your time with the Li’vorkrachnika or was it part of
the Fassna?”


“In small groups
a less rigid structure may be used, but when you are dealing with interstellar
civilizations in the trillions anarchy will occur without a plain and
unambiguous command structure. This is true of all civilizations, not just the
Li’vorkrachnika.”


“Then how do we
manage it?” Taryn asked him.


“I have often
wondered this. I assumed there was a hidden structure that we…the
Li’vorkrachnika could not detect.”


“There is,”
Paul said, drawing looks from the other two trailblazers. “The lightside. It binds us all together.”


“What system is
this?”


“He means,”
Jason added, “we do what is right. And
being in the right binds us together, even with people we’ve never known or
crossed paths with. Most races are unfamiliar with this concept, let alone the
larger applications of it. And it is something the Li’vorkrachnika could never
comprehend. They will stab you in the back if it is to their advantage. One who
is lightside will not, hence there is an inherent trust that binds us all
together.”


“How do you
define what is right without a codex?”


“How do you know
2+2=4?” Paul asked. “You can read a
codex or count for yourself. We figure out what is right by living and
experiencing and trusting our gut instincts. And we’ve yet to find a race in
existence without gut instincts. Some refer to it as a conscience…which is
partly what I would say is the reason you want us to kill you. You know what
you did was wrong, even if it was to temporarily spare others.”


“I cannot fault
your logic, but I do not fully understand. Perhaps it is due to my mental
instability. When one of you is not holding my mind intact, there is little I
can do but wallow in my madness. I am not sure that I am fully intact even with
your assistance.”


“Time and
training,” Jason advised, “and you
will recover. And there will be someone to help you most of the time, though it
is necessary to have bouts where you are on your own so that you can process
and adapt. Consider it your penance if you like. It will be a long journey to
reconstruct yourself.”


“As you have
stated, I owe it to those I helped victimize to see it through and shield
others. If you are certain I can recover, I will attempt to do so. But even if
I cannot, with your help I should be able to produce some valuable assistance
in the interim.”


“You already
have,” Paul stated flatly. “We didn’t
know about the Skarron Consortium.”


“I was referring
to something more strategically useful. If you would give me information on
your own forces, I will do what I can to enhance your techniques.”


“War games?”
Taryn suggested.


“I think Liam
would be interested in that,” Paul said, knowing he didn’t have the time. “If you can find any flaws is our methods,
we’d be grateful.”


“Do you have any
other enemies for me to study?”


Paul and Jason didn’t look at each other, but both
knew what the other one was thinking. 


“Yes,” Taryn
said, drawing skeptical looks from both of them. “But if we gave you that knowledge we could not allow you to have the
freedom you deserve. Some things must remain between insiders only.”


“What freedom do
you suggest? I seek none.”


“Something else
to discuss with the Director,” Jason suggested, catching Taryn’s drift. “For now, let’s just say there are other
forces in play that the Li’vorkrachnika haven’t come across yet.”


“And these Voku?
Can you tell me more about them?”


“That we can do,”
Paul said, being the in house expert on that particular allied race given his
relationship with Cal-com. “What would
you like to know?”
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September 3, 3229


Muesharu System
(lizard territory)


Immita



 

The mastermind rode into orbit on a Li’vorkrachnika
jumpship fully crewed by his own people. He’d had them inspect it inside and
out, literally, to see if there had been any tampering by Star Force before
they’d turned it over to him. Other than some patches over hull breaches,
nothing had been altered and even now there was no Archon onboard looking over
him. There was a ship insystem, annoyingly invisible to his sensors, but Paul had
said he wouldn’t be operating on a leash and had apparently kept his word.


Not that it was necessary. He had no desire to return
to the templars, and via negotiation with Star Force he was actually preserving
more Li’vorkrachnika on Michra than he could have
done fighting back. The Human-led empire was just too
strong, there was no stopping them, but as he was learning, there were other
ways to achieve your objectives.


What his objectives were was still a matter of
question. Preserving resources was an obvious one, as well as searching for
additional data on the templars and anything else within the Li’vorkrachnika
civilization that he hadn’t been made aware of. But long term he did not have a
purpose, nor had Paul made clear what he expected of him and his people on Michra. He had forbade them from producing more personnel
save for special circumstances, but come the time when there were no more
Li’vorkrachnika to recruit, did he expect them to just wither away? A
compassionate way of exterminating them without having to kill them?


Yet that didn’t make sense, for Paul was teaching them
how to go about attaining self-sufficiency. How well it would work long term
the mastermind didn’t know, but his scientists were already studying the
results and there was limited, but concrete evidence that there was an effect
taking place in the standard variants that he was having go through the Star
Force-inspired physical training. 


They had no warships. No anti-orbital defenses. He did
have a fairly good sized complement of fighters and tanks, but nothing that
could do more than scratch Star Force. He had nothing to defend Michra with…save for him keeping his word, which was why he
wasn’t going to try to make a break for it in his jumpship, in addition to the
other reasons for staying on task.


With him was a fleet of some 83 other jumpships. Some
were cargo models, other troop transports and naval carriers. All were in
excess of 20 kilometers long, but it was going to take a lot of trips to
evacuate the world into whose orbit he was now arriving. The defending fleet
had already accepted his authority, ironically giving him some 43 cruisers and
an additional cargo jumpship, though he knew those warships were going to have
to be turned over to Star Force after the crews were retrieved. 


This system held a single inhabited planet, which had
a population of approximately 32 million Li’vorkrachnika, all of which were now
his. They had held no marker, given the small size of this location and it not
being necessary for it to fall under the command of a mastermind. Even without
receiving his marker they were immediately accepting his command, and the
evacuation of the planet was already getting underway.


That was expected, but a part of him wondered if there
would be any resistance to the evacuation order. He had not given any
reasons…for that would have been unusual, but given the fact that he was
essentially attacking and conquering this world for Star Force suggested that
there should have been some hurdles to overcome. 


But there wasn’t, and given the Star Force fleet that
would be following them in to lay claim to this world, no one would know what
had happened here. Hopefully that meant they’d be able to repeat the process in
many systems, and he wondered if the method would be discovered at all, for the
invasions were continuing throughout this region and one more system going dark
shouldn’t draw undue attention.


He knew there wouldn’t be any data files here on the
templars, especially since there wasn’t an interstellar comm
system built, but there might be some updates carried by courier and he wanted
to have a look around the planet for other reasons, so he headed down to the
planet as the evacuation began with a flurry of transport craft rising up to
meet the jumpships that he’d brought down into a low holding orbit.


After so long on the war torn worlds of the capitol
system it felt odd to land in one that was unblemished. Highly undeveloped, but
pristine in its infrastructure and population. Everything was in order here,
and he intended to make use of as much of it as he could as soon as he got to
the planetary command center.


“What are your
orders?” the administrator variant asked as soon as he walked into the
chamber. The system had been his responsibility previously, but now he was
standing down as expected and taking on the traditional sublimation to a
servant. That had been woven into their genome, but the fact that the
mastermind stood much taller and massed more than twice his amount always had a
chilling effect, for if the strategic master wanted one of his underlings
killed he wouldn’t have to order anyone else to do it.


“We are
beginning a slow evacuation, but while we are still here there are tasks to be
done. I have inspectors being dispersed to gather data, but for you I need
ramped up output on the list I am supplying you. Utilize all reserve resources,
and the less we have to haul away with us the better. I want as much equipment
manufactured in the time we have, for I have need of it elsewhere.”


One of the Li’vorkrachnika librarians that had
traveled to the surface with the mastermind gave the administrator the
necessary data, then without question began to get to work. 


The mastermind took the small central position in the
chamber and began reviewing planetary status reports along with the limited
intelligence on the surrounding region. It seemed there was an invasion noted
only 23 lightyears from this position and several of the supply routes were
heading through this location from three other systems.


That meant there would probably be other ships passing
through…and that couldn’t be allowed.


“Get me the
fleet commander.”


After a few moments one of the standard variants on a
cruiser in orbit appeared in a flat hologram before him. “Take all your warships to the star and hold any convoys passing
through. I am taking them under my command. Divert them to this planet.”


“Do you wish a
personal order given to them?”


“I will dispatch
emissaries to your fleet with the necessary markers to override any priority
orders they may have. Leave one warship in orbit to gather them and send the
remainder along with yourself immediately. I do not want any ships leaving this
system not under my command.”


“It will be done,”
the commander said, his image winking out. 



 

When he finally got the first results of testing done
on the local lizards, the scientists he’d brought with him reported no
variation in their genetics as compared with those on Michra
or those taken off the shipyard ring on Yamitar. He
hadn’t expected there to be, but ever since the capitol system had been
blockaded the rest of the empire had been cut off from his knowledge and he’d
wanted to know if there had been any upgrades made.  Technology wise there was nothing new here as
well, save for an updated starmap that was outdated
compared to the one that Star Force had provided him. 


No, this was just a little filler system producing a
handful of ships and supplies that were being exported elsewhere into the
feeder system that was funneling them in a very circuitous route to the
coreward region. No one was going to miss it either, and he almost wished he
could hang onto the planet as well. There was a decent amount of infrastructure
here that would have to be left behind, but he needed these Li’vorkrachnika on Michra and Paul had flatly stated he only had the one
planet to work with.


The real question was how much could he take with him?
Paul hadn’t designated how many round trips would be used, and if he sent less
personnel on each trip he could cram in more equipment. Star Force wasn’t going
to leave anyone behind, but the lack of detailed orders given to him suggested
that Paul was going to be watching how he handled this rather than
micromanaging. 


He didn’t know if Paul was in this system or not. He’d
been in orbit of Michra when this convoy fleet had
left, but he knew he’d be overseeing this operation one way or another. So that
left the question of how long he could stretch this retrieval operation out?


No, the real question was in what he was going to be
taking back. Paul wouldn’t fault him for bringing necessary equipment, but if
he started piling up a lot of bulk items that could be more easily manufactured
on Michra then there could be trouble. The thing of
it was, he could more easily produce additional population than hauling the 32
million here back on numerous jumpship trips. That wasn’t economical, but for
Star Force the personnel mattered whereas the equipment did not.


Which meant he had to pick and choose carefully,
focusing on items that would allow him to make other things on Michra rather than finished products. The short range
transports he had just ordered built would assist in carrying cargo up to orbit
and across the surface of Michra, so he wasn’t
worried about those as much as the raw supplies here. If he took those back
Paul might object because there was plenty of material in the form of rubble to
recycle, which was why he wanted those raw materials used here and now rather
than hauling them back, but this planet had a good stockpile, above average actually,
and he didn’t think the local industry would be able to burn through it all by
the time they had to leave.


Then again, if Paul was going to get him more captured
jumpships he didn’t have a firm timetable anyway, so he was just going to have
to take this one convoy at a time and see where it led. Getting even one crate
and one Li’vorkrachnika off this world was a bonus…he just needed to maximize
the bonus as much as he could.



 

3 months later…



 

The mastermind was still on the surface of the planet
when a new fleet of jumpships arrived in planetary orbit along with a Star
Force jumpship. Fortunately he’d already got markers onto the warships so their
captains didn’t fire at it on arrival near the star, but he did have to order
it labeled as a neutral vessel within this system before his ships stopped
navigating evasively. 


As soon as the order filtered its way into orbit his
ships reorganized appropriately, trusting in his command even if they didn’t
understand it, then a comm call came in directly to him.
His personal staff were not surprised, and routed it through to him
accordingly.


“Hello, Thrawn,” Paul said, using the annoying Human name given
to him. “I have some more ships for you.”


“249?” he
asked, seeing the count on the orbital sensors. 


“We recently
invaded Hopyr and managed to grab these before they
ran or committed suicide. I need a crew swap.”


“Where is your
command ship?”


“Busy. I just
needed a ride here so I took one of the small ones. We have a few senior
personnel from each of the ships that we managed to take alive, but we’ve been
having to force feed them using Archons to keep them
intact until they could get here. We’ve tested them and they do not have an
inhibiting marker like we found on Yamitar, so I
believe you can use them. They do know they have been in captivity, but we’re
going to wipe their memories. Can I trust you will take the necessary measures
to insure they don’t kill themselves when they wake up?”


“You can. What
do you mean by force feeding?”


“Taking remote
control of their bodies in order to get them to eat and move around a bit
before rendering them unconscious again. It’s not something we can do for mass
numbers, hence the rest of their crew, when they didn’t surrender, were killed.”


“Do you not have
stasis technology?”


“Not by any
means that we’re comfortable with using. It might keep you alive, but it
trashes your body in the process.”


“Yet alive and
trashed is preferable to dead.”


“Is that
Li’vorkrachnika logic?”


“No. We would
just grow new personnel. It is Star Force logic, as I would conceive it.”


“In a manner of
speaking. Our mercy has limits, and we chose to preserve these few in this
manner. We did not choose to go to greater lengths for people you have
considered expendable.”


“Given your
population growth restrictments, each has more value
than previously.”


“How touching,”
Paul said sarcastically. “Handover will
occur as soon as you can get crews onboard.”


“Any significant
damage?”


“Spotty, but
they’re all jump worthy. Any difficulties here?”


“None.”


“Could it have
been achieved without your presence?”


“I believe so.”


“I see you’ve
picked up some new ships of your own.”


“I’ve
confiscated several convoys passing through this system. No issues there either.”


“And my showing
up?”


“They obey even
if they do not understand.”


“As soon as the
ships are handed over I’m heading back to the fighting. The sooner you get this
evacuation finished, the sooner we test your theory.”


“Given the fact
that you can’t read my mind across a comm channel, I
will tell you that I am utilizing this planet’s industry to produce a variety
of craft and equipment rather than shipping the raw materials back to Michra.”


“Don’t delay
personnel transfers. I’ll allow one full trip of all jumpships here for
equipment alone. Get your people back and integrated as soon as possible.”


“That will be
sufficient. What will you do with the planet thereafter?”


“Recycle the
remaining infrastructure and leave the planet empty, added to the patrol list.”


“A waste of
intact facilities.”


“Yes it is,”
the Human agreed before the comm shut off.


So he had an extra convoy run for equipment alone.
That would simply things…as well as dictate how much he could take back. 


“Ready a
transport. I am heading up to orbit.”



 

When the evacuation of Immita
ended, the mastermind departed making sure that no one was left behind. Usually
he would be the first one out, but he was among the last this time as a Star
Force ship, a Ma’kri, made itself visible as it slid in behind the jumpship
convoy as they approached the stellar jumppoint. It was tagged as neutral
immediately, for he’d ordered all Star Force ships to be regarded as so unless
otherwise ordered. None of his ships juked to avoid it and the knife-like
behemoth didn’t close within 1000 kilometers.


The convoy jumped out of the system, leaving it empty
save for the small flotilla of ships hiding on the opposite side of the star.
With no stellar monitoring system and only one inhabited planet, the lizards
hadn’t seen the Star Force ships arrive and take position in the ‘shadow’ of the
star. With the Ma’kri lagging behind just long enough to signal them, they now
came around and headed into the planet while leaving behind a single warship to
guard stellar orbit and intercept any lizard traffic that might be coming
through.


The three cargo jumpships and their crews of techs
were escorted into planetary orbit by another warship that took up stewardship
of Immita and let the recycling crews get to work
landing their equipment. This planet wasn’t fully inhabited, in fact less than
10% of its surface was covered with sporadic infrastructure, and none of it
rubble. They would be doing a thorough investigation and survey of the planet
before disassembling the lizard structures, for this was the first time they’d
ever had access to one taken without damage or sabotage.


Nothing of consequence would be found and the planet
would slowly be returned to its natural forested state. Landscapes would be
reworked to fill in the holes that had been dug to facilitate the underground
structures, but in the end some 22 years later they’d leave the planet with a
lot of small tree sprouts poking up out of the wide plains of dirt and grass
that had once been lizard cities.


Who would get this planet down the road had not yet
been determined, but it would be one of many that had to be watched to avoid
squatters coming in and putting down roots on a region painstakingly recovered
from the lizards by Star Force and its allies…and one that was becoming more
and more coveted by outsiders.


Fortunately the recovery of this world hadn’t
necessitated any fighting, and it wouldn’t be the last. The long shot of trying
to convert a lizard mastermind had paid off, with Immita
being just the first of many small worlds that would surrender to Star Force
without them even knowing they were doing it, easing the path forward and
accelerating the progression of the front lines as they continued to creep out
around what was left of the core worlds like a giant sheet hug up on a knob in
the center. 


Soon those would fall and the slightly less developed
worlds around them thereafter, scaling down to smaller and smaller systems in
what would eventually be a long cleanup campaign…though the fighting in that
campaign would be more intense than a lot of other races had ever encountered
in warfare. Star Force had simply advanced to the point where they could handle
so much that the ‘lesser’ battles were no longer in doubt, simply a matter of
time and effort.
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October 18, 3229


Solar System


Mordor



 

Kirritimin sat on a cushioned platform, his body at
odds with the chairs nearby that were designed for vertical torsos, but the
Archons had provided the necessary accommodations since he’d arrived. It had
been three days since then, and he’d been basically sitting and waiting with a
few people visiting him and asking questions. Greg had gone, after having very
lengthy conversations with him during the trip back to the Star Force capitol
system, and the Fassna had been left with several other caretakers.


Food had already been synthesized for him, and while
it was better than what the Li’vorkrachnika had provided it included no meat
whatsoever. He’d expected that, but the idea of his newfound ‘freedom’ not
including his ability to eat the foods he wanted struck a chord of hypocrisy.
He truly didn’t care at this point, but it was noteworthy how Star Force
restricted a lot of actions of the dominant in order to give the lesser races
privileges they didn’t deserve. Any race that couldn’t communicate was a
legitimate food source, though the Li’vorkrachnika didn’t bother adhering to
that distinction. Star Force completely went the other way with it, not
allowing even the consumption of microscopic lifeforms deemed to be ‘animal’ in
nature.


In Kirritimin’s spare time he’d been doing a lot of
research now that he had direct access to the Star Force information network. A
lot of it was the same as he’d received back on Yamitar,
but there were updates to a lot of things that he was interested in and some
information that had been granted to him that wasn’t in the public databases
that had been fully copied and supplied to the Li’vorkrachnika by their agents
within the ADZ.


Their rationalization of their food source procedures
was curious because almost all races without fail used others for their own
gain, whether it be benign or malevolent. Star Force went to great lengths to
do the opposite and see to it that all races were aided in some way, with large
tracts of land set aside as sanctuaries for races that would otherwise have
been raised for the production of foodstuffs. Star Force was gaining nothing
from them and expending resources to maintain and even train them, and the
reasoning behind that had never fully sunk into Kirritimin’s mind. 


Now that he had full access to their database he was
doing some research to try and close that logic gap.


“Because it’s
the right thing to do,” a voice said from behind him, startling the Fassna
and causing him to jump up off all six legs and almost spin about as he turned
around to find a Human standing behind him.


“What is the
right thing to do?” he asked a moment after he regained his wits and looked
up at the person who was wearing an administrator’s uniform, but with a
different pattern of colors he didn’t recognize.


“Taking care and
defending those who cannot do it for themselves,” the man said, grabbing a
chair and hauling it over near to Kirritimin’s platform. 


“You were in my
thoughts?”


“Yes, I have
some limited skill in that area.”


“Who are you?
You don’t wear the uniform of an Archon.”


“I though you
studied our records thoroughly?”


“I did, but
Human faces all tend to blur together for me.”


“I am Director
Davis.”


Kirritimin twitched. “Why do you have no guards with you?”


“I do not need
them. I am also an Archon.”


“You have
questions to ask as well?”


“A few, but
first I think you have some to ask of me.”


“Such as?”


“Why.”


“That could
cover a wide range of topics,” the Fassna said evenly.


“Pick one.”


“Why do you not
eat meat?”


“First off…it’s
gross. But I actually did, when I was young. Never really understood what it
was that I was eating in the beginning and just regarded it as food until I
learned later that I was eating someone’s body parts. There’s a lot of ways to
disguise that fact…grinding, mixing, coating, drying. But you’re still eating a
person’s body. I don’t hold it against people who eat the dead in emergency
situations, but to do so when not necessary is uncivilized. And killing for it
is never acceptable.”


“Not even in
emergency situations?”


“No.”


“You would
starve to death rather than kill a primitive creature?”


“I have no
problem killing when it’s justified. But killing to eat isn’t one of those
situations. Why should another die so that you can live another day or two?
They have as much right to live as you do. Where is the logic in that?”


“Priorities.”


“What
priorities?”


“The dominant
have priority.”


Davis crossed his arms over his chest. “So if I’m superior to you I have the right
to kill and eat you if I so choose?”


“Yes…if that
dominance is not an opinion but an obvious fact. Those races that cannot communicate
are decidedly inferior.”


“It is the place
of the strong to protect the weak, not eat them.”


“Very few think
as you do on the subject.”


“Good thing
we’re winning then.”


“Why do you not
enslave others?” Kirritimin asked, realizing he did have a lot of ‘why’
questions in his mind.


“Freedom is a
right of all individuals. Sometimes it is restricted by necessity, but when
respected it can never be permanently revoked. The prisoners we take do not
have freedom of movement, but they are not required to do anything. That part
of freedom is maintained, and their freedom of movement will resume after a
specified period of time. It may be a long time, but we have no permanent
prisoners. Everyone has a chance to regain their full freedom.”


“Yet your
civilization has many limitations.”


“If you see
freedom as in having the ability to do harm to others without consequence, then
that definition is accurate, but not the only definition. Another type of
freedom is being free from harm. That is the type we structure our civilization
on, though the Archons have both. We’re the good guys, so we don’t harm others
because we can, but we don’t have any restrictions.”


“Your strong
have more freedom than your weak?”


“With power
comes responsibility. Those who live up to that responsibility are granted more
freedom. Our younglings have the least, but they too can earn their freedom by
completing their basic training. It all comes down to being able to identify
where to step in and interfere and where not to. Sometimes you need to interfere
to preserve freedom, or to simply save a life. Other times people need the
ability to make mistakes from which to learn. But if you have people killing
other people then those people don’t have a chance to learn and grow, therefore
that aspect of freedom is reserved for those of us who know when someone needs
killing.”


“Yet you do not
execute prisoners?”


“If we want
someone dead, we don’t take them prisoner to begin with.”


“And if you
change your mind about one that you already have prisoner, do you release them
with a head start then hunt them down?”


“No. If we’ve
taken someone prisoner we honor the responsibility therein without exceptions.”


“So you will not
kill me under any circumstances?”


“You’re not a
prisoner anyway, and no, we’re not going to kill you. I would have thought
you’d have figured that out by now.”


“You are
learning more and more of what I have done. Opinions can change.”


“I’m simply
granting you a second chance. What is done is done. If you are no longer a
threat I see no need to hold you accountable for actions that were forced upon
you.”


“I could have chose to die and not help.”


“You could, but
you didn’t in exchange for sparing the lives of others. I’m not saying that was
the right choice to make, but take away the coercion and you’re not a threat,
are you?”


“My skills are.”


Davis smiled. “My
people are better.”


Kirritimin looked at him silently, then remembered
that he could see what he was thinking. “I
do not think so.”


“You’ve been
fighting against us for a very long time now. Tell me where I’m mistaken.”


“Your technology
has given you an edge. Without it the techniques the Li’vorkrachnika employ
would have overwhelmed you.”


“Numbers gave
them an edge. Without that we would have overwhelmed you with our skill.”


The Fassna considered that a moment. “Their race naturally reproduces faster. All
things being equal, they will always have a numbers advantage.”


“Naturally? I
thought they manufactured personnel?”


“That is how
they reproduce.”


“Now. How did
they originally reproduce?”


“I do not know.
It has been this way as long as I have been aware of their existence.”


“If taken with
even resources, I would bet my people could outthink you.”


“You are
mistaken.”


“Care to put
that to the test?”


“War
simulations?”


“Of a sort.
These are more complex though, and it will take you time to adapt to them.
Also, you will not be utilizing Li’vorkrachnika. A generic will be supplied, or
in later stages, a number of existing or previously existing races.”


“So you wish to
test my skill?”


“It is a request,
not an order. If you want to have no further discussions with us you will be
taken to a colony where you can live quietly by yourself or integrate with the
local community. You will have your freedom, but I would suggest not telling
others of your history. There are still many who hate the Li’vorkrachnika for
what they’ve done.”


“And my safety
would be in jeopardy?”


“We do not lock
down our population for fear of them harming one another. If someone does we
identify them and remove them so they cannot do so again. This keeps things
peaceful for the most part, but if someone does not care for the consequences
they can harm another before we get to them.”


“That is your
definition of safe?”


“We do not like
our population to be weak, so we train them in the maturias to defend
themselves, hopefully long enough for security to get to them. Ensuring no
possibility of harm or death to an individual would require total isolation.”


“Which you have
in your prisons?”


“Yes. We take no
chances with them.”


“But the rest of
your population has the option to kill another?”


“We can’t take
all risk out of life.”


“So I am not
truly free to leave?”


“If you don’t
tell anyone your history you are safe enough. If you want to leave Star Force
territory entirely you can manage that on your own. We won’t stop you, and
there are plenty of civilian trade routes you could book passage on.”


“I would have
nothing to bargain with without exposing my identity and my skillset.”


“Not
immediately, but you could find employment for a short period of time to
acquire the necessary credits.”


“An amusing
thought, but I have no wish to leave and my only priority now is to assist you
in recompense for my past actions.”


“Then keep
asking questions.”


“Why do you not
allow your member races some form of control of your empire? If they were
subordinate your dominance would be understood, but to equate them as peers and
allow them no leadership seems hypocritical.”


“My homeworld
experimented with democracy for some time…and it proved to be an utter failure.
Appointing individuals to leadership positions they did not earn was a
disaster. Here, all races can advance based off their merits. You’ve
misinterpreted the structure of Star Force.”


“Yet all of the
leaders are Human.”


“All of the
leaders at this point are those that have the most experience and skills. With
the Archons our positions are measured very pointedly to determine our ranks.
Less so in other aspects, but the measurement is there none the less. Star
Force started out as Human only, hence those with the most experience are
Humans.”


“Truth or a
convenient lie?”


“Truth.”


“Yet you
maintain full command personally?”


“I have the most
skills.”


“And if another
improved to exceed you?”


Davis smiled. “Then
I would happily turn over the position of Director. Being wiser than everyone
else has the disadvantage of having no one of higher rank to learn from. If
someone exceeds me, then I will have a chance to learn from them and that would
make me very happy. It is one benefit of being an Archon as well that I do
have, for I am nowhere near the strongest or wisest in that regard, but as far
as Monarchs are concerned, no one is my equal.”


“And you are sad
about your dominance?”


“In a way, yes.”


“Would not an
equal be a threat?”


“No.”


“Why?”


“Because the
good guys aren’t threats to one another. Bad guys are, and you’ve been living
with bad guys for a very long time now.”


“And what if I
am a bad guy as well?”


“You’re not. I
have a knack for picking them out. You’re not one of the good guys either, or
I’d know that too. You’re what most of this galaxy is…neutral. You can veer one
way or another, but in your core you are neither bad nor good. That can make
you dangerous, which is why all Monarchs and Archons have to be good guys.”


“How do you
possibly measure something like that?” Kirritimin asked, assuming that such
platitudes held no actual substance.


“We have our
ways. If you do not believe good guys exist, then explain how our empire
remains united.”


“I cannot.”


“What did the
Li’vorkrachnika think?”


“They did not have
issue with it. They are used to obedience, so the idea of internal discord is
foreign to them. They see it in others, but they do not expect it as
fundamental because for them it is not.”


“I think you’re
wrong about that. They just are very good at covering it up. Next question?”


“Why do you
exist?”


“We are
peacekeepers. Do not mistake the word, for it can have several definitions and
Li’vorkrachnika terminology is still a little rough for me, but it means that
we are guardians that seek out injustice and put a stop to it. It does not mean
that we are built for peace, but that we create peace via waging war of all
types, large and small. Some people think peacekeepers abhor war, we do not. We
like war. It’s how we get rid of the bad guys.”


“And bad guys can’t
be rehabilitated?”


“No, they can’t.
Fortunately there aren’t very many of them out there…not the pure hearted bad
guys anyway. But neutrals can stray so far dark that it is almost impossible
for them to come out of it. We give people a chance, but don’t expect most to
right themselves. Sadly the environment one lives within can sway neutrals one
direction or another. We use this to our advantage with the way Star Force is
built, so we can sway neutrals towards the light, but it can and does work the
reserve direction in other civilizations. We have had considerable experience
with this, especially in regards to the Protovic. Are you aware of that more
recent history?”


“Bits and
pieces. Your public records are incomplete regarding much of the origins of the
various Protovic breeds.”


“One originated
from a very bad civilization we had to conquer and destroy. We saved the people
and gave each of them a path to their freedom, but only a small fraction were
able to pull themselves out of the depravity forced upon them. Those that did
not fully accept it were killed, leaving only those who could blend in or those
that were fanatical to remain. We gave them all a chance, but as expected most
would not change.”


“Why bring me
here then when I have been in a bad civilization so long?”


“The choice was
not mine, but I agree with those that made it. Your mind is fractured, I can
feel it, but already you are recovering. You may not be one of the good guys,
but you are extremely impressive and worthy of respect. Your skills could be
put to use here if you so choose, but even if not you deserve a chance like
everyone else.”


“And beyond war
games, what would that chance entail?”


“You’ve lived
amongst the Li’vorkrachnika for so long your mind is clouded with their
darkness. Make no decisions now. Live among the light for a while, soak it in,
and let the decisions happen later. There is no rush, and your body is
incredibly resilient to have lasted this long without training. Simply exist
with us, keep yourself occupied with the war games for now, but let things
develop as they will over time. I think that eventually you’ll be able to chart
your own course once the damage done to you heals, but you’ve got a long
journey ahead. Whether or not you begin it is up to you, and if paying penance
for your past actions is the motivation you need then so be it, but know that I
do not hold you to that promise.”


“You truly want
to help me for my own sake, in addition to what my skills could offer you?”


Davis smiled and shrugged. “To be honest we don’t need you. We’re fine as is. But once you recover,
if you feel like adding to our strength we’d be more than happy for your
assistance. You’ve survived a long ordeal that no one should have to go
through. Unfortunately life doesn’t play fair, but Star Force does. We may not
be able to counterbalance what the Li’vorkrachnika have done to you and your
race, but you’re still here, and we’re going to help you if you’ll let us.”


“I still do not
understand your motivations, but as you said, I’m carrying a great deal of
internal damage. I agree to stay with you and learn what I can.”


“Even if you
don’t believe anything will come of it?”


“At this point I
have nothing left to lose, so I will abide by your wishes and assist you as I
can.”


“Fair enough,”
Davis said, standing up and spinning his chair around so he could sit down in
it backwards and lean his arms on the backrest. “Now, my time for questions. Tell me what you know of the sovereigns…”
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April 7, 3235


Krachnika System
(occupation zone)


Michra



 

The mastermind walked out of a transport and onto a
section of the planet that had yet to be rebuilt. Rubble still covered most of
the world, but there were sections of it that were being remade at a furious
pace in addition to the intact region that had been spared combat save for the
massive defense turrets and shield generators…and anything close to them when
Star Force had bombarded them into oblivion.


For whatever reason, Paul wanted to meet with him in
the rubble rather than in one of the intact cities, having selected this
location a few hours ago and given the coordinates for their rendezvous so he
would have a chance to pick away at his thoughts to ensure that he was living
up to their bargain.


Which he was. There was no value in trying to work
around the Archon or Star Force when they’d given him a legitimate pathway to
follow. As considerate as they were being, the mastermind had no doubt that any
deception would have consequences. The Archons were ‘compassionate’ when they
chose to be, but only a fool would think of them as forgiving or naïve. It was
best that he not cross them, and he’d learned by now that working with them was
going to gain him more than some pathetic attempt to do them harm.


All the ships he commanded were transports, and though
they had a few defensive weapons on them none could be considered warships.
Those had been confiscated and destroyed, but he did need as many jumpships as
he could get his hands on and had even received permission to build some on
planet. Right now there were two working shipyard slips on the surface with
another 18 under construction, and partially completed hulls in the pair. 


All the other ships were captured during battle and
turned over to him for use and repair. A few had to be brought down to the
planet and grounded because structural components had been torqued so badly
that without an orbital shipyard full repairs couldn’t be made. Had he still
been at war that wouldn’t have mattered, but there was no reason to tolerate
such imperfections when he had the ability to fix them. 


The same went for the planet, though there was so much
here to fix that it would take a long time, especially considering that certain
aspects of production were taking priority over others. With more and more
convoys of lizards coming in he had to make sure to have facilities ready to
accept them and their labors, for he didn’t want anyone sitting around doing
nothing while waiting for factories or equipment to be built.


But handling population was easy for him. The
Li’vorkrachnika produced so much so fast that they naturally knew how to
organize and manage the masses. The genetic locks no doubt helped keep everyone
in line, and since his newfound ‘freedom’ the mastermind had been studying
their genetic code closely, yet finding nothing he could undo without
unraveling the whole of his now pirated civilization.


He no longer served the templars, but his minions
didn’t concern themselves with such things. They were bred to obey him and so
they did, carrying out assigned tasks and doing it for their civilization even
though this was now a rogue offshoot and under the care of their most hated
enemy…and that was a well-earned distinction, for over the millennia the
Li’vorkrachnika had fought and beaten many opponents that pushed them to their
limit, but none had overcome and risen to dominate and punish them like Star
Force had. Their ruined homeworld lay as testament to that fact.


But the lie of his own creation was something he
sought to unravel, and without alteration Paul was not going to let him produce
more population. Right now that wasn’t a concern given how many Li’vorkrachnika
were being recovered elsewhere, but eventually that number would dwindle and
he’d be fixed with a neutral or negative population curve. He had to find a way
to unlock the minions, but in every simulation that he had run they became
unstable. 


He couldn’t produce any live ones to check for sure,
but the genetic pattern woven into them was a very deliberate one and he didn’t
have the necessary skills to be able to pick and choose which pieces to remove
or blend together. As it was he couldn’t alter the coding one iota without
encountering problems, leaving him with the existing tools to work with and the
inability of crafting any new ones.


His own genetic blocks worried him most. He’d been
digging into those and training himself to see past the ones he found, but
analyzing oneself was much more difficult than another, for you did not have
perspective. He kept constantly checking and rechecking himself on tasks that
he’d never considered complicated before and most of the time it was needless
worry…but on occasion he could stumble across a fragment of a divergent thought
that would be swept away from his mind almost immediately.


That was when he knew he was onto something, and given
enough time he could track it down, but how many other things where there and
being pulled away from his conscious mind without him realizing it? That
thought scared him the most, for things he couldn’t see he couldn’t fight
against and they could leave him blindsided against his enemies…or even his
superiors.


He wondered now if the templars feared his breed and
put safeguards in place for their ever disobeying. It seemed ridiculous
considering how loyalty was what the Li’vorkrachnika lived and breathed, yet
the genetic blocks were there for a reason. What was it? What could it be?


He still didn’t have answers, and the small systems
that he was evacuating back to Michra didn’t have any
databases that could help illuminate that question in the slightest. They were
all backwater outposts or supplementary worlds while the big ones were falling
to Star Force year by year and off limits to him due to the fact that other masterminds
were there to block any attempt he could make on data recovery…let alone conscripting
their minions to his own service.


That didn’t stop Paul from sending him some of them
anyway. On occasion they’d be able to capture those on a shipyard ring before
contrary markers could be flooded into the troops, but doing so on the ground
was virtually impossible. Still, Star Force was stunning some of their
opponents into a passive oblivion and then wiping the memories of battle from
their mind, but because of the genetic locks on them they were programmed to
interpret an unknown situation as enemy duplicity.


Many of those memory wiped would kill themselves
within minutes of waking again and finding themselves in unfamiliar
surroundings, even if they were Li’vorkrachnika buildings or ships. The
paranoid made sense in that you didn’t want the enemy gaining any use from
captives, but without knowing of an enemy and being compelled to kill yourself
by the genetic programming could be a huge vulnerability if the enemy could
find a way to weaponize the memory wipe process.


Toss a biological weapon onto a planet that would
spread and take away a few days of memories and your entire population could
start killing themselves due to the memory gap. This was something that he
should have known existed in order to make sure it never happened, but the
templars hadn’t included it in his genetic knowledge, databases, or even
quietly told him about it in person.


And that begged the question as to how much more was lurking in their genetic coding that he didn’t know
about.


A few standard variant soldiers spread out around him
to take up scouting positions in the rubble, but he knew there was nothing on
this planet to harm him and everything in orbit could obliterate what he was
building here with ease. There now orbited two of the Star Force defense
stations they called ‘Sentinels’ and they had the range to strike whatever
targets on the surface they wanted. All it would take was a littler orbital
redirection and they’d float over the desired area and blast it into
rubble…again.


There was also a decent sized warfleet up there,
though most of the ships that had conquered this system had left, moving on to
other invasions no doubt, but what was left here was more than he could hope to
defeat even if he was of a mind to do so.


Eventually a Star Force dropship came down and an
armored Archon came out alone, though the mastermind could see a few other
personnel inside the ship as the hatch lowered. He walked over to meet the
Human halfway, looking into a blank faceplate that suddenly retracted to reveal
the smaller biped’s head.


“As strong as
you are, why do you still feel the need to wear your armor?”


“Never know when
you might need it,” Paul said pithily. 


“You fear an
ambush?”


“No, I just like
having it for unexpected situations. It’s a long climb back up to orbit to grab
it if something does happen. Why don’t you wear armor?”


“We never
developed a need for it.”


“I’ve seen some
of your troops wearing body suits.”


“Thermal mostly,
and occasionally an armored patch covering their torsos, but your weaponry can
shoot right through it. As for me, I’m not supposed to engage in combat.”


“Then why did
they make you so large?”


“You never know
when you might need the advantage,” he replied in echo. “Is there something specific you want to
inform me of, or is this simply the routine check to see if I’m betraying you?”


“Both,” Paul
said bluntly as he pointed to the dropship and a small lizard walked out as its
mind was being controlled by an Archon within. “We recently hit the Dragoya System, middle-sized
industrial base, four planets, and there was a group of about 60,000 of these
guys,” he said, referencing the lizard that had four arms, a boney head and
spine, and very thick and powerful stubby legs.


“We know they’re
diggers,” Paul continued, “but I
thought this variant had been deemed obsolete given your improvements in mining
technology. I’ve searched his mind but he knows nothing obvious. I need you to
assert command so he doesn’t kill himself when he wakes up.”


The mastermind looked down at the odd lizard, for he
had never seen one in person for just the reason that Paul had stated. “Withdraw from view.”


Paul walked off, leaving the little lizard facing the
mastermind until it suddenly twitched back to consciousness and the first thing
it saw was the behemoth standing before it. 


“Be still,”
the mastermind ordered, taking one of his two, four-fingered hands and rubbing
it across the lizard’s arm. The genetic programming within the digger
recognized the gesture, knowing that he’d be receiving new memories within
minutes. “Tell me what your last assigned
task was before being transported to me,” he said carefully, with his words
eliciting the right sense of control to keep the digger from worrying about the
memory gap and accepting the situation for what it was.


“I have not been
assigned a task. I was awaiting transport.”


“Were you told
where you were going?”


“No.”


“Do you remember
how you got here?”


“I do not.”


“Be still and
observe,” the mastermind said, waving Paul forward. “We are on a world that is safe from Star Force because we have an agreement,
so when you see one of their people do not try to attack or flee, simply
proceed with assigned tasks.”


To his credit the little digger did not move when Paul
walked up beside him, giving him a few meters of clearance.


“There is a lot
of rubble on this world that needs to be reclaimed. Access shafts have been cut
off. You will assist the digging teams by creating auxiliary routes to the
subsurface areas.”


“As you command,”
the digger said, staring in Paul’s direction. 


“Wait inside my
ship, then you will be taken to your assignment.”


The shorter lizard walked off into the transport and
disappeared from view as the mastermind looked back at Paul. “He is conscripted. Where did you find them?”


“In a facility
near to where they were grown, apparently awaiting transport offworld. I want
to know why.”


“Excavation,”
he said without hesitation. “Our machines
are far more efficient at removal of bulk material. The only possible purpose
for this breed is delicate work that the machines cannot manage.”


“What sort of
excavations?”


“They are
retrieving something or building around something they do not want damaged…or
something dangerous. And it is located on a world where they do not have the
necessary infrastructure to grow them locally.”


Paul thought for a moment. “What do you know of the Keepers?”


“An ancient race
rumored to have superior technology. We have found a few remnants, but nothing
of significant value.”


“Did you use
diggers for that?”


“It was not I,
so I cannot answer that question. My guess would be yes.”


“Isn’t 60,000
too many for a single site?”


“There may have
been far more than that if this was not the first shipment. If the object is
small that many could be procured for a quick withdrawal, but it makes no sense
to produce that number from afar when a smaller amount would be able to do the
task. I believe this is a large scale effort, though there is nothing in my
memory to suggest what it could be. Most likely it is either information
withheld from me or something new.”


“How far away
would they bother growing them?”


“Not far. I
suggest you search within a radius of 200 lightyears unless you suspect they
would have known you to be watching them. If that is the case their production
and transport may have been lengthened in order to hide the destination. Do you
have a map?”


Paul activated his armor’s hologram, creating a starmap of Star Force holdings in between the two of them
that he mentally adjusted to zoom in on Dragoya and
the surrounding region. The mastermind pointed to a core world not that far
off.


“They did not
use Chederson, assuming this was the only planet
producing the diggers. I believe they assumed you would be monitoring the
larger system and chose to use a smaller one to avoid detection. Why did you
assault it before these others?” he asked, pointing to several worlds on
the new border that had been skipped over.


“We don’t like
to be too predictable. Plus if others don’t know it’s fallen, we can pick up
fleeing ships from others passing through. You’ve gotten a decent number of your
jumpships from that tactic.” 


“How did you
prevent them from sending a transmission?”


“We put blocks
up prior to the invasion. It requires some sneaking to get them into the system
beforehand, but with one such as this there isn’t that much security in the
outer regions. Wait for the planetary alignment to be right and you can slide
in unnoticed even with a huge ship.”


“So they had no
way of knowing you were coming, and assumed this system would not be hit for at
least a year or more?”


“Several years,
actually. We chose it because this region had been passed up many times for an
assault.”


“Then there is
something nearby that they do not want you to find…and it is not on a world
they currently inhabit. I find this highly curious. This region of Li’vorkrachnika
territory has been heavily explored and cataloged. If something new was found
buried beneath the surface of a planet, what cause did they have to go looking
for it? Something must have risen to their knowledge, though by what source I
cannot speculate. I highly doubt they managed to conquer one of the remaining
besieged races.”


“Not to our
knowledge, no, but we have little reconnaissance of their remaining
territories. We’re only scouting in off the border far enough to size up
targets.”


“Have you surveilled
the other system with the at least partial ring shipyard?”


“No we haven’t.
It’s too far away to hit now, and there’s no point in rushing to take it down.
If they want to suck up resources from surrounding systems to build it, better
that than warships. We’ll just take it from them eventually anyway.”


“I am surprised.”


“There are a lot
of systems out there, and setting up slow jumps from enemy-held systems isn’t
easy when you’re trying to sneak around.”


“So you are
relying on Li’vorkrachnika maps?”


“And those of
races along your borders, yes.”


“And what if
those maps have been falsified?”


Paul looked at him with a frown. “You’ve found something?”


“More duplicity.
I am questioning everything I cannot verify myself. I would suggest you do the
same with your maps and scout every system whether you are quiet about it or
not. There may be more going on out there than you know.”


“So now you want
us to defeat the templars?”


“I want
information and I know you will share what you learn. Are there anymore diggers
left alive?”


“We rounded up
329 more and they’re on a transport in orbit. I didn’t have the crew to manage
more than that, and a lot of them died in the fighting, but I didn’t want to
bring back just one.”


“And the rest of
my envoys?”


“Busy on other
worlds. There were none on Dragoya.”


“Do they have a
marker?”


“Yes, but it’s
not barring yours. There was a mastermind present though.”


“They may be
obsolete, but digging through debris is one task they are good at. Send them
down and I will add them to my workforce.”


Paul sent a quick signal to orbit and had the
transport begin its descent. 


“You still wish
you could save them all?” the mastermind asked.


“I could save
more if I wished, it’s simply a matter of resources, time, and willingness. If
I want to take the population of an entire world captive I can, but I must have
a huge staff of handlers ready to receive and maintain them in an unconscious
state to keep them from decaying or waking and killing themselves. We cannot
mount many invasion of that nature, and if we delay in order to do so the
Li’vorkrachnika grow stronger and continue to spread, making our efforts more
difficult.”


“Yet you still
find time to save some of them in this fashion?”


“On special
occasions.”


“And the killing
bothers you, so you find special occasions if none present themselves so to put
your mind more at ease?”


“I kill them
because they won’t surrender and have to be stopped. I could stop them via
other means but do not have the time. That does bother me, but I won’t let
others die because I took my time.”


“I feel no such
restrictions, and I am beginning to wonder if that is because I do not have
them or because they are being repressed.”


“The fact that
you’re even wondering that is a sign that you’re overcoming your blocks.”


“Not fast
enough, and I may never know if I’ve found them all…”
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May 31, 3247


Krachnika System
(occupation zone)


Michra



 

The mastermind stood before the birthing pod in one of
the deactivated hatcheries, watching one of seven Li’vorkrachnika awakening to
their new reality and not taking kindly to it. The standard variant thrashed
about wildly as others moved in to restrain him. It took a moment for him to
settle, then the typical tantrum wore off and he blinked his eyes against the
harsh light as he heard orders being issued to him and his genetic imperatives
found him inclined to obey.


He moved off with the handlers as the second of the
new standard variants was removed from his pod, the process being the same but
them handling it one at a time. This facility had never been fully shut down,
producing a handful of Li’vorkrachnika variants that the mastermind needed when
recruits weren’t sufficient, but this was the first time it had produced
standard variants since the invasion and he doubted Paul would object given the
fact that these were special cases.


After years of research he’d finally permitted the
scientists to create a new genetic template…not a wholesale new
Li’vorkrachnika, but a subtle alteration to the standard variants as a test.
These seven were to be the first and last unless they were able to successfully
integrate with the others. The genetic blocks within the originals had been
removed and reworked, substituting an inclination towards obedience rather than
a mandate, which would allow them to think and decide while their choice would
be heavily urged in the desired direction.


The danger was lack of order, and the mastermind had
been hesitant at creating any unshackled Li’vorkrachnika because he didn’t know
what they would do, but the potential advantage was in making them smarter and
more adaptable than before. He’d been studying Paul’s methods closely, and the
more he found and circumvented his own mental blocks the more he was beginning
to see the wisdom in them. Star Force methods would not work on the
Li’vorkrachnika without seriously altering them, and if he risked that he could
lose his foothold here on Michra via rebellion or
internecine.


So he went for making modifications, taking what was
useful in the Li’vorkrachnika and preserving it while allowing for adjustments
to incorporate Star Force strengths when possible. He had nothing to counter
the Archons so he didn’t try. Simply wanting to make his standard tools more
effective and knowing that new ones could be fashioned later, though often with
centuries of research and fine tuning needing to be done. Normally they’d just
kill or find some auxiliary purpose for the ‘failed’ experiments, but not only
did he now see that was wasteful given his limited resources, he also felt
uneasy about it.


His Li’vorkrachnika couldn’t become hesitant or that
would destroy them. When the enemy outmatched you, you had to fight as if you
had nothing to lose. Fearing death would only inhibit you, but there were many
non-combat situations where death should be avoided. Why hadn’t he seen that
before?


He assumed two reasons. One was because he had been
used to growing whatever population he needed and now he couldn’t, with Paul
mandating he use the recruits and nothing else for his masses of workers. Two,
he was now fairly sure that the templars had restricted any sense of attachment
or concern for those Li’vorkrachnika that he commanded. They didn’t want him
hesitating to send them to their deaths if needed.


And that wasn’t going to be a problem. If needed he’d
still do it, but looking back on his own history and that of many others that
he had found in the databases he was discovering that ‘if needed’ had included
many circumstances where it truly wasn’t. Had their blocks caused them to get
sloppy with their own personnel? He’d never wasted resources before, not the
material ones, but in reanalyzing past actions and running numbers supplied to
him by the librarians who had a penchant for cataloging every little detail, he
was seeing his own actions in a new light. One that he had been unable to see
before.


Paul had said the mental blocks would have downsides
and this appeared to be one of them…and he’d never even suspected it. The data
was right in front of him. He’d seen it before, but his eyes had been glazed
over and he hadn’t recognized it for what it was.


By taking away, or suppressing, his concern for his
minions, the templars had actually made him disregard their resource value at
the same time, as if the genetic coding couldn’t differentiate between the two.
And in truth how could it? For an individual’s strengths were based off their
knowledge and skills. He’d been instructed to treat them as disposable
resources.


Was that why they never advanced as Star Force did?
Not only did they not live as long, they’d never tried because he and the other
masterminds had been engineered not to pursue those paths? Would the more
experienced Li’vorkrachnika resist the templars’ commands, or was this an
accidental byproduct of keeping too tight a reign on them? The minions were one
thing, but to restrict his mind made every choice and battlefield call suspect.
Was that deficiency really worth the tradeoff of unquestionable loyalty?


No, not loyalty. Obedience. Loyalty could be attained
without lying. He had been deceived into thinking the others had regimented
minds and his was free so that he could be the most effective possible. But
what was the cause for that unless what the templars were doing did not warrant
loyalty and they had to shield their servants from knowledge of it?


These thoughts plagued him sporadically, for without
additional data there was nothing new he could discover…save for when he
located another block and found a way around it. Perhaps what he needed to know
was right in front of him and he was just being blocked from seeing it, as were
the others. Maybe the answer truly lay with him alone, but it frustrated him to
no end that he had no way of measuring his progress and that he could be
continuing a vain search if and when he did overcome the last of the blocks and
simply failed to recognize that there were no more to find.


He watched out of curiosity as the rest of the seven
were birthed, wondering if they would be failures from the moment they awoke,
but they all appeared to be identical to their brethren. A small step forward
then, though the real test would be in how they performed their assigned tasks
and when and if they deviated from them.


Two years later he had his first incident. 



 

The mastermind watched as the bound Li’vorkrachnika
was brought before him and dumped onto his knees. It became passive and didn’t
look up at him, staring rather at the massive legs before him and waiting for
whatever doom was to befall it.


“Explain your
actions.”


“I did my duty.”


“You violated
orders.”


“It was
necessary.”


“Why?”


“To keep from
killing 36 diggers. The orders were in error and they had not been given
sufficient time to evacuate the mine shafts. Had I followed orders they could
have been caught in the coring blast. I explained this to my superior but he
did not care. He had orders, and he said I had mine and those diggers had
theirs. Deviation could not be tolerated.”


“And then what
did you do?”


“I refused and
defended the control panel long enough to give them time to evacuate.”


The mastermind leaned down, noticing the shallow cuts
on his face that matched what would have been administrator claw marks. “Why were you not killed on the spot?”


“You gave orders
not to waste personnel.”


“That I did. So
you had two orders to follow that conflicted with one another. One that
required you to obey and one that required you to think. You chose to think.”


“Should I have
let the diggers be killed? Did I err?”


“What do you
think?” he asked him, wishing he had Paul’s mind reading ability. It would
be very useful in situations like this.


“The delay in
operations was minimal and we retained use of the diggers. I believe I chose
correctly.”


“You did. We
cannot afford to waste personnel in order to save pointless amounts of time.
Release him.”


Two standard variants walked up without question and
undid his restraints.


“You will return
to your station and assume the duties that were the administrator’s. He will be
reassigned elsewhere. See to it that the drilling operations continue as
quickly as possible without sacrificing personnel in the process.”


“I will.”


The mastermind gestured for him to leave, then gave
another slight twitch toward one of his librarians that it knew meant for it to
log his orders, which in this case would include the reassignment of the
administrator before this standard variant returned. It made the data changes
within a few seconds and the guards walked out behind the former prisoner,
leaving the mastermind with a moment to think before attending to other
business.


He needed more experiments like this one. 


“I need to send
a message to Paul,” he told his minions, who scurried about to set up the
proper protocols for interfacing with the Star Force communications network in
orbit that would then send any data on to wherever the Archon was, whether
insystem or out.



 

Paul was onboard the Excalibur in the Jeop System helping to
clean up one of three planets in that core system when the communications seda
with them received the message packet and transferred it to him. He was about
half an hour away from heading down to the planet on his ship’s recently
resupplied TF to begin another ground campaign, but delayed his arrival there
by a good ten minutes as he read through the brief but pointed message and
considered the implications.


Thrawn wanted to grow 20,000
new standard variants with modified genetics identical to the handful he’d
produced 2 years ago. He’d cited a recent incident where one of the experiments
had defied a superior in order to preserve the lives of other lizards who would
have been killed accidentally if the order had been followed…ironically
disobeying the standing orders to not waste personnel that the mastermind had
laid down. It seemed the genetic locks were so firm that they’d always follow
the most recent, or maybe most relevant order before them due to an inability
to say no even when they’d be complying with an older or more ambiguous order.


But this experiment had not. He’d actually thought it
through and acted to prevent their deaths. Whether that was because he didn’t
want them to die or was just enforcing the mastermind’s standing orders was a
relevant question, but this minor success did bear more scrutiny…which was only
going to be achieved with a larger group to study.


Paul wasn’t going to let go the population growth
restrictions though, so he came up with a compromise and sent a return message
before heading over to the core of the command ship and into the TF minutes
before it detached from the donut ring and began to descend down into the
atmosphere and open up sixth front on the southernmost continent.



 

The mastermind read through the message, noting that
Paul had agreed to his request with a caveat. In exchange for the 20,000 he’d
have to supply Star Force with a list of raw materials. Nothing too rare, but
it would cost him a chunk of his already limited materials. He had enough in
warehouses to cover the transaction, but with reclamation efforts across the
planet ongoing and him eating up almost everything they recycled with new
infrastructure projects, he’d be putting some of them on hold until additional
resources were acquired.


But it would be worth it, he hoped. Either way he
needed to find out what the consequences of altering the genetic code were, and
if there were undoubtedly tweaks that needed to be made it was best to get to
them sooner rather than later. The resource loss would be a hit, but the future
of his operations on this planet demanded he get answers as soon as possible.


To that end he immediately ordered the assembly of the
necessary materials at a specific landing site and arranged for a later pickup
by Star Force. When the necessary cargo canisters were assembled a flock of the
fat-winged dropships came down and slowly picked it apart, leaving nothing but
an empty landing field and the mastermind with the go ahead for the 20,000 production
order.


Several of the hatcheries that he’d preserved fired
back up, workers returning, and the new genetic samples being introduced into
the growth gel. 



 

The mastermind watched the first batch of the standard
variants birthing again, this time with an Archon beside him, one of Paul’s
subordinates within his Clan Saber. It was interesting how they each had their
own personal empire within an empire, and apparently Paul’s was going to
monitor the development of these Li’vorkrachnika with their psionics, for which
the mastermind was grateful, for it would give him yet more data to work with.


He didn’t doubt their honesty…far from it. Star Force
was renowned for their loyalty to the truth, almost to the point where he
thought they might have genetic constraints instilling that imperative, but
fortunately that meant he could rely on their mysterious powers to help him
test these new ones, and he was interested in wondering why one of them was
here at birth. Had they witnessed this before?


“A few scouts
have,” Fred-498 said, answering his unspoken question. “But I’m here to get a baseline reading. If
there’s divergence it’ll be helpful to be able to pinpoint when it begins.”


“Divergence from
themselves or their predecessors?”


“Both. Why do
you think their awakening is so violent?”


“We are bred for
battle, so when unknown situations face us we respond aggressively. As soon as
they get some semblance about them they come to order.”


“A
disorientation side effect?”


“Are you sensing
otherwise?”


“And it has
nothing to do with them smelling me?” the Archon asked, his helmet down but
otherwise encased in golden armor.


“They can smell
little with gel in their nostrils. It is disorientation.”


“All variants
are like this?”


“We are.”


“And the
templars?”


“They are live
births, of which we have no further knowledge.”


“Are you sure of
that?”


“I cannot be
sure of anything concerning them that I have not witnessed myself. How long…”


“I’ll be in and
out sporadically. Will that be a problem?”


“We’ve amended
the genetic memories of these so that they don’t shoot you on site, but the
others have been so bred. They are following my orders contradicting that, but
as you can see,” he said, gesturing to another standard variant coming out
of its pod and thrashing around, “it is
best if you don’t startle them. They may strike at you on reflex before
remembering my commands.”


“I’ll be
careful. I’ll also need work assignments on these so I can monitor their
progress. I need to observe them when they do not know I am watching them, and
I need it to be in the course of their daily duties or off hours.”


“You will share
your results?”


“All of them,
yes, though they’ll be in the form of field notes. I will have them translated
first.”


“If that is your
way of asking if I am learning your language, the answer is no. My time is
better spent on relevant duties.”


“Because you
have subordinates to do the translating?”


“Of course, but
given that they are your documents I’d still prefer that your people did the
translating…though feel free to send both copies for analysis.”


“I’ll do that,
and make sure the others do as well.”


“How many of you
will be observing?”


“An unspecified
number. We’ll be in armor, so you won’t know who is who anyway. And if we do
our job right, some of the time you won’t even know we’re here.”


“I imagine that
has been the case for years now, though I have found no evidence of it.”


“We’ll identify
landing coordinates each time, but after that we may roam unescorted.”


“Then I ask you
not to kill any of my minions if they do attack you. Simply render them
unconscious.”


“We don’t make a
habit of killing, and you’re not the only ones that have attacked us. We know
how to handle ourselves, and since we can access the minds of those that do, if
you do not give an order to do so there will be no misunderstanding, so do not
concern yourself with it.”


“Do so you
readily answer others’ questions before they ask them?”


“Most of the
others do not know we possess these abilities, so no.”


“And Paul
instructed you to be candid with me?”


Fred smiled. “He
did.”


“So much the
better,” the mastermind said as another Li’vorkrachnika drew its first
breath of fresh air, clawing at it and everything else around him. 
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February 28, 3249


Solar System


Mordor



 

Kirritimin sat on a pedestal, his rear four legs
curled underneath his beetle-like body while his front two were busy
manipulating a control board with the statistics of yet another fictitious
scenario based off of real data. It wasn’t regular, but more and more
information was making its way to him from the Skarron/lizard border and the
Star Force Director had him running through many hypothetical conflicts trying
to figure out not what the enemies would do, but rather what they could do with available resources,
personnel, and geographical holdings. 


 It was tedious
work, but he enjoyed it. Nothing so mundane as running
battle simulations, the Fassna was literally building and destroying virtual
empires with no oversight. The Archons he dealt with on a regular basis didn’t
want to influence his choices, thus they did not try to assimilate him into
their way of thinking. Instead they threw what they called ‘challenges’ at him
and he now relished whenever he was given a new one…especially when it was one
he initially failed.


The lizards had not been so generous with tasks.
Theirs were more demands in a general ‘take this world’ sort of imperative, but
the Archons were being very specific about some challenges, citing economic
variables, foodstuff production, and even allowing him to incorporate slave
labor, meat harvesting, and other banned things so long as this was theoretical
on the premise that they would prove logistically inadequate anyway. He thought
they were trying to teach him a lesson, but as he’d shown them in numerous
scenarios, such things did have their uses.


They were learning from him, he knew, but he didn’t
know how they were incorporating what they learned into their own civilization.
He was kept completely in the dark aside from news updates. There was no
coordination. No responsibility placed upon him. Everything was theoretical and
could be approached as intensely or cavalierly as one wanted…with him never
lacking sufficiently complex tasks to satisfy the demands of his intellect.


In past years he’d often spent an inordinate amount of
time rethinking his choices and trying to figure out if there had been an
alternative solution that would not have ended with his race being wiped out,
but now he’d put that behind him. What was done was done and he couldn’t gain
any more insight from additional reflection, and with so many new problems to
solve he had allowed himself to disconnect from his former life and embrace
where fate had set him.


But he never let go his hatred of the Li’vorkrachnika.
He still had an unsettled debt with them. One that would never be fully paid.
So when he was given tasks such as this one that involved what the Archons
mockingly called ‘lizards’…which he noted they never capitalized as an
additional insult…he had a keen interest in squeezing every tidbit of strategy
and tactics out of the subject matter so that Star Force could potentially make
use of it against them in their purge of their outward territories.


They’d also let him in on the secret of the vastly
superior empire in near the galactic core that they must never come into
contact with. He hadn’t been given an identity or any specifics, just the
reality of the situation. Trusting in the few absolutes they had cited to him,
he’d been asked to figure out if there were any other possibilities to deal
with the Li’vorkrachnika across the coreward no-go line.


Sadly there were not, as far as with Star Force troops
anyway. Proximity to an enemy that must not find you was not something you
could fiddle with, and while the line itself was more or less arbitrary, he did
agree that there must be one. That meant the Li’vorkrachnika would not be wiped
out entirely by Star Force…and if the task were to be done, it had to be done
by someone else.


Right now that someone looked to be the Skarrons. The
Li’vorkrachnika were getting dangerously close to the regional boundary, at
which point he expected some tendril of an assault to meet fierce resistance.
If they did then the gains would come to an abrupt halt and it would be up to
the invaders to decide how hard they wanted to press. Kirritimin knew what they
would do, which made these simulations all the more important. He couldn’t help
the Skarrons, nor could he leave this planet given the information that the
Director had imparted to him. He’d agreed to that caveat because he needed as
much intel as he could get in order to do his job, but
right now he almost wished he could go to the Skarrons and help them in their
fight against the Li’vorkrachnika.


As for the Preema…they were another possibility that
had fallen flat. They had, and were still, killing many of them and would
continue to do so well into the future, but they had adopted the same ‘wall of
stars’ border that Star Force had and wouldn’t be pursuing the Li’vorkrachnika
to their extinction. He speculated it was out of realization rather than
trepidation that they’d established their line, for no matter how many worlds
they took from the Li’vorkrachnika, they continued to spread to even more
making the task of eradicating them seem impossible.


It wasn’t, but tactics had to shift in ways that many
did not see or did not condone. Assaults had to be swift and thorough, with the
idea of taking a planet completely abandoned. They had to kill and move on, and
get so good at it that they would outstrip the Li’vorkrachnika’s ability to
regenerate and spread.


Star Force was doing that here, but no one else was
and Star Force wasn’t going to go after the coreward territories…at least not
obviously. There were the Hradeiti and a few other small programs that they had
under way to allow others the beginnings of footholds that they could
potentially push out into enemy territory, but none were even worth mentioning
in terms of the grand scale that would be required to end this threat once and
for all. 


That meant the Li’vorkrachnika were going to win…unless
the Skarrons took it to them.


He’d been told that there was no communication between
the Skarrons and Star Force, but right now the Li’vorkrachnika in the coreward
region were partially boxed in by both the Star Force line and the Preema. If
the Skarrons pushed them back that direction this nightmare could finally come
to an end, but what would make them entertain such notions?


That wasn’t something he could answer with the data in
front of him, so he focused on figuring out what could be done in individual
star systems with the resources provided to him. More often than not he was
allotted too little, but on occasions such as that he knew the task was in
finding ways to do more with less…not something he was entirely unfamiliar with
after working for the Li’vorkrachnika.


They’d had far more primitive technology than the
Fassna, but after a very long war attrition had won in their favor and his
homeworld was conquered with him on it. Most of it was savaged, but a piece was
preserved and ordered to surrender.


It was then that he’d met his first templar…and from
that point on he’d been living in a continual nightmare doing things he never
would have done just to keep the surviving Fassna population alive another day.


He’d given them centuries,
but it hadn’t been enough. Eventually he’d failed the templars, or more
accurately Star Force had succeeded, and that at least was not something he
regretted. His people may have been destroyed, but the Li’vorkrachnika were
losing far more and he was enjoying each and every report of a new world or
system falling to this odd, yet impressive confederacy of dozens of races.
Hundreds actually when you counted all the small ones that they attributed
their ‘ward’ status, though some of those were actually quite large by this point,
having been sheltered and trained by the Humans until they were a force to be
reckoned with, the rest of Star Force notwithstanding.


It was a deep shame the Fassna survivors couldn’t have
joined them. If they had, they would have more than made up for the kindness of
inclusion.


But they had taken him in as an individual and he was
going to repay them for that however possible. If they hadn’t discovered him
inside that wall with their psionics he would have been dead by now, having
withered away in a pain-riddled demise similar to the way his own race had gone
out. He was the last of them, but his end would not be the same. No. From this
point on there would be only accomplishments, for when his death did eventually
come it would not be a loss. Part of him was already gone. He would simply be
finishing a past action.


And that gave him a wonderful sense of freedom…and an
opportunity to strike back at the Li’vorkrachnika, knowing that they could do
nothing worse to him than they’d already done.


And given the locale he was currently living in, he
knew he’d never have to see another of their ugly faces again, which was
another relief that he owed Star Force for. His life, whatever was left of it,
was going to be free of their stench in more ways than one, and many of the
tasks the Archons were assigning him didn’t involve the Li’vorkrachnika at all.


Given time, he expected none of them to be as Star
Force slowly eradicated them on their side of the boundary line.



 

A digger variant crawled along a narrow dirt tunnel,
its legs pushing hard behind it in order to get the leverage to scrape away
another layer of the wall with its four arms using a flat claw-like appendage
on each of them. Material rained down on the bone-covered skull and its equally
armored back, with it using a row of spikes to dig into the ceiling as it
leveraged itself up from time to time. 


That material would then be collected by others and
moved out, but right now this digger and his twins were traversing the circular
tunnel and enlarging it with each pass, pushing out from the machine dug
tunnels very close to their objective which they had orders not to disturb more
than to scrape away the dirt and rock around it. Right now they were not that
close, still making entry passages that would later be reinforced into proper
tunnels, but with the sensor-defying material of the target they never knew for
sure just how far they had to dig.


So loop after loop came with them getting closer and
closer, but this one still hadn’t seen or heard of anyone getting through
yet…but when he got about halfway through this tunnel arc he passed by another
smaller shaft that was very recently bored as a digger crawled out.


“I have
contacted it,” he said, holding up his hands. “I could not damage it, it is so hard.”


“How far?”


“20 meters. It
is…” it began to say as the collar-like comm
device activated in response to the report he’d just sent. 


“Contact made.
All diggers report to specified coordinates and began excavation.”


“Follow and see,”
it said, with both of them now being ordered to expand on this site. 


The newcomer knelt down and crawled on its legs and
lower hands until the one in front of it stopped and a mix of dirt and rock
started to come back into its face. In turn it shoved the material under it
between its legs and into a new pile that another digger would get to as soon
as it arrived. 


Inch by inch they progressed, digging forward while
sealing themselves in with a loose pile blocking their access but leaving a
narrow air gap so they could continue breathing. When the second lizard got to
the artificial wall there was now a small room dug out with a very low ceiling
that could accommodate three of them tightly, but two would be used so they
could have room to maneuver the dirt around and send it back out what was now a
chain of diggers funneling it up to the equipment zone that would send it back
to the surface and quickly rid these areas of it.


The small chamber was widened until five of the
diggers would fit comfortably, then they began raising the ceiling up high
enough that they could walk around. At that point the connecting tunnel had
been expanded enough to allow for walking as well and more diggers poured in
and started carving away much more material…so much so that eventually beams
were brought in to produce a box onto which panels were added, creating a bit
of a platform for them to work off of. 


Slowly that platform was added to as more dirt/rock
was removed, with standard variants coming in to further assemble retaining
walls that would keep pressure on the surrounding areas to prevent a cave in as
more and more of the deep red and smooth structure was revealed. It had an
imperceptible curve to it, but otherwise looked like a flat wall that the
diggers own claws, which were designed to carve through various forms of rock,
could not so much as leave a scratch on.


It would take powerful machines to break through, but
they were forbidden to do so until the templar arrived. They were simply to
clear the area and erect the necessary structures to allow ease of access down
from the surface. That process continued for weeks and nearly a half mile of
wall was revealed by the time the templar finally arrived.


The diggers and standard variants moved aside when he
arrived with a heavy escort that was made up of mostly maulers but also with a
lot of standards with heavy weaponry. Behind them came large walking machines
standing 3 meters high and dwarfing the Li’vorkrachnika. They were not of their
making and foreign in look and design, but they were with the templar so no one
regarded them as being threats.


With them came an alien that walked up to and joined
the templar just short of the massive red wall. Most of the diggers continued
work on the edges, but a few that were scraping material away from the floor
crawled up through the meter-wide gap between support beams and red wall and
looked at the newcomers, seeing the templar having a lengthy discussion with
the alien. At several points the taller biped’s headtails whipped around
angrily, but there was no physical fighting that broke out…with both pairs of
body guards waiting nearby to take up action if that were to occur.


The digger knew that if something did happen he needed
to run towards the alien and grab at his legs, holding him in place. The
walking machines were too big for him to topple, but if several of them were to
grab and push on one leg they might be able to take it down, or at least delay
it from getting to the templar…though it had what looked like ranged weapons.
Still, even if he only lasted 2 seconds into a fight, he could be of some use.


But no fighting was going to break out and eventually
the argument settled with the alien pointing above them and to the right with
the digger receiving new orders to start expanding in that direction within a minute.
As he and the others began to reposition he walked by the templar and alien as
they both walked up to the edge, the Li’vorkrachnika standing back a step away
from the drop off, but the two headtails shook with a nervous twitch as the
alien toed the edge and placed a hand on a structural beam so he could lean out
towards the wall.


He put his other hand on the hard red surface as the
digger passed nearby and overheard him say a single word when he made physical
contact with the artifact. 


“Hamoriti.”
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