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July 28, 3604


Yat’ri System
(Hjar’at Regional Capitol)


Inner Zone



 

Mak’to’ran stood inside the silver circle on the
command deck of his Kafcha-class
dreadnaught that outlined the zone from which mental control could be exerted
as he monitored the position of every Hjar’at ship in their defense fleet while
his Era’tran vessel moved through a microjump from
the central star towards the 6th planet. They’d picked up an escort of some 18
warships, all of smaller size, but they were a small fraction of the overall warfleet here with Mak’to’ran being hyper aware of the
threat they posed. Should they turn against him, fleeing would be his only
option so he was keeping watch on every navigational twitch they made, though
if his enemies had any common sense they’d wait until he arrived at his
destination before acting.


He’d received assurances from Hjar’at in this system
upon arriving that he’d be allowed to visit the surface of Hattoman
and then leave the system again without interference, but Mak’to’ran knew better
than to assume there were no threats. That said, he was still trusting the
Hjar’at a great deal and was about to put himself in a very vulnerable
position…but this mission was one of trust, and there were none amongst the
V’kit’no’sat that held to the concept of honoring one’s word more than the
Hjar’at did. Guile wasn’t their strong suit. They believed in identifying a
target, charging it, destroying it, then repeating as many times as
necessary…and they were just as steadfast and focused with regards to
protecting their allies.


Mak’to’ran was putting them in the curious position of
having to choose between him and Itaru’s orders, but
Hamob had sent him here for a reason and so far it looked to be paying off, for
he had half expected a fleet of ships to intercept him as soon as he entered
the system. That hadn’t happened, but he still couldn’t shake the feeling that
he was walking into a trap. Perhaps another fleet was on its way here to do
what the Hjar’at had promised not to, but they’d made it clear that he would be
allowed to leave and the wording they’d used didn’t allow for any cleverness.
If they honored their word he’d have free passage, and if another race showed
up and demanded they break their word the Hjar’at wouldn’t take well to that.


And given the thousands of Hjar’at warships nearby and
their crews’ propensity for combat, no one was going to force their hand here.
It was the thought of Hjar’at members of the ‘collective’ and possible
counterparts to the I’rar’et assassins that concerned
him most, but he was here and he was going to see this through one way or
another. 


He just hoped Hamob knew what he was doing sending him
here.



 

When Mak’to’ran reached Hattoman
he traveled down to the planet’s surface in a drop pod escorted by four Zen’zat
Paklo-class
starfighters under his command as 128 identical craft flown by Hjar’at Zen’zat
joined up with them in an extra symbolic gesture of neutrality. Zen’zat served
all V’kit’no’sat, but while they held racial allegiances they put their duty to
the empire first above all else. One might think that would mean they would
heed Itaru’s order to forcibly recall him, but the
message here was clear. V’kit’no’sat would not be fighting V’kit’no’sat, and if
any Hjar’at felt otherwise they’d have to fight the Zen’zat from both races to
get at Mak’to’ran.


The Paklo stayed around his
drop pod like a swarm of insects until it landed in a Hjar’at city, then they
stayed in the general area flying patrol loops to make sure that everyone
understood this landing pad was off limits. There were no other ships at all on
the long pad that stretched out like a claw mark through the city
infrastructure, far longer than it was wide, but there were several hundred
Hjar’at and thousands of Zen’zat present…all of which were fully armored. The
Zen’zat in their typical green/black and the Hjar’at in their reflective gold,
but their Saroto’kanse’vam were uncovered and unpowered.


Those appeared as clear crystal, and while they were
incredibly dense they also would gain armor protection when not energized.
Their being exposed now was a sign of respect, showing that they were here to
be the Era’trans’ escorts, not their attackers. Their
formation was also one of defense against an exterior threat, with many having
their tails towards the dropship while the inner circle focused on the visiting
craft. The Zen’zat were spaced between them in tight groups that could disperse
on a moment’s notice and cause all kinds of havoc…meaning that if this was a
trap, there was little chance of Mak’to’ran escaping it.


When the descending ramp formed Mak’to’ran walked out
first, his body armor also fully deployed into the deep red battle plates
feared by many…but not the Hjar’at. The Era’tran might have an intelligence
advantage given their Sav, but in physical combat
they were no match for the Hjar’at. Once fully energized, the Saroto’kanse’vam
not only could fire energy blasts at range, but they would glow bright blue and
become cutting weapons above and beyond their already sharp shape. A Hjar’at
simply had to run towards an Era’tran and ram them neck down, digging their
nose into the ground and causing them to roll forward with their back spines
coming around and into his face…and if they could land that attack, his shields
and armor would be of little defense. He might survive once, maybe twice if he
was lucky, but the damage those spines could inflict when fully energized was
insane.


An Era’tran had to dodge and fire, not making physical
contact, but that was difficult due to the agility advantage the Hjar’at had
being quadruped. Mak’to’ran could outrun them if allowed to get up to speed,
for their legs were short and stubby compared to his, but maneuvering around in
close combat was to their advantage and only the deftest of Era’tran warriors
could match them in the ‘dance of death,’ as it was called. In the past the two
races would spar with one another for practice, with the Saroto’kanse’vam not
energized, but such things had diminished with time and the lingering distrust
following the Rit’ko’sor rebellion, though they had not outright ended. There
were still occasionally some cross training exercises organized, so it was only
mildly surprising to see a single Era’tran without armor standing amongst the
Hjar’at waiting for him.


Down the ramp following Mak’to’ran came his escorts,
some 23 this time and all wearing their deployed armor. Hjar’at didn’t take
that as a sign of offense, rather the reverse. Most Hjar’at were warriors, and
even those that were not shared some temperamental traits, so coming in with
your defenses up was something of prudence rather than offense…especially given
the situation. The presence of his escorts was also something that would be
expected, for no warrior respected a fool.


The Era’tran waiting for him was not armored, but then
again he had not been ordered to Itaru, only
Mak’to’ran had, though his presence felt out of place with every other
individual on the landing pad fully decked out and ready for battle if needed.


The unidentified Era’tran and a single Hjar’at
approached Mak’to’ran, meeting him halfway to the inner defense circle as his
own escorts fanned out, lazily exchanging glances with the Hjar’at. Neither side
expected a fight, for they were fellow V’kit’no’sat, but that didn’t keep them
from visually and mentally sizing each other up.


“Did you have
any trouble getting here?” the other Era’tran asked.


“No I did not.
Who are you?”


“I am Dagobeth, a semi-permanent ambassador to the Hjar’at.”


“Why was I
unaware of this position?”


“It is a private
relationship we keep,” the Hjar’at standing next to Dagobeth
answered. “With traitors in the empire,
we must establish who can be trusted and who cannot, and we must do so
privately.”


“My arrival is
hardly private,” Mak’to’ran pointed out.


“No it is not,
and we have not been told the nature of your mission here, but we will hear you
out so long as you leave within 2 days. Will that be satisfactory?”


“It will.”


“Then speak.”


“You wish to do
so here?” he asked, unable to see the Hjar’at’s
face but with his mind partially visible as the Era’tran tried to glean some
clues as to his reasoning.


“Those who need
to know are watching. Why have you come here?”


Mak’to’ran looked at the clear spines that were at his
eye level, then down to the much lower head of the Hjar’at. 


“Very well. I
bring information concerning the Star Force Hadarak.”


“Information you
withheld from Itaru?”


“No. Information
recently obtained during a reconnaissance mission to the star systems where
they keep the Hadarak.”


“No such mission
was mandated. You defy Itaru again?”


“Necessarily so.
We not only have traitors amongst us, but we have powerful enemies on the rim
that we have not been warned of, and they are allied with this Star Force. One
of our scout ships was destroyed by a race we have not encountered before, and
I have come here to give you the information on our new enemies and consult
with you concerning the implications as I simultaneously release the
information to the Urrtren.”


“What kind of
enemy?”


“One with
technology that we cannot fully identify, and one with a stealth field that our
sensors cannot penetrate.”


The Hjar’at growled and a single lightning flash of
energy passed between two of his highest spines, but they remained clear and
the discharge did not occur a second time. 


“How many did
you lose?”


“A Domjo. We
sent 6, and they were able to complete their mission. The altered Hadarak
appear to be prototypes only. There are no duplicates. However, the location of
the Hadarak is also a meeting place for many advanced races that we have no
knowledge of. We engaged in combat only with the one, but there are many more.
Whoever is behind the treachery of this Star Force appears to be recruiting
powerful allies from the rim as well. Races that we should have heard something
about previously, but Itaru has not given any such
warnings. If they will not defend the V’kit’no’sat, then others must. If Itaru begins acquitting its duty I will obey its edicts, but
until such a time loyal V’kit’no’sat have a great deal of work to do.”


The Hjar’at looked at Dagobeth,
then tilted his head away from the drop pod. 


“Bring your data,”
he said, spinning around and walking into a forming gap in those assembled that
led to a city entrance.


 He is rattled, Dagobeth
told Mak’to’ran telepathically. And I am
not at all pleased either.


None of us are,
Mak’to’ran said as he fell into step with the unarmored Era’tran and followed
the Hjar’at. His escorts slipped into a mirroring 2 wide formation save for a
trio that stayed behind with the drop pod that the starfighters were still
circling over and would remain so for the duration of his visit, cycling in and
out as needed.


As they walked the shorter distance to the side of the
landing pad, Mak’to’ran looked up at the sea of ridges that the Hjar’at made
their cities out of. They weren’t totally smooth, but a far cry from the spines
on their backs. Rather these buildings were a massive arc that tapered out all
the way to the ground but were narrow on the sides, making them almost look
like the back fin of a Qua’cho. These were thicker than that, but the entire
Hjar’at city was covered with them in a way that led to easy travel laterally
on the streets between the small, artificial mountains, but try and travel
across them and it became very frustrating. 


One could travel down to the low end and move around
there, but that was extremely inefficient. For some reason the Hjar’at didn’t
seem to care, though they had installed access ports to allow people to cut
through the center of the ridges and the entrance they were currently headed
for looked to qualify as one. It was located at the very bottom of a steep
slope and was large enough to accommodate small ships. It was closed until they
came within 200 meters of it, then the huge door started to pull down from a
narrow opening on the top until it descended all the way into the ground,
allowing them yet again an inconvenient access.


But Mak’to’ran knew the reason they’d designed it that
way. ‘Slow to open, quick to close’ was a combat
necessity allowing them to block off open access ways quickly to ground travel.
Aerial traffic, if it was allowed inside, could still pass through and would be
the easiest and quickest to open up for, but if there were troops on the ground
they could be stopped quickly, for that was where the door would extrude from
first.


In fact, nearly all Hjar’at infrastructure was
predicated on combat of some sort, and the ridge-like buildings were the
hardest V’kit’no’sat structures to take out from orbit due to their shape. Hit
them on the ridge and you’d encounter extra dense shielding, but miss slightly
and hit them on the flanks and you’d encounter a sloped shield that would
spread out the damage, thus making them soak up more attack power and delay an
enemy’s destruction of the city.


And if one building was destroyed from the ground, the
next one over would essentially be a giant shielded wall hard to get through,
forcing an enemy into the predictable choke points between them that had
concealed weaponry and long roads leading up to them that the Hjar’at could
charge down and ram their targets.


This entirely cityscape was set up for their preferred
combat if they were ever invaded, and while Mak’to’ran respected that he also
knew that he would have little room to dodge in the relatively narrow roads
between the ridges, setting himself up for easy rams by a group of Hjar’at if
it came to that, for all they would have to do is stand shoulder to shoulder
and run, with him having nowhere to go.


The ‘bladed wall’ is what they called the technique,
and unless you were a good jumper there was little you could do to avoid it in
infrastructure such as this. While all V’kit’no’sat had Lachka, most were not
powerful enough to slow, let alone stop a charging Hjar’at. You could do so in
groups working together, but the only ones rumored to be powerful enough to
accomplish it solo were the Oso’lon, and Mak’to’ran still had doubts about the
veracity of those rumors. 


When they passed through the gate they entered the
inside of the ridge-like building and immediately all the Era’tran felt a
little too tall. The ceiling was still well above their head height, but it was
low compared to the way everything was spread out laterally. There were no
corridors and rooms like most other V’kit’no’sat races utilized, but rather a
wide open plain interrupted with support columns and sporadic walls. You
couldn’t see everywhere, for there was enough stuff to block your distant
vision, but if combat were to break out inside the structure the Hjar’at would
have decent running space to get up to ramming speed and the low ceiling height
would force flyers down to spine level.


Mak’to’ran assumed the same for the other levels all
the way up to the top of the structure, but his Hjar’at escorts led them
through the building and out the far side, crossing the street and turning to
the right. They walked down it with a few vehicles passing by over their heads
then turned left and entered the next ridge. They didn’t have gates facing one
another, so the problem of moving across ridges was a tedious one until they
came to the Hjar’at version of a Satu. They walked
into a circular end of one of the streets and were immediately pulled upwards a
few at a time. 


Mak’to’ran walked in next to Dagobeth
and the pair were lifted up through a short shield column until they were
deposited on a shield platform. There was no physical structure to it at all,
and it led to a series of river-like paths that meandered rather than moved on
straight lines. That was annoying as far as distance traveled was, but for
someone trying to shoot a passenger on the Satu the
constant twists and turns would make their path unpredictable, especially
considering that the shield path ahead of them was nonexistent until they came
near to it, with the invisible road forming and deconstructing behind them as
they were carried up and over the ridge buildings.


The Hjar’at had built their Satu
infrastructure in such a way that they could turn it on and off at will, thus
making it impossible to destroy with an aerial attack or orbital bombardment
unless the emitters in the well protected buildings below were hit. Had
Mak’to’ran not been wearing armor he would have been concerned, for a saboteur
could cut out his section of the Satu and drop him
more than half a mile to the ground. 


That might kill him, then again he might survive or
die in such a way to be recoverable after, but his armor made the matter
pointless. All V’kit’no’sat armor had limited gravity drives installed that
were just powerful enough to lift his body. He couldn’t use them to fly in any
appreciable way, but if he fell they would slow his fall and avoid any danger.
Likewise, if he was trapped in a pit he couldn’t climb out of, he could jump
and with the help of his armor attain sufficient speed in order to get out
before the power charge diminished. 


It was a backup that was rarely used, but necessary.
Even the Zen’zat had it, and if they wished they could glide across great
distances as they slowly fell, but few were skilled enough to truly make use of
that. The legendary Ironsey had been a master of it, but
sadly that Zen’zat had been killed shortly before Mak’to’ran had been born…as
had many more during the Zak’de’ron war. Numbers could
be replenished with new births, but experience was far harder to replicate. A
million years worth of training took a million years
to replace, and the strength that the V’kit’no’sat had had during the days of
the Zak’de’ron had not been fully recovered in terms
of personnel. 


And losing even more to something as pathetic as
falling from a Satu was beyond unacceptable, which
was why warriors chose to wear their armor in almost all occasions, for even in
undeployed mode the antigrav
would function, and there were many other V’kit’no’sat civilian accoutrements
that offered the same protection. 


But this Satu design also
held another purpose, and that being that an enemy couldn’t make use of it…for
the Hjar’at would just turn it off if they did and force them to move through
the streets and find some way to get by their Saroto’kanse’vam. 


Everything about the Hjar’at was built around war or
preparation for war, and if the V’kit’no’sat were going to survive the
instability plaguing them they were going to need the Hjar’at intact, loyal,
and not fighting other races. 


Mak’to’ran knew the value in them, he just hoped Hamob
had picked the right time and place to further the bonds of brotherhood that Dagobeth had obviously already begun to forge.
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The group traveled a long distance over the tops of
the ridge buildings, essentially flying on solid, mostly invisible platforms
that were open to the wind. Mak’to’ran’s escorts were close behind along with a
handful of Hjar’at, all of which still wore their full armor. Mak’to’ran
wondered if there were any assassins eyeing him as he was out in the open, but
if there were they didn’t attempt any attack. They hadn’t in Battiwipot, rather
striking at fellow I’rar’et that refused to agree with
their methods, and a lingering question now was how the Hjar’at would react.
Hamob was sending him around the empire not just to negotiate with potential
allies, but also to draw out the traitors. He was bait, and sooner or later
they were going to strike at him directly…but would it be the Hjar’at to do it?


Mak’to’ran didn’t think so, but if they did they’d hit
the hardest. He was sure of that. 


When they came to the end of their trek across the skytops of the Hjar’at city they were very far away from
their landing pad and the protective swarm of starfighters that oddly hadn’t
followed them. Had Mak’to’ran been in charge of security he would have had at
least one tracking their progress through the Satu.
Maybe the Hjar’at had been wary of some action he would take, and now that
they’d learned his purpose in coming here had decided there was no threat from
him alone…and yet he could see on his armor’s internal displays that the Paklo were still circling over his drop pod. 


Hjar’at were predictable in many ways, but a part of
their psyche had always eluded Mak’to’ran. Garrtak he
had known well, but the veteran Hjar’at had continually surprised him at the oddest
moments. From that he’d learned not to underestimate the battle-savvy
quadrupeds, for as brutish as they were at times there was also a sleeping
strategic mind within them that occasionally poked itself into evidence.


When Mak’to’ran descended from the Satu
it wasn’t down to street level, but rather the side of one of the ridge
buildings near the summit. There an extendable platform moved out to allow them
to land and assemble, then as a group the 25 Era’tran followed the Hjar’at
inside to another wide expanse with low ceilings. There they found a descending
staircase that brought them out onto the side of such a huge chamber it
surprised Mak’to’ran. There was far too much air, almost as if…


Then he saw the Les’i’kron perched in a nook near the
floor, its wings tucked back along its body in such a way that they almost
disappeared. Not far from it was a large pool that took up half the floor space
in what Mak’to’ran deduced to be a neutral meeting place for all the races in
the V’kit’no’sat, with the ample air space to accommodate the fliers and the
water for the aquatics while providing a large area of land as well with tiered
rings of platforms surrounding it containing many different things, including
the walkway they were traveling down. 


  His Ikrid picked up several more minds hidden
from view that were not Hjar’at, and he immediately turned his attention to Dagobeth.


Why are we here?
I was sent to discuss matters with the Hjar’at, not others.


They have not
told me, but I believe we are only passing through this chamber. There are
Tayri chambers beneath this, and I suspect that is our destination. 


That made more sense. The Tayri were the negotiation
wing of the Hjar’at, and while not quite their leadership they held a
considerable amount of influence within their race, for there was no way the
Hjar’at were going to allow non-warriors to negotiate for them. Only those with
considerable combat experience and wisdom made their way into the Tayri, and
given that this was a Hjar’at regional capitol there should be some very high
ranking members here. 


As Dagobeth predicted they
headed lower into the ambassadorial chamber then ducked into a tunnel-like exit
that brought them down into the more predictable flat architecture the Hjar’at preferred.
The Era’tran were led through a kill zone of tunnels so narrow that they had to
walk single file to allow traffic to pass from the other direction, though
there was little of it. Eventually their tunnel opened out to a smaller, but
still widespread level that had a few dozen Hjar’at in it…including one very
powerful mind that Mak’to’ran could feel seething nearby.


Their path brought the Era’tran towards it, then a
Hjar’at half again as big as most of the others walked out from behind a wall
and into view. His gray/green skin was covered with tattoos that Mak’to’ran
instantly recognized and he drew in a surprised breath, for this wasn’t one of
the Tayri. This was Yaquik. The eldest and arguably one of the most powerful
Hjar’at in existence with a battle record so long that the corresponding
tattoos spread across more than half his body. 


“Show me our new
enemy,” the Hjar’at said with an echoing telepathic insistence behind it
that almost made Mak’to’ran’s head hurt. 


The Era’tran stared down slightly, but the Hjar’at’s head rode higher than the others due to his size,
leaving it still lower than Mak’to’ran’s but with a sea of clear spines rising
taller than him to reinforce the lethal power he could sense telepathically
along with an anger that he guessed was not directed at him, for when a Hjar’at
disliked you their biological cues were hard to miss. 


Mak’to’ran trigged his armor to produce the holograms
that contained the information and chose the ship that the Era’tran had engaged
in the Preserve to show him first, both a schematic and the actual battle
footage. He let it play through for more than a minute while Yaquik remained
silent, then a cascade ripple of blue lighting energy traveled from his neck
spines up and over the arch of his back and disappeared on his tail as the Hjar’at’s eyes looked into Mak’to’ran’s faceplate.


“Show yourself,
Era’tran.”


Mak’to’ran retracted the armor over his head, but left
the rest intact as he locked eyes with his counterpart. Part of him couldn’t
stand submission, even if this Hjar’at effectively outranked him, so he held
his ground with a counter stare and just enough telepathic aura to let Yaquik
know he was holding his ground, but not making any form of attack out of it…physically,
psionically, or thematically. 


“You are known
to me, but your refusal to answer Itaru’s call has
been perplexing. It speaks of treason in a time where we are known to have
traitors amongst us. Show me your claws.”


Mak’to’ran withdrew the armor over his hands, then
guessing as to his meaning flashed his red energy over them, causing all the
other Hjar’at nearby to recoil angrily, but not Yaquik. A quick telepathic
ordered from the elder Hjar’at calmed them out of attack mode as Mak’to’ran let
the offensive glow linger long enough to make the point, then he dissipated it
and recovered them with his armor. 


“The rumors are
true,” Yaquik said casually. “You have committed treason.”


“Have I?”
Mak’to’ran challenged. 


“You have
directly defied Itaru, and your illegitimate
Saroto’kanse’vam are a far greater trespass than your refusal to heed the
recall. Era’tran are reputed to have superior intelligence, so I assume you
have a plan in this. Why have you sought me out?”


“I was sent by
Hamob to warn the Hjar’at of the threats we face. I did not know that I would
find you here.”


“Hamob…”
Yaquik mewed. “He has always been
annoyingly right in reflection, but he has never known how to please others.”


“Coming from a
Hjar’at that is almost humorous,” Mak’to’ran quipped.


“Simply stating
a fact is preferable to teasing it before others, and he has a habit for the
latter.”


“The dominant
should be capable of deconstructing a tease. If not, are they still worthy?”


“Then you come
here with a challenge, Era’tran?”


“I do. We are
not traitors, but we are defying Itaru. I am visible symbol of this, and as you noted, we
are not being subtle about it,” he said as he dropped his armor’s passive
shields. That went unnoticed by those not viewing him in Pefbar, but the
shimmer that soon covered his body did not. He let it pool around him then threw
out a ring-like Jumat blast that barely budged the Hjar’at and Era’tran nearby,
but it sent them all into even further shock, for not even his own Era’tran had
known he possessed Jumat. “I come as
loyal V’kit’no’sat seeking the assistance of others to root out the corruption
within us.”


“You truly wish
to goad the Oso’lon, don’t you?” Yaquik said, visibly getting calmer while
the other Hjar’at looked like they were ready to attack and put down the
traitor here and now if given the order. “Were
you holding back or is that the extent of your power?”


“Holding back,
but the psionic is new to me.”


“And the rest of
you?” Yaquik asked, gesturing towards the other Era’tran.


“Only I have it
and a few others of equal need. If I am to be the bait to draw out the traitors,
I already suffer enough disadvantage. This helps to counter it.”


“I could still
kill you now if I wished.”


“Perhaps so, but
no loyal V’kit’no’sat will harm another. If you are one of the traitors, then
the empire might as well start its self-destruction here and now.”


“You are a bold
one, Mak’to’ran, and I think Hamob has encouraged you to be even more so. He is
playing a dangerous game.”


“This is no
game. The empire is in peril, and we must act to preserve what parts we can
before all is destroyed…and we will not wait for Itaru’s
permission to do our duty.”


“And what duty
is that?”


“This is not the
only advanced race we have discovered,” Mak’to’ran said, altering the still
present holograms into rows of ship hulls, each from the different races seen
in the Preserve and laying them out before Yaquik to display the mounting
incompetence of Itaru. “If we do not know of these threats, then it is because Itaru has not been looking. Such powerful races cannot go
unheard of in the rim, and it may be that Itaru has
been blocking our exploration and surveillance in order to allow the Star Force
heresy to ally with these powers to unknown ends. The treason runs far deeper
than previously believed.”


Yaquik studied each of the ship hulls carefully,
saying nothing but with his eye line telling Mak’to’ran of his progress. When
he finished inspecting the last one he sent a quick telepathic ping to the
Era’tran indicating that he wanted more details. 


Mak’to’ran responded by pulling most of the ship hulls
away and leaving only three, around which analysis data was displayed that
showed bits and pieces of unknown technology. When those three passed his
inspection Yaquik signaled for the next set as he silently reviewed the data
while the surrounding Hjar’at increased in number as more arrived to surround
the Era’tran, making it clear that they would not be leaving if Yaquik decided
otherwise.


But Mak’to’ran wasn’t concerned with them as he
continued to feed data to the elder Hjar’at, who grew more and more intense as
he inspected the reconnaissance data that ended with profiles on each of the
altered Hadarak.


“Hamob was
right…once again,” Yaquik said slowly and reluctantly, for he knew the
implications of this. “Itaru has betrayed us.”


“No!”
another Hjar’at all but yelled. “These
are the traitors and they will be dealt with now!”


The jewelry covering the four stubby legs on the
Hjar’at transformed into pieces of armor that did not cover his entire body,
but were enough to carry shield generators that flashed on to protect him from
incoming energy weaponry as he and two other nearby Hjar’at flashed their
Saroto’kanse’vam into full power, with the clear spines glowing pure blue and
ready to cut through anything that had the bad fortune of touching them. 


Sparks of lightning flew between them as the trio
sprinted forward, with the leading Hjar’at firing a huge lightning cascade at
Mak’to’ran, hitting his reformed shields as they also came on full and the
Era’tran escorts rushed into combat positions, but the lead Era’tran didn’t
fall back. He stepped forward and held his ground as all the Era’tran circled
up tail to tail in a defensive ring that held the armorless
Dagobeth in the center as Mak’to’ran’s armored
faceplate reformed. 


The three Hjar’at charged forward, lowering their
heads and ready to spin into battle rolls, but as the leader got close enough
to plant his four legs and begin a springing leap forward that would begin the
roll, the armorless Yaquik
flashed into view so fast that it even surprised the Era’tran, with the elder
Hjar’at body slamming into the side of the impudent attacker and knocking him
sideways as he pressed flesh against flesh while hitting him below his glowing
Saroto’kanse’vam. 


The Hjar’at fell sideways as Yaquik whipped his tail
around and lashed the following Hjar’at across the face with enough force that
it twisted his head around and nearly dumped him to the ground, though the
elder Hjar’at’s Saroto’kanse’vam remained unenergized. 


“Submit!” he
yelled with an even more terrifying telepathic copy of the words emanating out
along with a  Fornax field that half
succeeded in making Mak’to’ran’s body go wobbly, but none of the Era’tran fell.
Had Yaquik attacked them in that moment he would have had a significant advantage
but his rage was not turned on the Era’tran, rather the three attacking Hjar’at
that were staggering as they tried to remain standing with the leader flopping
on the floor where Yaquik had knocked him down.


Then the third attacker, the one that Yaquik had not
made physical contact with, did the unthinkable. He fired a Saroto’kanse’vam
energy discharge at his fellow Hjar’at. 


Yaquik’s own
Saroto’kanse’vam snapped active and caught the energy cascade, absorbing it on
the spherical shield effect they created that would also protect against the
glowing spines, but not in more than 3 million years had a Hjar’at turned their
Saroto’kanse’vam against another Hjar’at…and that single act sent the remaining
Hjar’at into a frenzy that Mak’to’ran had never witnessed before. 


Hold position,
Mak’to’ran ordered his escorts as they stayed tucked into their outward facing
circle, but unfortunately they didn’t have the option of not fighting, for some
of the other Hjar’at chose to attack them as well. None of them got close
enough to ram, for even as the Era’tran returned fire with their large
belly-mounted canons other Hjar’at came rushing in and intercepted the charges,
peeling the attackers off without using their own Saroto’kanse’vam as weapons.
It looked more like a wrestling match for the helpful Hjar’at, but those trying
to attack the Era’tran did turn their
Saroto’kanse’vam against their fellow Hjar’at as well. 


Mak’to’ran didn’t see any clean hits, with their
targets hunkering down and using their own canopy shields to absorb or deflect
the strikes, but if they could get to their underbelly the spines would cut
them up with only a few hits once they got past the technological shields a few
of them had, and even fewer actually had full armor on, but those that did
quickly began to dominate the fight along with Yaquik, who apparently didn’t
need armor to handle these traitors. His larger size was an advantage, but he was
displaying unnatural speed beyond anything Mak’to’ran’s former Hjar’at sparring
partners had demonstrated.


More and more Hjar’at arrived from elsewhere and soon
the Era’tran were surrounded by so many flashing spines and energy discharges
that Mak’to’ran was rattled. He held his Era’tran to their circle, tucking in
tight to remove any gaps and make the Hjar’at face so much weaponsfire if they
did get through that they might be struck down before they could cut the
Era’tran to pieces. After a few insane minutes one of the Hjar’at did get
through and tried a battle roll into the other side of the Era’tran formation
where Mak’to’ran couldn’t physically reach, but his Lachka could. Together with
the other 24 Era’tran they all pushed as one and were able to stop the charge
just shy of the spines hitting Jatt’ri.


That Era’tran and four others on his flanks fired on
the Hjar’at with their Dir’ken cannons, firing short
lived energy orbs that slammed into the Hjar’at shields along with Dre’mo’don
shots coming from arm-mounted weapons…then they ceased fire as a Hjar’at got to
the now shieldless attacker that was showing a few
burn marks as it tried to scramble away.


The incoming Hjar’at rammed it, and had it chosen to
use its spines its target would have been gutted, but instead it dipped down and
side slammed it into a tumble then kicked into its gut several times with its
forward legs, almost standing on it, until the Hjar’at submitted and its spines
lost their glow. 


The prisoner wasn’t guarded, for the other Hjar’at
moved off to attack/defend others, and oddly the defeated one with smoking burn
marks laid down on the ground, tucking its legs underneath it and curling up in
a defensive ball as it held still. Mak’to’ran reached out to it telepathically,
intending on getting into its mind to try and figure out what it was doing,
then he realized it had also been damaged mentally with an equally obvious
defensive cocoon formed around it that was reeling with damage.


Apparently when the Hjar’at had been fighting
physically there had been a mental war as well and this one had lost and was
now reduced to a casualty despite the fact that his physical wounds were not
that debilitating. Mak’to’ran was quite familiar with mental warfare, but he’d
never seen nor heard of it occurring between Hjar’at, and whatever had happened
to this one was on a level of attack that surpassed his knowledge.


Apparently the Hjar’at were as equally vicious with
Ikrid attacks as they were the physical, and he warned his Era’tran to armor
over their minds as they continued to hold their defense ring in a picture of
calm control while the landscape around them was littered with crazed Hjar’at
fighting each other in a battle that was only escalating as more arrived from
other areas of the building.
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Mak’to’ran and the Era’tran watched tensely as Yaquik
and those Hjar’at loyal to him quickly secured the visitors. After the first
few charges were stopped by the Era’tran no more got through as many Hjar’at
ran up to and spun around in front of them, forming a second wall of bodies
with numerous telepathic insistences that the Era’tran stay out of what was a
Hjar’at fight. They promised they’d be responsible for their security and, true
to their word, no more attacks made it through to Mak’to’ran’s defense ring. 


The Hjar’at around them didn’t stand still, constantly
moving in a larger circle on patrol and probably throwing some Ikrid attacks at
those closest, but none of them used their Saroto’kanse’vam…save for some of
the attackers. Mak’to’ran didn’t understand the full significance of that, but
it seemed no one wanted to make kills as the Hjar’at being defeated were
wounded but not gutted as they easily could have been. 


Still wary of his own security and that of his
escorts, Mak’to’ran tried to keep alert while studying what was happening.
Numbers wise there looked to be less than half of those present engaged against
the Era’tran…or rather were, for now they were fighting other Hjar’at and not
being nice about it. Several lacerations on what Mak’to’ran thought were
defending Hjar’at were visible, but Yaquik was roaming about in the fight and
targeting those doing the most damage.


The sight of the 3 million year old Hjar’at sent a
chill down his tail. Some elders often lost their fitness just shy of
compromising their self-sufficiency as they shifted away from combat to
advisory roles, but Yaquik was quite the opposite. Mak’to’ran had fought
alongside Hjar’at many times and studied their past battle records, but he had
never seen one fight so effortlessly…and without his Saroto’kanse’vam. No one
could harm him, and more often than not those that came under his attacks
simply submitted after a blow or two or tried to run.


He chased a few, but seemed content to scare off some
from their targets as he single-handedly turned a more or less even fight into
a total rout. 


But that was only here, and soon Mak’to’ran began
picking up not just telepathic signals broadcast openly, but comm signals
suggesting that fighting was breaking out beyond this chamber. Now that the
Era’tran were out of reach one would have expected the fighting to taper off,
but everything Mak’to’ran was seeing and sensing told him this battle was about
to explode into a city-wide affair…if not larger.


The Era’tran held position for several more minutes,
then Yaquik dashed over to them as the last few Hjar’art
attackers in the chamber were subdued and taken into custody with several
guards over them and holding them down telekinetically. Mak’to’ran saw no
physical bindings, but then again they wouldn’t have had any on hand in a safe
location like this unless they’d predicted a fight breaking out and all
indications were they had been blindsided by this.


“Regarding those
two days…” Yaquik said as he lightly skidded to a halt in front of
Mak’to’ran.


“We will leave
now.”


“No…you will
not. Do not run from these traitors. Stay as long as you please and I wish to
speak with you in private later, but for now I am needed elsewhere. Fighting is
breaking out across the planet. Hamob was right to send you here, for it has
drawn them out and we must purge this corruption now. I will leave escorts for
you that can be trusted. You should not have to fight again.”


“I am not so
certain,” Mak’to’ran said, though he telepathically signaled his acceptance
of remaining on the planet. “And my ship…”


“I have already
sent word. It will not be touched. I apologize this for heresy. It shames all
Hjar’at and will be dealt with swiftly. Remain here until this building is
secured,” Yaquik said as he spun about and ran towards one of the ramps
that would allow him access to other levels in the building, but before he got
to it another Hjar’at, this one fully armored, came towards him and
telekinetically tossed a package it had been carrying between its spine rows to
him. Yaquik caught and applied it to his body, with the golden armor plates
spreading over his gray/green skin like a wave of liquid before hardening into
the protection that the elder Hjar’at probably didn’t need…unless the fighting
elsewhere was involving weapons beyond the biological.


 Did you see this coming? Mak’to’ran
asked Dagobeth.


Not at all. Do
you know what is happening?


I believe so. We
will remain here until their prisoners are dealt with. Be on guard for isolated
attacks, he added, transmitting to all his Era’tran as he took a few steps
forward and broke the full ring. 


The others did likewise, but did not stray far as the
Hjar’at moved with them. They only had Yaquik’s word
that these were loyal, and if the elder Hjar’at hadn’t seen this coming he
might be blind to other aspects of it. 


“What faction is
doing the attacking?” he asked the nearest of them.


The Hjar’at turned and glared at the Era’tran, not
answering for several seconds and obviously very angry until he simply said, “I do not know the cause of this insanity.”


“It is not
unique to the Hjar’at,” Mak’to’ran offered. “The I’rar’et killed their own upon a previous
visit of mine when they refused to attack me, and I fear there are hidden
traitors in many races across the empire.”


“To what end?”


“I do not fully
know, but there are lies that they must protect.”


“Such as what?”


“Many things,
but this ‘collective’ is rooted in the lie that the V’kit’no’sat are
invincible. We must earn our victories, and they do not want to hear that.”


“So they commit
heresy to cover a lie? You do not understand Hjar’at at all.”


“What am I not
seeing?”


“You are the
heretic. Era’tran are not allowed to possess Saroto’kanse’vam.”


“Under normal
circumstances I would agree with you, but what we have done is in response to
this lurking threat. It is destroying the empire, and no loyal V’kit’no’sat
will sit by and let it fall. We fight and die with honor if necessary, but we
will not yield to the traitors…nor will we let them weaken us with rules
stemming from Itaru.”


The Hjar’at huffed angrily, and it was clear that he
wasn’t just going to dismiss the psionics violation that would otherwise have
resulted in Mak’to’ran’s death, but it was clear this one wasn’t going to
overstep Yaquik.


“What did he
mean by ‘Itaru has betrayed us?’”


“They have not
allowed us to reclaim our forward rimward
territories, and I suspect they have purposely canceled exploration beyond, keeping
us blind to powerful races that are now conspiring with those responsible for
the Star Force heresy.”


“They kept us
blind?”


“It would seem
so.”


“That does not
warrant your own heresy.”


“There we will
disagree, Hjar’at.”


“Lucky for you
that I have orders, otherwise you would not survive that disagreement.”


“I do not expect
you to like my defiance of Itaru, but it is necessary.”


“Given what has
just happened I will reserve judgement on that.”


“I will not,”
another Hjar’at said. “We do not attack
one another in such a manner. It may not be a violation of Itaru
but it is abhorrent. If you are aware of this corruption within us and are
taking matters to counter it, I do not fault you. However, your claws are
pathetic. They might give you an advantage against other races, but they will
be of little defense against us.”


“It is not for
the Era’tran to decide.”


“Then who will?”
the two Hjar’at argued as they almost faced one another, but kept enough of a
stance to still be in a loose defensive posture of those they were tasked to
defend. “The Oso’lon? The J’gar? One of
them is the traitor.”


“Enough,” a
third Hjar’at said. “We have combat
before us. Save your bickering for later. These Era’tran are under our
protection no matter what they have done. Focus on keeping them intact and let
Yaquik deal with other matters.”


“Indeed,”
another Hjar’at said, then without warning his Saroto’kanse’vam flashed into
brilliance as he jumped towards Mak’to’ran.


There wasn’t time for the Era’tran to move fully out
of the way, so he took a step back and with a thought pushed his armor shields
full forward as the twin rows of spines came down at him as the Hjar’at rolled
across its neck, tucking its head underneath and sinking its neck spines into
the floor as the largest part of its body came forward into the Era’tran, but
thankfully at a much slower speed due to the lack of a run-up. 


Mak’to’ran’s shields held for a moment, then when the
physical pressure increased along with an energy discharge the solid spines
broke through and almost hit his armor, but a wave of Nakane flooded over him
and soaked up even more energy as the other Era’tran combined their Lachka and
pried the Hjar’at off, leaving Mak’to’ran unscathed but with his armor shields
completely drained. 


The other Hjar’at spun on the traitor, but Mak’to’ran
didn’t just sit by and wait. When the other Era’tran pushed the Hjar’at off him
he pried himself forward on his two powerful lower legs and headbutted
the Hjar’at as its neck rotated back around and brought his armorless
skull into view. The collision was so hard the quadruped staggered as its
balance was hindered, and in that moment Mak’to’ran rotated around in what
looked to be a tail whip, but instead he reached out prior to that with his
right hand and flashed his red Saroto’kanse’vam into action and ripped his 3
claws down half the length of the Hjar’at’s neck.


He didn’t dig them in all the way on purpose, but he
did more than scratch as the Hjar’at screeched in pain, then Mak’to’ran’s tail
finished its rotation and slapped the Hjar’at so hard across the wound and the
front half of his body that he knocked it over into the Hjar’at on the other
side who had to flash its own Saroto’kanse’vam to keep from getting skewered. 


The two propped each other up for a moment as the
energy domes on top of them crossed, then the wounded Hjar’at was mentally
assaulted to the point where it was crippled, but two more Hjar’at came in and
interposed themselves between it and Mak’to’ran, intent on keeping him from
attacking it again.


“Anyone else
want to challenge me?” the Era’tran declared loudly with his armor cranking
up the volume so that everyone in the chamber could clearly hear as he waved
both sets of glowing red claws in the air a moment, then when no one responded
he cooled them off and his armor flowed back over top, full encapsulating them
in the protection the Hjar’at had not had. 


The first Hjar’at he’d spoke with glared at the
Era’tran so hard he wondered if he was going to attack him as well out of rage,
but it slowly subsided as they stared one another down. Behind him the other
Hjar’at broke out into a frenzy securing the traitor while cautiously regarding
each other, wondering who else might be a sleeper assassin. 


“This is madness,”
one of the Hjar’at roared as he stood over the injured one. “What are you trying to do? Start a war?”


“He must be
destroyed,” the mentally ravaged one said now that the attacks had stopped
and he was no longer trying to get to his feet. “Those claws are all the proof you need of his heresy. Itaru demands that he be killed, yet you stand by and do
nothing!”


“Yaquik will
decide, you traitor.”


“Yaquik does not
lead the V’kit’no’sat, Itaru does, and he cannot
overrule them. Anyone with unsanctioned psionics must be destroyed without
exception,” he said as the cauterized furrows in his neck cracked and oozed
fresh blood. 


“Then it will be
a sanctioned execution, not an assassination you scum,” one of the Hjar’at
said, sending a mental Ikrid spike that was the equivalent of a gut punch. “For all you know Itaru
did sanction it. And how stupid are you to attack without armor?”


“I would have
had him if not for the Nakane. Yet another heresy.”


Mak’to’ran growled loudly, having had enough of this
and took two steps forward, but the other Hjar’at blocked him immediately.


“He is ours to
deal with,” they warned. 


“And how many of
you will deal with him? Or are you his allies in disguise?”


“Can you not
feel what is going on around us? We have friend and foe to sort out everywhere,
but it is our task and we will handle it.”


“As you handled
him?”


“We will extend
a perimeter so that any attacker will declare themselves by their movements. If
any more of us are not sane you will not have to find out the same way,”
the Hjar’at said as the others began spreading out to create a neutral zone
around the Era’tran, and they even shoved the traitor out as well, with him
dripping a line of sickly green blood until he finally got a telepathic hold on
the damaged lashes on his neck and held the leaking fluid there.


“It’s spreading
across the city,” another Era’tran told Mak’to’ran as both races put some
distance between one another. “Whatever
the rift here is it’s significant, but not a majority.”


“What are they
attacking?”


“Not
infrastructure. I would guess they are going after specific individuals,”
he said as Mak’to’ran started to monitor the same Hjar’at comm channels as his
escort fed him the appropriate links. 


“We stay here
until this settles, one way or another,” Mak’to’ran declared, with the
Era’tran repositioning and sitting down on the floor in a looser version of
their previous defense ring as they kept their biological eyes and Pefbar on
the surrounding Hjar’at that were supposed to be here to protect them.
Mak’to’ran studied what free signals the Hjar’at had transmitting through the
city, though he knew he wouldn’t have access to their secured network. Still,
there were enough raw camera feeds to give him a good idea of what was
happening.


The loyal V’kit’no’sat were not attacking to kill or
even wound, but rather cause the rebellious ones to submit. They clearly didn’t
intend to destroy them, but the others were not so kind. A few Hjar’at were
badly wounded here and there as some of the attackers were mindlessly ravaging
whatever was in view. He started to see some structural damage, but then
realized it was demolition to create terrain blocks to assist in combat rather
than an interest in causing damage.


As Mak’to’ran continued to watch via his armor’s
internal displays he began to see a pattern. Many of the older and higher
ranking Hjar’at were being targeted, and Mak’to’ran instantly knew what that
meant. 


This was a softening attack designed to strip away
strength. Whether it was a secondary option now that Mak’tor’an
was beyond their reach or a primary objective being accomplished simultaneously
he didn’t know, but the Hjar’at recognized the tactics as well and immediately
set about countering with great effect. Very few targets were effectively hit,
and those that took heavy damage or died looked to be recoverable as the
fighting in this city and others eventually tapered off after several hours. 


But still the same insanity was here. Members of the
same race with no visible animosity towards one another suddenly snapped and
attacked with an intent to kill. Was this a reaction of their mindset or
preplanned attacks? And if the Hjar’at had broken some internal rule regarding
their Saroto’kanse’vam being used against one another, what did that entail? These
couldn’t be genuine dissenters angered over Mak’to’ran’s illegitimate psionics,
because they wouldn’t commit equal…or as the one guard had said…an even worse
violation within the Hjar’at.


 The depth of
this collective was beginning to scare Mak’to’ran. He knew it was serious, but
this was becoming crazy. A handful of I’rar’et he
could somewhat understand, but the fighting going on here was that of more than
just a few individuals. This was systematic and he didn’t, couldn’t understand
what that meant within a society that valued honor above all else, for they were
behaving as if they had none and he was pretty sure the Saroto’kanse’vam
violation fell into that category as well. 


It was another hour until they finally saw Yaquik
again, returning with a few battle scars on his armor but they didn’t hinder
the compaction protocol as he retracted it in front of Mak’to’ran in a gesture
of trust and apology that was accepted in a glance and quick telepathic
conversation between the two of them.


“Follow me,”
the elder Hjar’at said, with Mak’to’ran and his escorts getting to their feet
and slowly forming a line that walked across the now cleared chamber toward one
of the exits.
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“I had wondered
why the Era’tran would give you such small Saroto’kanse’vam,” Yaquik said
once the Era’tran had reached another building in the city that had been
thoroughly secured and in which he and Mak’to’ran had found a private chamber
to talk while their escorts waited outside. “They are not particularly useful in combat…at least not against us, but
they do provoke a reaction in the zealots. Hamob sent you here to prove to me
that they existed, and you have accomplished that mission,” he said with a
sneer of respect and disbelief.


“If that was his
intent, he did not share it with me.”


“Yet you
expected trouble?”


“One does not
defy Itaru lightly.”


“One never
should…if Itaru is as it should be. If this madness
has pervaded our ranks it could be everywhere, but it is not linked to the
treason of Terraxis. I searched the mind of one of the defeated, and he had no
knowledge of any conspiracy. He was reacting out of ideology, one that has been
apparently encroaching without my notice. They have taken no visible action
prior to this, but there are hundreds that we have had to subdue.”


“And more wise
enough not to have reacted instantly,” Mak’to’ran added.


“Yes. I heard
about your attacker. He will be keeping the scars you gave him as a reminder of
his inferiority. No Hjar’at should allow you to get within range to use those
short arms.”


The Era’tran flared his nostrils, but he sensed just
enough sarcasm to let the comment go. 


“Still, he
almost succeeded in damaging you. Your Nakane was a wise upgrade if this is
going to be the typical reaction to your movements across the empire…which I
assume you will be continuing in order to draw more of the traitors out?”


“Amongst other
things. My primary purpose here was to deliver the reconnaissance information
to the Hjar’at.”


“That could have
been accomplished via the Urrtren.”


“There is doubt
as to the accuracy of the information flowing through the Urrtren.”


Yaquik raised his eye ridges in a gesture of surprise.
“I have not heard that either.”


“Some of the
lesser races worry they are being manipulated, and I fear that some of their
misgivings may be true regarding current information. I already know historical
records have been altered.”


“Some for good
reason,” Yaquik added as he thought. “You
think they would try and bury this reconnaissance?”


“Best to avoid
that possibility by bringing it here personally.”


“And why us? Or
did Hamob not tell you that as well?”


“Of all the
races, yours would care the most.”


“That we do. If Itaru has hidden enemies from us that is a trespass that we
will not overlook, and if that concealment has been to raise an army capable of
defeating portions of the empire then we are in a precarious position, one no
doubt that Hamob would like to strengthen. Sides are being chosen, are they
not?”


“Not by race.”


“Do the Era’tran
have these traitors in your midst?”


“We have been
quietly dealing with them for some time. Our race is now stable and unified.”


“Until today I
would have said the same. The shame brought on us today is something that will
rock every Hjar’at world.”


“What is the
significance of the Saroto’kanse’vam?”


“We were given
the greatest biological weaponry the V’kit’no’sat have ever allowed, and we
were given them to fight against our enemies, not each other. If we have need
to fight internally we do so without the Saroto’kanse’vam.”


“Even if someone
requires killing?”


“We are not so
quick to kill as you, Era’tran. Not with each other. If it becomes necessary we
will use other weaponry, not the Saroto’kanse’vam, and we will do so quick
enough that they cannot respond or we will use Zen’zat. We do not attack one
another with them. These heretics are beyond bold, and I need to know their
origin.”


“Their origin is
arrogance.”


“No. Arrogance
would proclaim itself. These have been lurking deliberately.”


“Arrogance will
conceal itself if it believes that doing so makes it superior. Arrogance does
not have honor, so striking one from concealment that they cannot take on
directly is feasible.”


“To what end?”


“Madness needs
no end.”


“These Hjar’at,”
Yaquik said, pacing around the small chamber with Mak’to’ran staying put near
the center underneath a system holographic map, “are not newborns. They have a wealth of experience, some more than you
in length if not in deeds. They will not take action unless they have a goal.
They risk far too much for recklessness.”


“Is it
recklessness if Itaru backs them?”


“Itaru is irrelevant
here. They have crossed a Hjar’at line and that supersedes all else.”


“Perhaps it was
intentional then.”


“No. They view
those who defy Itaru as no longer V’kit’no’sat. It is
a madness based on limited reason, but what I do not understand is how this
came to pass.”


“Don’t you?”
Mak’to’ran challenged.


“No I do not.
Tell me if the Era’tran know.”


“Hamob believes
it to be rooted in history, a gradual accumulation affecting the newer born
more than those with your experience. You learned lessons in your time that I
did not, and recent generations know not of the Rit’ko’sor as I do. Ignorance
is fueling this madness.”


“You refer to
the elimination of the Zak’de’ron.”


“Which has been
rewritten in our history as a culling of the Les’i’kron.”


“The rewrite was
needed. Subsequent generations needed to see a unified empire rather than the
fractured tatters that were left in the wake of a miscalculation. The Zak’de’ron were far more powerful than we expected, and had
we known I would not have agreed to strike them down.”


“We should not
have struck them down at all. We betrayed them, and that betrayal has poisoned
us ever since.”


Yaquik showed the first real animosity for Mak’to’ran
since he’d arrived with a glare that immediately set the Era’tran on the
defensive. He didn’t activate his armor, but his body tensed in response and it
was an instinctive reaction he couldn’t hide from the Hjar’at. 


“The Zak’de’ron were a disruptive influence. They refused to
fully integrate into the V’kit’no’sat when the rest of us gave up all that we
were previously. We dedicated ourselves to the cause while they did not. The
agreement was all would, but they held out continuously. We waited long for
their eventual acquiescence, but it never came and we were forced to act for
the good of the V’kit’no’sat. Our miscalculation harmed the empire, and for
that we bear shame, but not for the culling. It was well deserved.”


“It wasn’t a
culling, it was an eradication.”


“Their race
lives on in altered form. One that is fully committed to the V’kit’no’sat.”


“Why change
their name?” Mak’to’ran asked out of curiosity. 


“‘Zak’de’ron’
was the name of disrupters. Les’i’kron bespeaks loyalty.”


“Loyalty born
out of betrayal is not loyalty.”


“And what do you
know of it? Did you even taste battle then, or were you a mere hatchling?”


“I was born
during the conflict and saw mop up action, but respectfully, you have just
admitted to being blind to the current treason. Perhaps that is because you
were blind to the first.”


Yaquik’s Saroto’kanse’vam
glowed with no energy arcs, but as the Hjar’at slowly turned and walked towards
the Era’tran, Mak’to’ran realized the full implications of the limitations of
using Saroto’kanse’vam. It was abhorrent for the Hjar’at to use them against one
another, but he was Era’tran and that was a completely different matter.


Mak’to’ran held his ground, though he didn’t feel
confident in his position. Yaquik could kill him if he wanted, though he didn’t
think that would happen. But still, the possibility of it and the intense glow
of those spines made his immediate future considerably uncertain, and he had no
wish to suffer an injury as a ‘lesson.’


“You are bold.”


“Am I wrong?”
Mak’to’ran challenged as he stared down into the Hjar’at’s
eyes from only a few meters away. 


“I hear Hamob’s words. Speak them all now, then I will answer that
question.”


“The poison in
the V’kit’no’sat is arrogance. Those who claim to be more than they are. We are
meant to be dominant, and the dominant realize when they are at a disadvantage.
We killed the Zak’de’ron because they were greater
than us, rather than learning from them. It has come to my recent attention
that much of our current technology is still copies of what they provided to
us. Even now we do not fully understand it, but we use it and claim that it is
our own. We are pretenders, not the dominant. And pretenders must kill those
that would expose them. There is your answer as to why your Hjar’at are
striking against you and me. To silence the truth that would expose their lie.”


“And what is the
extent of that lie?”


“If we are truly
dominant we do not fear information. We do not conceal it. We do not alter it.
We stand and be judged, for any accurate assessment will confirm our dominance.
The Zak’de’ron were better than us, and rather than
try to attain their level we destroyed them with a strength they had helped us
create. They trusted us and we betrayed them, and that betrayal has lingered on
in misinformation and suppression that has only gotten worse in the wake of the
Rit’ko’sor rebellion. They knew they could not beat us, but they struck us and
struck us in such a way that we were more damaged than expected. Another
miscalculation by those claiming to be dominant.”


“Your words are
those of treason.”


“Then do your
duty to suppress them and attack me now. I’d rather die a true V’kit’no’sat
than live a fraud,” Mak’to’ran said, flashing his own Saroto’kanse’vam but
not yet activating his armor.


“You and I need
to come to an understanding,” Yaquik said, the glow of his spines fading
away. “Let’s test your dominance,” he
said, jumping forward and ramming his smaller head into Mak’to’ran’s chest
right between his glowing claws.


To his credit the Era’tran didn’t use them, instead
pushing down on his head as their glow went out, then grabbing the first of his
neck spines and yanking the Hjar’at to the side, but he didn’t let go. His arms
might have been short, but they were thick with muscle and when he got both of
them locked onto Yaquik’s spines he had the leverage
he needed. If the Hjar’at activated them he’d lose his hands, but that would be
an admission of inferiority. Yaquik had inferred this was a fight without
Saroto’kanse’vam and Mak’to’ran was going to take him at his word and make use
of the reckless leverage while he had it.


A Fornax blast nearly broke his grip, then a quick neck
flex finished the effort, prying one hand off but Mak’to’ran kept his left in
place, fighting through the neural disruption and maintaining some
coordination. Era’tran didn’t possess Fornax, but they did possess a psionic
that even the Zen’zat did not. Only they and four others possessed Tavit, and Mak’to’ran used it now to send a surge of
strength through his body that he used to push down with, slamming Yaquik’s head into the ground just before the additional
strength left him.


The Hjar’at was in a disadvantageous position so long
as he didn’t use his Saroto’kanse’vam, but this was a warrior who intended to
prove his superiority so he endured the beatdown as
he got his rear legs into position, then he pushed forward arching his back and
using the lowered head position to his advantage. His back came up and faced
his non-glowing spines towards Mak’to’ran’s face, but the Era’tran quickly
grabbed them as the Fornax effect faded.


That freed Yaquik’s head, so
he flipped his tail and reversed his momentum, pulling the Era’tran’s
arms forward as he tried to hang on and step on the Hjar’at’s
head, but Yaquik was quick enough to dart to the side
and miss the big foot, then he tucked his neck alongside the thick leg and
pushed…


Mak’to’ran suddenly found himself completely aloft as
his legs were taken out from under him and an additional Lachka field helped to
secure him in place as the Hjar’at spun him to the side and jerked violently in
an upward/forward movement that half pried him loose, but his arms held tight
to the spines even as they dug into the palms of his hands. 


A second thrust by Yaquik came with a Fornax field
that did manage to pry the Era’tran free, but Mak’to’ran didn’t consider it a
defeat, rather a repositioning as he dropped low to the ground and ran forward
tucking his head down into a ramming position. Yaquik jumped to the side and
the thrust missed, but it Mak’to’ran swung his tail around and slapped the
Hjar’at along the flank, knocking him off balance a small bit, but his mass was
so high it would take a hard hit to knock him completely over.


Mak’to’ran followed the tail slap with a dive towards
the bulk of the quadruped, but the spiked tail whipped around and hit him in
the side of the head, spikes up and not digging in, but it slapped the Era’tran’s head to the side violently and he stumbled for a
moment as Yaquik brought his tail into line with his face, giving him a
straight on view up the middle of the spine rows.


But he didn’t stay there, rather stepping forward and
starting a spin in place that took his tail away from Mak’to’ran. The Era’tran,
now with his footing again, used the momentary opening as the tail rotated away
to charge again, but to his surprise the rotation accelerated beyond anything
he thought a Hjar’at could do. His tail actually kept moving away from
Mak’to’ran and traveled all the way around his body as he spun in place, then just
before Mak’to’ran’s head touched Yaquik’s thick body
it came around and hit him full on.


Mak’to’ran was knocked off his feet and thrown across
a console, breaking it as he tumbled onto his back as the Hjar’at held position
with a mocking telepathic glow emanating from him as his escorts outside
inquired if he needed help. He shook them off with a ‘stay out of it’ thought,
then took a few slow steps back in the direction of Yaquik as the biped’s body
began to shimmer with distortion.


The Hjar’at saw it as well and snarled, dropping down
into a low stance and turning face towards him with his spines covering him
defensively in case Mak’to’ran intended to jump on top of him, but that wasn’t
the plan. The Era’tran jumped forward, running into the Fornax field that he
expected and weathering it well enough to feign moving left, then he twitched
and went right, diving alongside Yaquik as he began to spin again, but before
the tail could even begin to whip forward he nudged up against the Hjar’at’s side without enough momentum to dislodge him, yet
managing to get the shimmering distortion of light around him in a pointblank
position…


The next thing Yaquik knew he was the one rolling
across the room and demolishing equipment in the process. When he came up he
took a headbutt from Mak’to’ran to the front leg,
buckling it, but then the Era’tran withdrew as pieces of broken equipment
started flying towards him through the air. Mak’to’ran took a few hits, then
began using his own Lachka to block some of them. Most he couldn’t, so he
focused on turning the momentum into deflections as Yaquik picked up every
loose console they’d broken and hurled them at his opponent. 


It took a few moments until Mak’to’ran regained enough
Jumat energy, then he theatrically blew it outward and knocked down all the
incoming objects, after which Yaquik didn’t hurl anymore and the two
V’kit’no’sat stared at each other across a short distance. 


Then the Hjar’at laughed, a hissing sound that was
rarely ever heard from their race but one that he’d heard used a handful of
times. 


“You have much
to learn, Era’tran, but I do like you. Now I understand why Hamob sent you, and
why Garrtak spoke so highly of your friendship. It’s
a pity you wasted his life at Terraxis.”


“I gave him an
assignment and he failed to survive. I do not fault him given the
circumstances, but he was a warrior and would not lay blame on others when the
defeat was his own.”


“Then you admit
to defeat for the overall mission?”


“Partial defeat,
yes. But we recovered valuable information. That part was not a failure.”


“The Oso’lon and
the J’gar.”


“Yes.”


“Good, Era’tran.
You do not banter. Nor does your ego blind you. Garrtak
did fail, and that was not your doing. You assigned
him a fair task. If you had taken responsibility for that it would speak poorly
of your judgement, but you did not. I think there is hope for you after all.”


“Does that mean
there will not be a second round of combat?”


“I hardly see
the point. Your Jumat is nearly depleted.”


“Is that
deduction or is it visible?”


“A bit of both. I
have studied our Zen’zat that possess it in order to better assess the Oso’lon
and their ilk. Your tissue is showing depletion.”


“How?”


“Your nodules
wrinkle slightly when depleted. It takes a keen Pefbar to notice, but I have
had considerable practice with Zen’zat and theirs are much smaller than yours.
The psionic is new to you, but you understand how to use it in combat. So you think
I am blind to the nature of the V’kit’no’sat?”


“I do. By
gradual alteration so slight that it has escaped you.”


“I have not
fought an Era’tran for some time. The Jumat suits you and eliminates many
vulnerabilities, but it will not save you from our Saroto’kanse’vam.”


“That’s why I
have this,” Mak’to’ran said, throwing up a bioshield and making it
translucent with a tell-tale red tint.


“You didn’t use
that before.”


“I didn’t need
to.”


Yaquik laughed again, then sent a lightning cascade
across his non-glowing spines, bouncing it back and forth up the length of his
body before finally discharging it off his tail and disintegrating one of the
loose pieces of equipment. It blew into fragments that bounced off Mak’to’ran’s
bioshield as well as the rest of the chamber, but the Hjar’at didn’t seem to
mind the impacts on his skin, most of which just bounced off the psionically
hardened hide.


“I have been
blind to these traitors. You do not know the Zak’de’ron
as I did, but then again there are few still living that do. Perhaps their and your ignorance is clouding your judgement. Tell
me how you and they think and I will try to ascertain where they have gone
awry.”
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Mak’to’ran flew down from his Kafcha again, with his
drop pod landing in a different part of the planet that had its defensive
escorts keeping at a distance while maintaining a perimeter, including the
Zen’zat Paklo, leaving only a pair of Hjar’at waiting
for the Era’tran when he walked off with his own escorts. They were led inside
a facility that was a single building that stretched for over 120 miles, but
was still narrow enough to fit into the ridge-like design of most of the rest
of the Hjar’at structures. 


Yaquik had requested that he meet him here, but it
wasn’t until Mak’to’ran got inside that he realized it was a hatchery…a place
non Hjar’at were never allowed. Had this been an Era’tran world the same would
have been true, and out of respect he stopped just within the entrance.


“Why have I been
brought here?” he demanded of his two guides.


“You have been
given permission. Yaquik is waiting for you within.”


“This is
inappropriate.”


“So others have
thought, but his orders stand. Will you follow or will we tell him you refused?”


Mak’to’ran growled slowly, a sound that didn’t phase the Hjar’at in the least. “Very well, but only me. My troops will remain here.”


“That is
preferable,” the Hjar’at said as they began to walk on.


Mak’to’ran got several warnings from his fellow
Era’tran but he dismissed them instantly, then gave them contingency
instructions telepathically as he left them behind at the entrance but still
inside the building with a few going back out to stand guard on the exterior.
If something did go down here and he needed to run, he wanted his escape route
intact. 


So far there hadn’t been a second attack, though this
was his fourth trip to the surface. The first two had been to meet with Yaquik
and the third with the Tayri leadership, all of which occurred under heavy security.
This meeting had been scheduled minutes ago so to not allow for any
predictability, with his drop pod redirecting from its previous destination to
come here. If a trap had been laid for him, then he most likely had just flown
away from it and gained a short period of time with Yaquik without having to
worry about assassins laying in wait.


Like the other structures, the interior was low
ceilinged and widespread, but there was a series of central chambers blocked
off from the rest that held the juvenile Hjar’at. Some were so small they could
barely walk, while others were moving about in pens as they received their
basic training. The central isolated areas were where Mak’to’ran’s guides took
him as all eyes, young and old, turned to the Era’tran. The hatchlings either
regarded him with open curiosity emanating from them or instinctual fear, for
he was the first non-Hjar’at they’d probably ever seen, and their emotions were
easy to read because their infantile telepathic skills were transmitting without
shielding. 


Era’tran had their telepathic skills locked at birth
on purpose to avoid issues with development, but apparently the Hjar’at didn’t.
Mak’to’ran hadn’t realized that, assuming that such a psionic would be
counterproductive at this young an age, and it was a datapoint
that he tucked away in memory for future study as he walked out of view and
inside the central chambers that were set in a series of lines with gaps
between each of them.


The one Mak’to’ran walked into could have held dozens
of full grown Hjar’at, but his guides did not follow. They stayed outside while
allowing him to walk in amongst the crowded stacks of environmental-controlled
benches that held Hjar’at eggs. Yaquik was already there, roaming about and
inspecting them as Mak’to’ran joined him with the entry door closing behind.


“I do not belong
here.”


“That is why I
sent for you,” the Hjar’at admitted. “The
more offensive we can make you the better.”


“You have reason
to suspect more traitors nearby?”


“I have a point
to make, and if I can accomplish multiple objectives simultaneously it is
preferable. Do these eggs resemble your own?”


“These are
wider, and ours take less time to develop.”


“The
Saroto’kanse’vam are the main reason for that.”


“Why am I here?”


“Because of them,”
Yaquik said, referring to the eggs. “When
we hatch we learn of the galaxy as it is, and it has changed considerably since
my first breath. I remember things that you have no knowledge of, and given the
current state of the V’kit’no’sat, what will they see and learn of?”


“A lack of
unity.”


“That and more,
I fear. You had said there was a poison within the V’kit’no’sat, and I have
finally found it. It was right before me the entire time and I did not see it
because I am dominant, and thus immune. You think us wrong for destroying the Zak’de’ron, but I know better. You do not because you were
not born during their time. You only have a brief experience in their decline
and the misinformation that was spread afterwards.”


“That
misinformation is a symptom of the problem.”


“Not as much as
you think. The alterations were made to encourage unity rather than stoke the
fires of discord and that has been accomplished whether you agree with it or
not, but it hasn’t been enough to read of unity for the newer generations. Essentially we are using vocabulary that
they have not learned. They repeat the phrasing and I take them at their word,
but they are merely uttering things that they do not comprehend. My insulation
from the other Hjar’at has allowed this misunderstanding to occur, and a
sleeping giant of ignorance and cowardice has grown in the absence of those
killed during the Zak’de’ron War. We lost many of our
wisest, and I have often felt alone in their absence. Because of this I kept my
interactions with the lesser ones limited, and therein I missed the growth of
this arrogance.”


“And now?”


“They must be
purged, one way or another.”


“We must do it
in a way that does not weaken us any further.”


“I’m afraid that
is impossible at this point.”


“I ask that you
do not take the most expedient course, but rather the most strategic.”


“You fear a
bloodbath?” Yaquik asked, turning his eyes from the eggs to Mak’to’ran.


“I fear the cost
of one.”


“And how did the
Era’tran cull your arrogant?”


“Slowly.”


“Events are
escalating quickly with regards to Terraxis. We do not have the time. That
branch of treason could unleash at any moment, and the Hjar’at must purge our
heretics in order for us to be united again.”


“How will you
identify them?”


“The stupidest
will come after you, which is why I ask you to remain for quite a while and
play bait.”


“Is that why you
brought me here?” Mak’to’ran said, thoroughly displeased. “Hatchlings should not be put at risk.”


Yaquik’s neck jerked in
surprised and anger, but it wasn’t directed at Mak’to’ran. “Do you think they’ve fallen that far?”


“I expect no
honor from them.”


The Hjar’at’s eyes closed
for a long moment, and Mak’to’ran knew he was in a telepathic conversation that
he couldn’t eavesdrop on, so he checked in with his escorts who reported no
notice of anomalies yet. The facility, or the part he was in, wasn’t seeing any
abnormal traffic on the ground or in the air. 


“There is no
danger at the moment,” Yaquik finally said, “but we are alerted to the possibility. If the traitors strike us here,
they will be executed on the spot. Hatcheries are sacrosanct and will be
respected.”


“Still, I should
not linger.”


“Wrong,”
Yaquik said firmly. “Too much is assumed
by the younger generations. If the Hjar’at are honorable then it should be
tested. Declarations are pointless. If you are here it will provoke a response,
one way or another.”


“The hatchlings
should not be put at risk,” he repeated.


“They won’t be.
We can intercept anyone before they get inside.”


“Unless they are
already here.”


“If such a
heresy has come to pass, then it may take the blood of those who have not even
drawn breath to purge them.”


“If it can be
avoided by my leaving…”


“No,” Yaquik
said firmly. “We will not live a lie.
Either the Hjar’at here are loyal or they are in need of exposing. I do not like
putting the hatchlings at risk, but this poison must be drawn out. No exterior
threat will make it in here, but if the caretakers are corrupt they must be
removed now before they can contaminate the next generation.”


“What exactly
have you discovered?” Mak’to’ran asked, twitching his tail in frustration
while making sure he didn’t accidentally hit any of the eggs.


 “A subset of Hjar’at culture that masquerades
as truth, but the words used have different meanings for those that do not
understand them. It is a type of code that I did not think to look for, because
they speak reason but hear madness. I am curious to know how you dealt with the
matter.”


“I was not privy
to the actions until after the fact, but personnel movements were heavily used
behind the scenes to isolate those tagged before we dealt with them directly.”


“Were they
killed?”


“Most were not.”


“Imprisoned?”


“A few. Many had
their ignorance cured.”


“How?”


“By showing them
the truth…one way or another.”


“Mental
invasions?”


“Logic
placements. Show someone who truly believes an error and they will hunt it down
themselves.”


“I’m afraid that
will not work here. There is a defensiveness against ideas that run contrary to
their arrogance. That will make it difficult to reason with them, and without Sav they are less likely to grow curious about
inconsistencies. If we are to fight this, it will have to be physical.”


“Why didn’t you
kill the Hjar’at earlier?”


“Defeat was
sufficient, and the dominant will not be tricked into killing. Those Hjar’at
that attacked you now live with a shame that will not be removed quickly. That
will contain them until they can be salvaged. That was your intent, was it not?
To salvage as much as possible prior to the collapse of the empire.”


“It is.”


“Then remain in
this system for an extended period of time to assist me with identifying those
that are corrupted.”


“By playing
bait? I’m getting used to it.”


“Good. Now to
the future. What does Hamob plan for the V’kit’no’sat? What is his vision for
these hatchlings and those that follow?”


“A V’kit’no’sat
that returns to our mandate. We are to fight and one day defeat the Hadarak.”


“Very good. It
has been far too long since we made a serious effort to do so. Do the Era’tran
intend to exceed the front mandate?”


“No. Races are
pulling forces off the front in order to reinforce themselves for the civil war
that is looming.”


A single crackle of energy jumped between two spines
as Yaquik’s glare deepened. “Yet more treason. We seem to be steeped in an age of it. If the Hjar’at
have withdrawn they have hidden it from me. As far as I know we are still
petitioning Itaru for more combat. Even the arrogant
amongst us want it, though for the wrong reasons.”


“What reason do
they have?”


“Rather than
being competitive with our fellow V’kit’no’sat they seek to dominate them via
diminishment. Gone is the mutual assistance. They want to kill Hadarak to
elevate our standing so that we can demand more resources and strategic
positioning. At least their courage hasn’t faded too far, though I think many
of them are ignorant to what the Hadarak truly are.”


“Many of the
arrogant Era’tran appeared to be those who have not fought on the front.”


“And therein
lies a contradiction. Those that have do not wish to fight here, for it defies
their assertions of dominance. They do not want to prove it, merely to claim
and receive the benefits of such assumed dominance. Those that do not know the
Hadarak believe in their dominance and want to go there because they expect the
Hadarak to fall automatically. There is a rift within the arrogant, and I
believe it is this rift that has resulted in our stagnant expansion and lack of
progress against the Hadarak. The more arrogant that go there and survive come
back and join those in stalling the war. With Hjar’at that heresy has not gone
deep, for we want battle for battle’s sake and they have not driven that from
our culture. It is those in the other races that hold us back.”


“We can’t launch
a rogue attack on the Hadarak or we will weaken ourselves further. The treason
of Terraxis already threatens us too much.”


“Unfortunately I
agree, but I think a large campaign against the Hadarak would undermine the
arrogant considerably and give these hatchlings the stories they need to
properly develop. We must not just talk of actions, but provide them for view.
Otherwise they will not learn. They will mimic those who do not, and I believe
this has been happening for many generations. I did not see it because it has
not spread so far to come to my attention…until now. Hamob is annoyingly wise
beyond his years.”


“Sav has its advantages,”
Mak’to’ran pointed out.


“Indeed it does,
which is why I am asking you to stay and help me ferret out the deficiencies
here. You may have perspective that I do not, and even if it is flawed it may
be helpful.”


“Then I would
remind you of the Zak’de’ron. Attacking them was a
breach of honor when they did nothing to warrant it. Not sharing was not
sufficient reason to breach our bonds of brotherhood, and when it occurred a
crack was formed. In order for us to reform the V’kit’no’sat no crack must
remain.”


“I will not
admit to a mistake we did not make. There are plenty that we did, but removing
the Zak’de’ron is not one of them.”


“Refusing to
admit you are inferior was the mistake. We should have learned from them rather
than demand they give us what they had earned. We did not deserve it. If we
had, we would be able to match them at least now given all the time that has
passed. Have we proved our equality with them? Have we?” he repeated with a
touch of anger in his voice.


“You know we
have not.”


“Then we
destroyed them because they were superior. That was the first lie that bred the
arrogant, who cannot have those superior to them around to expose their denied
inferiority.”


“I cannot make
you understand knowledge you do not have. The Zak’de’ron
were not what you believe them to be.”


“And you are
still ignorant. Do you not see the danger in what I just said?”


“Explain,
Era’tran.”


“If the same
fear is here and now, the fear that those stronger than them are a threat to
their arrogance, then what will they do?”


It took Yaquik a moment to process that, but when the
epiphany hit he didn’t bother to mask his horror and the hatchlings outside
screeched in response to his telepathic knee jerk emission.


“Yes, I fear
they are that stupid,” Mak’to’ran said, answering what he knew would be his
next question. “They will destroy the
empire out of paranoia. Every difference between the races will be viewed as a
threat to the ‘equality’ that began with the Zak’de’ron
War. Rather than earn dominance, they believe it is their birthright. Can you
not see how the first fatal flaw has persisted all these millennia?”


“Perhaps I am
making the same mistake again, and others fought the Zak’de’ron
for reasons I did not.”


“And what were
your reasons?”


“The
V’kit’no’sat were created for the single purpose of killing Hadarak, and when
Hjar’at ships were being destroyed where Zak’de’ron
were not and they refused to share their naval technology, it was a betrayal of
the bonds forged. They recruited us to fight and kill, not to die, and the
promise to all V’kit’no’sat was the same. We would become one and fight as one,
but they never did. They used us as cannon fodder when they could have given us
everything they had…and if they did the Hadarak might have been destroyed by
now.”


“They didn’t
fully trust us.”


“They asked us
to trust them and each other, then they broke that trust. Destroying them
weakened us far too much, but we were in the right to do so. They betrayed us,
not the other way around.”


Mak’to’ran shook his large head slowly. “You still cannot see it, you dumb Hjar’at.
They were right not to trust us. They gave us so much of what they had.
Advanced us to levels we could never have reached on our own. Then we
arrogantly demanded more and turned on them when they didn’t deliver. They
wanted us to earn the advancements, and would not give them to those who did
not deserve them…in addition to protecting themselves by not sharing
everything. Their mistake was that they gave us too much. They made us too
strong. So when we did turn on them, they didn’t survive. We betrayed them. Had
we been worthy, they may very well have given us more technology to fight with
over the course of time.”


“There is no
excuse for watching Hjar’at die because we didn’t have the tools needed to
fight at their level,” Yaquik argued. “They
had them and they didn’t share. And many of us died. Warriors you did not
personally know, but I did. They should not have been lost. There is no arguing
around that point.”


“We were not on
their level. We still aren’t, even after all this time. They were the dominant,
and their mistake was in trusting us too much. And we destroyed them for it.”


“If they had
fully committed as they demanded of us, this never would have come to pass.”


“Did we deserve peerdom if we couldn’t earn it?”


“Perhaps not,”
Yaquik admitted, “but the objective was
to kill Hadarak, and they were not as fully committed to that as they demanded
of us.”


“And what have
we done since regarding the Hadarak?”


The Hjar’at didn’t answer, but Mak’to’ran could tell
that he had triggered an epiphany in him, though it turned out not to be the
one he had intended.


“We destroyed
them, then took their place,” Yaquik said with disgust. “We do less against the Hadarak now than
before. We have betrayed our purpose more than the Zak’de’ron
ever did, and now we stand on the brink of annihilation.”


“Which is why
the V’kit’no’sat must be reforged, and done so in a
way that we are what we were meant to be. No arrogance, no suspicion, no pettiness.
We have to become one and fight the Hadarak. Anything less and they will win
when we destroy ourselves and they reclaim the galaxy.”


Yaquik was silent for a long moment, staring at the
eggs and then finally returned his gaze to Mak’to’ran. 


“Death before
dishonor. I will not let that come to pass for the Hjar’at or the V’kit’no’sat.”


“Then we have a
lot of work to do.”


“Us more than
the Era’tran, it seems. Thank you for coming here.”


“Thank you for
listening.”


“We may seem
slow of mind compared to you, but we are not dumb. We just don’t like to
relinquish ground already taken.”


“Hamob had to
instruct me in many things that I did not realize, so do not think me too wise.”


“Agreed. Now let
me teach you something Era’tran are sorely in need of.”


“And what is
that?”


“Come with me
and find out,” Yaquik said as he mentally raised the door and began to walk
out of the egg chamber. 
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Mak’to’ran was in his drop pod rising back to orbit
several days later after a long tour of Hattoman’s
selective shipyards when the Zen’zat pilots suddenly entered his mind with a
quick query that he had to act on instantly. Fortunately his mental speed was
faster than theirs and he responded instantly, trusting in the warning that had
just been broadcast to them and ordering the drop pod to make an emergency
landing.


The pod immediately reversed course, not just letting
gravity pull it back down but accelerating towards the planet so fast it became
a fireball that leveled out between the ridge-like buildings then hovered there
as Mak’to’ran accessed the comm and told the pilots to hold position until he
had somewhere else for them to go. Meanwhile he watched the building defense
weaponry in case they might also come online, but as of yet they had not.


He conferred with his ship in orbit and had it also
run…but further up the gravity well than down, because the warning he’d been
given was that one of the planetary defense batteries had gone rogue and was
intending to shoot down his drop pod. Somehow he’d escaped that, whether by the
actions of the Hjar’at on the ground or the angle of the planet’s curve. He
hadn’t been told where the battery was, but right now the only safe place to be
was below the sky where the big guns couldn’t reach.


But there were many smaller ones around that could do
a lot of damage, and with his drop pod unable to flee to orbit he was in a
particularly bad situation. Going to ground would be the only option, and he
had no way of knowing whether the Hjar’at beneath his now random position would
be friendly or hostile. 


His Kafcha made it to higher orbit without being fired
upon, but an escort fleet went with it keeping their respectful distance as
other ships were seen heading its way. Mak’to’ran split his attention from what
was around him on the ground and what was happening in orbit as he saw several
Hjar’at ships attempt to get near the Era’tran vessel, but the escort ships got
between them and backed them off without a fight, and by the time Yaquik
contacted him no assault had yet come against his hovering drop pod.


“Stay below
altitude and travel here,” he said over comm as additional data flowed in
to Mak’to’ran. “Your route has been
secured.”


“What happened?”


“This treason is
deeper than anticipated. You were right about me being blind, and I’m about to
find out how much, but I need to secure you first.”


“Give me a
conduit to orbit if you can.”


“No. You are not
running. We are fixing this here and now.”


“How?”


“I am assigning
a protector to you for the time being. One that I can trust. Get to the
rendezvous and in her care.”


“Her? You’re
entrusting my security to females?”


“They might not
have Saroto’kanse’vam, but do not think they cannot fight. Moreover I have just
ensured that she is safe, but I can’t speak for any other individual on this
planet.”


“Your broodmate?”


Yaquik’s holographic face
wrinkled in disgust. “Mating is left to
those without other skills. She is chief builder in this system and has the
resources to secure your drop pod where others will not expect it to go.”


“And when they
follow?”


“The
infrastructure defenses will be with you.”


“And you trust
this one Hjar’at why?”


“Because she
submitted to a mental scan. I am going to secure others with or without
permission.”


Mak’to’ran stiffened. Mental barriers were the most
secured defenses an individual had, otherwise one could enter their mind and
potentially take control of their body, let alone ransack their memories and
other knowledge. Mental defense was one of the first skills that Era’tran
hatchlings were taught when they were finally allowed their Ikrid, and over the
course of years one’s mind became so well armored that such manipulation became
effectively impossible. Mind raids were doable if the individual was weaker or
not as skilled, but taking full control of another did not happen unless the
target was so inferior to the point of incompetence.


Furthermore, it was a point of pride to keep one’s
thoughts private and that was not something unique to the Era’tran. To mentally
assault one in combat was bad enough, but to interrogate another deeply in this
manner was rarely done. Reaching in to find a bit of information was tricky,
but not a lengthy or painful procedure. To ensure that someone was loyal would
require a level of prying that would be highly invasive and a breach of honor
amongst most V’kit’no’sat races. To call into question one’s loyalty without
evidence to the contrary was…unheard of, and any such attempts to leverage one
into giving up their mental sovereignty had been trounced in the past as a form
of treason in and of itself. 


If the V’kit’no’sat were not loyal to one another and
the cause, then there were no V’kit’no’sat. Loyalty was a default, and proving
it through mental invasion was something that had never happened before, not to
mention was a deep insult and grounds to get your ass kicked instantly and
without repercussion for the defender.


“Era’tran would
not submit to that, and I doubt male Hjar’at are going to be any more
accepting.”


“Now it is you
that underestimate the seriousness of the situation. You said the empire is
dying, but that death is going to be one of chaos if we cannot trust our own
planetary defenses not to shoot down our own ships. We cannot function with
such distrust. If assassinations are tolerated then those of us that are most
valuable will be eliminated one by one. If the Hjar’at are going to avoid
descending into madness and anarchy we must have a secure foothold to operate
out of. Do you know of another way to secure one?”


When Yaquik asked Mak’to’ran could tell that he was
serious. If the Era’tran knew another way he wanted to know, for it was clear
he did not want to use this tactic.


“There is no
other way to be certain, but to go down that path is a serious defeat in and of
itself.”


“To ignore that
the defeat has already occurred in silence would be folly. Agreed?”


“The Era’tran
have not dropped this far.”


“Yet it seems we
have. I have no intention of checking the loyalty of Era’tran or any other
race. This is an internal Hjar’at matter. I will not harbor traitors only to
have them stab me in the back during a moment of opportunity. If we cannot
trust one another we cannot function.”


“I do not want
to see this occur, but I cannot logically argue against it. Just be aware of
the cost that such a breach will ensue.”


“It is better
than the alternative. I need you secure before this begins.”


“The female
agreed to it?”


“Yes. Her name
is Bul’raf and she is the only person on this planet
other than myself you should fully trust. Get to her now. I fear this planet
may well explode if I am unsuccessful.”


“How will you go
about it?”


“By placing the
burden on myself. Hopefully there is enough trust in me to salvage some unity.”


“You know I
cannot help you with this.”


“Nor should you,”
Yaquik said with a sneer. “This is our
problem. We will solve it or die trying without Era’tran help. And I expect you
to be responsible for your own race, however you choose to handle it. If we
cannot stand on our own, then any bonds between us will be corrupted by
default. The Hjar’at are unfit to be V’kit’no’sat at present. I intend to
return us to a proper state no matter how much resistance I encounter.”


“And you’re sure
you want me on the planet rather than on my ship?”


“I cannot
guarantee you will not be shot down trying to return to orbit. Right now you
are too valuable as a thorn against the arrogant to lose. We need you alive.
When I have secured a corridor to orbit I will inform you. Until then get to
ground and survive.”


“And what of Bul’raf’s subordinates?”


“I only had time
to verify her loyalty, but I trust in her judgement. She will put redundancies
into any security plan. A single traitor will not get to you, and if a
conspiracy overwhelms her I expect you to be able to handle a group of females.
If you cannot, then you do not deserve to be V’kit’no’sat.”


“The males will
be told to stay away?”


“Yes. If any
approach shoot them on sight.”


“Very well. We
are getting underway now,” Mak’to’ran said as he ordered the Zen’zat to
follow the route provided. “Be certain
before you begin this. There will be no going back.”


“Our past is
already destroyed. We must reforge a new future. That
I will discuss with you later…if we both survive this. See that you do.”


“I never
expected this mission to be a safe one.”


“If it comes to
it, use your talons to uppercut the underside of the neck. You will need to get
low to do it.”


“I’ll remember
that. And I promise the Era’tran will support any loyal V’kit’no’sat Hjar’at.
No matter how small that number may be.”


“A discussion
for later, but I may hold you to that sooner than you expect if this goes
poorly. Fortune to you.”


“And you,”
Mak’to’ran said as the elder Hjar’at broke the comm. 


For a long moment Mak’to’ran just stood inside the
drop pod as the Zen’zat handled the flight. He didn’t do anything externally,
but his mind flashed through so many possibilities that he couldn’t have kept
track had he wanted to. What Yaquik was about to do was wrong and against
everything it meant to be V’kit’no’sat, but it was also the only way to fight
this madness. If the Era’tran took this approach it would destroy their
civilization. Even Hamob hadn’t gone so far as to probe Mak’to’ran when he had
first broken through his defenses. He’d made a point of doing so in order to
test his strength, but left him with his privacy out of respect. 


A civilization could not function with constant mental
loyalty checks. Individuality would vanish and with it their strength, but if
Yaquik could isolate even a small number of individuals that were loyal and
allowed him to enter their minds willingly it would still be a serious
violation…but V’kit’no’sat had gone to much greater physical lengths to
accomplish a mission and in a sense this was no different. Mak’to’ran once knew
an Era’tran that blocked a falling rock wall with his tail to protect the head
of another. His tail was destroyed in the process and later regrown, but he’d
chosen to take the hit rather than risk the other Era’tran taking brain damage
that might not have been able to be regenerated.


Accepting a mental invasion of this magnitude wouldn’t
leave one physically damaged, but unlike the Dan’chey most V’kit’no’sat races
did not share their minds and the presence of another going that deep was going
to leave one…


Actually, Mak’to’ran didn’t know what would happen. A
light incursion would leave one rattled, he knew from experience, for in the Hakja they practiced defending against mental attacks by
losing. Their sparring partners were always more powerful and would hold back
from some areas, but he’d never liked such incursions. It was said to be better
that the first time be by an ally than an enemy, and he was now mentally
stronger for having experienced it and adapted his defenses to counter future
incursions, but it had always left him feeling violated. If it hadn’t been for
the very carefully crafted environment in which it had occurred, he wondered if
he would have been able to put himself back together afterward.


And the depth of probe that Yaquik was going to have
to use would be far more intense and prolonged…unless his superior mental
abilities would make the process more efficient. That was a possibility, but
honestly Mak’to’ran had no idea how powerful Yaquik’s
Ikrid was or how skilled he was at mental invasion. He hoped his skills would
diminish the lingering effect, especially for his contact, Bul’raf,
for her mind had to have been raided minutes ago and he doubted she had been
able to fully recover.


But if Yaquik was speaking the truth she would be
reliable, and right now he’d take a weakened, confirmed ally over a
questionable stranger.



 

The journey across the planet was a long, slow one at
the low altitude required by the route Yaquik had provided and many varied
craft paced them along portions of the journey. Thankfully they were all there
to help rather than shoot and the Era’tran drop pod arrived safely at a massive
reconstruction effort that was seeing the deconstruction of a swath of the
planet’s surface with some new and larger structures already beginning to
replace them. 


The drop pod was directed to one of the evacuated
areas where partially demolished structures still stood. When Mak’to’ran landed
there was only a handful of craft nearby, all of which were crewed by females,
one of whom walked out and stood in front of his pod while signaling her
identity telepathically.


Mak’to’ran made sure that his Zen’zat pilots kept
watch on the pod’s sensors, then he lowered the ramp and walked out to the
spineless Hjar’at as he sensed her lingering mental wounds. Her telepathic aura
was chaotic but somewhat contained. Her pain was evident, but buried just below
it was a resolve that stood in stronger contrast. She was shaken, but
recovering with every second that passed as she clung to her new duty, which
she was making clear by allowing Mak’to’ran access to her surface thoughts,
though her inner barriers, while still in tatters, were holding protectively
over an area where Mak’to’ran knew better than to probe, else her fragile grip
on internal control could shatter.


She was very vulnerable right now and he hoped her
subordinates didn’t contain a traitor, for they could topple her easily.


“You have
sacrificed a great deal to insure your loyalty, Hjar’at. I can feel the
severity of your wounds. You should wear an inhibitor until you recover your
strength.”


“I already have
one standing by, but I did not want to hide myself from you, for it is you that
must trust me. Your survival is paramount and I will not fail Yaquik due to
mistrust between us.”


“My trust you
have. Shield yourself before another realizes your weakness.”


Bul’raf telepathically
signaled to one of the ships that, while small compared to most, were still
larger than his drop pod. Out of it came another female carrying a bit of
equipment on her back, held there on a platform that was strapped on and
apparently standard equipment for a Hjar’at builder…and something the males
could not wear with their Saroto’kanse’vam.


Bul’raf took the items off
the platform then the assistant retreated into the vessel after a long look at
Mak’to’ran as the remaining Hjar’at slid on a special helmet that completely
blocked the Era’tran from her mind. He couldn’t even sense her presence, and he
knew it would also inhibit her telepathy, meaning she could only communicate by
comm while wearing it, which was why few ever did.


She also put on armor that deployed into a
construction suit that integrated with the helmet and did a good job of
camouflaging it as the two sets of material flowed together seamlessly, though
the cranium was a bit thicker than the rest of the piecemeal suit’s thickness.
That said, he wasn’t very familiar with construction armor and didn’t know how
much the helmet would stand out on the powered exoskeleton, but it would
prevent anyone from taking advantage of an unthinkable injury that most would
not even suspect. 


“What do you
require of me, Era’tran?” she asked when fully outfitted. “Besides security.”


“My pod has
enough supplies for the moment. Depending on how long we are to remain here we
may require more.”


“How many are
inside?”


“We are four
Era’tran and six Zen’zat.”


“When needed,
tell me what you require and I will find an untainted supply,” she said,
fully aware of other means of assassination than direct attack. “As for now, we will create some makeshift
facilities concealed in the rubble for you to use if you feel the drop pod is
too conspicuous a target. Others will maintain a distant perimeter guard and we
will monitor all those who approach. If one is not cleared we will alert you
immediately.”


“Acceptable.
What is the condition of the undercity?”


“Broken but
potentially passable. I have engineers on patrol and we will seal the surface
access points as we work. We will not make it easy to get to you, and we have
portable shield generators being shipped in, but they will not be able to
protect against a significant naval assault. If that occurs you can take cover
in escape routes we are constructing below ground or you can try and flee
skyward. If there are any other precautions you wish, state them and I will do
my best to create them as quickly as possible with minimal staff.”


“How loyal is
your staff?”


“I do not doubt
them, but I am not risking your security on that assumption. They will not
approach your drop pod and any physical contact will only occur by me. They are
ordered to stay back at all other times. I do trust them, but precautions are
being taken in case that trust is misplaced.”
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Several hours later Yaquik summoned the regional
capitol’s leaders to the conclave, with the 14 of them waiting for him to arrive
in what amounted to an audience chamber. When the elder Hjar’at appeared he did
so wearing full, undeployed body armor which
immediately caused a twitch to run through those assembled as he mentally
locked the door behind him.


“What’s wrong?”
Bair’te asked.


“Did you not
hear of the incident with the planetary defense gun?” he asked as he walked
towards the group, half of which were reclining on elevated pedestals and
manipulating holograms.


“We were told
those involved had been captured.”


“They have been,
but the Era’tran are not leaving the planet until I can assure them that they
won’t be shot down by our own weapons.”


“Are some of the
perpetrators still unaccounted for?” Neo’thaq
asked.


“Do none of you
see the problem?” Yaquik asked disappointed. 


“We can’t know
how many more there are amongst us,” Keevyat
said, walking up towards the larger Hjar’at. “Another gun could be compromised, or those we put in their place could
also be corrupted.”


“Do not be
paranoid,” Vitt’rol criticized as those working holograms
began shutting them down and turning their full attention to the argument
breaking out. “These few dissenters are
not a major threat.”


“If an Era’tran
dies,” Yaquik said, turning his attention to Vitt’rol,
“does it become a major problem then?”


“If that
happens, the assassins will not be able to flee. We will identify and capture
them.”


“Their mission
will still have succeeded. We gave the Era’tran our promise of safe passage,
and we are presented with a situation where our own people are not honoring
this pledge. Furthermore they are defying direct orders. This is far more
serious than you are admitting.”


“What do you
wish us to do, Yaquik?”


“I do not like
this course of action, but this is the only one left to us. If we cannot trust
one another then we do not deserve to be V’kit’no’sat, and I will not wait
until the Era’tran or loyal Hjar’at are killed to underscore the point. Our
race has become compromised by more than a few dissenters,” he said, eyeing
Vitt’rol before sweeping his gaze across the others.
“We cannot tolerate the death of even
one.”


“No one is,”
Gorgat argued.


“You do so with
your apathy. Why have you not made sweeping changes in security after the first
attack? You have done nothing, and thus permit this treason by not opposing it.”


“Treason is too
harsh, Yaquik. These are rogues and they will be dealt with individually. This
is not an assault on the V’kit’no’sat nor our race. Assassinations are not
permitted, but they are not unheard of either. We will deal with the guilty
individuals appropriately. Their motivation is irrelevant.”


“No. You do not
see the threat…or perhaps you are one of them.”


That sent twitches through several of the Hjar’at, for
now the eldest among them was insinuating treason amongst those gathered here. 


“You challenge
me without a shred of proof? I have done nothing.”


“Nor did the
others until they found an opportunity to strike. If we cannot relax amongst
our own people and have to watch our back every moment for fear of being
attacked on our most secure worlds, then we are dysfunctional and I will not
allow that to persist.”


“What has Gorgat done, specifically?” Yaara
demanded as he walked up next to and slightly in front of the other Hjar’at,
putting his right shoulder in between him and Yaquik.


“Hopefully nothing,
but we cannot let these assassins rule. They have the advantage of anonymity
until they strike, and they will throw us into anarchy even if they do not
attack again. Merely their presence will undermine us, but their actions with
the defense gun say they want to do more than disrupt. They want to kill those
who do not agree with them. We are in great peril and action must be taken.”


“We can
temporarily disable our anti-orbital batteries while the Era’tran return to
orbit,” Bair’te suggested.


“The traitors
will remain in our midst afterward, and we cannot have those of us who have
survived so many years only to be destroyed by our own kin in cowardly attacks.
We cannot allow even one, and waiting till they successfully strike the
Era’tran or our own is pointless. If we wait they succeed, and given how many
attacked us the first time they have to be very widespread. How much so I do
not know, but there is one way to find out.”


“They have to be
communicating and organizing somehow. There’s a trail to be found somewhere.”


“No,” Yaquik
said firmly. “We could never be sure we
found them all. Our loyalty to the V’kit’no’sat and our race is the foundation
on which our civilization is built. That foundation has crumbled and must be
reformed. The Era’tran were able to do so more slowly, weeding out their own
traitors, but we do not have the luxury of time. I apologize for what must be
done, but there is only one option. Our race is unfit for duty until our
loyalty can be confirmed, and every moment that goes by is further shame heaped
upon us.”


“How do we
confirm loyalty without mental scans?” Pirr’at
asked.


Yaquik stared at him with a look of resignation. “We cannot.”


“No!” Gorgat said, splaying his legs wide in an attack stance. “You will not commit this heresy.”


“There is only
one way I can be assured of your allegiance. You will either submit for a full
mental scan willingly or I will force it upon you, the latter of which will be
far more damaging. But as a civilization we cannot continue on as we are.”


Gorgat’s Saroto’kanse’vam
flared into brilliant blue as he held his position, indicating his utter
defiance.


“Gorgat!” Sha’brel all but screamed, but the other Hjar’at didn’t
take his gaze off of Yaquik. 


“I think his
treason is obvious,” Yaquik said with a growl. 


“I will not be mind raided in some perverse loyalty test,” he all but
spat.


“So you use your
Saroto’kanse’vam?” Sha’brel said like a knife
being thrust into his opponent. 


“I will defend
myself.”


“As will I,”
Har’kat said, walking up beside Gorgat
and igniting his own spines as several others began to walk and position
themselves in varying places.


“So I expected,”
Yaquik said evenly as his jewelry-like armor melted and quickly expanded to
cover his entire body save for the clear shard-like spines and spikes running
the length of his neck, back, and tail. “No
one leaves this room until I have confirmed your loyalty. Those wishing to
object may do so now, otherwise stay out of the way.”


“Yaquik!”
another Hjar’at yelled in exasperation, but the time for talk was over. The
elder and largest of the Hjar’at launched himself forward and absorbed an
energy discharge from Gorgat on his shields, not even
bothering to ignite his own Saroto’kanse’vam. Traitors as some of these elder
Hjar’at were he was not going to stoop to their level
and attack with his own…nor did he need to.


Yaquik fired several stun weapons equipped in his
armor, keeping his aim low so the Saroto’kanse’vam dome wouldn’t interfere with
them. They’d still penetrate, but the effect could be reduced considerably with
the mixing of matrixes so he aimed for Gorgat’s
exposed feet and began numbing up his legs with several hits as not one, but
three Hjar’at charged him in attempted battle rams, stupid as it was with them
having no armor, but these ‘arrogant,’ as Mak’to’ran had described them, were
proving to be just that.


Yaquik threw up a huge Fornax field, then proceeded to
physically batter them aside with a combination of side slaps and tail whips,
all the while putting stun shots into them that further hindered their
coordination. Within less than 20 seconds all three were tripping over
themselves trying to get up off the ground as Yaquik paced around them eyeing
the others.


“You will submit
or be disabled. If you are unconscious the process will be much more
complicated.”


“If we are
cleared, then we will proceed to do the same with others until the system is
cleansed of heresy?” Voto’kan asked.


“No. Our minds
are meant to be sovereign. This is a betrayal that I must commit, and I alone
will commit it.”


“There are too
many Hjar’at.”


“I will start
with those highest placed and work my way down. As soon as we have enough
cleared I will reassign them to the planetary defenses and other key systems.
We will regain marginal control and deal with the masses later.”


“Better if he
does it,” Bair’te added. “A weaker mind would have to work harder to break through reflexive
barriers.”


“I still do not
think this is wise.”


“It is reckless,”
Yaquik agreed, “but if we are engaged in
battle do we stay back and contemplate or dive in amongst our enemies? Do we
take the Era’tran method and slowly vet our population through other means that
could be compromised, accepting what deaths and other forms of treason occur in
the meantime, or do we face this directly, here and now, and do what has to be
done to reforge our civilization?”


“The assassins
think they strike out of the shadows at will,” Voto’kan
echoed. “As such they will have a
perpetual advantage so long as new recruits can be secured. They do not have to
hold ground, but can strike anywhere while appearing to be allies. I could be
eating tomorrow and the Hjar’at beside me could attack without warning. Mental
violations are severe, but we will survive them. We cannot tolerate this
heresy, and if we must face pain to purge it from our ranks permanently then
that is what we shall do. We are warriors, and we will take the hit if we must
for the sake of the Hjar’at. I have but one question.”


“Ask it.”


“How widespread
are these traitors in other races? You mentioned the Era’tran, but what of
others? And are they connected to Terraxis?”


“I have been
blind to their presence until recently. The Era’tran warn of them in every race
and in having at least nominal control of Itaru.
Their connection to Terraxis is probable, but not confirmed. As you said, they
lurk in the shadows and are difficult to isolate prior to them revealing
themselves in an attack.”


“What is their
end goal?” Bair’te asked.


“It doesn’t
matter,” Voto’kan said firmly. “We must purge them from our ranks, after which
we can get whatever answers we need. Our civilization bonds must be restored. I
will lower my defenses as much as I can, but do what you must to confirm my
loyalty, Yaquik. If we cannot trust you, then our race is doomed.”


Voto’kan walked up near the golden
armored warrior and laid down on the ground with his legs tucked underneath as
he tried to undo as much of the layering of mental defenses that he had
accumulated over his 1.3 million years of existence, but he knew he wouldn’t be
able to consciously lower them all…and the remainder would have to be broken
through.


“I take no
pleasure in this, but it must be done,” Yaquik said as he made contact with
his mind.


“Be swift, but
thorough. I want all question of my loyalty resolved.”


“It will be,”
the eldest Hjar’at said as he probed deeper, allowing Voto’kan
to see his gradual advancement as he checked surface thoughts and other
painlessly accessible areas that were willingly opened up, but the deeper
Yaquik moved the more resistance there was until the blocks over his base
personality and motivations slammed shut involuntarily. When that happened the
real damage occurred, for Yaquik pushed back so hard he shattered the first few
instantly.


The rest that followed felt like a fragmentation
grenade going off in Voto’kan’s mind, but knowing
that this was his duty he suffered through it until Yaquik eventually
retreated, but most of the pain did not and his defenses recovered themselves
as well as a door slamming shut now filled with gaping holes.


“Your loyalty is
intact,” Yaquik declared, “and trust
restored. Who will be next?” he said as he shot the partially stunned
Hjar’at again as they began to make progress in standing back up and crawling
off. When they slumped back down still partially conscious the youngest of
those assembled walked up to Yaquik and took his place beside where Voto’kan was visibly crying as he tried to pull himself
together.


“Make sure we
are not attacked in the aftermath,” he requested, taking a similar seated
position on the floor and tucking his legs underneath himself so he could flex
them unseen against the ravages to come.


“I will guard
any loyal Hjar’at with my life,” Yaquik promised, then began his second
mental invasion with many more to come.



 

By the time he’d finished with all 14 of them a crowd
had assembled outside the locked doors, for they’d heard the mental screams and
were on the verge of blasting their way inside but assurances from Yaquik kept
them at bay long enough for him to finish. When he did the guards and others outside
entered in a rush, seeing 14 Hjar’at either laying on the ground or stumbling
around awkwardly.


“Take them to
confinement and hold them there until I personally release them,” he
ordered, mentally directing the guards to the 5 Hjar’at whose loyalty test had
failed, Gorgat included.


“What?”


“You do not need
to understand. Simply obey and you will be informed later.”


“Do it,” Voto’kan agreed. “They
are traitors.”


“Tar’nakis!” Yaquik
roared, with the other Hjar’at flinching then turning around to look at one of
the crowd pinned between dozens of other bodies that were flooding into the
chamber. “Step forward you coward.”


All eyes turned on him, and for a long moment he
didn’t move as he tried to figure out what was going on. Someone else in the
crowd beat him to it, then shared the realization of the mental raids with
everyone else telepathically. There was a mix of stunned silence and outroar, the latter part of which had bodies moving around
erratically. Some moving forward in rage and others turning to flee out of
fear. Tar’nakis tried to leave with the latter, but Yaquik smashed through the crowd to get to him, resulting
in a short chase through two levels before body slamming him into a nearby
support column.


“Submit,” he
said with disdain. “Your treason will not
be hard to uncover, for I already know where to look.”


“You’ve crossed
a line that Itaru will not let you live to regret.”


“We are Hjar’at,”
Yaquik said, kicking him in the gut as he likewise rammed his Ikrid into his
mind and forcefully grappled with the unwilling target in a losing effort for Tar’nakis. “We take
care of our own internal disruptions. As for Itaru,
we will deal with those traitors once we have our own civilization in order.”


“You…will
be…executed…for this.”


“We are
V’kit’no’sat. The dominant rule, and your cowardice prevents you from ever
becoming so. If I am wrong, please demonstrate otherwise,” Yaquik said as
he increased his mental attacks to the level where Tar’nakis
could do nothing but vainly try and slow him down while Yaquik multitasked and
communicate with others to ensure that those loyal Hjar’at in the conclave came
to no harm in their diminished state. 


He was going to assemble a core of trusted individuals
to fight this battle with, but until they were established every one that he
confirmed would be in a vulnerable position until they could recover their
strength…and that could take weeks depending on the severity of their injuries.
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August 17, 3604


Yat’ri System
(Hjar’at Regional Capitol)


Hattoman


 


Very little word from Yaquik made its way to
Mak’to’ran over the following days save for brief snippets of news coverage
accompanied by highlight text. They were detailing a series of fights on the
planet’s surface, but thankfully none were close by and the rage of anarchy
hadn’t yet sprung up in full force. The battles appeared to be fierce with
numerous casualties reported…and the severed head of one Hjar’at bespoke the
depths of these traitors’ heresy. According to the news reports Saroto’kanse’vam
were being used, and Mak’to’ran had thought he’d never seen a Hjar’at look so
afraid. 


But the fear was justified. If this was as deep an
affront as Yaquik had explained then younger minds would react to it even more
strongly. The fear of suddenly being killed by those beside you would drive a
wave of paranoia into the planet’s population if not for the additional reports
of the counterattack, for many of the battles were not being started by
assassins, but rather Yaquik’s loyalist forces as
they rooted out individuals and regions rife with treachery, all the while NOT
using their Saroto’kanse’vam for more than defensive blocks.


Lopsided as that was, it seemed to make it clear which
side was in the right and had probably avoided the mass insanity that such
destabilizing undercurrents could produce, but after three days word of the
loyalty checks became public and drove their own wedge into the planet’s
inhabitants. Doing such a thing was almost as bad as a Hjar’at using their
Saroto’kanse’vam against another and there was considerable uproar over the
breach of privacy, quelled only by the fact that it was Yaquik along who was
conducting the tests, but even then there were Hjar’at refusing to yield…which
added to the list of battles being fought.


But no Hjar’at was dying at the hands of the
loyalists. They were defeating, subduing, and capturing their opposition even
while losing a few of their own. Reports were most were revivable, but a
handful had been confirmed irrevocably dead and that threw another orb into the
flames. The Hjar’at news service for the planet was an open format one, and
while Yaquik’s brief messages had directed him to
selective feeds he also had access to the others and spent a great deal of time
digging through them.


There was a huge rift forming within the Hjar’at, with
the majority of the planet still trying to fathom how and where this conflict
had arisen from. Many trusted Yaquik, but the mind raids put them on a very
narrow edge of support that amounted to neutrality. If his people started
killing Hjar’at then that would tip the scales…many had stated…and the same
went for mass loyalty checks. If he alone was doing them that did not endanger
the masses, for he was only one and could not get through them all, plus he was
one that could be trusted in your mind where underlings would not be tolerated.


There were many subfactions
forming with reservations or fears, but as news of the new battles springing up
incited more protestations and calls for the Hjar’at capitol of Mavro to come and take control, information began to get
released on the particulars of the treason taking place and Mak’to’ran quickly
realized why Yaquik was too busy to contact him directly. 


The elder Hjar’at knew he had to lay this heresy out
for all to see and he was doing just that, taking some memories from the discovered
traitors and loading them into digital engrams. The Era’tran seldom used such
technology, preferring the precision of artificial constructs, but the
computerized memories were something more common amongst the races without Sav and the uploaded memories being transmitted over comm
channels and stored for any and all to review were damning.


Creating an engram without permission was a deep
violation of not just Hjar’at protocol but also of Itaru’s
edicts, so when Yaquik began publishing these engrams he lost a lot of
support…up until bits of the conspiracy were laid bare and the loyal Hjar’at on
the planet could see the treason with their own minds. Most acknowledged the
trespass had been necessary, but there were some sticklers for protocol that he
permanently lost the support of, or so they said. Hjar’at were notoriously
blunt, and while all races were capable of lying they were more disinclined to
it than others. Some said that was because they were not as smart, but
Mak’to’ran knew it to be a behavioral tilt originating from their genetic code
and necessary to excel in combat.


For if you operated with delusions, you often did not
survive very long. And frequent liars often had trouble maintaining the truth
as a separate entity within their own minds. 


But for as many supporters that he lost, Yaquik gained
far more from those that viewed the engrams and saw through the somewhat vague
and inaccurate memories of the traitors as they discussed how to hobble all
races within the V’kit’no’sat by varying means in order to ensure that no one
rose to become greater than the others. Competition was deemed unhealthy and
order was to be maintained by culling the strongest and weakest, leaving only
normal, functional V’kit’no’sat behind.


How they accomplished this was mostly theoretical, but
with Yaquik having arranged the engrams in scaling priority for viewing they
went from talk to action, showing the poisoning of eggs that were then discarded
when no longer viable and the falsifying of birthing data to cover it up. More
than that, there were multiple assassinations that were covered up as
accidents, but they were directed towards eliminating the weak rather than the
strong. Individuals that were too lowly placed to be noticed and not performing
up to the expectations of the V’kit’no’sat were being weeded out slowly, and
not fast enough as far as the traitors were concerned, but there was only so
much they could do without greater support and numbers.


And those numbers they tried to increase via
propaganda, incentivizing, and intimidation. How ‘equal’ the races and
individuals were was not a clear cut paradigm. Races always had variations in
biology and tendencies, and as a result Itaru and others
were going to have to constantly be balancing and rebalancing in response to
trends, during which there would be opportunities for some to advance, although
temporarily, while they also saw their opposition be reduced.


It was not seen as a popular thing, but the traitors
had learned how to lightly seek out those who were of at least partial like
mind and weave them into their web…or distance themselves again under plausible
reasons without giving away their true intent. The Hjar’at in particular were viewed
as obstinate and needing to be chipped away at rather than having a hammer blow
laid upon them out of fear that such a thing would cause more damage than good.
Attack a Hjar’at directly and you’d never dissuade them, but poke and pry and
connive and you could get them to change course without even realizing what was
going on.


What was missing from the engrams were communications
with other races. Everything here was Hjar’at based, but Mak’to’ran could see
the words of others in their thoughts. This heresy did not originate here, but
there was no way of tracking it so long as Yaquik didn’t discover a mind who
did have contact with traitors from elsewhere in the empire. As it was, it
seemed he had plenty of local corruption to root out, and given the size of the
planet he could be at this a very long time with only a handful of loyal
supporters that he could actively trust.


So when Yaquik did contact him via hologram it came as
a bit of a surprise. 


“I trust you are
well?” the Hjar’at asked.


“We have been undisturbed.”


“Good,” he
said, visibly tired. “I have secured a
path to orbit for you. All major weapon systems within firing range are under
my direct control and you’ll have a Zen’zat only escort to protect against
smaller ones. If this heresy has reached their ranks…”


“Have you
confirmed their loyalty?”


“A few
commanding your assembling escort, but I could not get
to them all. My Ikrid strength is failing and I have combat to personally lead.
I will not be making many more loyalty checks until I can recover, but I now
have a small group that can be trusted. Growing it will take time, but I am
removing all others from priority planetary positions and replacing them with
my own.”


“What about
fleet commanders?”


“The top 3 have
submitted for verification and I have cleared them. They will ensure you are
protected in orbit.”


“If this is what
Hamob intended to happen here, he did not share it with me.”


Yaquik twitched his head in a dismissive manner. 


“It matters not
now. This is a Hjar’at problem and we will see it solved. You have aided us
greatly, and the debt will not be forgotten. You are free to leave when you
wish.”


“I will return
to orbit, but I will remain in the system a while longer if it does not hinder
you.”


“You wish to
discuss Itaru?”


“Amongst other
things. There is a lot happening here and I would prefer to deliver a complete
report rather than rely on the Urrtren. If these traitors are willing to kill
other V’kit’no’sat then information control is not hard to imagine.”


“How certain are
you of the Urrtren relays in Era’tran territory?”


“I suspect that
has been seen to, but it has not come up in my discussions with Hamob. I will
make inquiries.”


“We need to
establish a secure line from here to your territory, and for the time being
that will have to be via courier. Given that I do not have sufficient personnel
that can be trusted, I need your ships for that.”


“Done.”


“And we will
need to build independent transmitters. Seizing communal ones is a step too far
at this juncture.”


“You anticipate
a full war coming?”


“Unless the
traitors back down, but I don’t think that will happen if they are stronger in
other races. As it is, I’m going to have to secede this system from the rest of
the Hjar’at civilization and slowly bring back in the other pieces. I will have
a difficult time with many on Mavro, even if they are
not traitors, but this must be done and the time is long overdue.”


“Would Era’tran
assistance hurt or help?”


“I do not know.
There are many uncertainties as of this moment and I have much to do. My duty
to you is to see you out of this system safely, and if you wish to remain
longer you may do so, but we will not have a great deal of time for discussion
in the coming days. I must continue to be swift before the opposition can
organize. They are scattered as moles throughout the system in order to avoid
detection and are ill-prepared for direct assaults.”


“Sabotage?”


“There have
already been two such attacks. If they escalate and damage too much of our
infrastructure, we may need logistical assistance.”


“Securing loyal
V’kit’no’sat is the Era’tran’s prime priority, though
I do not know the current state of our reserves. I would assume we would give
you whatever you require.”


“I do not like
asking, but this system’s ability to sustain itself is limited. If certain
facilities are destroyed we will be hurting for supplies and I have uncovered
some plots to do so already.”


“May I suggest
that an Era’tran fleet sitting by uninvolved in stellar orbit may help to
provide some stability.”


“Internally no,
it would not, but if we are weakened and others sense an opportunity…”


“What?”
Mak’to’ran asked, getting a strange sense from Yaquik’s
body language.


“Am I wrong in
assuming that the tipping point has already been reached?”


“How so?”


“The
conspirators behind Terraxis are still unknown. I am doing what must be done
here, but will it trigger an onslaught within the empire?”


“That depends
greatly on who is responsible.”


“Will my actions
here give others the plausibility to lay blame on me? That this is the first stage
of a revolt connected with Terraxis and the altered Hadarak?”


“It very well
could if certain factions pushed that lie.”


“You told me
that Hamob sent you on a lengthy mission in order to be a rallying point for
the oppressed loyalists.”


“How long is still a lingering question for me, but that is part of
his intent. I do not pretend to fully understand the depth of his plans.”


“Is he also
using you to draw the attention and ire of Itaru away
from the Era’tran?”


“Yes, but he is
aware that is just a stalling tactic. My ship cannot continue without periodic
resupply and I have already returned to Jamtren once.
There will be no pretense as to my base of support, but the Era’tran will not
advertise it in order to stretch this out.”


“Before the
snapback occurs?”


“I believe so,
though I only have compartmentalized information regarding our strategy.”


“The Hjar’at
will not oppose you, at least not in military strength. I’ll have their
attention focused here. Without a unified civilization we cannot launch an assault
against the Era’tran. Who then do you think would strike you down?”


“If either the
Oso’lon or J’gar do they would practically be admitting to fault. They are
hindered by Terraxis and stand on the verge of suffering the full backlash of
the empire. They can do nothing but stay out of the way and defend their
territory.”


“Or shift blame
to others,” Yaquik suggested. 


“In which case
who would oppose the Era’tran?”


“None of us can
do so singly outside the Oso’lon. The J’gar could navally, but they would gut
their fleet bashing planetary shields without a ground assault force. We would
be the most likely candidate, so how free are you now to act boldly?”


“A good
question, and one I cannot fully answer. The Pas’cha and Zep’sha working
together would be the most probable, but their ties to the Oso’lon are too
close,” Mak’to’ran said, referring to the other two long-necked
V’kit’no’sat races that were essentially cousins to the Oso’lon. The Pas’cha
had shorter rear legs and a more upright stance with their heads towering over
the Oso’lon and even the Era’tran while the Zep’sha were the reverse. Their
necks were almost flat to the ground and they had extremely long tails that
almost made them look like walking snakes. Both were comparable to the Era’tran
in terms of overall racial strength, but they didn’t have the same psionics
that the Oso’lon did. Nor the most elite bits of tech that the two founding
races kept for themselves.


“It would take
3, no less, to effectively cull the Era’tran,” Yaquik estimated, “so long as you remained defensive. Possibly
more.”


“Many more if
they do not wish to gut themselves. They will need the Oso’lon or the J’gar,
otherwise victory is not assured.”


“I think you
overstate your current situation.”


“I am not being
arrogant, but name the race that is willing to destroy themselves to cull us?”


“Hmmn, that is a point I had not considered. If paranoia abounds no one is going
to want to dutifully engage anyone else unless it is a massive overkill.”


“The danger is
being singled out.”


“I cannot speak
for all Hjar’at, and I barely control this system as of now, but if a public
allegiance with the Era’tran will help discourage attacks against the Era’tran
you will have it…so long that it is a defensive pact. We cannot engage in an
offensive war or it will tear the empire apart.”


“I have been
authorized to speak for the Era’tran and they will honor any agreement I make.
You have your defensive pact. When to announce it is the question.”


“Not yet. Inform
your leaders so they can prepare, and if you can spare a sizeable fleet to come
here and observe do so. When it arrives the declaration can be made. You will
defend against outside influence while the Hjar’at take care of an internal
matter themselves.”


“And if Hjar’at
ships arrive to attack you?”


“Your default
protocol will be to observe, though situations may alter if the corruption runs
too deep.”


“We will stand
beside you regardless and let you dictate the protocol. The fleet will only
engage other Hjar’at when you give them release to do so, but you will not
micromanage them.”


“Well bargained,
though I think we gain more from it than you.”


“Time will tell.
Recheck the status of your clear corridor and we will continue this
conversation once I reach my ship.”


“Wait until the
Zen’zat arrive before you leave the surface.”


Mak’to’ran nodded then both leaders broke the comm
connection and got back to the business at hand…what had quickly escalated from
defiance into secession. But a secession of the loyal V’kit’no’sat from the
traitors, and no one knew just how many that would be here or anywhere else.
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September 8, 3604


Yat’ri System
(Hjar’at Regional Capitol)


Hattoman



 

Suspicions of possible tampering aside, Mak’to’ran was
still using the Urrtren heavily to communicate with the Era’tran and to monitor
events empire-wide. The news of what was happening with the Hjar’at was just
beginning to come back with mass responses from the local region. He was
particularly interested in seeing what the other Hjar’at thought of ongoing
events, but there wasn’t much being said by them. What little of it was merely
a recounting of events while other races were the ones weighing in with a wide
range of interpretations, most of which involved Mak’to’ran to some extent.


His refusal to return to Itaru
was now becoming widespread news boosted by the situation with the Hjar’at and
many V’kit’no’sat were calling for his head, but his reported association with Yaquik was causing many to take a closer look at what was
going on…which meant nothing because they had no facts to work with, but still
they were trying to scrape up what they could and determine a reason behind his
defiance other than sheer madness.


A few floated the idea that he had even been involved
in the treason of Terraxis, absurd as that was, and that sentiment did not seem
to be gaining any ground. Most of what he was searching through were news
reports, but there was also a growing Declarative trail that consisted of
discussion points bantered back and forth across the empire. It covered an
unlimited number of subjects and was used to facilitate brainstorming and
cooperation between those separated by thousands of lightyears. 


Mak’to’ran was now the top item of recent interest,
and wouldn’t be replaced by the Hjar’at until the information ‘wave’ flowed out
and back across the entire empire. It was far faster than physical travel, but
given the size of the galaxy one couldn’t hold an active discussion with
another so far away and this was the most efficient system ever devised…though
it still left much to be desired due to the time lag, though in Mak’to’ran’s
case that was an advantage in him staying ahead of the pursuit that he expected
to show up at Yat’ri any day now.


But what wasn’t showing up on the Declaratives or the
news feeds was the information Hamob passed along to him concerning the second
assault on Terraxis. It was now underway and the V’kit’no’sat had secured a
foothold on the surface of Terrax…but the cost of doing so had seen so much
damage done to their Mach’nel that it had to retreat from the system under
heavy escort. 


Mak’to’ran couldn’t believe what he was reading, but
even as aghast as he was at the information his Sav-enhanced
mind realized that the information was not being released to the empire yet.
Battle updates should have been sent out as soon as the first courier ship got
within range of the Urrtren, and given how important the subject matter was the
entire empire would have been talking about it. Mak’to’ran knew they couldn’t
keep information like that suppressed forever, but the fact that they were even
trying was another telling sign of how corrupt Itaru
and their latchkeys had become.


Hamob hadn’t sent him much information, only a few
tactical snapshots had been included so he’d know the strength that the Humans
had assembled. The V’kit’no’sat had sent a fleet 20 times as large as he’d had
plus two Mach’nels…the
latter of which was unheard of. When their scout ships had arrived in Star
Force territory they’d been attacked before even reaching their target system,
but after a number of harassment attacks from a large Star Force fleet enroute,
the V’kit’no’sat armada arrived safely in Terraxis along a different jumpline only to find the Humans had brought in
reinforcements of their own.


Mak’to’ran studied the numbers and ship designs
carefully, for both were different than before. Most of the ship hulls were not
cubical, but rather thick discs along with other designs. From memory he
recalled that the disc-shapes were from a non-Human faction of Star Force that
had not been present in Terraxis the first time, nor had the others. Estimates
to Star Force’s strength appeared to have been low, for while the V’kit’no’sat
had sent 20 times as many ships, Star Force had brought in reinforcements equal
to 80 times as many.


And it wasn’t just their standard attack ships. There
were many of their larger ones as well, possibly pulled in from more of their
hidden depots in far orbit. Mak’to’ran wished he had a full battle report to
work through, but the near loss of another Mach’nel was precisely the reason
why he should have been the one commanding the second attack. The presence of
two Mach’nels should have been sufficient to overcome
any non-V’kit’no’sat adversary, and even while Neifil had not been destroyed Mak’to’ran
could guess at the kind of damage it had taken to warrant withdrawal. 


The Humans were probably targeting it in the aftermath
and unwilling to let it back off from combat and be used as a command post
while undergoing field repairs. If they’d made it their primary target it would
have to have been removed from the system…and the number of ships necessary to
guard it during the retreat would have weakened Neo’sor’s
fleet by an appreciable number.


How in the galaxy had the Kret’net botched this so
badly? He had a reputation for cautiousness and Mak’to’ran’s full field notes.
The Humans had gathered far more forces than expected, but the might of a
Mach’nel would counter that if used properly. How one could fail with two was unthinkable…unless they had
directly assaulted the planetary defense station.


If they had done that then Neo’sor
deserved to be executed, but in combing through the information he found the
location of the foothold on Terrax’s surface identified
as being on another continent altogether. That meant either an attack on the
defense station had failed and they had to mount a second attack later, or more
likely the Kret’net had assaulted a region of the planet outside the targeting
range of the Tar’vem’jic…but to suffer that much damage to a Mach’nel was too
high of a cost, not to mention the ship losses tallied but not specified in the
data.


He had loss numbers but no damage assessments, and it
seemed that nearly a fifth of the V’kit’no’sat fleet had been spent to get that
single penetration onto the surface. It was apparently secure with limited
resupply from orbit, but while the defenders had lost a great deal more ships
they were far from beaten. Their navy was still massive and getting additional
reinforcements from their empire in what Mak’to’ran knew would be a whittling
down effort. They’d attack the V’kit’no’sat in the case of a stalemate in order
to destroy a few ships here and there while their own were being replaced, or
defend heavily in order to do the same thing.


And Neo’sor would have to
sacrifice ships in order to breach the other planets’ defense shields now that
he had lost one Mach’nel. Combined the two Tar’vem’jics
should have been able to punch through on their own given enough time, or if
not a quick follow up by the fleet would have added the finishing touch. Now,
if the other planetary defense shields were nearly as strong as Terrax’s, he’d have to bring his fleet into range of their
planetary guns to poke a hole in each one, otherwise the Humans would have a
stronghold to defend from while their much closer empire continued to pour in
reinforcements.


And with every planetary assault the V’kit’no’sat ship
count would drop hard, even with rotating tactics, because the Star Force fleet
would be there to aid the planetary defenses. Neo’sor
had gotten the primary target breached and troops on the ground, but it was far
too high a cost. Mak’to’ran would have found another way and he badly wanted to
know why Neo’sor had done this, but in truth he could
only guess at what he did do without a full battle record to watch.


Mak’to’ran had been sabotaged by either the J’gar or
the Oso’lon, and if that had not happened the first assault would have gone
down differently. Neither of those races was present in the second wave, and
unless something totally crazy had occurred…such as an altered Hadarak showing
up…then Neo’sor was to blame for this and he could
understand why Itaru didn’t want the word spread. Two
Mach’nels plus an assault of this magnitude and all
the V’kit’no’sat gained was a surface penetration at the cost of one of the Mach’nels and a fifth of their ships? What sort of
incompetence was this?


This was not like Neo’sor at
all, and he would not have caved to Itaru if they
demanded a full assault on the defense station. If that was the case he would
have relinquished the position to a Hjar’at or another more acclimated to such
painful exchanges. Neo’sor was a thinker and a mover.
How this had occurred completely baffled Mak’to’ran.


How heavy the damage to Neifil was he did have some data
on, for Hamob had sent a repair analysis report attached to his notes that he
found later. While internal systems could be rebuilt at a fast rate the Yeg’gor
armor could not, and the amount it had lost would require something in the rage
of 40 years to replace. The Mach’nel would be combat capable long before that,
but not able to weather such grinding assaults as long as it should. 


But this also weakened the Era’tran considerably.
While a Mach’nel could only be in one place at one time and a larger fleet had
many more battle applications, the Mach’nels were a way
to cancel even major assaults on a planet if you could get them there in time.
More than that, they could turn a weaker fleet into a victorious one simply by
their inclusion and ability to soak up so much damage, which was especially
vital when you were the one assaulting planetary defenses…not to mention the
Tar’vem’jic they carried.


Why couldn’t the damage have been done to the
Les’i’kron Mach’nel? And how had the damage been done? Was the Era’tran
commander following Neo’sor’s orders or had he tried
to salvage a bad situation? 


There were so many questions that Mak’to’ran could not
answer that it increased his ire to fuming levels as he forced himself to delay
long enough to calm down before he shared the news with Yaquik. Fortunately the
Hjar’at had been involved in battle at the time he sought him out, so there was
an even longer cooling down period before the holo
transmission came through, but still the Hjar’at could see in Mak’to’ran’s face
that something was angering him.


“Have you been
attacked?” Yaquik guessed.


“Not here. I
have received a partial report from Terraxis, but it is not available on the
Urrtren yet. There is no news of Terraxis at all. I got this directly from
Hamob.”


“What are they
concealing?”


“We nearly lost
a Mach’nel and paid a heavy price to gain a foothold on Terrax.”


Yaquik’s face screwed up
with a mixture of horror and anger. “Two
Mach’nel were sent.”


“Yes, and I do
not know what transpired, but the Humans have brought in a much larger fleet to
defend their capitol and I sense incompetence on our part. Itaru
is probably trying to cover it up, but such a disgrace of this magnitude will
not be kept silent for long. Our Mach’nel was forced to retreat, and when it
returns to Era’tran territory word will begin to spread whether Itaru wishes it or not.”


“The Era’tran
Mach’nel was the one damaged?”


“Heavily
damaged. It had to have an escort fleet take it out.”


“Did they use
the Hadarak?”


“My limited
information says no.”


“What is
becoming of us? It feels like the V’kit’no’sat empire I was born into is no
longer in existence.” 


“Unfortunately
you are correct. My mission is to collect the scraps and reforge
a new empire, but even I did not expect us to be so incompetent.”


“Who is their
commander?”


“Neo’sor, a Kret’net.”


“Are you familiar
with him?”


“Yes.”


“I am not. Is
this behavior typical?”


“Quite the
contrary. He would rather siege a world than hammer it in such a manner.”


“Then this
corruption is everywhere and poisoning us from within. If someone knew of this
long ago, I could see their reasoning in growing an exterior force to conquer
us. We are weaker than we realize.”


“I cannot say
for sure what occurred without a full battle report, but I fear you may be corr…” Mak’to’ran broke off as he picked up an alert.


“What is it?”


“Ships jumping
into the system en mass.”


“Itaru’s leash?”


“I have been
waiting for it. I have the engines to run, all I need is a small head start.”


“You’ll have it.
I am not near a sensor display. Who did they send?”


“I’m reading
Hjar’at vessels arriving…”


“And?”
Yaquik pressed as Mak’to’ran cut off again.


“And one of your
Mach’nel.”


The Hjar’at fell silent for a long moment, with both
V’kit’no’sat knowing what this might mean.


“Death before
dishonor,” he said gravely. “You have
to survive, so run when needed, but if these traitors are here to force a
capitulation they are going to be disappointed. I must get to a command deck.”


Yaquik didn’t wait for a reply and his hologram
disappeared from Mak’to’ran’s view as he watched more Hjar’at warships arrive
on the jumpline behind the giant crescent moon-shaped
blade of a ship.



 

The arriving Hjar’at fleet was not nearly as large as
that which defended the regional capitol, but the
presence of one of their four Mach’nels put a chill
through every warship in the system rather than being a reassuring presence. It
didn’t waste any time, making a microjump out to Hattoman with its small escort fleet trailing in its wake.
As soon as it arrived in high planetary orbit Mak’to’ran got a holo-link request from Yaquik and
soon both his and another Hjar’at’s image appeared
before the Era’tran.


“So you are the
one who defies Itaru,” the Mach’nel commander noted.


“I am Mak’to’ran.”


“I am Sar’keth, and you need not fear me or Jor’wek. If you’re
refusing to report that’s your business. I am here for Yaquik.”


“The Era’tran
stand with him and any other loyal V’kit’no’sat. If you assault him here there
will be repercussions later.”


“This is a
Hjar’at matter, Era’tran, but your loyalty is commendable. I am not here to
kill him. I am here to make sure he is not killed.”


“Sar’keth is a friend,”
Yaquik said evenly, though Mak’to’ran could detect just a hint of pride in his
stance. 


“There are those
rallying to oppose the necessary security measures Yaquik has taken. I am here
to submit myself for loyalty testing, then once Jor’wek is cleansed of any potential traitors we
will stand guard over this system.”


“I am needless
to say, relieved,” Mak’to’ran admitted.


“It seems some
of the old empire still remains,” Yaquik added. 


“What is this
newfound allegiance to the Era’tran?”


“It seems they
have been aware of this widespread treason for some time and have taken
measures within their own race to counter it, creating a base of strength they
are now expanding out through Mak’to’ran. He has helped draw out the traitors
here and open my eyes to the threat. I do not like taking these measures, but
we cannot exist guarding against our brothers every moment we breathe.”


“I am in
agreement, else I and the others would not have come,” Sar’keth
said, referencing the other ships with him. “I imagine more are thinking along the same lines, but I knew I had to
get here first to discourage any reckless combat. They will not take Jor’wek’s presence
lightly.”


“I alone am
doing the loyalty checks. I will not trust another, but I cannot move through many
quickly. If you trust your second come down immediately.”


“I cannot claim
trust in any of my crew. Not enough to risk leaving the Mach’nel. I need you to
come aboard and verify as many as you can, if you are insisting that you be the
only one to conduct checks.”


“It is a breach
of honor that I alone will bear.”


“Many agree it
must be done.”


“Never the less,
we will take our time and do this properly. A weaker mind would cause more
damage breaking through.”


“I think my
strength is sufficient if you wish me to vet my own crew.”


“Do not. We must
not break the bonds that bind us. Those bonds are clouded in uncertainty now
and I will take the burden of cleansing them on myself. If there is to be
resentment, let it be towards me alone.”


“Inefficient.”


“But necessary
to preserve our honor.”


“Then let us
hope we have sufficient time for you to do what the rest of us cannot.”


“I believe you
have just given us more time, Sar’keth.”


“That was my
intent, but I am still not fully aware of what has been transpiring here.
Especially concerning the Era’tran. Words are being twisted everywhere, even
amongst Hjar’at. I came here trusting you, but now I need to know the truth of
the enemy we face.”


“I will join you
shortly. Once your verification is confirmed, you will have the answers you
seek.”


Sar’keth looked towards
Mak’to’ran. “Has he been confirmed?”


“As you said,
this is an internal Hjar’at matter. We must purge this heresy from our race.
How they handle theirs is their business.”


“But you trust
him?”


“He has deemed
this important enough to defy Itaru. Yes, I trust him.”


“Despite his
failure at Terraxis?”


“Because of it.”


Sar’keth twitched his neck
in an annoyed fashion. “Burned by treason
already, thus cleansed?”


“Something like
that,” Mak’to’ran answered. 


“Be quick with
this verification,” Sar’keth urged. “Then I want to know everything you two are
up to…and how I can further assist you.”
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September 23, 3604


Yat’ri System
(Hjar’at Regional Capitol)


Hattoman



 

The release of the information regarding the Star Force
Preserve and the advanced races represented there was finally making its way
through the Urrtren and back to Mak’to’ran. The news was not taken well and
already there were questions being asked of Itaru and
their strict borders, insinuating that they might have been behind keeping
these new races a secret and breaking out another round of suspicion as to
which V’kit’no’sat races were colluding with either the Oso’lon or the
J’gar…though the idea that both might be responsible for Terraxis was being floated
more heavily, for why would one agree to such confinement of V’kit’no’sat
territory if they were not complicit?


Sar’keth had received
Mak’to’ran’s update just prior to his leaving to come here, and he’d said that
with many other Hjar’at beginning to question the state of the empire that this
new information about potential external threats had them both angry and
worried. With such internal divisions that Yaquik was bringing to light their
own strength was unable to be determined, lending to the fear of being caught
at a disadvantage, especially with controllable Hadarak in play, but the anger
lay in the fact that there were worthy opponents out on the rim that they had
been denied knowledge of.


Even if they were deemed unimportant or too far away
to be concerned with, every formidable race needed to be watched. The Hjar’at
were more adamant about this than most, for they were always itching for an
excuse to engage in combat. They were not overly belligerent, and had decent
relations with non-V’kit’no’sat races when they behaved themselves, but if one
stepped out of line the Hjar’at would be in their face at a moment’s notice,
and rightly so. The dominant were not deserving of that title if they couldn’t
prove it time and again as necessary, but by hiding potential opponents from
view one did not know who was now dominant. It was unlikely that these other
races were a match for the V’kit’no’sat, but whoever was behind Terraxis
clearly saw some weakness, else what was the point?


In light of the Era’tran already having defied Itaru’s orders regarding borders, Yaquik asked that they
also quietly send out scouts into the regions just beyond the current
V’kit’no’sat borders in order to start confirming the powerbases out there.
Assumptions could be a dangerous thing, and if even the close border was not
being patrolled they could have enemies literally on top of their frontier
worlds without even realizing it. Blindness could not be tolerated, but right
now the Hjar’at were drawing so much attention to themselves they didn’t want
the issue of a border violation on top of everything else going on.


So far Itaru hadn’t
commented on Yaquik’s purge, but then again lag times
being what they were that didn’t surprise Mak’to’ran. The Hjar’at capitol had
also not responded yet, but many closer Hjar’at systems were making inquiries
and the presence of a Mach’nel in the system was drawing extra attention from
more than just the Hjar’at. 


Three days ago an Uvbor task force consisting of 2
Dak’bri and 4 Ti’mat arrived to scout the system, making contact but keeping
their distance as they requested to know what was going on. The Uvbor were a
mid-level V’kit’no’sat race that blurred the lines between biped and quadruped.
Their rear legs were the larger, but they often leaned forward enough to move
around on all fours. Their psionic package was small, with the standard
Pefbar/Lachka combo that all V’kit’no’sat had being augmented with Rensiek, Hanme, and Lovo’nek, the latter two of which provided
oxygen backup storage nodules and the ability to breathe through their skin,
both in air and water.


Combined with the massive heat generation capability
of Rensiek, the Uvbor were well suited to icy, watery worlds. They weren’t
aquatic in form, but they could move around in water well enough for groundpounders.
The aquatics didn’t accept them as one of their own, but neither were they
purely land dwelling. They were an oddity within the V’kit’no’sat that mostly
kept to themselves and made a habit out of colonizing frozen worlds that others
did not want. With their Rensiek they could walk around in a blizzard without
armor and not be bothered by it, while an Era’tran would have considerable
trouble surviving in the worst weather.


Mak’to’ran’s large form provided some insulation
against the cold, but he couldn’t go where the Uvbor could so comfortably, and
definitely not underwater without assistance. He could hold his breath fairly
well, but he’d always have to remain near the surface while the Uvbor did not
have that limitation so long as they didn’t over-exert themselves. Their
Lovo’nek was not as effective as those the aquatics had because the Uvbor
physiology was that of a land dweller, making it more of a useful add-on rather
than an everyday necessity.


Most Uvbor colonies were on land with very few being
submerged, but they built freely and adapted to the geography rather than
making it fit their needs. They were adaptive and overly cautious, with little
public ambition within the V’kit’no’sat. They did their duty against the
Hadarak and other threats, interacted via trade with the other races, but for
the most part kept to themselves unless situations warranted their involvement.


Which apparently now they had.


Both Mak’to’ran and Yaquik had talked with them via holo, explaining the situation and finding out that the
Uvbor were being heavily recruited by many different races, including the
aquatics, in preparation for whoever the real traitors were to make their move
and start the fight that most everyone expected was coming in one form or
another. The news that the Hjar’at were fighting themselves hadn’t made any
sense, so they’d sent a task force here to investigate.


They vehemently denounced the mental invasions, but
once they were convinced that this wasn’t going to spread beyond the Hjar’at
they seemed to reluctantly accept it as an internal matter. The thought of it
becoming a trend in other races or even with Itaru
beginning its own loyalty checks was foremost on their mind, but Mak’to’ran
assured them that the Era’tran would not submit to any such checks and the fact
that only Yaquik was performing them for the Hjar’at seemed to sway them. They
recognized the extreme measures the Hjar’at were going to in order to eliminate
the traitors from their midst, and given the somewhat reckless reputation they
had it seemed to fit in the overall order of things. 


That didn’t mean the Uvbor were happy about it, but
they eventually labeled it as another Hjar’at excess, warning against the
dangers of it, but eventually accepted it in so far that they were not interested
in getting themselves involved to stop it, but there were questions already floating
around about what the Oso’lon would do. 


Mak’to’ran hadn’t heard anything from them yet, and
neither had Yaquik, but that changed in a moment when sensors picked up an incoming
fleet of Oso’lon ships at the star…quickly followed by a message to
Mak’to’ran’s Kafcha demanding his surrender.


“Your pursuit
has finally manifested,” Yaquik said via holo as the Oso’lon fleet numbering some 13 vessels, all
Kafcha similar in capability to Mak’to’ran’s own, began to move into position
for a microjump out to the planet. “I wonder if they actually intend to take you
alive or have a fortuitous destruction of your ship.”


“It’s time for
me to leave,” Mak’to’ran said before Yaquik could offer assistance. “My mission isn’t to actually start a fight.”


“A pity. Those
13 Oso’lon vessels are no match for us.”


“You have
greater concerns to deal with. Better if interest in me is directed elsewhere.”


“Agreed, but
it’s still a pity.”


“We don’t know
if the Oso’lon are the traitors or not, and I don’t want to get in a fight with
loyal V’kit’no’sat carrying out Itaru’s edicts.”


“You need to
open more eyes first.”


“Indeed. Every
life lost is a defeat, and the longer I can draw this out the more we can save.”


“But not all?”


“You know as
well as I do that whoever is behind Terraxis is not a small faction. A fight is
coming. This is about securing as many loyalists as we can, then digging in and
surviving.”


“You dig in.
Just give me a legitimate target and let me fight these traitors directly.”


“You may find
out before me.”


“Somehow I doubt
that, but get those courier ships established and I’ll share whatever I learn
with your kin. I trust they know how to find you?”


“We’re using the
Urrten as much as possible, but if we have to there
are other means of communication set up and I check back in with Hamob
regularly.”


“Thank him for
me. The Hjar’at owe you a debt for exposing this treachery within us.”


“Purging it is
all we ask in return. We have no wish to face you in combat.”


“Likewise. The
prudence of the Era’tran will be remembered.”


“Fortune to the
bold.”


“And the cagey,”
Yaquik added as Mak’to’ran broke communications. A moment later his Kafcha
accelerated through planetary orbit with haste, getting to a jumpline to another planet in the system without resistance
from any Hjar’at vessel…not that they could have intercepted him if they tried,
but the lack of delay was appreciated as the Era’tran warship winked out of
view as it accelerated laterally across the star’s approach angle that the
Oso’lon were coming on.


Mak’to’ran coasted between planets a random distance
then used his ship’s massive gravity drives to slow them mid-jump as they
likewise pulled heavily on the star and curved them into an unpredictable jumpline towards system’s center that the Oso’lon could not
intercept. The longnecks did eventually reverse course, but with the sensor lag
times and the speeds the Era’tran ship was capable of they were so far out of
position that they had no chance of getting within realtime
comm range, let alone weapons range, of Mak’to’ran’s ship as it arrived in
stellar orbit. 


From there he transitioned around the star at
breakneck speed to the jumpline for the Kajjmat System, an uninhabited mass of gas giants that had
been mined to depletion long ago. He picked up the trailing Oso’lon ships on
the Hjar’at Urrtren tracking grid just before getting to the jumppoint as the signals finally caught up. They were
chasing him as expected, but they weren’t going to catch him here and there was
nothing ahead of him at Kajjmat for them to signal
unless they’d anticipated him leaving through that system. 


That was unlikely given how many navigation options
there were coming out of Yat’ri, some 274 given the
engine power he had available. He’d considered taking one of the longest ones
that the Oso’lon probably couldn’t follow on, but he didn’t want to tip his
speed advantage just yet and accordingly had his Kafcha jump out of the system
more slowly than it had to during the deep push phase in near the star. When
they had progressed up to enough speed that the sensor grid couldn’t catch up
to them he had his ship push harder and get more speed than the Oso’lon
navigators would predict.


Hopefully when he reached Kajjmat
he’d have enough of a head start that he could make a second jump before they
arrived and keep gaining ground from system to system, though he knew he
couldn’t lose them in Kajjmat, for while it was
uninhabited it was still a relay for the Urrtren, meaning it had navigational
recorders for everything coming in and out from the star.


But there were many nearby systems that didn’t, and if
he could get enough of a lead he could dart off through one when the Oso’lon
were still in coast phase and lose their pursuit entirely…then it would be a
matter of keeping ahead of any ambushes they’d have to lay, for if he could
just keep running they’d never catch him. They’d have to corner him and force a
fight, and to do that they’d need not just a lot more ships and good captains,
but a lot of luck, for any naval expert understood just how vast space was and
how hard it was to pin down a ship if you didn’t have superior speed.


Which they didn’t. At least not with these pursuing
ships. That might change, but even if Itaru managed
to send a speed-enhanced task force themselves that didn’t necessary mean
they’d catch Mak’to’ran. There were a lot of other navigation tricks that he
could play, and after sharpening his tactical teeth against Hadarak Recursevs he was ready to play hard if necessary, though
right now his primary nemesis was going to be fuel. It wasn’t an issue yet, but
he would have to resupply eventually and if Itaru
started blockading nearby Era’tran worlds that could get tricky…which was why
Hamob had arranged refueling depots in uninhabited systems, some of which
should already be in place.


He wasn’t going to use them if he didn’t have to, but
the Era’tran had planned out Mak’to’ran’s mission thoroughly before sending him
on his provocative tour of the empire. He was meant to draw out the traitors,
and if they didn’t already want his blood they soon would, which would help
further expose them throughout the empire, but especially on Itaru. Not everyone in the empire’s capitol was a traitor,
for the Era’tran had many people there. The traitors had to label Mak’to’ran as
disloyal and make it stick, otherwise they wouldn’t get the support they
wanted. With everyone already on edge about Terraxis some would prefer to wait
and see rather than strike, and he hoped that their focus on him would provide
a needed distraction for Yaquik and others that Hamob probably hadn’t even told
him about to continue the work they were doing.


If a civil war broke out now there was no way to stop
it. The Era’tran would hold their own as long as they could, but the prospect
of taking on 192 other races or some lesser combination thereof was suicide and
everyone knew it, which was why alliances were being sought out. You couldn’t
survive, let alone win without support, and if the Era’tran were to reforge the empire they were going to have to craft an
alliance far larger than their opposition…otherwise the two or more sides would
bleed each other dry.


Maybe that was the plan, then have Star Force and its
allies move in. Maybe they were never intended to be the first wave and the
Hadarak were intended to fight the other Hadarak after the fact so that the coreward border wouldn’t completely fall apart?


It was an interesting angle that he hadn’t considered
before, but at this point it was irrelevant unless you conceded the traitors
winning. He wasn’t going to do that, nor live to see it. He and the Era’tran
had decided to remain loyal V’kit’no’sat or go down fighting. One way or
another this poisoned empire was going to end, and if the traitors did end up
winning he didn’t want to be around to see it anyway.


His fight was here and now before the civil war
started, and he knew he could do more by following Hamob’s
devious mission plans than by summoning a fleet and taking it into battle.
Allegiance had once bound the V’kit’no’sat together, and that must be the
primary weapon the Era’tran wielded now.


And symbolically Mak’to’ran was being forged into that
weapon. It wasn’t his usual method of attack, but he was learning quick enough
and now that they were out of the Yat’ri System and
into their coast phase it was time to check what the next destination Hamob had
left for him was.


After retreating to his private chambers he opened the
sealed orders and activated the next sequential data entry. It burned to life
in holo form and Mak’to’ran recognized the system
immediately. It had 197 planets, with more than half of them being prime
habitable. The acquisition of that system had been a coup long ago for the
Ari’tat, who had outmaneuvered everyone else on Itaru
in order to claim sole ownership. It was so valuable that the tiny Ari’tat had
actually relocated their capitol there along with more than 18 trillion of
their population.


They’d had to concede much to get it, losing over 200
other territorial possession in a series of trades, but they’d built up Zorrtai so much that it stood now as visible reminder of
how the smallest V’kit’no’sat race had managed to best all the others and was
still laughing at the irony of it.
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