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November 20, 128456

System 88219317 (Hadarak Zone)

Middle Orbit

 

A Lir’nen Kaeper-class scout ship sat in the void of space far from any planet or the two stars at the center of the system. It wasn’t cloaked, for the Hadarak could see ships from their gravity silhouette and so could their minions to a lesser extent. This Kaeper, like most of the V’kit’no’sat ships, didn’t even have a cloaking device. Instead the hull space that would have contained that equipment held an additional gravity drive, making the ship faster, which was the best defense against the Hadarak minions.

Right now there were a few on the 2nd planet, but no Hadarak had been in this system for some time…unless it was buried deep in the stars and had stayed down there since the Kaeper arrived 4 months ago. That was unlikely but not impossible, and it was the job of the Lir’nen to keep track of their movements through this system if/when they passed so the scout could alert nearby systems and get the word out long before a Hadarak could arrive at the border worlds.

Those border worlds did not hold civilians, but rather were aggressive construction sites to collect raw materials and build defensive platforms, shipyards, sensor arrays, and everything else being used on the border as the V’kit’no’sat continued to inch the Hadarak back and free more systems from their reign of terror.

This system actually had a native population on the 6th planet, so primitive that they could not even travel into space, but it looked like the Hadarak had ignored them and chosen to feed on the 2nd planet at some point, leaving behind minion facilities when it left as if they were crumbs attesting to the feast they’d made of the planet.

The Lir’nen had made a detailed analysis of the damage done to the planet from afar, and the minions had not bothered to come out after them. If they’d gotten closer that probably would have changed and patience, which Mak’to’ran continuously underscored, would gain more valuable data than bravado against the Hadarak. Though they hadn’t gotten as close as they would have liked, the impact crater of a Hadarak landing on the planet was clearly visible with newly formed mountain chains ringing it, some of which were still oozing lava.

That didn’t mean it had been too recent, for when plates were bent out of position they could bleed the planet for decades before gravity finally pulled the mass into some semblance of shape and the coldness of space hardened over the cracks. Best estimate on this one was about two years ago and a level 3 Hadarak. I had not sank into the magma layer of the planet, but rather stayed on the surface and extended taps down to suck on it while also producing minion colonies to mine other parts of the planetary crust.

This wasn’t unusual, for Hadarak needed the materials within planets to grow larger. Stars were mostly used for their version of ‘water’ while planetary rock was their ‘food.’ They needed both, but unless a star had swallowed up a planet or two they had to seek out the cooler and smaller gravity wells to feed, much as the V’kit’no’sat empire did, though their harvesting efforts were much more precise and didn’t damage the planet in the process.

That damage had been fixed on many planets, with Mak’to’ran insisting that they try to repair as many as possible as an additional insult to their sworn enemy. They would not be colonized by the V’kit’no’sat, but that didn’t stop other races from following in the wake of the warring powers and setting up residence in what was now a ‘safe’ zone behind the V’kit’no’sat border where the Hadarak used to roam and feed almost at random.

They typically didn’t target inhabited worlds unless you started shooting at them…but then again, they didn’t avoid them either. That left the Hadarak Zone with a lot of denizens that periodically got culled when a Hadarak happened to choose their world to snack on. It was that horrific and random threat that the V’kit’no’sat had been created to push back, and while they had the Hadarak in slow retreat, the Lir’nen definitely knew that this ‘safe’ zone could easily reverse itself. Others, it seemed, did not care nor thought as far into the future as they should, for many were moving into the region and setting up colonies despite the nearby danger.

The V’kit’no’sat were not going to stop them…nor would they defend them if the Hadarak landed on their worlds. They would have to take their chances if they wanted the reward of the unclaimed worlds, but the wiser races knew to not encroach beyond the original V’kit’no’sat border, for they saw the dominant empire was not doing so itself…and if the V’kit’no’sat would not push their colonies further, why would anyone else dare to?

But there were still populations in the Hadarak Zone that were native to it, such as in this system. They’d probably always been here or were a degraded colony of another star system. Either way, they didn’t have a choice of leaving, and the race in this system probably didn’t even know how perilously close they were to the Hadarak. If they were lucky they’d never know, but the threat was still right here in their own backyard. 

The Lir’nen were holding position and monitoring the pair of stars with their active and passive sensors along with a series of probes they had previously positioned around the system. Those signals gave them a view opposite the stars where they couldn’t see themselves, and two of those probes suddenly began transmitting an alert.

“Hadarak arrival,” one of the bridge crew said, flicking its tongue out distastefully. “Tier 2.”

“Identify,” the commander of the small vessel said as the first blurry images of the decelerating Hadarak appeared, though the probes had been able to pick up the hyper-accelerated stellar radiation bouncing off it and preceding the Hadarak far earlier, giving them an approximate diameter.

“Negative,” another of the Lir’nen said. “This is a new one…” it trailed off as another alarm began going off. 

“Second Hadarak in extremely close spacing,” the other warned. 

The commander sneered. The only time Hadarak traveled together was when they were convoying to another location or were paired up for patrols…but when they patrolled they didn’t stick close together during jumps, often giving each other a half an hour gap while they slowly coasted through interstellar space. The only times they moved close together was when they were in larger groups.

“Tier 1. Identity processing…”

Then a different alarm sounded. One triggered off a slight repositioning of the arrival star itself. Whenever a Hadarak arrived in system, its own gravity tugged on the star by proximity. The deceleration didn’t push the star away, for gravity emissions were like light, and once released they free flew through space. Pulling or pushing on them didn’t move the emitter, but once the massive Hadarak got nearby their own emissions could nudge a star ever so slightly…but the alarm hadn’t triggered for the tier 2 and tier 1 Hadarak.

“Massive object approaching. Estimated Tier 5,” the Lir’nen said, looking warily at the commander, as if he didn’t believe the computer calculation.

“Let’s see it,” he said, waiting for the first true images to come through as a fourth smaller Hadarak was detected on approach behind it.

“No identity match on any of the three,” he heard another say, but his eyes were glued to the hourglass-shaped monster that looked like two spheres smashed together with ridges spidering out from the collision point. Those ridges were something new to the V’kit’no’sat, but they’d been picking up several tier 4s and up that had them, though they’d never engaged one to find out exactly what the surface features were. 

Only now they were activating, almost as soon as the Hadarak finished its deceleration, with the massive 2,312 mile wide beast flaying out those ridges like flower petals and releasing hundreds of objects, each bigger than the 1.1 mile long Kaeper. 

“New minion classes detected. Size is larger than previously encountered. They appear to be warships or transports.”

“Don’t speculate. Analyze,” the commander reminded them as another alert pinged, indicating a 5th Hadarak arrival, this one a tier 2. 

“New minions are heading away from stellar orbit. Initial tracts indicate the first two planets.”

“That rules out a simple pass through. Launch a probe on an intercept trajectory. We need a close analysis of the new minions even if we lose it.”

A few moments later one of the two hangar bays on the Kaeper opened up and a small pyramid-shaped object flew out then arced to the right before making a slow microjump towards the closer 1st planet in the system. The 2nd might be closer in orbital path, but at the moment it was almost directly opposite the star from their observation position.

Time between revelations and movements was slow, for traveling across space was vast even with V’kit’no’sat engine technology, and the Hadarak moved far, far slower. Their minions, however, were not so encumbered with mass, and they made good time…too good of time.

“Velocity?” the commander asked.

“Acceleration profiles are wrong. They’re moving too fast for their mass unless they have different gravity drives than known minion types.”

“Empty cargo ships?”

“No. Their mass indicates no voids. They’re solid assuming normal tissue density.”

The commander tipped his head down and scratched the side of his face with his short arm. “It’s been speculated that the Hadarak were far stronger than they allowed us to know. This could be the first sign that their territory in the Inner Core has different defenses. These could be a higher level minion class being sent in response to our constant annexation of their territory.”

“You mean that we’ve only been dealing with their second line troops?” one of the 6 dinosaur command deck crew asked.

“That is what has been suspected, but until now I never believed it.”

“How long do we wait before leaving?”

“Until we know how many arrived. If we have to make a periphery jump we can still beat the Hadarak to the next system.”

“And the minions?”

“If their couriers are also enhanced it will make no difference. They have nothing ahead to relay to.”

“Tier 5 is descending into the star,” another Lir’nen noted as the incoming Hadarak count hit #11 with yet another alarm ping. “New arrival is tier 3.”

“Warship minions are diverging. A group is splitting off and heading for the outer planets.”

The commander sneered as all eyes were on suddenly on him.

“We can’t save them and they can’t defend themselves. All we can do is observe and learn, then take that information back to Mak’to’ran. If this is the beginning of a superior invasion force, we need to know as much as we can before our forces engage them. The inhabitants of this system are beyond our help, but we could save others with the information we gather here. Regardless, these will be avenged when combat occurs.”

“Mak’to’ran wants them preserved,” another Lir’nen noted.

“Even a full warfleet could not save this system. What would you have us do?”

“They are unique in our records. If we cannot save their planet, we need to preserve enough that they can reproduce later.”

“That is not our assigned mission, and doing so would compromise it. We need as much data as possible, and revealing our presence with engine activity will diminish our time here.”

“If we snag a few on the way out we can accomplish both the primary and the secondary mission. I for one do not want to be punished for disobeying Mak’to’ran’s standing orders.”

The commander growled, but not at his subordinates. They were correct, for Mak’to’ran had punished others for letting indigenous races be wiped out when they could have preserved some of them. He did not care about the lives lost so much as the genetics of unique races being extermished. That was a victory for the Hadarak, and Mak’to’ran liked to deny them victory as often as possible.

“Very well. How many do we need?”

One of the crew pulled up the survey file. “They reproduce via eggs, tri-fertilized. We need a minimum of three, and any three will do. They have no genders.”

“Begin reconfiguring the second hangar bay. Launch all probes and shift assets to the primary. Figure out what they eat and if we need to procure it from the planet as well…”

 

The sky above the world known as Baxvo was pink, as was normal for the planet’s atmosphere, and the quadruped race of Mentako had built up five large colonies over the course of their existence. Each one was made of brick and extended as far underground as they did up into the air in large, round skyscrapers. They had electricity and other primitive technology, but the Mentako’s wide paws weren’t well suited to construction, hence they had developed biotic limbs that attached on top of their own to do the more delicate work with.

So there were many fake cyborgs walking around the ant-like colony in the northwestern plains when the sky began to darken. The Mentako did not have orbital sensors, so they did not know what had entered orbit, but a giant mass temporarily blotted out the distant sun before passing by and allowing the light to return.

That mass continued to grow larger, and soon it was impossible to miss as it dropped low on the horizon and even caught on fire as it hit the upper atmosphere, punching into it with rapid speed before ramming the planet and triggering a massive earthquake.

Four of the towers in the northwestern plains colony swayed so much they broke, carrying thousands of people inside them to the ground where they landed on other buildings and streets, breaking apart on impact and shattering into shrapnel that flew out killing others. The earthquakes continued in lesser amounts for minutes later, snapping a few more towers but the rest held erect, swaying back and forth like grass, though they were never designed to do so.

No one knew what was happening, and the entire colony was thrown into a panic long before the first of the images from the other colonies showed the impact crater and the 102 mile wide object sitting in it and extending tentacles out to dig further down into the surface. 

After that came the swarms of beings out of it, some constructing buildings nearby the tortured ground around the impact zone, others marching out as armies towards the nearest Mentako harvesting settlements.

The Mentako had no defenses, for they had never encountered another race before, but some of them bravely went out to try and defend their kin, only to be slaughtered by the alien invaders that quickly made their way to the nearest colony. There the battle was more protracted, but the end result was the same. The aliens were hunting down and destroying all the Mentako, even searching the underground mining catacombs as if they had orders to cover every square foot of livable space as the monstrosity on the horizon sat unmoving.

Some Mentako ran into the wilderness, others stood their ground and died fighting, but none were spared and the alien armies continued from colony to colony exterminating them, leaving the northwestern plains for last. When they eventually arrived, they came with both land troops and flyers, and during the initial combat some of those fliers were shot out of the sky by a large dark object that came overtop the colony.

It fired beams of light at the invaders, killing them on contact as bipedal armored suits dropped to the ground and shot some of the Mentako too, then they took the Mentako bodies back up with them into the dark object and it left, leaving the colony to die alone as it raced into the sky with many of the alien fliers attacking it.

The remaining Mentako wouldn’t live to tell their story, and within another 4 days every last one of them in the colony would be dead, and the few that had run into the wilderness to survive wouldn’t make it more than two months. After that the entire planet would be dead, save for the Hadarak and their minions.

The Kaeper stayed in orbit as long as possible, but once it made it to ground and engaged the minions it was marked and would not be left alone. When the warship-class minions eventually came for it the Lir’nen had to run, but not before seeing the first of the Hadarak leave on not one, but three different jumplines. They were spitting up as even more arrived in this system, now up to 27, and it was clear that this was a rendezvous point out from which an invasion was beginning…but an invasion against who? The star systems they were jumping to were more or less lateral to their current position and not on the path towards the V’kit’no’sat bases.

The Lir’nen wouldn’t know the answer to that question until they returned to the fleet and combined their information with that of others seeing the same thing happening at various points around the Deep Core, and all of them were operating on the same methodology.

Every system they passed through they attacked and destroyed the inhabitants, leaving behind minions on the exterminated worlds…and in the case of uninhabited systems, they were leaving behind minions just the same. 

That wasn’t normal for them, and it soon became clear that this was an entirely different type of invasion, for the Hadarak were not seeking out the V’kit’no’sat for combat. Instead they were sweeping through all adjacent systems and clearing them of population, then seemingly marking their territory as they moved on.

It did not happen quickly, and the more data that flowed in to the V’kit’no’sat resulted in a call for a massive fleet response, with V’kit’no’sat vessels traveling for months from across the empire to get to the Hadarak front as they assembled and waited for enough ships to arrive before they attempted to strike back.
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July 23, 128457

Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol)

Wendigama

 

Mak’to’ran knew this was bad, and as more and more reports filtered in across the Urrtren it only got worse. The Hadarak were not attacking the V’kit’no’sat border yet, and it wasn’t because of the distance involved. They weren’t even heading towards it, but Mak’to’ran could see all too well what they were doing, and it was something that had never happened before, yet something the V’kit’no’sat had always feared.

Normally the Hadarak didn’t care who lived on what planet, and the only times the V’kit’no’sat could detect a pattern in their attacks was when they came for their own worlds and bypassed others. But even then it was sporadic, as if they didn’t actually have territory to defend. In fact it was much like V’kit’no’sat territory, where they did not own most of the planets in the coreward half of the galaxy, but held dominion over those outside the Deep Core. They only bothered to interact with the denizens of the unclaimed planets when they proved to be a nuisance, had something the V’kit’no’sat wanted, or rose to the level of a threat. Beyond that they were ignored, and so too did the Hadarak ignore those that lived in the galaxy.

But they did feed on planets, and if you happened to live on one they happened to land on they would cause massive damage. Some planets lost their entire populations even if the crust itself remained mostly intact when starvation and infrastructure loss caused their civilizations to collapse. Others managed to rebuild after the fact, because the Hadarak did not stick around to kill them all. Their minions didn’t hunt down every last one of them, they simply ran them over when they got in their way.

But now they were hunting them down, to the last person, on every planet in their path and leaving minions behind on all of them. To Mak’to’ran it was clear what was happening, but he didn’t want to believe it. He was hoping he was wrong, that this was just an isolated incident following some protocol he hadn’t figured out yet, but the results were stark and gradually expanding across Hadarak controlled space while ever so slowly approaching the V’kit’no’sat border.

The Hadarak were exterminating all animal life large enough to attract their attention, but they weren’t destroying the plants specifically. If Mak’to’ran wanted to glass a planet he bombarded it from orbit and anything that was on the surface got charred into glass. But the Hadarak were not doing so, despite the fact that they did have enough ranged weapons to do so in their minions. That said, they didn’t need to bombard a planet to destroy the forests and other vegetation on them. They could just tear them down…but they weren’t except where it was necessary to hunt the lifeforms.

And it didn’t matter if they were groundpounders, aquatics, or avians. Everyone was being targeted and killed, and at first Mak’to’ran thought they were feeding off them, but that wasn’t categorical. Sometimes the dead were being harvested near minion colonies, but elsewhere on the planets they were just left to rot where they were killed. 

Mak’to’ran had worked this every way he could, but there was only one undeniable conclusion. 

The Hadarak were exterminating all people from their territory.

The two questions foremost on his mind was how far they would take this, and why were they doing it now? Never in the history of the V’kit’no’sat had the Hadarak done this, not even on a single world. It was also true that the V’kit’no’sat had never pushed this far into Hadarak territory. Perhaps this was the backlash to their continual victories, but they were not attacking the V’kit’no’sat! Despite the thousands of Hadarak coming out of the Core, none had come to the border. In fact, the normal patrols had been pulled back to join the others in the eradication efforts, leaving the V’kit’no’sat free and clear to claim vast tracks of territory all the way in to the tiny rings of exterminated systems that were slowly expanding outward.

Mak’to’ran now had access to maps he never had before, for his scouts were able to explore systems that had been too heavily guarded in the past. There were even a number of those systems that had been stripped of minions, packed into Hadarak, and taken elsewhere. Some of Mak’to’ran’s commanders in the area had attacked and destroyed those strongholds in their moment of weakness, and still the Hadarak did not return. 

They were all concentrated into three slowly forming rings, between which were inhabited systems as of yet untouched. Why they were doing this Mak’to’ran had not deduced yet, but the rings were being drawn vertically first, as if creating a wall of destruction to pin in the rest, but there were no patrols to catch fleeing ships so it was completely ineffective for that purpose.

They’re transit rings, a voice said inside Mak’to’ran’s mind as another Era’tran approached from the distant entrance to the war chamber that hadn’t been used since the Rit’ko’sor rebellion. They have to use couriers to keep updated on counterstrikes, and if they cannot pass through secure territory they will be blind if we can intercept them. 

Then they anticipate counterattack, Mak’to’ran replied as Dona’gran walked up behind him then angled sharply to the right around the perimeter of the massive holographic galaxy map that dominated the center of the chamber.

“They wish to be thorough,” the elder Era’tran said aloud as he looked Mak’to’ran in the eye. “They cannot let anyone live. This is extinction they are imposing on us.”

“Why multiple rings?”

“They may grid the territory rather than only advance to adjacent systems. Have you found any control hubs yet?”

“I have been looking at several possibilities, though the Hadarak themselves serve the same function.”

“If they stay in one location. This appears to be a mobile assault force. Command and control would require fixed locations for communications if only accomplished via courier.”

“I suspect they have additional communication methods.”

“Death screams would not be efficient for an extinction task.”

“If they can transmit across stars upon death, they may be able to transmit in other forms.”

“Possibly. What do you plan to do?”

“What we are sworn to do,” Mak’to’ran said firmly.

“We cannot engage the Hadarak in groups, and the larger ones we cannot engage singly. Do you intend to lead us to our deaths in combat now rather than wait for them to come to us?”

“I need more information before deciding on a war strategy, but for the moment we are going to strike where we can to interfere and degrade their operations.”

“Then I would suggest prioritizing the couriers.”

“I am prioritizing all minions.”

Dona’gran huffed. “You believe we can win a resource war?”

“I believe it will slow their advance, not stop it.”

“And beyond that?”

“I do not know. What counsel can you offer?”

“I greatly wish we were on the Rim and Star Force was here.”

Mak’to’ran glared at him. “You think battle is hopeless?”

The larger Era’tran pointed a short arm towards the map. “This is the beginning of something so vast and complex we do not even know what we are looking at. Our only victories over the Hadarak are because they allowed it. Now they are asserting their power, for whatever purpose, and I believe they will be able to do whatever they want to do. The pertinent question is what exactly are they doing? The races they are killing are no threat to them, so is this a precaution for our invasion? I think not. They are not engaging us while they set up their transit rings. They are ignoring us, so I would assume this action is not because of us.”

“If not us, then who?”

“I have no answer for you, Mak’to’ran. I am here because Jamtren is requesting instructions.”

“For what?” Mak’to’ran asked. The Era’tran capitol was far from the Deep Core and under no immediate threat.

“Word is spreading that this might be the war to end us. They want to know how to prepare.”

“Harthur are of no help against the larger Hadarak, but they cannot have many of them. If widespread eradication is to occur, they will have to spread out. When they do, we can begin reducing their numbers. Tell Holloi to prioritize Harthur construction.”

“And how will we attempt to stop a tier 5 Hadarak?”

“We will not. Our fight is with their minions. If a Hadarak chooses to stay and fight without them, then we will decide. Historically they choose to run when their minions are depleted.”

“Are you considering the sedative?”

Mak’to’ran growled a negative. “They are too large. We could not get enough deep into them to be effective. But we can use it to numb an area of their surface. We have never attempted to do so on one so large, but if we can develop a weapon against them, then the sedative may assist in the delivery of it once the minions are eliminated.”

“Is there any realistic hope of a new weapon?”

“We have several that are more effective, but nothing on the level that we need. Our progress is incremental.”

“At the rate the Hadarak are expanding, we appear to have plenty of time.”

“Do we?” Mak’to’ran challenged. “You have pointed out several possibilities that I had not considered, but you have missed the greatest threat to us.”

“And what is that?”

“The minions. The Hadarak are collecting them from planets rather than waiting to grow them internally.”

Dona’gran starred at him quizzically for nearly a minute before he twitched and stepped back reflexively as the already stifling fear that was gripping the V’kit’no’sat empire like a parasite spiked beyond measure.

“Now you see it,” Mak’to’ran acknowledged.

“The minions,” Dona’gran said in a whisper. “They’re not surveillance on captured worlds…they’re a breeding ground for an invasion force.”

“A necessary force to screen for the numerous Hadarak. They retreat when deprived of them, but if we should wait until their devastation zone reached out to our border, with minion factories on every planet they have cleansed, we will never be able to remove them to get to the Hadarak. If we wait to fight, we seal our doom. Now is the most critical moment, before they have established their growing fields.”

“Then we must burn them, and burn them all. The Hadarak cannot keep pace with our fleets, and they cannot garrison every system. There cannot be that many Hadarak in the Deep Core.”

“I agree, though we know there are some tier 6 Hadarak that have not yet joined the invasion. I anticipate we have barely scratched the surface of their true power or numbers. We cannot fight them effectively even without their minions, so if we ever do develop a more effective weapon, we have to first get past the minions…so it is the minions that we will now make war upon and ignore the Hadarak unless we can catch a small one on its own. Others are having trouble understanding this, for they believe the minions are inferior.”

“If they scale to such numbers as there are systems to produce them, then they may be the greater threat. We must burn them Mak’to’ran, and burn them now,” Dona’gran insisted.

“I have already given the order to begin.”

 

The Les’i’kron task force was 204 ships strong, centered on 3 Kafcha with the legendary Vos’re’nor in command. He was amongst the oldest of the Les’i’kron, but like nearly all of his kin he did not like the idea of leading from behind. Whereas other races had their Elders retreat from the battle lines to pursue quieter, yet essential tasks, the Les’i’kron kept their most experienced leaders where their skills could be felt the most, and with Hadarak to fight that had always been the border.

But now there was a greater need, and Vos’re’nor would not allow any of lesser rank to lead the first mission deep into Hadarak territory. His task force was not the only one the Les’i’kron were sending, and all of them were necessarily small compared to the threat even a tier 1 Hadarak entailed, but his orders had come directly from Mak’to’ran and he knew his target was not the Hadarak, but the recently laid minion factories on the cleansed planets.

Vos’re’nor had been assigned a geographical area to harass, so he didn’t need to worry about running across another task force, but he also didn’t have a specific target. The Hadarak were expanding so fast across the galaxy that information on their activities were limited. Their movements might be slow, but more and more Hadarak were coming out of the Deep Core constantly, and whereas they had been relatively easy to track in the past, now there were so many of them that reconnaissance ships were getting spread thin.

Not on the Hadarak themselves, for the V’kit’no’sat had far more scouts than there were Hadarak, but they did not have enough ships to monitor every system the Hadarak were cleansing. Knowing what type of minion factories were being created, what type of minions they were spawning, and how fast those colonies were growing…that was the information that Vos’re’nor had in limited supply, so his target list had to be created impromptu once he entered his target region.

The Les’i’kron had flexed his wings, eager for battle, when they had come across the first Hadarak…but he knew he couldn’t engage it. Rather he had engaged some of the minions but had to withdraw because he didn’t have sufficient forces to engage all three Hadarak in that system. And it was a system of 4 inhabited planets and well over 80 billion people intelligent enough to speak. Add in all the lesser lifeforms that made the Hadarak’s hit list and these three would be busy here for quite a while, so Vos’re’nor took his fleet to the nearby systems and looked for the one the Hadarak had come from.

The Les’i’kron task force had found not one, but six nearby systems that had already been cleansed. Maps of this region were sketchy, for very little reconnaissance had been done here, and none had been done on the interior ring. This was ring 3, the outermost of the trio, and other task forces were being sent to the others, meaning Vos’re’nor was going to get his chance for combat before most of the others arrived on target.

And that moment was upon him as his fleet mopped up the few minions left defending stellar orbit. None were of the new versions reported, so the Les’i’kron was not concerned with them. He’d been fighting identical ones all his life and he knew what his ships could or couldn’t handle, including the few orbital defense minions floating in orbit around the single planet in the system that had once been inhabited.

But now that he was here and had his scouts spreading out across the system giving him more info while the fleet finished up the minions guarding the star, he saw that two more planets were growing small colonies on them and digging down deep into the planets for the molten material the Hadarak craved. 

That was odd, because the minions didn’t really need it. They got what they required from the crust of planets, and that worried him. If the newer minions were built more like Hadarak then they might be more resistant to weaponsfire, and if the minions here were digging deep, then he bet that the factories needed the magma to produce what were probably superior minion forces.

But there were hardly any defenses here and Vos’re’nor’s fleet swept through them easily, leaving his ships in orbit high above the primary planet as they spread out into bombardment formation. There was one large colony here with many ‘seeds’ sprinkled across the planet that would expand further, like a cancer, until they occupied every location of value.

When all ships in the fleet signaled that they were in position he casually gave the order to open fire, unleashing the glowing rain and straight lightning streaks that encountered no energy shields. The destructive energy hit the living structures, partially being absorbed, but the heat soon overloaded the material and they popped like puff balls, blowing out bits of tissue rather than exploding into fireballs as black smoke began to streak up into the air along with plumes of ash from the burnt and often vaporized sections of the living buildings.

The minions held up better than most artificial technology in the galaxy, but without shields the attack wasn’t difficult, just time consuming, for they couldn’t let anything of sufficient size remain to begin to regrow, and that meant later sending down ground forces for a final sweep.

Vos’re’nor didn’t think he’d have that option very often, but here, at least, there was such little resistance that he was already ordering the troops to the hangar bays as the bombardment continued, blasting minions and native vegetation alike in the firestorm that didn’t care what it destroyed as long as it took the minions with it.

Rock beneath the targeted structures vaporized as well, sending plumes up into the air that actually rained sand on nearby regions, and it was through that solid rain that drop pods descended once the bombardment had stopped or moved on to other areas of the planet. Those drop pods released armies of Zen’zat in vehicles, both ground, aerial, and aquatic as other drop pods stopped midair to released armored Les’i’kron that flew out over the charred and smoking landscape using their psionics to search the rubble below for minions survivors that did register on Ikrid, whereas trees and even Uriti minions would not. The Hadarak used people for buildings, as grotesque as that was, and that made them stand out like beacons once a Les’i’kron or Zen’zat got within natural Ikrid range or within the field of the artificial sensors that had much greater range, though lesser sensitivity.

Vos’re’nor knew it might be impossible to get every single one, but if he could it meant the Hadarak would have to come back here again to restart the process. And if one ‘seed’ remained, it would take far longer to regenerate what was being destroyed than 10 of them would. The more thorough he was the more time he bought and the more resources he denied the enemy in the near future, but the trend was clear.

This was not a war that could be won in this manner. They were buying time, nothing more, while Itaru and Mak’to’ran searched for an effective means to fight the growing number of Hadarak before they could get to V’kit’no’sat worlds and do to them what had been done to this one.

If it came to that, Vos’re’nor knew, the war would already have been lost…but if he was going to die, he was going to take at least one Hadarak with him. Right now he would hold to Mak’to’ran’s plan, and he fully agreed with it, but if it came down to a matter of vengeance before death, he and many others would stop focusing on the inferior minions and face their true nemesis before the end came.

And Vos’re’nor, after all the millennia he had lived, would not allow himself to survive and watch the empire slowly fall. He would face the threat head on and leave such tasks to the younger generations, for running away to fight later was not the Les’i’kron way, and the more the Hadarak won, the lesser the chance of ultimate victory.

This had to be won soon, somehow, or the V’kit’no’sat were going to bleed themselves dry trying to honor their oaths…and Vos’re’nor would not have it any other way if there truly was no path to victory.
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System 29338573 (Hadarak Zone)





  
 

8th planet
Lenkor stood body to body with 15 other Hjar’at inside the drop pod as it raced down through the gap in the planetary defenses that the V’kit’no’sat fleet had just blasted into the Hadarak minion stronghold. They hadn’t expected to hot drop onto an intact planet, but this system had far more growth than had been reported a few months ago and the Hjar’at knew if they waited months to get reinforcements it would only get worse.

They didn’t have enough warships to glass the planet, and they’d lost several punching a hole in the biological anti-orbit cannon fields on the planet. They’d picked the area with the least density of them, then came in and blasted away while taking the return fire that consisted of a variety of exotic energy weapons as well as a form of missiles that were part rail gun, part explosive, part disabling goo. Most fired against the V’kit’no’sat fleet were shot down before they hit, but that meant a portion of their weaponsfire had to be taken off the primary targets, and when one of the ships was disabled the missiles would then get through and begin wrecking them with fusion explosions in some cases, making little suns on the hull that would eat out sections of it with each blast.

The missiles varied in type, but most of the damage to the fleet came from the ‘flowers’ that grew on the planet and tilted to adjust and fire on orbiting warships. They weren’t as powerful as V’kit’no’sat Ardent, but they had decent range and they were growing a lot of them. Too many to take out quickly, and even without planetary shields to protect their infrastructure, the minion buildings did not explode when taking damage. They soaked up a lot of it, meaning that like their Hadarak masters, they were more resilient than expected.

But the lack of planetary shields was a huge weakness, and had the Hjar’at brought more than 308 warships they would have been able to decimate the entire planet. They’d just had the bad luck of coming a little too late, but Lenkor and the others were intent on getting the job done through whatever means necessary. Luck was with them in that there was no Hadarak in the system, and that meant this was a winnable fight.

Lenkor’s drop pod made it almost all the way to the ground before the left wall blew out and shrapnel bounced off his armor’s shields, ricocheting around and hitting others as the drop pod began to fall out of control. 

“Brace!” he yelled, with everyone inside locking their armor to the walls and floor before they hit the surface top on, which flattened the upper portion of the egg-shaped dropship almost all the way down into the cargo bay…meaning that the Zen’zat pilots in the upper section were probably dead.

The artificial gravity and inertial dampeners were still functional, so the one jarring impact was all that they felt, then they were left standing upside down inside the small bay. 

“The door won’t respond,” one of the Hjar’at said. “It’s fused with debris from above. I can’t peel it with my Lachka.”

“Everyone assist,” Lenkor ordered, with them coordinating telepathically to know where to push and pull inside the deformed wall above the door. Groaning metal was heard along with multiple pops, then one of the Hjar’at moved up next to the door and pushed its head up into the archway, getting a small grip on the lip of the closed door and added the physical push needed to break the casing. 

Something gave way inside, but it wasn’t enough. Another two Hjar’at squeezed their way up front and stood on their rear legs, putting their front pair up on the wall and pushing up with them as if they were hands. Combined with the telekinetic pressure from all 16 of them, they leveraged the bulkheads up enough that the drop pod door was able to fall outward…then hung in a vertical position, wagging back and forth, because the drop pod was upside down.

The Hjar’at ran up on the wall, guessing the conversion point well, and did a semi-controlled spiral around to land on the real ground outside as they pushed through the gap while still holding it up with their Lachka. Lenkor went out last, then when they released their psionic hold on it the archway half collapsed, crushing down over the doorway far enough that only a Zen’zat could squeeze through, though he could feel that most of them were dead. Those that weren’t crushed were already outside, but only two of them had vehicles to move about it.

All around the crash site there were intact drop pods descending over a snowy landing zone that stretched for miles. As they did Lenkor could see streaks of blue and green energy hitting them from smaller weapon ‘flowers’ that the orbital bombardment had not taken down. Most of the drop pods shrugged off the damage with their shields, but he saw one get hit with something a lot stronger and go down about 10 seconds prior to landing.

“That heavy battery is our target,” Lenkor told his small herd. “Keep your armor sealed at all times. The minions have multiple toxins that our Kich’a’kat have difficulty counteracting. If you do get infected try to pull out of combat and remain perfectly still. Several of the poisons thrive on activity and they can infect your spines if they are not energized. Keep them lit or keep them armored over. How many mortars do we have?” he asked the Zen’zat.

“Only two. The others are damaged or pinned inside the ship.”

“Follow us. Those of you that cannot, merge with other Zen’zat units. Follow me and shred anything in our path!” he yelled, taking off at a run to the head of the herd as more drop pods continued to land all around the horizon. 

The Hjar’at formed up behind Lenkor into a wedge that then doubled back again into a diamond with the single Zen’zat assault vehicle in the center. It could have carried six mortars, but only had two now, and was the key to the Hjar’at taking down the larger infrastructure quickly. The other, smaller Zen’zat vehicles that allowed them to keep pace with the Hjar’at did not follow, rather loading up with all the survivors and diverting to a nearby landing zone for a drop pod that had not yet reached ground.

Lenkor followed his own orders, extending his armor up over his clear spines to protect them as he ran across the two foot deep snow. It slowed him a bit, but his feet and legs were so big it wasn’t too cumbersome as he tracked the large flower that was firing on the drop pods. It was easily visible on his armor’s interlinked computer systems that combined information from all infantry units, the drop pods, and the few warships high overhead out of ground weapons range. 

The flower had been spotted by others, having come up late from an underground burrow after having not fired on the fleet. That was why they’d missed it, and even as the last of the drop pods were coming down and were soon to be below its firing arc, it had to go and the fleet couldn’t get it without coming back within firing range of the others further around the arc of the horizon.

The Hjar’at made good speed across the snowy landscape, coming up over a small rise then powering down through a valley where there were a few minion buildings. Lenkor headed directly toward them as several thin blue beams firing against his shields as tiny flowers opened up and tracked them, firing the energy weapons as well as poison pods and other nasty anti-infantry weapons.

Lenkor sprinted forward, diminishing the time he would have to endure enemy fire as he pulled the armor off his spines and ignited the bright blue energy aura around them…then he fired a blue lightning bolt forward, hitting one of the small flowers and vaporizing it on contact. It puffed into confetti as the others kept firing through the fog-like debris cloud, then more blue lightning bolts shot forward from the other Hadarak behind him, plucking the defensive structures from the building that had a line of worker minions coming up from underground tunnels and now scrambling for cover.

The Hjar’at all lit their spines and spread out in a giant line, then sprinted together as one and did a battle roll, dipping their heads and somersaulting forward at just the right moment to send their back spines into the building walls, cutting them like lightsaber blades as the mass of their bodies pushed forward with their momentum. They eventually stalled, stuck momentarily upside down, but they thrashed around and freed themselves, cutting up more of the biological structure in the process, then proceeded to dip and dive while on their feet, sending their spines sideways and using their tail spikes to further cut into the structure.

Several minutes later there wasn’t a structure left, just a bleeding, oozing mess of organic tissue that extended deep into the ground with roots, but the Hjar’at weren’t going to be cleansing this site anytime soon. They just wanted it out of commission, so it couldn’t grow more minions or defensive flowers, and once they’d gotten a good shred on it, they formed up behind Lenkor again and took off towards the giant flower rising some 370 meters above the ground off in the distance. 

The Zen’zat assault craft traveled with them, but did not attack any of the six structures they came across enroute to the primary target. They were not here to fight with the Hjar’at, but merely to support them and carry the big disablers developed only some 60,000 years ago after a massive amount of research battles against the Hadarak minions. Once they got within range of the giant flower, with the Hjar’at taking down the smaller ones defending its perimeter, the Zen’zat launched the first mortar at the anti-orbital weapon, sending the phone booth-sized missile out on a straight line to the target…but there was no explosion. Instead it cratered on it like a wad of puddy, sticking and soaking in as the huge mass of nanites burrowed their way into the thick armor on the giant flower.

Normal weapons damage would take forever to destroy it, and even a warship’s weaponry wouldn’t take it out quickly save for a Tar’vem’jic hit, which this fleet was not capable of producing. So to give the V’kit’no’sat more quick takedown capability, Mak’to’ran had pushed hard for a biological weapon to use against the minions. The Hadarak were virtually immune to such things, aside from the sedative that was counteracted by combat, making it virtually worthless. But the minions were not so robust, yet they still healed very fast, meaning any traditional biological weapon could not scale in damage, and would be purged quickly after infecting the target.

The solution had been an artificial biological weapon, hence technology rather than biology in the form of nanites, tiny machines too small to see that could move within the target along with its blood supply and travel everywhere within it. Getting through the thick hide took time, but once the nanites slowly got into the primary blood stream they traveled throughout the giant flower and went after the vital components…not destroying them, for they would just regrow, but to stick to them and disrupt their function like a person sticking their foot in a closing door.

It took more than 15 minutes to take effect, but after that the flower could not fire, could not reposition, couldn’t do much of anything as the Hjar’at targeted the surrounding support infrastructure and not even bothering to attack the stem of the flower that was 128 meters wide and heavily armored. They could cut into it with their spines, but it was slow work and a warship would do much better and quicker damage once the ground forces had neutralized enough of the anti-orbital weapons to allow them into firing range unopposed.

There was so many smaller flowers around the big one that it took more than 4 hours for Lenkor’s herd to clear them out, even with the help of several other herds that eventually worked their way to them. The rest of the numerous drop pods had deposited troops heading out in all directions, widening their foothold on the planet until they could start bringing the big warships down to the surface to exploit a major weakness in the minions…that being their targeting. They were nowhere near as effective as technological systems, meaning they could hit big targets, but the smaller and more maneuvering they became, the harder they were to hit. 

The smaller flowers were better, which was why the Hjar’at couldn’t send down Zen’zat aerial craft, but for the big guns like the one they’d just disabled, the drop pods could mostly make it through, hence they’d been sent down rather than a warship that would have been lit up so much it would have been destroyed under even the reduced firepower in and around the landing zone.

The fact that Lenkor’s drop pod had been hit was more or less bad luck, but their good luck had been that it was a glancing shot. A solid hit would have destroyed the drop pod in one blast.

But now that the Hjar’at were on the ground, there was no way even the medium flowers could rotate down far enough and fast enough to target them…unless they were stupid enough to stand still and wait half an hour, for the flowers had to really contort themselves to point groundward. They relied on the smaller perimeter defenses for that, and they were no match for a disciplined Hjar’at herd…so long as they didn’t get cocky and try to take on more than was reasonable.

Lenkor would not allow that to happen. He had fought the minions before, and had taken their toxins to his flesh. Luckily he had survived, and once stung he was never going to be too bold against this old enemy. They were weak and yet they were dangerous simultaneously. The lack of shields made many V’kit’no’sat expect weak opposition…only to end up poisoned and dying before they could get back to a larger Kich’a’kat that could keep up with the damage as the toxins ate into the body and, in some cases, reproduced more of itself. That was how Davur worked, and it elicited a pain beyond imagining. 

Lenkor had not been infected with Davur, but a lesser poison called Strashum. It disabled more than damaged, making his movements awkward and slow, eventually tripping him up and not allowing him to fight. But today that wasn’t going to happen, and whenever he or his herd had their shields go down he ordered them to pull back, for if he waited until there was an armor breach that was all it would take to allow some poison through…and after that the battle would be inside your armor, and if it managed to kill you it would turn your body into a breeding ground for automated weapons that walked or flew, attacking any target around them after many hours or even a few days, depending on how long it took to grow them out of your corpse.

He wasn’t going to allow that to happen, but this planet was going to burn, fast or slow, it would burn. They couldn’t allow it to become an exporter of minions for the Hadarak to load up on and assault V’kit’no’sat worlds with. In the past, destroying their minions always forced them back and a long delay for them to grow more ensued…but now that they had dedicated transport minions the size of starships that could carry extra minions along with the Hadarak filling their holds, those delays were no longer relevant, and if this supply chain of worlds were allowed to develop, the Hadarak would be rolling over systems far faster than the V’kit’no’sat had ever seen before.

Taking down this semi-developed world could spare 10 other systems in coming decades, for the minions reproduced exponentially, which was why Lenkor and the other Hjar’at had to go on a shredding spree…before the growth rate of the minions won this war for the Hadarak through mere attrition.
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System 4338573 (Hadarak Zone)

Stellar Orbit

 

Ich’aopo sat on his perch waiting patiently, but when the alert ping sounded the I’rar’et still jerked in a combination of surprise and anticipation.

“Hadarak-level mass on approach,” another of the avian command deck crew stated.

“Activate,” Ich’aopa stated, watching the monitors as the approximate location of the mass on approach to the system was plotted. It wasn’t moving as fast as a starship, which made the tracking easier, but still it was not possible to get a precise position due to the speeds involved and the fact that they were viewing it from nearly head on. It looked like they had 12-14 minutes before it entered the system on its long braking maneuver.

Ich’aopa was one of the few commanders authorized to hunt Hadarak. The rest of the V’kit’no’sat fleets were avoiding them and targeting the minions they’d left behind on a growing number of worlds. His fleet was a mix of I’rar’et, Ari’tat, and Qua’cho and numbered over 2,000 heavy warships. He had no ground assault vessels or troop ships, for this combat would be in space and space alone…sort of. He didn’t expect to actually kill a Hadarak, and because of that he didn’t have a Harthur with him. What he was meant to do was cause damage that would take the Hadarak out of commission for a while, thus delaying their expansion, and to do that Ich’aopa had stolen one of Star Force’s expensive bits of technology.

He had been in the fleet that had assaulted Terraxis back when Star Force’s existence was first discovered, and he’d been onboard one of the ships that had tried to brake normally against their single star coming out of an interstellar jump…only to smash into the star as they couldn’t brake as fast as normal. The I’rar’et ship had survived, but the outer armor had been mostly melted off before they were able to pull out, and many other ships hadn’t been that lucky.

Mak’to’ran had long ago ordered any and all ideas, no matter how unconventional, be proposed to fight the Hadarak. Ich’aopa had been one of several to propose using Star Force’s IDF field system on known Hadarak patrol routes to cause them to smash into the star at higher speed than expected. To date it had been tested only twice, but it had worked both times, the second of which used an even larger Disruption Array that slammed a tier 2 Hadarak into a star so hard it didn’t come back out for more than a year.

It had survived, and Ich’aopa expected the Hadarak here would too, but this system was on a newly established route that had already seen dozens of Hadarak pass through coming out of the Deep Core and he’d gotten permission directly from Mak’to’ran to set up shop in the planetless system and see what damage he could do.

He watched as the automated reports came in from the series of IDF gates set around the incoming jumpline and only that jumpline. If the Hadarak used any other they’d miss it entirely, but since they moved slowly and predictably, Ich’aopa knew another would be passing through this area, and if he could kill any courier minions launched he could potentially keep ambushing them in this system forever.

This was going to be the first test, and Mak’to’ran had given him not one, nor two, but three full Disruption Arrays to set up, disabling the Hadarak’s biological gravity drives for even longer stretches on approach and preserving more of their speed for a greater collision. All of those IDF gates powered up to full and blanketed the space between them with an energy field that linked all molecules together in a matrix that gravity pulled on equally. And it pulled on it equally because the field itself took the gravity pull and kept everything inside it locked into the field. That meant the gravity technically never hit the Hadarak’s biological gravity drives, making them useless.

The moment of truth came quickly, and as the Hadarak’s position got pinned down more and more, Ich’aopa watched as it approached the first gate and the predicted deceleration curve. As it passed through the first that mathematical curve altered, and while the results were delayed by communications lag, he saw spikes in that curvature each time the Hadarak passed through a gate, unable to keep braking until it got through it and then felt the gravitational pull of the star again…only to lose it a moment later as it passed through another gate.

He also noted that the Hadarak wasn’t tier 1 or 2. It was a tier 3, and he had no idea what damage would result from that much more mass. Maybe less, maybe more. It was hard to say and there were many variables, such as the hardness of the Hadarak skin compared to the less dense interior, but when the I’rar’et commander saw the gigantic reaction from the star as the Hadarak hit it and produced such a large splash of stellar material, he knew he had scored a major hit even as his ships in low orbit had to flee out of the way of the cannonball-induced plume that was far larger than any solar flare. It was near to nova level and was going to lick the closest IDF gates.

Ich’aopo ordered his ships to get there first and spread their shields over the mechanisms. He didn’t want to lose any, and with the delay of the material traveling through space he could indeed get his fleet there in time. The question was if they could block that amount of material, or whether it would disperse enough prior to impact to not be a problem.

But either way, that impact plume was so much larger that the Hadarak had to have been badly damaged, and the magnetic field of the star was even contorting around the impact site. 

“Second mass detected on approach!”

Ich’aopo twisted his long triangular head to the side so fast his beak could have cut flesh had someone been in the way. “Two?”

“Confirmed.”

“How are the capacitors?”

“We can get 88% out of the field, maybe more depending when we activate it. But it’ll be down for several hours afterward.”

“Be conservative. We don’t want to let it slip through. I just wish we could get them to ram each other.”

“The odds of that are extremely slim, especially with our decreased coverage.”

“I know, but we can still try. The plume might cause more damage if it can travel outward further prior to impact.”

“We’ve only got 17 minutes.”

“Anything further up the jumplane will help. Route the new tracking data to the arrays and get as much recharge time as you can manage…just don’t miss it. That cannot be allowed.”

His command deck crew worked in silence as the second Hadarak approached, then just before it came into the system the IDF fields popped back up…but not all at once. The outermost ones activated in series just ahead of the Hadarak’s arrival, letting those closer in recharge for a few extra minutes, and in the case of the innermost ones far more than that due to the slower braking curve the Hadarak used to accommodate their insane mass.

The second Hadarak was a tier 2, and it did hit the plume of material coming out from the splash of the first one, plowing through it so fast some of the hydrogen in it fused from the compression and the resulting nuclear explosions sprayed the material outward in an expanding halo, leaving the center of the jumplane clear as the Hadarak smashed into the star in almost exactly the same place as the first one and made its own cannonball effect.

It wasn’t quite as large as the first, but another plume of material came straight out and slowly shot through the halo like an axel going through a wheel.

All the I’rar’et sat in silence and just watched the cataclysmic events as they unfolded, then another warning ping sounded, indicating a third Hadarak on approach.

All heads turned to face Ich’aopa, and he didn’t say anything for more than ten seconds, weighing his options.

“Keep the arrays in position and move the fleet to defend those closest to the star. If this is a long train of Hadarak, we might be able to catch another before we have to evacuate.”

“It might hit the plume,” someone suggested.

“It won’t disable it enough to prevent it from spewing out minions. Our position here is about to be compromised. Let’s get what we can out of this, but we have to preserve the Arrays at all cost…”

 

“It’s happening,” Vichvon said regretfully as the Oso’lon walked into the Primearch’s chamber.

The leader of the independent Oso’lon raised his long neck high above the cushioned pedestal that he was laying on. “Where did the Zak’de’ron strike?”

“No, no…not the Zak’de’ron. The V’kit’no’sat are now fully engaged with the Hadarak in a war they cannot win. They care coming out of the core en mass and laying waste to every inhabited planet without exception. It is said they are engaged in some sort of a purging behavior.”

The Primearch huffed angrily. “Those fools pushed too far.”

“It would seem so. The Hadarak have actually fallen back further, but only to increase their concentration in the deeper regions of the Hadarak Zone as they exterminate all living there. They are slowly going to work their way further out, and where they will stop no one knows. It will be a few millennia before they reach the V’kit’no’sat worlds, but I fear this may go far beyond that.”

“Did Mak’to’ran inform you of this?”

“No. We obtained this information from other sources within the V’kit’no’sat. They believe this is the beginning of the end.”

The Primearch stood up then angrily thumped his huge tail on the floor with a loud smack that echoed throughout the large chamber.

“It is fortunate we gave up our most coreward worlds,” Vichvon offered.

“It gives us time, nothing more, if the Hadarak are going to push out to their previous borders. Their pre-V’kit’no’sat borders, and I expect no less.”

“What will the Zak’de’ron do?”

“Either forget their vengeance against us and rally to fight the Hadarak…” he said with a foolish hope, “or strike us during the carnage when we are weakest. I only hope they go after Mak’to’ran first.”

“He is still young compared to us. He did not know the Zak’de’ron during their time.”

“I fear you are correct. We cannot and will not aid the V’kit’no’sat against the Hadarak. We will prepare for when the Zak’de’ron come for us and deal with the Hadarak only when they reach our worlds.”

“And then?”

“Then we fight and die, or run and probably get killed by the Zak’de’ron as we do.”

“We must develop better options,” Vichvon urged.

“If we are so lucky. If the Hadarak have truly been unleased, we cannot prevail against them. And if the Zak’de’ron are lurking and waiting to strike, we cannot leave our strongholds. What else would you suggest?”

“I suggest we find a way to survive this.”

“Inform the J’gar of what’s happening and ask if they have counsel to offer.”

“Ask?”

“There is no point in insulting them by making demands. Ask for their counsel.”

“As you command,” Vichvon said, spinning around and heading for the exit as the Primearch smashed his tail down multiple times in a fit of temper tantrum at the stupidity of the V’kit’no’sat. If he ever saw Mak’to’ran again he swore he’d kill that fool himself, even if it cost him his own life doing so. 

 

Taryn-047 reached a hand up to grab a rock, feeling her muscles strain under the weight of her own body as she leveraged herself up another 8 inches to a better foothold on the side of the mountain. It wasn’t so steep that she was scaling a vertical wall, but rather an incline that did not allow a straight path upward. It was called Mountain Hercule, and in addition to the tough terrain and 12.4 mile height, there was an automated criticism program that used the DBZ character’s voice to chew you out on how pathetic you were as you fought the 50g gravity field to scale the mountain.

Only 389 Archons had ever made it to the top and one Knight, that being Vermaire. This was Taryn’s 12th attempt, with only two prior successes. Right now she was 3.8 miles up and making slow but steady progress when a tiny orb the size of a baseball flew up next to her face and made a series of R2 noises indicating that it had a message for her.

Comms were not allowed in the artificial chamber on Chief, the 8th planet in the Jepiker System that was reserved for only Archons, Mavericks, and a few other badasses. That meant if anything important happened an Archon climbing the mountain had to be alerted in person, either from someone flying out to them or by sending a droid. The latter was true in this case, and Taryn cursed as she set herself into a couple of good footholds, knowing that if she used her Yen’mer even once the monitoring systems would take notice and disqualify her mountain ascent. 

“Dis…play…me…ss…a..ge,” she said, fighting to get the words out as her jaw fumbled against the high gravity.

An image of Davis appeared, and she could tell from the look on his face that something was terribly wrong.

“All trailblazers are to recall to Earth immediately if able. The Hadarak are coming out of the Core like bees out of a hive you just hit with a baseball bat and the V’kit’no’sat are going all in against them. Mak’to’ran has requested we send a delegation to Itaru to consult with him as advisers. He has not asked for military assistance, and I’m not sure what to make of that yet, but we need to brainstorm before we send anyone, so get your asses to Earth ASAP.”

The hologram ended and the droid floated perfectly still as it waited for a command while Taryn twitched and squirmed trying to hold onto the rocks. 

She gave up on vocal commands and instead mentally ordered the droid back, acknowledging reception of the message, but Taryn continued to climb. Traveling to Earth wouldn’t take that long from Jepiker, and another day here or there wouldn’t matter. She wanted to get a third completion on this mountain badly, and she wasn’t going to stop now. The trailblazer continued climbing for another hour, making it all the way up to mile marker 4 which appeared as a blue holographic line equivalent to fog, but when she got there she stopped and pulled herself onto a small rest plateau, though the gravity didn’t relent as she laid down on her back staring up at the holographic clouds overhead along with the giant head of Hercule.

“What? Tired already? I made it to the top without taking even one break, and you’re stopping before you even get halfway up? And here I thought you were tough.”

“Shut…up,” she yelled, raising her right arm up and opening the orifice in her palm. Out from it shot a green Bra’hem beam, traveling up like a laser to hit Hercule’s big holographic head and impacted the shields within it. As programed, he appeared to explode, giving her a moment of silence, but within a few minutes he’d be back to ‘motivate’ her further.

Her arm thumped back down on the ground hard, cutting the skin on her elbow, but it regrew within the next 30 seconds as she used her Essence to goose all her healing needs and repair some of the microdamage from the hours of high gravity exposure she’d already suffered. 

“Sc..rew…it,” she said, sitting up and leaning on her hands and knees as a rivulet of sweat poured off her head and appeared to get sucked down onto the rock with lightning speed. Not far to the right was a store of foodstuffs and water bottles. Without it she would never make it to the top, but there was no ambrosia there, and her body had already used up her reserves in the first two miles. 

But that didn’t matter now. She wanted to get to the top, but thoughts of the Hadarak and the V’kit’no’sat were distracting her and she needed her full concentration to even attempt this. She caught her breath for a few seconds, then activated her Yen’mer and easily floated herself up off the ground, for the high gravity added power to her anti-grav nodules even as it pulled down on her body, nearly canceling out the effect aside from the torsion between the parts of her body that wanted to go up and those that wanted to go down. 

50g wasn’t too much to handle, but get above 80g and your cells would start to rip apart without augmentation. Taryn did have that augmentation, but floating up now still damaged her somewhat, though the long term flying challenges in high gravity made a little trip to the valley below easy in comparison.

Taryn flew down over the course of minutes, whereas it had taken her hours to reach the 4 mile mark. She was mentally kicking herself for throwing away all that effort, but she had somewhere else to be and something far more important to do.

When Taryn landed on a gridded, concrete deck, she walked across the 1 meter wide tiles and through an open archway…where the gravity returned to normal. The trailblazer actually leapt up and hit her head on the ceiling when it shifted and she didn’t completely adjust in time, attesting to how tired she was. 

“Idiot,” she mumbled as she rubbed her head and gently walked on, her muscles beginning to remember what normal gravity felt like as they collectively let out a giant sigh of relief.
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October 1, 128459

Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol)

Stellar Orbit

 

Liam-090 stood in front of dozens of holographic display screens as his Borg-class warship came out of its interstellar jump into the face of hundreds of V’kit’no’sat vessels waiting at the jumppoint. All of them were small at no more than 40 miles wide, with his Solarion measuring 327 miles in width and height, but more than 1000 miles long and looking like a rectangular tube with all the drones that were stacked on behind it like Legos.

The V’kit’no’sat ships were not here to fight, rather as an escort through a system that had millions of starships moving about on commerce and defense patrols. And even though they were invited, the Solarion was larger and more powerful than any vessel the V’kit’no’sat possessed, so it’s presence was going to draw attention…let alone the sight of a Mach’nel jumping into the system behind him.

It was the Malphite, under the command of Grand Admiral Saetaru, and only 159 miles wide. It was 207 long and shaped like a squid, as all 6 of the H’kar Mach’nel were. Saetaru had the reputation, and the combat scores, of being the most skilled naval officer in Star Force outside the Archons, and his presence in Itaru in his Mach’nel would have been enough on its own to cause some unease, but it didn’t end there.

After his Mach’nel came in, another Borg-class warship arrived, this one belonging to Roger-009, and it matched the dimensions of Liam’s exactly, including the mass of drones it was carrying behind it. After a few seconds there started a stream of ‘small’ Clan Emerald Shark warships, each only 22 miles long in standard Star Force ‘submarine’ shape, making them smaller than many of the V’kit’no’sat ships, but after 46 of Roger’s Clan fleet arrived, another Borg-class vessel arrived…the Excalibur. 

A Mach’nel, plus three Borg vessels, would have been sending shockwaves through Itaru had this not been preplanned, despite the fact that the system defense fleet was so large it could overcome all 4 of the massive vessels through attrition, despite their full Yeg’gor armored shells. But with the V’kit’no’sat ships flying into escort position and pacing them all the way to Wendigama there were no incidents to note other than traffic flows being rerouted to avoid them.

Liam had never been to Itaru before, and seeing it live rather than just on old data was impressive. It wasn’t the largest system in the galaxy, but it had 16 planets and 183 moons, all of which were fully inhabited…save for the 4 gas giants…with an insane amount of orbital infrastructure set up around them and in null points around the two central stars, amounting to a 127 trillion population.

But what it sported more than any other system in V’kit’no’sat territory was weapons platforms. They were everywhere, in addition to their monstrous defense fleet that had grown in size since Mak’to’ran had taken power. He knew that was due to the threat of the Zak’de’ron, and this of all systems was the one they needed to hold…and the one the Zak’de’ron needed to destroy to drive a dagger through the heart of their former empire. 

Liam had to admit that Itaru was more heavily fortified than any system within Star Force, though he hoped one day to surpass it. Sol wouldn’t, for it didn’t have as many planets or population, but Shangri-La might get there eventually. Though at this rate, it looked like Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to make catching that mark easy.

And the deeper they got into the system, the less likely it was that they could make it out again if the V’kit’no’sat turned on them. They had so many ship they could literally block their path with them, and even with Yeg’gor armor you could only ram through so many of them before physics won out. 

But they weren’t arrayed for capture or containment. The V’kit’no’sat ships were behaving as if the Star Force fleet wasn’t here, and the small escort force delivered them to low Wendigama orbit where a special slot had been cleared out for the massive ships to park in. In fact, they were allowed to drop into an orbit that was banned for all V’kit’no’sat stations, for they didn’t want to clutter up the lower orbits and create additional traffic hazards. So only ships were allowed to pass through this region, though when the Star Force ships settled in they were defacto stations given the size of them. 

Liam left the bridge and boarded a small dropship, flying himself down to the planet where he rendezvoused with the others on a landing pad, immediately feeling the heavy 3.4 gravity. He walked casually in it, for his own training had him enduring far more, but Grand Admiral Saetaru had some difficulty until he and the five Archons passed through an archway leading underground that had them transition to the V’kit’no’sat normal gravity of .9g in communal areas, though each race customized their own levels in private buildings. 

Along with Roger and Paul came their apprentices, but Liam currently had none. His former apprentice had completed her training with him some 18 years ago and the trailblazer hadn’t yet picked another. Having one wasn’t required, and recently he hadn’t found any prospective candidates that caught his attention, so he had decided to wait until one did instead of just picking randomly off the list.

The apprentices for the trailblazers were not the same as those in lower ranks, with these being specifically trained to do what the trailblazers did and provide a network of personal command contacts as the empire grew larger and larger. They were essentially extending their ‘family’ network out while other Archons filled in the ranks beneath them in more specialized functions. The truth was, 100 trailblazers was not enough and even if you factored in the second gen Archons you still had them spread so far across the galaxy that ties between command structures became tenuous when the highest ranking individuals in one system had no personal knowledge of the others 1000 lightyears away, let alone on the other side of the galaxy.

So the apprentices were there for the trailblazers to get to know, as well as go around and introduce them to the other members of the ‘elite’ ranks, tying them all together a bit more while allowing the trailblazers to push the advancement rate of the apprentices while using their already considerable skills as a personal assistant. Usually they were redundant, but every now and then they came in handy…but for this mission they were going to be observers only, for whatever Mak’to’ran wanted them for, it was big dog turf and the apprentices were still pups in comparison.

Saetaru was somewhere in between. He wasn’t an Archon, but his naval scores were beyond either of the two apprentices here, as was his battle record. He was a specialist, but one so high up the skill charts that he deserved respect in some ways that the apprentices did not. But still, his presence here was not redundant, for Roger had wanted a non-Archon and naval specialist perspective on the Hadarak war machine, for on occasion they looked at things differently than the 3 top naval experts within Star Force for the simple fact that they were not trained in all 5 military aptitudes and sometimes that allowed them a point of view that added to that of the Archons.

So Saetaru was a bonus, but it was Liam, Roger, and Paul that were the main thrust of this mission. Davis had elected to send their naval best, and Liam had eagerly agreed, for he wanted to be closer to the fighting for the less old data that Itaru would provide, plus any information that Mak’to’ran didn’t feel like transmitting across the Urrtren and could only be delivered in person. Regardless, Liam knew he was going to be in loop here, and he’d much rather be involved than watching from afar as the V’kit’no’sat took on the new Hadarak assault campaign.

A few Zen’zat lead the Star Force delegation off the landing platform and down into the city, with the Archons not worried about security. They all wore their armor in retracted mode, looking like elaborate jewelry over their pure white uniforms, each of which had a pair of black stripes running down the outside of their arms and legs indicating they were all Borg-level Archons. The H’kar wore standard fixed armor, which was somewhat redundant outside his carapace, and the two apprentices also wore fixed armor with the helmets retracted, but the trailblazers were the ones who walked freely and boldly, knowing that if they got into trouble here a little extra armor wouldn’t make much of a difference. They’d have to run and run hard, but there was no feeling of contention here, rather just the opposite.

He could feel the telepathic transmissions of the V’kit’no’sat in the city. They had lived with telepathy so long they had developed the habit of transmitting even when they didn’t try to. It wasn’t the level of words, just a tiny vibe that you could sense in the atmosphere of each V’kit’no’sat world you went to. Star Force Protovic worlds were similar, where the unshielded telepathy was present, and it was because of the Ikrid blocks that the Archons had that they had never gotten that open with their mental states. But here, you could feel the fear and low level panic…as well as a little bit of appreciation for the Archons arriving to ostensibly help them fight what seemed to be an impossible war.

They’re rattled, Roger commented as they stepped onto a Satu that began pulling them through the air towards the main conduit that had all manner of V’kit’no’sat races floating along on the elevated shield ‘rivers’ that they preferred to regular streets due to the speeds they allowed. The Archons were pulled up near a pair of Brat’mar, with their clear head spikes tilting towards them as the denizens looked at what they were quickly realizing were not Zen’zat, but rather Humans from the Rim.

None of them talked, but they looked, and looked a lot, while their Zen’zat escorts stepped in front of them but likewise remained silent.

Yeah they are, Paul agreed. After making limited progress for so long, it’s like the Hadarak stopped toying with them and started to really fight. That’s got to do a lot of damage to their collective ego.

That they live and breathe, Liam added. I’m kind of surprised Mak’to’ran didn’t meet us at the landing field.

That tells me that he’s focused on the war, Roger assumed. Which I’m fine with. 

I wonder how fast they’re really moving, Paul said with a hint of concern. I get the feeling they didn’t include the worst of the news.

I’m sure they didn’t, Liam said telepathically before they fell back into silence and watched the sights as they moved through the city towards wherever Mak’to’ran wanted them.

 

They eventually arrived another large facility built for races at the maximum V’kit’no’sat height, but one that only had Zen’zat inside, seeming to waste the grandiose nature of the architecture. They informed him that the Star Force contingent were in a command center built specifically for their use, including residential and training facilities, but it was the full access to war data that caught the trailblazers’ attention immediately as they were told they were to wait here until Mak’to’ran arrived.

All three of them immediately dove into the reports…all of which were written in V’kit’no’sat, which Saetaru had trouble with and had to constantly use his armor to visually translate text, but the trailblazers had long ago made V’kit’no’sat their second primary language, so they dove into the ample data streams so far and so hard they didn’t even notice the two hours that passed before several large Era’tran walked up behind them with a cascade of heavy footsteps that seemed to soak into the floor and disappear rather than rattle the entire room as some might expect.

“You have already begun your analysis,” Mak’to’ran said as the other four Era’tran spread out around the main holographic display and avoided stepping on the Zen’zat that were busy physically carrying some updates too sensitive to travel through the Urrtren to the command center or out to analysts and back again. “What is your initial assessment?”

“You’re screwed,” Paul said bluntly. “How did this start?”

“Unknown. Elaborate.”

“I didn’t realize you had so many specialized weapons against the Hadarak,” Liam cut in. “Why aren’t you employing them?”

“The minion growth is the greater threat. The Hadarak are not growing them internally as was their normal method. Now they are picking them from other sources, including new transports, greatly increasing their ability to rejoin combat against us after we deplete their defenses. They are also grouped together, sometimes in as high as clusters of 8. We need to allow them to spread out before we try to kill them. Until then, we must focus on denying them replenishment from the planets they have eradicated.”

“Why are we here?” Roger asked.

“We need both halves of our empire to solve this puzzle. I do not know why the Hadarak are doing this, or what their ultimate objective is. They are killing all substantive lifeforms on all planets in systems they pass through, but are not destroying the planets or the ecosystems in many cases. They are hunting for lifeforms such as us and those primitives that could one day ascend to our level. They have never done this before, and I need your wisdom to help us discover their reasons and devise better ways to fight them. You do not think like us, and your alternate perspective is greatly needed here.”

“You’re not asking for the Uriti?” Paul floated.

“I do not know if that would help or exasperate the current situation. They do not know they exist and we do not want to further draw them out. It is possible they will push out to an unknown distance then hold, and I do not want to risk causing them to go further before we have an understanding of what is happening and why.”

“Why did you come with your Mach’nel?” another of the Era’tran asked.

“If we need to do some scouting of the Hadarak we don’t want to do so with anything less,” Roger answered.

“You may if you wish, but that is not why I summoned you here,” Mak’to’ran answered. “I am not requesting that you fight.”

“But there is something else,” Paul guessed.

“All those assigned to this facility are aware of the Zak’de’ron. You may speak freely without worry. If they are going to strike us, it will be when our fleets have been diminished from combat, so I do not think it will be soon. I do not know why the Hadarak are doing this, but I do know what they are doing. They are cleansing planets of inhabitation, and deliberately so. I have ordered our fleets to retrieve individuals from certain worlds where their races are about to go extinct. Enough to rebuild their populations with and deny the Hadarak the eradication they seek. I cannot devote many resources to this, and the farther the Hadarak spread the more races will face extinction. Would Star Force be willing to assist with relocation?”

“Relocation of a few isn’t sufficient,” Liam stated firmly. “We need to evacuate the full populations ahead of the Hadarak arriving, and moving them a short distance only to come under attack later is unwise if we do not know how far the Hadarak are going to push this.”

“You have some experience in these matters,” Mak’to’ran said half sarcastically, giving the fact that he and the V’kit’no’sat had forced that experience on them long ago.

“We’ll need to establish a relay network out to our territory,” Roger added. “We’ll need some of your resources to build them as quickly as possible. If we have to delay to develop mining operations we’ll lose too many people.”

“We can assist in the short term,” Mak’to’ran offered, “but soon our full economy must be geared towards warship production. In exchange, if and when our own worlds come under assault, you will allow our people first priority for evacuation to the Rim.”

All three trailblazers looked at him, a bit stunned, while the other three had the same blank stares they’d had when they first walked in, trying to keep up with everything going on…though for Saetaru it was more a function of his hard face plates than his emotional state.

“You fear they won’t stop at all,” Liam asked?

“They are not attacking us yet and are employing eradication tactics that prevent recolonization of cleansed worlds. What does that suggest to you?”

“It’s not a reprisal against your success,” Roger answered.

“More like they’re doing some galactic cleaning,” Paul said ominously. “We’ll be lucky if they stop at some point, but am I correct that you’ve never seen them colonizing planets like this?”

“We’ve seen some of their defensive colonies before, and their density closer to the Deep Core increases exponentially, but they are not using a coverage pattern. They are taking every system, even those devoid of worlds at the cost of shipping in resources to grow outposts. Their tactics suggest denial of regrowth…”

“Which infers galactic extermination,” Paul finished. “I’m forced to concur.”

“Assuming any less would be folly,” another Era’tran added. “If we are wrong, then our situation improves.”

“How many Hadarak are there?” Liam wondered out loud. “That number determines their rate of potential expansion, and when they spread out we can start thinning that number.”

“More continue to pour out of the Deep Core,” Mak’to’ran warned. “And we have yet to see a tier 6, though we know they exist. I fear this is just the beginning, and we still don’t know why it is happening. We need answers more than we need evacuation, though I have brought you here for both.”

“And the potential of using the Uriti,” Paul noted.

“Will they fight for you?” an unspoken Era’tran asked.

“I don’t know. Their relationship with the Hadarak is broken, though they still inquire of them. We want more information before we inform them of what’s happening.”

“I am not asking it of you now,” Mak’to’ran stated. “But there may come a time when we have no other options. I want to win this war on our own strength, but if the Hadarak are able to convert the Galactic Core into minion fields, then I do not think even the Uriti will be able to stop the destruction they alone could enact. As dangerous as the Hadarak are, their minions are the greater threat if they are able to reproduce in such a manner akin to the Li’vorkrachnika that you defeated long ago.”

Roger groaned, and Liam agreed with the sentiment.

“What we do now will affect the future the most,” Paul declared. “I see no point in waiting until they push further.”

“He is right,” Saetaru added, his words clicking a bit with his mandibles despite the translation software. “We would be foolish to allow this enemy to reshape the battlefield prior to the major conflict.”

“We have a few years to work this out,” Roger cautioned. “Evacuate now while we figure out how to drop the hammer later…unless the Hadarak have suddenly gotten a lot faster.”

“They have not,” Mak’to’ran confirmed. “We are destroying their colonies as fast as they are creating more, but that is only because of the limited number of Hadarak deployed to date. As they increase, our ability to contain their expansion will diminish. At some point they will exceed our full combat capability if my suspicions as to their true numbers are even half accurate.”

“So we have some time,” Liam said, agreeing with Roger, “to figure this out. But the evacuation route has to be implemented yesterday. Do we have comms back to Terraxis from this location?”

“You do,” Mak’to’ran answered as he walked to the left and activated a bank of equipment with a mere thought. “But be aware that the Zak’de’ron may still be monitoring the transmissions. We have reworked the Urrtren, but many of the old facilities still remain where we had no obvious reason to remove them. To do so would have alerted the Zak’de’ron.”

“Alright,” Paul said, glancing at Veeron-938221. “Get Davis going on new Axius and Beacon worlds…a lot of them…and have him send as many convoys as he can to begin construction here. Make sure he includes Paladin.”

“On it,” Paul’s apprentice said, walking over to the newly activated equipment as a Zen’zat stepped over to help him arrange to send a secure message halfway across the galaxy. 
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July 4, 128460

Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol)

Wendigama

 

A telepathic ping from one of the Zen’zat working in the Archon command center alerted Roger to a new guest, this one being aquatic, which meant he had to leave the main deck where he and the others had been working frantically for months to digest the wealth of data flows coming in from the Hadarak Zone. Paul was currently walking laps with a datapad in hand, bleeding off some energy to keep his Saiyan genetics happy while Liam was off training with the apprentices, so Roger decided to handle this himself and walked past the hologram-immersed H’kar to a side tunnel that led to another chamber with a beach-like deck half surrounding an artificial pool so deep the Archon couldn’t see the bottom of it with his Pefbar.

It was large too, and needed to be to accommodate some of the aquatic races. Right now there was only one individual waiting for him there, and the Lio’pu could easily have fit all three of the trailblazers in its mouth simultaneously if it wished, for the Mosasaur massed as much as an Oso’lon, but had a much larger head attached to a crocodile-like body that had fins rather than legs. Its tail was also inverted, with a much longer fin reaching straight down and a small one poking up above, making it a surface lurker that floated more often than swam fully submerged.

The pool it was waiting in had a connecting tunnel deep underground that led into a vast network of artificial rivers than ran underneath and through the various cityscapes. They weren’t everywhere on the planet, but Roger was impressed at how integrated the V’kit’no’sat capitol was between aerial, land dwellers, and aquatics. Star Force was far more segregated, and for good reason. A lot of aquatic races didn’t like being away from deep water, and the idea of tunnels through land made some of them claustrophobic, much like air tunnels through the oceans made land dwellers uneasy, but here, apparently, that wasn’t an issue.

“Hello,” Roger offered, but like many aquatics, this one chose to converse telepathically.

I am Bensden, Triarch of the Lio’pu.

Triarch? Roger asked, knowing that title referred to one of the three co-leaders for their race. I didn’t think any of you were living in Itaru. 

We do not. I have come to discuss the evacuation of lesser races. I am told Star Force will be undertaking their transport and care?

Yes, we have agreed to that. 

What will you do with the aquatic races?

Evacuate them, same as the others.

Do you have the necessary vessels for their transfer?

We have an ample amount, though aquatics account for less than 4% of Star Force population. I have fleets of them on their way here.

For direct transfer to your territories?

That would be logistically unfeasible. We will be establishing intermediary worlds to hold them so we can evacuate those currently in the danger zone as quickly as possible. We’re not going to be able to save all of them, but we’re going to get as many as we can.

Are you aware of the nature of the relationship between aquatics and the other races within the V’kit’no’sat?

Somewhat, but what I’ve learned is mostly from records and the few individuals who transferred out to the Rim.

We are not natural allies, and those on land and in the air share the same breathing medium. Aquatics do not. While we can breathe both air and water, it is the water that defines us. We choose to interact with those on the land and in the air, but it is not natural. Such interaction was demanded of us when we joined the V’kit’no’sat, and it was difficult to develop. We work well together now, after millions of years, but I worry about others. When evacuations occur and there are not enough ships, it will be convenient to move those of the land and air and leave the aquatics behind. And even if they are evacuated, they will be dumped into whatever water is available and most likely forgotten. We have seen this occur before across the galaxy. It does not occur within the V’kit’no’sat, but as we gradually lose this war I fear old habits reforming.

I sense you have an offer for me. State it.

I have studied Star Force closely, and while your aquatics division is small compared to your total population, it is the second largest in the galaxy after our own. While you do not have the strength we possess, you are far more efficient at incorporating lesser races. We have great trouble with this, and we know that we cannot take on more servants without great effort and inefficiency. The Chavco and Hiwen took far too long to advance to the point where they were useful to us, but you are able to put new races to work for you instantaneously. How are you able to do this?

We treat them as peers, not servants, but we do not immediately put them to work. They have to be acclimated to our system, and that period is referred to as indoctrination. Those who do not convert are not allowed into the general population and this process requires a great deal of infrastructure. It is expensive, but effective, because we deal with each person as an individual. But unless we can construct facilities prior to evacuation, we will have to construct holding planets and feed the individuals through our infrastructure as able. That is not a good situation, but it’s how we have to do it or we contaminate our population with unindoctrinated individuals. It is critical that we avoid this, and the indoctrinization has to be done in isolation. Having even one other individual with them will bias their minds and encourage them to maintain the status quo. 

I find that odd, considering that you reunite them shortly thereafter.

After the transition has occurred and only within a Star Force framework. Think of it as a purging process for their previous culture. The incompatible bits get burnt out or greatly hindered, enough that the group effect on the opposite side of the process will encourage the new status quo and the old will gradually fade away. We’ve had a lot of experience to streamline the process, and each race and individual adjust differently. We’ve had many very hard to indoctrinize races, but over time enough individuals made it through to reconstitute the population afterwards while the obstinate ones remain in the transition process until they succeed or die to stagnation because they refuse to train.

What is your conversion efficiency?

It varies wildly, and the worse their previous culture the harder the transition is. For individuals that want to become part of Star Force, we have a 99% conversion rate. The worst we’ve ever seen was the Charkagi at 3%. They’re a race with strong genetic memory, so it’s impossible to isolate them from those inbred controls.

Why not wipe their memory?

They lose too much. We need them able to think their way through the transition. Inhibiting their mental capacity with the loss of memory reduces their ability to successfully transition to Star Force norms.

What about targeted memory loss?

We reserve that for special cases only. We’ve found it better to let people work through the challenge of the transition rather than try to manually rewrite their genetic memories, but on occasion we’ve seen individuals so messed up there’s no way they can overcome what’s been done to them. In their case it’s more beneficial to them to start over, but that is a horrifically complex process for a person to relearn everything when the natural growth processes cannot repeat. We’ve done it, and we can do it again, but it’s not something that’s viable for mass populations and we respect people enough not to try unless an extreme situation presents itself where the individual simply cannot make it on their own effort.

I do not understand your individualization process. We do not possess Ikrid blocks, so mixing thoughts is our nature. Races without telepathy behave much differently, but giving them telepathy to overcome this is usually detrimental. Only advanced races can sustain it, or those so primitive that they operate as a hive mind. 

We’ve experimented with removing Ikrid blocks and found the benefits do not outweigh the problems it creates. 

There our two empires are fundamentally different. We are more advanced, and as a result we cannot save the races soon to be exterminated by the Hadarak. We are meant to fight and provide an umbrella of protection over the galaxy, but in this war we cannot when we are the inferior. We fight and delay the Hadarak, but Star Force is the only viable option for evacuation. We do not have the experience for it, but we wish to be of assistance.

How so?

Others will see to the land and air dwellers. We wish to assist with the transport of the aquatics if you can provide security for our ships. Our war fleets will be occupied with combat in other systems.

That we can do. 

We also wish to offer some of our worlds, portions of them, to house the evacuees if you can oversee them and put them to use.

What kind of use?

We will need resources for both the evacuation infrastructure and warship replacement. If you can convert the evacuees into a workforce, we will house them within our borders rather than move them out to the Rim. We wish no interaction with them. They will be your charges, in your colonies, but we will allow those colonies on some of our more advantageous worlds rather than forcing the aquatics into substandard oceans.

Roger shook his head. No, we’ve got better ways to handle that now. Namely the Paladin, who have an aquatic variant we can make use of. They are experts, whereas new converts will be at the bottom of the learning curve. Putting them to work immediately would be inefficient, but housing them in your territory would be extremely helpful until we can ship them out further towards the Rim. 

Having inactive populations is inherently inefficient.

Indoctrinization keeps them busy, but you’re not going to get much production efficiency out of them until they gain experience. Better to bring in Paladin who can quickly establish support colonies for aquatics. 

I have heard of these Paladin, but you speak of them more highly than I expected.

Their power is restrained until we need it. Mass production is their specialty, and must be kept in check until needed.

They do not reproduce naturally. Where is the threat?

They contain genetic memories that make them an efficient and experienced workforce immediately upon birth…but their advancement beyond their initial state is slow and they lack judgement when confronted with anything new. Because of this they require oversight, and if we reproduce them faster than we have overseers, problems will occur. Genetic memories help get you going fast, but relying upon them later in life is a great hindrance. 

Proceed as you wish so long as the aquatics are rescued and we receive a steady flow of materiel in compensation for habitation on our worlds.

Done deal. I’ll need a list of worlds, colony sites, and boundaries. 

You will have them. Are these Paladin useful aquatic fighters?

Decent, but not our best. We don’t utilize them as expendable infantry.

Infantry is a land term. How do you use them?

For light combat and support operations. We outfit them with aquatic ships and mechs for the heavier fighting.

Given the continuing outflow of Hadarak from the Deep Core, using expendable troops may be the only way we can survive if the Hadarak do not stop their advance at some predetermined point.

Death before dishonor, Roger quoted the familiar Star Force axiom. If we are to die, we will die fighting our way…and that means not abandoning anyone to shield the rest of us. We stand together, no matter how this ends.

We have the advantage of time, at least. But I do not see how this ends in victory, and even survival is not guaranteed. Do you see a way for us to win?

Not yet, but as you said, the Hadarak move slowly. We have plenty of time to work this problem, but those in the current assault zone do not and we cannot set up operations immediately. Any ships or worlds you or other races can contribute in the short term will make a considerable difference.

I have not spoken with others about this. Will Star Force also send warships to help purge the minion fields?

Our focus is going to be on evacuations, but we’re going to do some damage when we’re…, he said as a telepathic message from Paul caught his attention. “Shit.”

Is there a problem?

Yes, but not with what we were discussing. We just got word through the Urrtren that the first tier 6 Hadarak has emerged from the Core. 

We have never fought one so large. I do not know how one could be defeated unless it chose continuous combat without retreat. When they reach our worlds, we will have no way to defend them. We will have to continually evacuate and the number of displayed people will swell. Many will be left behind to die, and we do not want those to be the aquatics. We also request, in exchange for giving access to our worlds here, that we be allowed to colonize worlds in the Rim so we have somewhere stable to evacuate to.

That won’t happen for millennia.

But it will happen unless we find a better way to kill Hadarak, and we wish to establish evacuation routes for the Lio’pu before they are needed. 

That can be arranged, but I sense you want the aquatic evacuees to build them for you?

We cannot devote the resources to it, so our generosity in saving their lives can be repaid with an equal service. Do you not find that fair?

It is, but resources will have to go to the evacuation infrastructure first. We’re not going to let people die now while we build colonizes that you won’t use near term.

So long as they are built before we need them, the timetable is irrelevant. 

Do you think the Hadarak will stop at their original boundaries and leave the Rim alone?

Some think so, and it is our duty to fight them regardless, but no one is hopeful. We have long feared this day, and we will face it, but no one sees a path to victory. 

Roger smirked. No one saw a path to victory for us when you came to destroy our civilization. We found a way to survive then, we will find one now.

Are you certain of that?

I am. 

Why? How can you state the impossible?

Wars aren’t preplanned, they are fought as events occur and we adapt to them, but given the advantages we have over the Hadarak, this isn’t the hopeless fight you think it is.

What advantages?

We can outrun them. 

That is only useful if we have somewhere to run to. They are methodically claiming every planet to exclude us places to run. Where do you see this as to our advantage?

Places they cannot go.

And where is that?

Places that we hid that you never found. Places that require magjump travel into gravitational voids. 

The Lio’pu flinched, sending a surprised ripple out through the water. I have never heard of this.

That’s because we never told you. Some of us will be able to hide and survive. The problem is the population of the galaxy can’t fit in those places…but the Hadarak can’t exterminate us completely. 

How many can be saved permanently?

Not enough, but we have a few other tricks up our sleeve. As you said, most of us have time, and together we will figure this out. I am confident in that.

Do you foresee we will be able to completely destroy the Hadarak?

I don’t know. That’s not the objective now. Our mission is to draw a line in the sand somewhere and hold it while we evacuate people across that line. Once we accomplish that you can ask me the other question again. Until then, I’m going to be busy with this impossible challenge.

You have a curious attitude towards the current situation.

It’s called spite. We got a lot of practice with it during the war against the V’kit’no’sat, so at this point I’m a master.

Spite doesn’t overcome superior weapons.

No, but it keeps you fighting even when you think it’s hopeless. And sometimes the solution lies within the sea of hopelessness that others will not swim in.
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October 2, 128463

System 399102 (V’kit’no’sat domain, Sho’var Region)

Outer Ring Nebula

 

Tew’chor flew through the Zak’de’ron Hive with his golden wings spread wide, feeling the luxurious air that was in small supply within the artificial world that he and the Zak’de’ron were forced to live within as they hid from the galaxy right under the V’kit’no’sat’s snout. This system was uninhabited, but only a pair of jumps away from one of their worlds. No traffic came through this system because of the 3 nebulas that surrounded the small, single star at the center that was constantly sucking material in from one of them. 

The other two were farther out and stretched into fat bands. The middle one stretched all around the star while the outer one only comprised a third of a halo, but was far more bulky and inside that bulk hid the Zak’de’ron Hive. It wasn’t their only Hive ship, but the others were spread across the galaxy so they could watch and guide their servant races as they were groomed into a fighting force that could take on the V’kit’no’sat one day.

And that day was growing closer, but in a few moments Tew’chor was going to get news that was going to derail their plans completely.

He had been summoned here from another Hive and had arrived less than an hour ago, now flying to Zeno’dor’s spire where he felt a gathering of many Zak’de’ron forming. Some were flying circles around the plant-covered spire that stuck up high into the open air section of the Hive. Others were clinging to the sides, perched there while in telepathic conversation with those within, and at the center of the mental signatures was the largest and most powerful of them all.

Zeno’dor signaled Tew’chor to land and come inside, with the golden Zak’de’ron having to carefully pick a spot on the crowded spire to plant his claws, then he tucked his wings in and walked through the numerous other dragons, rubbing spike-like scales against one another in some of the tight sections until he made it to a small open area indoors where Zeno’dor was waiting.

“Welcome, brother,” Zeno’dor said, both verbally and telepathically so those that could not see through the walls with their normal vision could still be involved in the conversation. “I have ill tidings to share.”

“Have we been discovered?” Tew’chor asked.

“Far worse. I have discovered what the V’kit’no’sat are fighting in the Hadarak Zone, and it is not another surge. It is an endgame scenario.”

Something inside Tew’chor seemed to shrink, and a chill rippled through the telepathic medium all those gathered shared. “Are you sure?”

“Mak’to’ran has rebuilt the Urrtren’s security well for critical information, but there are enough pieces still visible to us to discern what is happening. New minion types are being employed, and there have been no less than five tier 6 Hadarak in the combat zone along with thousands of Hadarak more than we’ve ever recorded. They are sectioning off the deepest bands beyond the current V’kit’no’sat battle line, and have retreated from the battle line entirely. They have given the V’kit’no’sat free reign over most of the contested zone while they concentrate on eradicating all life from every system within the sectioned regions.”

“All life?” Tew’chor asked.

“I’ve confirmed this with our own scouts. They are leaving ecology behind, but any primitive lifeform within a million years of developing rudimentary technology is being hunted down by minions after the Hadarak destroy any resistance. Those minions are remaining and multiplying, fortifying the killing fields and preventing them from being reinhabited. How far the Hadarak will take this is a matter of question, but this is endgame strategy and unless the Hadarak stop themselves the V’kit’no’sat will not be able to hold them.”

“How fast are they progressing?”

“Slowly, but methodically. The V’kit’no’sat are engaging the minions, and they fear that if they are allowed to multiply they will become more dangerous than the Hadarak in their numbers, for the Hadarak are carrying them between systems rather than taking the time to grow new ones of their own.”

“That enhances their progress considerably,” Tew’chor noted. 

“It does. We always knew the Hadarak were capable of greater combat. Now we are seeing it unleashed and I do not believe even we can stop it.”

“Do you know what precipitated this?”

“No. Neither do the V’kit’no’sat, and I do not believe it was their progress. The Hadarak did not even respond with a surge, so I believe something else is in play.”

“Are the V’kit’no’sat fully engaging?”

“They are.”

“Then they will weaken themselves earlier than expected.”

“I anticipate so, which leaves us with a decision to make. Do we ignore the Hadarak and take our vengeance on the V’kit’no’sat, or do we fight the Hadarak in some manner and spare the traitors so their deaths can be of use to us?”

“You have not decided?”

“You are no longer hatchlings. We must decide together how to proceed, for we are in grave danger no matter what course we fly.”

“We have to use the Uriti, or we have no hope of defeating that many Hadarak,” another Zak’de’ron said.

We do not have the knowledge to make them reproduce, one on the outside of the spire said. Only Star Force and the Chixzon do.

“We cannot find the Chixzon, and Star Force already has an army of Uriti. Are they not going to use them?”

“Star Force is in Itaru,” Zeno’dor answered. “They have engaged in some combat with their ships, but not their Uriti. They are assisting in relocation efforts for the primitives in the path of the Hadarak, but eventually they will use them.”

“But will they wait until the Hadarak are on their border to do so?” another asked. 

“What will the Hadarak do when they encounter them?”

“I am curious as well,” Tew’chor added. “Can the Hadarak escalate beyond this? And if it is limited to a geographical region, would introducing the Uriti to them cause them to push further?”

“All questions to which we do not have the answers,” Zeno’dor admitted. “But Star Force is in the prime position to dictate events. They will not come under assault for hundreds of thousands of years, and more so if the V’kit’no’sat delay the Hadarak’s advance. But waiting to act will give us fewer options as the Hadarak-occupied territory grows. We must decide on a course now, before they gain greater advantage.”

Can we exist within the occupied territory?

“Not in the open. All worlds are being occupied by minions, even uninhabited ones. They are denying opposition safe havens and establishing an detection network to identify incursions. The Hadarak have tolerated us before. Now it is clear they want us exterminated,” Zeno’dor said gravely.

“We can hit Itaru now. Kill Mak’to’ran. Reclaim the V’kit’no’sat to use against the Hadarak,” someone else suggested.

Tew’chor growled in the direction of the Zak’de’ron who’d said that. “You think they would accept our dominion?”

“If they fear the Hadarak enough, then they might.”

“It is possible,” Zeno’dor offered, “but a foolish gamble at this point. Once the V’kit’no’sat fleets are broken and they are desperate, they might take an offer of reunification in exchange for their service. But not now. They are still strong and only engaging where they choose. Striking Itaru would cause them to turn their full attention to our destruction and deal with the Hadarak later.”

“I concur,” Tew’chor said angrily. “You do not know them as I do. Even Zeno’dor does not. Their hatred of us is intense.”

“Would they come after us if we did not attack them, but revealed ourselves to fight the Hadarak in parallel?”

Tew’chor paused for a moment. “They would be conflicted if we absolved our vengeance against them. Many would not believe it, others would not accept it. Many would welcome the assistance if we could show we had a superior combat edge that they lacked.”

“I do not think we can prevail alone,” a large green dragon said from behind Zeno’dor, with his scales indicating his status as a Que’cho’vox. “We either begin a scale-down and prepare to survive in Hives alone while the galaxy burns, or we begin to reestablish our dominance by making ourselves useful to an alliance. I agree that the Uriti are going to be the major weapon in this war, and other than Star Force, we are the only ones to possess them. I think a private test of their power is our first preferred action.”

“Do you refer to the minions or against a Hadarak?” Zeno’dor asked.

“Both. We still do not know if the Uriti can control Hadarak minions when a Hadarak is absent, and if they intend to take the galaxy with minion armies we need to determine if this is a weakness or not. As for the Hadarak, we need to find an isolated one and confirm the Uriti can kill it. We can then use records of the kill for any future negotiations we may entertain.”

“We do not know how the Uriti will react to the Hadarak,” Tew’chor warned respectfully, for even though he was younger, the Que’cho’vox were held so highly that their position within the battlemeld was accepted as dominant and the other Zak’de’ron, when in battle, would trust their judgement with their life and allow them to guide the masses without hesitancy. “And we do not have the Chixzon override. Do you think our hold on them is sufficient?”

“If it is not now, it will never be. We need to determine if we have a viable weapon.”

“Agreed,” another said, with a chorus of telepathic ‘nods’ echoing that sentiment. 

“The Hadarak are being closely monitored by the V’kit’no’sat. We will have to wait until more arrive and spread out. Their minion held worlds are being destroyed as fast as they’re being created,” Zeno’dor informed.

“No,” Tew’chor said firmly. “If we are going to hide, then we hide fully. If not, then we have nothing to gain by remaining anonymous unless you think this Hadarak campaign in limited in scope. Does anyone truly think that?”

He received no responses, which only confirmed what they all suspected. 

“They are going to destroy everything in the galaxy then return to the Deep Core with no one left to bother them. We all know that. We’ve all suspected they could do it and now it’s happening. Are we really going to wait until they make it halfway to the Rim before we decide to act?”

“What are you suggesting?” the Que’cho’vox asked.

“If the V’kit’no’sat are monitoring the Hadarak with scouts, then let them watch as the ghosts of their past appear and do the work they are failing to do…then watch them squirm even more without knowing where we are, but they will know that we also have Uriti at our command.”

“And if the Uriti disobey us, or even join the Hadarak?” Zeno’dor asked.

“Better to know now than wait for later. The V’kit’no’sat cannot easily find us, and they have a huge distraction to keep them focused away from us. I am tired of waiting to emerge, and I see no further benefit in secrecy unless we intend to fully go to ground and wait out the destruction of the galaxy and try to carve something out of ashes for ourselves afterward.”

“Act or hide,” Zeno’dor repeated. “What say you all?”

A telepathic ping fest ensued, with each present indicating their thoughts…and not a one of them wanted to hide any longer. There were only a few hundred here, with another 129 billion Zak’de’ron spread around the galaxy, but Zeno’dor doubted those would feel any different. Hiding was not natural for their race, and it was time to come out of the shadows and reestablish themselves as a galactic power, even if they couldn’t be the galactic power. 

“So be it. Arrange the test,” he told the Que’cho’vox. “The mission is yours.”

 

9 months later…

 

There was one Hadarak and 12 planets in System 1993201, and the Zen’zat Wur’ki was monitoring the gradual eradication of the lifeforms on 5 of them. Two had already been overrun, but the remaining 3 were trying to fight back with primitive laser, missiles, and other things that barely qualified as weapons as this one-system, barely space-faring race fought to their doom.

A few of the scaly bipeds had already been recovered and moved out of the system, but the Wur’ki-class warship was sitting here to monitor the progress of the Hadarak. If it left the system the Wur’ki would go with it, leaving behind a beacon with information as to where it had gone so that other ships passing through could collect the data and add it to the Urrtren the next time they passed a mobile relay point. If the Zen’zat ship went to report itself, then it would lose the Hadarak and might or might not be able to catch up again depending on where it went and how long it stayed in each system. They moved slowly, but taking weeks to get information back to the Urrtren then weeks to return just wasn’t prudent.

In addition to that, new minions were being used and Itaru had declared they needed as much information as possible, so these Zen’zat were tasked with following and recording everything that happened regarding the Hadarak, but they had to keep far enough away to not attract its attention. Twice already minions had come after them, but after repositioning faster than they could follow, the minions had abandoned them until the Wur’ki creeped back in a little too close again.

Right now they were stable and recording images of the Hadarak sitting on the 3rd planet, but then all of a sudden it began to detach and move into orbit so fast that it damaged surrounding minion facilities when it tore through the ground with its tentacles because it had lifted off before fully retracting them.

That was extremely odd behavior with no threats in the system, and a single V’kit’no’sat ship couldn’t even scratch the Hadarak, so this was something that Itaru needed to know about. The Zen’zat chose to move a bit closer to get better records when they eventually picked up passive sensor pings from the stellar radiation hitting ships arriving in the system.

Apparently the Hadarak had known they’d arrived before the V’kit’no’sat did, which was odd. While they might be able to detect gravitational mass almost instantaneously, they could not identify what that mass was at this range. It could be more Hadarak arriving, so why this Hadarak took off in such a hurry was perplexing.

But so too were the large ships, three of them, along with numerous smaller vessels too far away to be identified yet, but they were making microjumps and messing with the passive sensor reception enough that the Zen’zat decided to go active even if it attracted the attention of the minions. It seemed the Hadarak was too busy to worry about the flea of a ship the Wur’ki was, so after several dozen minutes of waiting the first active signals returned to the Wur’ki and set off a very unusual and loud alarm.

Indicators flashed up warnings along with the ship profiles of the smaller vessels…indicating that they were Zak’de’ron vessels. Exactly the same designs as they had once used, no variation or disguise whatsoever, and it appeared the larger vessels were made of similar technology, though the design of those had never been seen before.

“Is this really happening?” one of the Zen’zat on the command deck asked the ship’s commander.

“I don’t know how, but those ships are reading as Zak’de’ron. I’ve never even heard that name before, but the computer says…”

“What?” another Zen’zat asked as the commander’s eyes were glued to the text readouts that accompanied the alarm.

“They’re the precursor form of the Les’i’kron, thought to be extinct, and we’re ordered to report any sighting immediately. Override of existing orders established.”

“You mean before the Les’i’kron were culled?”

“Apparently so. Those are V’kit’no’sat ships that shouldn’t exist, and they’re not registering any IDs.”

“We have to leave, now,” the commander said. “The orders are clear. Get all evidence we can, but we’re running. Max speed.”

“What if they intercept?”

“We do our duty. Now get us as much of a head start as possible.”

“We should avoid the star entirely,” the helmsman suggested. “Slow jump out from here to be on the safe side…after we see what happens.”

The commander chewed his lip as he considered that. Running past these Zak’de’ron to get to the star would give them a chance to intercept, but if they stayed out here they could see them coming and jump away slowly if they chased after them. They’d get out of the system, but in the next they could get caught if the chasers dipped back down near the star to get a faster push with their gravity drives.

But if they were going to rendezvous with the Hadarak, either as an ally or for combat, Itaru needed to know. No priority 1 enemy had ever been known in his time as Zen’zat, and while he didn’t understand what was going on here he knew Mak’to’ran would need to know as much as possible. The question was, how could he ensure they would get away and still get data on the upcoming encounter?

“Move us towards the 8th planet. Take us slow and watch for any intercepts, minions or Zak’de’ron. If nothing comes for us we’ll draw this out. If something does, we don’t take any chance and go. Make sure the capacitors are full and stand ready to run reactors at high output. I want as much of a jump as we can manage off the planet.”

With that the Wur’ki began drifting away from the Hadarak as the beast moved in closer to the star where the newly arrived ships appeared to wait for it at the jumppoint it was coming in on. But before that encounter occurred the three massive ships broke apart, revealing that they were in fact transport containers.

The Wur’ki didn’t get any good pictures from so far out, but what it did get of the three Uriti battling with and eventually killing the Hadarak was enough to chill all the Zen’zat to the bone…and when they eventually did make their slow jump out of the system they didn’t breathe a sigh of relief. Not until several jumps later when they rendezvoused with the nearest combat fleet and passed on their valuable data packet…and the commander of that fleet canceled their return scouting mission in favor of more experienced scouts. 
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February 7, 128465

Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol)

Wendigama

 

Mak’to’ran was sleeping when word arrived through the Urrtren of the Zak’de’ron’s reemergence, and even though they had not struck the V’kit’no’sat, the empire was incensed and panicked even before he was able to arrive at the Elder Conclave after viewing the reports and issuing non-engagement unless fired upon orders that would take time to work their way out across the galaxy.

When he arrived at the Elder Conclave there was a mix of individuals who already knew the Zak’de’ron were suspected to be alive and many others who had not been previously informed. More than that, large portions of the empire were never told the truth about the Zak’de’ron. Rather they believed the lie that they were simply an older version of the Les’i’kron prior to their being culled. Now that the Zak’de’ron had returned, they were getting an unpleasant history lesson from those that knew the truth and many of the younger ones in relatively high positions were furious and demanding to know why they had been lied to.

There were too many things happening at once for Mak’to’ran to deal with. The Zak’de’ron hadn’t fired a single shot at the empire, yet they had sent it into a confused panic nonetheless. Right now they needed leadership badly, so he was going to the top and starting there, knowing that many others would be viewing the Elder Conclave today as no one dared to make it a closed session with such outrage and panic flowing through Itaru and beyond like a ripple as word traveled across the Urrtren.

Mak’to’ran walked quickly but did not run as he made his way from outer entrance to the central mount, which he climbed to the top of so that he stood above the head height of all in the miles wide chamber that had numerous ‘islands’ that consisted of slightly elevated pads that each race’s representatives stood or laid upon, and each of which had a technological interface that duplicated Mak’to’ran’s image via holo for those too far away to see him well…which was most of them.

“Be still and listen,” he said slowly, calmly. “The Zak’de’ron are still alive and in possession of the 3 missing Uriti. This is not good news, but it is something that I have suspected for a long time. We have been quietly preparing for their return, not knowing where in the galaxy they were located. We could not attack that which we could not find, and there was many flaws in our security that the Zak’de’ron could exploit if they wished, including shutting down the entire Urrtren. I could not tell you of their existence without risking them striking us early, before we were ready. I also did not tell you because there was not a war to fight. They were hiding, and this is our first proof of their existence, but we are not being caught unaware.”

“To those of you who do not know who the Zak’de’ron are, that is not my doing. The Elder Conclave decided long before I took power to lie about who and what they are. The Les’i’kron are not the Zak’de’ron, they are their lesser cousins. The Zak’de’ron are far more powerful, and it was they who created the V’kit’no’sat so that the empire could assist them with the Hadarak threat. They ruled the V’kit’no’sat. It was not a co-equal sharing of power with the Oso’lon and J’gar. Then, when I was young and not aware of what was happening, the V’kit’no’sat decided to eliminate the Zak’de’ron and nearly did so. Apparently we were not totally successful, and the Zak’de’ron survivors have been hiding in the galaxy waiting to return. They do so now to fight the Hadarak. What of their vendetta against us, I do not know. We have had no communication with them whatsoever.”

“If they attack us, we will defend ourselves, but we will not instigate combat. Their first sighting has been in combat against the Hadarak. If they wish to engage them, then I welcome the help. I do not believe they will be allies, but we cannot afford to fight a war with the Zak’de’ron if it is avoidable. The Hadarak threaten us all, so we will wait and see what the Zak’de’ron do. Our empire is prepared for a war against them…I have made sure of it. They would be foolish to engage in one, but their hatred of us must be vast, so it is a threat that I will not ignore. But make note, that if they wished to engage in a surprise attack on us, they have wasted the opportunity.”

“I for one do not care what has happened in the past. Who was in the right and who was in the wrong. Perhaps both were, perhaps not. It is irrelevant now. The Hadarak are exterminating all life from the galaxy, progressing system by system and sparring none, and if given time to spread, they will grow a minion army so large that we will not be able to defeat it, let alone the Hadarak. We do not have time to waste on any other threat. If the Zak’de’ron force war upon us, then so be it. We will not try to fight the Hadarak and them at the same time, but such a war would be our undoing. I believe the Zak’de’ron know this, which is why they have revealed themselves in combat against the Hadarak. I think it is a message for the galaxy. They despise us, but they recognize the greater threat…as do I.”

“Where is Star Force?” the Oso’lon demanded. “If the Zak’de’ron can kill Hadarak with Uriti, so can they. Where is their duty to the empire now?”

“Their duty is in the Rim, ours is the Core,” Mak’to’ran replied evenly. “As far as I know, the Hadarak are not aware of the Uriti’s existence. I do not know if a courier escaped the Zak’de’ron, but if not then the secret of their existence is still held. No one knows what the Hadarak will do when they learn about the Uriti. It could actually escalate the war further. Do you wish to risk that?”

“Can we win without the Uriti?” the Brat’mar asked.

“I do not know. Right now our fight is with their minions and any lone Hadarak we can isolate and destroy. I doubt even the Uriti can kill the larger Hadarak.”

“How can the Zak’de’ron control them without the Chixzon knowledge?” the I’rar’et asked.

“I do not know. Perhaps they have obtained it, or perhaps they have another way. The three Uriti used were all originals. Star Force has used Chixzon knowledge to create more Uriti. If the Zak’de’ron have as well, we have not seen them.”

“Are we prepared to fight their Uriti, Mak’to’ran?” the Wass’mat accused. 

“If necessary, yes. Though Star Force is the Rimward portion of our empire, I have long considered the threat of them turning on us and we have prepared to fight their Uriti if need be.”

“Why were we not told any of this?” the Ari’tat demanded.

“You did not need to know until now, and the more people who did know the more likelihood of the Zak’de’ron discovering that we knew. Previously they could monitor the Urrtren, so they knew all we knew, so I could not risk any mention of it in our records.”

“They knew everything?” the Pas’cha asked.

“I believe so, but upgrades we have made should have blocked them out of our secure transmissions. However, they were the ones who created the Urrtren, and it is possible they have found other ways to hack our systems. The Zak’de’ron cannot be underestimated, but they are not to be irrationally feared. We have known they would be coming for us, and we have prepared in ways you are not aware of yet, and in some ways I will not tell you even now, for the Zak’de’ron will be seeing records of today, I have no doubt. But I am pleased that they have not struck at us first, and I have already ordered that we will not initiate combat. I will attempt to determine what their intentions are, but they may well just ignore us and focus their attention on the Hadarak. There are too few answers that I can give, but what we know is this. They are alive, they command Uriti, and they did not surprise attack us.”

“How are they still alive?” the Bez asked. “We annihilated every last one of them.”

“Apparently we missed some and they went to ground.”

“In the Rim?”

“Possibly. Or maybe they have hidden in our own dominion. The Rit’ko’sor survived when we thought they were destroyed, and the Zak’de’ron are much more clever. It was arrogance to assume we had destroyed them all, and it would be arrogance now to strike out after them. The galaxy is in peril, and I will guide us through what is to come. Remain calm and do your duty. I will deal with the Zak’de’ron, one way or another.”

“And if they wish to resume their place of leadership in the empire?” another Era’tran asked.

“The answer to that is no,” Mak’to’ran said firmly. “The past is the past and it will not be repeated. I know for a fact that Star Force would never accept Zak’de’ron dominion, and neither shall we. We also do not know how strong the Zak’de’ron are. They cannot have many worlds we have not discovered, and that guile will come at a price. And even with three Uriti, I doubt they are a match for us.”

“And if they have made more, like Star Force has?” the Garas’tox asked.

“Then we will deal with it. Even with an army of Uriti, the Zak’de’ron are the lesser threat to the Hadarak. And know this,” Mak’to’ran said, raising his voice. “If this is to be our end, at either the claws of the Zak’de’ron or under the crushing weight of the Hadarak, we will fight and die together. We will not panic. We will not flee. We will not turn on one another. Those days are in the past. We will face the dark future as warriors, and we will die before we surrender our oaths as the forsaken Oso’lon and J’gar have. We have a duty to the galaxy, and it is one that never came with a guarantee of our survival. So now it comes to this simple question. Are each of you deserving of the name V’kit’no’sat? Or are you a pretender who will crumble under the pressure of a seemingly unwinnable war?”

“Are you worthy to carry that name!” Mak’to’ran roared. “Are you hunters of Hadarak or cowards who flee from their sight? The Zak’de’ron are a threat, but they are less than the Hadarak. If V’kit’no’sat can face Hadarak, then we can face the Zak’de’ron. We all but destroyed them once, and we can do so again if necessary. But if the Zak’de’ron wish to fight the greater threat along with us, then I will welcome their help while watching for their claws in our throat. I will never trust them, but I will not blindly attack them out of panicked fear. Nor will you. I have culled the weak from your races since I took command. The traitors are gone. Those that remain should be true V’kit’no’sat. Now is the time of verification. Now is the time of the V’kit’no’sat, when we are called upon for the greatest war in history.”

“Then why are we evacuating worthless races?” the Les’i’kron demanded.

“Are you blind?” Mak’to’ran sneered, snapping his head around to face the distance perches on which the Les’i’kron rested. “What do you think the Hadarak are doing? They have not struck a single one of our worlds. This assault on the galaxy is not to destroy us, it’s to destroy everyone. Their objective is the eradication of all races. If we cannot beat an opponent, then we will spite them. And we can spite them now by denying them the eradication they seek. And Star Force can turn those worthless races into assets far better than we can. We are the elite, but they have a skill for growing slave races we have never achieved because we are too advanced. Our duties are too high. We focus on the major combat, where the lesser races are useless, but Star Force can turn those races into resource producers, so we will give them as many survivors as we can evacuate from the path of the Hadarak.”

“And what do we get in return for these slaves?” the Ari’tat asked.

“If they are worthless, what should we get in return?” Mak’to’ran challenged. “Do not be so petty to assume this is commerce. This is a fight for the survival of the galaxy, and I will take any advantage I can get my claws on. I have no time for the lesser races, but Star Force is not in the Hadarak’s path. The Rim will be spared while V’kit’no’sat territory is destroyed. They have time to invest in the lesser races. We do not. So they get them without compensation.”

“But is that an efficient allocation of resources?” the Hjar’at asked?

“In the short term, perhaps not. But this is a long term conflict and we must keep an eye on the distant future. We will burn the minions while Star Force builds our last line of defense. If the V’kit’no’sat fall, we must retreat to the Rim and make our last stand there.”

“And what if the Zak’de’ron attack us while we are fully deployed against the Hadarak?” the Qua’cho demanded.

“We will not fully deploy,” Mak’to’ran promised. “We will not leave our worlds unguarded. The majority of our fleets will engage the Hadarak minions, but the defense fleets will remain to deny the Zak’de’ron or anyone else foolish enough to attack us an easy target. And if they should hit us, our fleets fighting the Hadarak will return and we will exact the price of the Zak’de’ron betrayal in their blood.”

“What if they wait until we are so weak from fighting the Hadarak that we cannot defend ourselves?” the Neokko asked. 

“We are focusing our combat on the minions. We will not bleed ourselves against the Hadarak. We will evacuate, withdraw, and continue to move our people ahead of their assaults while we attack only those that we can kill. We will not waste our fleets, and if the Zak’de’ron wait until we are as weak as you suggest, then the Hadarak will already be in the Rim by the time they are ready to strike.”

“You sound too confident,” the J’gar criticized. 

“I am not confident in the outcome, only in our ability to fight effectively against any who attack us. We have been preparing for this war for the entire existence of our empire. This is why the Zak’de’ron created us, and while they may no longer be our masters, the purpose of our existence has not altered. We are hunters of Hadarak, and we will live or die as hunters of Hadarak. If anyone in the empire does not wish to live up to their duty, I will not kill you. I will not waste the time. I tell you now, flee…leave the empire behind and run to where I do not care. Purge the empire of your weakness, and leave only true V’kit’no’sat behind. We have a destiny to fulfill. The Hadarak and the V’kit’no’sat will no longer coexist. We will either be destroyed, or we will find a way to destroy them. That is our task. That is our mission. That is our duty. That is our destiny. And we will accomplish it far better than the Zak’de’ron ever could have imagined.”

“We have already pushed the Hadarak back further than the Zak’de’ron ever did. We have surpassed them in our combat record, and no matter what technological advantages they still hold over us, we have already accomplished more against the Hadarak than they ever did. Our oaths are now our own. We are V’kit’no’sat, not servants. We have risen above our previous masters, and we will not behave as panicked servants. If the Zak’de’ron wish to fight the Hadarak with us, then we will welcome the assistance. If they wish to avenge themselves on us…let them try. We are apprentices no longer. We are now the masters, and I expect you to act like it.”

“So we take no new actions in spite of this revelation?” the I’rar’et scoffed.

“We do not. I do. I will find the Zak’de’ron and determine their intent while our fleets continue to burn minions. We will not abandon that mission in any fashion unless forced to do so. Fear will not derail us, avian. Not in the skies, not in the water, and not on the land. Steel yourself for what is to come. Only those who are worthy will stand a chance of victory. The rest will be devoured and discarded in the carnage yet to come…”
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May 17, 128481

Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol)

Wendigama

 

Over 16 years Mak’to’ran sought out the Zak’de’ron. And for 16 years they ignored him. 

Reports came in regularly of their engaging and killing more Hadarak, with their current count being 8 tier 1s and 14 tier 2s, as far as the V’kit’no’sat knew. There were so many Hadarak continuing to come out of the Deep Core that his scouts couldn’t track them all, and many of the most favorable jumplanes leading to the routes the Hadarak emerged from the Core through were now cut off from the V’kit’no’sat. Tier 4 and above Hadarak were staking out those positions and heavily inundating them with minion colonies and filling up stellar orbit with search and destroy operations for passing ships, making it harder and harder to get a scout ship through.

But there were so many systems in the Core his ships could work their way around, but not without losing track of the main convoys of Hadarak before they split apart and headed every which way. There were, as of 6 years ago, 1938 heavily trafficked routes coming out of the Deep Core looking like wheel spokes on the galactic map, and more than 230,000 never before seen Hadarak now added to the V’kit’no’sat database. Mak’to’ran knew more were slipping through now undetected, so it was possible that the Zak’de’ron kill count might be a bit higher than was recorded.

The V’kit’no’sat kill count was larger, with 39 tier 1s destroyed and 4 tier 2s that had been caught alone by Harthur and large fleets, then pummeled for days before they were finally killed, pinned within the IDF fields that prevented them from fleeing into the closest star or diving beneath the crust of a planet to escape the pinpricks of damage that could gradually add up to their demise. But most of the effort of the V’kit’no’sat fleets were in targeting the minions in systems the Hadarak had already passed through, and while they had had a handle on it in the beginning, they were now starting to fall behind as the Hadarak infected systems faster than they could be burned.

If it had just been the minions it wouldn’t have been an issue, but the Hadarak were camping out long enough to give the minions a decent foothold, meaning the fights were getting tougher and tougher to eliminate them even with Star Force’s growing help. Their fleets were mainly involved in rescue operations, but they had battle fleets engaging the minions as well to provide cover for the evacuations and try to dictate where the Hadarak went next. They had not killed a Hadarak yet, nor had they tried, for they did not possess Harthur as far as Mak’to’ran knew, though they did have the technology for it, and they had not brought their Uriti into the combat zone yet save for a single contact mission that had gone very poorly.

That mission had given Mak’to’ran some badly needed intelligence that Star Force had shared with him. It had confirmed that the Hadarak would not be pushing out to a point and holding. The Hadarak had spoken with the Uriti and confirmed they were cleansing the galaxy of all unsanctioned life, which meant anything of sufficient animal mass equal to about the size of a dog, and any animal life that possessed technology no matter how small they were. It also meant the Uriti had to be destroyed, for they were also unsanctioned, and when the Hadarak had tried to attack the Uriti during the conversation, Star Force had pulled it out rather than engage…then they had disappeared with the Uriti and nothing more was said about it other than the information packet Mak’to’ran had received.

In that packet came more information, but nothing reliable due to the translation issues. There were mentions of danger and resetting, consumption and repulsion…some of which the Uriti knew about and some that it did not. They were part Hadarak and part minion, and it seemed their genetic memory pulled from both as well, but not a complete set of knowledge from either…or perhaps it was simply due to a lack of training that the Hadarak might receive from their peers that the Uriti had never been exposed to.

It also mentioned that this purge doubled as training, for those Hadarak that returned at the end of it would be elevated in some fashion. The Uriti had been told that as some sort of ridicule, for the Uriti could never become elevated even if they were accepted. It was fascinating intel, for it was a chance to look inside the mind of the silent destroyers of worlds, and yet it was confusing because none of it fit into a context that the Era’tran could understand. 

But the contact had made clear their intensions to kill everyone in the galaxy, no matter how long a process that was…and that meant even Star Force would not be able to hide in the Rim forever. Everyone was involved in this fight, or would be, including the Zak’de’ron, and yet they still would not talk to him or any V’kit’no’sat. 

They were careful never to cross each other’s paths except for the occasional scout ship in a system with a Hadarak they were attacking…and they weren’t always successful. Some managed to get away and dive into the safety of a star, after which the Uriti would not pursue them. Perhaps that was because their combat capability diminished within a star, or something to do with their ability to navigate that deep and track targets. They should have been able to telepathically feel each other out, but for whatever reason the Zak’de’ron Uriti were not chasing them into the stars when they managed to escape, and that had happened on 9 different observed occasions, including when they had attempted combat with a tier 3.

The Zak’de’ron Uriti were also taking damage in the process, which they had to heal up at some point or the Zak’de’ron would risk losing them, but they hadn’t taken off any considerable amount of time in between hunts, and Mak’to’ran suspected they were able to short-heal fully because they hadn’t suffered any massive amount of damage. The shard-shaped Zak’de’ron ships that had long ago been burnt into his memory were doing a damn good job of keeping the minions off the Uriti and adding supplemental damage to the Hadarak…so much so that he wondered if they had obtained a direct control mechanism of some sort, for they fought with what appeared to be coordinated precision.

But they were not attacking minion-held worlds at all, only the Hadarak. How large the Zak’de’ron fleet was, Mak’to’ran had no idea, nor did he know how many slave races they had enthralled to them, for they were not present in any of these hunts, only the Zak’de’ron’s own ships. And when the V’kit’no’sat scout ships attempted to make contact with them, on frequencies he knew that they monitored, not a one of them even responded with a navigational blip.

The V’kit’no’sat empire did not take that well, but they had settled down somewhat knowing that there had been no assaults on their worlds yet, but the fact that their nemesis was out there lurking beyond sight was unnerving for everyone. They had not attacked them, but they also would not respond to them, and Mak’to’ran didn’t have an address to go find them and force a conversation…or battle…so he was left waiting and wondering while he saw his hold on the warfront slipping more with each day.

They could not hold the line, but they were doing a damn good job of delaying the Hadarak’s advance. Yet with every world the Hadarak held, the more minions it produced that were now beginning to fly between systems on their own and assault new worlds without the Hadarak’s assistance and Mak’to’ran knew that facet of their warfare, never seen before, would increase exponentially over time. It was a matter of centuries before they reached the nearest V’kit’no’sat worlds, perhaps millennia if they did a good job of slowing their pace over the coming years, but they would get there eventually, and with a massive army even without the Hadarak being involved.

And yet there were more and more of them coming out of the Deep Core, and some so massive they were literally planets in their own right. The V’kit’no’sat could not fight a tier 5 or tier 6. It was impossible even with their biggest weapons, because no matter how much damage they did all it accomplished as a small scratch. It was like trying to park his fleet around a moon and destroy every bit of it with weaponsfire. You could decimate the surface, but vaporizing all that rock was next to impossible and Hadarak flesh beneath their outer coating was the consistency of rock, only with an ability to heal itself.

Mak’to’ran did not think even Star Force’s Uriti would stand a chance unless they gathered all of them together into a single battle. Even then he did not favor their odds of actually killing one of the monsters, only perhaps driving it back. Right now the most effective weapon the V’kit’no’sat had for the larger Hadarak was the Disruption Arrays, but many of them had been damaged trying to interfere with tier 4s and larger, as the Arrays would be overloaded with so much mass that they’d burn out in a second as they tried to grapple and shield the small planet-sized Hadarak from gravity. But even those that did burn out achieved a bit of their objective, enough to detail how much they were lacking and give the V’kit’no’sat the numbers they needed to overlap Arrays in order to get the necessary coverage.

That meant their ability to really ram the Hadarak into stars was diminished, but Mak’to’ran was producing more Arrays at a rapid pace and had managed to trip up several tier 6s on passage, causing them significant damage that had delayed their passaged by months…as well as causing novas in the stars they collided with, some of which burnt the lifeforms off nearby planets that they were trying to protect.

Mak’to’ran didn’t care. They were as good as dead anyway and couldn’t be used as food for the minions if they were destroyed in a few seconds during a nova. Thankfully no supernova had been triggered and Mak’to’ran had been able to preserve most of his Arrays, but no amount of collision with a star had been able to kill a Hadarak, just damage them, making these juggernauts truly unstoppable.

It was a war worthy of true warriors. One that was impossible to win and one that offered never-ending combat. A fitting end for an empire, if there had to be one, but one he could not happily accept. V’kit’no’sat did not exist to fight, they existed to win, and he wasn’t going to stop searching for a way to do so. Not now, not ever.

So when he received word from Director Davis that the Zak’de’ron had contacted him and wanted to arrange a 3-way meeting in a neutral location, he was both perturbed and relieved, for he knew the Zak’de’ron were more advanced than the V’kit’no’sat…no matter how much it burned him to admit it…and maybe, just maybe, they might know a way to fight the Hadarak more effectively than either the V’kit’no’sat or Star Force did.

As soon as he received the message he left orders for the people on Itaru, then boarded his personal Kafcha that he rarely used and left Wendigama and the system entirely, enroute for a system near the Star Force evacuation branch only a few weeks distant that was shuffling refugees out to several holding worlds while transit out to the Rim was slowly being effected by masses of cargo ships from nearly all the Star Force races.

It was an impressive operation to see, and the trailblazers that had been on Itaru had left years ago for their own temporary worlds established near the Hadarak Zone. He didn’t blame them for that, for he wanted to be on the front himself, but with the Hadarak assaulting the entire galaxy there wasn’t one focal point to be at and he had found he could coordinate better from Itaru than in a ship fighting in a system without an Urrtren link.

The rendezvous system he was traveling to now had none, as was expected, and Mak’to’ran had a fleet of 284 ships with his command ship just in case the Zak’de’ron wished to take their vengeance on him directly. He expected no treachery from Star Force, for they were as reliable as one could get even if they weren’t totally an ally, but the Zak’de’ron he would never trust again after what he had learned of them since gaining access to the full records of the V’kit’no’sat.

The Zak’de’ron had deserved to be betrayed, but the betrayal was beneath the V’kit’no’sat, so both were to blame for what happened, and Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to let it occur again. The V’kit’no’sat would fight with honor or be destroyed. He would not let them descend to the Zak’de’ron’s level, nor become a manipulation thereof. They would stand alone and independent up until the Hadarak destroyed them. That at least Mak’to’ran could guarantee his empire no matter what happened.

When the V’kit’no’sat fleet arrived at their destination there were no planets, no nebula, no nothing in the system at all. It was completely empty save for a single small brown dwarf star and two massive Star Force vessels. They were the Borg ships that served as flagships for the trailblazers and were more powerful than the Mach’nel that both empires wielded. Mak’to’ran envied them those vessels, but knew that the smaller the ship the more effective they would be against minions assaulting different locations. A Mach’nel could only be in one place at one time, which was why Mak’to’ran had ordered no new Mach’nel produced so they could maximize regular warship production and keep the minion waves suppressed as long as possible.

But still, those two Borg ships were more than a match for the entire fleet Mak’to’ran had brought with him, and he knew even the Zak’de’ron would be stupid trying to take them on with anything other than their Uriti.

The two vessels were home to Jack-020 and Randy-021. Mak’to’ran had only met Jack once, but he knew most of the trailblazers were somewhere near the Hadarak Zone with only a handful left in the Rim as safeguards against a Zak’de’ron or Chixzon attack there. He also knew that they truly didn’t have a single leader among them, so speaking with any of them was as if speaking to them all, with only Director Davis being their superior, though he highly doubted the man had left the Rim to come here, for there wasn’t enough travel time possible given the dates on the messages flowing back and forth across the galaxy between the two empires…or rather three.

As soon as Mak’to’ran’s ships moved into a holding orbit a few hundred miles away from the Star Force ships that dwarfed the viewscreens even at this range, a number of additional ships appeared on sensors as the Zak’de’ron fleet deactivated their annoyingly good cloaking devices and deposited several hundred ships of equal size to Mak’to’ran’s Kafcha on the far side of the Star Force behemoths.

Scared of us, are you? Mak’to’ran thought to himself. Good. We cannot afford a war between us now, and if you want to use Star Force as an intermediary, then so be it.

Mak’to’ran engaged the prompts for a three-way holographic session and activated the dampening screen around his command deck platform, ensuring that this would be a private conversation.
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The image of the two trailblazers was familiar to Mak’to’ran, but the sight of a living Zak’de’ron resplendent in grey scales that sharpened to the point of spikes swept backward indicating their avian nature was infuriating. When he saw Mak’to’ran’s image the dragon unfurled his wings and beat them twice in an angry gesture before tucking them back in again.

He growled automatically, feeling the urge to ignite his Saroto’kanse’vam claws, but he checked the reflex. He couldn’t strike a hologram, but old memories of that ancient war were becoming fresh again.

“Ah good, you’ve met,” Jack quipped in V’kit’no’sat. “Family reunions are so nice.”

“If it were not for the Hadarak, our reunion would be in their blood,” the Zak’de’ron all but hissed. “Yet we have a greater duty to attend to. One the V’kit’no’sat once swore to. Do you still hold to that oath, Era’tran, or will we be forced to fight a pointless war while the Hadarak sweep across the galaxy?”

“Your name,” Mak’to’ran demanded.

“I am Zeno’dor, last of the original Zak’de’ron. You killed all of us but one, and that mistake would have meant your destruction were it not for present circumstances.”

“I was not involved in those decisions, Zak’de’ron. I was barely hatched during the war, but do not pretend you were blameless. You created the V’kit’no’sat, and the inherent distrust you sowed in us was reaped in your near destruction.”

“We were fools to trust you. A mistake we will never make again. This is not a reunion. We would rather see the V’kit’no’sat destroyed than rejoin it.”

“We have accomplished more victories against the Hadarak under my command than we ever achieved under yours, or can you not read map?”

“We never trigged an apocalypse.”

“So you deliberately held back?” Mak’to’ran accused. “You lied to us knowing the Hadarak could never be defeated? Admit it now. The animosity cannot grow any larger.”

“We were patient, but we knew not to press too far too fast without a true weapon against the Hadarak.”

“We have one now.”

“One that you stole from Star Force,” Zeno’dor said, looking at the Humans.

“I was wondering when you were going to bring that up,” Randy confirmed. “And I’d like to add that you stole yours from us as well, and if we’re ever in the same system with your three Uriti, we’re using the override and taking them back.”

“I’m curious,” Jack added, “how you manage to work with them without it. Or have you unlocked the Chixzon knowledge and attained the override codes?”

A burst of fiery blue plasma shot out from the dragon’s mouth, more like a cough than a weapons strike, but it was clear that the Archon had hit a nerve.

“Your purge of the galaxy was total. We could not collect all the strands of the Protovic necessary to produce a Chixzon. We had to establish a different relationship with our Uriti, and you will not be allowed to get near them, or it will be your death.”

“Glad we got that cleared up,” Randy said quickly. “And the next time you try to get near our Uriti birthing cradles we’ll be sure to kill you too. Fair is fair, after all, and you were trying to discover how we did it, weren’t you?”

“You speak as if you are enemies as well,” Mak’to’ran interrupted. “I assumed you were on better terms?”

“They are arrogant,” Zeno’dor spouted, “beyond measure.”

“Kara,” Jack said firmly. “What you did to her indicated your true colors, so let’s just all admit that we’re never going to be friends and get to the point where we discuss the best way to die together.”

“Death is the most likely outcome,” Zeno’dor admitted. “But we are not helpless against the smaller Hadarak. It is the larger ones that we have no recourse against.”

“It is the minions that are the larger threat,” Mak’to’ran argued. “They can be on thousands of worlds simultaneously while the Hadarak are slow and can only assault one world at a time. The minions are the other half of their threat and they are beginning to grow beyond our ability to eradicate. The more worlds they claim the faster they will sweep the galaxy. If we wait to fully oppose them, we seal our fate. They will not even need the Hadarak to destroy us.”

“Speak for yourself, Era’tran. We can survive this if we wish. It was you that forced us into seclusion. Our population is fully mobile, so we can avoid and persist as the galaxy dies, but our servants cannot and we would be fools to assume the Hadarak will withdraw after the eradication. We will not be in a position of power without the ability to colonize worlds, and if all worlds in the galaxy are infested by minions, any attempt at gaining a foothold would quickly be overwhelmed. The Zak’de’ron are not content with mere survival. We incorporated lesser races to assist us in this fight long ago, and while your betrayal means we will never do so again in the same manner, we admit this is not a fight we can win alone. Perhaps if we occupied half the galaxy that would be different, but our numbers will never become so large, so we must coopt with others to find a means to permanently destroy the Hadarak.”

“Why?” Randy asked. “Why can’t your numbers get that large? You’re egg layers, it shouldn’t be difficult given enough time.”

“Sacrifice is a necessary part of warfare, and we are too valuable to be used in such a manner,” Zeno’dor explained. “That is what lesser races are for.”

Mak’to’ran ground his teeth together hard. “And that is why my forbearers decided to destroy you.”

“You believe you have found a better way,” Zeno’dor said, ignoring Mak’to’ran and focusing on the trailblazers, “but you have not. You are effective because you have the luxury of building and choosing your battles. When you are inundated with enemies your methods will become cumbersome. You will not be able to save all, and you will be forced to make choices. Choices you do not want to make. Some must die, knowingly so, to save the others. If you choose that no die, then you will ensure that all will.”

“Like we haven’t heard that bullshit before,” Randy quipped. 

“In time you will see the truth in this, but because you were banished to the Rim you are in the best situation of the three powers here. You will not feel the hammer of the Hadarak upon you until the V’kit’no’sat empire is reduced to flesh for minion consumption. We cannot allow you to learn that lesson so late, so we will teach it to you now.”

“We are not abandoning the evacuation plan,” Jack said, crossing his arms over his chest. “And don’t even think about interfering.”

“The resources gained from the newfound slaves are insignificant compared to what you could be collecting by merely expanding your Kiritak and Paladin.”

“You’re missing the point, Puff. We’re saving them because they’re people in need. The resources gained are a bonus, not the objective.”

“We cannot afford such waste. We three must throw our full might against the Hadarak now, before their minion army grows larger,” Zeno’dor said, glancing at Mak’to’ran to acknowledge his point. “We cannot wait until we develop weapons to fight the larger Hadarak. We must oppose them now with full force, allowing the ones we cannot fight to go where they will while we kill the others. Hadarak do not grow fast, and while we do not know how many are in the Core, if we can kill the smaller ones we will prevent them from growing beyond our ability to deal with. Our races’ reproduction rate is far greater than that of the Hadarak. We can win this war through attrition, but it will only be achieved through much bloodshed, and that bloodshed must start now before their minions scale out of control.”

“I agree,” Mak’to’ran said.

Jack and Randy exchanged glances, then both shook their heads no. “Bunch of newbs,” Randy said dismissively. “You always fall back on the bloodshed route. Haven’t you figured out yet that the Hadarak are better at that tactic than you? Blood for blood and their minions will win. We have no idea how many worlds they have in the Core producing them, so assuming their production now in conquered worlds is their weakness is reckless. They have held back before, and I would bet you there is an enormous amount of minion infrastructure buried in those unexplored regions.”

“Probably more and even bigger Hadarak,” Jack added. “I still don’t think they’re throwing everything at us, and you want to fight head on trading lives in the hope that we can outgrow them? It is you both that are arrogant. It seems that is the Zak’de’ron way, passed on to the V’kit’no’sat, but thankfully Star Force, while born of V’kit’no’sat heritage, did not get trained by either of you. We had to learn on our own as you tried to kill us. We are born of thinking outside protocol. Outside of culture. Outside of the expected. We stand here now because we are superior. We had to become superior in order to survive. Now listen a moment and we will share some of that superiority.”

“First off,” Randy said, taking turns speaking with him and Jack mentally linked through their ships’ battlemap programming since they were too many miles apart physically to be psionically linked, but it still meant they could read each other’s thoughts. “I need to know if the Zak’de’ron have Essence skills, or if you know of any others that do?”

“I am not familiar with that reference,” Zeno’dor added.

“It is the energy that binds your Core to your body, and can be manipulated to do some damn near magical things. Do you have this ability?”

“I have never heard of it, nor possess it.”

“Nor do we,” Mak’to’ran added.

“I already knew you didn’t,” Randy said with a smirk. “The Chixzon did not possess it, but they were aware of it. They’d detected anomalies in some other races, where physics seemed to break down and they were performing above physical capabilities, but they never learned to duplicate it. We have.”

“Explain this power,” Zeno’dor demanded. 

“No,” Jack answered, “but we will summarize. Only a few of us have achieved it. Most Archons have not and we cannot predict who will break through to the point where we can manipulate it, even slightly. Once we do it’s a simple matter of training to increase our power. It’s the breakthrough that is damn near impossible to achieve. Once we do, we can see others with it, and they appear to glow. The Uriti can sense this glow, as can the Hadarak. They have instructions to destroy it immediately, in any form or amount. The Uriti nearly killed us when we first used it nearby them and we had to use the overrides to stop them. The bottom line is, the Hadarak fear Essence with a passion. Thus there is someone out there that has it, had it, or will have it, and it can kill them.”

“We can’t,” Randy added. “We’re too small, but we have found limited evidence of Hadarak-sized individuals with Essence abilities. We won’t go into details, but there are battle scars on some planets from long ago where we think they attacked and fed using Essence. Do either of you know anything about these creatures?”

“You have most of our records,” Mak’to’ran acknowledged. “Is there something in them I missed?”

“No. And you?” Jack asked the dragon, who hesitated several seconds before answering.

“Only a legend from before my time, before the time of the Zak’de’ron when the Hadarak were pushed halfway out into the galaxy. They were called Nos’vo’tok, and were said to feed on Hadarak. We have no record of them ever existing. We assumed it was merely rumor and hope sparking wishful imagination that there was an enemy that could defeat the Hadarak. No evidence exists of the Nos’vo’tok ever existing, only the stories.”

“Curious, because the Chixzon don’t have any records either,” Randy stated. “However, there is one caveat there. Have you figured it out yet?”

“I have,” Mak’to’ran said, looking at Zeno’dor. “Feel free to answer first.”

“State your knowledge,” the dragon said coldly.

“They have briefly explained how their obtained their Chixzon. They required a small portion of his mind be protected from the transformation, and from that intact portion they were able to create a reservoir of individuality against the Chixzon programming from which a skilled will could reclaim their own mind. An impressive feat, but one with the flaw of losing whatever knowledge would have been contained in the area that was protected from transformation.”

Jack and Randy both clapped theatrically. “Well deduced, Watson,” Jack said. “We know we’re missing a bit of Chixzon knowledge, so it’s possible they knew something that we currently do not, but it’s clear that Essence is a weapon the Hadarak fear.”

“What can it do?” Zeno’dor demanded.

“A great many things,” Jack answered cryptically. “But, size does matter, and the limited Essence weapons we’ve created have to be charged by those of us with the ability. Using something on a mass 1000 miles wide will have little effect. Only someone the size of a Hadarak with the ability to use Essence could generate enough to kill Hadarak with it.”

“But how would the killing be done?”

“We aren’t sure, but it’s possible a disruption effect could be created that would instantaneously kill them. That’s a skill we have not developed, for obvious reasons.”

“You can kill directly? With no damage to the body?” Mak’to’ran asked.

“We cannot, but we think it might be possible.”

“It would bypass the Hadarak’s armor and mass,” Zeno’dor said as a curious expression crossed his scaled face. “You are talking about forcing the Core to disconnect from the body?”

“That’s the theory, but it’s a skill beyond us and we’re not going to practice killing people to figure it out. I know neither of you would hesitate to do that.”

“Other V’kit’no’sat would eagerly,” Mak’to’ran said, glaring at Zeno’dor. “But I am less a product of the Zak’de’ron than they are.”

“Our influence, no doubt,” Randy noted.

“I believe there is some truth in that,” Mak’to’ran freely admitted. 

“This is why neither of you are fit to lead the galaxy. You refuse to do what is necessary.”

“Necessary to do what?” Jack demanded. “What are we saving the galaxy for if not to save the people in it? If we kill them, we’re betraying our own purpose.”

“Some surviving is preferable to none. Sacrifice is necessary when outmatched. It can snatch victory from the jaws of defeat if the enemy is not so bold.”

“They are that bold, or have you not noticed,” Mak’to’ran argued. “Their minions do not hesitate to die. I believe they expect it. And I have been beaten by Star Force once because I underestimated their creativity. I will not make the same mistake a second time. If you can see another path to survival, I am listening,” Mak’to’ran asked the Archons.

“When you invaded Terraxis, we didn’t know how to beat you. We didn’t have a master plan. We prepared for evacuation long before that, but we knew we would have to adapt to whatever you did, so we expected to make it up as we went along. And that’s what we’re going to do now. Make it up as we go, figure it out, or die trying. That may seem reckless to those who meticulously plan, but we’ve learned that the universe is too complex to fully predict, so we embrace not knowing and live in the moment. We do not sacrifice to obtain objectives. We fight together, and die together, and that gives us a unity that both of you lack. You were betrayed by the V’kit’no’sat because you did not develop unity, you developed expendable servants.”

“And you,” Randy said, pointing at Mak’to’ran’s hologram. “You’ve fought how many civil wars within the V’kit’no’sat? Your unity is weak, because you embrace sacrifice and death sentences. Valuing life can give you greater incentive than death threats, but only if you do it right. Death is an easy and effective motivator for the inferior, but it pales in comparison to the greater power of the lightside. As a wise person named Yoda once side, the darkside is the easy path…but it is not the stronger. We accomplish more because we aim for the higher power with a higher prerequisite. And only that power will stand a chance against the Hadarak’s darkside. You want to fight darkside with darkside. Good luck with that, because I think the Hadarak are far better at it than you. Hell, the lizards were better at it than you, and we beat them twice.”

“Your methodology will not save you, hatchlings. When you grow older and more experienced, you will learn these lessons,” Zeno’dor said without animosity. “But this Essence could be a weapon we can use, if you will share it. If you have achieved it, then we will also be able to do so.”

“Then figure it out on your own,” Jack said defiantly. “You didn’t give the V’kit’no’sat all your knowledge when you founded them, and we won’t give you Essence. Besides, even if we told you exactly what to do you probably wouldn’t make it. It takes a lot of intense training that most Archons fail to achieve.”

“So you gloat over this power by mentioning it to me?”

“I can’t kill a Hadarak with it,” Randy stated flatly. “And even if you had it, you couldn’t either. They are too big. But there’s something out there that can and there are huge chunks of the galaxy that we haven’t explored.”

“And if this thing doesn’t live near planets and stars, but rather inhabits dark space, then finding it or them may be very, very difficult,” Jack added. “You can help by looking, and if you find anything let us know. You can’t research Essence because it is invisible to technology. Only those open to it can see it…except the Hadarak, which apparently have been engineered to sense it. How we don’t know yet. And I’m really hoping the Hadarak can’t use Essence and aren’t just banned from using it. The idea that these Essence users might be rogue Hadarak is one we’re considering heavily, but we need data. We don’t even know what they look like. Did your legend say anything about that?”

“It was said they wrapped around the Hadarak and crushed them,” Zeno’dor revealed. “But that could be metaphorical. Can you demonstrate this Essence power?”

“What part of ‘invisible’ do you not understand?” Jack scoffed. “But I will tell you that we can use it like Lachka…but Rentar doesn’t affect it, so I can kill either of you pretty damn quick by crushing your brains directly, so don’t get any funny ideas about capturing one of us for ‘study’…especially you,” he said, pointing at Zeno’dor.

“An invisible Lachka,” Mak’to’ran repeated in a whisper, finding it hard to believe. 

“It also bypasses shielding and armor,” Randy added. “So you see why we don’t want to share it with anyone.”

“Do any others possess this power?” Zeno’dor asked.

“Possibly, but I get the feeling it’s extremely rare and whenever a Hadarak stumbles upon a race with it they exterminate them on the spot. That might be what their patrols are looking for.”

“Clever,” Mak’to’ran mewed. “Harass the galaxy enough that those with the skill come to them to challenge the impossible, thus revealing themselves rather than forcing a never-ending search of the galaxy. They bait them out.”

“Maybe. Or maybe the Hadarak are looking for more than one thing,” Jack added. “We didn’t go anywhere near them, so it wasn’t Essence that caused this response. Not from us, at least. Do either of you know what could have?”

“Other than proximity to the Deep Core, we have no answers,” Zeno’dor answered. “But something has altered the status quo. What did you learn from your Uriti’s contact with them?”

“They’re going to kill everyone in the galaxy,” Jack answered. “Uriti included. Anything that doesn’t have clearance to exist is going to be toast. No reason why, that’s just the way it is and always has been. Though they seemed to indicate this isn’t the first time it’s happened.”

“How did the planets repopulate?”

“No clue,” Randy admitted. “Now, are we going to work together or not? If we’re going to fight, then let’s get it started so we can whoop your ass and get back to the Hadarak without wasting too much time.”

“We are far stronger than you imagine, Zen’zat,” Zeno’dor said with scorn. “But if we are to fight the Hadarak effectively we cannot hide in the shadows any longer. We must be able to build in the open, so I require a treaty with both of your empires. We leave each other alone and put our full efforts against the Hadarak, either cooperating or in parallel. We cannot waste resources fighting one another, no matter how much the V’kit’no’sat wish to do so. Our hatred of you is far greater than that against us, and we are willing to forgo it in exchange for more damage to the Hadarak.”

“Forgo or delay?” Mak’to’ran challenged.

“We are willing to put the matter to rest permanently. If we manage to survive beyond the Hadarak, we will not care to revisit past wrongs. We erred in creating the V’kit’no’sat and we have paid the price for our miscalculation. It is done for us.”

“It will not be popular, but I will give the order to not engage the Zak’de’ron except in self-defense. We will not trust you, but we will not start a war we cannot afford to fight. Where do you expect to build colonies?”

“Everywhere in the cracks of your empires. We are already there in many places, but we will claim worlds you have not and make them our own, and we will stay clear of your current ones, but when our ships pass through transit lanes, they must not be fired upon.”

“I cannot promise no shots ever being fired,” Mak’to’ran hedged. “There may be some filled with such hatred and fear that they would dare defy my order, but the V’kit’no’sat will agree to let the past die in exchange for a better chance at a future beyond the Hadarak…but if you should betray us and strike where we are weak while we engage the Hadarak, I promise I will see you dead before we are wiped out.”

“Likewise, Era’tran, for once we establish worlds in the open we will also be vulnerable.”

“Nobody is afraid of us,” Jack said to Randy. “Why is that? We’re the ones with the fleet of Uriti.”

“That’s what we get for being the good guys. No respect.”

“You’ve always had my respect,” Mak’to’ran answered. “And even now more so if this Essence of yours is even partially as powerful as I suspect. You and I have settled our disagreements, and I do not fear you betraying us, though you are perfectly set up to do so as we turn our attention to the Hadarak.”

“See, the power of unity. You don’t fear us because we’re reliable,” Randy said, spreading his arms wide in a gesture of simplicity. “All your vendettas and backstabbing are so wasteful.”

“That said,” Jack added as he looked at Zeno’dor. “If you should betray us…same thing as Mak’to’ran promised. And we’ll put Kara in charge of your demise.”

“Then we have an agreement?” the Zak’de’ron asked, ignoring the threat. “You will respect our founding of colonies…”

“None within 100 lightyears of any of ours,” Jack noted quickly.

“And 300 of ours,” Mak’to’ran added.

“Agreed. And you will respect the boundaries of our servant races as well, some of whom are closer than you noted. We promise not to expand them into proximity.”

“Name them,” Mak’to’ran urged.

Suddenly a transmission of data came from the Zak’de’ron command ship, and the galactic maps of both the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force were suddenly updated with a slew of icons marking bits of territory here and there. The Voku were among them, along with the other servant races Star Force already knew of, but there were not dozens more, not hundreds more, but thousands of races spread across the Rim and Core, inserted into both empires’ territories at many critical places where they could be used to launch an invasion.

“As I said, we are not as weak as you believed,” Zeno’dor all but growled, not liking the revelations one bit, for now they were exposed. “Do we have an accord?”

“Stick with uninhabited planets,” Jack warned. “If you start conquering nearby races we may have to get involved.”

“We do not need unskilled labor,” Zeno’dor quipped. “We need empty worlds to expand into. We will not bother those within your domain.”

“Or beyond it,” Randy added.

“Or beyond it,” Zeno’dor echoed, looking to Mak’to’ran.

“Allow me forewarning before you claim worlds, so that I can declare them to the empire to avoid confusion. You must stay away from us or there will be bloodshed initially. I can look beyond the past if needed, but many others are not so free of mind. This will not be easy to accomplish, but I am in agreement and most of my empire will abide by my decision. The remainder I will have to deal with in my own way. Avoid them and I will respect your current claims.”

“See to it that they obey your commands better than you obeyed ours,” Zeno’dor warned. “And this agreement must be made known to the galaxy. They have to know that we are all that stands against the Hadarak, and that we are not to be interfered with. Tribute would be welcome from those that cannot fight themselves.”

“It will not be forced,” Jack warned.

“We have no time to force it,” Zeno’dor snapped. “We are already far behind where we should be to fight this war because of our need to hide. Those races that wish to help can provide tribute. Those that wish to interfere need to know that we stand united. We cannot have the lesser races seeking opportunity in our weak areas, for we cannot waste resources with rear guard actions. We must fully go to war, and we are the least ready of this Triumvirate. We had planned to destroy the V’kit’no’sat, not the Hadarak, and we are ill suited for such a task other than for our Uriti.”

“Will you use yours?” Mak’to’ran asked.

“Not as you suspect,” Randy answered. “But they will fight. In their own way.”

“Explain,” Zeno’dor demanded.

“They are our allies, not our servants. They do not wish to kill Hadarak, but they know it will be necessary at some point. They are relying on us to know when that is, and we will not use them as cannon fodder.”

“No, you cannot,” Zeno’dor agreed. “All the Uriti must be preserved, no matter what the cost in ships. They are the only advantage we possess, and I would greatly suggest you share with us the knowledge of the reproductive process.”

“Turn them over to our control and we will have them reproduce,” Jack replied. “If you value your control over them as more important than the number of total Hadarak, then you’re a hypocrite.”

“We will not turn them over to you. We have put too much effort into their training, but perhaps a trade can be made.”

Randy raised an eyebrow. “What kind of trade?”

“I’m sure you can come up with something equally valuable,” Zeno’dor mewed.

“You’re having trouble controlling them, aren’t you?” Randy said, eliciting a flinch from the dragon. “They’re becoming bloodthirsty, or you nearly lost control when they met the Hadarak. Which is it?”

“You have far greater experience with the Hadarak than we do. It would be best if one who had the override controlled them. Since you will not share it with us, then a trade would be the logical path to the most productive output in this war.”

“What exactly do you want for them?” Mak’to’ran demanded.

“Tribute,” the Zak’de’ron demanded. “We do not have enough infrastructure, for we have had to hide ours. We need resources to begin catching up, particularly those harvested from stars.”

“Which you haven’t been able to get a lot of because that mining is done out in the open,” Randy summed up. “How much?”

“Enough to create a duplicate of Itaru. After that we can handle our own expansion.”

“We can’t deliver all that initially. It will have to be in installments,” Jack cautioned.

“Reasonable installments are acceptable,” Zeno’dor agreed. “Delivered to a system of our choice in the far Rim.”

“Mak’to’ran, I need a list of what you have in Itaru,” Randy said. “I don’t know the particulars.”

“It’s a lot,” he warned. “More than they can use in the near future.”

“It’s the price for the three Uriti,” Zeno’dor stated flatly. “How fast can you grow the small ones to the originals’ size?”

“Not fast enough,” Randy admitted. “We’re not going to gut our own production, but we’ll make reasonable installments faster than you can use the solari.”

“We have a bargain then…and an accord?” he asked Mak’to’ran.

“Your Uriti bargain is with Star Force, not me. But the accord is reached. We will remain separate, but we are forming a new Triumvirate. Try to respect it more than the last one you created.”

“The last one was not of equals. This one is,” Zeno’dor stated with considerable displeasure, “out of necessity.”

“Agreed,” Randy said. “Bring the Uriti to the nearest three Preserves now. I don’t know how much damage you’ve done to them, but we need to get them acclimated to the pack soon and we need to do it in isolation. We will not keep the three together and reinforce whatever bad habits you’ve taught them. Payment will occur after delivery, since we’re the reliable partner in this Triumvirate.”

“Acceptable. Though heed my advice about the necessity of sacrifice, or your naivety could be the undoing of all of us.”

“Translation,” Randy offered. “You need us to die so you can live. We’ll pass on that, thanks.”

“We were fooled once. Never again,” Mak’to’ran promised. “And you will not fool them at all, Zeno’dor. Their eyes are fully open to your duplicity.”

“And what of yours?” the dragon said dismissively. 

“We already have a stable accord. This Triumvirate is upon you to make function.”

“Because it is needed we will do so, but do not think we will defend your worlds from the Hadarak. Our alliance is one of mutual damage, not mutual defense.”

“As far as mutual damage goes,” Jack said, changing the subject. “How about you tell us everything you know about killing Hadarak and their minions, particularly the parts you never shared with the V’kit’no’sat…”

 

www.aerkijyr.com

 



  
 cover.jpg





