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August 29, 2840


Mastodon System
(Ninja Monkey territory)


Kido



 

Morgan stood on the edge of a small, churning pool of
water looking up at the waterfall that stretched above it more than 100 meters
as Ur’va’sel walked up beside her in his red/black Ninja Monkey combat armor.
The Scionate stood as high as her shoulder with his head raised upwards to look
at her with a scorch mark across where the left eye would be, save for the fact
that the helmet, like Morgan’s, had no faceplate or eye slits. It was solid
armor with an interior display screen fed by multiple microscopic cameras on
the exterior, so the quadruped didn’t see the damage he’d taken earlier in the
day, only the jungle around them.


“What is it?” he asked her.


“Just taking a moment to ponder the change in lizard
tactics,” she said, still looking up at the waterfall that was throwing a fine
spray of mist over her golden armor, though the helmet cam wouldn’t pick that
up on contact and cloud her vision, “and to wonder why these battles seem more
personal. I’ve helped take 93 worlds from the lizards, but these last few seem
different.”


“Because you can keep them?”


“Maybe. Or maybe it’s because I’m responsible for them
hereafter, whereas in the past I’d just move on to the next target. Still, I’m
feeling a bit of sentimentality I hadn’t expected.”


“Do you think the lizards feel likewise?”


“No. I think they’re testing us again. We haven’t been
using large forces to take these planets and they either sense a weakness or
just don’t want to let us get away with victories that we didn’t earn.”


“They are not going to take this world back,” the
Scionate said firmly.


“I think their aim is to deny it to us, or at least
stall our advance. Whatever their motivation is, they keep sending more troops
down.”


“In that they are at least making us earn our keep.”


“They’re wasting troops, Ur’va’sel. They may not care
about losses, but they always lose them for a reason. I don’t see their angle
here, but they’re up to something. I know it.”


“What can they hope to gain? Even if we should be
defeated the rest of Star Force will not let them keep this world.”


“Technically it’s all on us, but they don’t know
that…or do they? Damn, I’ve been blind. That is why they’re here.”


“Explain please.”


Morgan shuffled her feet, thinking things through in a
flash.


“There’s been a lingering question concerning their
intelligence capabilities and whether or not they monitor ADZ activities. Do
they even know our language? I know they’re too smart not to take advantage of
opportunities, but we haven’t seen any evidence of it. We make so much public
knowledge they can’t have missed it, and Ninja Monkey’s mandate isn’t a secret
anymore. It’s hit the news networks, and I’ll be damned if they aren’t
monitoring them somehow.”


“So they know we are limited in number?”


Morgan nodded. “I think they’re testing us in that
regard. They want to see whether or not we really are on our own, and if we
are…holy crap.”


“What is it?”


She turned to look at her top ranking Scionate within
Clan Ninja Monkey. “I think the lizards are picking a fight with us, and intend
to take back these worlds if they can. These troop insertions are probably just
scouts, testing our reactions.”


“What of the past years? We never saw this response in
the other systems.”


“It probably took time for them to notice, now they’re
calling our bluff. We either fight them Clan to lizard, or break our mandate
and get help.”


“Why would they care?”


“They know about our no-go line. I bet this is a
taunt.”


“How could they know that?”


“Well, we haven’t publically said we’re not pushing
any further coreward, but it’s pretty damn obvious which directions we’re
expanding. This border is staying essentially the same while the Calavari and
Bsidd Regions are mushrooming out. Either they came to that deduction based on
the map or they deduced it through word of our mandate. If they know, or even
suspect that we won’t push coreward, then I bet this is just the first stage of
them getting bold…and that’s something we cannot have.”


“Bold, as in major push?”


“Possibly. Either way I think they’re going to contend
this world and every other one we take going forward,” she said as a ping on
the battlemap got her attention.


“Another drop pod,” Ur’va’sel said, seeing the marker
for a new lizard craft that was entering the atmosphere at roughly the same
speed as a meteor and would deliver 100-200 troops instantaneously to whatever
location they wanted, and with most of this planet not covered by Ninja Monkey
anti-air defenses they were landing troops everywhere in small groups that were
accomplishing a number of missions. 


Morgan had already busted up several firebases they
were establishing in the jungle or digging underground. Nothing large, just
ground work while other teams were hitting soft targets and even assaulting the
two colonies she’d started to build on Kido. The 18 lizard colonies that had
been located here were now toast, but the lizards had not let a day go by
without them having boots on the ground in some location. They owned two more
worlds in this system, with Morgan now owning three if you counted Kido. As was
normal for her Clan, she was renaming every system and world she took, even
though this world was not fully under her control yet.


The other two insystem had been taken some 4 years
ago, but she hadn’t been able to launch this attack until she’d built them up
sufficiently to defend themselves. Her available troop numbers were low, for the
Ninja Monkeys now possessed 9 different systems on the border and had to have troops
in all of them for defensive placements. Even as she was getting in more and
more recruits from a variety of races she was having to hold back her invasions
until she pooled enough to make the next step forward. That more than anything
probably confirmed to the lizards that she was operating alone here, and now it
looked like they had decided to fight her directly rather than playing for time
and letting Star Force have whatever systems it wanted without lizard
reinforcements to contend with.


The enemy’s local defenses in this region were heavy,
given the fact that Star Force had not pushed into this region and the lizards
had been able to build freely since they’d claimed them. They were definitely
challenges to take, but Morgan’s gut instinct confirmed what her mind told her.


This was an entirely new game, and without Star
Force’s backing the lizards weren’t going to be playing shy anymore. Their
claws were starting to come out now that they sensed an opportunity for
victory, either in outright reclaiming some worlds or in at least making Star Force
go back on its stated mandate for her Clan. That would be a symbolic victory
rather than a material one, but if they were monitoring ADZ news broadcasts
then they were probably aware of Star Force’s ‘no nonsense’ reputation and
their credibility when it came to pronouncements and following them through.


If they forced Star Force to backtrack on this one
it’d be a black mark, suggesting that they’d underestimated the threat. It’d
been so long since the lizards had had a victory against them that maybe that
was enough of a reason for them to pursue, or maybe this was just for the sake
of testing how Star Force would react. Either way, more of those drop pods were
coming down from orbit as lizard cruisers dove into the upper atmosphere to
release them before they could be intercepted. Morgan’s small fleet could hold
its own, but blockade an entire planet it could not.


“Crap, they’re coming down further away than we
thought,” Morgan said, turning on her left leg and jumping into a run following
the course of the small river. “We’ve got some running to do.”


“We will keep pace,” Ur’va’sel said as he followed on
her heels while sending out a comm to the other
Scionate nearby to join them. Within a couple of minutes a group of 17 others
had caught up and fell into a long, agile line following the trailblazer and
having to work hard to keep up with her despite their quadruped speed
advantage. The jungle was tricky to navigate, which forced them to redirect
with about every third step, but Morgan blazed the trail and the Scionate
followed her marks as they crossed country as fast as they could to get to the
location of the recent drop pods.


It took them almost half an hour to get further to the
south, then Morgan began picking up mental signatures and guessed they were
moving off from the pods so not to betray their locations. The jungle canopy
was thick enough to hide them from all but the closest of scans and the lizards
were making good use of it, with this group of six moving rapidly to who knew
where.


“Iv’ra’nom, Gha’stiv’kex…they’re yours,” she said, diverting to the
left to chase a larger group ahead.


“We will be back shortly,” Iv’ra’nom
said as he and another Scionate towards the end of the line broke off from
their trail and made their way towards the waypoint Morgan set down slightly
ahead of where the lizards were moving. The Scionate didn’t have psionics to
track them, but get them close and they’d be able to do the rest.


Morgan kept their pace hard, forcing their way through
bits of dense jungle and over hillsides rather than trying to circle around.
She had no trouble jumping over the bits of terrain and fortunately the
Scionate didn’t either, for they possessed a vertical jump higher than her
own…though they did have four legs to accomplish it with.


When the trailblazer cut over a short ravine she
hopped up to the cliff edge and grabbed a branch, pulling herself the rest of
the way up and onto her feet at the top while the Scionate just lunged the full
height, clawing at the ground for traction and letting their momentum take them
up and over the rim. Morgan got back into the lead after a moment, then led
them the last kilometer up to a group of at least 100 lizards that were not
moving, or rather not across terrain. They were active, but it looked like they
were setting up another firebase in a fixed location, probably what the group
of six were planning to work out of and extending their perimeter.


The lizards had been using comm
probes to set up short range sequences that could stretch across kilometers
without being noticeable from range. Star Force couldn’t hack the signals
because they were so low powered that they couldn’t get a receiver on them,
plus it seemed they were mostly directional and broadcasting horizontally,
meaning even the most sensitive equipment couldn’t pick them up from orbit.


Those six might have been going to deploy those, but
she’d have to wait for the report from the two she sent after them. One armored
Scionate was enough to kill six lizards, but she didn’t want to get sloppy. And
while she could easily have tracked down these groups solo, she’d been using
the Scionate more and more as escorts simply due to the fact that they could
keep up with her while running…not to mention that the lizards were now
scattering rather than standing their ground and fighting, and having more
people with her helped greatly in running them all down.


If the lizards had an advantage they’d fight, or had
nowhere to run to, but if they had a choice they’d flee and regroup with
others. It was something new in this campaign, but then again everything here
seemed new, like the lizards were working on another page in their playbook.
Morgan wasn’t sure exactly what they were up to, but the more of them she took
out of the picture the better, as always.


And her team wasn’t the only one out roaming the
jungle. She had hundreds of teams scattered across the planet doing the same,
though she saved herself for the hottest spots, and this region had seen the
most recent lizard drops, hence this was where she’d deployed herself and her
Scionate team.


When they were nearly on top of them Morgan
telepathically gave the Scionate the order to fan out, with her slowing her
speed but still remaining point. Just as she was about to use her psionics to
subdue the outlying lizards she ran straight into an invisible wall and bounced
off it. Three of the Scionate did as well before the others checked up and
stopped short of the shield wall the lizards had deployed.


An armored paw poked at Morgan’s helmet as her Pefbar
returned quicker than her vision.


“Archon, are you alright?”


“What…what the hell?” she asked, sitting up and
feeling a bit dizzy as she looked ahead and saw the tiny fluctuations in her
Pefbar as to where the energy shield was. Just past it she could see the
lizards squirming about, for they’d been alerted to their presence and were
hastily going somewhere further away from the shield wall…which she expected
was around the entire perimeter, but there was no way to know for sure.


“An energy shield,” the Scionate said, looking down at
her helmet as she sat on the ground for a moment before she attempted to stand.
Not seeing that coming had knocked the wind out of her, but she was getting her
balance again quickly.


“How quaint,” she said, looking around for an emitter
nearby but seeing nothing in her Pefbar to telekinetically wrench. Instead she
summoned up a wave of goosebumps and pooled her concussive energy around her
body. “Follow the perimeter and see if you can find a gap. I’m going after
them.”


The Scionate immediately left her and scattered in
both directions while she walked forward and stepped into the shield with her
Jumat disrupting it enough to let her pass through. Unfortunately she couldn’t
transmit the energy around the Scionate or she would have brought them with
her, and trying to knock the shield down for a heartbeat to let one of them
jump through would have taken too much time. As soon as she was on the other
side she ran ahead, tracking the nearest lizard minds through the thick foliage
to try and find out where they were going.


She had her answer some forty seconds later when the
lizards suddenly went vertical, dropping down into what had to be underground
unless there was a deep ravine that she wasn’t seeing. When she got to their
approximate descent point she found a sealed hatch that was buried in the dirt
and covered with overhanging leaves, almost impossible to find. Apparently the
lizards had been here for some time, long enough anyways to have dug out
subsurface bunkers by hand.


“You guys find a way in yet?”


“Negative. The arc is vast and we are still searching
the perimeter.”


“The twerps have infrastructure in place, subsurface.
Keep looking for a way in, but if you find none break up into teams of 2 and
patrol the perimeter. Hunt down any lizards that make their way out. I’m going
down and cleaning out whatever mess they’ve made. I’ll contact you when I’m
done or find a way to shut the shield down.”


With that Morgan telekinetically latched onto the
flimsy hatch and pulled it off its hinges, then hopped into the opening and fell
straight down into the crude lizard labyrinth. 



 

7 hours later Morgan stepped off a dropship onto the
hangar deck of her command ship in orbit. It was the only one in the Ninja
Monkey fleet and was her mobile base of operations wherever she went while most
of her troops were stationed in the pair of surface colonies and a few
firebases that had been set up nearer to the lizard drop regions. She could
have slept there, but she needed to squeeze in at least a short workout before
heading back out again and the colonies didn’t have a full sanctum, in that
there was no elite section to it.


Her command ship did, but first thing she did when she
got back was shower and eat, then on her way to bed for what would be a six
hour stint she sat down at her terminal and ran through the system status
reports. They detailed everything that was happening in Mastodon and included
some lizard ship movements elsewhere, but none had come in to reinforce this
planet, for she owned orbit and none could stay long enough to stake out a
foothold. They’d run troops down into drop position, or maybe send some cargo
down, but that was all they could do…and they’d been spamming that tactic ever
since they’d figured out they could get away with it.


Had Morgan more drones that wouldn’t be possible, but
she could only build so fast. Her other captured worlds were doing well to
start snowballing their industry, but it would take a lot of time to build up
the necessary material and, while they were certainly winning here, the losses
of equipment that they were suffering in Mastodon were eating into whatever
reinforcements she was getting. 


Fully conquering this system was going to take several
more years at least, and the other ones she was eyeing going forward were
getting more heavily fortified as time went by. The lizards knew she was coming
for them eventually, and since they seemed to think it would only be the Ninja
Monkeys attacking they were putting more resources into beefing them up than
other systems…which was going to make this a very long, arduous campaign.


Part of Morgan didn’t like that, seeing that the
lizards had found a way to use their coreward border against them, but another
part of her appreciated the challenge. It was her Clan against the lizards and
they weren’t going to play defense against her. They might be getting their
asses kicked elsewhere and trying to minimize the losses while they gained more
and more systems on other fronts, but here they were making a play at it and
calling Star Force out. 


Morgan would meet them head on and fight this, with
her Clan essentially engaged in an even fight while Star Force rolled over
systems towards the rim and the lizards were expanding quickly coreward. It was
an odd little microcosm in the war, but it seemed fitting none the less. She
wanted her Clan to be on the front lines getting battle experience, and it
seemed the lizards were going to oblige and give her all the fight she could
handle…and maybe more if these drops and new tactics were just the scouting
probe for a larger, more typical swarm rush to come.


Only time would tell, but this was her fight and her
border to lock down…and with every day that went by she secured her holdings
tighter as well. No matter what happened, both sides were amping up their
defenses and setting up their strategy for the long term, with this looking
like a major brawl in its infancy.


If Clan Ninja Monkey was going to survive this they’d
have to do it by becoming far stronger than they were now, and Morgan relished
that make or break necessity. As much as she liked training, she felt she
belonged on the battlefield where the outcome mattered to more than your stats.
Winning and losing here affected people’s lives and the balance of power in
this swath of space, and Morgan intended to stake out her little piece of the
border so those systems on the other side could develop in peace and contribute
to other fronts while Clan Ninja Monkey took the heat here.


So far the rest of the coreward border was quiet, with
Morgan having succeeded in drawing the lizards’ attention to her little piece,
for that’s where the extra resources and troops were going. In that way she was
protecting a far larger border than just her handful of systems could cover. It
was a taunt that was getting more of a response than she’d imagined, as well as
having the bonus effect of being able to fight the lizards when they were
trying to win. She feared everyone else was getting soft in their expectations
on the fronts they were winning on, for the lizards didn’t truly expect to hold
those.


Here it seemed they thought they could and were
actually trying, and potentially succeeding if Morgan couldn’t beat them. That
meant this combat would give her troops far more experience than any other
front, and that fit right into her plans. She just hoped the lizards didn’t
come so hard at her so fast that she’d have to retreat and pull back to a
couple of systems. If they were playing the probing game then she had time, and
that was what she expected to get. A few systems here or there didn’t mean a
damn to the lizards. They were focusing here for other reasons, and she
expected them to give her just enough resistance to see how much her Clan could
and couldn’t do.


Keeping her hand concealed so they couldn’t push her
past that limit was the trick, and the longer that time went on the harder it
would be to do that. 


Morgan went through all the recent reports then shut
down her terminal and slid into bed. This wasn’t a game, and it certainly
wasn’t a walk in the park. She knew she was going to have more difficulty here
than on any other front…which meant this was exactly where she was supposed to
be.


Twelve hours from now she’d be back down on the planet
hunting more lizards being dropped from orbit, but for right now she let
herself disconnect from everything and just rest. This was going to be a long
war, with her ability to sustain herself and her Clan being the key to victory.
Get wore down, even a little, and it would snowball into defeat. 


Rest was a weapon, and one Morgan had learned to make
full use of a long time ago.


After seven minutes of pillow time she slipped into
sleep, her mind quiet and her body numbing to the regenerative process. When
she woke the next morning she’d snap back into action, with that polarity being
a skill that most Archons never fully mastered. 

















 


 

2



 


 

February 2, 2848


Anivia System (Delta
Region)


Frostbite



 

Busy?
Taryn’s mental voice asked.


Come in,
Ginsi answered a moment before the trailblazer walked through her quarters’
door, though she remained at her comm terminal
reading.


“What are you working on?”


“Nothing,” the newly minted padawan said as Taryn
walked up behind her chair and scoped out the flatscreen
display. “Just reading a message from Mina.”


“You two still keep in contact?”


Ginsi nodded. “She’s a friend and I’m feeding her
workouts. You’d be surprised what kind of nonsense is floating around out there
despite people having grown up in a maturia.”


“You have no idea,” Taryn said patiently while Ginsi
finished up. Her apprentice typed back a short reply and sent it off, then spun
around and looked up at her.


“What’s up?”


“Something big.”


“I like big.”


“The reason we came here for training wasn’t for the
view,” Taryn said, referencing the frozen wasteland that was Frostbite. “We’ve
been given a long term assignment, and I’m going to want as much input from you
as possible. You’re not just here to tag along.”


“What is it?” Ginsi said with a frown. The ‘long term’
part threw her.


“We’re going to uplift a ward.”


The padawan’s eyebrows
raised. “A ward?”


“The Hepcha, actually. They’ve been climbing in status
for a long while and we felt it was time to bring them fully into the fold.”


“Do we need to? I mean with the Protovic we’ve already
got a huge upgrade to our lineup underway.”


“We can multitask. The Hepcha have earned this, and
it’s up to us to incorporate them as best we can.”


“What’s there to do? They already have a Star Force
society.”


“We have to make them independent and combat capable.”


“They’re avian, right?”


“Yes.”


“How many of them are there?”


“Right now there are only 1.2 billion, but we’ve been
keeping their population low by choice. They’re egg layers so it’s not an
issue, save for now we’ll be boosting those numbers considerably.”


“Aren’t there other races better suited to ground
combat that we could incorporate? The Lacvamat haven’t exactly been all that
helpful.”


Taryn tapped Ginsi on the forehead with her finger.
“You’ve got your head stuck in hand to hand combat. Avian is different, and
while there are a lot of weaknesses they do have advantages. We’ve got to
tailor the Hepcha to make them effective.”


Ginsi shrugged. “If you say so.”


“Not overly thrilled, are you?”


“You know I prefer combat.”


“But you’re my apprentice, and I’m taking this
assignment…therefore you are as well. There’s more to being an Archon than just
fighting, though if that’s your aim there will be plenty of opportunity for
that to come. Look at this as a peak into an area that you’ll probably never
otherwise see. And if it helps your mental outlook, consider what we’re going to
be doing as crafting living weapons. The Calavari weren’t that good on the
ground before we got through training them. Don’t count the Hepcha out just
yet.”


“If you say so. They’re one of the wards in this
system, aren’t they?”


“Yep.”


“So we’ll be living with them?”


“No, they’ll be living with us. There’s a generic
colony that’s been built on Preen for our purposes. We’ll expand and
reconfigure it as necessary, but it’ll be built for both Human and Hepcha by
the time we’re done with it.”


“What’s it built for now?”


“Axius design so we could be flexible from the get
go.”


“An extra they had or specifically for us?”


“Axius built it…for us.”


“Ok then, where do we start?”


“After morning workouts we’re transferring over there
along with a team I’ve been assembling. Work like this has no roadmap, despite
others having done similar things with other races. Each one is unique and we
have to troubleshoot our way through it.”


“Don’t you mean trailblaze?”


“Or that.”


“Who oversaw the Lacvamat elevation?”


“Connor. I’ve read through all his notes and I’d
suggest you do so as well, I’ve already given you access, but don’t make the
mistake of assuming all avians are the same. Hepcha have four wings and
feathers. The Lacvamat have two and are flesh. That right there is going to
make their movement capability different.”


Ginsi held up her hands. “Alright, alright. I hear
you. What exactly do you want me to do?”


“Think outside the box and find a way for these guys
to kick ass.”


Ginsi’s frown turned into a
smirk. “You do know how to press my buttons, don’t you?”


“Perception isn’t about lies, but rather the best way
to approach a situation. You see them as they are, I see them as for what they
will become.”


“Honestly I don’t know crap about them other than what
I read through in the maturia a long time ago.”


“No rush. This is going to take a long time. First
things first, though. Our training doesn’t end, we just cram it into a long
morning session and extend our days out to 36 hours. That’ll give us plenty of
sleep and the necessary hours to tinker with the Hepcha civilization.”


“That’s still a cutback.”


“If you’re measuring by volume, yes. But it’s a far
less cutback than we’d see if we were out fighting the lizards.”


“You have a point there.”


“Don’t worry, you’ll still have a chance to soar up
through the ranks.”


“Only if you teach me the psionics I need. Without
them I’m capped.”


“Academically. No one is physically capped.”


“You know what I mean, and…”


“No, I’m not giving you all of them first year. One at
time, youngling.”


Ginsi growled. “Yes, master.”


Taryn pointed a warning finger down at her. “Don’t
call me ‘master’ or I’ll go Vader on you. Get dressed and meet me in the
sanctum. We’ve got a lot of work to do here and I’m going to make you pay for
that comment.”


“I like more workouts,” Ginsi countered as she stood
up and walked over to her quarter’s closet and began taking off her casual
uniform to replace it with more appropriate workout attire. 


“I didn’t say more workouts, I’m just not going to
hold back as much as normal. Be prepared for a few bruises,” Taryn said as she
walked out.


“You’re all heart, mast…” Ginsi whispered until her
throat suddenly tightened up from a telekinetic chokehold.


Not funny,
she told Taryn who was still walking away in the hallway outside her quarters.
The titan held her until she got out of range, then the invisible grip
disappeared and she could breathe normally again.


“Prick,” she said as she pulled out a jog bra and put
it on. And to think she’d been thrilled when a trailblazer had taken her on as
an apprentice. Right now that didn’t seem like a good idea, for there were days
when she really wanted to kick Taryn’s ass…but she was far too strong for her
to do that, and the titan didn’t mind flaunting that fact from time to time.


“One day,” she said, pulling on her running shoes and
snugging them up before heading out and down to the sanctum in the Axius colony
where they were staying…and soon to be leaving.



 

Ginsi sat down in the command center they’d just
claimed and put her feet up on a station as Taryn took center stage amidst
several dozen support personnel that she’d chosen to head the Hepcha ‘uplift’
process. The padawan had ultimately decided just to play the support banana on
this one and learn what she could in the process, because it really wasn’t
something she was interested in. Her focus was on her skills and her skills
alone for that day in the hopefully distant future when Star Force went up
against the V’kit’no’sat…and she
intended to be the one fighting them, not an army of Hepcha.


“The work that has been done with the Hepcha thus
far,” Taryn began as she pulled up a hologram of the race that floated larger
than life midair above her head, “has been commendable, but it’s been based
around the fact that Star Force would provide them everything they needed
rather than them providing for themselves. This is necessary in wards, as well
as a way to help them detox from whatever life they lived previously…which is
usually a pretty bad one if we’re taking them on as wards.”


“There’s word floating around that there are a few
other wards that are teetering on reaching elevation status, but none have
accomplished as much as the Hepcha have. They are eager to join our ranks and
that is why we’re here. We’re not forcing this, so let’s just guide the flow
and let them find out how far they can climb. Biggest drawback we have is their
lightweight frame,” Taryn said, pointing above her.


“Good for flying, but little else. The feathers are
also problematic. Lacvamat just use conical capture to achieve flight, but the
Hepcha filter it through their wings on the upbeat. Armor won’t allow for that.
We can armor their midsection and put extra strong shielding over their wings,
but it looks like an anti-grav component will need to
be added instead. That won’t leave much armor volume, so we’ve got a challenge
to solve there.”


“They’re smaller than the Lacvamat and barely bigger
than a cat, but experiments with growth enhancements derived from the drugs
that the Knights use have enlarged a segment of them to about 2/3rds Lacvamat
size. I intend to keep this binary divide in their society and make use of both
advantages. The smaller Hepcha will have combat uses, we just have to figure
out what those are. They will probably be support oriented, but you never know.
Axius has some very clever ways to make the smaller races combat viable, and
it’s our job to copy, steal, or invent our own for these guys.”


“Neural interface is going to be key, because they
have very little button pressing capability, which essentially comes down to
their talons…which they have to stand on…and their beak. We’re going to look to
Scionate designs for inspiration there, given that they also use a lot of
backup mouth controls. We need manual backups, of course, but we also need
manual interfaces for civilian applications. Save the neural links for combat.
Some work in this has already been done under the ward system, but I’ve looked
through what they’re living with and it’s too damn inefficient. Way better than
what they used to have, but not good enough for me.”


“One thing that we are creating new is glide
corridors, and I’ve already got the techs working in a section of the city on
prototypes. Due to their small size we should be able to carve out tunnels
above the Human walkways for them to move through. Since they need to be small,
we’re going to have repulsor buffers in them so they can just dive in and
coast. They won’t hit the walls or have to flap their wings, just ride it
through like a one-way waterslide.”


Ginsi raised a hand to get Taryn’s attention. “Is
there such a thing as a 2-way waterslide?”


Rather than getting mad the trailblazer considered
that. “I don’t think so, but now that you’ve mentioned it I think we have to
build one…but not here. Water is a no go around these guys. Wet their feathers
and their flight capability gets chopped. They can manage it, but it’s like
putting a heavy backpack on before you go running. That said, aquatics is still
a go because they won’t ever be swimming without gear. Some of the preliminary
tests that Lens ran indicate they have good aptitude for maneuvering in
currents and at high speeds, which is probably pathetically slow to what
they’re used to doing in the atmosphere. We are developing an aquatics division
for the Hepcha, and there are currently zero people in it right now, so we’ll
have to build it from scratch.”


“What they do have is a significant aerial division,
piloting skeets, Valeries, and a few other craft. Nothing original to them, so
that’s going to have to change. They also have a handful of individuals
fighting with Axius on the ground, and we want to look through those combat
records very carefully. They have no naval or mech divisions, and the first
thing we want to look into is getting them a cargo fleet. I’m going to bring in
some Kiritak to help with that and run what we set up so they can get some
experience without the entire operation being a newbfest.”


“But first priority is this colony and the
infrastructure. We’ll tolerate it as is, but we need to come up with firm
designs before we start building elsewhere. That means theorizing, creating
prototypes here, and testing them with the population we start to pull over
from the wards. We are doing nothing on theory, and everything from practical
experience. Clear?” she asked, getting a few confirmation nods.


“These guys are looking to us for guidance and we’re going
to give it to them. Don’t make guesses, and bring anything unclear to me. I’d
rather not give them something than give them something faulty that we then
have to replace. Every step they take is one forward, we’re not having them go
backwards. Trust is a commodity that you can’t replace, so don’t squander it.
Route everything through me except where I say otherwise. I’m the face of this
transformation so feed into that. You’re just my little minions working behind
the scenes…save for the big minion over there that is my mini-me.”


“Mini?” Ginsi asked, for she was almost exactly the
same height and weight as Taryn.


“You and I will be on the same page, so you’ll be able
to speak for me to the Hepcha. We’re a team, but the rest of you will be
disconnected from them as far as image holds. You’ll be integrated with them on
projects and living side by side, but you’re the hired help. I’m the one that
has to get this done. Don’t take that as an insult, because it’s not. You guys
can come and go as needed. You can be reassigned to another system or leave the
project entirely. I cannot. I’m in this for the long haul. So we’re going to
structure their social understanding of the conversion down to me and my
padawan. We’re the figureheads…and actual ones…leading this. The rest of you
have your work, but you’ll be nameless and interchangeable. Focus on your tasks
and I’ll take the hero worship. I’m told that it happens with all the races
that we uplift and I don’t want you getting involved in it.”


“What I said may not make sense now, but just remember
it and in time you’ll understand. Don’t let it become personal. I’ll give you
tasks and you’ll complete them. You are not becoming part of the Hepcha
community like an Axius colony. You’re separate. You may cross paths with them
but don’t let yourselves become standard bearers. Don’t let them get to know
you or else they’ll pattern off of you. Let them focus on me and Ginsi while
you analyze them. Keep your distance or your perception might slip. We have to
make changes to them in order to get them up to speed and I don’t want you
empathizing with them because they’re, as some people have already stated, cute.”


“Cute or not they want this and we’re going to give it
to them. That means a lot of work and training on their part. If they see you
making excuses for them they’ll think that’s acceptable. It is not unless I say
it is, so let them get their cues from me. You just remain pleasantly neutral.”


“Are they really that impressionable?” Ginsi asked.


“Very. And insulated. As a ward they haven’t had the
commerce traffic coming to and from them. It’s restricted to keep them safely
anonymous for the most part. That’s going to be a shock, and I want me to be
the intermediary that brings them through the transition. Not 50 different ones
that might be telling them opposing things, even if it’s just with your body
language during off hours. You can let your hair down in private, but do not
take any Hepcha as close friends. You need to keep a professional distance
while you are working here. After the fact is your prerogative. The first step
for them has to be at my sole direction.”


“We’ll keep our distance,” one of the techs assured
her.


Taryn nodded. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way,
ambrosia is going to be tricky to develop for these guys given that they’ve
already got a hyperactive metabolism that requires near ambrosia levels of
sustenance in their food anyway. For their ambrosia we’re doing the opposite
and making it an endurance boost, and how we’re going to do that I’m not quite
sure. Just one of many things we’re going to have to figure out going forward.”
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March 1, 2848


Aphat System
(Veliquesh territory)


Dmak



 

Kip zipped his skeet past a Veliquesh building and
delivered a pointblank mauler burst into the last of the anti-air defenses the
city had, melting through the light armor casing and junking the interior.
There was a small spurt of debris that flew out the other side, but the
turret’s death wasn’t dramatic. He circled back around to confirm that he’d hit
it, and the lack of fire when he raised up above the rooftops told him
everything he needed to know even before he got eyes on the damaged turret.


A quick check of the battlemap confirmed that the city
had now been fully plucked of defenses. 


“All fighters pull back. Admiral, send in the presents
once we’re clear,” he commed as he accelerated
towards the perimeter of the Veliquesh city. It’d been 17 years since this
invasion began and to date they hadn’t lost a single man. Some of the Veliquesh
had managed to get themselves killed, but none of Kip’s troops or any of the
other Star Force armies had suffered more than bodily injuries, and those were
far and few between…largely due to a change in tactics they’d made after the
first few years.


The Veliquesh cities were huge and widespread, not making
use of their volume and relying mostly on low level buildings, as far as Star
Force standards went anyways. It took Kip and the other pilots some time to get
into the clear, and when they did he set and traveled out to a waypoint where
the others would eventually gather with him. Once they were all out a virtual
marker appeared covering the entire city and out past the edges like a golden
blanket indicating the no-fly zone that was now in effect. The Admiral had set
that in place, not Kip, and soon the first of the bombs became visible on the
upper edge of the battlemap as they fell from orbit.


Or rather flew, for they were actually missiles rather
than rail gun slugs or just chunks of matter. They came down in a spread, one
wave after another and each bomb targeting different locations within the city
where it would pop just prior to reaching the buildings or the surface. When
they detonated they created a huge plume of green that washed across and
through the buildings, then turned pink when it expanded out far enough. The
clinging stun energy saturated the area and would hold its charge for several
minutes while more bombs fell nearby and onto the same locations, blanketing
the cityscape and rendering anyone caught out in the open unconscious on contact.


Originally Kip and the others hadn’t been able to use
area of effect weapons for fear of overloading their targets and killing them,
but subsequent research into Veliquesh physiology and some sneaky techs had
found a way to lace the energy with a regulator that would actually repel
additional stun energy past a certain concentration. As a bonus it wouldn’t
only resist that energy, but push it away until it hit something that wasn’t
already saturated. For that reason one bomb could cover a lot of city if the
buildings were small, while others required multiple hits to soak through and
saturate the large ones. Everything from person to bulkheads got a bath with
the residue rippling across already hit areas and traveling, in some cases,
kilometers before it found a fresh area to soak into.


The energy was configured to be matter hungry and
lightly susceptible to gravity, meaning that the bombs were effectively water
balloons that would spread out across the city rather than blowing back into
the air. It’d taken years of tweaks to get them to where they were now, but
they were more than worth the effort for they could neutralize a city far
faster with the bombs than going in on foot and shooting them one person at a
time. It also meant there was little risk to the ground teams, though on
occasion there would be a handful that the bombs would miss.


To Kip it felt fitting, for while they were almost forced
to use such weapons against the lizards they were using them now to take down
an equally bad enemy but without having to resort to the bloodshed that the
Veliquesh lived and breathed. That was a snub to them in and of itself, for
they weren’t just defeating them militarily, but culturally as well. 


And there was nothing the Veliquesh could do about it.
Star Force’s weapons and tactics were far superior to the lizards, whom had
finally been winning out against the Veliquesh when Kip and the others had
arrived. They’d driven them off then set about the methodical destruction of
the sick culture without killing the people in it. It was a crusade that he and
the others here were fully behind with no mixed feelings. Had they been sending
down lethal bombs that would have been another story, for you never knew who
was down there and if they deserved killing or not.


By taking away that question mark Star Force could be
as aggressive as it liked, and the number of bombs coming down certainly
testified to an appetite for destruction. None of the buildings were so much as
scratched, but with every detonation swaths of the sick race were taken out of
the equation and would wake up later as prisoners in an isolation that would
only end if they effectively switched sides. So Kip knew that every bomb detonation
was taking down the number of Veliquesh permanently, for if any of these did see
their freedom again it would be as Protovic, with the Veliquesh in them dying
here with every beautiful green explosion.


But as always, this was just one piece of a very large
puzzle. The other four systems the Veliquesh had owned were now barren and under
watch by Star Force, but not inhabited. Their cities were slowly being
dismantled by an advance team, but most of the techs assigned to this mission
were busy building new prison habitats to keep up with the demand. When they
eventually worked through those they’d be redeployed to reclamation duty that
would wipe the Veliquesh stench off those four systems and add them to the
unoccupied territory list that Star Force was accumulating from its conquests
throughout lizard territory.


The Aphat System was different.
It was too valuable to pass up with 18 habitable planetoids, whereas other
systems were lucky to even have 1. That meant it also had the bulk of the
Veliquesh population in it, with this world being the second major one they’d
hit. They’d started with the ones that the lizards had invaded and worked their
way through the Veliquesh survivors there while a group of them also tracked
down and destroyed the lizards on the ground. As usual they refused to
surrender, but after all this time Kip only felt a tiny pang of regret. He knew
they had genetic ‘brain boxes’ on them that would resist the isolation
technique they were using on the Veliquesh prisoners, but he still hated having
to kill them all…a little bit. 


By now that it was clear that it was either their race
in dominance or their deaths trying to accomplish it. If there was another way
to deal with them he and the others would find it in time, but for now it was
offer them surrender and when they didn’t accept it,
blow the hell out of them.


Kip was glad they weren’t doing that to the Veliquesh,
even if some of them deserved it. Star Force wasn’t interested in punishment,
only neutralizing threats, and once these bastards were taken prisoner they
wouldn’t be sacrificing anyone else again…not to mention what other horrors
they might have wrought had the lizards not boxed them in. According to their
interrogations of the ‘diplomatic envoy’ that Mike had brought back with him,
they seemed to have galactic domination as one of their long term goals, and if
they had no qualms about killing their own younglings for not maintaining 100%
compliance he doubted they’d be any more merciful to other races.


Kip waited with the other skeets on the perimeter
until the bombardment ceased and the no-fly zone restriction disappeared. When
it did he and the others headed back in as a flock of dropships came down from
orbit carrying cleanup teams that would begin collecting the captives and
transporting them back up to the holding ships. Several combat teams were
coming down as well, for the bombs didn’t always penetrate deep enough to catch
all the subsurface structures. Kip was going to be flying patrols in case there
were any hotspots that needed hit and organizing the teams from the air while
staying on guard for any more of the suicidal Veliquesh fighter squadrons that
seemed to be interested in doing damage to the transports carrying their own
people rather than to Kip’s troops.


For whatever their reasons they were targeting them
with ambushes wherever they could, so Kip was staying in pilot mode for these
operations just in case he needed to intercept some more of their fighters
springing up from concealed hideaways. The Veliquesh might be crazy, but they
weren’t totally stupid, and Kip could see now how they’d held the lizards off
for so long. They were innovative within their strict strategies, which were
focused around causing damage regardless of the strength of their opponent. The
lizards happened to be weaker than them, technologically speaking, so it had
paid off, but Star Force was not and the Veliquesh were essentially throwing
themselves at them trying to do what damage they could.


They’d changed targets now, but the methodology was
the same. The switch to hidden hangars spread across the planet had been an effective
move for the fact that Star Force hadn’t been able to locate and eliminate them
all initially, but the Veliquesh pilots still fought in the same manner. Again,
as he’d noted on numerous occasions, these bastards showed some potential along
with the crazy in them. How the two could coexist Kip wasn’t sure, but they
did. And that meant he always had to stay on his toes just in case they showed
another spark of adaptability and tried something new.


Today wasn’t going to be one of those days, and the now
predictable fighter squadrons appearing from outside the city and rushing the
filled transports as they headed back to orbit with prisoners were intercepted
and destroyed. Those pilots that survived the crashes would be recovered, but
there was no way the skeets could go easy on them when there were troops on the
ground and ships in the air that were vulnerable. The Veliquesh weapons were
better than what the lizards used, and had they got to one of the transports
they could have brought it down with sustained weaponsfire from 6 or 8 of them.


They sent over 300 towards the city this time, meaning
Kip and the others had to take them down quickly. Some of the pilots would die,
but so be it. These were actively attacking their ships, which was considerably
different than some Veliquesh sitting in a building minding his own business.


So after the fighters were destroyed and he sent
recovery teams out to the crash sites Kip continued his aerial patrol for
several hours until his bladder called it quits and he cycled back up to orbit
while replacement patrols took over for him. They came from firebases on the
surface but he headed back up to his command ship that was sitting next to
Greg’s in a low parking orbit. The other three were spread out around the same
planet with their fleets in blockade formation to keep any remaining surface
ships from escaping and to prevent any ships from the other Veliquesh planets
in the system from interrupting this planetary assault. 


For the most part they didn’t try anymore, given the
number of ships present, but when the transports finished filling a jumpship
with prisoners and that ship would leave the system they would try and
intercept it if they had an opportunity. Usually they didn’t, given the speed
of the Star Force vessels, so the naval front was pretty much mundane up until
they got around to finishing with this planet and would assault another.


Right now Kip was in the bad guy farming business,
harvesting the citizenry from planet after plant and shipping them off to a nearby
Star Force system where others would deal with the aftermath. As long as this
crusade was taking, he wouldn’t be involved in the non-combat assignments, nor
would the other four trailblazers. When the last prisoner had been collected
their work would be finished and they’d return to other duties, leaving what
happened to the Veliquesh in others’ hands. 


And that was for the best, because after so many years
of dealing with these guys Kip thoroughly hated them. Even now they were
conducting sacrifice rituals on the other planets in order to try and stay Star
Force’s inevitable march against them. He couldn’t stop them all and had to
just turn a blind eye to it and focus on one planet at a time…but he never
could, not completely. And even on a planet like this that was crawling with
Star Force units there were still Veliquesh killing each other, whether it be a
public ceremony or younglings that didn’t measure up. 


Sometimes they’d find bodies of individuals in the
buildings after a stun bombardment that had been eviscerated through a number
of sick means with no clue as to why or how it’d happened. The depth of this
civilization’s corruption was something Kip didn’t care to figure out, given
that he was here to destroy it. To that end he did his job and ‘harvested’ as
many living Veliquesh as he could get his hands on, but the trail of bodies
left behind from their internal affairs made it clear why Veliquesh didn’t
typically live past half a century.


That was another reason why Kip preferred organizing
assaults from the air, so he didn’t have to see what they’d been up to in
person. Every time he did it made him angry, and after a while that anger
drained you of energy. The same was true of his troops, so he made sure to
rotate them in and out of duties that had them on the front lines to give them
a chance to recharge physically and emotionally.


For Kip, he didn’t give himself time off. When his
skeet slid into one of the many bays on his command ship he first headed to the
bathroom, then over to the sanctum to get in some training and work off that
anger in a beneficial way. After that he’d get some sleep then head back down
to the planet again to oversee another city assault while this one and four
others were still being cleaned up.


Once a city was ‘harvested’ they had to put down
surveillance gear around the perimeter to make sure no Veliquesh snuck back in,
with some inevitably trying. It was a good tactic, for it would give them an
impregnable base of operations for the simple reason that Star Force thought it
was empty, but Kip and the others were too shrewd for that. They had teams
assigned to patrol and hunt down any reclaimers that
made their way inside, and with psionics they weren't that hard to locate.


Day in and day out this would continue, as it had for
some 17 years now. Kip had seen so many cities that he could literally
replicate the Veliquesh architecture from memory, but that wasn’t an issue for
him or his troops. They fought the same way they trained…with an eye on the
current trends and maintaining themselves indefinitely. The 3 trillion
population of the Veliquesh wasn’t going to be an impediment against them, for
they’d simply take it one mission at a time, slipping in training blocks here
and there so they didn’t grow weak, and work through the entire number of the
sick bastards over the course of time.


It was work that needed to be done and Kip didn’t feel
like being anywhere else, but when the day came and it was completed he was
going to be glad to see the galaxy rid of the Veliquesh and say goodbye to this
region of space…at least until the cities were deconstructed and something
worthwhile was put in their place. 


Most of his troops felt the same way, with all manner
of public countdowns being recorded from the jumpships to the firebases. They
were doing good work here, but they’d all be glad when it was eventually
finished.
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April 9, 2853


Aphat System (Bsidd
Region)


Jmry



 

Rafa climbed up a ladder and
out of one of the Veliquesh buildings, coming onto the rooftop and leaving the
collection team below to pick up the stunned prisoners. When he got to the top
he scanned his battlemap looking for more targets but every building around him
had been tagged with a ‘green’ marker indicating that it had already been
checked and cleared.


Numerous units were dotting the map, but all of them
were Star Force and most were collection teams. The others were combat units
that, like Rafa, were looking for stragglers that had
escaped capture. The building below him had held a group of holdouts, but the
trailblazer had made quick work of them using his Ikrid, putting them all to
sleep without a shot even needing to be fired. 


Four high priority dots were also spread across this
Veliquesh city, with those being Kip, Oni, Greg, and Jason. This was the last
city on the last planet that hadn’t yet fallen. A few others had actually gone
ahead and surrendered, seeing that they stood no chance as they witnessed the
fall of every other city across Jmry, but this one
and a few others had remained defiant to the end…and now it looked like it was
finally over.


Rafa double-checked the
battlemap to make sure it was really done, then he allowed himself to sit down
and rest for a bit as he looked out over the Veliquesh city. The plaza where
this had all began with Mike was about a kilometer to the northeast, and they’d
specifically left this location for last. It’d taken 22 years for the five of
them to conquer the three trillion Veliquesh, and slow as it was stunning and
taking them prisoner, Rafa knew it had been the right
call. Kill the culture but spare the people, for as bad as these psychopaths
were none of them had chosen to be born into this sick place. Had they been
born into an Axius colony he doubted they would have ended up the way they
were, and that was why the Veliquesh civilization had to be destroyed…so that
the next generation would be spared this horror and have a chance at a real
life.


That next generation was going to be in the hands of
someone else, for as soon as they tidied up here they were leaving. This system
was remaining in Star Force hands, but it was going to be under the direction
of a mage while the trailblazers cycled back to the ADZ. Rafa
was going to spend some badly needed time with the advanced training group and
he wasn’t sure about the others. They hadn’t talked about what they were doing
next, rather focusing on the task at hand and maintaining their training
throughout. 


It had been a long war, but in some ways it didn’t
seem like it. Once you got past a certain span of time everything blurred
together and you just went with the grind. Rafa’s
sense of time was linked to planets taken, not days on the calendar, and this
one finished the set. Five systems conquered, zero casualties, and a prisoner
count exceeding 3.07 trillion. What they picked up here would be added to that,
but the bulk of that number had already been shipped to the Broj
System, leaving Rafa and the others with a small pool
of waiting cargo ships to carry these last few off. When they went, so would Rafa, and he could wash his hands of this place.


The building he now sat on and all the ones in his
vision would be gone if and when he ever came back. Every last bit of infrastructure
was going to be torn down and replaced, erasing the Veliquesh from existence.
After this it was back to fighting the lizards and that even longer war, which
made Rafa laugh. When were they not at war? First it
was with other Humans on Earth, then the lizards, followed by the Skarrons and
a lot of little confrontations that didn’t even make the news. Archons were
always fighting someone, somewhere…he was just glad the battles were taking
place on the enemy’s turf rather than the ADZ being invaded. At least now they
could pick their battles, more or less.


“All done?” Jason’s voice asked inside his helmet.


“Looks like, but there could always be a few
stragglers.”


“The sweeper teams can finish those. I’m heading back
to orbit. Want a lift?”


“Sure,” Rafa said as he
stood up, with Jason sending him a waypoint across the city. “Be there in 20.”



 

When Rafa finally ran up to
the position where Jason had given him the waypoint he saw a Falcon-class dropship squeezed onto a
road between two fat buildings and a trio of golden-clad Archons standing at
the foot of the open boarding ramp. The trailblazers slowed to a jog as he came
up on them, then stopped just a foot short of Oni’s armored shoulder.


“Greg’s on his way,” Jason told him. “We were
discussing where we were headed after this.”


“Now or when we get back to the ADZ?”


“Right now,” Oni clarified, “I’m heading to a sanctum
for a nice long run, after that is the question. Do you want to head back to
the ADZ on the same ship or are you going somewhere we’re not?”


“I’m headed to Earth,” Rafa
said. “What about you?”


“Mordor. I’ve got Clan stuff
to take care of.”


“I’m going to pay Morgan a visit,” Kip added. “Her
reports are indicating some heavy lizard activity in her region and I want to
see what they’re up to personally.”


“Well, I’ve got some rounds to make in Beta Region,”
Jason finished, “but I can transit through Sol, so I’m up for a group trip if
you are.”


“I’m in no rush,” Kip mentioned as Greg came floating
down to them from one of the nearby rooftops. “So I’m game.”


“Game for what?” he asked as he walked the last few
steps to them after deactivating his jump pack. 


“Heading back to Sol on the same ship so we can get
some workouts in together before we head our separate ways,” Oni said.


“I’d like to, but my I’m going to meet up with a task
force heading deeper into lizard space not far from here. I’m not heading back
home for a while.”


“Sucks,” Kip commented.


Greg’s golden armor shrugged. “Lots of lizard systems
to take and this little detour put us behind schedule as it is.”


“We have a schedule?” Rafa
asked.


“I’d like to be knocking on their homeworld’s
door in a couple hundred years, if that’s alright with you?”


“Fine with me, but don’t you want a break from combat
to get in some decent training?”


“Nope. I’m good as is.”


“Can you stick around a few days?” Jason asked.


“We need to babysit the tail end of this operation
anyway, so sure. I’m up for a few days of kicking your asses in challenges.”


“Your ship or mine?” Oni asked.


“Mine,” Jason said, thumbing towards the dropship.
“That’s where this bird is going.”


“Settles that,” Rafa said as
he brushed past Jason. “Let’s get to it.”



 

Brad-050 arrived in Aphat 4
months after his fellow trailblazers left, bringing with him an army of techs
and a few combat ships to replace the majority that had cycled out to lizard
hunting duty. He still had a decent defense fleet under his command to protect
the system, but coming with him were a flotilla of Sentinel pieces that would
combine into two of the newest versions full of Keema batteries and the most
advanced defense shields to date. With those in place it was going to be damn
hard for the lizards to displace them, and nowadays they didn’t seem to be in a
rush to try.


Since the initial invasion the lizards hadn’t been
back to Aphat or the other four systems that Star
Force had taken from the Veliquesh. Those were being patrolled with their own
guardian fleets while techs disassembled what was left of their infrastructure,
then those fleets would eventually transition to Aphat,
leaving nothing but monitoring equipment behind to make sure the lizards didn’t
move in and claim them.


Aphat was an entirely
different situation, for the reclamation effort here was going to take far
longer. Brad had picked the planet of Nym to begin
his work on and had redirected all techs to cleansing a section of its surface
and subsequently building a small Star Force colony in its place. As the techs
progressed further across the planet the Star Force infrastructure would
follow, at a much slower pace, but as time went on the Veliquesh stain would be
erased and a new piece of Star Force would grow in its place.


The facilities on Broj where
the Veliquesh prisoners were being held also had the maturias for the children
recovered. Those children were then sent into the transitional colony where
they could prove themselves worthy or not of being full citizens. Already some
had moved into the ADZ, but the ones coming out to Brad were another group
entirely. 


When prisoners had been taken a fair number of the
Veliquesh females had been pregnant. When they gave birth to the fleshy egg
sacks in isolation, those as of yet unhatched younglings were taken offworld to
a separate maturia located deeper in Bsidd space. Brad had been working with
them for a while, but most of the maturia regimen was a copy of the Axius
Protovic program so he didn’t have much to do there. His work was going to
begin in earnest now that those maturia were starting to produce graduates.


They weren’t in vast numbers, for the Veliquesh
prisoners weren’t mating in isolation and the handful that were in the
transitional colony weren’t adding all that many. That meant Brad had a limited
window of opportunity to get a Star Force Protovic civilization set up and
functioning before they ran out of younglings to grow it from. He had
specifically said that none of the transitional Protovic would be allowed to join
in the early stages, for he wanted to form it out of those who had known
nothing but Star Force maturia, but intended to open it up to them a few
decades down the road once the tone of the civilization had been set.


That meant he had a lot of green personnel to work
with, so he’d recruited a variety of individuals from across Star Force to
assist him in forming the core of the new civilization. Few of them were
Protovic, but rather a mix of Calavari, Kiritak, Human, Bsidd, and Elarioni,
for this world did have a large ocean on it and Brad wanted to get the aquatics
division started right away. There were around 1200 of them in total, meaning
that aside from the construction crews building the colony everything was going
to have to be staffed by the maturia graduates and overseen by the ‘elders.’ 


That wasn’t the most preferred situation, but given
that Brad didn’t have a native population to babysit and he was able to start
from scratch he felt it was a good place to start. Wisdom took time to build,
and the more hands-on activity these younglings could get, the faster they
would learn…though he was having a transitional support team in place to
actually run the startup colony during the integration of the younglings.
Things like food prep and maintenance weren’t something you wanted to hand them
right off their first day, but the support team would cycle out gradually and
within a year or two be fully replaced by locals.


When Brad’s jumpship arrived he took a dropship down
to the half-built colony with his elite staff and got to work right away
setting up the necessary programs needed for when the younglings started to
arrive a month later. A lot of that planning had already been done, but it
wasn’t until they actually got on site that they were able to get a feel for
the place and set up shop. There was a full sanctum in place for Brad’s use, so
he intended to stay planetside for the foreseeable future rather than living
out of a jumpship.


When he got to the surface he essentially staked his
claim and started micromanaging everything in order to make sure things were in
order for when the first batch of 5,000 younglings arrived. He’s specified that
number and would have exactly that amount coming in every month for the first
year while the balance would be moved into other locations within Star Force to
await their turn. Nearly all of them wanted to come to Brad’s new addition to
the empire, for they’d been hearing of it throughout their maturia training,
but the trailblazer knew he couldn’t overload the limited infrastructure and
staff with too much new blood, hence a staggered approach was used.


He spent a lot of personal time with that first 5,000.
So much so that he eventually knew them all by name. He pushed them hard in
training, got them acquainted with limited but essential duties, then relied on
them to carry them out when the next batch came in and he saw to their
indoctrination into the new order…save it wasn’t all that new for them, for all
they’d ever known was Star Force. The few wrinkles that Brad put into the
Protovic civilization took some getting used to and developed over time, but
after that first year the trailblazer felt he had a sufficient core of
personnel to open up the immigration doors and allow an additional 10,000 per
week.


The Star Force engineers gave him plenty of
infrastructure to use and kept right on building as he incorporated more and
more Protovic younglings into his new civilization. Some of them even began
working with the construction crews to learn hands-on and begin creating their
own branch. They weren’t given anything critical to do, just some basic work to
gain experience on with the prime crews as they expanded the single colony out
into a network of cities across the northern continent.


As the colony’s population surged a small trickle of
new infants came with it, which were put into a maturia on site staffed by the
same people who had been working the others and were now transitioning here as
those were being shut down stage by stage as they exhausted their supply of infants.
Brad couldn’t trust younglings to run the maturias so they had to be staffed by
professionals, but as soon as the local maturia had its first class assembled
the Protovic civilization was officially born and sustainable. 


It would take another 20 years before any of those
infants cycled into the general population, but the sequence was underway and
Brad was careful to monitor all aspects of the new Protovic as they developed,
making adjustments where necessary and improvements where he was able to
fashion them. He kept his core staff around permanently, knowing that it would
be a long time before the Protovic were able to fly solo, but with each year
that passed they became more and more capable.


Brad didn’t open the door to the older Protovic
transfers until the 24th year, and even then he limited the number to only 10
the first month. He increased that tiny amount to 15 the next, then 25 and so
on to make sure that the individuals assimilated into the masses rather than
having a social division form between the old and the new. He wanted them all
to identify simply as ‘Protovic’ and made the transition gradual for that
reason.


Over time he upped the number, but by then there were
so many maturia younglings coming in that it didn’t truly matter and the
transitional ones were blended in with the new civilization as they all worked
to build and strengthen the newest part of Star Force. It would be a long time
into the future before they’d start fielding warships and armies of their own to
fight the lizards, but Brad worked patiently and diligently towards that end,
slowly crafting a new twist on classic Star Force protocol to make the Protovic
an effective and unique addition to the overall empire…and one that would
surpass the independent Protovic civilization in comparison, tech advantage
aside.
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December 26, 2879


Aphat System (Bsidd
Region)


Nym



 

Naisha set her bag down on the bed of her new three
room quarters. The design was slightly different than what she had been living
in on Onyx but basically the same third level allotment that she’d earned in
the transitional colony that was now in the process of becoming part of Axius.
More and more non-Protovic were coming to the world as a slow trickle of people
were coming out of the prisons. She didn’t know the exact number, but it had
only been a few years ago when the ‘survivor’ count had passed 500,000.


500,000 out of what had been 3 trillion people taken
prisoner. Naisha had been insulated from the rest of the Veliquesh
civilization, but she hadn’t expected it to be as thoroughly corrupt as that
number indicated. On the other hand, given some of the stories she’d heard from
other survivors it was amazing that anyone had come out of that mess of a life
sane. But all those she’d talked to were, for like her they’d come through the
transition process and earned their freedom. Naisha still didn’t know exactly
how that worked from a psychological or scientific standpoint…but it obviously did.



Most of the Protovic on Onyx were from the pools of
younglings that the invasion had rescued before they could be evaluated as
‘unfit’ and killed, making her and the other survivors a small minority, then
add in all the immigrants from other races and the planet had become a vibrant
mix of faces and cultures that washed away the last bits of Veliquesh from her
system…though she’d always retain the memories of how they’d tried to kill her and
nearly succeeded.


She never know who it was that had saved her, but what
she’d learned of Star Force told her that it had been an Archon, based on the
armor. She couldn’t for the life of her remember what color it had been, and
though she wanted to know she figured that was probably going to be one mystery
she carried with her for the rest of her life…which now that she’d attained
self-sufficiency could end up being a very long time.


Rather than spending her days in the colony lingering
about as she had at first and many others did permanently, Naisha had trained
as a generic worker, though for Star Force that was a lot more complicated that
it sounded. It was the lowest paid position within the organization but one
that still required extensive training. She spent over 8 months going through
drills and procedures that expanded upon what she’d learned during her days in
the prison…which she eventually found out doubled for what others went through
in a maturia. 


The extra training ran her through all kinds of
variables and how to deal with them, giving her basic training in the food
supply division that was far more than she’d expected. Half of all Star Force
foodstuffs were prepackaged, with the rest requiring combination and prep
before being made available in the cafeterias. She began as a level 1 assistant
having had lessons in various allergies and the components that went into every
bit of food that Star Force provided free of charge.


Other food items were available for sale by private
venders, but Naisha hadn’t been allowed to work in a cafeteria until she knew
every single item Star Force served and how to assemble each of those that were
not prepackaged. That included the foodstuffs for Protovic, Humans, Calavari,
and every other race within Star Force. The foodstuffs weren’t labeled as such,
for some were palatable by several races, but they weren’t going to let her do
so much as lay out the packages onto the display cases until she was able to
spot potential problems, such as the wrong items going in the vending lines.


All the foodstuffs looked different, even if it was as
simple a thing as coloration, so people would know which ones were meant for
them and which were not, and it was the responsibility of every single person
on the staff to insure there were no mistakes made so the people coming in to
eat didn’t have to think about what they were grabbing off the racks. 


It was important, as were all Star Force positions,
and that was made clear from day 1 of training. When she began her work the
tasks were simple, with her taking certain items from place to place and other
menial tasks that could easily have been accomplished without any training required,
but the difference was she wasn’t just following orders. She understood
everything that she was doing and saw each item as a puzzle piece in a larger
system that was recognizable to her.


Working in that position was her way of paying back
Star Force for saving her, though they in turn paid her a credit stipend for
doing so. She received an automatic 2.2 credits per day when she began and that
had risen to 2.9 by the time she’d petitioned and received permission to
transfer to the Protovic colony on Nym. After a month
of working in the cafeteria she had been given a quarters’ upgrade as default,
but she went ahead and purchased the next level up. That had cost her .7
credits per day and was deducted from her stipend automatically, which still
allowed her to accumulate a surplus to use on whatever she wanted.


There were further quarters
upgrades available, but the next one up cost 3.5 credits per day and was
therefore out of her pay range unless she wanted to save up and pay a year’s
advance. That hadn’t appealed to her and the three room quarters were much more
luxurious than the basic ‘pods’ that she’d lived in. The bedroom was larger and
had several modular pullouts that she could configure as she liked. The
cleansing chamber was also slightly larger and included clothing storage, but
it was the auxiliary living space in the third room that made the quarters a
true luxury.


It had no specific purpose, but was more than three
times the size of the bedroom and contained a large vid screen across one wall.
The standard furniture was here, but Naisha could purchase additional pieces as
needed…or actually the correct term was ‘rent,’ for when she’d transferred to Nym her old furniture hadn’t come with her. Right now there
was a long couch and a stool stationed next to a table built into the wall.
Anything beyond that she’d have to acquire with credits.


Her credit account did
transfer between factions, and all of Star Force used the same currency system
so she wasn’t going to have to start from scratch, nor was she going to have to
look for a new position. That had already been arranged prior to her transit.
There had been a long waiting line for the survivors to transfer to the
Protovic and priority had gone to those most qualified. Had she not been working
a job she’d still be waiting on Onyx, so even though she was on the lowest
working tier of the empire she still got preferential treatment over those who
simply lived without contributing.


Star Force had made it clear that that was perfectly
acceptable behavior, but Naisha thought it was unacceptably rude on the part of
the survivors to do so. They were alive and well because Star Force had rescued
them, then went to the effort to train them. Naisha wasn’t skilled in any major
way, but she was helping out where she could and didn’t care to socialize with
any of the others that did not…and she’d gotten into more than one argument
over that fact back on Onyx.


When her bag hit the bed she came down beside it a
moment later and just laid out. Travel between star systems wasn’t difficult,
but it did take her out of her routine and she found that to be exhausting.
Naisha closed her eyes and took a crash nap right then and there, waking up
some time later and beginning to unpack the few personal items she’d brought
with her. All the necessities could be acquired locally, so what was in her
pack was an assortment of novelties that she’d accumulated, including a small
collection of decorative statues.


Naisha arranged them on one of the pullout shelves
built into the living room wall and hit the activation buttons on those that
were so equipped, with the Dvapp-built ‘snowman’ beginning to oscillate through
his dance pattern as the crystalline material bent and flowed in a cyclical
pattern.


She’d paid 172 credits for it, but it was worth every
one and her favorite of them all. A few special items of clothing went into the
closet and a custom set of casual shoes dropped next to the bed, which was the
end of her unpacking. She stowed away her travel duffle and left her quarters
after reprogramming the security code to something new, headed to the nearest
equipment store. 


There were several types in a Star Force city, but it
was the clothing one that she headed to first. Nothing there cost credits,
though there were temporal limitations to how much you could acquire at a time
so no hoarding could occur. The amount was actually rather high so Naisha was
able to fill out her wardrobe with standard uniforms and casual clothes on that
single trip, then would be able to replace worn out clothing at a recycle
station there and exchange them for tokens that could be used for more items.


The standard was 300 tokens for clothing, which
included shoes, but since she was working that stipend upped to 350. Likewise
there was a utility stipend of 75 tokens that allowed her to get a toothbrush
and toothpaste at another equipment store along with shedding kit and a few
other personal maintenance items, all of which could be recycled for a refund
of the tokens if they became broken or empty. 


Naisha went to a third store and picked up some
training gear pulling from a third pool of tokens. Here she got a pair of
running shoes and some stretch bands so she could do some resistance training
in her quarters first thing when she woke up. She still had some tokens left in
all three pools but didn’t feel the need to burn them all, but she did head to
the civilian stores and bought a few things with credits, including a bag of
candy that was sold as being tailored specifically to Protovic physiology.


It was by far the best candy she’d ever had back on
Onyx and she wanted to keep a supply of it in her quarters at all times. It
cost her 1.4 credits per bag, but it was worth it when she came back from a
workout with a sugar low and didn’t feel like heading over to the cafeteria to
eat. Some people took prepackaged foodstuffs back to their quarters to store up
a small stockpile, but all of the warm foods were meant to be eaten on site.
Private companies made meals that could be prepared in your quarters using
modular cooking equipment, but Naisha didn’t care for those. A regular candy
snack was enough to get her by until she found enough energy to get herself
back over to the cafeteria to eat rather than work.


She wasn’t sure what would be different here, but
assumed that most of the procedures would be the same. The grace window she had
after transit was three days, but she went ahead and reported for work as soon
as she got herself settled that first day. She spent a 4 hour shift then headed
off for a workout in one of the local gymnasiums before allowing herself the
luxury to explore her new home…or some of it, for the city was massive.


She and the rest of the citizens pretty much had
access to everything, with only a few restricted sections for those with
clearance beyond hers. One of those was the shipyards, for the city had a
surface facility that was working in the open air beneath a shield dome to keep
the weather out. Naisha eventually found her way to an observation deck on a
tower that overlooked the shipyard and sat down on one of the bar stools
sipping a confection drink along with others that were there to enjoy the view
of the city or the broadcasts on the vid screens that were showing everything
from news to sports.


All the faces she had seen since arriving here were
Protovic and her red variety. Supposedly there were a handful of purple here
that had come from Axius and even the other Protovic civilization that was an
ally of Star Force, but they must have been so few in number to disappear
amongst the masses. 


It was odd, for everyone was the same. She’d gotten
used to there being different races everywhere, but aside from the occasional
Human this colony was all Protovic. That brought up a few memories of the
Veliquesh, but things here were so different, so open, that the comparison
fizzed immediately. 


Looking out the windows she could see the drone
warships she’d heard about. Rather than adopt the standard Star Force block
style or use one of the other factions’ blueprints the Protovic had designed
and begun to build their own version. It wasn’t much of a deviation, but they
were using triangular wedges that would come together in fours that would then
form a solid square, making for no wasted volume during transport onboard a
jumpship. 


Right now there were three of the drones under
construction within sight, along with several starships that took on a more
unique design and incorporated the typical Protovic hammerhead motif into a blocky
back segment rather than the X-design. These starships, Naisha knew, were for
local transit within the system. Many more were promised to come, but the
Protovic fleet was only in its infancy. There were two other shipyards on the
planet and four more in orbit working to build that military and civilian fleet,
but it was going to take a long time to increase their numbers, for they were
getting no outside help in doing so.


Everything here was being built locally, which was
part of the draw for Naisha and the other immigrants. This was a Protovic
civilization, and while they were part of Star Force she found it appealing to
have a corner of it that was their own. That wasn’t to say she wanted to be
isolationist, not at all, but she did like the idea of them being able to pull
their own weight and eventually give back to the rest of Star Force later on
when they had the strength to really make a difference in the war against the
lizards.


That was beyond her prevue though, so she was
determined to do what she could in support of those that would be going out to
fight. Already there was a small number of advanced Protovic teams fighting
alongside Axius, but the bulk of their limited military was still involved in
permanent training to get them ready and establish a core group that others
generations could build upon. Everything here had been built from scratch, and
while they did have all the wisdom and experience of Star Force and the
leadership of a trailblazer, some things still had to be earned with time and
the Protovic were no exception. 


But they were earning their keep and learning, which
was why Naisha was so excited to be here and be a part of it, finally, after
getting passed up so many times for transfer. She loved the community on Onyx,
but now that she was here she realized this was truly where she belonged. 


Another added bonus was that the Veliquesh that had
tried to kill her and the others were now stuck in a prison facility in another
system entirely, rather than being right next door. They couldn’t get out
unless they earned their way out, but the fact that a lot of them were still
alive and unrepentant was a disturbing thought. She knew that wouldn’t last
forever, and even if Star Force isolation kept them alive longer than they
would have been in their former decrepit society, they wouldn’t last forever unless
they attained self-sufficiency, which Naisha knew required a lot of training
and the willingness to analyze and rework a person’s interior.


Veliquesh didn’t do that. They prayed to the Nash to
aid them rather than trying to do it themselves. She’d already heard that some
of the prison facilities were being torn down and the materials recycled as
they were no longer needed, for the prisoner count was diminishing with each
year. A few would earn their way out, but the rest were simply dying off from
what had mistakenly been considered old age in the past. Now she realized it
was really physical and mental degradation.


In short, the Veliquesh that didn’t learn from Star
Force and become Protovic were going to have their sick culture kill them
through an alternative means…stagnation. The tools were there for them to use
and learn from, but if they didn’t they’d eventually die off. All of them
would, and that thought comforted Naisha. Not because of their failure to
change, but because the nightmare of the Veliquesh would, some day in the
future, be completely erased from the galaxy, and the ongoing deconstruction
efforts of the prison facilities meant that day wasn’t too far away.


Here though she didn’t have to worry about that, or
see it. These were all Protovic, as she was, and they had a bright future ahead
of them if they were willing to work at it, and she was, for while she was
going to be working in the cafeteria she was also taking additional maturia
courses at a slow pace attempting to create new skills. Right now that was just
a basic, all around training program, but if she showed aptitude in anything
she was going to pursue it, for while she was helping Star Force in a tiny way
she wanted to do more. 


And even if it took her 100 years of training to get
to the point where she was able to do that, she was ok with it. For now that
she was self-sufficient she had all the time in the galaxy, and no matter what
meager achievements she was able to make going forward she would always strive
for more. Because that was the Star Force way and, above all else, she wanted
to repay them as much as she could, knowing that debt could never fully be
repaid. They had saved her from darkness and given her a place in the light…and
she was going to defend and support that light in any way, shape, or form she could, in perpetuity. 
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January 3, 2880


Aphat System (Bsidd
Region)


Nym



 

Jenran took a deep breath and set himself, eyeing the
target at the end of the run-up. When the tone sounded he took off running, not
at full sprint, as he’d learned previously, because while he needed speed he
also needed control and accuracy. He had 55 meters to work with and got up to
decent speed in half that, then transitioned into a ‘floating’ stride as he set
himself into a forward lean, finishing with his last few strides sending him
into a partial lunge forward. 


He hit the target head first with his body at about a
40 degree angle to the ground then bounced off it and landed haphazardly to the
left. The Protovic flipped around into a tri-point stance and shook off the
momentary disorientation with a twitch of his head, then ran off to the side to
touch a finish pedestal. This challenge was two part, with the level of impact
being measured as well as the recovery time, and as soon as he hit the pedestal
with his glowing red/green hand his score was displayed above it in holo.


Jenran frowned. His combined score had gone up 16
points, but his kinetic impact had decreased 7. It seemed that no matter what
he tried he always lost ground in some way.


He hit the reset button on the side of the finish
pedestal and walked back to the start point, set himself again, then took off
running. He hit the wall in a similar manner, impacting it with the exoskeleton
cap on his head where a Human would have had hair, but if one of them had tried
this they’d knock themselves unconscious or snap their neck. Jenran didn’t have
to worry about either because when he impacted his exoskeleton ran down the
back of his head and connected to his torso, so as long as he held his form
there wasn’t going to be any bending involved.


The bounce coming off the wall was uncontrollable and
somewhat random, but others had learned how to at least predict it so they
could stay on their feet and get to the pedestal almost instantaneously. His current
bounce sent him neither left or right, but rather
returned him directly opposite his momentum path…which was a rarity. It bounced
him back half a meter and he fell flat on his face.


Jenran climbed to his feet and jogged the few steps
over to the finish pedestal on the right, for there were two to accommodate
which way you bounced off the wall. He’d been screwed by the reverse direction
immediately, and as a result his score ended up being junk…yet his kinetic impact
had gone up 21 points from the previous run.


“Having trouble?” a voice asked from nearby. 


Jenran turned around and saw Kleeva
watching him. “I can’t get a handle on this.”


“Your head is more rounded, so it’s going to be harder
to apply a predictable hit,” she said, walking over to him and hitting the
reset button on the pedestal. “All males are.”


“They don’t have the same difficulty that I do,” he
complained. 


“Watch me,” she said, running back to the start and
reversing direction with a single foot plant that turned into a light sprint.
When she hit the wall head first her flatter cranial dome rolled her to the
right. Her shoulder hit the wall, then her body rolled across it and she landed
on her feet already moving towards the finish pedestal. She slapped the button
and got a transition time less than half of what Jenran had been scoring on his
best runs. 


Kleeva tilted her neck to
the left, with a soft pop sounding as her exoskeleton readjusted. “See what I
did?”


“You stayed on your feet.”


“No…well yes, but that’s not what I meant. I turned my
head a fraction prior to impact so I knew which way I’d be bouncing.”


Jenran frowned. “Doesn’t that reduce your impact
score?”


“Not when you only do it a fraction. I can measure it
out better because of my flat head, but I’ve seen some males do it better than
me so I know you can.”


Jenran looked down at his shorter friend who was also
going through commando training. All females were smaller than the males by
about 12% mass, but aside from a slightly flatter head and a few other small
cosmetic differences they were every bit as effective as the males, though in
the case of this training drill they were better because of that cranium
difference. 


“I’ll keep trying, but my scores aren’t even at the
minimum yet.”


“I’m only just over it,” she argued.


“You’re lower mass, so that’s to be expected.”


“I have to hit the same scores as you, regardless.”


“I’m just saying your technique is better, and I don’t
know how to train myself a better one other than throwing myself at this stupid
wall a bazillion times and hoping to accidentally improve.”


“You know, when we get into actual combat we’re going
to have helmets and targets that aren’t flat walls.”


“Exactly my point. We have to adapt and I can’t figure
out how to do it here on the easy, predictable, non-moving challenge course.”


“It’s all in the angle of impact.”


“I can’t feel it enough to control it.”


“Then slow down.”


“My score tanks from the lack of impact if I do that.”


“But you might need to in order to learn the control necessary.
You can gradually up it until you find the break point, then fiddle with it
there.”


“I have to learn this at speed.”


“And you will…after you learn it at slow speed,” she
insisted, pulling him by the arm. “Come on. I’ll pace you.”


“We’ll run into each other on the bounce.”


“Afraid of a few bumps?” she said, citing the now well-known
endurance that the race had compared to the others in Star Force. With their exoskeletal patches and almost Gumby-like flesh elsewhere,
the Protovic could take a lot more pounding than others could without getting
injured, so much so that it was rumored that their trailblazer patron had
designed this and other collision tactics specifically for their combat
use…things the other races couldn’t do without hurting themselves.


“Fine,” he relented, walking with her back to the start
and taking up a position alongside the shorter Protovic.


“Mimic me,” she said, walking forward at first then
transitioning into a slow jog that she added to at the very end with a lunge
forward into the wall. Jenran made for a sloppy shadow and hit a fraction of a
second after her, with both of them rolling to the outside and away from each other.


“Try to match me closer. I’ll increase slowly,” Kleeva said, walking back to the start.


“I feel like a youngling,” he complained, glancing
around at the other identical courses being used nearby. Those Protovic weren’t
going anywhere near this slow, and most of them were hitting scores that he
hadn’t even come close to.


“You are one,” she said pithily before giving him a
countdown with her left hand, dropping it as she took off. This time he held to
her pace better and they both impacted the wall at nearly the same time, then
they reset and began to repeat the binary attack on multiple run-throughs,
increasing their speed gradually as they progressed and per Kleeva’s
choice…which was a much slower rate than Jenran preferred.


They were up to their 21st repetition when he hit and
bounced the wrong way, slamming into her left elbow as she rolled across the
wall. He dropped to the ground and didn’t get up while she did, recovering and
transitioning over to the pedestal. When Kleeva
tapped it and turned around she saw him still lying on the ground clutching his
crotch.


“What’s wrong?”


“What do you think?” he groaned.


Kleeva’s hand rose to cover
her mouth as she laughed. “You weren’t closed up?”


“Apparently not,” he said, embarrassed.


“Why the hell not? You know I didn’t do that on
purpose.”


“Doesn’t really matter at this point,” he said,
getting to a knee but rising no further.


“But why weren’t you closed up?” she asked,
referencing the pelvic plates on the males that covered their genitalia when
not in use. Females had internal organs and merely an aperture that was not
protected, but very hard to hit. If a male got caught with his plates spread
and hit there with even the slightest bump it was said to be extremely painful.



“You.”


“Me?”


“I wasn’t concentrating when I hit the wall and I
guess I…spread on accident.”


“Because of me?”


“You are one of the hottest girls here,” he said in
mild defense.


“Oh…really? You never mentioned you had a thing for me
before…”


“I didn’t plan to,” he said, wincing as he got up, then
trying to stand still and let the unbearable pain bleed off. “I’m here to
fight…not mate.”


“You can’t do either right now,” she said, still
smirking. “Wow. Never realized I had that effect on guys.”


“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” he asked, still in
considerable pain that didn’t want to go away.


“I’m sorry…but yeah. A bit.”


“This is why you don’t do tandem runs.”


“No, this is why you keep yourself closed up,” she
argued, still not quite believing that he’d been caught off guard because of
her. 


“I’ll remember that,” he said stiffly.


“It really hurts, doesn’t it?”


“You have no idea.”


“How long before you start feeling…normal?”


“Depends how hard you’re hit, and you stuck me good
with your elbow.”


“Actually, it was you that rolled into me, remember?
At least we found your speed limit. Now you can work on gradually increasing it
without losing control.”


“I really hate you right now.”


“What happened?” another commando trainee asked,
coming over to where Jenran was standing with an awkward lean forward.


“Don’t ask.”


“He got caught open,” Kleeva
told him.


The other male tried to suppress a smirk, then looked
at him with genuine concern. “How bad?”


“Elbow.”


“Ouch,” he said empathetically. “Been there before.
Nothing you can do but wait it out.”


“I know.”


“My condolences,” the other male said, heading back to
his own training drills. 


“I’m sorry,” Kleeva said
after he’d left.


“Not your fault…but I still hate you.”


“At least that’s one thing girls don’t have to worry
about in combat.”


“Lucky you.”


“Do you want me to find you a medic?”


“No.”


“How about a stun gun?”


Jenran didn’t answer vocally, but gave her a look that
said ‘maybe.’


“Tell you what. You rest and I’ll get back to my own
training. Later on today, or whenever you fully recover, I’ll make it up to
you,” she said, leaning in close to his head and whispering. “Pain now,
pleasure later, all even?”


“No need,” he said, mentally kicking himself for turning
her down but he was in so much residual pain that his subconscious didn’t argue
much. “Just an accident, and my fault. Forget about it.”


“And what if I insist?” she said, gently licking his
forehead.


“Not really in the flirting mood right now,” he said
honestly.


“Oh…right. Sorry. I owe you, though. Guess we’ll
continue this later then,” she said, stepping away and hesitating. “If you
don’t find me, I’ll find you. I want to even up.”


“Fine…later,” he said, sitting back down on the
ground.


Kleeva cringed and walked
away.


Jenran looked down at his crotch, then up at the wall
where the misfortune had occurred. “Can’t get any worse,” he told himself,
standing up and walking to the start position. If he was going to be in pain he
might as well be getting something out of these minutes than just sitting and
wallowing in discomfort…that and he didn’t want to attract any more attention.


Making sure he was tightly closed up he jogged forward
and very lightly hit the wall head on, rolling to the left and over to the
pedestal. He didn’t even look at the score, resetting it and going back to try
again. With each repetition the pain got less and less to the point where he
was able to start processing what Kleeva had been
saying pre-flirt. 


Right now he had to go slow, and that restriction made
him realize she was right. He was worrying too much about his appearance and
needed to work this from the slow end up. Now that he literally had no pride
left there was no shame in taking these runs slow and trying to work on his impact
deflection angles. 


Turning his brain off to everything else he just
repeated the drill more times than he knew until he accidentally set a new
personal best combined score…and at a lower speed than he had been attempting
before. Frowning, he reset the drill and did it again, getting almost the exact
same score, only 1 point lower. Jenran did it four more times the exact same way,
ruling out the possibility that it was just an accident, then he hit the reset
again and took his start position, the pain of his collision now almost
entirely gone.


He took off at full speed and tried to apply the same
technique he’d been using to this attempt, not expecting to succeed but hoping
to see that something had changed. When he hit the wall he bounced off randomly
again, but he flopped onto the ground and got to his feet well enough and
tagged the pedestal, seeing that the kinetic impact was decent, but more
importantly he’d been able to feel his error on contact. There was no way he
could have controlled it, but he wasn’t numbing up for that moment of impact
like he had been before. 


Now that he could ‘see’ what was occurring he knew he
could learn to do it like the others. In retrospect he realized he’d just been
trying for too much and hadn’t allowed his senses to calibrate to the hard
impacts. He’d been mentally flinching with each but now, having let his mind
gradually adjust to harder and harder impacts, he could go through it ‘eyes
open,’ which he tested with several more runs before slowing down again and
picking up from where he’d left off on his gradual improvement, now confident
that he’d be able to get this within the next few days.


When he eventually quit he realized he’d spend the
past 4 hours in the gym. He’d expected to be there half an hour and had to rush
several other training elements before reporting for mandatory scripted
sessions. He didn’t like having screwed up his morning’s workouts, but realized
that the tradeoff was more than worth it. He’d made a huge rookie mistake and
now was wise to it, with the ironic part being that he probably wouldn’t have
gained that insight if Kleeva hadn’t embarrassed him
with that accidental collision. 


He’d heard stories of accidental training insights
from others, and now it seemed he had one of his own to tell. He liked that,
but more so he liked the increased capability it would give him, for he could
apply the same insight to other areas even after he mastered the head ram. It
was one of the unique combat tactics to the Protovic and he’d been feeling inadequate
for not being able to do it up to requirements. His scores weren’t high enough
to meet them yet, but it was just a matter of time now that he knew his mistake
had been countered.


Regardless of any sexual liaison with Kleeva that would result from this, his crotch knock had
been worth it. He knew he’d never say that in the moment of pain, but it was
now past and he still had his training insight going forward. It had sucked,
and he wouldn’t be living down that stigma anytime soon, but on the battlefield
things like that didn’t matter. Skill and ability did, and he’d just increased
his slightly, however accidental it might have been.
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July 5, 2888


Ventrol System
(lizard territory)


Treymit



 

Nephit took cover behind a boulder, tucking his
appendages in behind as much of it as he could as his fellow Bsidd did likewise
in four other spots. The lizards they were facing were being more stubborn than
normal and weren’t walking out to their deaths like normal. They had numbers on
the Star Force troops but not enough to really press the issue. Instead the
lizards were operating in hit teams that were carrying one of their newest
toys…a rocket launcher that did more concussive damage than shrapnel. Even a
direct hit wouldn’t take down Nephit or his fellow Betas if their shields and
armor were full, but that’s not what the lizards were going for.


The stupid explosives would physically move the Bsidd
they hit, knocking them over or even flinging them through the air when the
lizards shot at their feet. If they got a good bounce the lizards would rush
them when they were out of position, and the little bastards were getting good
with combos, making it necessary for the Bsidd to not group up too much and
keep to cover whenever possible. His team had two snipers in the back that were
working through the enemy ranks, so right now they just needed to buy time.


They had two Archons with their unit of some 500
Bsidd, and they’d ordered them into a defensive position, telling them to
turtle up and hold ground. Ahead of them was a lizard stronghold they were
trying to knock out, one that still had anti-air cover to keep the aerial
division back, so they were going to take it down the hard way. It hadn’t
occurred to Nephit unit a few minutes ago that the lizards had flanked them
with reinforcements and now surrounded them on all sides…hence the turtle
maneuver.


He’d fought in a few of these situations before,
knowing they were dangerous if they screwed up, but more often than not the
lizards would overcommit and turn their advantage into defeat. That wasn’t
happening here, for the little green vermin were fighting smart and chucking
rockets into them whenever they could. His armor had taken a gash on two of his
appendages, but his shields had reformed over it before it could get worse.
Others had also taken some armor damage, but everyone was still combat capable
so he wasn’t worried too much. If they were in trouble the Archons would tell
them what to do, and right now they were just holding ground as they’d done so
many times in the past.


A phaser shot skipped across the boulder’s surface,
blowing up a spray of molten dust as it passed and partially hit him in the
helmet. His shield caught it but he ducked down a bit further, having thought
he was too low to be shot already. He got a ‘hand’ signal from another Bsidd
across a gap and hiding behind a dead tree on the otherwise rocky terrain,
prompting him to curl up his appendages and roll like a ball out into the open.
When he took fire, as expected, he just kept rolling like a tumbleweed as four
others stepped out and returned fire. He didn’t see how many of the lizards
were hit, but when he got to the other side and took cover behind a rock near
the tree those there gave him a nod of respect, meaning that the maneuver had
been worth it.


Nephit checked his shield gage, noting it had dropped
under 25%. He needed to stay down and recharge, but the lizards weren’t going
to cooperate. A rocket zipped by his head and hit a boulder behind him,
blasting it apart and turning the pieces into light shrapnel that bounced off
the twenty some Bsidd in the area. Those that were now denied cover ran
multiple ways as two more rocket shots came in and physically moved three of
them out of position with hits to the ground nearby. 


Nephit got slammed up against his cover rock by the
concussion wave, then a sea of green rushed into view to his right as the
lizards came forward and tried to take advantage of the situation, firing
dozens of phaser shots into the downed and disoriented Bsidd that were out in
the open. He and the others rushed out and engaged them hand to hand, with a
few getting there first and interposing themselves between the attackers and
their targets. Nephit came out into the flank of the group and took a shot to
the helmet as two of them turned on him just as he saw a sammy sniper shot come down and hit a lizard to his
right in the head.


It fell to the ground dead, with Nephit seeing the det pack on its back. He cursed and kept fighting,
realizing how he and the others had stupidly been baited into a trap…one that
their sniper had just saved them from.


Thirty seconds later half the lizards there were dead
and the others fell back to the horde that was waiting further up the plain.
They’d just been poked, not fully engaged, but he and others had taken a lot of
shield depletion and some bad armor hits. He was ok for the moment, ducking
back into cover as long range phaser blasts peppered the area, breaking up the
short-lived melee.


After a few seconds of cover and him seeing his shield
strength bar begin to creep back up his comm broke
open with some type of music he wasn’t familiar with. It was loud and obviously
a battle song, but he didn’t know what it was for until he zoomed out his
battlemap and saw a host of new icons approaching. 


“Yes,” one of the Bsidd next to him said with
eagerness as orders from the Archons began to come through in the form of
waypoints and target beacons. The unfamiliar song kept repeating the phrase
‘back off, I’ll take you on” and Nephit liked it immediately, especially because
the orders were indicating that they were abandoning their turtle formation and
pressing the attack. He and the others waited as instructed until their
standard bearers came up in the form of an Archon striker that was not assigned
to them, but was probably one belonging to the Protovic that were reinforcing
them.


The battle song kept playing for several minutes as
they approach, with that lead Archon running out into the open where Nephit and
the others had just fought that brief scrap and setting his feet into the dry
dirt and holding position as the lizards peppered him with pink phaser strikes.
The next thing the Bsidd saw was a blur of red/grey armor flying through the
air past the Archon on what was probably a telekinetic grip, for the Human’s
arm went in the same direction as if he was flinging the mass forward.


Immediately Nephit got the order to push and he jumped
out of cover as the Archon beat them to the front by two steps, following the
Protovic he’d just threw into the group of lizards ahead that had been bowled
down from the physical impact. A red energy shield burst out from that Protovic
into a flat wall blocking most of the firing coming in at him. Those lizards
nearest him on the ‘friendly’ side turned and shot him multiple times but he
just held still, carrying a large shield emitter backpack as the Archon
telekinetically ripped two of them off him and the Bsidd shot the others dead.


Behind Nephit more Bsidd followed along with a column
of Protovic. They looked like Humans and wore almost identical armor to their
commandos, with the coloration being the only major difference. A specialized
icon flashed directly over top the Bsidd on the battlemap, with it
materializing on his HUD as an area of blue sparkles surrounding him. He knew
that meant to make gaps to let the Protovic through, with the smaller allies
sprinting up between them and running directly towards the lizards as the
shield carrier either lost his charge or deliberately dropped the energy
matrix.


Half a dozen of the Protovic ran by or jumped over
him, then weathered a storm of phaser hits before diving and ramming the lizard
groups head first and knocking several over per hit. Nephit and the Bsidd
weren’t far behind and used the disruption to shoot down some at range then
jump in on top of the others and fight them hand to hand using their plasma
rods. What looked like a sea of blue lightsaber blades lit up, six per Bsidd,
and began lashing the lizards with pointblank plasma hits.


As was expected, the lizards didn’t back down like the
song suggested. Those hidden nearby emerged and swarmed the Star Force troops
in what looked to be an even battle for the moment Nephit had to glance around,
then he was too occupied with the lizards on top of him to pay attention to
anything else. He fought them as he normally did, but there were rockets flying
everything disrupting their formations…though they had the Protovic doing the
same to the lizards with their own bodies. He’d never seen a Human fight like
that before, but these troops were and taking a hell of a physical beating
doing it. More than once he saw an Archon pick one up and throw them like a
rock at the lizards, and not all of them had shield packs. 


Some of those ramming tactics paid off for Nephit,
because they set up kills for him. The Kamikaze-like behavior was something the
lizards hadn’t seen Star Force use before and it seemed to shake them up even
as they were chucking rockets and pouncing on anyone they caught out. More
Protovic were grouped up into fireteams and were assisting hunting the lizards like
typical Human commandos.


With me, an
Archon said telepathically as it passed Nephit and tapped him on one of his
appendages. 


A bit shocked by the voice appearing in his head
rather than his helmet, Nephit did as instructed and followed the Archon
through the melee and up to the front with two Protovic flanking him. They
didn’t stay there long, having to divert to knock down groups of lizards coming
towards him but the Archon didn’t stop moving and neither did Nephit until they
ran up on a crevice that ran between two monoliths of rock that stood 6 meters
high. 


Kill them as
they come out, the Archon said as he turned around and protected the Bsidd’s flank.


Nephit trusted in his judgement and faced directly
into the crevice that was barely wide enough for two Betas to stand side by
side, but he had just enough room to stretch out his appendages and swing
freely as he bullied his way into the line of lizards coming up out of a small
hole in the rock wall on the left. He cut down two with plasma rods and shot
the rest as he moved his way up to the hole as another quickly climbed out and
tried to roll away from him. The Bsidd reached out and jabbed it in the chest
with a plasma rod as another climbed out and tried to get away, firing a shot
into his chest section as it scurried to clear the hole.


Nephit understood what he had to do and backed up a
step so they couldn’t shoot out the lateral tunnel at him, then he used one of
his two rifles to shoot the lizards that had come out while he jabbed the next
one crawling out of the tunnel. He remained them, fighting furiously to knock
them all down and not let any through while the Archon covered the entrance to
the crevice…though he couldn’t see him. The lizards were climbing out so fast
he couldn’t pay attention to anything else, trusting that the Archon would know
what he was doing and Nephit understanding that he had to be the mauler taking
down this line of reinforcements as they were vulnerable coming out single
file.


It was a sweet spot for an ambush and required him to
rack up an insanely high kill count, which is exactly what he did up until he
ran out of ammo, but by then there were other Bsidd standing behind him ready
to take his place, for they’d already advanced this far and secured their
foothold…with the lizards below ground apparently unaware and still sending a
string of reinforcements out to a quick death as the crevice filled up with
bodies.



 

Jenran dove into a group of four lizards, hitting one
in the chest with his helmeted head. Rather than rolling to either side he just
let him momentum carry him into and over the lizard as it went down. He rolled
through a rough somersault and kicked out his armored left leg to catch a third
lizard, for a second had been bowled down by the first as it was knocked
backwards. 


The Protovic didn’t even bother to try and fire his
rifle, clinging to it with one hand as he kicked and rolled, knocking down as
many lizards as he could until blue plasma streaks filled the air directly over
him and the surrounding lizards went down from the hits. Red/grey suits of
armor ran up to and past him as Jenran got to his feet and fell into line
behind them. 


They didn’t have far to go to get to the next group of
lizards, with someone else pulling the same maneuver he just had. Using his
rifle, Jenran moved forward and shot one of the lizards that had been knocked
down while the others engaged a group of 50 or so situated in a circular
enclosure within the rocks. It was an ambush position but the Protovic didn’t
care, they just pushed their way in, knocking down the leading edge of the
lizards and ramming a shield carrier into the worst of it. That bit of tech was
one of Brad’s unique additions to the Protovic, which essentially put a heavy
cradle over top of the commando armor that made the carrier extremely unagile and incapable of most hand to hand combat…but the
tradeoff was worth it when paired with a fighting unit.


He’d said the Protovic were ‘headstrong,’ hence the
signature battle song he’d given them, and had crafted their ground combat
tactics accordingly. They carried more armor than Human commandos, making their
suits slightly more stiff while needing less internal
padding given their exoskeletal segments. And while
they were trained to be agile, their ability to simply ram their opponents and
not get disoriented by the collision gave them an advantage that Brad had told
them to use often in group combat while still training them to be conventional
commandos with a full range of evasive combat techniques.


This was the first invasion that the Protovic army was
involved in and Jenran’s fifth battle. He and the
others knew they were being evaluated, as well as the fact that this fight was
live and people were in jeopardy if they screwed it up…but so far everyone had
been doing their job and they’d been mowing down the lizards they’d been
assigned to go against, though he suspected they were being given the easy
assignments since they were newbs to this sort of
fighting, while the Bsidd armies were taking on the heaviest areas of
resistance.


Didn’t matter to him. There were lizards here to be
fought and the bulk of the currently small Protovic army was finally getting a
chance to contribute…and he was realizing just how small and weak the lizards were.
These were standard varieties they were coming up against, no maulers, and
every time he collided with one it did little to stop his higher mass. They
were easy takedowns if they could get to them, especially considering that they
were wearing no armor aside from some pathetic vests. Those might stop a shot,
or half of one, but otherwise they were useless against Star Force’s weapons. 


Jenran fought from the back of his unit while his
shields recharged, only taking a few additional hits while the others soaked up
most of the incoming fire. When he was nearly full and ready to take on the
next diving assignment he got a battlemap prompt and immediately ran over to
the nearby waypoint, finding the Archon that had summoned him and feeling his
telepathy in his head. 


He’d done this before and returned a ‘ready’ thought
while getting the approximate direction the Archon wanted to throw him. He ran
on that trajectory then felt himself tip forward and be lifted off the ground,
accelerated by an invisible force as he was shot through the air like a slow
missile past the Archon and the other Protovic, then hit headfirst into a wall
of lizards. He kept his arms tucked around his rifle until he felt the
telekinetic hold let go and gravity returned to normal.


As he crashed into the lizards he let his legs and one
arm fly wide to catch as many of them as he could, acting like a snowplow that
mowed down a line of them, leaving him the prime target now as multiple phaser
blasts hit him, though a few missed and actually hit other lizards as he
scrambled around on the ground, knowing that standing up immediately was a bad
idea. He needed to buy a few seconds and then…


Two more Protovic came running up and head-butted
lizards aside as a wave of blue plasma fire followed them along with the
padawan that had thrown him. A group of lizards just dropped to the ground in
front of him and Jenran shot them as quickly as he could while the Archon
jumped over their bodies and punched another so hard he flew back as another
projectile and knocked four more down.


Soon Jenran was surrounded by other Protovic and out
of danger, finding his shields had gone down and he had a slightly melted gash
across his right leg but no other damage. He held back and shot a few downed
lizards that he wasn’t sure were totally dead as his shield bar reformed at
minimal strength. 


Tucking in behind others with more shield than him, he
followed the group forward as they continued their cyclical push that, by
design, was never supposed to end and give the lizards a chance to regroup.
Once a Protovic formation started the charge forward they would continue until
the enemy gave them too much resistance and they had to fall back, or until
they’d won the battle.
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July 18, 2888


Chepmet System
(lizard territory)


Inner Zone



 

The Excalibur
came out of its deceleration jump into view of the white star that stood at the
center of the lizard-occupied system head of the line. It’d pulled extra heavy
on the gravity drives to position them further out than normal, for they expected
immediate resistance. Chepmet was a key system on the
primary shipping route connecting the lizard core worlds and their expansion
zone into Skarron territory. They used multiple paths to link the two, but the
bulk of their ship and cargo transfer was occurring on one line…one very
heavily defended line as they attempted to reduce the amount of raids that Star
Force and the Voku were exacting on them. 


The Preema invasion corridor had already eaten out a
chunk of lizard territory on the Voku side of the midline and Star Force continued
to creep their border in from the opposite side. That meant the vast expanse of
territory in the ‘middle’ of lizard space was shrinking. Not so much that they
were in jeopardy of getting cut off anytime soon, but the lizards could see the
writing on the wall and had been reinforcing this particular line of systems,
both in terms of planetary defenses and ship count.


So it didn’t surprise Paul when his command ship’s
sensors began to pick up warship contacts in orbit around the star by the
thousands. They were there to make sure any lizard ships coming through were
protected as they made the transition from one jumppoint to another, for
intercepting a ship mid jump was virtually unheard of. The weak points in the traffic
flow were around the stars, so that’s where the lizards were pooling their
ships and adding more to them as the months passed by.


There were too many for Paul to take out with his
small Clan Saber fleet, which exited behind the Excalibur six in count. Four were standard warships and began
deploying drones immediately upon arrival, but the other two were the main
reason they were here. They were jumpship-sized drones that had no internal
living space whatsoever, not even for maintenance access. Normally Star Force
wouldn’t build anything that big in that manner, but these were prototypes that
Clan Saber had developed and Paul had brought them here for a field test…as
well as to diminish the number of ships the lizards had in the system.


Both mammoth warships were Ravager-class and had the distinction of carrying the first ‘holy’
weapon Star Force had managed to produce, which was the V’kit’no’sat’s
Dre’mo’don. It was crude as hell right now and too large to fit on any normal
sized drone, but each ravager had 12 Dre’mo’dons on them, a lot of armor and
shields, and some backup Ta’lin’yi and mauler cannons with a sprinkling of Sammy
anti-air turrets.


They were beasts with more kill power than the rest of
the fleet combined, most of which was due to the Dre’mo’dons. They were the
same type of weapon that Kara had in her armor, which compressed down into a
tiny jewel set into her wrist. The one’s Star Force had built were
monstrosities, and not due to their destructive power. What the V’kit’no’sat
could condense down into a square meter, Star Force’s techs were only accomplishing
the same with a battery the size of a dropship. 


That meant they were hugely inefficient, but the end
result was same when the condensed energy packet was launched. It wasn’t a beam,
nor could reach even close to beam speeds, making it a medium/short range
weapon, but it tore apart shields and armor alike in a way that made all the
rest of Star Force’s weapons look like mere toys…which was why Paul and Roger
had been pressing the techs to rush the design even if it took something huge
to carry them. 


The weapon schematics had been a Star Force project,
but it was Clan Saber that had gone ahead and incorporated them into the
ravager design while others factions were waiting for them to be tinkered with
and reduced in size first. Paul wasn’t waiting, for this weapon put them ahead
of the Voku, the Preema, and the Nexus in terms of raw firepower. He was here
to take the pair of ravagers against an overwhelming lizard fleet, with the
rest of his ships there to protect the prototypes. He knew he’d have to
withdraw at some point, but intended to get a lot of data and ship kills before
that and did not want to risk losing one of the very expensive ships.


Credits weren’t the issue, but the number of arc
elements and solari required to construct the Dre’mo’don were insane compared
to everything else they were using. Paul had only been able to afford it
because Clan Saber had built a small Star
Forge-class mining station of their own now that the main facilities were
out of prototype stage and they had a limited, but firm handle on the
technology. Mainline had 3 of the massive stations up and running with another
two under construction, while Paul had spent a significant amount of his Clan’s
resources to build his own baby version that he’d named the Pocket Knife. 


Between it and the two ravagers, he’d devoted an
enormous amount of his Clan’s resources into a very small amount of equipment,
but both ventures were going to put the Sabers far ahead of the curve. The
Dre’mo’don wasn’t the V’kit’no’sat’s most advanced
weapon by far, but it was a staple of their smaller ships and the batteries on
the ravagers were equivalent in yield to what the Rit’ko’sor had on their
Frigate analogs. Small by V’kit’no’sat standards, but still naval yield and far
more powerful than anything Kara could produce. 


To put it in simpler terms, the weapons should be able
to 1-hit lizard cruisers, though to date that theory hadn’t been tested, which
was one of the reasons why Paul was here.


The trailblazer linked into the nexus and took
personal command of both ravagers while leaving the drone fleet under the
control of the remote pilots. They knew their job and he probably wouldn’t have
to give any additional orders, leaving him free to focus on the new tech and
using it to maximum advantage while simultaneously safeguarding it.


As the lizard sensors finally caught the echoes from
the incoming ships their fleets began to reposition to come after the invaders,
and those were just the ones already in orbit around the star. Paul knew there
were at least 2 inhabited planets in the system, but how many more ships they
had around them was a question mark. They’d only been able to get a brief
scouting report that was some 60 years old from the Voku, plus updates from
ships passing through that could not stay around long enough to take a fresh
look.


As Paul’s fleet began to move towards the star and
approach the swarm of lizard ships, three of his own drones broke off and made
microjumps that would take them through a very fast scouting run of the other
planets. That wasn’t their purpose here, but he might as well have a look while
they were in the neighborhood. Those drones were operating on limited remote
control and Paul had told his Admiral previously that he wanted them out and
back quickly, for he didn’t know how long they’d be able to stand up against
the lizard fleet and he didn’t want them left behind for the lizards to
potentially disable and study.


As the four jumpships spread out into compass points
around the Excalibur and the drones
filled in the gaps while pushing the formation out even further, Paul kept the
two ravagers in close to the command ship before sending them on out ahead when
the fat donut started shooting bloons at the enemy. He wanted to keep well
clear of their firing radius and let them fight the enemy, with the rest of the
fleet holding position nearby to react as necessary. They were all going to
shoot any and all lizard ships that came within firing range, but he wanted the
ravagers to go in first and have their choice of targets.


Paul watched with considerable interest as the first
100+ ship tendril of cruisers came in towards the port ravager firing their
phaser beams at a slightly greater range than the Dre’mo’dons could handle.
Their energy packet was only momentarily cohesive, and once that cloyingness
ran its course they’d pop like fireworks and dissipate their energy. Anything
near the ‘pop’ would take damage, but it would be minimal compared to what the
bolt would have accomplished on a proper hit.


When Paul felt the first of the cruisers come within
the reliable range he fired the first Dre’mo’don, which while on V’kit’no’sat
weapons was green, a color alteration hadn’t been a big technological issue so
Paul had these built standard Star Force blue. What looked like a tiny pinprick
of light glowed so brightly it might as well have been a piece of a star. It
shot out almost too fast for the eye to track and impacted one of the fresh
lizard cruisers that had full armor and shields, while a handful of the others
had already been hit by bloons and weakened.


The Dre’mo’don hit the lizard shields and punched
right through, overloading their matrix on impact then partially melting
through the armor plates as the energy packet destabilized, turning from a tiny
mote into a miniature nova. The hole in the armor expanded on the inside into a
destructive cone that blew out the opposite side of the ship and nearly severed
the entire thing in half. Sensor tags of weapons batteries winked out across
the hull leaving only two still operational, but the rest of the cruiser was
either junk or unpowered. 


Pretty damn close to a 1-hit kill.


Paul didn’t waste a second shot on it and targeted a
different cruiser with his second battery while the first went on an 18-second
recharge. He hated that it was that ponderously slow but he had 12 batteries to
work with, so as the lizard fleets swarmed around the ravagers with even more
ships only minutes away, he was able to fire a shot every 1.5 seconds and use
the secondary weaponry to clean up his kills and take them completely out of
the fight.


And Paul had two ships to work with, so there was a
constant repetition of the tiny blue sparks flying out and knocking down
cruisers as the rest of the Star Force fleet became heavily engaged and
positioned to  keep themselves bracketing
the ravagers so the enemy couldn’t fully surround them and fire from all angles
simultaneously. Paul had brought two shield ship drones per ravager and had
them waiting nearby to swoop in and aid them if necessary, but the confusion of
the lizards prevented any serious threat to the deadly ships. 


The titan knew it would take time for the enemy to
calculate the destructive potential and adjust their attack patterns accordingly.
Until that happened he was more than happy to just sit there racking up easy
kills, all the while monitoring the long range sensors and the growing number
of ships heading their way. 


It took 12 minutes before Paul realized the lizards
were not adapting to the new threat. Almost giddy with the opportunity he
expanded his mind out to the rest of the fleet and grabbed some remote pilots
to man the secondary weapons on the ravagers while he assumed full fleet
control and took them on the offensive. He split up the ravagers and sent them
into different areas while the Excalibur
did the same. The lizards weren’t running, but they weren’t adjusting to the
firepower the ravagers were throwing down…perhaps because it was so extreme
they didn’t know what to do about it. 


Regardless of their thinking, or lack thereof, Paul
knew the opportunity he had and pressed the engagement to the point of risking
the loss of a significant portion of his drones. The spacing between his ships
spread out, taking on a much more aggressive posture and figuratively taunting
the lizards to come at them now that they weren’t turtled up into a defensive
alignment. When the enemy continued to press the attack Paul new it was game on
and that he had a chance of destroying the entire fleet now on sensors…though
discounting whatever else they had in the system.


That was a wild card right now and he’d keep an eye on
it, but so long as the lizards were going to take the bait he was going to make
them pay for their lack of vision. He frowned as the term ‘lack of vision’
stuck in his mind and he realized it was something the Emperor had said. 


Whatever…the point was valid. The lizards would learn
what the ravagers could do going forward and adapt to it as they always did,
but in the next few minutes at least he had caught them by surprise and was
going to milk it for all he could. 



 

15 days later…



 

Paul’s seven ship fleet flew into planetary orbit at
one of their frontline system naval outposts, which was comprised of a repair
yard and supply depot sitting near a Sentinel defense platform. The planet was
uninhabited as of now, with the facilities having been built specifically to
aid in the warfront expansion by giving Star Force a stepping stone forward
without having to put down another significant colonization effort.


Another warfleet, one much larger than Paul’s, was
already on station and he recognized Taryn’s flagship a couple of seconds
before her hologram appeared beside his command chair on the bridge.


“What the hell happened to you?” she asked, seeing the
armor damage across all of his ships and the onboard drone count being at 43%
capacity.


“Picked a fight and won,” Paul said pithily as he
motioned to the Admiral to go ahead and get the repair work ordered, which is
what he’d been on the bridge to do rather than being down in his sanctum trying
fruitlessly to find the trigger to the Ubven ability
that Rio had been continuously flaunting in their sparring sessions, preventing
Paul or anyone else from beating him even once in hand to hand when he could
essentially freeze his opponent for a few seconds whenever he wanted. 


“Kind of looks like you lost,” Taryn commented.


“Took more damage than I planned, but I had a limited
opportunity to do some significant damage and I took it. The lizards didn’t
know what to do with the ravagers.”


“Define significant damage?” she asked curiously.


Paul smiled. “Kill count…232,721 cruisers.”


Taryn’s eyes went wide. “What the hell?!”


“I told you the Dre’mo’dons would be worth the
effort.”


“No way,” she said disbelievingly. “I’ve seen the
numbers. They shouldn’t be that effective. What else did you do?”


“I admit, we’re not going to get that kind of a
landslide going forward, but they didn’t know how many ships were necessary to
mass against the ravagers for longer than I expected. In their moment of
uncertainty they didn’t retreat and I made them pay for it.”


“How many ships did you leave them with?”


Paul cringed. “They had well over a million insystem.
We got a decent scouting survey, but never got a complete ship count.”


“Damn, they are serious about holding that trade
route. Mostly cruisers?”


“All cruisers. I think they know using bigger ships is
just making it easier for us. And now that we can pretty much kill one with a
single hit I doubt we’ll see any larger varieties used, save for chess pieces
if and when they think there’s a need.”


“Don’t you think they’ll keep those far away now?”


“It’s possible, but they now have data on the defenses
the ravagers had and they can see they’re nothing special. If I was stupid enough
to hold position, they could run an invoker up on one and take it down before
the Dre’mo’dons could do enough damage to disable it. That much mass has its
advantages. The capital ship tonnage is their liability, with us anyway.
Skarrons are a different story.”


“Yeah, they just keep hemorrhaging territory,” Taryn
said, referencing an intelligence report passed on by the Preema, who were now
officially allies with the Skarrons and assisting them in a few engagements
past the Star Force coreward no-go line in an attempt to slow or stop the
lizard advance in some key sectors. They knew they needed the Skarrons on the
offensive, not the defensive, but so far the lizards were owning them…though
the Skarrons had so much territory that their empire hadn’t been seriously
weakened thus far, though it did have an ever expanding chunk bitten out of it
on the map.


“Where are you headed?” Paul asked.


“Yechmo then Deerma. Should be able to clear out both fairly easy. The
lizards never put down serious roots, and I’m curious as to why.”


“How’s the new padawan working out?”


“He’s no Ginsi, but we gel well. No arguments or
bristling like with Supergirl, and he’s actually
interested in more than just level upgrades.”


“Couldn’t talk Ginsi into becoming a builder?”


“Nope. She’s choosing to go straight-up weapon. Useful
in her niche, but she’s no trailblazer. Take away our training notes and her
progression will tank, I’ll guarantee it. Might happen anyway now that I’m not
around to hold her hand. She’s very quick when something is explained to her,
but her adaptational skills aside from hand to hand suck. Well, that’s not
fair. She’s slightly below average for Archons. Compared to us, she sucks.”


“And the new guy?”


“He’s a grinder, but intelligent. He’ll make a solid
mage when I get finished with him. Are you out of the padawan business?”


“For now. The stronger I get the more of a hindrance
they become.”


“I felt the same way too until I started looking on
them as a tool rather than a ward. I give them more space than I did before and
I’ve found a useful balance.”


“How soon you leaving?”


“Got another task force I’m waiting on. Probably a
week at the earliest.”


“Then get your butt over here and we’ll discuss
padawans during a long run, and I promise I
won’t slow you down.”


“Heading over,” she said with a smirk. “And have the holos of your battle handy. I want to see how your new toys
earned those beauty marks.”
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October 2, 2888


Unnamed System
(Backwater Region)


Unnamed planet



 

Jack-809506 stopped walking suddenly, pausing in the
forest underneath the partial canopy as rays of sunlight came down onto the
ground like strobe lights. 


“What’s wrong?” Ikra asked
as she sat perched on the Archon’s back rack. The Hepcha had been riding there
for several hours as the scouting pair had been quietly pushing their way north
over hilly terrain in search of the bandits that had been ambushing convoys
coming though the region. The planet’s population was primitive in that they
hadn’t mastered anti-grav tech yet, but they were
part of a small alliance that had and their trading partners had set up a
number of spaceports on the planet to facilitate the economic interlinking.


One of those spaceports was 230 miles to the south and
had been getting its cargo shipments hijacked, both those coming into the
spaceport over ground and those flowing out from it. The local Venats hadn’t been able to find those responsible, but a
handful of investigators from the Uframon Alliance
suspected Groms and they’d asked Star Force to
confirm it if possible.


Jack was out in the middle of nowhere as far as Star
Force was concerned. He was in the Backwater Region, which was a loose term
referring to all the territory beyond Epsilon, Gamma, and Delta Regions that
the lizards had not gotten into yet. Most of where Star Force had outposts was
between the ADZ and the original Voku territory, but even at that those were
single systems out of thousands of others…and Jack was far beyond those
bastions of civilization.


Per Director Davis’s wishes Star Force had been making
diplomatic contact with as many races as it could and establishing some level
of relations with them. The Uframon Alliance was on
the very fringe of Star Force’s reach and was on good terms with them, with a
single enclave having been positioned on their capitol. It was the most heavily
defended world Uframon had, but it was weak by ADZ
standards. The idea of having Star Force put a tiny foothold down there was
centered around trying to prop up Uframon and give
them both legitimacy and military threat, for if someone invaded the planet
they’d also have to attack Star Force as well…and word of their almost magical
technology had gotten around the region despite the lack of interstellar
communications.


That Star Force outpost was where Jack and a few hundred
other personnel were stationed. The ranger was one of 7 Archons there and split
most of his time between solitary training and going out on simple missions to
aid Uframon. Some of them involved helping to teach
their military new tricks, evaluating weaknesses in their security, or often
tackling the unknown that they couldn’t. This current mission fell into the
latter category, and as a courtesy he had volunteered to check it out.


The planet he was on was so primitive that it didn’t
even have an official name yet, nor did the system as far as Star Force was
concerned. The native’s had a name for it, but their language was so bizarre
that it couldn’t be used. Assigning one to it and others in the region was
still on the to-do list, as were many other systems that were being scouted
out, but for now it simply had the identification number of TX-7839, with the
planet having the same designation with a ‘-04’ being added. It had been a
small member of the Uframon for the past 43 years and
had benefited enormously from the economic activity, but it was still legitimately
backwater as far as Jack was concerned.


Apparently someone else thought so as well, for they’d
been launching convoy ambushes and getting away with it. Enough supplies and
personnel had been lost that Uframon command had
taken notice and sent their investigators…who could find nothing. A lull in the
raids occurred during their arrival then they began again after they left. A
second trip had found, again, nothing, so Uframon had
asked Star Force if they could discovery who was conducting these raids and
Jack had been sent with his scouting partner here to find out.


He’d come via an Explorer-class
starship/jumpship hybrid. It was small, but given Star Force’s engine tech it
could travel faster than most other races’ jumpships and was sufficient to hop
around the local star systems. It was approximately the size of a heavy cruiser
but could be operated by a crew of 1 if needed. Jack had brought two more
crewers, one for the starship and one for the dropship that had brought them
down to the planet and was parked a good ways back, leaving him and Ikra on their own as they hiked through the forest headed
nowhere in particular.


“Something’s wrong. I can’t sense anyone, but the
wildlife is behaving different over there,” the Archon said, raising his left
arm and pointing to the northwest. “Check it out.”


“On it,” the Hepcha said, spreading its four wings out
across the ranger’s back and lifting off her travel perch with a flurry of
alternating wing beats that gave her race a snakelike appearance in the air as
her head and hind quarters bobbed up and down alternate of each other. The
cat-sized avian flew up through a gap in the treetops and hovered in place,
letting Jack pull camera feeds from her armor so he could see what she saw.


The Hepcha saw the rolling terrain covered in trees
but nothing out of the ordinary, then when she started to angle in the
direction Jack had indicated and gain some altitude, a line in the greenery
became visible. Ikra flew lower as she approached it,
searching for any anti-air turrets or ships in the sky that could spot her.
When she found nothing she eased into a hummingbird-like hover that had her
feathered wings stoking the air unbound while the rest of her body was covered
in very thin, but still strong light blue armor that looked like scales. Those
scales scraped over top of one another, preserving her flexibility while still
protecting her body from all angles. 


“See it?” she asked through the comm
in her tiny helmet that covered her round head and long beak.


“Yeah,” Jack replied, watching via his helmet’s HUD.
“Sneaky bastards. They cut into the trees to make a landing pad underneath the
canopy. The hillside to your right will block view of it from the ground save
for the nearest half mile, and all the orbital scans will show is untouched
forest.”


“Ships should still be visible from the sky?”


“Not when there’s cloud cover, and most of the raids
have occurred in bad weather.”


“This isn’t that well hidden,” the Hepcha argued as
she flew around in casual circles, keeping her distance but giving the Archon
multiple angles to work with. There wasn’t any infrastructure visible, just a
flat piece of ground with a few trunks missing and an intact canopy above
stretching from the nearby trees.


“You have to remember we’re playing in a very low
league here. They don’t think about hiding things the way we do. The locals
have very bad sensors, so I can imagine these guys operating out of this
location with ease. Hold position, I’m coming to you.”


“No sign of activity yet.”


“Lay low just in case.”


“How low?”


“Stretch your wings if you like, but don’t get any
altitude.”


“Buzzing as ordered,” she said as the Archon began to
run, visible on her battlemap as a speedy dot moving through the forest. He was
fast for a ground pounder, but couldn’t match her flight speed even on his best
day and her worst. They’d been working as a scouting pair for the past 3 years,
and even though she’d wanted to be posted to the front lines where the heavy
action was, Ikra had come to realize that out here in
the ‘safe’ territories there were still all kinds of dangers, but most of them
were well within Star Force’s ability to dominate, leaving her and Jack as a
very powerful pairing that she’d come to relish. Had they been fighting against
the lizards that would have been another story altogether.


“Contact,” Ikra warned,
seeing movement near the pad.


“I know, I can feel them now,” Jack said, heading in
that direction on the battlemap. “They’re definitely Groms.”


“What do you want to do?”


“The locals can’t handle them, so we are.”


“How?”


Jack hesitated, knowing what Ikra
meant even without her having to say it. This wasn’t a defensive mission, it
was offense. Different standards applied and even if these guys were going to
have to be killed he couldn’t get too over the top. When an enemy attacked you
it was obvious how to respond, but when you were attacking them there were a
lot of unknowns as to who you were shooting at and whether or not they deserved
it. When they shot at you that was clear enough.


“They aren’t conducting these raids on foot, so we’re
depriving them of their toys. If they make a big fuss over it we take them down
as well, but their deaths aren’t the mission.”


“Gotcha,” the Hepcha said as she swooped down low to
the treetops as Jack was nearing the clearing, making a big looping turn as she
activated her shields and triggered her armor to extend out over her wings,
taking away her main lifting capability but replacing it with light anti-grav. Ikra flew across the
treetops, a blue scaled four-winged bird floating on her technology as she
timed her arrival to coincide with Jack’s as he put up four waypoints on the
map for her, marking the location of the hostiles.


When she flew over the last of the treetops she came
up on an incline that put the clearing partially above the rest of the forest,
allowing lateral access while still being covered by the branches. This left a
bit of cover for her to emerge from, but as the Groms
finally noticed Jack she coasted into the clear and underneath the higher set
trees and dove down a couple of meters onto the nearest of them.


The bulky biped was wearing a bandoleer of ammunition
and boots, but little else. Its grey hide was thick and it had a pair of short
horns protruding from the top of its head that she centered on. With her right
talon she trigged a charge just before she landed on its head for a split
second, delivering the stun energy on contact for she didn’t have the weight
luxury of carrying ranged weapons.


Ikra bounced off its head as
it fell to the ground and got a couple of meters of altitude back as Jack shot
the other three with ease, leaving the pair momentarily alone. 


“Where now?” she asked, coasting on an anti-grav cushion but keeping moving. She wasn’t heavily armored
enough to soak up a lot of damage and staying put was a good way to become an
easy target. Jack, however, held still and silent for a moment, with Ikra knowing that meant he was focusing on his slowing
growing psionic abilities.


“These are sentries. There’s a group of minds down that
trail,” he said, pointing to a lightly mashed bit of brush. “They’re not moving
yet.”


“No vehicles?”


Jack chewed on his lip. “No,” he said, taking his
right gauntlet off and walking over to one of the unconscious Groms.


“Got your back,” Ikra said,
beginning to fly a small circle around him to keep an eye on the area while he
did his mind to mind thing. This wasn’t the first time they’d dealt with Groms, and she knew it’d take several minutes at least if
he was able to get anything from them. They were aggressive and pack minded,
but apparently their mental structure was very different from what Jack was
used to, plus he didn’t know their language. There were so many different ones
out here there was no way they could hope to learn them all, so he was going to
have to wing it and hope to pick up on something.


Even the locals they were here to protect couldn’t be
communicated with. They had to use an intermediary from the Uframon
that could speak the language, and then communicate with him through a
translation program only a few years old. It was a mess, so when the pair had
come here they hadn’t bothered to inform anyone about it. They didn’t expect to
coordinate with anyone, and even if they did the raiders might get tipped off
and disappear. 


So as usual they’d just dropped in where they wanted,
for no one could stop them anyway and it was better to keep away from the locals altogether.


“They’re waiting on something,” Jack finally said,
standing up and taking a step away from the Grom that
massed twice what he did…in armor. “I think we’re going to stick around and see
what shows up.”


“How long?”


“Soon.”


“Stay here or go after the others down the trail?”


“Trail…after I get them out of sight,” Jack said,
walking over to and grabbing one of the Groms to drag
off the crude dirt landing pad. “I get the feeling we’ve stumbled onto a
network, and the more links we can smoke out the better.”


“So not a one day mission?” Ikra
asked, still circling above him on the invisible cushion beneath her wings. She
cocked her head, twisting her helmeted beak to the side and pausing her flight.



“I hear it too,” Jack said, noting the telltale whine
of inefficient anti-grav approaching from a distance.
“Go take a look.”


Ikra flexed her wings, mentally
triggering them to increase propulsion in combination with a talon button
press. She flew up out of the partial gap and into the open air, immediately
dipping back down again and surfing the low gaps between the uneven treetops to
keep out of sight. She flew wide of the direction the sound was coming from and
spied one of the taller trees in the area. Ikra
approached it from the opposite side and grabbed hold of the upper branches,
pushing herself inside the leaves and then climbing through it far enough to
look out but still conceal her. A few blue patches in the sea of green would
most likely go unnoticed. 


“Convoy. Not Grom
transports, but definitely built for overland travel. Nothing the locals could
build.”


“How many?” 


“I count 3. I don’t think more than one will fit on
the landing pad at a time.”


“Damn…our timing super sucks on this one. Looks like
we start taking it all down and sort through the pieces afterwards.”


“I don’t think the transports are shielded.”


“Show me.”


Ikra sent the visual link as
they came within a half mile of her position.


“Take the last, wait for the first to land.”


“Gladly,” she said, waiting impatiently until the
three box-like hovering transports passed her by. When the first one dipped
into the gap underneath the trees where Jack was waiting she pushed hard out of
her perch and flew across the distance like a slow missile, coming up on the
back transport and landing on top of it. It only took a moment to find the
hatch, which she grasped with her talons and pulled up. It flipped open on a
hinge, then she released and let it bang down on the top of the metallic box as
she dove inside and went to work on the crew.


These might not be lizards, but this was still combat
and she was working one on one with an Archon taking down targets far larger
than her small frame. That was due to the armor, weapons, and training that
Star Force had given her race in addition to sanctuary when their homeworld had
been destroyed. She’d gone from being a helpless victim to a hunter, a moral
hunter, and Ikra appreciated the irony in that as she
got battered around inside the transport by the Groms
as they flailed panickly to no avail.


After a long 40 seconds all 13 of them were
unconscious and she was still unharmed, though her shields had gone down from
the physical blows. With a satisfied beak pucker she drifted back over to the
hatch when the transport hit something and came to a sudden stop. Ikra bounced off the wall then righted herself, flying up
through the topside entrance and having to pull her way through tree branches
that the pilotless transport had rammed into.


With them sliding harmlessly over her armor she pushed
through and into clean air again, just in time to see the second transport
turning away to run.


“Oh no you don’t,” she said with grim determination
and took off after it.
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November 19, 2888


Palma System
(Preema Invasion Corridor)


Hefisti



 

Riona-111 looked out through the command nexus
interface at the graveyard of lizard ships in orbit around the oversized planet
that they’d recently been defending. It was a monster of a world with three
times the surface area of Earth but only a 1.2 gravity rating. That made it a
very valuable piece of property, but one that neither the Preema, Voku, nor
Star Force would be laying claim to. This was going to be yet another
world/system added to the list of purges and monitored to keep the lizards or
others from coming back.


The purging process was already underway on the
planet, with a fleet of 6 Preema Beta-class
warships and 10 Alpha-class sitting
in tranquil position just inside the orbit of the debris field that they’d been
responsible for before Riona’s fleet had arrived. She
had 12 Warship-class jumpships, one
of which she was onboard, escorting a fleet of some 42 cargo/transport
jumpships carrying Star Force aquatics troops. Hefisti
housed a single body of water, but one that was bigger than all the oceans on
Earth combined. The lizards had colonized it as well as the land, and digging
them out of it was going to be a pain in the ass.


Which was why the Preema had asked for Star Force’s
help on this one. Riona could see that they were
already doing heavy damage on the land as they were given access to the Preema’s own version of a battlemap that displayed the
location of all their units, but nothing was in the water as of yet. She didn’t
know if that meant they were going to let her handle all of the aquatic warfare
or they’d be joining in later, but either way the cleansing of the ocean was
her responsibility.


According to intelligence reports from the Voku, this
world had been a major lizard stronghold and it looked like they’d fought hard
to hold onto it based on the space debris, which could easily have accounted
for over 100,000 cruisers. Riona didn’t know how many
there had been, nor how many ships the Preema had used to destroy them, but she
got the feeling that those left in orbit were just here to guard the planet
while their ground troops went into action. If these 16 alone had done this
much damage then she was considerably underestimating their firepower.


The Alphas were their smallest ship, battleship size,
and they scaled up from there. Star Force had tagged them all Alphas, Betas,
Gammas, Deltas, Epsilons, and jumpships. The Epsilons were so large that two of
them squeezed together around a jumpship and took up all the available space on
it, for they each easily outmassed the spindly frame. Riona
knew of only five that the Preema had brought with them out of their home
territory to the staging outpost and had never seen one in person, but knew
they were the most powerful warships Star Force had ever come across given
their sheer size and technology.


The Preema warships also doubled as troop carriers,
for there were no ‘civilian’ ships within the system. Riona
also assumed that there had been a much larger fleet here previously because
the amount of troops showing on the planet was far greater than what the
handful of ships in orbit could carry. They’d landed and set up a huge ground
offensive, with their obvious intent being to destroy the lizard colonies as
quickly as possible so they could check off this system and move on to the
next.


But they couldn’t do that until the ocean was clear as
well, and Riona knew there was a bit of a time
competition in play. How much infrastructure the lizards had down there was
unknown, but she intended to destroy it before the Preema got finished with the
land-based colonies if at all possible.


One of her bridge officers got a line to the Preema
commander and patched it through to the nexus with the winged quadruped
appearing in holo, resplendent in its armor that they seemed to wear just about
everywhere, though this one’s helmet had been retracted, which she knew was a
measure of respect they were granting the Humans during communication.


“I am Riona-111 and have an army of aquatics troops
ready to deploy into combat, with your permission,” she said, with the computer
translating her words into the Preema’s native
language. She and the other Archons had gotten out of the habit of learning new
ones, relying instead on translators unless there was a significant reason to
do otherwise. She’d learned lizard, obviously, as well as the old Alliance
trade language, then more recently added Voku given their ever growing
relationship, but unless something similar was going to happen with the Preema
she wasn’t going to bother to add theirs to her personal list.


“Thank you for responding to our request,” the Preema
said, his tone artificial due to the program being responsible for his words
and therefore stripping them of all subtext. “There is a large lizard presence
within the ocean. We have not probed it beyond light reconnaissance. We will
transfer the appropriate files to you, but we suspect that there is much more
down there that we do not know about. It will be a long, hard fight.”


“We came prepared for a hard fight.”


“Permission granted, and a request.”


“Yes?”


“Will you give us access to your communications
protocols so we may monitor your efforts in realtime.
We’d like to learn how the enemy fights for a time when we are required to
fight them under the water as well, whether it be on this planet or another.”


“I can set up a relayed feed without linking you into
our grid. It will provide you with a viewable datastream,
but one that you won’t be able to interact with. We keep our comm systems’ intricacies a closely guarded secret.”


“I did not mean to pry. We only wish to watch and
learn. Please do so in whatever manner you can that is not intrusive.”


“I’ll have it set up before we make planetfall.”


“Thank you, and good hunting.”


“Likewise,” Riona said as
the brief conversation came to an end. She’d heard they weren’t overly
theatrical, and this one seemed to be entirely down to business…which is
something she could respect.


Using the mental control interface she sent the order
to the bridge crew to set up the data transfer as well as picking their first
landing spot and ordering the ships to begin heading down to low orbit and
start unloading. The jumpships were not going to try to go in-atmosphere, even
though it was technically possible, but rather get right on the border and drop
the anti-grav equipped aquatics craft off there.


While she had some time to spare she zoomed in their
surveillance equipment on the ground battles and took a look at what the Preema
were up against. The land was full of lizard colonies, all of which had been
stripped of their anti-orbital batteries from above. They had large craters
where they had been, but the rest of the cityscape had been untouched and Riona knew why. The Preema ships had a variety of weapons
at their disposal, but the largest one was a plasma orb the size of a football
field that was generated within their U-shaped hulls. 


That plasma was highly energized matter, the same way
Star Force rifles were, and required physical material to generate the plasma
in addition to the energy from a reactor or capacitor. That meant ammo
limitations whenever you had something that big in play, though the plasma
weapons were a lot more economical than rail guns. Preema plasma was extremely
advanced and dense, but it was still just ionized gas. They were putting it to
good use though, and looked to have probably dropped their warships down into
the atmosphere and pummeled the batteries up close from a few miles above.


Staying put and vaporizing the city bit by bit would undoubtedly
bleed them dry, and she didn’t think they wanted to do that and probably didn’t
have enough supplies enroute to feed that kind of a campaign. If the lizards
saw you systemically tearing a city apart they’d probably run and hide and
you’d have to come down on foot and kill them up close anyway, so why waste the
ammo?


Though by ‘foot’ she meant wing, for the Preema were
avian and she could see swarms of them over a few sites. The resolution wasn’t
great from their altitude and angle, plus some cloud cover obscuring straight
visuals, but they were operating not in tight formation, but a widespread
grouping that suggested non-lizard swarm tactics…more of a strong-man
formation. They had armor that could take a pounding, she’d heard, so she was
as interested in seeing them fight as they were to see the Star Force aquatics
in action…though this wasn’t the first joint mission to date, but it was the
largest. 


It was also Riona’s first in
conjunction with the Preema and on this side of the boundary line between the
Voku and Star Force claimed ‘harvest’ zones, for the mage often thought of all
the lizard systems like a forest on the map that they had to clearcut. Every
other mission she’d gone on had been on the Star Force side, with this campaign
having brought her clear across lizard territory to the far edge where the
pushback was occurring. The Preema had jumped ahead a bit to get to this
planet, given its significance, but there was definitely a huge sea of lizard
systems between her and friendly territory, meaning her resupply options were
nil. 


Riona had to make do with
what she had, and she’d brought along a lot of equipment and troops for that
reason. When the jumpships hit the lowest comfortable orbit they could, they
began releasing the aquatics battleships, destroyers, and frigates to coast
down on their own to the water, or in the battleships’ case fly around the
planet at will, for they were actually designed for the air as opposed to the
water craft that could limp around on their anti-gravs
that gave them propulsion underwater. 


The smaller Star Force vessels were carried down in
bunches inside larger transports that disengaged from the jumpships and ferried
them, aquatics mechs and troops, and prefab modules that would be used to
construct Star Force firebases, supply depots, and even a repair yard once they
got them situated. This was going to be a multi-year campaign unless the
lizards had really scrimped on their aquatics footprint, and Riona knew she was going to have to take her time and put
down some temporary roots in order to hunt these bastards down properly.


In the meantime she was going to stay in orbit and
observe both the underwater and ground battles, learning how the Preema fought
and seeing how many surprises the lizards had in store for both of them. They
were definitely going to lose this planet and system, but that didn’t mean they
couldn’t take a few of the invaders with them and knowing the lizards as Star
Force did, Riona knew to be constantly on guard for
an innovative attempt at doing so.


She hoped the Preema wouldn’t get overconfident and be
caught off guard just as her ship orbited around far enough to get sensors on
the back side of the planet…where the crashed remains of one of their Alpha-class warships was visible at the
base of a still present smoke plume.


“Damn,” she whispered, guessing it was from the
efforts to take out the anti-orbital guns. “So much for our invincible ally.”


Riona took another look at
her drone placements, which had disconnected from the warships to cover the
cargo ships during offloading and once back up into holding orbit. They were
where they were supposed to be, and she made a mental note not to trust the
Preema for their security at any time, merely to count them as a luxury backup.
She didn’t know the circumstances of the loss of that Alpha, but the lizards
had managed to take one down in the face of what should have been an
overwhelming assault fleet.


Paul has said the Preema might be newbs
as far as their isolation saw them doing more watching beyond their borders
than fighting, and she had a gut feeling he was right. But newbs
or not, they were getting the job done and now with her here she might be able
to spot a few ambushes before they went down. If not she’d keep her own people
protected and see what happened to the Preema, for it was still unclear just
how ‘close’ this alliance was to be.



 

Paul plopped down in the chair at his quarters’ comm terminal in Atlantis after another 29 hour training
stint. He was due for a badly needed shower, then some food and downtime before
heading to bed for 13 hours before getting up and repeating his 45 hour day. It
was by far the heaviest workload he’d ever tried, but that’s what the advanced
training group looked like now for all of the veterans. Paul spent more time
here than most of the trailblazers, cycling to and from it between missions to
the front or master builder duties within the ADZ. 


He could feel the stress on him from the past 8 months
that he’d been holding this insane cycle, for the workouts he was doing were
not skill-oriented, for the most part, but effort-based in order to push his
body’s power generation capabilities to new heights across the board. He was
hanging in there well, having already gotten past the worst of it, he thought,
and was now settled into the grind.


Right now he was delaying the shower in favor of
checking for map updates…and finding one had come in through the relay grid. He
downloaded it to his personal map and brought up the hologram of the war zones,
seeing tiny colored dots representing star systems and a few with pulsing
‘update’ highlights. Wanting to know how things were going out there at all
times, especially with regards to Cal-com and what the Voku and Preema were
doing, he searched through and made himself aware of all the changes, most of
which were small when compared to the overall battlefront. 


But Paul was a details man for a reason, and his moniker
of ‘The Admiral’ had stuck to this day partly for that reason. Star Force was
engaging on a level of warfare that no one could have imaged back when the
organization had been in its infancy, and with each upgrade they went through
Paul and the others had to basically write the book on how to do these
unprecedented things…and managing an interstellar war across thousands of star
systems was more than a 1-trick pony for sure.


Though his time was best served in the advanced
training group for the moment, he didn’t want to be out of the loop and made
sure to keep himself in it with these constant checks, that way he wouldn’t
have to waste hours going through new information if he only delved into the
updates every week, or month.


It took him about half an hour to get through them
all, but as he did so he began to feel a tingle of a headache. That wasn’t
uncommon, for his body complained in any number of ways when going through
training this intense, but this headache was a little bit different. It was an
internal pressure that stuck around until he was in the shower, then it altered
into something else, still light and in the background of his mind, with him
not truly paying attention to it until he was about to hit the drying sequence
and stopped with his hand midair.


He focused internally and caught a ‘whiff’ of
something familiar, as far as his internal senses went. He held still under the
falling water until he identified it, then with a raised eyebrow he sat down on
the shower floor in a naked meditative pose as his internal mental structure
altered and he pulled forth the faint trickle of an ascension that had somehow
been lingering in the background of his senses.


That was new, for every time an Archon had an
ascension it was loud and obvious, so he didn’t know what he was getting into
here but it was an opportunity that he wasn’t going to pass up. Reaching out
with his mind he telekinetically grabbed the biomonitor from the shelf outside
and flew it through a crack in the shower top that he made, then resealed the
panel and let the falling water continue as he attached it to his head and ventured
into the unknown, not sure what this ascension was or where it would lead, but
he’d be damned if he let it fade into the background again.
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