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May 18, 2783


Solar System


Arwen



 

Sophia sat on a short cliff edge, her feet dangling over
and nearly touching the rocky ground below as she looked out at the tiny dot
that was the sun on the horizon through her faceplate. She glanced down and ran
her fingers through the sandy soil that covered the small planet on which a
number of Clans had made their home centuries ago. Arwen
was part of the Elvish
cluster in high orbit around Sol, though that grouping was more nostalgic now
than geographic given that their differing orbital tracts had slowly pulled
them out of relative position to one another.


With the navigational advancements over the years it
hadn’t mattered. Everywhere in the Solar System was easily accessible, no
longer the huge distances that separated civilization from the frontier…though
in truth the remoteness stayed the same and it was the growth of the empire
that had made everything feel so small and nearby. That was why she was here
now, outside the colonies that dotted the landscape and sitting in an
envirosuit on the natural surface, feeling the low gravity along with the sense
of just how empty everything was.


Inside the cities everyone was close, friendly, and
working together for the benefit of Clan Snowstorm, but out here it was still empty
space, with the nearest planet being beyond her reach. It was like the
technology had given everyone a false sense of security, for Arwen was an inhospitable landscape despite the addition of
a carbon dioxide atmosphere that Star Force had introduced to bring the
freezing temperatures up to only slightly chilly. They were so far away from
the star that little light reached this far out, and the planet was so small
that it didn’t have sufficient internal heat production to do much of anything
with.


Sophia was sitting on top of a giant frozen rock
orbiting a hot star so far out that it looked benign to her sitting just above
the horizon, soon to dip below it and usher in the nighttime sky. The ground
around her was a mix of boulders and sand, most of which was colored grey with
hints of red, and looked for all the world like one of the last places anyone
would like to live, but to her it had always been home.


Funny though, because she’d rarely been outdoors to
see the planet itself. She’d lived her entire life inside the colonies, having
gone outside only during her maturia training some 140 years ago. She’d never
even visited the other four Clans’ colonies on the planet, staying within
Snowstorm’s holdings and never feeling the need to venture elsewhere, for there
was always plenty to do right here.


But that was all about to change.


Sophia was about to leave Arwen,
along with the rest of her Clan. While technically it was her choice of whether
or not to go the fact that all the Snowstorms were leaving the Solar System
left her with no real options. A few would remain on their Clan’s piece of
Antarctica, but ever other territory slot and orbital station they possessed
here was being traded away to other Clans in exchange for resources,
agreements, or whatever other deals Oni had worked out. Sophia might be a
civilian tech, but she wasn’t sure about the wisdom of the trailblazer this
time. Everything they had built up here in Sol was going to be wiped out in a
single trade, including her home.


She’d been born on Arwen,
gone through her maturia training here, and had lived amongst the other 3.2
million Snowstorms on the planet her entire life. And while it was true she’d
only seen the interior of a colony city that entire time, this lump of rock she
was now directly sitting on still struck her as home, no matter how lifeless
and empty it looked right at the moment.


She knew she wasn’t the only one in this position, for
everyone else in the Clan was having to make the same move all the way out to
the Bsidd Region. Apparently Oni had decided to uproot the entire Clan for the
chance of colonizing an entire system of their own, as only a few others had
done to date. Snowstorm never had a planet to itself, let alone an entire star
system, and up until now they’d consolidated all of their holdings inside Sol
while others expanded outward, often trading the Snowstorms bits of territory
or ships in order to facilitate that expansion. Sophia’s Clan was ranked #12 in
terms of land territory owned within Sol after so many centuries of trades and
shrewd maneuvers, but now they were going to give it all up?


But then again, therein lay the problem. That #12
ranking was the highest her Clan possessed in any field or subcategory. In
truth the Snowstorms were at the bottom of the barrel, ranking 90th or worse in
73% of all tracked categories. Oni had stated as much when she’d explained the
move to the entire Clan, intending for this to be a rebirth that could
eventually catch Snowstorm up with the others, despite the fact that they’d
have to start building from scratch.


But Sophia rejected that. Her Clan wasn’t bad at
anything, the other Clans just happened to be as good as they were…and then
some. Snowstorm had grown its population by 3% over just the past 5 years, with
industry up 2% and resource collection up a whopping 8% over the same
timeframe. They were a thriving little empire of their own within Star Force,
but the way Oni said it made her think that she was disappointed with the Clan
and that something had to change.


Abandoning everything they’d built up over the
centuries to date seemed immensely stupid, especially since Sophia understood
how long it took to build infrastructure like the cities sitting on the horizon
and the much closer one towering behind her. It wasn’t something you could just
buy, no matter how many credits you had. Clan Snowstorm might be rich as hell
right now with all the trades Oni had made, but they were soon to be homeless
and no amount of credits was going to change that.


Sophia knew she could transfer to another Clan without
much trouble, but she was a Snowstorm at heart and couldn’t bear to switch
allegiances, even if it meant her staying in Sol, or even on Arwen…and going Mainline was even worse. Their military
might be able to hold their own with the Clans now and then, but their civilian
populations were considerably looser, often to the point of dysfunctional.
Everyone within her Clan, no matter what position they held, wanted to see
Snowstorm rise in the ranks and become a larger power within the Star Force empire, and even the lazier ones would chip in now and then
to help make that happen.


There was no such sentiment within Mainline. It was
everyone for themselves, with a core group that held everything together while
the rest of the population was made up of freeloaders. That excess baggage was
a big reason why the Clans were better than Mainline in almost every way, save
for in terms of population. Mainline numbers made the entirety of the Clans a
minuscule minority and constituted the bulk of the Human population. As it was,
there were almost as many Humans in Axius as there were in the Clans…which was
something else that Oni had pointed out.


The trailblazer said she wanted to issue a request to
the Snowstorm population, which included Sophia and every other female member
of the Clan, to make every reasonable effort to start getting knocked up and
pumping out more younglings. A lot of girls like Sophia had never given birth
nor cared to, focusing instead on their self-sufficiency and increasing their
skills, which in her case centered on computer software. She knew she could
take a temporary hit, get pregnant, miss a lot of training and become a walking
blimp for a few months, then give birth and move on without losing her
self-sufficiency. She was strong enough now to take a lot of hits before
pushing her under the regenerative baseline, and if it was for the benefit of
the Clan she’d even consider doing it.


Oni has said that she had never issued that request
because despite all of the territory the Snowstorms had acquired within Sol
they were always boxed in, having to work with limited resources and space-saving
measures. Sophia found that a little odd, especially sitting outside on the
empty surface between colonies seeing how much unused room there was, but it
was true that she couldn’t look in any direction without seeing cityscape at
some point, even if it was just the tallest towers rising up over the horizon.


The idea of having an entire planet to themselves was
appealing, let alone one bigger than Earth. The system Oni had procured for
them had not one, but seven worlds that size or larger, with a total of 64
planetoids that were colonizable, plus a pair of gas
giants, one of which was so huge it was near to becoming its own star. That meant
this new home for Clan Snowstorm had more territory than every planetoid within
Sol combined, and that stat literally blew Sophia’s mind.


But there was nothing there…at all. It was empty now
that a Bsidd fleet with Snowstorm assistance had wiped it clean of the lizards,
like they were doing across so many other star systems in their ever growing
region. By now the majority of all Star Force troops were Bsidd, with their
numbers continuing to skyrocket as all of Star Force, Clan Snowstorm included,
funneled resources towards them in order for their civilization to be able to
grow rapidly enough in infrastructure to accommodate such a population
explosion. 


And it was paying dividends, no doubt. The Bsidd had
taken more worlds in recent years than the Calavari had, and were kicking the
crap out of the lizards in a region where they had been claiming systems with
only a handful of ships. Those easy grabs were being gobbled up by the Bsidd
and the few other units that worked along with them as they simultaneously
pounded the lizard strongholds beyond Alpha Region, adding territory to Star
Force’s holdings while all the time expanding the border of the Bsidd Region
with it blossoming upward and downward on the galactic plane simultaneously.


It was into that new region that Clan Snowstorm would
be moving, and very near the border, far away from potential help should they
be attacked or fail to set up the necessary infrastructure to house their
population, but Oni has stated that was a challenge befitting the Clan and
reminiscent of its early history when she had first founded it. Sophia had to
take her word for that, for she had been born long after, and while she agreed
this would definitely qualify as hitting the ‘reset’ button, the tech still
felt it was a tremendous waste of everything they’d built to date.


Technically none of their colonies would be wasted,
for other Clans would be taking them over and populating them with their own
people…and the thought of someone else sleeping in her quarters and her bed just
irked Sophia to no end, but what was she going to do? It was either move out
with her Clan or abandon it, and she liked the latter a lot less than the
former.


The move wasn’t going to take place immediately, but
over the course of 7 years. The first startup elements were already on their
way, with the population of Arwen starting to filter
out somewhere in year two and finish up by year four. It would take nearly 2
months of travel time just to get to where they were going, and then they’d
have to live in their ships for as long as it took to get suitable colonies on
the surface of the third largest planet built. It had an environment much like
Earth’s, only a bit on the warmer side, plus the view of the big gas giant that
it orbited around, which technically made it a moon.


Sophia wouldn’t need an envirosuit to walk about
there, and the planet was 12% covered with water, giving the Clan’s aquatics
division a badly needed playground, for all of their training was accomplish in
simulators and indoor pools…which was probably part of the reason they had hit
that dreaded #100 ranking several times over the past century in that division,
despite their individual scores gradually creeping upward. Again, the rankings
were all about competition, not performance, for all the Clans were
continuously improving.


The other planets/moons in the system wouldn’t be used
for decades, if not centuries to come, but they’d be there for Clan Snowstorm
to colonize down the road, with them not having to worry about expansion room for
the next millennium. How many girls would respond to the call for a population
surge when the time came was a question mark, but Sophia knew that many would.
As it was some people only gave birth to continue the Clan without having any
sentimental attachment, given that the infants immediately went into a maturia
after birth…while a few others chose to make themselves baby factories, getting
laid as often as they could and attracting the strongest and hottest guys for
the purpose of ‘reproduction,’ or at least that was their excuse.


Either way, it seemed to work for most of them, but
Sophia knew she’d never make a career out of it. If there was a need she might
contribute one or two, but then it’d be back to normal training. The up side
would be her software skills didn’t require a big deviation in lifestyle, for
sitting in a chair working a console and sitting in a chair watching vids while
you increased in volume weren’t all dissimilar. She could probably keep working
on projects during the pregnancy, unlike others that had physical jobs. In
fact, she’d probably have to in order to keep from going crazy from boredom. 


The more she thought about it the less she liked the
idea, but knowing that it’d only be temporary Sophia knew she could step into
the stinger if necessary and take one for the team. It just didn’t feel right
though, for the idea of her doing that in the past had always centered around adding to her home’s population…and now they were
totally abandoning Arwen and the Solar System itself.



She just couldn’t get past that. Sophia felt so much
of a connection to this world that she didn’t know how she could ever leave it,
and scribbled some meaningless doodles in the dust to her left as the sun
finally dipped below the horizon. The stars took over prominence within the
sky, added to by the orbital habitats gleaming alongside them. They were mere
specs from her point of view, for they were situated high up around the tiny
world, but several starports were much larger when visible, though at the moment
none were within sight range.


They’d be orbiting around soon enough, but for the
moment it was just the stars and the lights of the surrounding cities acting as
luminous beacons within the darkness. The ground beneath Sophia was covered in
shadows, but even the lighted regions were dim, making her feel the isolation
even more. If her own world felt like this, how would one months away from here
feel?


She didn’t know, and it bothered her right up until
the first low oxygen warning pinged inside her helmet. Sophia checked the
levels and saw that she still had over 3 hours left, but she knew better than
to flirt with that deadline and picked herself up off the ground, accidentally
throwing her body into a slight jump in the low gravity. She’d lived her entire
life on this rock, but had always known normal levels within the colonies,
making her home feel yet even more foreign to her, despite the pangs of
nostalgia she was getting just looking off into the distance.


That was when she knew she couldn’t do it. She
couldn’t just walk away from this place one day heading off into the unknown,
so as she headed back over the kilometer or so that she’d walked from the
external gate she tried to figure out what the best option she had was. When
she got into the airlock and the normal gravity settled her body her mind
wasn’t dissuaded. This was her home and she couldn’t just abandon it, but in a
few years’ time it was going to be filled with Clan Thunderfist. The location
might be the same, but without her fellow Clan members it still wouldn’t be
home.


“Have a nice walk?” the tech who helped her out of her
envirosuit asked as she came through the airlock and disconnected her helmet.


“Did more sitting than walking…and no, not really.”


“Something wrong?” he said, taking the head piece and
setting it on a side table before coming back to help Sophia unbutton the
armored carapace covering her body.


“I hate this evacuation plan.”


“You’re not the only one with misgivings,” he assured
her, “but you can’t argue that it’s a big challenge.”


“It’s the throwing away what we’ve got here that’s the
problem.”


“Kind of has to happen if you want a clean slate.”


“Our slate is fine as is,” she said, getting out of
the torso section. “I can get the rest.”


“Suit yourself,” he said, carrying the section over
and sitting it next to the helmet in front of a row of booths that had dozens
of other suits. “Are you going to try and get transferred to Earth?”


“No. Arwen is my home.”


The man frowned. “You’re not thinking of jumping Clans
are you?”


“Never,” she said firmly.


“You think Oni is making a mistake?”


“I don’t know. She’s never steered us wrong before, I
just can’t shake this bad feeling.”


“You’ve still got a few years to work it out.”


“No,” Sophia said, pulling her thin leg out of her
right extended boot. “I’m not waiting. I’m going to volunteer to go now.”


“Why? If you don’t want to leave…”


“Because if I go now I’ll still have a home to come
back to. If I wait, I’ll be walking away for good, and I just can’t bring
myself to do that.”


“It’s a long trip out there.”


“I know, but I’ll be able to come back at least once.”


“And won’t have to leave facing an unknown future?”


“Something like that. I also realized that I can’t
spent the next two years waiting to find out. I’ll drive myself nuts in the
meantime.”


“What’s your specialty?”


“Software engineer.”


“Not sure they’ll have too many slots for that open
right now.”


“I’ve got construction as an auxiliary skillset, along
with six others. I’ll fill some slot they need.”


“Always on the move,” he commented, accepting the last
pieces of the envirosuit from her.


“This time literally,” she said, friendly waving him
goodbye as she walked out of the station and back into the rest of the colony.
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October 15, 2783


Frost System
(Bsidd Region)


Flake



 

Sophia rode on a Dragon-class
dropship along with over 200 other Snowstorms down from the cargo jumpship
watching the view via a series of wall-mounted displays and getting a view of
their new homeworld as they dipped into the atmosphere. The moon was huge and
covered in pinks and greens, for the natural foliage seemed to predominate in
those two colors. There were a pair of ice caps on either pole and long streaks
of blue that made up the planet’s narrow oceans that almost connected the two,
bracketed by high mountain ranges easily visible from orbit.


The rest of the planet was more or less flat and
covered with forest as far as Sophia could see. She’d run through the
reconnaissance reports earlier, but seeing it here now, in person, was an
entirely different experience. There was so much open space that it literally
felt mindboggling, and for the first time since she’d volunteered for and
acquired an advance slot on a construction crew did she start to wonder if Oni
really did know what she was doing by orchestrating this move.


And the planet, or rather moon…she wasn’t going to get
used to thinking of it as such since it was way bigger than Arwen…had
been given a proper Clan name of ‘flake’ rather than one assigned prior to
their acquisition of the system. In fact, all the planets/moons were getting
fitting names, which was another sign that this was indeed going to become home
as soon as they set down proper roots…which she was seeing none of from orbit.


There weren’t any cities whatsoever, and since her
volunteering had occurred prior to any major construction reports getting back
to Sol she didn’t know where they were actually heading. When the dropship
decelerated and hit the thick lower atmosphere she was surprised to see them
dart off across the water, leaving the land behind entirely and her wondering
if her Clan had started with an aquatic colony. That would be very odd if they
did, but at this point she and the others were just along for the ride and
would have to wait and see.


About 20 minutes later a dot appeared on the watery
horizon that eventually grew into a large island, on top of which a few spires
were visible. When they got closer Sophia could also see a large structure
jotting off the side and into the ocean, which she recognized as an aquatics
facility. Smiling, she realized that for a startup this was in fact the perfect
location, giving all aspects of the Snowstorms a chance to get up and running
immediately.


As the dropship crossed over the wide beaches and into
the vast interior it flew through a forest of pink with only a few dots of
green here and there. Several more minutes and they finally came to an
artificial clearing and landed on a dirt field, with instructions for the
passengers to debark immediately. Sophia got up out of her seat with the others
and moved out, having no personal belongings with her. As an advance team they
couldn’t be burdened with extra cargo and wouldn’t have personal quarters,
rather being bunked in a communal facility that would rotate people in and out.



She’d have a room, but a tiny one. How long it would
be hers she didn’t know, but as more people came in she expected to get moved
around so she and the others would be living off the equipment rooms rather
than their own collections of clothing and accoutrements. 


A trio of hovering vehicles stood waiting for them
outside the dropship with the passengers splitting up for them as instructed.
Sophia got in the line for the second one, noticing the dozens of other
dropships and transports spread out on the field around them…and the proper
spaceport beyond that was full of ships on the tarmac. This dirt extension had
obviously been made recently, suggesting that her Clan was serious about
getting this startup going as fast as possible, and she found herself beginning
to share in that urgency and a bit of the excitement that seemed to be
permeating the air.


The gravity on the planet was a bit heavy, but as soon
as she stepped into the vehicle the artificial gravity took over and returned
the feel of her legs to normal. She found a seat along with the others and
before long the ‘bus’ was on its way, taking them to who knew where given the
fact that there were no windows and only a panel showing what the drivers saw.
They were in a forward compartment while everyone else was in the back,
protected behind decently thick plating, as was standard for all Clan Snowstorm
vehicles.


The ground transport moved off through the grid and
eventually came to the forest edge, following a dirt road between the pink
trees until they gained altitude a few kilometers later to overshoot a trio of
construction mechs that were actively adding to the road. Sophia’s vehicle
skimmed the treetops, flying the rest of the way out to a small patch of forest
carved out of the mass of trees. There they found another dirt landing field
settled up next to piles of crates and a few prefab structures.


When she exited the vehicle there was a processing
station, so everyone got in line and waited their turn. When Sophia got to the
station that was little more than an archway with a holographic terminal
attached, her ID was confirmed and the attendant gave her a designator chip,
then pointed in the direction she needed to go. With that being all the
handholding that was going to happen, the tech walked in that general direction
while fingering the chip and activating the holographic interface.


Watching to make sure she didn’t get run over or
stepped on by some of the few mechs moving around, she ran through the
instructions and saw that she’d been assigned to an excavation team that was
carving out the bedrock at this site in order to establish the substructure of
a mining station. She was going to be part of the material relocation rather
than the actual digging, which meant she got to play with all the dirt and rock
that came up.


Finding an exact location that she was supposed to
report to, Sophia got her bearings and began jogging towards one of the distant
prefab buildings, feeling her shoes sink into a few patches of mud enough that
it came up to her ankles. One time she lost her shoe entirely, having to stop
and go back for it. Luckily she hadn’t been wearing any socks, otherwise they
would have been dirty as hell by now. 


She slipped the shoe on and tried to do a better job
of navigating around the muddiest spots, but with the trees having been
recently cleared away there was no grass or moss or anything else to stand on
until she got to her destination and stepped up onto civilization in the form
of ground plates looking like huge, flat legos that
had been connected together to create a solid base on which the building and
several crate stacks had been placed.


Sophia jogged across it, leaving muddy footprints that
were far smaller than the ones the mechs had left, and was waved over by a
woman standing near the entrance.


“About time you guys got here,” she said, seeing a few
more people trailing behind Sophia. “We’re half an hour behind schedule
already, and that means the diggers have to wait until we clear out their
transition piles before they can continue.”


“Where do you need me?” Sophia asked, handing her chip
to the handler so she could scan it and read her file on a datapad. 


“Equipment room. Get into a work suit and grab a bite
to eat. We’re going to be pulling some long hours until we get more hands on
site.”


“Got it,” Sophia said as she entered through the small
doorway and went inside, stopping to pull off her shoes and go barefoot to keep
from spreading mud on the mostly clean floor. She followed the hallway until
she got to the first intersection, taking a right and heading for the equipment
room that was based on a standard design that she was familiar with, for she’d
lived in one of these structures before during training exercises.


She padded her way into the elongated bay and dumped
her shoes in a cleansing bin where they’d be recycled into the communal closet,
which she now walked over to and pulled out the items in her size, then took
them over to a personal booth and shut herself inside. She stripped down and
hopped in the shower, cleaning off all the mud before stepping into her clean
clothes, first a set of underwear, then a thin shirt and shorts. From there she
left her station and ran barefooted over to a nearby room that had a number of
prepackaged foodstuffs. She grabbed and ate several quickly, finishing off with
a bottle of water before heading back to her booth. 


She used the restroom inside then pulled on her armorish clothing. It was entirely flexible, but sealed
against the outside environment from the neck down if need be. She left the
gloves and helmet back on the racks, knowing just how warm it was outside.
Snugging up the boots to fit the exact size of her feet and ankles, Sophia
grabbed her ID chip and put it in a concealed pocket, then headed for the
lounge/information center that was only a few running strides down the short
hall. 


“Good to go,” she reported to the woman there. 


“Take number 6 and get busy loading with these two.”


“Let’s get to it,” she said, glancing at the two men
who got up out of their seats to join her. “I’m Sophia Brent.”


“Nathan Pergusson,” one
said, giving her a slight nod.


“Jarod Grembly. Looks like
we’re driving. Try not to ding the rim.”


“No promises,” she said with a smile as the three of
them walked off and eventually out of what would be their home for the next few
days at minimum. Outside there was a small parking lot nearby, in which there
was a lot of open air cargo trucks and a handful of excavation mechs. She found
the one with a big number 6 on it and climbed up the handholds on the right leg
while the two men went to their trucks.


“Been a while,” Sophia said to herself as she got past
the waist on the huge mech and climbed inside the cockpit that was located on
the chest between two huge arms. It was open to the air save for a thin layer
of transparent material. Had this been a military variety that would never have
happened, but given that this mech had no weapons or armor it was best to keep
it as functional as possible, with its designed geared towards channeling all
functionality towards earthmoving.


Sophia slid into the seat and strapped herself in, for
this variety didn’t have artificial gravity. It was a big, beefy workhorse that
stood twice as tall as a thor, with it literally
swallowing Sophia up inside its chest cavity.


“Ok, big guy. Let’s get to work,” she said, powering
up the mech and getting a comm channel from one of
the trucks. She opened it and keyed to have all transmissions from that source automatically
routed through to her cockpit, then did the same with the other truck. 


“You ready, sexy?”


“So that’s how it’s going to be?” she asked
humorously.


“All we have time for, unfortunately.”


“Awfully confident…mech checks out. I’m good to go.”


“Take the lead.”


Sophia blew out a breath and triggered the computer-controlled
movements to begin walking the bipedal giant forward. The first few steps were
jerky, but once a little momentum was built up it traveled smoothly with her
turning on a heading towards the mountains of material next to the dig site
about two kilometers off. She walked it over there, seeing not a single other
mech in action, but noticing the drilling spigots silent as they held position
over some of the mounds.


Had everything been up and running they would have
been pouring material out for her and others to pick up and load into the
trucks, and while they were silent that meant no digging was taking place on
the other side in the pit.


“Time to get this show moving,” she said, walking up
to the nearest mound and laying a waypoint down for where she wanted her trucks
to position. The second one hung back, but the first one came up and sat square
on the spot while Sophia positioned the mech in between the vehicle and the
mound. 


She shoved the left arm into the dirt/rock mix and
activated the rotary claws which fed the loose material into a conveyor that
ran through the shoulders of the mech, over her cockpit, and down to the other
arm. Sophia set it in the bowl-like truck bed and began pouring material into
the deep bucket, seeing the hovering vehicle bob a bit with the extra weight
being added. 


Using a hand control on the left, she swiped the
receptacle across the nearest part of the mound in a line, then reversed
direction for another before repositioning her giant metallic feet half a step
closer as the material was being eaten up at a fast rate. The truck, however,
was bigger than the mech, though only half as tall. It stretched out in a long
rectangular barge style, and it took a fair amount of time for Sophia to fill
up half of it.


At that point the drilling spigots began working
again, but only two of them. They began adding material to an empty slot two
down from where she was along with an almost full pile, anticipating that there
would be more room opening up shortly so they could begin low scale continuous
digging operations. That meant they could only operate as quickly as Sophia
could move the material out, so she was the pace setter as long as her pair of
trucks could keep up with her.


Eventually the first was filled and it signaled to her
with a departure ping. Sophia shut down the feeds and lifted the arm up and out
of the way, then pinged the truck back that it was clear. It floated off
slowly, carrying a huge load, with the empty one sliding in right behind it to
waste no time. Sophia began loading it immediately while the first truck headed
for the forest edge where it lifted up over the treetops and carried the
material several kilometers away to another clearing that a pair of mechs were
in the process of expanding upon. Infantry units were in play and visible on
the construction version of a battlemap, locating and chasing off any wildlife
in the area so they wouldn’t get chopped to bits in the clearing process.


The truck passed over them and headed for the small
open section that had been cleared and leveled, then it opened its bottom doors
and dumped the full load in the center of it. The vehicle shot into the air a
moment before the anti-grav compensated, then it
closed its doors and headed on the return trip as a third mech woke from its
statue-like stance and headed over to the pile, intending to work it down into
a meter thick bed, compacting it with a series of rollers in order to lay the
base for an artificial mountain they’d be constructing. 


In the future that mountain would be cannibalized and
eaten away by processing machines for raw materials, but right now those
facilities hadn’t been built yet and wouldn’t be coming online for weeks at the
minimum. Right now the digging crews from multiple sites needed somewhere to
put the dirt, and this would be it. 


Over the next 24 hours there would be more mechs and
trucks coming into play as the influx of personnel arrived to run the machines,
which would also be added to by subsequent orbital drops. It would be awhile
before surface factories started making any useable projects, meaning that
right now it was all about earthmoving and setting up some basic, permanent
facilities built from materials being shipped down from the jumpships sitting
in orbit around the enormous moon.


And there were sites like this all across the island,
most of which were just getting up and running. Sophia really had gotten here
at the outset, and while this planet was definitely still on the frontier and
very wild, with every bit of dirt she moved was helping to make it into their
new home. The feelings of unrest at having to abandon Arwen
would never totally leave her, but now having a hand in the construction of
this world she was able to put aside the constant worry and dive into the work,
for helping her Clan was her foremost priority, and if this was the course that
Oni wanted for them, then so be it.


It might still be a stupid move but it was the
trailblazer’s to make, and the Snowstorms would make it work eventually, no
matter how much they lost in the transition.
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December 2, 2783


Frost System
(Bsidd Region)


Flake



 

Marquis Sheen sat at her workstation onboard the jumpship
Polar Veil, a Clan cargo ship that
was already half empty after only a week of unloading, which was
quite a feat considering its size. It was a product of Clan Humungousaur
and had been traded to Sheen’s Clan along with a lot of other equipment and payment
promises going forward for part of their territory on Titan. The cargo ship
design was the largest within Star Force, but had a disproportionate amount of
its bulk dedicated to engines, making it more maneuverable and a touch faster
than your traditional jumpships. 


It wasn’t cheap, by any stretch of the imagination,
and economically speaking you could have built 5 Mammoth-class cargo ships for the same amount of resources, which
was why Mainline and most of the Clans had never bothered to go that route. As
more technologies were unlocked from the pyramid the size of Star Force’s ships
was getting larger and larger, but the Humungousaurs had taken the leap forward
without the necessary tech and gotten around the lack thereof through
innovation and by cannibalizing a good part of what would have been storage
areas for additional engine power and other ship functions.


The Island-class
design definitely lived up to its name, and while there were only 16 in
existence this one alone had brought in its holds enough foodstuffs and
collapsed prefab buildings to set up the next expansion site on Flake by
itself. The primary site in the ocean was progressing well, but now that Sheen
was here with a much larger fleet they were going to start construction efforts
on a number of other sites across the moon. All would be resource gathering
operations while the ocean island was going to be the focal point for the
influx of population and technology to come. She knew she had to get its
factories up and running before the surge of raw materials began arriving, and
so far everything was proceeding according to the schedule she and Oni had
worked out.


The trailblazer and several other Administrators would
be overseeing the rest of the evacuation of their facilities in Sol while the
Marquis was now here in Frost to stay. Oni had wanted her here early and she’d
agreed that the events of the coming months had to come off without a hitch
else they’d risk jeopardizing the transition. Cities couldn’t build themselves,
and without proper infrastructure there wouldn’t be room to put Clan
Snowstorm’s population when it fully arrived. As it was they were going to have
to make use of a lot of prefab settlements just to get the people off the ships
initially, with the permanent structures soaking them up as they eventually
came online.


Oni knew this was going to be a camping trip these
first few years, and it was imperative that they hold to the evacuation
schedules that they’d negotiated with the other Clans. If they had to delay the
others wouldn’t penalize them for that, for the Clans weren’t cutthroat with
each other, but they were professional and not meeting the deadline was
something that just wouldn’t do. Each Clan had its own objectives within the
Empire and would be making schedules of its own with regards to the new
acquisitions, so if the Snowstorms couldn’t hold up to what they’d promised
they’d mess up a lot of other Clans’ plans.


That was unacceptable, for the Clans didn’t sabotage
each other. They always wanted to outdo each other, but that was from sheer
performance. The stronger each Clan became the stronger Star Force would be
overall, so the impetus was always on improvement and success, never
destruction and hampering one another. Sheen knew this better than virtually everyone
else because she’d been running the Clan for the past 129 years. Technically
Oni was in command, but as a warrior needed she was off fighting most of the
time and only kept in contact to stay appraised of ongoing events and to
troubleshoot new endeavors going forward.


The routine business of keeping the Clan running
smoothly was the job of a Marquis, with the administratorial position requiring
constant oversight. Having all Snowstorm possessions within a single star
system had allowed her to micromanage to a far greater extent than the Clans
that had pieces of planets across the ADZ in their possession, and it would be
no different here. The lag in communications was mere minutes compared to the
days and weeks elsewhere.


Right now there was a split, because the Frost System
wasn’t even hooked up to the grid yet, meaning all communications had to come
through courier ship. That necessitated her presence here and other
Administrators back in Sol, for one couldn’t keep track of the other, even on
relative delay, without the communications grid link. Here was the more
important task so here Sheen had come, and the Polar Veil was making for the perfect orbital command post now that
the cargo was flowing out of its holds and numerous prefab structures were being
set up in the empty spaces, creating a makeshift city inside that would grow
with select personnel as they came in. 


And here she would stay until the primary surface site
reached a prerequisite level of completeness…which wasn’t expected to occur for
the next seven years. This entire move was a gambit that would have the
Snowstorms reduced to a nomadic existence in the near future, and it was one
that Sheen had not wanted to undertake. Oni had eventually convinced her of the
long term advantage and the Marquis had agreed to accept it as a challenge,
though they were giving up everything they had built up in Sol for the
opportunity.


That development was what was now funding this
opportunity. Director Davis was still masterminding all territorial expansions
along with the trailblazers and had told Oni that he wasn’t going to allow for
such a valuable and distant acquisition of the system unless they could do
better at developing it than any of the other factions. In fact they were so
close to the lizard border that well over 60% of the Clan Snowstorm fleet now
sat in orbit to safeguard the construction efforts. The rest was out helping
the Bsidd fight the lizards on nearby worlds and would continue to do so going
forward, with their Clan literally putting down roots in this frontier region
and taking a personal interest in its defense.


Such a determined effort was what had convinced Davis
to agree to Oni’s request, but he wasn’t going to fund the transfer. The Clan
had to do that on their own, and per the terms of the origination of the Clans they
couldn’t trade with anyone other than each other. That stipulation had relaxed
in times of need in order to benefit the overall Empire, but the principle held
true to this day so they couldn’t hire out or purchase equipment from anyone
other than their fellow 99 Clans, and vice versa.


The idea was to keep the Clans isolated from the rest
of Star Force so that any disruptions in the overall economy, or even a massive
invasion into the ADZ, wouldn’t affect them in terms of their production
capacity. Relying on the larger economy was a strength at times, but also a
weakness…and it was a weakness the Clans had been designed to circumvent.


Given that all of the trailblazers were essentially
clones of one another, the Clans had developed along the same philosophies that
they all shared. That said, competition between them had garnered alterations
to be made that distinguished one from another. The choice to keep all
territory within Sol had been one of those deciding factors for Clan Snowstorm,
but there were also some structural differences as well.


Early on Oni had wanted Snowstorm to be
self-sufficient, but above and beyond what they all had decided was necessary
for the Clans. Originally the groupings had been developed to facilitate Archon
training and advancement through competition, but when Davis had insisted that
they be expanded into miniature empires of their own Oni had made
infrastructure redundancy a top priority. She’d wanted them making everything
themselves rather than having to trade with their fellow Clans, but then again
that’s the way all of them operated.


What she had done differently was to instruct her
previous Marquises to build planetary infrastructure with an obsessive
redundancy and to keep their production levels at approximately 60% capacity.
Rather than upping that productivity when needed, they’d build more facilities
to compensate for the growth. From a certain point of view that had been
wasteful, but she wanted the ability to absorb bad scenarios with their current
assets rather than being forced into a situation where they had to deal with
shortages or rely on trade with the other Clans.


Several other Clans had taken the same approach, each
with a different percentage as protocol, but Clan Snowstorm, Clan Emerald
Shark, and Clan Apex had collabed with each other on
a development project that would take the infrastructure redundancy to the next
level. Oni, Roger, and Wes had done most of the work themselves, in secret, and
designed modular add-ons to the standard drone docking berths on warships and
other carrier craft. These were more than just docked ships, and required a
layover at a shipyard of scale to accomplish, but if you had one sitting ready
it would allow you to convert a warship or hybrid cargo vessel into a mobile
factory within days.


These pseudo MCVs were not designed to build new
infrastructure from scratch, but rather to produce specific high end produce
just as if they were a factory on the surface of a planet or an orbital
facility. The three Clans hadn’t shared the designs with anyone else, though
word of them eventually spread after a few decades of limited use and a few
copycat projects sprung up, but neither the original mods nor their designs
were ever offered up as trade, and all three Clans went about building their
own industrial mods and quietly storing them away in stasis orbits should a
time come that they would need them.


Over the years Clan Oni had sold off about a third of
their mods to the Emerald Sharks and Apexes, given their Sol-only territorial
move. The other Clans were able to put them to more use as they expanded to new
systems, able to fly the factories there and have them continue production
immediately so long as they were given the necessary raw resources via supply
flow. Oni had instructed Sheen to always hold back a sufficient supply of them
should there be a need…and now there was, more so than ever before.


The Marquis had been in negotiation with the other two
Clans to buy or trade for more of the mods, resulting in a sum total of 245% of
their original number, many of which had entered the system along with the Polar Veil and were already spinning up
production. Everything from fuel to foodstuffs would start to be made locally
to supplement their cargo stores, and the flow of raw materials would also be
coming in as other Clans would be sending shipments to them in exchange for
what Clan Snowstorm was leaving behind.


There were hundreds of deals that had been made, some
by Oni herself, but a lot by Sheen on her behalf. Oni would often tell her what
she wanted and the Marquis would make the contacts and see what was available,
though sometimes the trailblazer could directly acquire things that Sheen never
could, simply because of her relationship with the other trailblazers. Together
they had spent more than 2 years hammering out deals, with many of them
detailing that the production of natural resources within the territories being
transferred would be shared at a rate of 50% for the first ten years, then 25%
for the following five.


That would mean for the next decade several other
Clans would be sending half their mining produce from the transferred
territories to the Snowstorms, and would be responsible for the shipping
themselves. That meant the Marquis wouldn’t have to be relying on just the
infantile surface production to supply the modular ship factories with the
materials they required, and other deals had been made for them to receive
finished products from other Clans, giving them a supply flow to suck off of
while they got around to building what they needed on Flake.


This entire operation had been designed, not as a
startup operation, but an active transfer from one location to another. There
was a lot of loss happening in the transition, but the Clan was still going to
remain very active…or at least that was the plan, and Sheen was here to bring
it to life as much as she could while Oni was off fighting lizards with the
Bsidd or who knew what other projects she had cooked up with the other
trailblazers. Most of the time her Marquis didn’t know exactly where she was or
what she was doing, but then again she didn’t have to, for the relay grid sent
out duplicate messages to every receiver station, on which they were then
stored for infinity.


Sheen had her work and the trailblazer had hers, but
together they were going to make this move happen, and if Oni was right, their
Clan was going to shoot into the upper ranks a century or so from now. For a
lot of people that seemed like forever, but to the Clan it wasn’t, and to Sheen
it was a lot of work ahead of her but the timeframe didn’t seem unreasonable.
In the meantime their warfleet would be working out of other ports, some Clan,
some Mainline, some Bsidd, for refitting, rearming, and resupply in lieu of the
fact that as of soon Clan Snowstorm wouldn’t have a shipyard large enough to
accommodate anything larger than a drone destroyer. 


They had brought along several MRVs that were
jumpships that had been modified to act as small-scale shipyards, capable of
repairing extensive battle damage on the smaller drones in short order, but
they only had a handful and the larger vessels couldn’t fit within their tiny
slips, meaning that any work done on them would have to be ‘by hand’ and would
take forever, hence the deals made with the other Clans and factions within
Star Force to compensate in the meantime.


That was already happening across Star Force
territory, for Clan warships weren’t always returning to Clan facilities for
repair work. They were all a team and helped each other out as necessary, so that
didn’t violate the exclusion protocol for the Clans, but if the Snowstorms
wanted to acquire new vessels they’d either have to produce them themselves or
trade with the other Clans. New drones could not be supplied from Mainline facilities.


So deals had been made to compensate for that snag,
because Oni insisted that the Clan was not taking a ‘timeout’ from the ongoing
lizard war. She’d been adamant that they not scale back military operations at
all, but they were going to start centering around
this star system in the coming years. The sooner Sheen got a working shipyard
built, no matter how small, the better Oni would feel, hence it was one of her
top priorities. 


Getting a major shipyard established was more of a
dream at this point than a workable goal, but Oni had already slated one of the
insane Sol-level facilities for their future plans, though Sheen knew that such
a monstrosity was going to soak up so many resources that it wasn’t going to be
viable in the next 50 years, minimum. 


They’d talked for hours upon hours about what the
trailblazer’s future plans for the Clan were, and they were nothing short of
ridiculously ambitious. She seemed to think that with isolation came
opportunity, and absent the few Trials they would be participating in back in
Sol everything competitive here had to come from within, and with their own
brand new oceans to play in, aquatics was going to be their first major push.


That was why they’d dropped a huge amount of resources
into prefabricated surface facilities that had already allowed aquatics craft a
home on the shore of the primary site. Even as initial underwater construction
was ongoing training missions were being held and obstacle courses set up. Oni
wanted to see them rise in the ranks within two years in that category, and was
devoting a lot of resources to get the type of facilities set up that had been
impossible to create on the barren, rocky worlds they’d possessed in Sol.


Had Sheen been making the call, training would have
come in as a distant consideration, but Oni wanted it first and foremost, even
before sufficient housing was built for the Clan’s population. The Marquis knew
that getting basic quarters built for every single person was the right way to
go before expanding out to other infrastructure projects and had argued against
the fact that they could live on the jumpships for a considerable length of
time if necessary.


Oni had nixed that, stating that they couldn’t let
their people grow stagnant with the limited training facilities onboard the
jumpships and that when they had a full planet to play with now they were going
to take advantage of that from the beginning, reminding the Marquis that this
was to be an active transition.


That word was going to come back to haunt her, Sheen
knew, for what Oni wanted across the board was more than just a challenge…it
was nuts. She had no way of knowing how much of what the trailblazer wanted was
possible, for there were too many variables to consider. The only way forward
was to get her ass on site and start working the problems one by one and see
where it all led.


So now she was here, sitting in her orbital castle
overseeing the ever growing army of workers beginning to transform a pinprick
of the moon into a bastion of Clan Snowstorm civilization. Meanwhile the other
Clans continued to grow, some by leaps and bounds considering what they’d just
acquired from them. In the short term it seemed like a huge step backwards for
Snowstorm, not just a transition, but Oni was adamant that this was going to work
and that was enough for Sheen to pour everything she had into the effort.


But if this didn’t work, and work well, her Clan was
going to be diminished to an insignificant blip within Star Force. 
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July 3, 2811


Solar System


Earth



 

Sean-939221 ran up to the entrance of the final
chamber along with two of his teammates, Vlad-939228 and Sarah-939225, taking
cover amongst the crooked halls as they scouted what was beyond…seeing the
large open chamber with a low wall on the other side and the holographic icon
floating over top of it, marking the end of the trainees’ Final Challenge and
their graduation from basic training. They’d already spent more than a day
surviving the twists and turns of the labyrinth they had to fight their way
through, and now the 100 of them were almost to the end, with the rest mopping
up some mobile drones that had sniped down a few stragglers.


Those trainees were being recovered and reawakened
from the stun hits, for everyone made it to the finish line or no one did. That
wasn’t a rule per se, but it was how everyone felt, and regardless of whether
it was one of Sean’s 2s or any of the other teams, all 100 trainees were
equally committed to completing this challenge and becoming Archons. In a
rarity over the past three years, they weren’t competing against each other.
This time they were all on the same side and the course was the enemy…and then
some.


“Damn it, looks like Dash was right,” Sarah commented,
seeing the lone figure in the room ahead waiting for them. “That bastard is
just standing there waiting for us.”


“Wouldn’t feel right if he wasn’t here,” Sean
commented, seeing the Black Knight waiting with stun sword in hand. Whether or
not he’d spotted them peeking around the corner was unknown, but if he had he’d
chosen to stay put, still as a statue, and literally daring them to come to
him. 


Which they had to.


Sean ran his pale fingers through his bleach blonde
hair. “Let’s stay out of sight until we figure out how to deal with this.”


“There are 100 of us and 1 of him,” Vlad countered.
“We just rush the mother.”


“You really think it’s going to be that easy?” Sarah
asked.


“Probably not,” Vlad admitted, glancing around the
room, or what he could see of it from his position. “Walls look clear, so if
there’s any turrets they’ll be hidden inside.”


“He’s probably just the bait and that whole room is a
kill zone,” Sarah floated.


“We need to find out for sure,” Sean suggested as
another pair of trainees caught up to them and hunkered down behind them in
their white with blue stripe uniforms, one of which had a pair of blue paint
smears on his left hip more than 12 hours old.


“What’s up?” 


“Our old friend is here,” Sean said, stepping back so
they could have room to look themselves.


“Shit. Like this wasn’t hard enough already.”


“We think there’s probably concealed turrets,” Sarah
said as more of them began to catch up with the scouts, some armed with
pistols, others with stun sticks and grenades. 


“I’ll go,” Sean offered. “Just be sure to drag me
across the finish when it’s over.”


Sarah frowned. “Go and do what? You really think the
turrets will come out just for you? If I were the trainers I’d hold them back
until most of us got in there.”


“She has a point,” Krich-939281 said, placing a restricting
hand on Sean’s shoulder.


“Got any better ideas?”


“Make it a trio,” someone else suggested, tossing a
shield up and over the heads of the others that Sean grabbed out of midair. 


“Thanks,” he said, bringing the 3/4th length narrow
piece of armor up in front of him. It’d do well to stop any incoming stingers,
so long as they were shooting him from the front and didn’t hit his feet. He
could crouch down to cover but would have a hard time maneuvering around,
though he’d done it before. Adding two more similarly equipped trainees would
allow them to turtle up in a technique they’d developed early on in their
training to beat the pesky hidden turrets that the trainers seemed to place
everywhere.


That said, he still didn’t think they’d get very far.


“On my back and stay close,” Sean said as the other
two got up to him and pulled their shields across one side of their back, with
both looping an arm around Sean’s waist so they could pull close and maximize
their defense while being able to feel where each other were. That way they
could still walk without creating unnecessary gaps for the stingers to get
through, though their heads were still open to ceiling shots or grenades. It
wasn’t a good situation all around, but it was better than going in solo. Even
on the run, all it would take was one lucky shot to Sean’s back and he’d be
down and unconscious, leaving his teammates to find a way past this last
roadblock.


“Just probe,” Sarah said as they began to walk forward
around the last corner in the hallway. “We’ll handle the rest.”


The trio of trainees came into view with Sean peeking
around the corner of his shield. A window in the damn thing would have been
nice, but they weren’t designed that way. He caught a glimpse of the Black
Knight ahead, but it looked like he hadn’t moved yet.


“Nothing behind us. Clear walls.”


“Black Knight is just standing there.”


“I don’t like this,” Sean told the others, but they
all kept moving forward. 


“If we make it halfway we split.”


“Agreed.”


Step by small step they moved forward, with not a
sight nor sound evident in the empty room save for their own footsteps and
breathing, which thoroughly unnerved Sean even though he knew more or less what
was going on. They got all the way out to mid room and still no response, which
was when the trio blew apart, running in opposite directions that left Sean
heading straight for the Black Knight.


Still nothing happened. 


Sean didn’t intend to actually fight him with only a
shield, for he’d left his pistol with one of the others so it wouldn’t be lost
when he got stunned, but he wanted to at least provoke a reaction before he ran
like crazy, half expecting the big guy to track him down despite the heavy
armor he wore. When he got within five meters of him Sean juked to the right
and made a dash for the low wall ahead, while the other two likewise rushed it,
intending to try and get over and to the finish so long as no one was going to
stop them.


That called the bluff, for even as the Black Knight
raced to his right to catch Chad-939245 a series of panels on the wall pushed
out alarmingly fast and brandished stinger turrets that peppered the area ahead
of the trainees with shots. Sean resisted the urge to try and stop them, but
knew he couldn’t delay either, else the Black Knight would circle back to him
within a few seconds. If he was going to make for the wall then this was the
moment, else he would have to run back to the others and probably get gunned
down in the process.


Tucking his shield against his right side, which was
the slightly closer wall, he dove in a skid on his right knee, sliding a meter
before popping up and jumping into the air to do a shallow flip, all the while
his shield was getting peppered with hits. He was hoping to disrupt the
targeting with the extra movement long enough to gain some distance, but as he
went midair his right ankle got hit, numbing it so much that when he got his
feet on the ground his right leg collapsed for lack of muscle control. 


That sent him tumbling to the ground where he landed
smack on his face, with his shield hitting him on the head as it laid over him.
He expected to get covered in stinger shots momentarily, but the sounds of the
increasing weaponsfire didn’t result in any more loss of function. He twisted
his neck slightly, playing dead as he guessed they thought he already was, and
saw the others running out into the room and attacking the turrets on the
walls, neutralizing them one by one as even more revealed themselves and
flooded the room with paint.


Bodies were dropping every second, but so were the
turrets…and then there was the Black Knight moving amongst them, whacking them
down with his sword or fists. 


Sean mentally ignored his right leg, pulling himself
up to a crawl and hobbling away from his shield towards the wall that was three
meters in front of him. A turret on the left wall turned to shoot him, but it
got hit with  a trio of sniper shots and
deactivated, giving Sean enough time to stand up on one leg and hop up to get
his hands on the wall edge. He pulled himself up enough that he could see over
it and the finish pedestal beyond…then suddenly a giant hand grabbed him by the
back of the neck and threw him back into the room.


He cracked his head on the somewhat soft floor when he
landed, then there were a blur of bodies passing over top of him. He could see
several of his fellow trainees hunkered up inside a shield turtle that blocked
enough of the stinger shots for them to get up close to the Black Knight, then
they broke ranks and rushed him, shooting him at pointblank range with pistols,
chucking grenades in his face, and then finishing him off with a series of stun
sticks as they were taken down by the surrounding turrets.


Sean reached out for the pistol laying near him,
finding it a few inches short of his fingers and cursing himself for having to
hold back. He crawled up onto his shoulder and got to it, miraculously not
attracting the attention of one of the remaining turrets. Rather than shoot at
one of them on the walls or ceiling, he took the pistol and shot the downed
Black Knight, knowing that his armor would suck up the stun quickly and he’d be
back to bashing them in no time.


Sean might not be able to run or fight, but he could
keep the bastard down while the others did the hard work…that was, until the
pistol eventually ran out of rounds. He tried to climb to his feet and hop
forward, but was caught by the armpit on the way up and dragged forward by
Sarah. She got him to the wall along with the others, then got underneath his
feet and stood up, pushing him up and over where he unceremoniously fell to the
ground. 


The crawl over to the finish line was short, and the
most blissfully rewarding few meters he’d ever crossed. He got there after a
large group of the others, entering a blue-lit hallway that gleamed with what
appeared to be dragon scales covering it on floor, walls, and ceiling. As soon
as he touched those he officially became an Archon…then he turned back to look
for the others who were still piling over the wall. 


One of the other trainees came over to him and
injected his leg with a de-stunning serum, one of the few they had left from
their ordeal in the labyrinth, and he felt his limb return to life. He stood up
and ran back over to the wall, hopping up enough to look over and see where the
rest of them were. 


There were a dozen left, shooting the last of the
turrets as the Black Knight stumbled to his feet, regaining coherence with
every second. Seven trainees lay unconscious on the floor, with the others
moving towards them. With his limb now back in action Sean abandoned the finish
and went back over the wall, picking up one of the injured and freeing up a trainee
that was still armed…who then shot the Black Knight as he came at her.


The shot didn’t take him down, but two others dove on
him with stun sticks and managed to knock him away from the last few downed
trainees being carried over the wall. Sean got his passenger transferred to
others that were standing on top to facilitate the process, then he ducked to
the side as the Knight’s stun sword whipped through where his head had just
been. On instinct he ran sideways, getting a step on him as a hand reached down
from up top.


Sean took it and was pivoted up and over the wall with
the help of three other trainees acting as a counterweight. He didn’t care that
he fell hard on the other side, more concerned that everyone made it over…for
if they didn’t, they didn’t graduate. The idea of having to repeat the entire
basic training was abhorrent, which was why all of the trainees were committed
to getting everyone across and they wouldn’t hesitate to all go back over the
wall if necessary.


Fortunately that wasn’t going to be needed, and the
last man over yelled ‘all clear’ prompting Sean and the others to walk back
into that beautiful hallway and out the now open door on the far side,
completing the hardest 3 years of his life.


Head Trainer Wilson was there, along with a pair of
Archon Acolytes, but it was the big guy that spoke. “Congratulations…now on to
the hard stuff. Your basic training is now complete, and you’ll soon be
assigned Clans where you will begin your adept training. Next time we see each
other will be under different circumstances, for now, these two will guide you
through the transition process.”


“Let’s go younglings,” one of the acolytes said,
waving the group of them forward down the hall. “First a badly needed shower,
then some food, and then you get to see where you end up. Hope for Clan
Mantle.”


The other acolyte scoffed at that but said nothing as
the group moved on, leaving Wilson behind.


Sean stayed with him, drawing a curious look from
Sarah and a couple other 2s, but Wilson waved them off and they left with the
others. They walked down the long hall and disappeared around the corner before
either of the two men spoke.


“I’m proud of you,” Wilson told him. “And not only
because you didn’t slip up. I honestly didn’t think you had it in you until
after that first year.”


“I wasn’t sure myself until just now,” Davis said,
wiping the sweat off his forehead. “That is one hell of a training program you
set up. The team camaraderie is so intense it surprised me, even after all
these years dealing with Archons and the trailblazers specifically.”


“You were always an outsider and the guy in charge. It
looks different from this perspective, in a way that I’ll never know. I envy
you that.”


“Do you want to play Director for a while? I kind of
want to stay Archon.”


“You never told them?”


Davis shook his head. “And they never suspected. I
didn’t think the alterations would work, but no one ever made the connection.”


“It’s the voice more than anything,” Wilson said,
referencing the genetic alterations made to Davis in the pyramid so he could
enter basic training anonymously. “Are you going to tell them now?”


“No, I don’t want to disrupt the transition process.
They’re splitting up, correct?”


“Probably. Some could end up together depending on
which Clan they land. They usually keep in touch afterwards, so they’re going
to want to know what’s up with you. I wouldn’t recommend lying.”


Davis frowned. “Never. Don’t take this personally, but
they’re closer to me now than you are.”


Wilson smirked. “That’s one of the main objectives of
the training.”


“I knew that going in, but experiencing it is
something altogether different.”


“Did you find what you were looking for?”


Davis nodded. “And then some. Did the trailblazers
find out?”


“I had to tell Greg so he’d stop snooping around, but
no one else knows. He promised he’d keep your secret.”


“I know it’s going to be difficult, but I want them
all back here.”


“Very difficult. Why?”


“I’ve been living on the civilian side of Star Force
so long that I know it inside and out, but now that I’ve got a foot in the
Archon world I’m seeing flaws everywhere.”


“You suspected as much going in.”


Davis shook his head. “Not like this. It’s like I’ve
been blind my entire life and now I’m just opening my eyes. We’re going to have
to rebuild everything.”


“What do you mean?”


“I don’t know for sure, that’s why I need them here,
in person, so we can figure this out. Doing it by message packet isn’t going to
cut it.”


“Spill old man, before I have to beat it out of you.”


Davis glanced up at Wilson, who was still several
inches taller than him and who no doubt could carry through on the threat if he
chose, Archon or not.


“We’ve been too soft, and I’m afraid our mindset has
been centered on the lizards for far too long. The ultimate enemy is the
V’kit’no’sat, and now that the ADZ is safe from the lizards we have to start
tooling to fight a superior opponent, not a large numbered inferior one. That,
and a lot of mistakes I’ve made with the civilian population. We have to have a
segmented society rather than a single large pool.”


“Skilled based?”


Davis nodded. “I’ve got some ideas, but to make this
work I need the trailblazers, you, and most of the senior personnel in on this.
I’ve only kept up on the basics. How soon can we get all of them here?”


“If they directly recall, six months…if they want to
leave their current combat assignments. Some are in pretty heavy actions along
the Calavari border, last I heard.”


“We’ll make it a year then. I’ve got some research to
do in the meantime.”


“After we get you fitted for your armor,” Wilson
insisted. “You are an Archon now, so
you need a custom set whether you plan to use it or not.”


“Lead on then.”


“Shower first.”


“Do I smell that bad?”


“You guys always do coming out of the Final
Challenge.”


Davis smiled unguardedly. “It’s going to take a while
to get used to that, but I like it already.”


“You earned it. I made sure of that. I’m just sorry
you had to hold back. That’s not something we want the trainees to do.”


“Psionics would have been cheating, so there was no
choice. Like you said, I needed to earn it.”


“Well you can kick that bad habit now, and I suggest
you do. Adept rank or no, there’s no point in hiding the fact that you have
them. And you’re not the first either.”


“I’m still staying Sean as far as the Archon ranks are
concerned. The public isn’t going to know the Director is also an Archon, and I
want it to stay that way.”


“Not a problem. Security was sound for your inclusion,
so you can keep on as is with no problems so long as word doesn’t get around on
its own.”


“Good.”


“You. Shower. Now. Talk later,” Wilson said, pointing
down the hall. “I’ll take you to the fitting station afterwards.”


Davis bristled a bit at his tone, but brushed it off
with a smile and a silent salute before jogging off down the hallway in typical
Archon fashion.
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July 19, 2812


Solar System


Earth



 

Davis walked into the amphitheater seeing the 100
trailblazers sitting in the first few rows almost identical to the way they had
been centuries ago when he’d first met them all. The only difference was the
blue stripe on their uniforms was darker and their bodies were razor fit…plus
an assortment of oddly colored hair and genetic tattoos they’d been
experimenting with. Those minor details aside, this was the first time in
forever that they’d all been together in the same place at the same time, and
as he walked up onto the stage and headed for the podium he felt a burning
nostalgia that he quickly squashed.


Abandoning the podium he turned around and sat on the
edge of the elevated platform, legs dangling over the edge as he looked out at
them in a very Archon fashion. None of them said a word, merely waiting to see
what they’d been recalled for and sensing a definitive moment coming.


“A long time ago I brought you all here, to this very
room, to tell you of the V’kit’no’sat threat and how you would build and lead a
Star Force military in defense of Earth. Fortunately that threat hasn’t shown
itself yet, for while we’ve grown far more than I’d ever expected, we’re still
no match for them. We’ve rightly focused on the lizards and Skarrons, for they
were the ones knocking on our door trying to actively kill us and our allies,
but during that time you all have been working towards the day when we
eventually have to face our race’s past and fight the V’kit’no’sat.”


“I wish there was a possibility of that never coming
to pass, but so long as we are here and they are out there a confrontation is
bound to occur. Even if they don’t come searching this part of the galaxy and
are consumed with interior matters I still don’t feel safe, and I don’t think
any of you do either. My mistake in all this was my ignorance, for I’ve been
blind to the magnitude of the threat. That sounds ironic, since I was the one
to bring it to your attention, but as at least one of you knows I’ve been
having subordinates take over most of my duties the past few years, up until
recently.”


“As of now, thanks to carefully crafted duplicity and
some genetic alterations that I’ve since abandoned, I am now Sean-939221. I
completed Archon basic training about a year ago, and ever since I’ve been
working on a new plan now that my eyes have been opened to certain realities.”


“Whoa...wait a second,” Jason interrupted him. “You’re
an adept?”


Davis smirked. “Yes I am. A level 2, actually, as of
last week.”


Morgan leaned forward, eyes wide. “When did this
happen?”


“I wanted to keep it a secret, and even my classmates
didn’t know who I was. I needed to earn it, same as you did.”


“Psionics?” Steve asked.


Davis nodded. “I had to refrain from using them. Which
wasn’t easy when the Black Knight was busting my skull…even if it wasn’t
Vermaire.”


“Holy shit,” Kerrie said with a laugh. “I didn’t see
that coming.”


“It was something I needed to do for myself,” Davis
explained, “but also because I knew I wasn’t seeing things clearly…all the way
back to when Oni came to me asking permission to relocate her Clan outside of
Sol. She made her case well, but I never fully understood her reasons.
Abandoning that much infrastructure to start over from scratch made no
logistical sense, but as always you guys operate on a level that I do not, and
vice versa, so I trusted her judgement. How would you say it’s gone thus far?”


Oni blew out a slow breath, trying to pick the right
words. “Mixed results to date, but the future looks promising. We’re going to
be able to do more going forward than the limited territory here would have
allowed us. That said, the transitional curve isn’t any less steep than I’d
imagined.”


“Her Clan’s scores have gone up noticeably,” Paul
pointed out. 


“Not much,” Oni countered.


“But enough that I noticed as well,” Davis added. “You
don’t have nearly the same level of training facilities that you did here, but
your people have gotten markedly better. Why?”


“Isolation has its advantages.”


Davis pointed at her. “That’s something I didn’t fully
appreciate until I became an Archon, along with many other things. What exactly
is the isolation offering you?”


“Focus,” Oni said without hesitation. “While I still
keep a sizeable team here for the Trials, everyone else is either off fighting
or exclusively training, and I’ve tightened the requirements a bit to
compensate. My people have adjusted to a higher level benchmark and our overall
skill set has improved faster than a few other Clans in certain areas, though
we’re still bottom of the barrel in most cases.”


“Paul?”


“I’d add that they have a greater sense of purpose
now, given the all-or-nothing course she’s set her Clan on. We instituted the Trials
so the Archons would have a chance to gain combat experience outside of a war,
but also to stave off boredom. We need to have mission objectives, and
rebooting her Clan seems to have added an element of fervor to the Snowstorms
that the rest of the Clans lack, giving them at least a temporary advantage.”


“Not enough to catch the Sabers,” Oni commented.


“Who can?” Paul scoffed, but his merriment was cut
short as Sara jabbed him in the ribs.


“I follow all of the Clans very closely, and have done
so even more the past year,” Davis said, crossing his arms over his chest and
leaning back slightly as he swung one leg freely. “What you’ve done with the Trials
and expanding them out beyond the Archons and into every facet of Clan
civilization is beyond impressive. It’s something that I could never have
conceived of, but I have found a flaw in it.”


“Do tell,” Greg prompted.


“It’s all for the lower levels. You don’t have a
program for the elites. I know you’ll say that most of your time is spent
fighting the lizards or pulling duties with Mainline, but the strikers,
padawans, and especially mages don’t really have any internal system in place
to test and hone your skills. What you’ve done with the advanced training group
shows how fast you guys can really improve if you go all-in on it, but you
don’t as a matter of course. Its bits and pieces here and there when you can.
You need to do better.”


“What would you suggest?” Liam asked.


“I’ve been asking myself that question for a while
now, and I don’t have a full answer. You’ll have to figure it out, but I do
want to lighten your burden, as far as the Clans go.”


“Wait,” Megan stopped him. “If you’re suggesting we
abandon the Clans…uhuh. We’ve put way too much work
into them to turn them over to subordinates or administrators.”


Davis smiled. “I had thought about that, then nixed
the idea for the same reason. No, when I say I want to lighten your burden I
mean to take the younglings off your hands. I’ve learned well that the company
you keep has an effect on you. That’s why you created the sanctuaries early on
to train in without having newbs and what not slowing
you down. I think the same principle needs to be applied to the entirety of
Star Force, with the Clans remaining as the highest tier, one that you can
further sculpt into a more efficient and effective civilization.”


“You want merit standards for citizenship,” Rex
guessed, “rather than people simply being born into the Clans.”


Davis nodded. “I know that differs from your current
mandate, but when we first created the Clans we never intended for them to
become anything like this. You wanted them as competitive teams and I added the
civilian side to things, both to see what tweaks you’d make and to train high
level administrators with the autonomy they afforded. We’re past that now, and
a single Mainline system is more complex an operation than running one of the
original Clans. Some are even more complex than running one of them now. Clan Dark
Knight has the highest population of 2.2 billion, and there are 29 Mainline systems with populations greater than that.”


“Yet yours are interstellar civilizations, for the
most part, which is a different situation entirely. And they are the home to
all Archons, save for a few neutrals, such as myself. No, I’m not taking a Clan
affiliation or participating in the Trials. My training will continue in
isolation as a private side project, and though I’m tempted to go full Archon I
know my place is still being Director, though I did appreciate the vacation.”


“Just do both you slacker,” Larissa quipped. “We do
already.”


“Granted, but I’m nowhere near your league. There’s
also a much larger problem looming on the horizon that I have to tackle, and
reworking the Clans is only a part of it. Star Force is growing so large that
our previous methods are becoming strained. There are successes across the board
to be proud of, but one thing that going through Archon training has done for
me is that it erased the past. With everything that we have done over the
years, we’re the oldest Humans in existence…V’kit’no’sat
aside. We remember what it was like before Star Force, and a part of me was
always comparing the now to the then and seeing what a huge leap forward it has
been.”


“I think that was because I was never a part of Star
Force. I created it, guided it, molded it, but I was always the teacher, never
the student. You all have been the guiding force behind the military and many
other facets, but you began as cadets, in this very room, with me telling you
what was coming. I’ve always been the leader, having to come up with new ideas
and then pass them on to the benefit of others.”


“But when I went into basic I had none of that. I was
the newb learning from the efforts of others. It was
like finding a stack of presents under the Christmas tree and opening them as
fast as I could, learning things I could never have figured out on my own. For
the first time I felt what it was to be a part of Star Force, and having to
earn my way into it. No one knew my identity, so I was literally a clean slate.
That washed away the past from my mind, and good riddance. Now that it’s gone
I’m seeing cracks and flaws everywhere within our structure that I had been
blind to before. My standards were set too low because they were being dragged
down with the memories of the past, but no longer.”


“Problem number 1 is Axius. There is a core group
there that is holding all the rest together, but the balance of their
population is nothing but slackers. This cannot continue, for the simple reason
that people who are on the fence about what to do going forward often look to
those around them for cues, and if they see laziness and apathy they are
probably going to reciprocate it. We can’t, and never will, force someone to
work. People have to have the freedom to do nothing without repercussions, but
they need to earn their place in society. To date, Axius has just been a big
party that people born there don’t have to earn their way in to above and
beyond their maturia training.”


“I don’t think the maturia training needs to alter.
We’ve got that pegged down pretty well for the early years. Canderous has
pushed that about as far as it can go without negative effects. Anyone know
otherwise?”


“I think the Human maturias are pretty solid,” Aaron
answered. “The others not so much. We still need to dial in what the different
races are capable of rather than just copy and paste off of our profiles. We’ve
done that to a point, but there still needs to be a lot more improvement
there.”


“A valid point, but is there anything new that is
required, or just calibration?”


Aaron whistled softly. “I would say calibration, but
I’m not the one to ask,” he said, looking towards Larissa.


“We still haven’t tapped the Bsidd’s
full potential, but we’ve been allowing them to make adjustments on their own
since we don’t have their bodies to experiment with.”


“That’s a mistake we have to correct,” Davis said
firmly, to nearly everyone’s surprise. “We have to probe what they’re capable
of and use our experience to troubleshoot. Anything they can add from their
perspective is wanted, but we can’t waste time letting them tread the same
ground we did. We have to use our experience to their immediate benefit. Same
goes for the other races, right down to the wards. Axius is the worst, because
they have so many races that are not part of Star Force, and the individual
maturia programs are lacking.”


“I can see that now because I’m an Archon. I can do
things that my old self never considered possible. I was a civie,
pure and simple, and didn’t have what it took to be an Archon. That was stupid
thinking. Everyone has the potential to do everything, it’s just a matter of
each person finding their way there. Most won’t, because they don’t care or
aren’t intuitive enough, but the potential is still there. We need to lay out a
path for them to follow if they choose, whether or not we think they’re
capable. Civilian life should not be the norm in Star Force society. It should
be the B-team.”


Jason nodded. “And you want to strip the B-team
elements out of the Clans.”


“More than that, but yes, for starters. I also suggest
that all adepts and acolytes not be assigned to a Clan.”


“Make them earn their way in too?” Paul asked.


“I’m not sure about a lot of these things, so just
treat them as works in progress, but I think we need the Clans to be the super
elite, and not just in Archons. Military personnel down to techs. Everyone has
to be operating at an insane level of skill and output just to keep their
position. If they can’t handle the workload they may only be in a Clan for a
year or so, then transition over to Mainline and bring the skills and experience
from the Clans with them, further enhancing Mainline.
But the Clans will have to operate like your advanced training group, only on a
much larger level.”


“We have an opportunity now that we’ve never had
before, in that we have numbers. From general population all the way up to
Archons which are creeping near that million mark, and virtually all of them
have survived to this day. We’re gaining depth, but we’re not tooled for it. We
need to make adjustments, and we need to establish a top tier to Star Force in
all departments that you guys can play in with peers, more or less. The Clans
should become the sanctums of Star Force.”


“Oh, I’m liking this already,” Greg said, theatrically
rubbing his hands together.


“Good, then I’ll pause there,” Davis said, hopping
down off the edge and walking up the aisle towards the rear entrance. “Discuss
amongst yourselves for the next half hour, then I’ll be back to continue this
conversation…with donuts.”


The trailblazers watched him go without saying a word,
then when the door closed Jason glanced around at the others, seeing they were
thinking the same thing. 


“Damn, he really has gone Archon.”
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“Ok, Christmas lists people,” Davis said as he
finished off a donut as he sat on the edge of the stage again, this time next
to a stack of mostly empty boxes. “Oni, let’s start with you since you’ve
already got a head start on everyone else.”


“Our construction crews are good, but not good enough,”
she said immediately. “The lizards still build faster than we do, and that’s
become painfully obvious for my Clan. The Voku also build faster. I’ve looked
into some ways to make improvements but haven’t come up with anything big
enough to close that gap.”


Davis crossed his arms over his chest again. “To my
knowledge, they build round the clock with excessive manpower on well
prescribed tasks that are utilized everywhere. No customization, just
replicative redundancy.”


“They do, but when I’ve tried to have my crews do the
same thing we still don’t fully catch up. We’re building better infrastructure,
but that shouldn’t matter. We have better tools than them, yet we’re still
lagging behind.”


“We don’t have much intel on
their building process because we haven’t stuck around anywhere long enough to
monitor it,” Paul pointed out. “I’ve been through their internal procedures
that we captured previously, and there’s nothing there we haven’t already
explored and done better. What they’re doing current day to increase
productivity I can’t put my finger on either.”


“I can,” Randy said, tossing a crumpled wrapper at Paul’s
head. “The Clans use Human workers. Lizards are better.”


“They shouldn’t be,” Paul said, telekinetically
catching it and compressing it down into a tiny dot that he tossed off into one
of the open boxes. 


“They’ve been genetically engineered for specific
tasks, Humans have not. Their standard variants aren’t designed as soldiers,
they’re designed to be workers. Toting guns around and firing them isn’t much
of a stretch, and the way they fight should tell you everything you need to
know.”


Roger raised an eyebrow. “Kiritas?”


“Bingo,” Randy confirmed. “They outwork our Human
techs by a mile because they’re good at completing one task and seamlessly
moving into another with nearly unlimited repetitions. When you’re doing the
same things over and over again you don’t have to troubleshoot, just get the
work done reliably and fast. Our techs are trained to be quick but cautious,
and our cities aren’t carbon copies of one another. We can build fast if we
want to, but the races that are naturally more industrious are going to have an
advantage.”


“They’re also using cheats,” Devan said. “They’re not
building their big structures that quick, they’re basically constructing
transitional infrastructure first to get their colonies established. If we took
the same approach I don’t think they’d have an advantage. We build ours to
last, they build theirs to function and function quickly to spur their snowball
effect.”


“Do you want the Clans to remain all Human?” Taryn asked Davis.


“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Some of you have a
handful of non-Humans in your ranks already. Care to comment?”


“It’s not any different than the Mainline
troops,” Rex answered. “They met Human standards so we let them in. No reason
not to.”


“Most of Star Force is now not Human,”
Morgan pointed out. “Granted, we have psionics and they don’t, but if you’re
wanting the Clans to be the upper tier we’ve got to have one for them as well,
otherwise we’re cutting the legs out of our own plans.”


“If the ultimate focus of the Clans is to be on the
V’kit’no’sat,” Jason added, “then we need to keep it all Human. Zen’zat are
what we’ll be fighting against, and we have to be used to engaging on that
level. I hate to say it, but every other race in Star Force will have their
asses handed to them if they go up against Zen’zat. If we’re serious about
building into anti-Vik, we have to stay separate.”


“The size of the Calavari and Bsidd are lost against
the V’kit’no’sat’s larger massed races,” Paul added.
“We can theoretically survive because of our nimbleness. If we went Bsidd
against even one Hjar’at they’d be slaughtered.”


“For now,” Larissa countered. “I think I can find ways
to get a few of them up to speed while negating the disadvantages. But you’re
also thinking just infantry. I don’t see any downside to mechwarriors so long
as they have the skill.”


“It’s all about the requirements,” Greg said, cutting
to the heart of the issue. “What makes a person Clan-eligible or not. And I
suggest we each write our own, taking what races we want, in what circumstances
we want. For the bulk of the races, and even the other Humans, there has to be
another tier just below the Clans for them to excel in. Actually, I think there
needs to be multiple tiers, which I think Davis was hinting at earlier.”


“Yes I was. I’m just not sure how to structure them.”


“Start at the bottom. What do you want the civilian
party zone to look like?”


“Preferably under 20% of the population, though I’m
not sure how doable that is, nor how soon it could be accomplished.”


“Hold up,” Tyr said, raising a hand to add emphasis.
“Are we going with Archon rules here? If you go soft you lose your placement,
or are these tier advancements permanent?”


“I want there to be considerable lag with a person
losing what they’ve obtained, but there has to be an active component. If
someone really quits trying they’ll eventually land back in the bottom tier.”


“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Taryn interjected, “but
that’s not how you currently have the system structured, as far as quarter
allotments and stipends are concerned.”


“I know. I’m going to have to rework it. Within the
lower tier there will be some things kept for keeps after they earn them, but
those things won’t transition them up to the next tier. In fact, let’s just say
all advancement within the bottom tier…which we’ll just start calling the
‘civilian’ tier, will be permanent. The aspects that will allow a person to
advance to a higher tier will run parallel with them and be perishable, say
after a decade. That won’t put pressure on individuals who have setbacks, but it
will clear out the stagnant and not allow them to poison the water, so to
speak.”


“I’d suggest making the second tier a light tier,”
Liam said, thinking ahead. “Will these be in the same colonies or separate?”


“There has to be separation in order to make these
tiers distinctive. Not so much as in different planets, but the communal areas
have to be located in such a way that transit isn’t banned for the civilian
tier, but the most convenient places to eat and shop are separate.”


“How light?” Paul asked Liam.


“Those who are working for Star Force, even in a small
application, so long as it’s current.”


“Not enough,” Greg differed. “Everyone should start in
the civilian tier when they come out of the maturia, then have to work their
way up. We don’t want it to actually become a collection bin for only the
stagnant.”


“Greg is right,” Davis agreed, “but the Star Force
work angle needs to be present. Say 5 years in a minimal position gets the bump
up, faster if they land a higher caliber slot. Individuals will also be able to
buy their way in with credits, giving the business class access. That will mean
a disproportionate part of the people with credits to spend will be living in
the second tier, so let’s just call it the ‘economic’ tier. This pair will make
up the non-Star Force population, with the third tier reserved exclusively for experienced
in-house personnel.”


“Are these tiers going to extend to the other races?”
Megan asked.


“I’d suggest,” Sam said before Davis could answer,
“that all races and Axius operate with the same, but separate civilian tier.
Allow transfers in the economic tier, but keep all maturias with their
respective races then allow individuals to move where they like. If a Calavari
wants to live in a Mainline colony so be it, and if a
Bsidd wants to live with the Calavari, same thing. Most people will stay where
they began, but it will also reinforce that we’re all Star Force and that merit
is what matters, not origin point or race.”


“Transfers from colony to colony or between factions?”
Davis asked.


“Factions. If someone is born in Axius, they stay in
Axius unless they advance to the economic tier, but they can always request
relocation to another Axius colony or planet.”


“That won’t work for all races,” Jason warned. “We’re
still going to have size issues, let alone atmosphere. There are going to have
to be some blocks that can’t be breached. I don’t think an Irondel would be
safe living in a Bsidd colony.”


“Easy fix,” Randy offered. “Make tier 2 moveable
between the racial faction and Axius only. Tier 3 will have access to other
factions given that it will be work related. That way you don’t have to put any
blocks in place, because we’re not going to assign personnel to inappropriate
locations.”


“I like that,” Davis said with a nod of respect. 


“Back to the Christmas list,” Mark-084 brought up.
“I’d like to see Mainline integrated with difference races where beneficial.
Calavari operating as pseudo-Knights works well enough that we should explore
implementing it regularly.”


“You tell me,” Davis said, deferring to the
trailblazers’ military expertise.


“We need both,” Paul said flatly. “Integrated units
where advantageous, not like Axius that uses a combined force out of need of
numbers.”


“That begs the question who pairs best with each
other,” Greg said, hinting at something more.


“Damn, you’re right.”


“What?” Davis asked, not picking up on the cues.


“There might be combos that don’t even involve
Humans,” Jason answered. “Aside from Archons.”


“That brings us back to the question of whether or not
Mainline is being geared towards fighting the V’kit’no’sat or others?” Taryn
reminded them. “If we’re invaded, do we use them? If we’re invaded, will the
V’kit’no’sat ignore them and only come after us? Or will they hunt down and
destroy all of Star Force?”


“If we lose,” Greg added.


“If it’s tomorrow, we lose,”
Taryn quipped. “I know we’ve all thought about this, but I’ve never heard a
strategy talked about. If we fully integrate then we’re pulling the others
directly into that fight, and without Ikrid blocks they’re sitting ducks for a
slaughter. Against the lizards it’ll work. Against the V’kit’no’sat it won’t.”


“What’s their mental range,” Davis asked, “in naval
engagements?”


“He’s got a point,” Liam said. “So long as they’re not
sitting on our jumpships’ hulls they’re not going to be able to use that
disadvantage against our naval crews, it’s the other four divisions of the
military. And since we’re not using Ikrid between ships, we can even conceal
the jumpships inside Ikrid blocking hull plates. We know that a fight with them
is going to be virtually all naval unless we lose, at which point having
non-Humans in a ground fight will be a slaughter.”


“And if we build a Calavari an Ikrid blocking helmet
like Magneto?” Ace wondered.


“The Dsevmat have psionic capability,” Roger pointed
out, “and there are probably other races out there. Are we going to hold back
all but our Human troops if we ever have to fight them?”


Ace nodded. “We have to upgrade them, through
equipment if not genetically. Or at least be able to if a sufficient threat
emerges. Right now it’s lizards, lizards, and more lizards. We need to use our
strengths to whack them down as fast as possible…while also building towards
greater threats. I think we need parts of Star Force working on everything so we
have options and flexibility if an unknown hits us.”


“Agreed,” Paul said, thinking ahead already to what
Clan Saber was about to become. “We need to maintain separate armies for each
race, where applicable. The Lacvamat aren’t going to be building aquatics and
the Elarioni aren’t going to be fielding commandos, but the races that can
field all 5 divisions need to do so and have independent units. We can, the
Calavari and Bsidd can, Scionate maybe.”


“No, their swimming skills suck horribly,” Lens
pointed out. 


“I’m sure the Elarioni would say the same about us,”
Megan countered.


“We can debate that later,” Paul said, waving off that
discussion. “We may even want to elevate some of the wards that are physically
capable of all 5, but that’s not the point now. We need that redundancy so each
faction can operate independently of the rest of Star Force if disaster were to
befall part of it, like say Earth and all the Human colonies were wiped out.
That’s why we have separate economies, and the same should remain true for the
military, Archons aside. That said, I think we need another level of military
that integrates advantageous configurations.”


“We should expand Mainline,” Liam suggested. “Keep
some units Human only, then add additional ones with whatever combinations we
find useful.”


“That won’t be enough,” Steve differed. “There are far
more Bsidd troops now than Humans. Mainline is and always will be Human-led,
but we’re going to need combo units with few Humans involved, maybe even just
Archons only. Calavari pilots coupled with Bsidd/Scionate infantry teams is
just one example I can easily come up with. The key here is that this new
faction wouldn’t be tied to any territory. Mainline has held the responsibility
of going everywhere and doing everything for centuries, with the other races
helping out when and where they could. That’s not the case anymore, so I think
we do need a new format going forward.”


“On par with Mainline or above it?” 


“I’d say on par, so far as newbs
being able to join from the get go.”


“And this mixed fleet would use what ships?” 


“Special construction per unit requirements,” Paul
answered. “Our pick, not the factions.” 


“Doable,” Roger added, “but it’d take a long time to
set up and we’d have to commission additional shipyards specifically for it. I
don’t want Mainline suffering production shortages to
cover.”


“I can see to that,” Davis offered. “The fourth tier
of non-military personnel will be segregated to exclusive planets. Those will
supply the ships for this new fleet, as well as be exporters to the rest of
Star Force. The populations will be there to work and nothing else, experienced
individuals only that will live with like-minded people, and I believe that
will increase production up another level, much like I experienced in basic
training.”


“With the Clans being the next step up,” Jason asked,
“for both civilian and military?”


Davis nodded. “Maturias will be a pseudo fifth tier
that will feed all graduates into the civilian tier. The others will pull
individuals up rather than have to worry about reproduction from inside. The
new fourth tier colonies will have maturias on site as needed for transitional
purposes, but the infants will be shipped off to other worlds as soon as
possible. That way they won’t be burdened with younglings or rookies living
amongst them, and the same method would be used in the Clans.”


“So much for a population surge,” Oni said
sarcastically.


“I know that interferes with some of your Clans’
population pushes, but am I wrong in thinking that it will elevate the skill
pool?”


“You’re right,” Morgan agreed. “And we’ll still be
able to push our numbers, just through other means. We won’t have to try and
stack the odds of a youngling buying into the Clan mojo when we can directly
recruit those who already do and boot those that lose their way. I like this
idea a lot, but it will require a lot of transitional headaches, biggest of
which is the loyal Clansmen we already have that won’t measure up to the new
standards.”


“Keep them if you want,” Davis suggested. “As much as
I want the Clans to be the elite of the elite, I also want to maintain and even
enhance your experimental status. Try whatever you like and see what works
best. The Clans are your little empires, continue to tailor them to your
wishes.”


“What of Canderous and Australia?” Mark-099 asked. 


“With regards to Canderous, there is only one
alteration that I see being necessary, but feel free to add anything you like.
I think they’ve got to become not only a space-bound faction, but a nomadic
one. If we are to face the V’kit’no’sat we need to have bases that they don’t
know the location of, and the only way to do that in the face of a potential
computer hack is to have mobile ones. All future sedas need to be constructed
with interstellar gravity drives defaultly internal.
No more reliance on jump cradles.”


“We’ve been thinking along those lines for some time
now,” Paul admitted. “We were just waiting on the necessary technology to catch
up. As it is now, we can order a redesign with a loss of a decent amount of
internal space to accommodate the drives. It’ll lower their population count,
but we can work on increasing it over the years rather than waiting for a
prerequisite number. What about Australia?”


“They’re the weak link, by far, but so small in number
I’m considering not even tinkering with them. Thoughts?”


“Let me handle them,” Remy suggested.


Davis raised an eyebrow, about to ask what that meant
when Randy interrupted. 


“Um, we’re overlooking the Kiritas/Kiritak why?”


Davis sat up a bit straighter. “I had assumed the
Kiritak were good to go as is. As far as the Kiritas are concerned, the Kiritak
are already their upper tier, and to date you haven’t wanted them involved in
military operations. Are you wanting to change any of that?”


“I’m just wondering why, if we’re altering all the
other factions to the same model, are we leaving them
unchanged.”


“Frankly I hadn’t considered it because their
civilization is so polished already that I didn’t want to mess with it. You
know them better than anyone. Do you think they’ll benefit from an internal
tier structure?”


“Not my point, exactly. But Mainline already has a
large number of Kiritak in it, working mainly the cargo fleet. Are we expelling
them to keep it all Human? And this new tier 4 you’re
planning sounds an awful lot like what the Kiritak already are, minus the
reproduction part.”


“I feel a criticism here. Just spit it out.”


“We can’t be split minded on this. Either we’re Star
Force or we’re just the Human Empire. Humans and Kiritak integrate so well together
in naval there’s no functional reason to split them up. If we’re worried about
the V’kit’no’sat targeting them along with us, then shame on us. We can’t treat
them as family and outsiders in the
hope that the enemy will leave them alone one day in the hopefully distant
future. We’re either in this together or not, and if not we need to split Star
Force apart and give the various factions their independence and stop feeding
them additional technology. That’s the only way they have a hope of not being
targeted.”


There was silence for a moment, but then Liam blew out
a long breath. “He’s right, and I would go forward to add that we can’t pretend
that Humans are just one faction out of several. We are the core of Star Force
so we shouldn’t try to isolate ourselves. We need to extend the Mainline fleet, not create a separate group. Same goes to
civilian operations. We pull other races in where beneficial while letting them
keep isolated groups as a supplement.”


“We can’t evacuate everyone out to the rim,” Davis
said regretfully. “And if we fight it out here, we’re most likely to die along
with them. I don’t see a good option in this, so please feel free to throw out
ideas.”


“Let the Clans experiment and figure it out,” Randy
suggested. “If the V’kit’no’sat come back now we’re screwed anyway. You work
the present, we’ll fight the future.”


Davis looked around at the 100 trailblazers, realizing
how simple that solution was. Not because it was a solution, but because he
knew he could trust them enough to take that burden off his shoulders and find
a way, if one existed, to make this monster of an empire they’d cobbled
together work in the face of that potential doomsday.


“I can live with that,” he said simply, suppressing a
grin for what he was about to say next. “So, the next question before us then
is whether or not Kara gets her own Clan.”


“Ah…” Paul groaned, burying his face in his hands in
visible complaint while several other trailblazers snickered.
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“Found something?” Jason asked, walking up behind Paul
in the Zen’zat barracks in the pyramid as he was reading a vertical holographic
display.


“Just trying to size them up with an eye towards where
they might be in the present.”


“The others have gone already. Figured you would have
been first in line.”


“Clan Saber is pretty set, so we won’t be heavily contending
the territorial allotments. Why are you still here?”


“Same reason you are. Trying to find another angle.”


“Any luck?”


“I’m giving all my current people immunity to whatever
standards we use, so there’s not going to be a turnover period,” Jason said
casually. “The younglings will start being shipped out to Mainline
colonies as soon as the message I sent arrives, so I’ve got time to ponder.”


“What about the race for the six systems?”


“You know as well as I that our Clans are more even
than others. We don’t stand a chance of earning a major slot, so I’ve chosen
not to waste resources overly prepping. I thought you might, given your naval
dominance.”


“I’m working a different angle.”


“Care to share?” Jason asked, sitting down on the
bench next to Paul’s. 


“Territory defense only works if we can gain an
advantage on the ground, otherwise it becomes a death trap. We can’t put down
roots where the V’kit’no’sat can see them.”


“You thinking of moving your Clan rimward?”


“Even that’s not good enough. We can’t just hide, we
have to strike and be on the move at all times. I keep running scenarios
through my head and the only way I can see that Clan Saber can have a chance of
effectively combating the V’kit’no’sat is to stay mobile and never fight a
defensive battle. We have to be rogues, pirates even, as far as they’re
concerned.”


“Rebels against the Empire?” Jason floated.


“Davis is right to worry about the masses. Until we
can build planetary defenses sufficient to hold out against a modest fleet
we’re sitting ducks. I don’t want the Sabers being sitting ducks. If we’re
playing defense we can’t be protecting others. We have to be free to move. A
Jedi has no attachments for a reason, and I’m seriously considering applying
that principle to my entire Clan.”


“Like Canderous?”


“Yes.”


“That’s going to set you back so far you’ll be worse
off than the Snowstorms.”


Paul smiled.


“Alright spill,” Jason insisted.


“Think Starcraft. The Terran structures built on the ground could fly if
necessary to evacuate so you didn’t have to leave them behind to get
destroyed.”


Jason stared blankly at the holographic text and
diagrams for a moment, remembering back to the ancient game and realizing the
genius in it. “Incredibly difficult to create, because you’d be starting from
scratch, but you’d still be utilizing and living on the surface whereas
Canderous does not. If your position is compromised you could evacuate in short
order, then put down your infrastructure at another location and almost
instantaneously have full production resume. Downside would be size. You’d have
to have everything small and exchange mega facilities for hundreds of smaller
ones, but it is theoretically viable.”


“Far more than viable.”


Jason frowned. “What are you seeing that I’m not?”


“It would make my Clan very hard to kill so long as we
have forewarning. Everything would be naval. I’d build the structures into
starships rather than mobile sedas. Quick to move, easy to replace if lost.
Focus on a smaller fleet rather than having big chess pieces. The necessary few
we could keep in deep space and safely anonymous. The problem is we’d become
very, very small and give up the industrial base we’ve established. Against the
lizards or even the Voku we’re better off proceeding as we are, but the
V’kit’no’sat are so far ahead of us that this is the only way I can think of to
give us a chance at survival. We have to be able to run and poke, no full-on
engagements. No even fights. We have to be ghosts operating out of view when
necessary.”


“And you’re thinking sooner is better than later?
Which is why you’re not even interested in the territorial allotments.”


“I get the feeling that if we’re tied to any planet
we’re not safe. We’ll make use of them when necessary, but we’re not going to
stay anywhere permanently.”


“You’ve settled on this then?”


“We can’t all do it. It’ll leave us too weak. But I’m
nearly convinced that this is the path Clan Saber has to go down. Not my first
choice, but it has too many advantages over an enemy that typically holds all
the cards. The more I review past battle records, the more I see the
V’kit’no’sat being used to running over people through sheer tech advantage.
They find out where you live then they pick the circumstances you’re bound to because
you have a home to defend. If we become homeless they’ll have to fight in
another manner, which they don’t have a lot of experience doing.”


“But there are some cases?”


Paul nodded. “They’re cagey, and almost exclusively
utilize computer or mental hacks to get the information they need to track down
those who hide or run away. If you leave a trail of breadcrumbs they’ll find
and follow it, but the cases that interest me the most are those they never
succeeded in locating.”


Paul adjusted the holograph telepathically, bringing
up a list in V’kit’no’sat script along with a galactic map. “These are
essentially bounties that were active at the time of the last update, citing
races deemed for extermination that they knew had at least partially escaped
their grasp. Those ships they’d tagged were still at large, including some
seda-like colony ships. It seems that if you run, and run hard, you have a
chance of getting away from them, and the Elarioni are living proof of that.”


“But you eventually have to settle down somewhere,”
Jason pointed out, “and when you do you risk being discovered.”


“Which is why you have to stay ghosts, living in the
anonymity that the galaxy is cloaked with. Always a rebel with no real
territory…at least none that you can’t live without.”


“You’re thinking about fighting them in the here and
now, not the future?”


“Surviving in the here and now. Other than some very
low ground conflicts we can’t stand up to their weaponry for even a short
while…but running is running, and I’d rather have the option now and not need
it than keep hoping to go unnoticed while we continue learning from the
database.”


“Your logic is sound, I just don’t think Clan Saber is
the Clan to do it.”


“Who then?”


“I think we all should, piecemeal. That way a part of
us could survive even if they came back tomorrow and live to rebuild the rest
of the Clan. We need to be empires, not just fleets of roaming ships, but with
that backup plan if things come to pass not in our favor. The Sangheili will
help you develop this tech, for I think it’s worthwhile, and I’m guessing
others will as well, but if we’re going to have a Clan go all-in and convert
100% to this methodology then I think it’d be best to start from scratch with
zero population and build it up one ship at a time.”


 Paul turned and
glared at Jason. “You backstabbing bastard.”


“Am I wrong?” he asked innocently.


Paul squeezed his eyes shut, trying to think of a
reason to disagree. “There’s a freedom to the strategy that is very appealing,
and I want it for all of Clan Saber.”


“Is it worth losing your industrial muscle?”


“Depends.”


“We have the Tether colonies to fall back to. And even
if we are invaded 10 years from now having a roaming Clan fleet of any size
isn’t going to stop the carnage from ensuing. We need a Clan to pursue this as
another page in the Star Force playbook, but Clan Saber is too important to
other pages to focus on just this one.”


“But it’s such a cool one,” Paul protested. 


“You can’t have two Clans, buddy,” Jason said, then
did a double take as he thought through his own statement as Paul’s eyes
widened a bit. “Or can you?”


“No reason she has to stop being a Saber,” Paul said
as he stood up, knowing that he’d just found his solution. 


“Where are you going?”


“We must move quickly if the Jedi Order is to survive.
You in or not?”


“In for what exactly?”


“Maintaining our duo dominance.”


Jason grinned. “Always.”


“We can discuss it on a run around the command deck.
Then I’m leaving the system to get to work before anyone else can get the jump
on us.”



 

3 weeks later…



 

Kara’s dropship set down inside Paul’s command ship
with the trailblazer waiting for her at the foot of the ramp as it descended.
She eyed him curiously, wondering exactly what the fuss was about concerning
this secret summons. She’d been hunting lizards on the far side of the Achkor
Region and had to abandon a war fleet she’d been tracking to come back to Star
Force territory to rendezvous with him.


“Now do you feel like telling me what the rush was?”
she asked, stepping off onto the ship’s huge hangar deck.


“Big shake up across Star Force. Everything is getting
reworked.”


“Yes, I know. Davis sent me a personal heads up.”


“He did?”


Kara nodded.


“Well, we’re still finalizing plans but Davis is
handling everything non-Clan with some input from us, which is why we haven’t
made a public announcement. There’s a lot of behind the scenes retooling that
has to be done and we’re expecting it to take no less than a year before he
starts reorganizing the civies. The Clans are going
to be reworked into Star Force’s highest caliber factions, with all maturias
being transferred to Mainline facilities so that our
populations will be totally merit driven entries and no natives.”


“He said as much. Please tell me that’s not why you
brought me all the way back here.”


“No. I could have sent you a message with that,” he
said, thumbing towards the exit. What we
have to talk about has to be off the record.


Go on, she
replied telepathically so there would be no eavesdroppers. 


Everything is
changing for the Clans and our powerbase is going to evaporate if we don’t
adapt accordingly. Davis is offering up territorial prizes for a series of
elite level challenges…that you won’t be a part of. No offense, but your…


Is a cheat, I
know.


The territorial prizes
are so large it’s going to tip the current power balances along with all the
other changes that will be happening. Each Clan is gearing itself towards
facing the V’kit’no’sat threat while Davis is going to focus on the here and
now, and from what we’ve been discussing with each other there are going to be
some wildly different strategies employed, all of which will be centered around
an enhanced competition between the Clans to get us better prepped for going up
against Zen’zat. 


Lizards don’t
offer up much of a challenge, Kara agreed. Will that mean we’re pulling back on our combat assignments?


The theory is
that with so many Bsidd and Calavari troops available the Clans can pick and
choose where we strike rather than carrying as much of the workload as we have
been. We will be keeping a higher percentage of our forces in training and Trials
but we’re still going to fighting, with an emphasis on the heavier engagements.


Other than the
maturias, what’s changing?”


We’re amping up everything. People either keep up or wash out
back to Mainline. We’re cutting the newbs and
slackers out and making the Sabers top of the line. Where exactly the
benchmarks will land I’m not sure yet. The harder we make them, the less people
we’ll have.


We’re kicking
people out?


No, I’m not.
Those already Sabers will remain Sabers if they choose. The standards will
apply to others going forward and I’ll reduce the transitional training wheels
over time. Eventually we won’t have any true civilian population left. Everyone
will be working to advance the Clan in some fashion or they’ll expire their
membership. 


Sounds a bit
harsh for some of the old timers. 


I’m going to
make sure it’s not, but everyone has to get up to running speed. No more
walkers. 


And what was
important enough for you to come out and fill me in in person?


Clan Saber is
going to have a lot of new projects in the works going forward. Some I’m
working on now, others I’ll come up with later. A few of them will be co-op
ventures with other Clans, and Jason and I will be developing one in particular
that we’ll share with all the Clans after we get it smoothed out and a decent
head start. We’re going to design and build mobile infrastructure so that we
can land it on a planet and get a functioning colony up and running within days
rather than years. On the reverse end we’ll be able to evacuate the
infrastructure instead of just the population if we come under serious attack.


Isn’t that going
to be ridiculously inefficient?


Yes, which is
why we’ve got a lot of work to do on it. The up side is we can move our
infrastructure around where the enemy can’t find us. If we’re tied to one
location the V’kit’no’sat can simply come in and stomp on us. We need to be
able to run, hide, and ambush with more than just our fleet. We need our
industrial muscle to do the same.


For the entire
Clan or just an addendum? 


An addendum as
far as the other Clans are concerned. I had considered moving Saber completely
in that direction, but Jason and I have come up with something better. Instead
of sacrificing our existing infrastructure in exchange for the transition,
we’re going to build a mutual third Clan that will be entirely mobile. No sedas
like Canderous. It’ll be all these new mobile structures and the warfleets they can build…and no one is going to know it
exists. Everything we do from here on out is going to be geared to one day
fighting the V’kit’no’sat, and if they can ever hack our computer systems this
Clan isn’t going to be in them to find. 


Kara’s eyes widened. Are you saying what I think you’re saying?


This new Clan is
going to start with nothing more than an idea and have to be built from
scratch. I’m overseeing it and working with Jason to develop the technology and
methodology necessary. It will be comprised of Sabers and Sangheili, and on all
records that will never change. This Clan doesn’t exist, and no one else will
know about it. Not the other trailblazers. Not even Davis. But while me and Jason will be building it, I want you to run it.


So you’re giving
a fake trailblazer a fake Clan? Kara said, noting the irony.


But here’s the
good part. We’re not contributing resources to building this Clan, or
territory. It has to be mobile and exist in the shadows. Once we get the key
pieces built it’ll have to survive and grow on its own, pulling volunteer
personnel from both Clans as necessary, but all industry will have to be its
own and be fed by raiding the lizards for resources. 


Hello.


Figured you’d
like that part. It’ll pretty much be you pulling solo missions to grab cargo
ships or hit small expansion colonies along the periphery of their territory,
probably taking you far away from the ADZ, but the more you steal the faster
the Clan will grow. You’ll be able to continue missions against them with a
direct impact on the Clan’s success, so no administrative duties. This would be
a private triumvirate, but you’d be the one in the field while Jason and me work to develop the Clan while we also rework Saber and
Sangheili. That is your mission, should you choose to accept it.


Kara’s neutral face spread wide in a toothy grin. You had me at ‘raiding the lizards.’
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Gavin walked in the conference room doors of the Clan
Metal Gear command tower in their territorial slot in Antarctica with his local
senior staff of Archons and a few administrators and techs already present.
He’d alerted them to gather as soon as he’d left Atlantis, but his Marquis and
other top Clan members were outside the system at present. He wasn’t going to
wait for them to get here before he got to work, though he’d sent out a summons
all the same with instructions to get their butts back to Earth ASAP. 


“What’s up?” a striker asked as the trailblazer walked
over and slid onto one of the stools that surrounded the large flat worktable
that already had a few holos sprouting from it, but
when Gavin slid a datachip into a slot on the edge a
whole forest of glowing data arose within the perimeter of the faces of those
gathered.


“Star Force 2.0,” he said evenly. “Davis is reworking
just about everything and has an altered mandate for the Clans. While he
remakes Star Force with present day threats in mind, the Clans will focus on
preparing us for the V’kit’no’sat. He wants us to increase our standards and
cut the slackers out of the population by whatever means we want, but as of now
all maturias are going to be shut down and the younglings shifted to Mainline facilities. Inclusion in Clan Metal Gear will be by
invitation only.”


Another mage whistled, realizing just how big of a
shift that was.


“You have no idea what’s coming, and we have to get on
this sooner rather than later. All the other Clans are going to be scrambling
to grab up the talent pool in the rest of Star Force, so we’re going to have to
give them something unique to offer. One thing I’ve decided is that we’re going
to remain Human only and press that combat front. When the V’kit’no’sat come we
won’t be going hand to hand with Era’tran, we’ll have to take them with mechs,
so virtually all of the commando combat is going to be us vs. the Zen’zat, so
that’s what Metal Gear is going to focus on. How close are we to getting the
holo simulators?”


All eyes went to the level 5 tech. “Not very, if
you’re thinking what I’m thinking you’re thinking. The shield matrix is too
weak to accommodate blows of even average intensity. We might be able to work
up a useable training model for younglings, but not Archons. Our tech hasn’t
caught up enough to their standards for us to even remotely copy their
simulators.”


“What about the programs themselves?” Gavin asked.


“Copied and stored for future use. The processors will
be the size of a room to compensate, but we can run them. It’s the holographic
hardware that’s holding us back.”


“Put a team together to push that angle as a priority
1 project. We have to be able to train against opponents that fight like them,
and the only way we can do that is with their own procedures. We’re Archons,
not Zen’zat, and we need to get to know our enemy’s quirks so we can compensate
and exploit them.”


“Even if we get matrix strength up to snuff, we’re not
going to be able to simulate very many materials. It’ll be like punching glass,
stone, or rubber every time.”


“Never the less, I want us using their training
simulators as soon as we can, even if it is in a reduced capacity. In the
meantime we’re going to keep personnel in the pyramid continuously. As long as
we have the real deal we’re going to make use of it, then those individuals
will come back and use what they learn to teach others. Going forward I’m instituting
a split between training and field work. We have to have a section of the Clan
that is on permanent training duty pushing their limits while others are out
kicking the crap out of the lizards. Davis wants us to pull back in that area
so we can pursue other projects, but over my dead body are we letting Mainline
do all the fighting.”


“Percentages?” another mage asked.


“We’re going 30 field, 70 training and will hold to
approximately that number through swapouts, but I
want a core of at least 20% that are permanently training like our advanced
training group here. We can’t have everyone taking turns. We need some to lead
the way, and as much as I hate being a shut in, I’m volunteering myself for
that. I’m the best we have, and if we’re going to pull the rest of the Clan up
ahead of the others then I have to be the one kicking your asses to provide a
greater challenge.”


“You’re giving up field work?” Jen-475 asked, who was the Clan’s third highest ranking Archon.


“I am. I know that’s something the others won’t do, so
it’ll give Metal Gear an advantage. I’ll be training with the Clan mostly, and
jumping in with the advanced training group time to time to learn from them,
but eventually I want our core to be on par with that, if not better. Doing that
across the board will be almost impossible, so I want to skew our training
towards non-psionic hand to hand and press that hard. To that end, I also want
to build and recruit the strongest Knight core in the Clans and work on using
them in numbers rather than their typical unit support role. Zen’zat are going
to be their size, so we need to get used to fighting teams of them. There are
bound to be advantages we haven’t probed yet in that area, and I want us to
find them.”


“Arc Knights?” a Baron asked.


“No. Others will want them badly, but we’re focusing
on non-psionic combat. I want our Knight training core to be just that. Arc
Knights have to split their time like Archons do, and I want them with a
singular purpose. Get them strong and fast enough and the Archons will have to
work hard to catch up while multitasking. We have to apply as much motivational
pressure as we can to the training group, so much so that we’ll have people
leaving the Clan because they can’t handle the stress. They’ll go back to Mainline
and take the skills they’ve learned with us with them, so they won’t be
washouts and I never want to hear you refer to them as such. I want Metal Gear
to be tops in terms of commando intensity. That will help with our recruitment,
though it will lower our numbers greatly at the outset.”


“If we have no younglings of our own,” the Baron
asked, “we’re going to have to be recruiting our civilian population as well?”


“Yes, and though others are giving their current
populations immunity we’re not. We’re going to institute a transitional period
to give our current slackers and retiries a chance to
get back in shape, but if they can’t pass muster they’re going to Mainline with
everyone else. This is a train that ain’t stopping
for no one. You keep up or you fall off.”


Gavin raised a finger in caveat. “However, I want our
commando division to be the insanely hard one. The rest of our Clan will be
amped up, but not to such a level. I don’t want to weed out a large number of
our techs and reduce our industrial capability. We’re just going to get rid of
the freeloaders there without much of a boost in standards. We’ll tweak it a
bit, but I want that to be much more relaxed. Hand to hand is going to be our
pressure cooker.”


“And Naval?” Jen asked.


“Same as always,” he scoffed. “Look at what Paul,
Liam, and Roger are doing and see what we want to copy.”



 

When Morgan left Earth she took a warship directly to
the nearby Sirius System in the Core Region where Clan Ninja Monkey had located
its capitol, sharing the world of Everlast with a Mainline colony. Her Marquis was there, along with a handful
of other high ranking Ninja Monkey Archons, though most of her Clan was spread
out through numerous systems and deployed on active missions, whether they be
Clan business or overseeing Mainline or other fleets. 


Morgan called those present together in Marquis Falconi’s office for an informal chit chat, during which
she began to give them a summary of what the trailblazers and Davis had decided
on Earth and how it was going to affect Star Force and their Clan in
particular.


“Also,” she continued, “all adepts and acolytes are
going to be Clanless and coming out of basic they’ll
be transitioning into a new program we’re developing, which we’re loosely
referring to as ‘Null Clan.’ It will function the same way ours do with regard
to the Archons, a lot of training and Trials mixed in with a bit of field work,
but will be overseen by appointments the same way we assign Archons to the Mainline fleet. The catch is, we don’t get to draft any of
them when they make ranger. We have to recruit them.”


“Oh hell no,” Gary-933 said, knowing exactly what that
was going to mean. 


Morgan held up a hand to stall the coming complaints.
“The entire Clan system, from Archon down to accountant, is going to be
recruitment based. Already the others are developing angles to attract key
personnel and gaming their internal standards to either amp up the difficulty
or keep it low and spread out to attract higher numbers that they hope to
develop over time in exchange for the younglings they no longer have. We’re not
playing that game, and are going to continue on the same way we have been.”


“How?” Falconi asked. “If
Davis wants us prepping for a V’kit’no’sat invasion we’ll have to make
alterations, and the lack of younglings is going to necessitate a variety of
changes.”


“Not really,” Morgan said dismissively. “We all know
that if the V’kit’no’sat come back now we’re toast, and that’s not going to
change much going forward. The key to being able to fight them is and always has
been the technology difference. Until that catches up we’ve got nothing more
than our ingenuity to work with. Others are working that angle now and with
luck with come up with a few tricks we can use, but the really effective stuff
will have to be built down the road when we’ve got the tech we need, so the
Ninja Monkey’s aren’t going to waste time with wishful planning.”


“What we are going to do is keep advancing, in all
areas. Our commando strength is going to diminish in comparison to some of the
other Clans based on what they’ve hinted at, and we’re just going to ignore
that as best we can and focus on improving our marks rather than getting hung
up on the comparisons. We need to be a well-rounded Clan, as we’ve already been
working toward, and will continue to press that agenda even if we slip in the
ranks in the interim. We won’t go down to the bottom of the barrel, for the
specialists will end up there in their off categories, but I’m afraid our
stature is going to take a hit going forward. Please feel free to surprise me
with the contrary.”


“Why are you so sure we’re going to get our asses
kicked?” Gary asked.


“Two reasons. First, several of the Clans are going to
be instituting heavy training programs to the point of isolation, mimicking the
advanced training program we’ve got going on Earth for Archons. They’re going
to sink a percentage of their people into those to the exclusion of all else,
hoping to make up ground lost and advance their core strength up to levels that
will better be suited to fight the Zen’zat. They plan to lose a lot of people
in the process, with them washing out and going into Mainline for the
non-Archons, and risking Clan transfers for those who don’t like the
intensity.”


“Second reason is they’re also going to be devoting
the higher ranking Archons to the new Trials…and we’re not going to do that.
Mainline and the other factions may have stepped up their military presence
through numbers, especially the Bsidd, but we’re not abandoning the war front
in exchange for Trials wins. I’m personally not going to be involved in many of
the Trials but the others will be, and they’ll be bringing along scores of
mages and padawans with them. We’re going to go heavy at the first trial that
is scheduled to occur in two years, but after that we’re pulling our elites
down to a handful and using rangers and strikers to fill out the balance.”


“We’re starting upper level Trials?” another mage
asked.


Morgan nodded. “It’s been pointed out that we’ve been
slacking off in that department by going out on field work too much. I
disagree. We’ve got the advanced training program that is far more effective at
amping up our workouts than Trials alone will do.
Don’t get me wrong, I’m practically watering at the mouth as far as what this
new system is going to be, because Wilson is designing all of it and I’m diving
in along with the rest of the others. But after we get a good taste of it,
we’re going back to field work…and that’s what the identity of our Clan is
going to shift into.”


“As well as being our recruitment tool?” Falconi guessed.


“Exactly. A lot of people don’t like training
non-stop. I can do it, and like doing it, but not when there is fighting going
on out there. I can’t just sit on the sidelines when I know I could be making a
big difference in the never-ending wars we’re plagued with. Some people need to
take a break and train, but that’s not true of me or this Clan. We know how to
train on the go and not fall behind, so we’re not making the internal
alterations that the others are. We’re sticking with the program and adjusting
for the lack of younglings and lazy personnel, which will boost the Clan in
terms of professionalism. That will advance us enough on its own that we won’t
need really hard standards for inclusion.”


“Where do our current ‘slackers’ go?” 


“Mainline. We’ll give all our people a chance to stick
around, but if they’re intent on going on permanent vacation there won’t be an
opportunity to do that here anymore. That’s what Mainline is good for, and
rather than drastically rebuilding our Clan like a lot of the others we’re just
going to streamline it.”


“And?” Gary asked, picking up on something in her
mood. Something that she was holding back.


Morgan let slip a wry smile. “We’re going to keep a
good number of our Archons in Mainline leading it, but our combat operations
are not going to be pairing with them anymore, nor the Calavari or Bsidd. Not
even the Voku or H’kar. We’re soloing from now on and advancing our Clan
towards fighting the V’kit’no’sat through combat experience gained. When the
tech rolls around we’ll incorporate it, probably steal a lot of ideas from the
others in the process, but our people are going to be the most combat savvy
because we're going to be spending our years on the fronts rather than in pure
training.”


“Pure training hasn’t hurt Vermaire,” Gary pointed out
almost apologetically.


“Pure training doesn’t hurt anybody,” Morgan clarified, “but you don’t get the same edge
you get from fighting in live situations. Those with extensive Trials
experience might be more polished, but those with combat experience will be more savvy. Trials are explosive and intense, frontline
combat is often grinding and one-sided with moments of intenseness the Trials
will never match because of what is on the line. Losing is bad, but losing
people is unacceptable. The Trials are meant to build skill sets and do so
extremely well, but applying them in the field is a whole other trick that we
are going to set the benchmarks for.”


“Define soloing?” Gary asked skeptically.


“A little arrangement I worked out with Davis
privately. The others will know soon enough, but we’re not going to expand any
more within the Core Region. We’re going to hold on to what we’ve got, no way
we’re making the mistake the Snowstorms did, but any territory that we win in
the upcoming Trials we’ll trade off. We need to focus what population we have
at our new home.”


“New home?” Gary asked when Morgan didn’t say any more.



“Our borders are constantly in flux, with us beating
back the lizards on most fronts and colonial expansions, even if in piecemeal,
on the others…save for one. Our coreward border is fixed by the no-go line, and
even though the Voku have a presence there that is keeping the area somewhat
subdued, the more the lizards eat up the Skarrons and spread out through their
back territory we’re going to have to counter them all along the line and hold
it…without taking the worlds from them.”


“That’s a situation we’ve not faced yet,” she said
with all sincerity, “and it defies our very drive to smash the enemy. We can’t
chase them coreward. They have a safe haven to operate out of now, against us
anyway. The Voku can go after them if they wish, but right now they’re busy
with other matters, and even if they weren’t they don’t have the numbers to
purge the galaxy of these bastards. As much as I hate to say it, we’ve got to
put up with them being there on our coreward border, and how to do that
effectively hasn’t been established yet, for they haven’t had a chance to truly
strengthen those areas.”


“Even if we don’t colonize beyond the line,” Gary
differed, “we can still mow the grass a bit.”


“Yes, and we will,” Morgan assured him, “but it’s just
a matter of distance going back far enough to where we won’t visit that they
can build up massive armies and have them sitting and waiting to hit us where
we’re weak. Even if we turtle up well there’s always going to be a lot of
tension there, especially if they develop another new toy and are willing to
throw trillions of disposable troops at us testing it.”


“What are we going to do about it?” Falconi asked.


“Davis has granted Clan Ninja Monkey permission to
take possession of as much of that border as we want and to hold it
indefinitely, shielding the Achkor Region and everything else beyond. He’s not
giving us any worlds or resources, but is letting us keep every lizard world we
can take.”


“Damn,” Gary said with a laugh as he glanced at the
others in the room. “That’ll one up the other Clans and then some.”


“Each of us is finding a way to contribute to Star
Force’s future,” Morgan explained, only slightly suppressing a smile. “We can’t
do it all ourselves, but we’re going to do more than the others. They’ll
experiment and train, teaching us new tricks as we go along no doubt, but we’ll
be the one fielding a well-rounded empire out of necessity. We’ll be picking a
fight with the lizards on our own and holding the line on our own, learning and
growing as we go. Whether you are an Archon or a tech, if you want to find the
heaviest fighting to contribute to, Clan Ninja Monkey is where you go. That’s
our recruitment incentive,” she said, looking at Falconi.
“Use it to get me as much civilian support as you can. I’ll handle the
recruitment of the troops…from multiple races. We’re not just sticking to an
all-Human Clan. Anyway who wants in on the fighting is going to be welcome to
join our ranks and help carve out our border territory.”
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August 8, 2812


Retari System


Atlantica



 

Erin-016 literally ran through the Star Force colony
city of Manaan coming off the dropship that had landed
her here, having taken a jumpship directly from Earth as soon as the
trailblazers’ brainstorming session with Davis was completed. She knew as well
as the others that there would be a mad rush for recruits going forward and
there was one in particular she wanted to get to before the others, having sent
a message on ahead to forestall any remote grabs. Being the first to get to her
in person, she hoped, would give Erin an advantage.


When Erin came to one of the air/water transition
sections she grabbed a breath mask off a nearby rack, checked its
functionality, then pulled her shoes off and stripped down to her underwear,
leaving her clothes in a pile on the floor and diving into the aquatics section
of the city. She swam through a myriad of tunnels, passing by a number of
Elarioni and a handful of individuals from other aquatics races until she
eventually came to where the city’s computer had logged Ariel’s present
location.


The pale Human swam into one of the many workrooms
that had several dozen Elarioni going about various tasks. They all looked
similar, save for their hair which was a myriad of colors. She found only three
emeralds in the room and pulled a quick mental search to identify which one she
wanted, then swam across the chamber and up behind Ariel.


The Elarioni turned around before she got to her,
hearing the crude swimming strokes of a Human, but she grinned widely when she
saw who it was.


“Hello, Erin. I didn’t expect you here this soon.”


“Am I too late?” she asked, with her mask also
handling the computer translation as she floated in near neutral buoyancy
making small hand motions to steady herself about a meter off the floor as she
slowly sank down, for all Archons were sinkers due to their muscle density and
trim bodies.


“For what? I haven’t heard from any of the others.”


“Really?” Erin said, surprised. But then again maybe
she’d just caught a break while they were pursuing other ends. Aquatics wasn’t
high on most people’s wish lists, but she was really surprised Lens or Kyler
hadn’t said anything to her yet. “Guess I’m just faster than them. I want your
help.”


“Gladly. What is it that you need?”


“I want you to join Clan Alterra.”


Ariel blinked her glowing gold eyes curiously. “Join?”


“The Clans are changing drastically and we’re all
scrambling to grab up whatever advantages that we can get. I want to grab you
before anyone else does and have you help me add Elarioni to my Clan. We need
to go above and beyond what Star Force has already done with aquatics, with an
eye geared towards the larger threat…in the core.”


“Are they coming?” Ariel asked, knowing better than to
use their name amongst others who probably didn’t have security clearance high
enough to know about the Humans’ relationship to the V’kit’no’sat.


“Not that we know of, but while the rest of Star Force
lives in the present, the Clans are going to work towards the future and I want
your help.”


“I’m not sure how much further help I can be. I’ve
already shared all I know with you.”


“I don’t know either. We’re going to be looking for
ways of doing things that we haven’t tried before and I want you on my team.
And now that we’re not limited to just Humans, I also want you to help me kick
the crap out of the other Clans in the Trials.”


Ariel smiled. “And that’s why you thought the others
would ask me as well?”


“I think it’s only a matter of time before they do,
and I wanted to get to you first. Especially before Paul or Jason did. Their
Clans are too dominant as it is.”


“Not in aquatics.”


“No, which is why I’m sure they’ll be after you
eventually to join them, as will many others I’m sure. I’m hoping that me
getting here first gives me at least a little edge in your decision?”


Ariel reached out a thin blue arm and gripped the
Human’s shoulder with her three fingers as she smiled soothingly. “You can
relax, sister. I’d be honored to join your Clan.”


“Sweet!” Erin exclaimed, jumping off the floor with an
excited twitch of her ankles. 


“When do we leave? Or are you expanding your Clan to
this world?”


“I wish. Kyler’s been keeping us out, but Clan Alterra
has some water of its own to play in on Demacia.
Currently we’re ranked 38th in overall Aquatics, and any Clan that adds
Elarioni is going to shoot up their skill scores. Some of the Clans are staying
all Human for various tactical reasons and I really
want to stick it to them in aquatics, as well as getting our Humans less slow
in the water.”


“Less slow…good word choice.”


“Just being honest.”


“As always, but you have a funny way of putting
things. Where are your clothes?”


“I didn’t take time to change and I didn’t want my air
clothes slowing me down.”


“Am I really that big of a prize?”


“Yes,” Erin said flatly. “And you already agreed. No
second thoughts allowed.”


Ariel laughed, which amounted to a melodic screech
that the computer didn’t try to translate. “I am yours, Erin. When will we
leave?”


“As soon as I can snag an aquatic starship. Give me
three hours?”


“I will be ready, and rebuff any further requests that
may come in in the interim.”


“Even if it’s Paul…and he’s begging?”


“Even if.”


Erin pointed a finger at her. “I owe you big time. Be
back,” she said, pushing off the floor and awkwardly swimming away at decent
speed from the Elarioni’s point of view.



 

“Are you sure about this?”


“Having doubts?” Randy asked as their dropship was
flying down to the surface of Kirit. 


“This is a huge alteration based on a whim,” Mara-677
argued. “Shouldn’t you think it through first?”


“You think I haven’t?”


“Not enough.”


“What am I missing?”


“If I knew that I would have said something by now. I
just have a funny feeling.”


“I know the Kiritas better than anyone,” Randy
reminded her. 


“I’d feel better with a gradual shift.”


The Clan Star Fox leader shook his head. “No need. I’m
sure about this.”


“Still think you’re jumping the gun.”


“The others are rushing to make changes too.”


“That doesn’t make it any smarter.”


“What’s the downside?”


“It won’t be our Clan anymore,” she said without
hesitation. “Too many new faces…we’ll lose the essence of who we are
practically overnight.”


“Like hell we will. What exactly do you think I’m
doing?”


“The Kiritas don’t think like we do. We’re a Human
Clan, who knows what we’re going to end up after this little experiment.”


“Badmouth it all you want, but don’t call it little.”


“Ah…you’re incorrigible.”


“Careful, your British is showing.”


“No such thing anymore.”


“A complaint?”


“No, just a statement of fact,” she said as they began
to heavily decelerate against the thickest part of the atmosphere while
simultaneously braking against the planet’s gravity.


“Bedazzle me with another.”


“You’re dragging me along just to gloat.”


“Half fact,” the trailblazer corrected her. “I also
want you here to learn.”


“I already know you’re reckless.”


“You were never involved in our Beta Region colonies,
so you don’t know the Kiritas any better than the other Clans.”


“I know the Kiritak well enough.”


“Same thing, yet not the same thing.”


“Thank you, that clears up so much.”


“Watch and learn, youngling.”


“Damn it, Randy, I’m as old as you. Stop with the
youngling crap.”


The trailblazer just smirked and left it at that for
the rest of the ride down.



 

“My friends,” Randy said, standing on the floor of the
Kiritas High Council and staring up at the 58 members seated around the
rectangular floor he was standing on. “Meesa back.”


Mara, who was standing beside him and a step behind
his left shoulder did a visible facepalm, but Randy either didn’t notice or
didn’t care to show it. 


“You have not been on Kirit
for a very long time,” one of the Kiritas said. “We are very pleased that you
have returned to us. Is there something we can assist you with?”


“Yes there is. Star Force is about to undergo a major
revision, with all factions affected. The changes to the Kiritas will be
minimal, but I think I’ve found a few improvements to be made.”


Mara noticed all the Kiritas sit up a bit straighter,
and she could feel their curiosity spiking as well.


“Please tell us what you want us to do.”


Randy clasped his hands behind his back. “First, the
rest of Star Force is being restructured into societal tiers in order to reward
those who are working for the betterment of everyone rather than pursuing
business ventures or just kicking back and relaxing. That isn’t needed with
you, for your race has a work ethic that puts most others to shame. With your
permission, I will be making some structural alterations to increase
efficiency.”


“The Randy does not need to ask,” another Kiritas
said, almost taking offense by the politeness. “We will do whatever you want us
to do without question. Have we given you reason to think otherwise?”


“No,” Randy said dismissively, throwing a quick glance
over his shoulder at Mara. “But I have more to ask of you than just this. I
need your help.”


“What do you require of us?” another said with evident
determination in his voice.


“The Clans are changing, more so than the rest of Star
Force. We are no longer raising younglings of our own, but are increasing our
numbers through recruitment of those sufficient to meet our standards. Such
recruits will be volunteers, and may leave the Clan whenever they like, for our
internal activities are going to be far more stressful than normal. All the
Clans are amping up the intensity in order to make us
stronger, and any individual that joins us for even a short time should benefit
from the environment and take their upgraded skills back to other sections of
Star Force.”


“As such we will be the elite within Star Force,
pushing the boundaries and developing new strategies that we will then share
with others. The competition between the Clans is also increasing on multiple
levels. Clan Star Fox is one of the largest Clans, but with our new mandate I
intend to make it the largest, and by
a huge margin. Not just in terms of population, but in industry. There’s a
nasty rumor going around that the lizards can out-build us. We certainly take
our time and do things right, but are we really slower? I don’t think so, and I
intend to prove it by growing Clan Star Fox into a giant.”


“Do you require additional resources?”


“Such outside economic assistance is still forbidden
within the Clans. Star Fox has to build internally or trade with other Clans
only, so no, I cannot accept any help from the Kiritas…at least not in such a
way. All 100 Clans are taking their own route towards our new mandate and are
diverging more than we ever have before. We each have our own goals and vision
of what we want our Clans to become…and then we’ll see who prevails in the Trials
and power rankings over the coming years.”


“Clan Star Fox has been a Human Clan up until now. I’m
altering the makeup to allow for individual Kiritas to join the Clan if they
meet a very high standard of measurement…and they must continue to meet these
standards to remain in the Clan, just as the Humans will have to do. There is
no longer any room for true civilians. Everyone has to work and keep working.
If someone can’t handle that, or wants to take a long break, they will leave
the Clan and land somewhere else, but knowing you as I do, I know that won’t be
an issue for most Kiritas. The question is how many of you will be able to make
the various standards I set forth.”


“Furthermore, I intend to experiment with integrating
Kiritas into our combat units in addition to your obvious industrial aptitude.
I don’t know what he end result will be, but already your advanced units have
shown promise and I intend to probe your capabilities even further. Even if the
combat angle totally bombs, I still want you guys as part of the Clan to help
bolster our supply and transport units.”


“How many volunteers do you need?”


Randy smiled. “That all depends on how fast we can
build, for I intend to take as many Kiritas that want to join and can qualify.
I suspect there will be more willing than we have room for, but like I said, I
want to kill this nasty rumor that the lizards can out-build us, and I figure
the best way to do it is by expanding Clan Star Fox as fast as we can and
literally putting all the others to shame. We have no additional territory as
yet to work with, so we’ll have to work with the sites we currently control,
but there are plenty of untapped resources there if we devote the necessary energy
to go after them.”


“There will be new territory slots awarded for Trials
success, but I’m not counting on us gaining any of them. If we do it’ll be
bonus, but I’m planning to work with what we have and expand it rapidly. In
order to do that I need an influx of qualified volunteers, and there is no one
better at the supply game than the Kiritas. Not even the lizards.”


“May we volunteer the entire Kiritas race?” one of the
High Councilors asked.


Randy laughed. “I appreciate the sentiment, but my
Clan is too small to accommodate even a fraction of your numbers. Plus the
standards I’m going to be setting down are going to be a stretch even for you
guys in terms of productivity and fitness. Most of you won’t qualify initially
and will have to work your way into a slot over the years to come, with more
slots opening up the faster we can grow our infrastructure.”


“Oh, and if the other Clans ask for volunteers as
well, feel free to help them if you wish, but I can guarantee you my standards
for membership will be higher than theirs, for I know better than them what
you’re capable of. And I’d prefer if the best of you tried to get into Clan
Star Fox before you accepted any of their invites…especially after we show them
what you guys can really do.”


“Thank you for giving permission for us to entertain
their offers, but I can assure you that no Kiritas would choose to work in any
other part of Star Force if given the option of joining your Clan, even if it
was only for a week. We are humbled…”


Randy raised a warning finger.


“…honored by your offer,” the Kiritas corrected
himself, “and will supply you with as many volunteers as you can make use of.”


“Good,” Randy said, cracking a sarcastic smile.
“Humble workers are no good. Too lazy.”
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January 3, 2814


Unknown System
beyond Delta Region


Lizard territory



 

Kara crept along the low mountain ridge, staying
within the nooks and crannies on the terrain as she magnified her vision of the
distant lizard mining outpost. They had over 100 of them set up on the planet,
all of which were feeding the development of two small but growing colonies in
this backwater expansion. The local population was gone, but their corpses still
littered parts of the planet giving Kara an idea of the timeframe of the
invasion. She guessed the lizards had been here less than 2 years, with the
most recent to have died within 4 months. Had she arrived sooner she would have
been able to save them, and was silently cursing their luck.


That wasn’t why she was here, though. She’d come far
out from Star Force territory, traveling directly up on the galactic plane
until she reached an unmapped region that the lizards were casually pushing
into with what looked like no resistance. She couldn’t be sure, having only
lightly scouted a few systems along the way, but this planet only had three cruisers
to defend it, suggesting that the locals had been primitive pushovers. 


Kara could destroy the entire lizard occupation
herself if she wanted to, but that wasn’t the mission. There were a lot of
lizards closer to Star Force territory for her to go after if she just wanted
to work on her kill count rather than spending 8 months traveling out to this
distant lizard border. No, she was here to exploit their weak areas and do to
them what they had done to Star Force so long ago…though technically it had been
inept civilian contractors. They’d been blindsided by the presence of the
invaders on Corneria, and now she was going to turn the tables and hit the
lizards where they didn’t expect Star Force to be.


And she needed to do it quietly so not to draw
attention, hence her sneaking around and approaching across land rather than
just dropping down from orbit on top of them. The Clan Sangheili warship that
she’d borrowed was tucked away safely around another planet and hidden from the
lizard sensors, with her and a team of volunteers having come down via a fleet
of dropships onto an uninhabited part of the planet. They were staying out of
sight miles away while she crept in towards this isolated outpost, figuring out
how she was going to play this.


Most of the complex appeared to be below ground, with
several structures sprouting out of the sparse vegetation and marking the
location like pillars. Kara could also see several adjacent buildings, but
everything was pretty compact…which was to her advantage. She spotted no guard
towers or turrets, but she knew better than to assume there would be no guards
on station, though from this range she wasn’t going to be able to pick them out
if they were concealed behind the scrub brush of ugly trees that were more
thorns than leaves.


Scanning the terrain in between her and the outpost
she plotted her course and began moving, walking/running where needed and
flying spot to spot inches off the ground whenever possible. It was dark, so
her shadow mode made her virtually invisible to the lizard eyes, but she could
detect scattering traces of sensor beams reflecting down from the atmosphere,
telling her that there was an aerial detection array in place. Kara didn’t know
at what altitude it was operating, so she had to go in on the ground.


It was possible that her shadow mode and other
countermeasures might be able to hide her, but there was no point in taking any
chances this early in the game. Unnoticed wasn’t something that you could get
back once squandered, so she was going to take this slow and easy, working her
way up close to the lizard outpost and keeping an eye out for whatever
surveillance they might have in play.


Kara wasn’t expecting much, given how low scale the
lizard presence was on this colony, and she wasn’t disappointed. Once she got
in close she found three scouts on patrol around the site and another two
within. Accessing their minds she secured enough information to know that
another shipment of processed ore was coming up from below within the hour and
a flight of Kirbies would be here in approximately six to pick it and the
others up. Right now the landing platform was only a fifth full of crates, so
Kara decided to wait it out a bit longer and took the opportunity to sneak
inside the perimeter and do some wall crawling. 


She found the sensor array easy enough and hacked into
it, inserting a program that would ignore a certain vector and allow free
flight without registered detection, despite the fact that the sensor beams
would still be going out as normal. With that built-in corridor established she
commed two of her distant dropships and got them on
the move, albeit slowly and over ground, much as she’d approached by.


While they were on their way the main cargo doors to
the subsurface structure opened up and allowed an elevator platform rise even
with ground level. On it were a few dozen lizards that proceeded to transfer
the new crates full of valuable materials off the lift and over to a waiting
area on the edge of the landing pad. The lift went down again and came back up
three more times before they finally finished, with Kara holding the dropships
off back beyond the ridgeline until they were done.


Reaching out with her Ikrid she scanned the
surrounding buildings and started knocking everyone unconscious, having to move
around a bit to get within range and doing it in a way that no one would see
someone else just keel over and have time to wonder what was going on. She
finished up with the perimeter guards, seeking them out and giving them the
remote night tap before calling the dropships in at speed.


Two Falcon-class
vessels zipped in over top of the lizard mining colony and landed on the pad with
Kara standing watch via Ikrid and ready to subdue anyone that woke up or, more
likely, came up from below ground. A crew of techs spilled out of the dropships
and began moving the lizard crates inside using their own equipment. They
worked quickly and got the two ships nearly full before all the cargo was
onboard and the landing platform was clear of crates. Kara signaled them to
leave by the same vector they arrived and held position until they were out of
sight.


She dropped down from her perch near the lift and
moved out closer to where she dropped the perimeter guards, taking control of
their bodies and standing them up so that when she woke them they wouldn’t
realize that any time had passed. It was a tricky thing to do, but each one
shook off the disorientation and continued on about their patrols, minds
focused on the present and washing away the bit of curiousness as to their
momentary mental blip.


Kara kept to her stealth and moved over near the
buildings, doing the same with those inside though it was harder, for they were
doing more than walking. She tried to disguise their waking up as much as
possible, but there was no way at least some of them wouldn’t realize they’d
been taking a nap. Still, the more confusion she could sow the better, so she
tweaked the waking patterns enough that with a little memory implantation she
convinced them that some noxious fumes had escaped containment and rendered
them unconscious.


It wouldn’t hold up to an examination of the facts
later, but it would keep them preoccupied with internal matters for the moment,
and with the perimeter guards swearing that a group of Kirbies had come in to
take the cargo crates early, Kara figured she could cause a lot more mayhem
before the lizard planet began to suspect they had unwelcome company.


Climbing up to the sensor array again Kara undid and
deleted her programming cover so that it wouldn’t be around to be found, then
dropped back to ground and distracted the scouts’ minds as she crept off into
the night and headed back overland to the ridgeline, then from there on back to
the rendezvous point with the dropships via direct flight once her sensor
silhouette was blocked by the terrain.


“What did we get?” she asked as she landed inside the
open ramp to one of the full dropships as they all sat parked on a dirt-covered
plain in the middle of nowhere to the distant north.


“Nothing special,” one of her new Clan Ghostblade
techs answered, “just some iron and carbon pellets.”


“I wasn’t hoping for special,” she said, retracting
her armor back into her forearm jewel with the red scales vanishing to reveal
her white with dark blue stripe Archon uniform. “Just useful.”


“It’s free,” another commented. “And I really like
free.”


“So do I,” Kara said with a
smirk. “That went well, but let’s hit a few other locations before they have a
chance to think about what’s going on.”


“You want us to take this load back to the jumpship?”


“No. Stay here and we’ll all go back together. If we
get spotted I’m your only defense, so we can’t afford to split up.”


“Right. Where to next?”


“Southeast of here there are a couple of outposts
within 50 miles of each other. I want to hit them both. If that doesn’t fill
the holds we’ll sniff around the others. I got the impression that there’s a
regular shipment pattern and if we start catching them when they’re full we
won’t have to make as many raids.”


“And when they do figure out what’s going on?”


“We’ll play it by ear, but we’re not tipping out hand
and exposing ourselves. We have to be ghosts in this, no matter what they
suspect.”


“Understood.”


“Give me a head start, then bring four empty dropships
with you to the rendezvous point I lay down.”


Kara turned and walked two steps back towards the open
ramp, then her body was covered in the red scales once again as she shot off
into the dark. 


“Damn, I really want one of those,” a tech said, with
the others nodding their wholehearted agreement.



 

Kara and her crew continued to raid the lizard planet
for the next 2 months, gaining both resources and information. With a map of
the nearby lizard colonies she was able to pick and choose her targets more
carefully, focusing on the slightly larger worlds and getting a wide choice of
supplies to raid from for the following year then, with a hold full of stolen
goods, she ordered her jumpship back to a predetermined rendezvous point on the
edge of Delta Region.


When she returned she found a handful of other ships
waiting for her…all of which were running under Clan Ghostblade IDs. None were
new constructions, for per operating orders Kara had to build everything
herself so there were no records to trace back to, meaning the jumpship she was
on had to be returned to Clan Sangheili at some
point, and the same was true of the six jumpships ahead that were waiting for
her. Those, she quickly saw, were carrying brand new smaller vessels in their
external docking holds, and they definitely weren’t drones.


“Greetings Clan Leader,” Lev-922 said with a smile as
his holographic image popped up next to Kara’s command chair. 


“What the hell are you doing here?” she asked with a
laugh.


“I volunteered,” the fellow Saber admitted. “Though
you could use some more psionic help with your raids.”


“I’ll take any help I can get. You with or without
padawan?”


“Without. She was ready to fly solo anyway, and with
her being a Firestorm I couldn’t bring her in on this.”


“What else did Paul send me?”


“Archon-wise none, but Jason sent along a couple of
rangers. As far as the ships go we’ve got prototype Ghostblade industry ships
with jump capability within a system. We’re still going to have to ferry them
around by jumpship, and these are just on loan until we can build our own.”


“I know. What about support personnel?”


“Got an army of techs for you and a scattering of
Regulars. Paul and Jason will send more if you need them, but they figured you
were going to be pulling mostly solo ops for a while.”


“Now that you’re here that’s not true, but I am
looking at going after their shipping lanes if we can figure out a way to get
the cargo transferred. I haven’t killed any lizards yet and I want to keep it
that way for now.”


“Generous of you.”


“I’d rather trick and steal from the helpless rather
than slaughter them.”


“If they’re traveling in convoy we can take two ships,
swap one crew for the other’s cargo and let them go on their merry way while we
take the other one off their hands.”


“That’s a lot of minds to freeze, and on two ships
simultaneously. Until you got here that wasn’t an option.”


“And now?”


“How many drones you got?


“Six cutters, three corvettes, and a destroyer. But I
thought you were thinking about taking them from the inside?”


“I can sneak onboard, if I’m lucky. You, not so much.”


“Piggyback ride?”


“My armor can’t expand coverage like that. Are any of
those drones interceptors?”


“Three cutters are, but we’ve got some other mods
onboard if you want to swap them out.”


“Good. If we’re going to be jumping convoys we’re
going pirate, not sneak thief. What’s the timetable look like before we can
start building our own drones?”


“Depends how much these babies are fed.”


“I’ve got a jumpship full of raw materials to start
with.”


“The plan Paul sent along has us building a myriad of
other ships, mostly duplicates, before we start trying to go for a mobile
shipyard, but the plans for one are here and the segments break apart into
individual ships…but we’ll need a secure location to set up in, and in theory
the teardown time will be in the hours, not the minutes.”


“Ground or orbit?”


“I believe ground is preferred, but they’re also
capable of orbital production.”


“Even for jumpship slips?”


“Haven’t got one of those out of design phase yet.
Everything I’m referring to has been hastily built in prototype back home. What
I’ve got here are the first and last of the production models. Everything else
going forward stays with Clans Saber and Sangheili, while these were quietly
misplaced in the construction logs. The crews that built them will be cycling
out to us as they train others to replace themselves in the program, so we’re
still ghosts in this, though the sooner these jumpships get back to normal
operations the better, because we still have a trail until they do.”


“Paul really is worried about a computer hack, isn’t
he?”


“I wouldn’t say worried, just playing things safe.
This Clan is going to be our ace in the hole should something unexpected
happen, V’kit’no’sat or otherwise, and he wants us to live up to our name as
soon as possible. Nice choice by the way. Pays homage to both Saber and
Sangheili.”


“This is a joint op, so it only seemed fitting.”


Lev raised an eyebrow. “This is way more than an op,
unless Paul has been telling me tall tales?”


“Right now it’s an op. I have to build the actual Clan
along the way.”


“Are we basing outside of Star Force territory or just
visiting to grab goodies?”


“We’re staying outside and out of sight for now,
though we do need to establish a line of communication back home. We can’t
build relays of our own, so we’re going to have to have proxy ships within both
Saber and Sangheili fleets come out to meet us for information downloads. If we
access a relay directly there’s an electronic trail to follow, while a ship can
give us full access to records without any system flags going up.”


“Now you are just being paranoid.”


“Being thorough. Very, very thorough.”


“How are we going to communicate with our own fleet
once it gets large enough to be spread out?”


“That’s one of many problems yet to be solved, but
since we don’t have a fleet yet we’ve got time to chew on it…along with a lot
of other things. Paul and Jason have promised to work most of it out from their
end, I’m here to put it into actual practice.”


“And hit the lizards to no end.”


Kara smiled. “Exactly.”


Lev crossed his arms over his chest. “Why do I get the
feeling we’ll be going after more than cargo ships in the long run?”


“Star Force has gotten very good at recycling lizard
tech. It may not be as convenient as stealing their cargo, but it’s a hell of a
lot easier than mining it ourselves.”


“Yeah, I’m definitely going to enjoy being part of
this Clan,” Lev said with a smile. “We need somewhere to ground these puppies.
Do you have a site selected yet?”


“Yep. Two jumps from here and a nice, quiet little
frozen ice ball with a lot of untouched ore fields.”


“Ice?” he said, losing his merriment.


“The rebels didn’t choose Hoth
for the scenery,” Kara reminded him. “Clan Ghostblade has to be invisible,
which means going to the fringes and avoiding all the obvious vacation spots.”



 


 

STAR FORCE Facebook Page



 

STAR FORCE Wiki



 

@aerkijyr



 


 


 

   



 


 


 


 





Table of Contents


		1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10



cover.jpeg
— = = e o
= 1 Mm rYnae

Ghostb]adc~67





