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“Play it again,” the Protovic Chancellor said, not
fully comprehending what he’d just heard. 


Kip reset the hologram back to the relevant beginning
of this interrogation snippet from the Veliquesh called Nifron
who was still supplying information freely, thinking that Star Force was an
ally of his race rather than a newly minted enemy. Over the past few months a
computer translation program had been constructed for the Veliquesh race,
allowing anyone to talk to the 7 prisoners they’d brought back with them.


“Our origins are not clear, but we do know that there
was a great cataclysm that fragmented our race. We won a war, but in doing so
were all but destroyed ourselves. In order to survive we were split into seven
fragments and scattered across the galaxy. We have never known what happened to
the others until now, but we do know of them. Each faction of the old empire
had different coloration. Ours was tasked with Purity. The others were Unity,
Trepidation, Origination, Equity, Contention, and Understanding. The purple visage
signifies your allies as Origination, those who were responsible for the
beginnings of life.”


“They are the first of the factions that we have known
to survive aside from ours. It was said that we could no longer function
together, for our enemies were too vast, so that to survive we must disappear
into remote corners of the galaxy. Where the others went we did not know so
that we could not compromise them. We did not think Origination could be so
close to ourselves, else we would have sought them out. The days of the empire
were so long ago that our records do not stretch back to its occurrence, nor do
we have any estimates.”


“What we know of concerns more recent history. We
branched out from our point of refuge to encompass 9 star systems, never
overreaching or invading to claim what we wanted. We sought out worlds that
were totally uninhabited so as to not draw attention to ourselves. We knew that
we had to grow our power or fall victim to those we originally fled, but we had
to do so carefully. Ironically an enemy came to us that was new, and the
Li’vorkrachnika did not even know we existed. They were conquering everything
across a swath of the galaxy that was unfortunately inhabited. Our neighbors
fell, but we did not.”


“Primitive as they were we could not defeat them. They
were far too many, so we simply kept to our borders and defended them. Over the
years the enemy grew in strength and began to test our limits. We lost ships
and structures with each attack, then rebuilt. Over time the enemy’s attacks
grew more powerful and we lost enough to jeopardize our defenses, so we decided
to evacuate 4 systems so to reinforce the others while we waited. A prophecy of
your arrival had been foretold, so we were content to wait and survive until,
in recent years, the technological power of the enemy increased greatly.”


“They have been using that advantage to make gains
within our systems. None have fallen, but we were losing until you arrived. We
have done our duty and survived until your arrival, but much has been lost over
time. The reunification of the empire can now begin with Origination having
been found and your aid to us. Together we will grow strong again, enough to
one day defeat the Li’vorkrachnika and begin to search out the fate of the
others. With each one we find our civilization will grow stronger, for isolated
we are weak. We are built to function as one, and once we are again the galaxy
will submit to us as it once did.”


“What do you know of this great war?” Mike’s voice
asked from off camera.


The Veliquesh frowned, its glowing facial markings
reshaping as it did. “Very little. It was an indomitable enemy that we
succeeded in neutralizing, but the effort was too costly. When the main threat
was gone the lesser ones rose up to destroy us, hence our need to flee and
rebuild in isolation.”


“Why the split?”


“If we were one we would not submit to others. We
would fight and be destroyed. We had to become components that could be
recombined later, when the time was right. We know that we are not whole, so it
keeps us from being true to form. Our mission is to grow and reassemble…nothing
more. Once complete again, that will change.”


“Change how?”


“We do not know for certain. There is a void in us that
the others were meant to fill. When we are together again we will be whole and
know how to proceed. Until then we cannot know for certain.”


“Do any relics from the old empire still exist? Or
merely stories passed down through the years?”


“Unfortunately nothing remains,” Nifron
admitted. “The Nash’garmat’ecklima favored us to survive, but little more. Our
faction’s transition to isolation was a tumultuous one. We did not function
correctly without the others and great sacrifice was made to preserve ourselves
in this current form. Many died in the early years, and with them went the
records of such. We only know of the loss without detail and the mission before
us. What do your allies know of this? Have they spoken of it? Any knowledge of
those days or before is invaluable to us, no matter how small. We have nothing
left of them.”


“You will be able to speak with them in time,” Mike
promised. “Right now we need to record as much information as we can. They will
be viewing these holos, so any information you can
provide them for comparison sake speak now even if you do not feel it relevant
to us.”


“What is your standing with them? You have stated you
are allies, but how this is possible I do not understand. We have no peers.”


“What did your prophecy say of us?”


“It was said that you would be as if a force of nature
that would consume the enemy and free us of our imprisonment. It made no
mention of the other factions or your bond with them.”


“The Protovic are our ally, a lesser peer in both
numbers and technology, but a trusted friend.”


Nifron frowned again, not
understanding. “You claim superiority?”


“You saw us fight. Why do you disagree?”


The Veliquesh considered that, with his thoughts so
muddled it was as if he was forced to use his brain for the first time to
conceive something beyond tradition.


“Perhaps we have lost more than we realize. In our
true form we have no equals.”


“What of this enemy you neutralized. Were they not an
equal?”


“They were defeated. We were the superior.”


“But you were forced to disband and flee. That was
also a defeat, was it not?”


“It was a necessity. It will only be a defeat if we
fail to recombine and resume our place as the galactic lords. Has Origination
spoken nothing of this to you?”


“About being galactic lords? No, they haven’t. And
your level of technology isn’t superior to a lot of races out there. Did you
lose a lot of it in the fracturing of your empire?”


“We do not know what has been lost. Are there races
with technology superior to yours?”


“Many, yes.”


Again, the Veliquesh frowned and thought. “We will not
know until we are reunited with the others. Until then we must persist. We are
but pieces of the whole, and cannot know our true intent as we are now.”


Kip paused the holo there, for Mike had pressed other
subjects thereafter. “Anything?”


“You said they were insane. Correct?”


“Sometimes even insanity is built upon fragments of
the truth. What did he say?”


The Chancellor bowed his head slightly. “We have no
knowledge of these origins whatsoever, and though I still do not understand
what he says about reunification it brings to mind an uncertain memory. I will
have to confer with my geneticists, but I seem to remember some mention of
dormant, incomplete code segments. The missing pieces were not present in our
genome at all. A bit of a lingering mystery, if I recall correctly. I doubt it
has any relevance, but it is the only connection I can make. Everything he says
is completely foreign to me.”


“What’s the furthest back you have records?”


“Nothing that predates our homeworld, nor any mention
of other factions. His red coloring is not something that is present in our
genome, active or otherwise.”


“Now that is interesting,” Kip mewed. “We need to do a
full analysis of their genetic code then. Maybe they do have some of your missing
puzzle pieces.”


“To what end?”


Kip shrugged. “I don’t know. I was hoping some of this
would make sense to you.”


“Unfortunately it does not, and I reviewed our records
thoroughly before I came. Have they met with any of my people yet?”


“This one hasn’t. Three of the others have. We’ve been
keeping them isolated from one another for the most part through scheduling.
We’re not treating them as prisoners per se, but we don’t want them sharing
what questions we’ve asked and syncing their answers. Most of their days have
them going through various forms of training to become familiar with Star
Force, then a session where they teach us about the Veliquesh. They see each
other passing in the halls, but other than interrupting their sleep cycles they
have no spare time to congregate…and when they do we monitor their
conversations.”


“Have you picked up on any duplicity?”


“No, but if you noticed in this recording they are
very unused to thinking. Present them with a scenario that requires them to
come up with a solution rather than just repeat rhetoric and they are extremely
uncomfortable. We’re breaking these of that habit slowly, but I think it’s
symptomatic of their civilization. Everything is rigid with deviations
resulting in executions.”


“What do you plan to do with these 7?”


“We’re not sending them back. What they’re learning
from us could get them killed.”


“Do not send them to us.”


Kip raised an eyebrow. “I expected you’d want them.”


“What they are, according to your information, is
abhorrent. They are not Protovic, they are barbarians.”


“Agreed.”


“They are a poison that I do not want to subject my
civilization to.”


“But you still want to learn about them?”


“Of course we do. We just cannot tolerate them as they
are.”


Kip nodded. “Ok. They can remain with us.”


“You disapprove?”


“No. Just because you are the same race doesn’t make
you the same people. It’s no different than you not wanting the Calavari living
with you.”


“The Calavari do not burn people alive.”


“True,” Kip admitted. 


“What is your aim in this?”


“We cannot allow this type of civilization to exist…anywhere.
It has to be ended.”


“Ended how? Allow the Cajdital to remain in that
region until they destroy them?”


“We’re certainly not going to protect them again, but
I don’t think they’re going to fall anytime soon. And we’re not holding back
our push into lizard territory. We’re going to deal with the Veliquesh
ourselves, which is what I wanted to talk to you about.”


“We won’t oppose you,” the Chancellor said firmly.
“They’re not our people.”


“We offer the Cajdital the option to surrender in
every engagement, an offer they never accept. Only then do we kill them, for
when we’ve captured them they try to kill themselves in confinement anyway. Do
not mistake our war with them as an inclination to wipe out our enemies. We
don’t plan on killing the Veliquesh. We plan on annexing them.”


The Chancellor took an involuntary step backwards as
he stared at Kip. “Bringing them into your empire would be a grave mistake.
They are a poison that goes against everything you stand for.”


“Which is why their civilization has to be destroyed,”
Kip explained. “That doesn’t mean the people have to die…or rather it doesn’t
mean they have to be killed. This isn’t our first time doing something like
this. Every race that we’ve taken into Star Force has had their culture
eradicated, save for any valuable pieces we preserved.”


“You wish to save them? Is that what you’re saying?”


“More or less. Is that going to be a problem?”


“You’re welcome to try, but I don’t want them anywhere
near our territory.”


“Relax. What they are now will be destroyed, I can
guarantee you that. Those younglings being born in the years to come will know
nothing of this abomination. They’ll become part of Star Force, at which point
I hope you choose not to shun them.”


“So long as we are in agreement that they will be part
of Star Force and not the Protovic.”


“This is on us,” Kip made clear. “I just needed to
know what part you wanted to play in it, if any.”


“Unless you’re going to kill them, we’d prefer to stay
out of the affair.”


“We have a number of Protovic in Axius already. Are
you going to object to us using them?”


The Chancellor sighed. “We don’t like anything about
this, but so long as you keep this outside of my territory you can do as you
wish. We do not give our blessing, for we think they should be destroyed, but
we will not try to stop you if you want to try and save them from themselves.
Just do not let them persist as they are now, not even in the slightest way.
Ideas have a way of infecting others, and their culture is a poison I would
suggest you do not toy with.”


“Truth kills lies, Chancellor. This is something we
learned a long time ago, which is why we do not suppress information. If
there’s something dangerous we confront it head on rather than trying to bury
it away where no one will see.”


“I do not think this is wise, but it’s your empire. Do
as you wish.”


Kip looked at the ceiling. “I was hoping for a little
more optimism than that,” he said sarcastically.


“If these were Humans, how would you react?”


“Honestly it doesn’t affect me anymore. I look at you
and I see a person. I look at Humans and I see a person. The race doesn’t
factor in unless it’s a new one that I haven’t learned the idiosyncrasies of.”


The Chancellor raised an eyebrow. “A side effect of
your Axius?”


Kip smiled. “Perhaps.”


“Our civilization is still only one race, and no
matter how close our ties are with Star Force you will always be an outsider.
That is not a negative, and please do not take it as an insult, it is just a
reality of life.”


“Those you keep company with are the familiar, others
are the outsiders. The biology doesn’t really matter. If you’ve only lived with
other Protovic I understand how you can’t see that. I will admit that there are
some compatibility issues, but a lot of my friends are Protovic and I don’t see
them as outsiders. And most of them are not part of Star Force.”


“I will grant you wisdom there, but where Star Force
is clear about who and what you are others are not. They feign to assimilate and
seek to assert their own culture over that which they live in. That is why we
keep to ourselves. Our affiliation with Star Force is the only exception. I am
told even that was deemed dangerous, though you have proved a reliable ally
over the course of time. You stated, arrogantly so, that the Protovic had to
adhere to a set of your rules. We were already in compliance with most of them,
and the remainder had been proposed internally before you issued your mandate,
but we were rightfully concerned that it wouldn’t end there and that additional
demands would be made later on.”


“Unfortunately the galaxy is full of liars and
cheats.”


“But not you. You held to the mandate and did not
alter it one speck over all these years. You have left us alone so long as we
adhere to it, and that has allowed the interconnectivity that has bonded our
civilizations more than we ever thought possible. I fear that if you annex
these barbarians that it will alter Star Force, and through you us. Yet like
you said, you have successfully annexed other races before, though none on this
scale?”


“Not in these numbers, no. But the Calavari were a
much more prominent race before their near destruction.”


“They are stronger now than they ever were before,
which is credit due to you. I do not see it happening with the barbarians.”


“Once part of Star Force they will be allowed to
travel throughout our territory as all others do, but their populations will
not be relocated to the ADZ. Our borders are continuously expanding, and the
Veliquesh will remain in the approximate region they are now. They will not
become part of the ADZ community in any meaningful way.”


“And if you fail they will remain isolated and able to
be severed once again?”


“We won’t fail. It’s simply a matter of denying the younglings
any connection to the old culture from birth. Unless Protovic have some genetic
memory that I’m unaware of?”


“All races do, but if you’re referring to the more
impressive ones then no, we do not. You should already know that given your
Axius Protovic.”


“Do I detect some dissatisfaction there?”


“They chose you over us.”


“Team pride?”


“Something like that. I do not think it is any
different for you.”


“Yeah, we don’t like quitters either. But we always
leave the door open for them to come back.”


The Chancellor cracked a smile. “Always a competition
with you.”


“Friendly competition. And once I get past the horror
of the Veliquesh I see them as a challenge, not a poison. I ask that you abhor
what they are now, but wait to pass judgement on what we will make of them
later. If we succeed I don’t want you carrying a grudge against people because
of who their ancestors were. And if you do, then you’ll have to start hating
yourself because it looks like you have the same ancestors as them,” Kip
pointed out.


“Am I free to hate the ones living now?” he asked
sarcastically.


“Yes. Their actions and mindset are deserving of hate.
Those yet to be born are not yet poisoned by it. Make sure you differentiate
between the two.”


“I take your meaning, but if your goals are for their
offspring then what will you do with the 3 trillion bad ones now?”


“Keep them contained and away from everyone else while
providing a difficult, but not impossible, path for individuals to work their
way out of that mess. In order to do that they’ll have to essentially kill
their own culture, which I doubt very few will, but we’ll offer them the
possibility regardless. As for the rest, they haven’t attained
self-sufficiency. Unless they change and learn, time will erase them from the
galaxy.”


“A far more pleasant demise for their civilization
than they deserve.”


“Probably true, but this way we don’t accidentally
kill someone who doesn’t deserve it.”


“I still have my doubts. Feel free to impress me.”


“Watch and learn, youngling.”


The Chancellor blinked his glowing purple eyes,
covering them briefly with glowing green eyelids. “How old do I have to get
before you stop calling me youngling?”


“Tell you what. When you hit 500 years I’ll stop.”


“I’ll hold you to that, Archon.”
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Paul swung his double-bladed stun sword through a left
to right slash, hitting and deflecting a thud up over his head before dipping
the left side of his sword down to get another heading for his legs. He
reversed the slash and brought the right side around to pick up another near
his face then continued in a back and forth motion picking the little balls out
of the air as a couple of padawans did likewise beside him in the training
chamber.


All three of them were weathering a storm of thuds being
directed their way from omnidirectional points and using battlemeld to see if
they could effectively cover each other in close quarters without letting any
through or getting their blades crossed. The two padawans had single blades,
with Leona-11932 carrying a pair. Those were the three sword options available
in Star Force, aside from the shorter stun sticks, and gave all three Archons a
different feel for the combat…which all of them could sense through the
battlemeld. 


As Paul worked his way through the thuds heading
towards side his of the small circle he tried to get as many as he could to
minimize what the other two had to deal with, including those coming down from
above with him whipping his sword around and over their heads often to pick up
a few. He had two edges to work with, as did Leona, but Jackson-12431 only had
a single. That meant he had less picking up capability, but should have had
better movement speed. This was the third day that Paul and the pair in the
advanced training group had been working on this, and honestly it was still a
bit clunky.


Paul was so much faster than them that he’d had to
adjust his battlemeld pacing accordingly. Operating at his Sav-enhanced
rhythm while monitoring their normal speeds caused him to either lose the feel
for them or to start operating at their speed. Often with the battlemeld a sync
was formed one way or another and part of this drill was for him to learn not
to do that. Training with Jason or one of the other trailblazers was easy
because they were on the same level, but these two padawans were not.


And the reverse was also true, in that Paul’s Sav-enhanced mental status would overwhelm the padawans and
they’d lose some amount of connection with him. They were having to learn to
filter out what he was transmitting to them because their minds literally
couldn’t keep up with his. There was a way to do this, Paul knew, but it was
going to take a lot of work to figure out…which was exactly why there was still
a permanent advanced training group. They’d do the head scratching and
experimenting, then figure out how to accomplish whatever was necessary and
codify it in the Star Force database for other Archons to learn from down the
road.


The trailblazers always kept a minimum of three here
at all times, plus a group of between 30-500 other Archons working on various
things. Vermaire was almost a permanent resident aside from his time spent
training the Arc Knights, and he was even more of a monster now than ever
before. If not for the advanced psionics the trailblazers had there was no way
they could have taken him on hand to hand. He was setting the benchmark in that
subcategory with Paul and the others trying to keep up, though the size
differences involved did have a huge impact on their effectiveness.


Archons were smaller and usually faster, while
Vermaire and the other Knights had the greater mass and usually lesser speed,
except the Black Knight’s agility was so great now that his size wasn’t a
liability. That’s what made it so hard to fight him, for no matter how strong
Paul or the others got Vermaire always had a muscle advantage.


Paul appreciated that, glad that there was someone
above him in that subcategory for him to watch and learn from…but he didn’t
like getting beaten any more than the rest of the trailblazers, or Archons for
that matter. With Sav Paul could still move faster
than the Black Knight, barely, and that allowed him to stand his ground in
sparring matches, but he couldn’t beat him often. Usually it involved a
momentary opportunity that Paul took advantage of, then Vermaire would learn
and close the door to that method of attack.


The more Paul and the others sparred with him the
tougher he got. Morgan could take him easily using her Jumat, and Paul was very
interested in seeing the day when they found that ellusive
trigger and gave Vermaire the concussive energy, for that was something he
desperately wanted to see the effects of on the man’s combat potential.


But for now the trigger hunting was at a standstill.
Most of the tier 2 triggers had been found with those still remaining being
very buried…or perhaps they were just going about finding them the wrong way.
They had no guides to work from, and the accidental discoveries were growing
more and more rare as time went on. Rio gaining Ubven had been a major boost to their efforts, but so far
that trigger still eluded them as well and the fact that a few tier 3s were
being accessed before all of the tier 2s suggested that some of them had to be
buried in different locations than they were probing.


And by probing he meant fumbling around in the dark.
After all this time no amount of gravity training had given anyone else Jumat,
so what it was that pushed Morgan to that trigger was an ongoing mystery. Paul
and the others were no longer looking for triggers, but rather just trying to
expand and learn their new potential while hoping to accidentally stumble
across them. It had happened enough already not to be inconceivable, but the
fact that they didn’t have a plan to reaching them other than pure luck annoyed
Paul enough that he just had to let it go and look at them as bonuses rather
than goals to attain.


There was a lot of information in the Zen’zat files
regarding their fighting style but Archon combat was a bit different, and not
only due to their sizes. Zen’zat fought with many exotic styles while Archon
combat had been created by the trailblazers themselves through them just
experimenting and seeing what worked. There wasn’t any flair in it, just
efficient knockdown power. The Zen’zat had techniques that favored a certain
angle and amped it up greatly, like their Namen’trist.
That style of hand to hand combat saw the use of the arms and hands as
secondary and used only to facilitate setting up body blows thrown from the
torso.


Even their kicks were supplementary, with the idea
being to get a hip or shoulder into the opponent and use your mass and momentum
to deliver kinetic force to momentarily stun your opponent enough to get a
loose grapple with a foot or leg enough to pull them back to you for another
body hit. The technique was effective, but narrow minded. Archons wouldn’t
stick to one technique, rather they saw all techniques as tools to be used when
there was need, which had them basically fighting and making it up as they went
along.


The Zen’zat did not fight that way, which was why the
Archons couldn’t just use their playbook and had to write one of their own,
with this battlemeld swords chapter having to be written by those developing
it. When completed they’d be able to link up with others, regardless of their
rank, and effectively fight together as one mind rather than two competing
individuals crammed into a confined space. 


That space was marked by a small circle on the floor
for this drill, and any of them stepping outside of it would end the challenge
in failure. Every hit on their bodies was 10 points to the negative while every
successful deflection was +1. There were bonus point receptacles placed on the
walls for them to aim their deflections at but today they didn’t have that luxury,
for the thuds were coming at them in too great a number to try and pick up any
of the bonuses. Paul had to work his ass off just to keep himself and his
teammates from getting hit.


He saw everything they saw, not to mention with his
own Pefbar active. That was one sensation that the others had to learn to block
out, relying on Paul’s vision and their own Pefbar to see everything around
them. His sight was necessary for the colors and context, but add in his own
superior Pefbar on top of theirs and it’d provide even more data to their
minds…which would be too much for those without Sav
to handle. A three-way meld was more burdensome than a pairing as it was, so a
significant part of this swords exercise was in learning to pick and choose
which pieces of the battlemeld you wanted to utilize, which had to be done by
the receiver.


Paul’s battlemeld ability was transmitting everything
automatically and rather than trying to create a custom link the Archons were
learning to just filter out parts of it. Paul was learning too, though he
didn’t need it for this drill. He could handle everything the two were feeding
him and then some, it was the constant thud blocks that required his body to be
moving so fast that the physical processing was overloading his mind and making
him veer into numbness as he tried to overcompensate to take pressure off the
other two.


As with most training drills in the advanced training
group, this one was not meant to be beaten, but rather to have your limits
pressed and surpassed, showing you where you were weak and giving your
subconscious mind a taste of failure to adapt to. Paul never accepted that, but
with so many thuds coming in at a slowly increasing rate there came a point
where they were losing more points than gaining them. The challenge continued
until their score eventually dropped to 0, then the thuds suddenly shut off as
Paul blocked one last one into a bonus receptacle on the wall to his left, but
it was too late to count.


All three of them stood there dripping with sweat as
Leona released her part of the battlemeld, with Paul doing likewise a moment
later. That had been a solid session regardless of what the stats eventually
said. He didn’t know how long they’d been at it, but they’d gained enough
experience points out of this to trigger a good adaptational training surge.
Their bodies would adjust to the demands, as would their minds, and the next
time they came back to this they’d be a little bit better at it…and from that
they’d press even further.


“My arms are so dead,” Leona complained, having had to
wield each sword with only one arm while Jackson had two-handed his single
blade the entire time.


“Do you need the extra length?” Paul asked. “Switching
to stun sticks would reduce the weight.”


“I don’t know, most of the thuds I’m getting on the
bottom two thirds, but I’d be missing some if I made the switch. Not sure if
it’d be a good tradeoff.”


“Has anyone build any novelty weapons?” Jackson asked.


“What do you mean?” 


“Like blades attached to a gauntlet or throwing knives
or such?”


“Fixed blades are a disadvantage save for leverage.
They wouldn’t help,” Paul explained. “I’ve looked into variations, but the
three we’re using as the best we’ve found.”


“Why don’t more Archons use the swords in combat?”
Leona asked. 


“They’re more of a badass weapons. You have to get
melee close, and most stunning missions make use of ranged stuns or psionics.
As far as kill power goes, the plasma swords have a very limited use. It’s more
of a utility item than a main.”


“And why don’t they cut?” Jackson asked. “I mean,
instead of delivering a point blast.”


“Because they’re not a lightsaber. Jason and I have
been working on some prototype blades with some new tech, but not for combat.
We’d like to have something to cut through doors or armor plating with, but to
set up a blade like that it almost has to be flat. Combat needs the blades to
be rounded, hence the explosive touch rather than a fine cut.”


“What about throwing knives?” 


“What’s the purpose?” the titan countered.


“To look…cool? I don’t really know.”


“Our weapons are designed not to leave shrapnel
behind, so sticking a blade into a body isn’t one of our goals. We can deliver
remote grenades, like the Kiritas variety, but there’s no point in making them
pointy.”


“So that’s why you switched from hard casings to gel?”
Leona asked. “No more shrapnel.”


“Just a concussive energy pop,” Paul agreed.


“I guess I was just thinking that with psionics we
could retrieve the blades so there wouldn’t be an ammo issue,” Jackson
explained. “Throw and pull.”


“Tell you what, hit the showers and meet me topside in
half an hour. I’ll grab some snacks and we’ll go on a little field trip.”


Leona raised an eyebrow. “Field trip?”


“You’re starting to think a like a trailblazer now, so
why not show you some of the stuff we’ve made that hasn’t been very good. We
keep it in a place called the Vault. It used to be stored in multiple places
but we moved it to one facility here on Earth. There are a few combat items you
might like to see.”


“How much training time are we going to lose?” Jackson
asked.


Paul raised an eyebrow at him, but didn’t say a word.


“If he’s suggesting we go, the answer is none,” Leona
said.


“Smart girl. We’ll take a break then extend the
afternoon session to compensate.”


“What exactly do you have in there?” Leona asked.
“I’ve never heard of it.”


“No reason you should have. It’s just kind of like our
storage locker. I think it’ll answer your blade questions better than I can,”
Paul said, retracting his doubleblade sword down into
the extra-wide hilt before throwing it towards a wall rack and sliding it in
telekinetically. “Half an hour,” he said, heading for the door, then he turned
the corner and was gone.


“What was that about?” Jackson asked as Leona
retracted her pair of swords and put them back into the wall storage rack
before he did the same and shut it.


“I’m not sure, but it sounds interesting. Something
the other Archons have probably never seen.”


“So why does he want to show it to us?”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“We’re just padawans, and we’re not even in Clan
Saber.”


“We’re working out here, so that makes us kind of
special. Who knows, he offered and we’re going. Save your stupid questions
until we get there.”


“Fine,” Jackson scoffed. “You’re not sharing a shower
with me today.”


“Never do,” Leona mocked as she headed out a step
ahead of him.



 

It took them sixteen minutes to get to the nearby
equipment room, shower, and change into a fresh set of clothes, then another
seven to move through Atlantis’s internal transit systems and up to the top
deck of the city. Paul hadn’t said where to meet him, but there was a pad
reserved for Archon craft and that was where they found him a few minutes later
carrying a satchel and chewing on a sugar stick as he headed for one of the
smallest mantises. 


“Let’s go,” he said with his mouth half full as the
padawans were just standing there, then he boarded the small aerial transport
and headed for the cockpit as they followed him in. He sat down at the controls
and powered the craft up as the two Archons parked themselves on the bench
behind him.


“How far away is it?” Leona asked.


“About 20 minutes.”


“What city is it in?”


“It’s a standalone facility,” Paul said as they lifted
off and coasted on anti-grav out into the sunlight
from the concealed hangar and gained altitude. He extended the 4 wings from the
craft’s upper housing and shot them off across the Pacific Ocean at low
altitude while quickly gaining speed. Leona and Jackson held off further
questions until they arrived, seeing nothing until Paul brought them to a
standstill over an empty bit of ocean and just held them there, doing nothing.


“Is there a problem?” Leona asked.


“This is kind of a secret. So this stays between us,
alright?”


“Ok,” Jackson said, with Leona nodding her agreement.


“Pinky swear,” Paul said deadpan as he held out his
right hand.


Leona laughed. “Are you serious?”


“Totally. You don’t mess with the pinky. You in or
not?”


Leona didn’t know if he was joking or not, but held
out her hand and looped her pinky finger around his, which he then latched onto
in a firm grip. 


“I swear never to reveal the most awesome place in the
universe.”


Leona couldn’t help but smile. “I swear never to
reveal the most awesome place in the universe,” she repeated.


Paul let go of her hand and spun back around to his
controls.


Jackson frowned. “What about me?”


“You’re a guy, why would I want to hold hands with
you?” Paul asked, tipping the mantis’s nose over and sending them straight down
into the water.
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“Where is this exactly?” Jackson asked. “There aren’t
any cities here that I know of.”


“It’s below the seafloor,” Paul said as they slowly
trolled through the water with the sunlight disappearing with the depths. “And
it’s not on most maps. Just a little hideaway we made.”


“You have a lot of those?” Leona asked.


Paul smirked. “Depends on your definition of ‘a lot.’”


“Worried about a security breach?”


“Privacy has its advantages. Someone doesn’t know to
look for something if they don’t know it exists. Nor can they complain about
not getting access to it.”


“It’s that cool, huh?”


“You wouldn’t believe how many times people have asked
me to see the X-wing after Mark blabbed that we’d built one.”


Jackson’s eyes widened. “An X-wing? Like, from Star
Wars? That X-wing?”


“Case in point,” Paul said as a blip came up on his
sensor board indicating a short range beacon. “There we are. Gotta get close to pick it up…and have the access code.”


Leona saw him type a series of numbers into a keypad,
but other than that nothing happened as far as she could see, though they were
still a ways off the seafloor. “Is anyone down there?”


“I doubt it. Just a big storage locker we stuff stuff in.”


Leona and Jackson remained silent for the rest of the
short trip, watching on the display screen as they approached a small crack in
the seafloor roughly four times the size of their mantis in width. The depth
was deceiving, for when they entered it they realized just how big it was…and
saw the hangar built into the sidewall. Paul flew them inside the open doors
and through the energy shield holding back the water, finding a nautilus also
sitting on the otherwise empty deck.


“That’s a spare,” Paul said before they could ask
about the hybrid aquatic/aerial craft. Like the mantis it could travel through
both but was suited more for the water than the air. “We’re the only ones here.
And I must remind you that all visitors are required to keep their hands to
themselves and off the exhibits, we wouldn’t want to get nasty fingerprints on
the cool toys.”


With that Paul got up and headed out of the mantis,
leaving the pair of padawans a bit perplexed at his attitude. They weren’t sure
if he was messing with them or what, so they just followed him out and across
the empty bay to the only door into the facility. When it opened they were hit
with an ambient white light that shown from the smooth walls, making the
hallway look telltale Star Force but something out of the future…or maybe
distant fictional past.


“Follow me,” Paul said as he walked down the long
hallway, bypassing many side doors until he came to the unmarked one he wanted.
With the press of a button it retracted into the wall and allowed them to enter
a gallery of display cases that held a variety of exotic weapons.


“No way,” Jackson said when he saw a series of
Covenant firearms. “You built Halo weapons?”


“As you can see we built a lot of stuff. It all works
but most of it is inefficient crap, otherwise we’d be using it in the field.”


“Gunblade?” Leona asked.


“Only has 6 rounds, which is pretty useless,” Paul
said as she looked at the sword that doubled as a rifle. “This is one of the
more recent ones,” he said, picking up a short stick and holding it in his hand
laterally. With a press of a button a neon white blade materialized over his
knuckles, giving him a Covenant energy blade.


“I thought you said you didn’t have any narrow cutters
yet?”


“No reliable ones,” he said, swinging it through the
air a few times just to get the feel. “This is plasma contained within an
energy shield, same as the stun swords, but the more you swipe it across a
target the more damage is done. It’s more like a tactile bomb than a cutter,
and the recharge rate, while very fast to make it effective, drains the battery
so quick you get maybe a minute of decent damage. And you can’t parry, because
the blade is just energy. It’s more like a plasma paintbrush. Plus this handle
hold is crap when you actually try to work with it. Hence it gets thrown into
the cool relics storage you see here.”


Paul deactivated the sword and tossed it to Jackson.
“Don’t blast yourself,” he said as he walked down the row until he hit a cutout
and crossed over six more, coming to a specific display case. “As far as
throwing knives go, I think this is about as close as we’ve gotten.”


Leona looked where he pointed, seeing a deck of cards.
“I don’t understand.”


“Jackson, you get it?”


The padawan stopped swiping the energy sword through
the air and glanced over, looking at the thick deck. “Afraid not.”


Paul smiled and picked up the deck, holding them in
his left hand while sliding a control ring over his left ear. “Mentally
activated,” he said, whipping his arm around and releasing a single card
through the air toward the nearest wall some 30 meters away. It flew straight
with a neon red glow then impaled the wall and stuck there.


“What the hell?” Leona asked.


“It takes a lot of practice, but you can chuck these
pretty fast,” he said, spinning around in a tornado twirl and releasing a card
with each rotation. They impacted forming a pretty damn level line on the wall,
all still glowing red while the deck in his hand were not luminous. “With a
thought I can make them discharge, but I don’t want to blow up the wall,” he
said, recalling the cards to him from across the room. They flew at him one at
a time and returned to his left hand, settling into the deck.


“How?” Jackson asked.


“They’re not rigid. The material bends into a clinging
goo on impact,” Paul said, chucking a glowing red
rectangle at the padawan and having it seemingly impale his chest, but the
material had simply mushed around the impact point instead. A second later Paul
recalled it, then held it up for him to see that the rectangle had reformed
itself.


“They’re grenades?” Leona asked.


“Can be. We’ve also been able to load them with stun
charges, chemicals, even surveillance equipment. Their flight is kept level
through a little telekinetic control, as is the recall. My arm strength gives them most of their speed and they need a decent hit to
trigger the melting and sticking process.”


“Where did you get the idea for these?” Leona asked.


“Same place we got the ideas for most of this stuff.
Movies, TV shows, video games, books. We tried a lot of stuff, just to see if
we could, and some of it panned out. We use it now as standard equipment, the
rest is stored here for nostalgia sake or just in case we find a use for it…or
think of a way to tweak the design and make it viable.”


“So give me that,” Paul said, motioning for Jackson to
return him the energy sword, “and have a look around. We’ve built just about
everything we could think of. If you still have any ideas for melee weapons
afterwards please feel free to share. As you can see, we don’t have a problem
stealing ideas.”


“And then can we see the X-wing?” Jackson asked.


“I’m not taking you through every room, but we’ll hit
the aircraft hangar on the way out.”


“Cool,” Leona said, walking down the closest row of
display cases. The room was huge and there were literally hundreds of handheld
weapons here, some of which she recognized from lore, but most were unfamiliar
to her. After about a minute of searching she stopped when she saw an actual
knife, or rather more like a dagger. “I thought you said you didn’t build any
knives?”


Paul walked over to her position and saw the
green/gold/black/silver dagger and smiled. “That’s one of Morgan’s and is still
a work in progress.”


“What are the buttons on it for?”


“One is to activate the plasma sheath, because it
works like a plasma sword, but its main function is a…car key. The buttons are
what you would call an input code.”


“Card key for what?” she asked while Jackson was half
a football field away looking through other items.


“I said ‘car’ key. Before you were born there were
physical keys that had to be inserted for a vehicle to operate. This one
doesn’t have to be inserted, it’s just a metaphor,” he said, passing his hand
through the static field meant to keep dust off the displays and picking it up.
Paul raised it to his lips and blew into a slit on it while pressing a series
of buttons that resulted in a music tone.


“Audial recognition?” Leona asked, not understanding.


“No, just a bit of theatrical awesomeness. When you
hit the right tone a signal is sent out activating your…car, which is what
we’re still working on.”


“What kind of car?”


“When we get back to Atlantis do a search for ‘Power
Rangers’ and ‘Dragonzord.’”


“Ok,” she said, walking on while Paul wiped a bit of
spit off the Dragon Dagger and put it back in its ornamental resting place.



 

After Paul got back to Atlantis and finished his day’s
training he returned to his quarters and logged onto his comm
terminal to check his messages, finding one from Jason and a rare one from
Cal-com. He opened the Voku’s first, for he hadn’t
heard from him much since he’d redeployed himself to the middle of lizard
territory and outside the relay grid. Any messages coming to Paul had to be
carried via courier ship, meaning there wasn’t a lot of communication between
the two nowadays. They’d handled their planning phase in the past, with events
going forward holding course and not requiring any major overhauls or meetings.


Normally messages from Cal-com were short or contained
attached files, but as soon as Paul opened this one he saw that it was
incredibly long in addition to having attached files. The trailblazer read
through it quickly, seeing that his Voku counterpart was setting up the
foundation of a defense pact on the far side of lizard territory. The
difference between this pact and a formal alliance was that there was going to
be no interconnectivity other than shared intelligence on the lizards, making
it a shared mission rather than any bonds of unity.


Star Force’s relationship with the Voku was a great
deal more than that but Cal-com wasn’t interested in gaining friends, only
organizing the locals to better defend against the lizards. A lot of what he
was proposing was intelligence based, with the lesser races pulling scouting
missions rather than combat so they could detect where the lizards were so that
they could be contained. A few of the races he mentioned were capable of
fighting the lizards and winning battles, but there was one in particular that
he went into great detail on.


They were called the Preema, and were arguably
stronger than the Voku. That piqued Paul’s curiosity immediately, then went
even further when he detailed their placement and numbers. They had a huge
empire spinward of Star Force and lizard territory in
the same galactic arm, with attached files of what little Cal-com had learned
as of yet. Most important thing was they recognized the long term threat of the
lizards and wanted to aid in their preemptive defeat…but they didn’t want to be
responsible for claiming territory beyond their own.


That was a bit odd, but understandable given the
additional information Paul ran through. Cal-com’s intelligence indicated that
the Preema were solitary and that their empire was extremely dense, preventing
others from having any clue what was going on inside it. They operated with
fixed borders and rightly understood that defeating the lizards meant denying
them the ability to colonize new worlds or to recolonize those they had been
kicked off. You couldn’t do that from afar, so it seemed that they were going
to offer their services in the ass kicking department while relying on the Voku
and others to hold and deny the lizards territory that they cleansed them from.


That was a huge task, as Paul and Star Force well
knew, for they were already monitoring a lot of empty systems that they had no
immediate wish to colonize. Putting relays in each system was necessary, but
that was a slow process because they had to be properly defended. Lesser
systems were being used to link the conquered territory and provide some
surveillance, but patrols had to be routinely sent out to every system to check
on them and the local monitoring drones. 


The best way to deny the lizards territory was to
inhabit it after they kicked them off, but there were so many lizard systems
that that wasn’t going to be feasible, and just handing out planets to anyone
who came looking for them was problematic for a number of reasons. It seemed
that Cal-com was organizing the locals on the far side into holding their own
territory and being responsible for patrolling the immediate region around it,
constructing a puzzle piece border zone to stop the spread of the lizards, or
at least to detect their incursions so they could be targeted and destroyed by
the Voku or Preema once they eventually arrived.


It seemed they were setting up a semi-permanent
staging base in the new Voku territory and would be spamming their navy out of
there. He said that given their strength they’d be able to kill the lizards
with reliable certainty, it was the aftermath that was the challenge. He
intended to secure his new border region first, then press across the middle of
lizard territory up to the border he’d negotiated with Paul, leaving Star Force
the task of conquering the remaining lizard systems up to that. 


But the most important part of Cal-com’s message was
the fact that the Preema were telepathic and had raided his mind briefly before
he got outside of range. During that moment they had found the memory of Humans
and reacted to it with keen interest. They wanted to meet with Star Force and
Paul had a sinking feeling in his gut that quickly manifested itself into an
epiphany that had him pulling up the Star Force copy of the pyramid database
and going through the V’kit’no’sat race list.


The location of the Preema empire was beyond the old
borders but not by much, and some races that the V’kit’no’sat knew of or had
contact with had been plotted in an auxiliary file due to the fact that they
were rumored rather than confirmed locations. Paul’s mind told him he’d come
across the Preema before, but it took him more than three hours of searching
before he finally was able to find a link.


The V’kit’no’sat had another name for them, but the
biological files were a match. The Hamach were a race
that had made diplomatic contact and had not been deemed worthy of eradicating.
They were fairly advanced and not interested in more than greeting their
neighbors. The V’kit’no’sat exchanged information with them then wanted no
further communication, which the Hamach had obliged.
The location of the Hamach was within the current
borders of the Preema according to Cal-com’s map, which is why Paul thought
he’d remembered them. He’d done a search through the database before looking
for races in this galactic arm with a certain technological level and had come
across them before, only the name had changed since they’d made contact…which
was well before the fall of Earth.


So it was likely that they knew what the Zen’zat were,
and from Cal-com’s memories had identified Star Force as being Zen’zat…but
Zen’zat that were not part of the V’kit’no’sat. If they knew anything about them
they’d know that that was not tolerated. The question was, did the Preema still
have contact with the shrunken empire and could they tip the V’kit’no’sat off
to their existence?


Paul had to find out one way or another, so he skipped
going to bed and instead headed over to find Davis to fill him in, then he transferred
to a warship in orbit and left Sol heading outside the ADZ to cross lizard
space and find Cal-com so he could arrange that meeting the Preema wanted.


After that Paul didn’t know. He’d have to play this by
ear and hope their luck held out.
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June 28, 2827


Shaleth System
(Voku territory)


Inova



 

Cal-com walked up to the guards outside his private
oracle only to have them tense up when they saw the Human behind him. He put a
dissatisfied look on his face and shook his head. “Relax. If this one wanted to kill me he would have done so long ago.”


The guards shrank bit as Cal-com passed them a step
and opened the door, with Paul looking up at the much bigger Voku with a stern
expression on his face. “Don’t relax too
much. I could still try to kill one of you.”


That resulted in a stare down for a moment until
Cal-com walked inside and Paul followed, then the door sealed and the two
warlords had a secure location to themselves. “What’s so urgent to bring you
out here in person?”


“The Preema,” Paul said as he casually walked around
and took in the layout. It wasn’t much different than what Cal-com and him had
worked in before, save for the displays were concerning a different section of
the galaxy with unfamiliar starmaps. “I think they
know who we are.”


“What do you mean?” Cal-com said, leaning against a
wall as Paul stopped near a table sticking out of the bulkhead that had
numerous holographic icons representing ship placements suspended above it…and
the remains of one of the Voku’s snack bars. Nasty
stuff. Tasted like coffee. 


“The enemy in the core that I never told you about.
They’re called the V’kit’no’sat. My race is part of them. We’re called Ter’nat,
or rather the low breeding stock are. They recruit elites out of the Ter’nat
and transform them into Zen’zat. Warriors who serve the overall conglomeration
of an empire whom your elders created and were subsequently kicked out of.”


When Paul saw Cal-com stiffen he waved a hand through
the air dismissively. “Yes, I probably should be keeping this secret but at
this point I don’t care. My home system was one of the most distant colonies of
the V’kit’no’sat that was lost during a rebellion by one of the member races.
The empire shrank thereafter and it was abandoned along with a lot of other
worlds in this galactic arm. All were presumed dead in the fighting that took
place, I assume, but apparently a few Zen’zat were left behind. My race are the
descendants of those Zen’zat, and if the V’kit’no’sat ever learn of our
existence they will stop at nothing to annihilate us. No one can leave the
empire. When your elders did they fought a war that all but killed them off.”


“And you know this how?”


“We have a very important piece of V’kit’no’sat tech
on Earth that contains their database as of the time of the planet’s
abandonment. History, tech, training, almost everything they had save for their
closest secrets. Your elders, who are called Zak’de’ron, or we just call them ‘dragons’
because that’s what they are, helped us unlock the restricted files a while
back as a favor for waking them up. Seemed there was only one left alive, in
stasis, watching over a bunch of eggs. We found them during a battle, revived
him without knowing what he was, and got the story thereafter. The Zak’de’ron
were defeated by the V’kit’no’sat, with this being a backup plan in case that
happened. That’s why your elders went missing for such a long time. They were
all dead save for one.”


“I hope that will impress on you the gravity of the
situation,” Paul emphasized. “Your elders founded the V’kit’no’sat with a
handful of other races to battle an enemy at the heart of the galaxy, to keep
them in check because they cannot be defeated through conventional means. They
are called the Hadarak and live within gravity wells where the V’kit’no’sat cannot
go. Without them keeping the menace in place, it would spread throughout the
galaxy doing lots of unknowable damage, yadda, yadda, yadda. The V’kit’no’sat
developed a bit of an ego, necessitating the equal submission of every member
race to the collective, which your elders did not hold to. That rift eventually
led to a war that destroyed them. Backstabbed by their own creation. The
V’kit’no’sat tolerate no deviation. Anyone who does is dead, which is why it is
imperative that they do not find out that we’re alive or they’ll come for us en mass and with far greater technology than we now wield,”
Paul said, finally finishing and crossing his arms over his chest. 


“That explains a great many things,” Cal-com said
slowly, soaking it all in. “And your current relationship with the Elders is
what, exactly?”


“We did each other a favor once, but that’s it,
officially. They did send you to watch our backs though.”


“You do not serve them then, as you did within this
empire?”


“No we don’t. We’re an anomaly that wasn’t supposed to
exist. Zen’zat are forbidden from breeding, due in no small part to the psionic
abilities that we have been given. So many generations have passed that those
latent abilities grew dormant and we have to wake them up in our own people,
which is why not every Human can do what the Archons can.”


“And the further you extend your empire the greater
the risk of drawing their attention?”


“That is the conundrum I have been living under for
the past 800 years.”


“An enemy greater than the Elders…now I fully
understand your coreward boundary restriction.”


“Not quite. It seems the Zak’de’ron did not fully
share their technology and knowledge with the V’kit’no’sat. They held some
back, which irritated the other races. They were still dominant, just vastly outnumbered.”


Cal-com nodded, feeling as if the galaxy had just
righted itself slightly. “And the Preema?”


“They had contact with the V’kit’no’sat under a
different name long ago. I think they recognized us from your memories. I have
to come to terms with them one way or another. The shrinking of the
V’kit’no’sat empire may have severed all communications between them, but I
need to find out what they know and whose side they are on.”


“What help do you need?”


“I need to meet with them, face to face so I can use
my psionics to pick their brains. I have a block that will prevent them from
reading mine, which is another reason the V’kit’no’sat won’t leave us alive. We
were designed to be very useful tools, but gone rogue we could pose a small
threat…and they don’t tolerate any threats.”


“Who are these other races you speak of? The ones that
the Elders allied with.”


“Have a look,” Paul said, sending a slew of images
into his friend’s mind. He went slow enough so he could
process it all, but a few minutes later the Voku finally came to grips with
just how elite of a crowd he was playing with. 


“Thank you, Paul. I knew you were favored by the
Elders, but I did not understand why until now. You are their lesser kin.”


“Ahhh, I wouldn’t say that.”


“But you are. You no longer follow their leadership,
but you are one of the great races, even if in exile. And if you have
possession of a database of knowledge, then you are recovering what was lost
and resuming your place in the galaxy.”


“Our place is going to get squashed flat if the Preema
or anyone else rat us out, which is why only a few Humans know of this. Tell no
one of it, ever. If your elders want to know they can just read your mind.”


“I apologize for betraying your secret, however
inadvertently.”


“We’re not exactly hiding as it is.”


“Are the Skarrons aware?”


“They are aware of the V’kit’no’sat and keep clear of
their territory, but I do not think they know our ancestry.”


“Now the shape of their territory makes sense. I never
understood why they expanded laterally rather than push into the core.”


“The starmaps we have are
out of date, so we don’t know who is out there beyond where we scout ourselves.
We didn’t know the Preema existed, and there’s no telling how many more powers
are out there and who has links to the V’kit’no’sat, so we’re working through
all this as we go.”


“How long ago was your homeworld abandoned?”


“About 100 millennia, give or take.”


“And there is no way of knowing how much further they
have advanced in that time?”


“Nope,” Paul confirmed succinctly. 


“Not an envious position to be in, I’ll grant you, but
one with great potential if you are left undiscovered.”


“Right now, that’s up to the Preema. Set up a meet and
greet, then show me what you’ve got going on out here. You can ask V’kit’no’sat
questions along the way.”


Cal-com smiled, not knowing if his friend had read his
mind or just knew him well enough to anticipate his curiosity. As long as Paul
was in a divulging mood he wanted to know as much about this threat as
possible, and their connection to the Elders.



 

Paul’s warship was escorted by Cal-com’s conglomerate
as the Voku leader went with him to the system where the Preema were
establishing their staging base. He wasn’t going to be present for the
exchange, but Paul was going to let him listen in just the same via a pair of
Voku guards that were going down to the planet’s surface with Paul. The Preema
now owned one of the moons in orbit of Adolet in the Yishmur System, but given the bad atmosphere there the
meeting was going to take place on the planet below. 


On the way in Paul saw the hundreds of thousands of
Preema ships already present as a beehive of activity was taking place on the
surface of the moon, hidden beneath a dark cloud that was the atmosphere, but
still visible to sensors. They were constructing huge cities that likewise bore
down deep into the planet, for the canyons they were carving out were not
natural, nor were the igloos that they were constructing over top of them. That
was the best metaphor Paul could make, for the structures were not blocks nor
spires, but half bubbles arranged in almost irregular patterns. Some larger,
some small, and others bigger than the mountains that were being torn apart to
make a place for them.


Each bubble had at least two connections at their
base, such as an igloo would have a low entrance. Their ships in orbit were
another matter, essentially built like a pair of forward swept wings with a
hollow section in the center between them. The U-shaped ships were registering
of an unknown hull material, but a quick sensor modification told Paul that the
ships were actually scrambling sensors without having shields raised. A little
trick that he knew how to accomplish, thanks to the V’kit’no’sat database, but
one that Star Force hadn’t quite learned yet. Their sensors couldn’t identify
the hull material or scan the interior of their ships, but the smallest models
were Battleship-class, suggesting
that the Preema were into heavies rather than swarm tactics.


They did have jumpships present, though, and Paul saw
several of the extremely long, thin ships built with spine-like niches where
the U-shaped warships would slide over a central rail and dock. The jumpships
looked like fragile wisps, but each was more than 2 miles thick and over 120
long with lots of support craft flying to and from them even now, ostensibly
hauling cargo down to the moon.


Paul took his time coming into the system before
departing for the surface. The Voku had established a colony on the planet, but
he would be meeting the Preema at a neutral location in a barren desert. A Voku
detachment was already waiting there when Paul’s dropship set down, then on
Cal-com’s orders they escorted the Human the short distance over to the
platform the Preema had constructed for the purpose of this summit that held
their native atmosphere on one half. Unlike when Cal-com had met them the Preema were already here and waiting, with Paul
able to see four of them outside their armor and shining like flood lights through
the dark and seemingly foul air around them.


Paul wore his golden titan armor as he walked between
the dark skinned Voku, standing out against their equally black, skintight
clothing augmented by defense shields that were invisible. He was the runt
amongst them, but the contingent knew some of his combat capability as well as
the fact that his armor was formidable in and of itself on top of his psionics
and physical skill. They walked with pride and caution, knowing that even
though he was the superior warrior his safety was their assigned mission.


When Paul got to the edge of the raised platform he
skipped the low step and hopped straight up on top, then walked to the center
were one of the Preema was waiting on the other side of a clear energy field.


“Gar cu ratch bey?” Paul asked when he looked into the lightly glowing
quadruped’s six green eyes.


The Preema blinked three of them and tilted its head
inquisitively. “I apologize. There seems to be a problem with the translational
software. We will try an alternative language.”


“No need,” Paul said quickly. “I assume you can
understand me now?”


“Yes we can. What language were you speaking
previously?”


“One that I wanted to see if you knew. By now you must
realize you can’t read my mind.”


“No we cannot, though may I
assume that you can read ours?”


“You are resistant, but I can make contact.”


“You have us at a disadvantage then, but this is not
entirely unexpected, nor troublesome. We are used to being the superior, it
would be improper of us not to humbly accept the reverse when it occurs.”


“You wanted to speak with me. I am here,” Paul said,
going through a carefully choreographed probing method that was linked to his
words as he tried to provoke various reactions as he made Ikrid contact with
this Preema and those standing behind it while the Voku looked on oblivious
from outside the platform.


“May we see your face?”


“I am assuming that you have seen my kind before,”
Paul said a moment before retracting his helmet into a small bundle of
equipment behind his neck and revealing the pale skin, neon blue hair that he’d
donned recently after losing a bet with Jason and decided he liked and was
going to keep, and the odd twinkling grey eyes that denoted his ascension to
tier 3 psionics. 


“A very long time ago. You are said to be a member
race of an empire near the core that once stretched near to our territory, but
has receded since. May I ask why you have come back this far out?”


“What was the name of this empire?”


“They call themselves the V’kit’no’sat.”


Paul’s face didn’t betray his emotional state, but
there was definitely an internal flinch. So it was true, they did know, and now
Star Force’s fate was in this alien race’s hands…er,
paws. 


“Do you have a current means of communication with
them?”


“They never deemed to set up one, preferring that we
remain outside their territorial zones and not interfere with internal matters
of any race, whether they had a link to the V’kit’no’sat or not. We obliged and
kept tabs on them as we do all our neighbors, but when their empire shrank we
knew only what we heard from travelers. We have no had official nor unofficial
contact with them since that time. Does that allay your concerns?”


“Concerns?”


“We mean no offense if we are wrong, but given the
current state of your technology and inability to destroy the lizards on a
grand scale, we have surmised that you are a splinter race of the V’kit’no’sat,
or perhaps a disconnected colony?”


“If you’re asking whether or not we can give you a
line of communication back to the core, the answer is no.”


“That is not what we are seeking. Our concerns are
with our own territory and our neighbors. The V’kit’no’sat are beyond our
sphere now, save for you. We hold you no ill will, and only seek an
acquaintance. Beyond that we believe an alliance against the Li’vorkrachnika is
manageable.”


“To answer your question bluntly, we are not
V’kit’no’sat. Nor do we wish them to be made aware of our existence.”


“As I said, we have no contact with them, and if it is
your wish we will let any meeting occur without our involvement. We will not
tell anyone that you are Ter’nat, for we know the death penalty that would
bring.”


Paul’s eyes narrowed. “What else do you know of the
V’kit’no’sat?”


“We watched and learned. They gave us very little
information beyond that which was necessary to identify themselves and make
clear that they were not to be trifled with. Some of their targets fled to us
for sanctuary. We did not officially help them, but a few that had already
eluded their pursuit vanished permanently when they crossed our borders. I
trust that is a secret you will keep as well, given that we now both have
knowledge of the other that the V’kit’no’sat would not be pleased to hear.”


Paul smirked. “Perhaps, but with us it’s an internal
matter that they would never overlook. For reasons that I will not go into
detail with you about. You might not rate high enough for them to concern
themselves with.”


“Our historical records suggest otherwise. They do not
tolerate opposition in any form.”


“I’m just saying that we’d be the higher priority.”


“I do not contend that, but they would come for us in
time. It is said their memory of adversaries never grows old.”


“They are a bit grumpy,” Paul admitted, losing some of
his formality as his mental searches continued to come up clean. This Preema
wasn’t trying to hide anything from him. “And here’s to hoping they stay in the
core and leave us both alone. Right now though we have another matter to worry
about, and I get the feeling you have some questions regarding the Li’vorkrachnika.”
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“You have shown an ability to defeat them handily,
based on the information the Voku supplied us. You have a tech advantage, but
you are doing better than that should allow. We believe this is strategic and
would like to know exactly what it is you are doing before we bring our fleets
into contention with them. We do not doubt that we will be victorious, but
efficiency is key given the size of the enemy territory.”


“They adapt,” Paul said bluntly. “We adapt as well, so
there is no set strategy. We preserve our troops while they sacrifice theirs.
Take away their ability to do that in order to achieve objectives and you
thwart most of their attacks.”


“How have you done this?”


“Armor, shielding, extensive training. We don’t give
them any soft targets to hit, and most of their territorial expansion is
through taking over soft targets.”


“Do you use your telepathy in battle?”


“Yes we do.”


“What level of casualties do you accept?”


“None. We don’t launch an attack unless we expect
everyone to survive. During defensive engagements we do what we can, but the
enemy is the one who chooses the battlefield and the timing.”


The Preema tilted its head back. “You don’t lose
troops in battle?”


“Rarely.”


“And when you do?”


“We learn from the mistake and move on.”


“How can one fight an enemy without putting themselves
into jeopardy?”


“A lot of good equipment that takes the hits for you.
The lizards send infantry into battle with only a thin protective vest. All of
our troops are in full armor that also carries shielding. Combine that with
tactics that rotate damaged units out on a regular basis and we have a
self-sustaining combat philosophy that works so long as we don’t get too
overloaded with numbers.”


“Lizards?”


“Sorry, habit. That’s what we refer to the Li’vorkrachnika
as.”


“The Voku do not have a long term plan for victory
against the…lizards. They accept that they must be fought now or the threat
will grow worse with time. Do you have a plan?”


“A partial one. There is a line towards the core that
we will not cross. The lizards have already spread beyond it so destroying them
entirely is beyond our reach. Our goals lie with their colonies rimward of this line, and we do intend to destroy all of them
we can find.”


“And the purpose of this line is?”


“We cannot approach the V’kit’no’sat. To do so would
risk our discovery.”


“We are in a similar position in that we will not
expand beyond our borders. We may fight beyond them, but we will not grow our empire
externally. This limitation also seems to negate any chance of destroying the
lizard civilization entirely, and from the information we have gathered it
seems they can regrow from a single colony.”


“That is our understanding as well, though they suffer
from supply limitations like everyone else.”


“Their population growth is predetermined and
selective?”


“They grow who they need when they need them, yes.”


“High turnover rate?”


“Very high when they fight us.”


“Then their talent pool is shallow.”


“We believe so, though their leadership is kept safely
away from the combat. We know little about them or their longevity.”


“Have they any allies?”


“On occasion they have used other races as tools, but
we believe they intended to betray those who would help them eventually. For
them there can be no cohabitation of the galaxy. At least that’s our read on
them, and we haven’t seen anything to contradict it yet.”


“Point of origin?”


“A world in what we refer to as their core systems. At
present they are too well defended to assault, but our ultimate goal is to get
there and destroy them. In every engagement we offer them a chance to surrender
and in every instance they have refused to do so. We believe annihilation is
the only solution, though feel free to point out anything you think we have
missed.”


“Some enemies are intractable and must be destroyed.
Regrettable as this is, it is the way of the galaxy. The Voku have also offered
similar conclusions. If they are to be destroyed, the Skarrons would be the
logical ally to combat them coreward of your line. I know you are aware of
them. Have you made any overtures in that regard?”


Paul’s eyes narrowed. “The Skarrons are as much an
enemy of Star Force as the lizards are. If they want to fight them so be it,
but we will not aid them.”


“And if we chose to do so, what would your reaction
be?”


“To warn you that they cannot be trusted.”


“That we suspect given what we have heard of them, but
to allow the lizards to expand in a safe haven is foolishness. I mean no
disrespect, but the logistics are determinate. They must be countered
everywhere in order for this pact to be effective.”


“We will have nothing to do with the Skarrons other
than to shoot them out of orbit,” Paul said firmly. “What relations you have
with them are your business, but do not bring them near us and expect us to
stay our hand due to your presence.”


“I am merely making an inquiry. We have not contacted
them.”


“And what of your short war with The Nexus?”


“Long past. We have no contact with them since, nor do
we wish to pursue the matter beyond our borders. They were repelled and have
not tried a second invasion.”


“One of our allies against the lizards is a member
race of The Nexus. Will that be an issue?”


“So long as they do not attack us again, there is no
issue. You said a member race, but not The Nexus as a whole as an ally?”


“The H’kar were defeated by the lizards and fled rimward. They encountered The Nexus and were granted
membership. That membership saved them by giving them the technology to fight
back and establish a new home territory within The Nexus. They want their old
home back, and are helping us fight the lizards in order to one day accomplish
that.”


“They aided them but did not fight the lizards? From
what we know The Nexus is extremely insistent that an attack against one is an
attack against all and they respond appropriately.”


“The Nexus feels the lizards are a minor threat and
are busy fighting much larger ones. What those are I do not know, but they have
not made a major push against them.”


“Anyone who considers a race that spreads as quickly
as the lizards not to be worth stopping early does not have an understanding of
tactics. Technological primitivism is not permanent. If they expand to great
numbers, those numbers can be upgraded rapidly at some point in the future with
technology influx or breakthroughs.”


“Agreed.”


“Have the lizards been assimilating captured
technology?”


“Not in great amounts, but yes, there have been some
instances. They operate with a standard tech package in every star system.
Changes to it are rare, but sweeping when they occur. There was a race known as
the Kvash that the lizards defeated. We know they incorporated one of their
weapon designs into their ships prior to their most recent upgrade, the origins
of which we do not know.”


“The transition from plasma to an energy beam?”


“Yes. The lizards call them Vichsam. We refer to them
as ‘Phasers.’ That upgrade alone has increased their military power
considerably.”


“Yet you possess far more powerful weapons. Have they
not tried to duplicate them from recovered debris?”


“We try not to let them have any debris, but as we’ve
learned over the years it isn’t easy to copy something more advanced. There’s a
considerable learning curve involved in reverse engineering even the simplest
of objects.”


“You speak of your own technological efforts? Am I to
assume you will continue to advance rapidly going forward as you recover the
V’kit’no’sat tech you possess?”


“We are advancing…but not sharing.”


“We are not asking. But if your powerbase will
continue to grow over the course of the coming war, it is a data point that we
need to factor in to our planning. When we purge the lizards off their current
worlds, someone must step in to claim them…and it will not be us.”


“We will not be claiming the bulk of those worlds, but
we will monitor them. If you can provide the firepower to remove the lizards, I
can take the burden of their future owners off your conscience. The Voku and I
are already making plans in that regard.”


“May I ask your strategy?”


“Keep most of them barren and monitored through probes
and interstellar relays with regional bases to strike down any incursions by
the lizards or anyone else we deem inappropriate.”


“And are you capable of doing so now?”


“With the worlds we have already cleansed, yes. We are
not pushing faster than we can sustain.”


“And if we start clearing worlds, how many of those
can your monitoring sustain?”


“A lot near our borders. Further out will take time.”


“We will need to be in sync on that timetable before we
begin launching assaults.”


“How soon will you be capable of doing that? I noticed
your construction efforts when I flew in.”


“Those facilities are to service our fleet with repair
and resupply. We are capable of launching assaults now even without them in
operation. We are waiting to gather more ships and until the moment is right.
We must coordinate properly in order for that moment to culminate.”


“Our forces won’t be traveling this far out to fight.
The Voku will oversee this region of the conflict. I do caution you, though.
The lizard burrow underground well. How is your race suited for infantry and
close quarters combat?”


“We know the lizards are smaller than us and may have
tunnels where we cannot pass, but those tunnels can be destroyed or expanded upon.
Though we fly, we are not disinclined to ground combat.”


“But are you good at it? The lizards are devious
enough that even we have to careful when we assault one of their worlds.”


“We will not be needing your assistance, though your
caution is noted. We come fully prepared to fight on all warfronts.”


“Including aquatics?”


The Preema shifted. “They inhabit the waters as well?”


“They have a variant designed for them. They are a
minority, but any world with significant bodies of water may have colonies there
that will need to be removed. Are you capable of doing that?”


“It is difficult for us, but we are able.”


“It is not so difficult for us. We have several member
races that are aquatic. Once a reliable connection is made across lizard
territory we will be in a position to assist with those combat assignments and
we would prefer you leave them to us rather than risk your own people fighting
out of their element. Also, if the lizards realize you have this weakness you
can expect them to funnel more resources into developing aquatic colonies.”


“Our warships are capable of aquatic travel. Any
facilities they have we can destroy.”


“And infantry?”


“There we will not go, but we can deploy machines to
compensate. Unless there is more resistance than we expect, we will be able to
handle our own invasion zones and would prefer that we do not mix forces unless
necessary. We do not want your people, or any others in this pact, to come to
harm due to compatibility issues.”


“We are well aware of those issues, but I would still
urge you to defer to us in aquatic matters when applicable.”


“We will take that under advisement, but for the most
part we wish to deal with this threat alone in engagement theaters.”


“What is your reason for fighting them?”


“We do not wish to take chances with the future.”


“So long as you do not fight dishonorably, you will
not find our forces to be a burden. The rest of this pact that the Voku are
building I cannot speak for.”


“Do not mistake me, we will fight alongside you when
the time is right, but when deciding what worlds to hit next we can handle
targets on our own without a combined force.”


“I imagine most missions are going to be like that for
us all. At least until we can establish a corridor through lizard territory
that we can reliably ship through. The lizards aren’t great at naval ambushes,
but they’re adaptive and if you get sloppy they won’t hesitate to try and pick
off a ship or two. Though their ships are slow compared to ours…and I assume
yours. I am told your technology is on a similar level to that of the Voku?”


“I cannot speak to that, for we know little about them
or their combat capability, but we are far beyond the lizards. We are also
superior to The Nexus, if that allows you to draw a comparison.”


“Are there any others that you know of in that peer
group in proximity to the lizards?”


“Unfortunately no. There are others, but at greater
distance and disinterest. The Skarrons are the largest power after us, though
their tech level is considerably lower.”


“Who ranks after that?”


“There is a disagreeable race known as the Brechmak on the upper edge of the galactic plane, similar
in size to your territory. The lizards have not yet reached them, but if they
do I would expect them to encounter a pushback. They are not someone whom we can
negotiate with, and are therefore inadvisable as members of the Voku pact.”


“Is that what we’re calling it? The Voku pact.”


“If there is an official name I have not been informed
of it.”


“Good enough for me. The Voku pact it is.”


“I can tell you that there are several technologically
advanced races of small size near or currently within the boundaries of the
lizard empire. A few more advanced than ourselves. They may or may not be
inclined to fight, and I would wager the latter. Still, we are working with the
Voku to inform as many potential targets as possible to rally as many races as
are willing to the fight. Some will not want to engage until they themselves
are attacked. We are fortunate that you do not hold to that lack of foresight.
You have accomplished much in a short span of time, including the safe harbor
to outsiders fleeing to you from the lizard advance. Such actions denote a wise
race, and there are regrettably few within this galaxy.”


“That we know of,” Paul said, acknowledging the
compliment with a nod. “Most of the galaxy is unknown.”


“I suspect you know more of it than us. Would you be
interested in a map swap? Even if yours is dated, I would guess it to cover far
more systems than ours.”


Paul raised an eyebrow. “The V’kit’no’sat maps are
coreward. How far rimward do yours go?”


“Into the next galactic arm, with a few outliers we
have made contact with. We do not scout, so they are not thorough. Merely a
conglomeration of data acquired from others.”


“How about I show you ours, you show me yours, and
then we can decide how much we want to trade data on?”


“An overview?”


“Visual, yes.”


“This is agreeable. Even if you do not give us the
maps I am curious to see the extent of the V’kit’no’sat before their collapse.”


“And I am curious,” Paul said, eyeing their armor
suits that were splayed out on the other side of the energy field separating
the two atmospheres, “as to whether or not those suits are orbit capable?”


“They are. We do not require transports to move to and
from a planetary surface.”


“How about from the moon?”


“We could if necessary, but do not typically travel
far so exposed. Our wings are built for atmosphere, and flying where there is
none is disconcerting. Is your armor capable of reaching orbit?”


“Unfortunately no, it doesn’t fly…yet. We’re working
on that, but so far the tech is too bulky to put on a frame that has to remain
agile for combat purposes.”


“And the lizards have never employed such armor?”


“Not to my knowledge. They have body suits for cold
climates, but no hardened armor.”


“I am surprised that is not one adaptation they have
attempted to counter you.”


“It would not work. They know their weaknesses and
their advantages. Trying to fight like we do will not suit them. A portable
shield generator backpack would be more in line with their style, but they have
not fielded any such device yet.”


“All your troops are so equipped?”


“There are minor variations, but yes.”


“And the rest of your population?”


“No, they do not wear armor.”


The Preema lifted a paw towards the right where his
suit sat erect like a peeled back statue of a gargoyle. “These suits are combat
rated, but all Preema wear similar versions as a matter of course. We can fly
without them, but our range and speed are greatly reduced and we have no
navigational capability. Such is necessary for our larger worlds to operate on,
else there’d be chaos in the skies. When you use such armor on a daily basis
you find ways of miniaturizing its functions and making other gradual upgrades.
I imagine yours will be more rapid, for rumors of V’kit’no’sat armor were
scaling, if I remember correctly?”


“The Voku use scaling tech as well, thought the
V’kit’no’sat versions are much more complex. We, however, are not building to
recreate what they have made, but to fashion our own. We’re keeping the hard
plates even as we gain scaling tech.”


“Is there an advantage in this?”


“There will be. In any case we can’t fly in it, though
we do have an avian race within Star Force.”


“Though we share a similar nature, we have no wish to
meet them. As we understand it, Humans are the core to your empire, and it is
only with you we wish to make ourselves known as friend and neighbor. Others
can wait until they are sufficiently advanced.”


“As you wish. I take it that if the lizard threat were
to disappear, you would withdraw back into your own territory and not involve
yourselves in outside events?”


“We would monitor, but not partake. We have come to
accept there are some things we cannot change. The lizards are one thing that
we must change, else the future will grow increasingly problematic.”
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“So how much trouble are we in?” Davis asked as Paul
walked into his office late in the day as the sun was beginning to set over the
Atlantis city spires to the west.


Paul waved a hand toward one of the three desk chairs
and telekinetically pulled it to him, spinning it around and sitting down with
his arms on the backrest. “I think we might be ok, but I really don’t like a
stranger knowing our secret. The Voku I can trust because the dragons hate the
V’kit’no’sat more than we do, but the Preema are still pretty much an unknown
despite the mental scans I pulled. Their ambassadorial team seemed to be on the
level, but we’ve got no choice but to trust them to keep our secret for the
simple fact that we can’t stop them from spilling it if they want.”


“How much do they know?”


“They identified us as Ter’nat, which says they know
enough. Anyone with casual knowledge of the V’kit’no’sat would know us as
Zen’zat. The Ter’nat are recluses by order and don’t interact with outsiders.
If the Preema really did receive a ‘get to know us’ packet from the
V’kit’no’sat then they know plenty, though they seem clueless as to the cause
of their territorial shrinkage. I would guess they truly do not have
communication capability with the V’kit’no’sat given the distances involved.”


“How long would it take a courier ship to reach them?”


“Their drives are faster than ours at the moment, so
that’s a possibility, but as long as we don’t cross them I don’t yet see a
motive for them to betray us. They also implied that they had helped fugitives
escape the V’kit’no’sat in the past.”


Davis raised an eyebrow. “Now that’s interesting.
Anyone we know?”


“Didn’t get into it. Most of our time was spent
prepping for the lizards, but I did pull a decent amount of information from
their minds as we did so. They knew I could do it, so they didn’t actively
resist my intrusions as they probably could have. Their telekinetic skills are
formidable, akin to maybe an acolyte level 70. As always other races never have
a full Ikrid package so it’s hard to say for sure, but they could have thrown
up defensive blocks if they’d wanted to, and I know they knew how.”


“So they were choosing to be open?”


“A diplomatic tactic. They shared whatever information
I requested, but I think they just saw that as being polite while letting me
search their minds was more efficient.”


“Did you get a population number?”


“Give or take 8 quadrillion.”


Davis closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his
nose. “Please tell me they’re friendly?”


“When their self-interest is involved, yes, they’re
friendlies. They want to kill the lizards before they spread and surround them.
They’re not overly concerned about them being a threat
to the Preema, but let them run wild for a few hundred thousand years and that
could change. They want to nip it in the bud, but can’t, or won’t lock down the
territory on their own. They’re adamant about keeping their current borders, so
they need us to keep the lizards from moving back in after they’re evicted. For
that purpose, they’re being nice.”


“And if it wasn’t for that purpose?”


“Apathy. They’d let the galaxy burn if it didn’t
affect them, and they don’t appear to be vindictive. They fought a brief war
with The Nexus a while back, but they’re going to make diplomatic contact and
request their assistance along the H’kar front. Don’t know if it’ll do any
good, but I think it shows that as long as their homeworlds
are secure they don’t give a damn about anything
else.”


“I’m aware of that invasion, and while you were gone I
was able to acquire additional information regarding it from the H’kar. No
official documentation was available, but there’s enough lore circulating that
it wasn’t hard to find. Seems The Nexus was planning a great crusade that was
met with unexpected force and turned back. Word is they haven’t given up, just
put it on the back burner for some day down the road.”


“Do they have something The Nexus wants? Their
intelligence couldn’t have been that bad to miss the size of their empire. It
hasn’t changed much, for they keep a strictly level population along with their
fixed borders. They own every damn system within their territory, so there
isn’t anyone in their backyard. That big of a hole galaxy is hard to miss.”


“It is curious, but even if we obtained official documents
I doubt they would tell us the truth. This was a huge debacle for them that
they still haven’t lived down internally. What kind of tech do the Preema
have?”


“Different from the Voku, but in the same league.
Rigid but collapsible armor, ships are fixed design as is all other large
structures. Favor hull armor to shields, though they possess both. Chess piece
mentality, battleship their smallest warship. Utilize jumpships that will
connect their territory with their staging system at surprising speeds. These
guys aren’t messing around and they’re more than fit to fight the lizards. I
think the Voku could take them with even numbers, but it’s hard to say without
seeing them fight. I don’t suppose there were any visuals of the combat between
them and The Nexus?”


“And publicize their defeat? No, there were none to be
found and no rumor of there ever having been any in the first place.”


“Well then, this is just speculation from what I was
able to glean from their minds, but I think they’re the responsible hammer that
won’t pick off more than it can smash. I don’t get the feeling that they are
very adaptable, but with them taking a turtle mentality they haven’t exactly
needed to hone that ability. The Voku are much more complex, no doubt due to
the dragons’ influence. The lizards can’t fool the Voku twice, but if they find
a weakness in the Preema, which I doubt will happen, I could see it tripping
them up a while. They’re rooted in their winning ways, whereas the Voku are
constantly changing and have woven that into their technology and battle
strategies. If we had to pick a fight with one of them, I’d rather fight the
Preema.”


“Let’s hope that we don’t. Short of the Zak’de’ron ordering them to do so, I don’t feel that the
Voku would betray us, but you know them better than I do?”


“Agreed, though I wouldn’t want to see Cal-com put
into that position. He trusts the dragons due to their wisdom above all else.
Let’s hope they stay that way and don’t try to backstab us. He might balk, but
the rest of the Voku wouldn’t.”


“What arrangements have you made with the Preema?”


“We shared some intel, maps
mostly, and I got you an extension out towards the rim,” Paul said, pulling out
a datachip and tossing it to him. “Didn’t get that
decoded until a week ago. Their computer systems are ‘wacky,’ and I’m quoting
one of our techs on that. We’ll have a conversion package set up within a year,
but right now that bit of info is all we’ve been able to translate out of the
data nodule they gave me as a going away present.”


Davis inserted the Star Force datachip
into his clear desktop and produced a galactic hologram between the two men
that was scaled down to their galactic arm and the rim beyond it. With a few
keystrokes Davis had the computer add it to a copy of the master database that
he reserved for himself and a few others, seeing thousands of star systems fill
in with spotty data. There were lots of gaps in between systems but hundreds of
new empires were cataloged, including two very large ones beyond the edge of
The Nexus’s territory.


“It seems the mega empires are a galactic fad
nowadays,” Paul commented as Davis took a moment to soak in the obvious
revelations, then the trailblazer stuck a finger in the map and directed his
attention to lizard territory and the scattering of dots there that indicated
races within the vast expanse that remained independent.


“Interesting. So there are more out there.”


“Some extremely advanced as well just sitting out the
storm,” Paul said with some disgust. “Not sure if I want to congratulate them
on surviving or punch them in the face for not stomping on the lizards when
they were tiny.”


“The Preema seem to know a lot of what goes on far
beyond their borders.”


“Motivated self-interest,” Paul reiterated. “They
claim to not scout, rather let the information flow in to them. They were
particularly keen to get a piece of the V’kit’no’sat map we have.”


Davis raised an eyebrow. “What did you give them?”


“The chunk surrounding their territory. It seemed
about an even trade for what they were offering us, but their ambassador did
get his eyes on all of it while we were negotiating. He was rather shocked, so
I’m guessing the V’kit’no’sat didn’t boast about how big their empire was to
the neighbors.”


“And now they know where to look if they want to
reestablish contact?”


“They wanted the map for the other races it detailed,
and they were aware that it was badly out of date. As they said, they don’t
scout, and in all this time they have never gone looking for the V’kit’no’sat
after they were told to basically mind their own business. Again, that’s from
the mind of those I met, and there’s a possibility they’re dupes fed
misinformation.”


“No, you’re right. The V’kit’no’sat are so large that
finding them isn’t going to be a problem if you just head coreward. And this
update will help us considerably. Already I’m beginning to glimpse a few
insights into The Nexus from these placements. They are not nearly so secure as they would like people to think.”


“Which means the likelihood of them helping us against
the lizards is nil, save for the H’kar.”


“About that,” Davis added, his eyes still on the map
and all its glorious new data. “There’s some major feelings getting rubbed the
wrong way internally. Apparently the H’kar are spending too much time with us
and some of the other Nexus members don’t like it. Nothing has happened, but
I’ve learned that it’s an underlying thread in their relationship, especially
since The Nexus is starting to be viewed badly within the H’kar for refusing to
help them retake their old territory. There’s even a few rumors of them leaving
to join Star Force?”


That brought Paul’s head up, but Davis waved him off.
“There’s no truth in it, at least not as far as they’ve brought to me. There
hasn’t even been the slightest discussion, though what the H’kar are thinking
internally is anyone’s guess. Their people see us taking system after system
while the H’kar’s territorial zone in The Nexus
continues to be pilfered. They haven’t lost one of their own systems, but the
lizards are making gains nearby and the other races think the H’kar are not
fulfilling their duty.”


“Technically they aren’t,” Paul pointed out.


“They don’t have the resources to, or rather the
resources and the knowhow.  Every time
they engage the lizards without us they lose a lot of ships, as you well know,
and their people and those in other Nexus races are noticing as well. Star
Force is getting some jealous attention, it seems.”


“Where did you learn all this from?”


“I have established some inroads with the H’kar that
led back into The Nexus. I’d like to get a relay link to them, but that’s
probably a century off at least. For now we’re utilizing courier ships to cover
the gap, but the H’kar are obliging and running routes to keep us in the loop
along with their own civilization. Through them I have contact with The Nexus
and a few of their more reasonable races, as well as some living within their
borders but not part of their organization.”


“Sneaky, sneaky,” Paul commented approvingly. 


“Something I learned from you guys when you colonized
the outer zone of this system without my knowing about it.”


“Yeah,” Paul said proudly, “we did that.”


“So where are you off to after this?”


“Back to the advanced training group indefinitely.
Still got a lot of work to do there. Always have a lot of work to do there.”


“Are you going to help out with the Veliquesh?”


“No. We’ve already got 5 trailblazers lined up for the
invasion when it goes down and they don’t need help from me in the prep. I’m
sending a chunk of Clan Saber, but I’m going to be remaining here and available
to troubleshoot in their absence. We’re looking at a multiple decade mission
and I have to stay free to co-op with the Voku and now the Preema going
forward.”


“This is going to be the biggest annexation we’ve
tried to date. Make sure you guys don’t go too thin on the staffing. We have to
get this right from the outset.”


“I know…we know.”


“There’s more to it than you know,” Davis said,
finally looking up from the map. “Despite their efforts, the Protovic have
sprung a leak.”


Paul rolled his eyes. 


“Yeah, that too. Apparently the news of far off kin
was too juicy for someone to keep their mouth shut. It’s spread like wildfire
throughout their civilization and back into the ADZ. A few details regarding
their savagery and our intent to take them out have also surfaced, then got
shredded by the rumor mill. Sadly most of the ADZ denizens that are outside
Star Force are newborns. They don’t remember us giving their ancestors safe
harbor or pulling them off worlds under lizard attack. They’ve grown up here
knowing nothing more than what they see on the news or hear from rumors. One
that keeps popping up on both is our ‘master plan’ to conquer and enslave all
those that we are protecting, either over the course of time or, in more recent
versions, once the lizard threat has ended.”


Paul whistled. “That’s definitely eating the crazy
cake before it’s baked.”


“These people have no clue what’s going on unless we
tell them, and many outside our worlds don’t get or aren’t allowed to view our
news broadcasts. There’s a building movement towards a united front against us,
much akin to the Rebel Alliance versus the ever dominating Empire in Star
Wars.”


Paul sat up straight in his chair, glaring at Davis.
“Oh no you just didn’t…”


The slightly older man held up his hand for Paul to
stay with him. “They’re romanticizing it, almost like a game because they know
they have no leverage on us. They also know that we’ll protect them regardless
of how stupid they get. In that situation people tend to allow themselves to get
stupider and eventually drown out the ones that are somewhat reasonable,
generating more hype as they go until they’re believing their own nonsense. The
news of the Veliquesh has amped up that tenfold and is seeming to give truth to
the predictions. As a result, everyone is going to be watching very closely to
what we do, and I intend to give them plenty of news updates and raw data to
analyze.”


“Um…”


“Within reason. They won’t be sending any ships to
take a look for themselves. If they do send them packing
and I’ll deal with them accordingly. Most of the news agencies know better than
to cross me, given our history of fairness. They also know that the more
responsible they behave the more leeway I give them with regards to our
databases. Most will respect the edict to stay away, and in exchange I’ll
supply them with battle footage where acceptable, though most of their analysis
is going to be in the civilian centers afterwards.”


“That is going to be a huge mess.”


“Exactly. And I want them to see who it is that we’re
conquering and how messed up they are.”


Paul lowered his head and sighed. “Can’t you just let
me conquer them too and end this nonsense once and for all?” he said only half
sarcastically.


“Their current population is far greater than that of the
Veliquesh,” Davis reminded him. “We couldn’t absorb them without it destroying
us from within. As it is, the Veliquesh are going to have to be self-contained
for decades else they’ll do the same.”


“How big of a threat is this, really? I thought we
were long past this nonsense mattering.”


Davis chewed on his lip as he considered how to
answer. “We’re dealing with younglings, Paul. Most people in the ADZ outside of
Star Force haven’t attained self-sufficiency and are less than 100 years old.
They don’t know we’re the good guys, and we have to show them that, again,
because of their population turnover. It’s like mowing the grass, you never
truly finish. I’m not worried about these other races being a threat to Star
Force. Even the proposed economic sanctions they’re tossing about with each
other won’t do more than tickle the economy I’ve set up. It’s not about us,
it’s about them. We get a steady flow of immigrants from those races because
they see a better way to live with us, and it’s the people still there that
haven’t understood, or maybe haven’t been born yet that need to know.”


“I still say it’d just be easier to conquer them all,
one at a time if necessary, that way we wouldn’t have to deal with them being
ignorant in the first place.”


“I know, and agree. But we made agreements that we are
not going to break, so long as they hold up their end. They start prohibiting
emigration or eating meat and I’ll give you the go ahead to revoke their
sovereignty. But so long as they hold to terms, they’re free to be as ignorant
as they like. I want to take over the entire galaxy, but know we can’t,
V’kit’no’sat and others aside. If we grow too big too soon we’ll collapse
internally. How big we can grow without risking that is an ever present
question mark in my mind, and I honestly can’t even give you a prediction.”


“So long as we don’t lose our core people, there’s no
limit to how large we can grow, theoretically,” Paul pointed out.


“But there’s only so much you and I can keep our eyes
on, and you know as well as I do that good people are a minority in the galaxy.
We need more of them the larger we grow to keep Star Force free of corruption.
A lot of the people we have, that are good and trusted soldiers and techs, are
that way because they’re followers. So long as we shine the light and keep it
shining they’ll mimic us and follow. If they can’t see the light all manner of
problems will arise. How many torch bearers we have is the critical number to
our growth, logistical and military challenges aside.”


“And with the mess that the Veliquesh are, you want us
to make sure we shine the light as brightly as possible?”


“I don’t need to warn you to do what’s right. I’m
warning you to not cut it so close. I know you’re going to have to pull more
Archons into this mission than ever before assembled because of the need of our
psionics, but you’re also going to have to delay missions against the lizards
to do it and I know you hate that. Don’t take what you think you’ll need. Take
that and then some and forget the lizards for now. We’re the Jedi, the
Veliquesh are the Sith, and
this invasion is about showing which side of the Force is stronger. And the ADZ
and beyond will be watching to see the outcome. We can’t just succeed in this,
we have to kick ass so boldly and smoothly to send a message that everyone
needs to hear.”


“That the darkside isn’t
stronger?”


“That the darkside isn’t
supposed to even exist. It’s a disturbance, an anomaly rather than a peer. The
Veliquesh civilization has to be annihilated, and it has to be annihilated by
the light of Star Force rather than by the creep of the lizards.”


“So you want us to show off?”


“I need you to show off. The galaxy is mostly
followers. Give them something worth following.”


“Alright. I still can’t go, but I’ll make sure the
others make this mission lopsided.”


“And it has to be just us. No outside help that could
make mistakes.”


“The Protovic don’t want in anyway, I hear. We’ll do
this in house, but it’ll take a lot of troops and techs to go big on this one.”


“Go big, Paul. The bigger the better. Get this done
and get it done quickly, then you can get back to the lizards. Kill the Sith first, then worry about the stormtroopers.”


“That’s not fair to the lizards. They can actually hit
what they’re aiming at.”
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July 2, 2831


Ghav System
(Veliquesh territory)


Umbralsht



 

“Here we go,” Greg whispered to himself as the four holos of his fellow trailblazers assigned to this crusade
winked out above the nexus control boards and he mentally linked with the
equipment. His fleet appeared in his mind as well as in holo and he gave the
final jump order with his command ship and 56 warships under his command
winking out of stellar orbit and taking a few minutes to cross the Ghav System to the far out planet of Umbralsht.



It was the only one that the Veliquesh had colonized
in this system as opposed to the cluttered Aphat
System where Mike had originally found them. It’d been decided to start with
the smallest of the 5 systems they owned after a thorough scouting expedition
had been sent to them all. Each had lizards present knocking on their door, so
it was likely that Star Force was going to have to fight a 3 way campaign to
claim this planet but so be it. They had enough firepower with them to get the
job done and then some, with four other command ships and their constituent
fleets making the jump into planetary orbit shortly after Greg’s. 


Jason, Rafa, Kip, and Oni
were here as well to ensure that this mission did not have so much as a hiccup,
and they were prepared to stay for the duration of this system’s engagement. If
needed they could swap out before they went after the other 4 Veliquesh
systems, but Greg knew that the others wouldn’t. They were going to own this,
even if it took them the next 20 years to play out. The Veliquesh were not a
small empire, and were made all the larger in the scope that their population
was the goal of this invasion. They were to be captured, not killed, so orbital
bombardment was out of the question. They were going to have to get tricky in
order to make this work, which was exactly why Greg and the other trailblazers
were here.


When his command ship came out of its jump he saw the
planet with a lizard fleet higher up than the Veliquesh defenders and right
where the reconnaissance drone had put them less than an hour ago. Neither side
was fighting, maintaining what looked like a standoff for the moment, but the
lizards immediately began to redeploy as soon as they saw his giant donut of a
ship wink into existence after a very hard deceleration. It was followed by the
elongated shapes of the warships who maneuvered off the jumppoint to clear it
for those yet to come before they began releasing their drones.


Greg began issuing deployment orders to them as soon
as they were free, getting his screens set up to cover the larger ships while
sending a group off to deal with the lizards. He expected them to run, but if
they wanted to stick around and get killed then so much the better. Every ship
Star Force took down here was one they couldn’t use again elsewhere and that
would matter to someone somewhere who didn’t have to fight these ships at a
later date.


The jumpships stayed in formation as the drones shot
off towards the lizard fleet and Greg let them go, mentally keeping aware of
what was happening but letting the striker in command of that group handle the
chase. Meanwhile the Veliquesh fleet was stirring, seeing more and more of the
huge Star Force warships jumping into orbit. Did they know of what had happened
in the other Veliquesh System? He would have thought so after 5 years, but
there was no way to know for sure other than to ask.


Greg activated the comm and
accessed the language translation system and linked it to the Veliquesh package
that would ensure that their computer systems could understand the transmission.
They’d spent the past half-decade preparing for this invasion and finally had
all the pieces in place. Now it was time to put it to use and the opening move
was Greg’s to make. 


“Attention Veliquesh. I am Greg-073 in command of this
Star Force warfleet. The lizard threat to you is now over. We are here to
secure this system permanently, but I need you to stand down your forces and
surrender to us. We are here not only to save you from the lizards but to save
you from yourselves. Your civilization has gone to the darkside
and it must be cleansed. There is no need for anyone to die if you’re willing
to cooperate, and even if you do not we still won’t kill you. We will be taking
you prisoner whether you like it or not, and we’ve brought enough firepower to
break through whatever defenses you have.”


“We know you have a prophesy that has told of our
arrival. We come from a region of space known as the ADZ and have 7 of your
people there teaching us of your ways. We also have your purple-skinned kin
there, which you will be reunited with once you are fit to do so. The barbarism
of the Veliquesh must end, and it will end here and now, one way or another. I
do not expect you to surrender, but I am offering it none the less. You have
one hour to respond, after which time we’ll begin taking your planet from you
the hard way. If after that point you change your minds you will always have
the option of surrender, all you need to do is say so. We’re here to save you,
after all, but seeing as how you’re currently a bunch of crazy ass holes I
don’t expect much sanity from you.”


“So, you have 1 hour. Reply on this frequency if you
want to chat. Meanwhile we’ll be destroying or chasing off the lizards. If
you’re very confused right now that’s ok. You’ll learn. We’re the good guys and
this is how we roll. Your purple-skinned kin understand and respect this, and
are valued allies. You will be too, one day. That day can be today if you
choose. If not…get ready for a beatdown. We haven’t come all this way to bluff,
and there are a lot of lizards closer to home for us to kill. This system now
belongs to Star Force. You have 1 hour to come to grips with that. You may
respond earlier than that if you wish.”


Greg cut the transmission then keyed in a recorded
message from the Protovic Chancellor. Kip had asked him to make it in the hopes
that they would identify Star Force with their kin and maybe some of them
wouldn’t fight back. Greg didn’t know if the odds on that were very good or
not, but even if one person chose to surrender it was worth the minor effort.
The message would run about 7 minutes and give them some history and context on
the Protovic, as well as outlining the reasons why the Veliquesh civilization
could not be reunited with them in its current state. 


Greg had heard it before so he didn’t bother to listen
to it, rather sending out deployment orders and scattering his jumpships to
multiple orbital coordinates to set up for the coming assaults on the Veliquesh
battle stations. The Archons weren’t going to assault them one or two at a
time, but rather hitting all of them simultaneously. That would cause chaos
with their defense fleet as to which position to reinforce as well as making it
abundantly clear that the Veliquesh were outmatched.


As Greg’s ships dispersed so did Rafa’s
fleet, with the other three still coming in through the jumppoint and making it
even more intimidating to those on the planet before them. There was a chance
that they’d see the force involved and come to take it as a fulfilment of their
prophecy given the fact that they were going to kick the lizards out of the
system. To that end Greg keyed in a relay that would send some of their
battlemap data to the Veliquesh so they could see the engagements with the
lizards as they progressed. This whole affair needed to be as open and truthful
as possible, but deep down Greg knew that these people literally were insane.
There might have been a few reasonable ones that were able to slip through
their purging cracks, but the restoration of their race was going to come from
the next generation. These, after they captured them, were pretty much going to
be babysat and contained unless they could bring themselves to reject
everything they’d lived by up until now.


The odds of that weren’t good, but with a total population
of around 3 trillion there might be some in that mix…and if they’d made it this
far without going fully to the darkside then they
deserved a chance to climb into the light.


Which was why the assaults on the battle stations were
not going to be destructive affairs. They were going to have to disable them
and then board the technological monstrosities. They were built more out of raw
material than anything, forcing the lizard plasma weapons to peel away layer
after layer of armor and superstructure to take them out, and even with their
new phaser weapons they would still take quite a pounding before they went
down…which no doubt was why they’d survived so long in this never ending war.


His bridge crew would be monitoring all frequencies
just in case the Veliquesh responded, so Greg didn’t worry about it and focused
on arranging his fleet for the coming assault as he noticed a few lizard
cruiser kills reported back from elsewhere in the system where his ships were
hunting them down. They were doing so remotely, and even with the signal lag
they had still been able to ambush a few after they’d made their emergency jump
away from the planet and had not yet aligned for their next jump.


Star Force ships were faster, so the lizards had to
run and keep running to have any chance to get away. If they delayed for any
reason they were dead, and his troops were too good at this to let the
opportunity slip away, so when he received a request for one of the jumpships
to peel off and follow the drones to reduce the signal lag he gave permission
for it to break ranks and head out to a different location where they expected
some of the lizards to run to next prior to trying to get back to the star.
Without a jumpship they wouldn’t be able to leave the system aside from a very
slow jump to a nearby star system, and their jumpships hadn’t been able to load
up prior to the Star Force fleet spooking them when they arrived. 


They were probably trying to play ping pong with the
system’s gravity wells to find a rendezvous point to collect the cruisers and
then try to make a run for the star, meaning the warship that he’d just let go
after them was going to have a challenge on its hands. Greg didn’t expect
they’d get them all, space was just too big for that, but Star Force had gotten
good at running down and disabling ships, though in this case they’d have to be
destroyed rather than captured. 


He hoped the same thing wouldn’t be necessary with the
Veliquesh fleet. While they could board the battle station and take them over
from within, a starship was another matter entirely. There were too many to
snag first off, and those they couldn’t get an IDF gel packet on could run or,
in a probable scenario given their sacrificial society, go lizard and ram the
drones. If that happened they wouldn’t be able to capture all of the Veliquesh
as was their goal, but there were only so many opportunities they could give
these bastards to live. If they were truly determined to die fighting, some
would probably find a way to do so.



 

Yanaris stood in his battle armor alongside four other
security guards onboard one of the Veliquesh’s
orbital battle stations. One of the Li’vorkrachnika’s best tactics in taking
them down was to blast a hole in the hull then send suicide squads into the
interior and try to disable them from within. Yanaris and the others were here
to prevent that from happening, but it was not the Li’vorkrachnika that were
attacking. Another unknown adversary had arrived and was overrunning the
orbital defenses, but beyond that Yanaris did not have any knowledge of what
was going on, nor did the others with him.


They knew they had a duty, but the breach point had
already been lost. Right now he was standing with the others behind a closed
door heavy enough to stand up against considerable firepower. It was blocking
the most critical section of the station from the attackers and Yanaris was
here to insure that they did not make it through. Any cuts would have to be
made into the material of the door itself, for it would not open no matter how
much trickery you allowed. It was a big, fat wall and would have to be dealt with
as such, and any holes cut into it would allow his team to shoot back before
the attackers could come through, making it very costly to them and perhaps
enough to stop them entirely.


Yanaris’s armor didn’t cover
his entire body. It exposed his hands and face, but had an otherwise full
ornamental helmet that came up to the underside of his chin and was designed to
be flexible yet resilient. He could turn his head as much as he liked and it
wouldn’t interfere, giving him the situational awareness necessary in battle
that a full helmet would have hindered. Around his left arm was coiled his
weapon, a Shas’tik cannon that he would use to shoot
through the cutting holes if they manifested, though he knew that if they got
to his position the rest of the battle station was essentially lost. He and the
four with him were the last defenders protecting the critical systems and
operational crew and they would do their duty no matter what the outcome. 


Even if they died there was a chance that others would
come to the aid of the station, so he planned to do everything he could to stop
or slow the attackers, even though he had no idea what they were capable of. During
the time of waiting he cycled through a light, standing prayer pose mentally
uttering a venatra when a bright blue light poked
through the door. It shook him enough that he jerked his arm up and took aim
automatically, as did the others, but the brilliant dot didn’t expand. It
barely moved at all, tracing upwards ever so slightly. 


Yanaris held his aim, but as the minutes ticked by the
snake-like weapon began to bob and his head began twitchy. The waiting was
unbearable as a tiny line was made forming a half circle, giving him nothing to
shook back against. There were no explosives going off, no plasma holes being
chewed out, just thin, tiny, precise dot of light ever
so slowly cutting a path around a section of the door.


When the Veliquesh beside him fired his weapon Yanaris
did likewise in reflex, with a dozen or more yellow energy beams sizzling against
the inside of the door and barely scratching the surface. Yanaris glared at the
other trooper, angry at himself for the breach in protocol, but there was no
time for recriminations. He held his aim again, steady as he could manage with
the others doing likewise as they waited, and waited.


When that bright blue dot finally finished its circle
it went out, then the attackers began to pull the circular plug towards them,
at which point Yanaris and the others stepped backward and took up positions
alongside either wall in the short hallway that led to a not so reinforced door
behind which were the personnel responsible for maintaining the critical
systems. 


Yanaris took a knee in front of one of the others,
letting him have a clear firing line over his head while using his own body to
block the lower half of his while keeping the center of the hallway clear for
hopefully some of the attackers’ weaponsfire to miss through…but when the plug
of the now useless door was rolled clear there was no one to see on the other
side. 


The Veliquesh held their ground and waited for a few
seconds, then Yanaris realized he had frozen up from panic, unable to do
anything more than stand still and breathe. He cursed himself but was unable to
do anything about it, even his eyes wouldn’t turn, but they were still open and
blinking though he couldn’t move a single muscle of his own accord. Somehow his
fear had turned him into a living statue.


Then a figure appeared in front of that hole and
ducked down to step through, with Yanaris trying to pull the trigger on his
weapon but unable to. He expected the others to fire but when the black-armored
attacker walked through casually and sustained no hits Yanaris didn’t
understand why the others didn’t shoot him. He couldn’t turn his head to see
what they were doing, but he could see the attacker draw a weapon from behind
his back and fire a pink burst of energy to Yanaris’s
left, followed by two more shots as the rage and confusion swelled inside of
him a moment before the attacker took aim at him and the Veliquesh was hit and
fuzz filled his head a split second before he blacked out.



 

The striker shot all five Veliquesh with his stun
pistol, then free of the effort to freeze their minds he extended his psionics
beyond the next door and felt a group of personnel taking refuge there, maybe
20 or so within his range. He used his Pefbar to examine the door, finding it
was a simple latch, then he telepathically told two of the commandos outside to
come in behind him.


As soon as their dirty white armor stepped through the
hole he ran forward and kicked the door open, throwing a Fornax blast ahead of
him that took all of the Veliquesh down to the ground for a moment, but that
was all he needed to come through and begin firing stun blasts on their fallen
bodies, with the commandos fanning out to either side in the room and doing
likewise. 


The striker ran forward, scanning more of the room and
the surrounding hallway connections and finding a single individual behind a
locked door. He stopped and focused hard on that one, hacking into his mind and
rendering him unconscious directly. Tagging that door on the battlemap with a
retrieve icon he moved on further into the station’s interior as an army of
armored Kiritas followed them up and began collecting the prisoners, binding
them up and administering patches to their exposed heads that would keep them
unconscious until they wanted them otherwise.


Once their prizes were wrapped appropriately in a tiny
anti-grav harness they were floated a half meter off
the ground and dragged back out through the cut doors in the massive station
one or two at a time as the Kiritas took them to the captured hangar and handed
them over to the dropships. Once full they’d make a trip over to the cargo
jumpships waiting nearby in orbit, unload, then come
back again to pick up more in a cycle that would continue round the clock for most
days in the years to come.
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December 11, 2831


Ghav System
(Veliquesh territory)


Umbralsht



 

Jason ran hard to keep pace with the mech star as it
approached the Veliquesh army guarding a reclusive facility on the third
southern continent’s expansive barren plains. There wasn’t so much as a blade
of grass amongst the dirt and gravel his golden boots were racing across, but
at the same time there wasn’t a lick of elevation change either, making for a
very flat battlefield that had a pair of orbital defense clusters that were
likewise keeping aircraft at bay. The facility covered less than 2 square miles
but it had several hundred thousand Veliquesh troops guarding it, including
what looked to be at least 200 tanks based on what had come outside and into
view of orbital scan thus far.


Jason had several options for dealing with the
facility but had elected for a brute force, simplistic approach. Rather than
send a group of highly skilled infantry to take the Veliquesh on in a
widespread brawl he had tagged 5 mechs to accompany him in and subdue the
defenders for a cleanup team to collect and remove. That put a lot of emphasis
on those five mechs, but the Veliquesh tanks didn’t have enough firepower to
seriously threaten them unless they could focus their firepower on a single
target and pound it for a few minutes.


That wasn’t going to happen, for this star of
mechwarriors had fought together enough times to be able to feel where each
other were and come to their aid even without use of the battlemap. All were
Archons and were using a watered down imitation of battlemeld in that they kept
an Ikrid link between each other to coordinate their combat. That meant they
couldn’t get too much spacing in between them, but spread them over a kilometer
or so and they acted like a single mind, with one able to communicate with
another with no comm delay.


The Veliquesh would never be able to isolate one of
them, leaving Jason the ‘weak’ link here. He could have come in a mech himself,
but they needed an infantry component and no one aside from the other 4
trailblazers could keep up with him. They were busy with other campaigns across
the planet so he was handling this one solo…or rather in tandem with the mechs
with him being their tiny little brother in his golden titan armor.


He was using the powered enhancements to augment his
running in order to keep pace when the Veliquesh fired the first shots. Their
tanks used the same yellow energy beams that their infantry weapons did, with
thirteen hitting the first of 3 neos and being absorbed by the mech’s shields.
Each beam persisted for nearly a full second, making the mech look like it was
the central hub in a brilliant spider’s web of energy that began to oscillate
as the Veliquesh tanks continuously repositioned, floating over the ground and
moving out to engage the mechs as their infantry followed behind, intent on
fighting them with their tiny personal weapons.


That kind of stupidity had been seen throughout the
invasion, for the Veliquesh had no qualms about wasting personnel. It was
strange, for against the lizards they used considerable caution to preserve
most of their forces, but against the drastically superior Star Force troops
they were fighting almost in kamikaze fashion, as if they would rather die
opposing the ‘heretics’ than run away to live and fight another day.


Jason had used that to his advantage many times to
draw the Veliquesh troops out into easy takedowns. These savages had some
skill, but it was so mixed in with craziness that they were easy to manipulate
even when he wasn’t inside their heads. A proper soldier went into battle
without internal struggles to fight, so that the only opponents they had were
exterior. These Veliquesh, like their brothers across the planet, felt they had
something to prove in combat, namely that their sick religion was legit and
their prophecies would fulfill themselves over the course of events no matter
how differing the facts appeared at present.


This left them fighting a ghost war, trying to make
reality bend into their expectations. This greatly restricted their
adaptational ability, whereas Jason had no such hindrances. If he came up
against Veliquesh that were fighting better than he was he’d pull back,
regroup, and find a different way to beat them. When you fought a ghost war you
had a battle plan that you believed would work, and you tried to make it work
even when it was obvious that it wasn’t. You had to delude yourself rather than
rationally evaluate what was going on, for your subconscious mind would start
telling you something other than your beliefs held, and irrational people would
never accept that.


So it wasn’t surprising that these Veliquesh somehow
convinced themselves that infantry weapons were going to give them a way to
defeat the five mechs before them. Jason didn’t mind, for it just made these
troops all the easier to capture, but there was the small problem of them
getting in around the mechs’ feet. They wouldn’t slow them down…if they were
willing to step on them, which was not the case. Had they been lizards the
Archons would have taken care not to if possible, but ultimately would run them
over if they had to. Here the objective was to capture the enemy troops, so
mashing them into pulp wasn’t an option.


Jason was going to make sure that didn’t happen,
acting as minesweeper should any of them get bogged down with suicidal crazies
swarming them like groupies. The neos had some options to deal with them, but
the two sabers were a bit more ungainly. They were a special mech variant that
Paul had developed independent of Cora’s genius and were only used by four
Clans, Sangheili being one of them. They were a deviation from standard Star
Force mech design in that they were quadruped and shaped like horses…with a
spike coming out the top of their heads. 


That spike wouldn’t be used today, but fit in with the
melee theme and was technically a form of sword more in line with some of the
biological ones that the V’kit’no’sat had. The mechs were fast at straight line
speed, but their maneuvering capabilities in engagements were subpar. That
said, they were a solid mech that was geared more towards the future with many
upgrades assumed to be forthcoming. Why the two mechwarriors piloting them had
chosen them was a personal matter, for Jason hadn’t picked equipment for this
mission. He preferred they piloted what they felt most comfortable with, so the
two ‘unicorns’ were accompanying the three humanoid neos with Jason running
between them in the middle right slot in the six-man line.


While Jason hadn’t chosen what mechs they used, all
the mechs in this invasion had been reconfigured with disabling weapons. They
each still carried one lethal one, just in case it was needed, but when Jason
finally gave the star the go ahead to engage, the neos fired huge orbs of pink
stun energy into the tanks where normally they would have been firing maulers
out of their wrist cannons. There was a risk in that, for if that amount of
stun energy hit one of the infantry it might kill them. Humans were more
resistant to stun energy than other races because they were descended from
Zen’zat, not Ter’nat, and it had been part of the upgrades given to them. 


But in order to take down the crews inside the tanks
they had to hit them with enough stun energy to soak through the armor and into
the cockpit. That yield had been tuned during the first weeks of ground combat
so now they knew how much they had to hit them with in order to take them down.
Rather than load it all up into one shot they watered down the energy orbs with
a binding agent that would amp up the persistency of the stun energy in the
material it hit. That meant when the first orb hit a tank it would render its
surface with the stun energy that would cling to it like static electricity.
Subsequent hits would increase the saturation until it would penetrate into the
cockpit and create a field through the tank that would knock out anyone inside.


That left infantry hits less dangerous, but still
potentially deadly…plus the misses from the mechs that hit the ground would
leave a circle of invisible stun residue potent enough that for about 20
seconds would function as a stun mine for any infantry walking over top of it.
That was a sweet side effect that hadn’t been planned, for his mechwarriors
rarely missed their targets.


Having to hit each tank with multiple hits wasn’t a
problem, so as more and more yellow beams stretched across the sky marking the
mechs and trying to burn through their shields one or two pink orbs would
follow them back per second and hit a tank, with Jason knowing it was down only
when it stopped firing, for it was mechanically undamaged from the attacks.


Some of them kept moving, but thanks to the pancake
flat terrain it wasn’t like they were going to run off a cliff or something. Jason
had one pass him by, motoring on anti-grav and
heading on a random heading past the mechs with its crew asleep at the wheel.
Something about that seemed funny, but if one of those tank beams hit him he’d
be in trouble. His shields were far less powerful than the mechs but he could
still take one or two hits, in theory. He wasn’t interested in testing that, so
as the mechs engaged the tanks and the ranges closed, they physically met up
with each other and the trailblazer ran past one of the tanks and psionically
knocked out its crew as he headed for the ranks of infantry behind them.


They were approaching in columns and jogging in
formation…which made them all the easier to target with area of effect weapons.
They should have approached scattered, but it seemed like holding to formation
was one part of their delusional plan to achieve victory.


In reality it made it all the easier for Jason, for he
was an area of effect weapon, and launched himself into a sprint and dove into
the nearest column as they saw and fired at his armor. Most of their shots
missed, with the few that hit being inconsequential. He knocked aside the first
of the red and green-faced Protovic and pushed into their lines with the
impacts with their armor draining his shields further. He let that persist as
he emitted a Fornax field around him and knocked them down like a giant
paintbrush from the sky had touched the front row and made a swath all the way
to the back of their formation.


They didn’t stay down long, for as soon as his disabling
aura passed them they regained their bodily control and got to their feet, but
Jason had delayed them from getting to the mechs. When he got to the back and
saw clean air ahead of him all the way up to the facility a few kilometers off
he wheeled around and pulled out a rack of stun grenades, cradling it in his
left hand as he ran back into the now chaotic mess of troops and started
chucking them at the densest clusters of enemy troops.


Each of the little grenades glowed when activated and
had a light adhesion surface, so that when he hit one of their armored suits it
would stick like a weak magnet and detonate per its programming based off point
of contact. Jason had set these to one second, so as he ran through the troops
doing a fair impression of the Master Chief from Halo he stuck grenades to
troops with just enough time for him to run out of range, then they’d
physically blow apart releasing the stun energy within in what looked like
water balloon pops.


When he finished his crate he chucked the container
aside and pulled out a pair of stun pistols from his back rack and got to work
with individual shots up until the other infantry columns got near the mechs,
then he diverted to start clearing the idiots away from the walking machines
while they methodically took down the tanks.



 

On another part of the planet Kip was invading one of
their cities with a few hundred Archons operating in battlemeld pairings that
were making good use of their Lew abilities and mowing down dozens, even
hundreds, of civilians in a single pass. The area of effect stun ‘lines’ were
far more useful than infantry weapons and were allowing the Archons to knock
out the Veliquesh faster than the retrieval teams could pick them up. 


Originally those capable of the Lew and Jini abilities had been spread out across multiple
missions, but after seeing how ridiculously effective it was at knocking out
the civilians and even the stupid soldiers who chose to fight them hand to hand
in the streets rather than taking advantage of the urban terrain, he’d
reorganized most of them into one team that was tearing across this city in
front of cleanup crews of commandos and a few other Archons that were hunting
down and stunning those that were missed.


At present Kip’s troops were assaulting 6 different
cities simultaneously and cleaning up 4 others, but by pooling this group
together it was making this assault so much easier and he planned to continue
with the tactic against the largest cities. Had Humans not had the Ikrid blocks
in place he’d have been horrified to think what the V’kit’no’sat could have
done to them in a similar manner. This wasn’t even a fight, merely a dance off
with the enemy dropping to the ground unconscious after a few choreographed
tandem moves.


Kip was there on the ground, but rather than helping
with the sweeps he was perched atop one of the Veliquesh buildings and watching
everything happening via battlemap. This was going so smoothly he expected
something bad was going to happen to compensate for their good fortune and he
was going to be in position to respond to it personally. Not only did he have a
jump pack layered onto his armor he also had an eagle flight exoskeleton
standing beside him so he could cross kilometers of city when needed. It wasn’t
something he could fight in, merely a little aerial motorcycle that he could
strap on for travel here and there, but it was more efficient for this type of
mission than using a skeet. 


After half the city was clear his guess proved
correct, though not in the way he suspected. He got a report from aerial
reconnaissance of an assembly of Veliquesh in one of the unsecured sections of
the city prepping another sacrificial ceremony, but this one had hundreds of
pedestals being assembled.


“Oh no you don’t,” the trailblazer said, jumping up
from his seated position and crossing to his eagle in a few steps. He strapped
in and flew off the building and kept low to the rooftops to avoid the few
anti-air batteries that were still in play. His skeets were finding and taking
them out, but since this ceremony was going down in an area still controlled by
the enemy he wasn’t going to risk getting hit by playing aerial fighter.
Instead he even ducked down in between some of the taller buildings and
navigated the artificial terrain, drawing several rifle shots from below but
they missed as he zipped across the cityscape at considerable speed.


It took him 3 minutes to get to the plaza where there
were already 2 green pyres lit and people being strapped onto others six at a
time. It seemed they were trying to up the number of sacrifices in order to
gain a blessing from their fictitious Nash, probably to stem the ‘magical’
methods his Archons were using to take control of the city, but Kip was going
to have none of it. 


He flew out over top of the assembly of what looked to
be at least 10,000 people and set his eagle to fly to a predetermined rooftop
nearby before dropping out of it and falling into the savage horde. Feathering
his jump pack he angled his fall and landed near one of the lit pyres. With a
telekinetic jerk he severed the internal components and extinguished the
flame…revealing the half destroyed bodies of those who had been alive less than
a minute ago.


Kip sent out a huge Fornax field and held the effort,
blanketing some 18 of the pyres as he killed the other active one then worked
his way around to three more. After that he had to release the effort to allow
his mental tissues to recharge, during which time he made good use of his other
psionics and stun weapons. The Veliquesh still tried to stop him, not by
attacking him, which many did, but by delaying him long enough for them to burn
at least a few more people before he could stop them.


But the trailblazer could sense their thoughts, for
they were literally all screaming with rage in the same insane mental voice.
The ceremony had to be completed, no matter what they had to do to stop the
‘demon.’ 


It wasn’t the exact word, but it was close enough that
Kip took the slander as a compliment as he made use of several Ikrid inquiries
as he moved about, fighting as little as necessary, to head off the attempts to
activate other pyres, including some that were still being hauled in via
transport. Those they set up in the streets nearby and dragged their unwilling
prisoners out there to try and avoid him, but he knew what was happening before
most of the crowd did and successfully killed every pyre before they could be
lit…aside from the two that had been active when he arrived. 


Then in an equally horrific act, the
bunches of bound prisoners were turned on and began to be hacked apart and
sometimes decapitated with knives and other bladed weapons. It seemed that if
they couldn’t complete the ritual through fire they’d do it through lesser
means. Unfortunately Kip couldn’t get to all of them in time, but those he did
he stopped cold with so many psionic abilities it looked from the air like some
kind of bomb hit the crowd and mowed down hundreds of people within a matter of
seconds.


That invisible bomb kept popping up at location after
location until the crowds finally decided to scatter when there was no longer
any prisoners to execute. Some were dead, the rest were unconscious and now out
of reach across a sea of equally silent bodies. 


Kip stayed there and chased off or knocked out the
rest of the bastards, then patrolled his prisoners both visually and with Ikrid
to ensure there were none active hiding amongst the rest. He spotted two and
headed to them directly, finding that they were both prisoners that hadn’t been
entirely killed.


“Damn,” he whispered, dropping to a knee next to one
and mentally linking with the other across a short distance. Their bodies were
slashed so badly that there was no way he could save them and he knew it, which
was why he didn’t call for an emergency dropship flight. They were both awake
but still bound by the hands and feet, so Kip numbed the pain and telekinetically
snapped the corded cuffs as the one 20 meters off slipped from his mental grip.


The one just in front of him persisted and looked up
at him, shivering from the horror that had just been silenced as much as from
the blood loss. Both were female and looked to be from the prime cattle they
raised in seclusion and ignorance for these sick occasions. This one didn’t
understand what was going on, but as she looked at his gold armor she mouthed a
word that Kip didn’t recognize vocally, but mentally he interpreted the
sentiment as ‘thank you.’


A moment later her eyelids closed and her head
collapsed to the ground, resting in the pool of her own blood…but her life
didn’t fade as fast as the other one, persistently hanging on despite her
gruesome injuries.


“Shit,” Kip said, taking one quick look around him
with Ikrid before pulling the gauntlet off his right hand and pressing his
flesh against her forehead…one of the few places where she wasn’t cut. If she
was going to fight to hang on then he’d do what he could, even if it was
futile. He called for a dropship with a medic, knowing it would take at least
half an hour to get here and that she didn’t have that kind of time, but if he
didn’t then there was really no hope for her.


An urge in him built as he connected to her through
physical contact to enhance his control over her body as he manually tried to
lock down the damage, using a combination of Ikrid hacking and telekinetic
patches to reduce her bleeding and put her body into a semblance of recovery
mode. He wasn’t sure what he was doing, but by taking away some of the
randomness of her panic mode he could maybe help her body heal a bit quicker.
It was just a crazy idea but he felt like doing something rather than just
waiting for her to die.


His hatred for what they’d done boiled over in him and
he didn’t recognize the instability surging beneath it until it nearly
overwhelmed him…at which point the ascension forced itself to prominence. He
resisted it at first, not wanting to let go of his hold on the woman, but
finding a way to do both he let it creep its way into what would have been four
red flashing lights had he been wearing a biomonitor, but he knew the feeling
regardless.


When the tissue growth activated it was full body…but
far less intense than what he’d gone through to get bioshield. Still he had to
fight to keep his hold on the woman and the rest of her blood from spilling out
onto the plaza’s ornamental paving stones. When the ascension finished his hold
on her morphed into a new sense, in which he could ‘see’ her body from a new
perspective. Working on instinct or genetic memory or whatever it was, he
pushed several new avenues available to him and her cellular regeneration
spiked…not enough to even compare to a regenerator, but it was enough for her
wounds to start patching and the internal organ damage to start closing off and
engaging emergency healing options equivalent to closing blast doors on a starship
with a hull breach.


Kip didn’t know what he was doing but he just went
with it, every now and then taking a peek around the area with Pefbar but
fighting the internal battle nonstop to the point where he had to manually
force her respiratory systems to keep functioning when they tried to shut down.
As he goosed her healing along he essentially acted like a second brain giving
her body orders and keeping her alive while unconscious and unaware of what was
going on.


Somehow he managed to keep her clinging to life until
the dropship with skeet escort flew directly over him and hovered above the
unconscious crowd, for there were no good spots to land nearby. A team of
commandos dropped out, followed by a pair of armored medics who came over to
him.


“I can’t release her. I’m all that’s keeping her
alive. I’ll move her inside then work with me enroute to the command ship.
We’re going straight to the regenerator on Greg’s flagship,” he said as he
telekinetically lifted her body while he maintained his touch on her forehead.
One of the medics told the pilot to fly lower and he brought it down with only
a meter of clearance over the unconscious bodies. Kip set a collection ping on
the battlemap, knowing that others would follow it up and take these people
prisoner before they could wake or be killed by others in the city. He added a
hazardous tag to it then let it be, focusing all of his energy on the woman as
he walked her into the dropship with the medics while the commandos stayed
behind to begin the collection effort and temporarily secure the site.
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“Archon, we have it,” the medic said holding a
V’kit’no’sat regenerator in his hand. “Let go of her.”


Kip let go of her head as she lay on the medical bed,
still somehow clinging to life as the medic pulled the tattered remains of her
shirt off her partially armored chest and laid the gleaming silver piece of
technology directly onto the exoskeletal strip that
ran down the middle of her flat torso. The hardened, black scaly plates didn’t cause
the tiny tendrils of the regenerator any trouble for they sank into her body as
if the hard patches weren’t even there.


The device continued to branch out across her like a
mess of tree roots, dipping down under her pants and spreading out across most
of her body. Immediately the sensors built into the bed began to show her
vitals improving as the regenerator started to rapidly repair the damage done
to her.


Kip sighed, knowing that she’d live past this point.
The regenerator could revive those who were not functioning, so he had no doubt
about its ability to heal her injuries. It’d even replace her lost blood,
though it’d be limited to the physical matter within her body, meaning she’d
have to eat a lot to give it the necessary mass to replace something like a
missing arm…fortunately all of hers were still mostly intact, making the
recovery process that much more simple.


The trailblazer took a step back and stumbled,
suddenly feeling the consequences of his ascension as the adrenaline induced
numbness began to wear off. 


“Are you alright?” one of the medics said, with three
of them hovering around the patient and a score of others scattered around the medbay. 


“Yes and no. I need you to run a full scan and send
the results back to Earth. Tag it ‘new psionic data.’”


“New?” the head medic asked. “Your disorientation is
ascension residue?”


“Yeah, I got fried and didn’t have time to deal with
it properly. And damn it all, I didn’t have a biomonitor on. Get me scanned
quickly and maybe there will be something salvageable.”


“Over here,” one of the other medics said, motioning
him to an empty table. He began extruding the necessary equipment from the
concealed wall niches as Kip deactivated and stepped out of his armor, leaving
the Christmas tree of apparatus standing in place as he rolled onto the table.


“What do you want done with her after she’s healed?”


“Keep her unconscious and send her over to the
prisoner ship with the others, standard protocol,” he said, closing his eyes
and laying his head back. “Wake me when you’re done scanning. I need to slip
into Sesspik before my head explodes.”



 

The female Protovic woke up in a groggy state not
knowing where she was or what had happened to her, but as soon as her memories
caught up she reacted violently, jumping up off the narrow bed and hitting her
head on the low ceiling above it. She bounced down and onto the floor, then
scrambled to her feet looking around in a panic as she clawed at her own body
searching for her injuries amidst the memory of pain.


But there were no wounds, which she could clearly see
given that she wasn’t wearing any clothes. Her thin physique was much like that
of a Human, save for that fact that she had no hair or
breasts. Female Protovic still bore the younglings during reproduction, but
they were born into a fleshy egg sack that then gestated externally to produce
offspring that could eat solid food so there were no mammary glands in their
genome.


To her that was normal, for she’d never known of
another race. She’d spent most of her life in seclusion along with her sisters
in the Renval where they trained their bodies and
minds for clarity and purity while they awaited their graduation to the second
phase of their progression towards becoming Advarchs.
Naisha had recently been moved into that second phase of her life, only to end
up bound as a prisoner and taken out into a plaza for some horrific purpose.
She didn’t know what had happened, but the numerous stabbings that she’d
suffered would not leave her memory and she kept flopping around on the floor
in nervous twitchings for a long time before the
lingering panic finally bled off.


That left her looking around and wondering where she
was, and if she was in any more danger. All she could see was the confines of a
tiny room that had two doors. One was closed and the other was open. She stood
up and poked her head inside it, finding but an unusual chamber that resembled
a lavatory. Inside it was a stack of folded clothing, also foreign.


Naisha didn’t know what was going on, so she went to
the other door and tried to find a way to open it but there was no handle or
keypad. It was shut and no amount of prying with her fingers could get her to
move it. Normally she would have accepted her situation and gone along with the
flow, assuming she was where she was supposed to be, but the room did not look
Veliquesh and after what had just happened her trust levels were running low.


After a few minutes of walking around the small room
and looking at every facet of it a hologram appeared in front of a flat screen
on the wall with the image of an alien, yet it spoke their language.


“Hello. You are
probably wondering where you are and what is happening, and this recorded
message has been designed to answer the largest questions. I will be your guide
through the transition process, which will be an entirely solitary affair. You
are currently in transit from your former home to a new one that we have built
for you. Who are we, you may be asking? We are Star Force. If you haven’t heard
of us already let me make this as simple as possible…we’re the ones invading
your home and taking you prisoner, not because we’re the enemy but because
we’re your friends.”


“You’ll notice
that you’re not dead. That’s because we didn’t come here to kill you, but to
save you from a corrupt and horrific existence. The Veliquesh civilization that
you were born into is an abomination. We are killing that abomination but
giving you another chance at life. You are onboard one of our jumpships at the
moment and will remain in this chamber until we arrive at your new home. There
you will be kept in isolation until you have earned your freedom. If you choose
not to cooperate, so be it. You will not be harmed, but you will also not be
allowed any contact with the outside world. If you choose to live that way we
will accommodate you. If you want something more then you’ll have to be willing
to learn new things and unlearn old lies that have blinded you.”


“This will be
hard for you, we know, which is why we’re keeping you by yourself. No one else
can tell you what to do, or punish you for not doing something. It’s just you
and the automated information database. Explore, learn, make mistakes and
question everything. There will be no reprisals of any kind. This is your time,
your chance at a fresh start. Make use of it or not. The choice is yours.”


“For now just
stay where you are, food will be brought to you through the panel to the left
of your bed. There is a set of clothes for you to wear, if you wish, in the
other chamber. You can stay nude if you like, no one will be monitoring you,
but everything from here on out will be Star Force equipment, including the
clothing. It is safe, do not worry, for we have many of your race as allies and
are well familiar with your biology and needs.”


The alien moved to the side and an image of a
Veliquesh appeared beside it, except that it wasn’t right. It had purple
markings instead of red.


“What the Human
says is true. I am part of Star Force, as you will have a chance to become if
you prove yourselves worthy. If not they will take care of your for the
remainder of your life, asking nothing in return. Why would they do that?
Because they are the protectors of all life, no matter where you come from or
what race you are. That’s why you weren’t killed during the invasion, and
that’s why my race is allied with them. I was born into Axius, which is
something you will learn about later, so I have been Star Force my entire life.
They are not the enemy, and I ask that you take the time to question
everything. That is not what you have been told to do since birth, but it is
what you will need to find a way to do now.”


“This room,”
the alien continued, “has a learning
module. Touch the crystal below the screen to access it and you will have
instructions to follow from there. The trip to your new home won’t take long,
and if you feel like doing nothing that is alright. The learning will take
place at a speed of your choosing, or not at all. We’re flexible like that.
This is your journey and your future. Proceed as you wish, but know that we are
not your enemy, and while it seems like we’re the bad guys, in truth we just
rescued you from the bad guys. It make take a long time for you to understand
that, but so be it. We’ve got time, and so do you, for we don’t make sacrifices
of any kind, and you have no need to fear for your life.”


“Use the
terminal,” the Veliquesh added. “Listen
and learn. I wish you luck, my long lost brothers and sisters. Be brave and
think. The truth doesn’t mind verification. Only lies want you blind to other
possibilities.”


The hologram shut down, but a button underneath the
screen on the wall lit up with a blinking light that wouldn’t stop.


Naisha didn’t press it. She didn’t do anything but
stand still wrapping her arms around herself and rubbing the exoskeleton strips
on her elbows. 


Sacrifice? Is that what they were doing to her and the
other captives? She’d never been taught anything about that growing up, other
than what the word meant. In fact she didn’t know much about her own people,
aside from that they were fighting a war and that she was one of a few selected
from birth to perform an important role in the survival of their race. 


But they’d just tried to kill her? 


Or maybe she was already dead? The memories of the
stabbings were pounding in her head but nothing else was there. She didn’t know
how she’d gotten to this room or even where she was. If what the alien said was
true she was on a starship, but there was no way to tell. Gravity felt normal,
but that didn’t mean anything.


Her own people had just killed her, or tried to…then
the memory of the golden armor appeared and she realized that person had
somehow saved her. Was it an alien? Or was it the purple skin that was talking?


Naisha didn’t know anything, and after a few minutes
of thinking with no answers she just sat down on the soft floor and wrapped her
arms around her knees and cried for a long time.



 

She woke up again, this time without the violent
reaction, finding herself lying on the floor where she’d been sitting. Her head
was still a mess, and despite the ghost images of pain her body was fully
healed…though how that had happened she didn’t know. Maybe this was the next
life…but no, the alien had said she’d been taken. 


Naisha didn’t know what to think, but the button
underneath the screen was still flashing rhythmically, the only thing in the
room to be even remotely active. Hesitantly she crawled over to it and pressed
her thin finger against it. It stopped flashing and the screen came alive with
Veliquesh script that had an inventory menu. She read through it, finding the
scrolling buttons were almost identical to what she had used growing up, which
somehow felt reassuring. 


With that being the only bit of home here she
gravitated to it, reading the headings and picking a few to click on by using
her fingers on the screen. There was a lot of data, far too much to read at
once, but as she scrolled down she saw an information topic labeled
‘sacrifices.’ Cringing with a cocktail of ugly emotions swirling inside her,
Naisha pulled it up and read what her people had been doing and how the aliens
denounced it as being horrifically wrong.


Naisha didn’t want to believe it, and wouldn’t have if
she hadn’t experienced it herself. Then it came to the part about the Renval and how those raised in it were not told of their
true purpose. That they were supposed to be sacrificed with no knowledge as to
why in order to cause a larger blessing to emerge from the Nash’garmat’ecklima
than other types of sacrifices would. They had to be betrayed in order for
their civilization to prosper, and she was one of their sacrificial dupes.


She recoiled from the screen, sitting back down on the
floor and crying again. She knew it was true but her mind wouldn’t accept it.
She’d been taught to adhere to the principles of the Veliquesh without
question, concern, or trepidation…and then they’d stabbed her. She didn’t
deserve that. She was pure and hadn’t faltered one iota in her convictions. She
prayed every day, practiced the cleansing rituals without fail, done everything
she’d been told to do.


But that was the point. The betrayal had to be
visceral and total, according to this information, for her sacrifice to be
worth the effort of her secluded upbringing. Her life was a currency the
Veliquesh had tried to spend to counter the invasion…and invasion by a race
that had bothered to save her life and heal her, somehow, and whom was allied
with purple Veliquesh?


Summoning up a touch of courage she went back to the
terminal and found an entry explaining who they were. The ‘Protovic’ history
was weird, most of which she couldn’t understand given the indoctrinated mess
that her mind was, but a part of her needed to believe that they were the true
Veliquesh that she had been loyal to since birth. With that thought being about
all that was sustaining her from a total mental breakdown she continued
reading, more and more until a beep from the wall signaled that her food had
arrived, as an entry in the reading had described.


Hesitantly she went over and opened the panel, with
her hunger taking over as soon as she smelled the contents of the tray.
Whatever they were it wasn’t Veliquesh food, but she ate the oddly shaped
pieces none the less, finding the tastes weird but her appetite wasn’t allowing
for complaint. She put the tray back inside as instructed and hit a button to
conceal it again. It’d be recycled for the next delivery later on.


Naisha went back to her reading, then when biological necessity
asserted itself went into the connected chamber. When she came back out it was
in the Star Force clothing. The regimented part of her mind recoiled from it,
telling her that she was wearing poison and now unpure,
but another part said this was what the Protovic would wear and therefore was
pure. The Renval had been perverted, and if she was
going to rectify herself she had to trust in the Protovic’s
wisdom and go along with these aliens, whom they revered as being not just
allies but very wise.


Naisha stayed up and read through entries until her
eyes could take no more. She finally went to the bed and fell asleep the moment
she laid down, waking who knew how long later to find another tray of food
having arrived and was waiting for her at the repetitive tone that had somehow
failed to wake her. 


She ate the cold food without concern and went back to
studying, with that being the one constant that she was trying to sustain
herself on and ignoring everything in the past. It was too traumatic to analyze,
so she blocked it out as much as she could even as she was reading about it.
With that mental duplicity gaining in complexity she became two people. One
being the emotional victim and the other the scholar, with her disconnecting
the two when she was reading in order to give her mind the freedom to wander
that she had never been allowed before.


Sometime later the hologram reappeared, startling her
as it manifested itself right where she was standing. Naisha jerked back, then
heard the alien say that she was about to be transferred to her new home, but
that it would have to happen when she was unconscious. It told her to lie down
on her bed but she was reluctant to do so, fearing another betrayal. Eventually
it didn’t matter, for there was a bright pink light and suddenly she lost
consciousness.


She woke up sometime later finding herself laying on
the bed as instructed…but the room had changed color. It was the same size and
dimensions, but the white/grey motif had been replaced with white/gold. She
swung her legs off the bed and looked around, triggering the motion sensors
that immediately activated another holographic message.


“Welcome to your new home,” the alien said. “It looks
a lot like your room on the starship, but I can assure you that you are planetside
now. You’ve been moved 29 lightyears away to a star system known as Broj,” it said as a holographic map materialized with all 5
Veliquesh systems marked along with a pulsing blue one that indicated her
present location. 


She was a bit coreward of them, but not far off in
what had previously been categorized as the Shrva’en
System and held by the lizards, formerly owned by a race called the Nephen. That’s what she’d learned in her studies as a
child, but apparently things had changed…or had that just been another lie
she’d been told?


“There are other Veliquesh here, but you will not see
them. They are in chambers similar to yours, but they must also earn their
freedom through learning and training, which you are now available to make use
of. Now that you’ve read the training file intro, you can take your orientation
session now if you wish. Just step over to the door and put your hand on the
circle.”


Naisha looked at the door and saw a glowing gold spot
appear. Forcing herself to trust in the Protovic, she stood up and walked over
to it, putting her five fingers against it and pressing her palm firmly. After
a moment there was a tone and she let go as the door slid into the wall
revealing a hallway outside with indicator lights that the reading had told her
would be here. She followed them through a series of turns until she came to
the first chamber, with the hologram returning, this time in much larger form
and standing as tall as she was.


“This is the track, which is for the purpose of
running. The shoes you have now are adequate, but you may earn upgrades with
successful workouts. If you wish to begin enter. If not return to your quarters
by following the indicated lines.”


Naisha walked towards the closed door and it opened
before she could make contact, revealing a wide hallway that had a slightly
spongy surface to it. On the floor was a series of lines with markings on them,
but they were of a script she didn’t understand.


“Standard evaluation run. Stay with the marker as long
as you can. Four circuits is the maximum. Begin in five, four, three, two,
one…”


The glowing purple ball floating near the wall started
to move…but Naisha didn’t, for a moment, then scrambled to catch up. It wasn’t
moving very fast but she did have to run to keep pace. Following instructions
came naturally to her, so she did as told and stayed with it for four full
circuits, at which time it disappeared and was replaced by a static blue symbol
that was accompanied by some type of brief music.


The hologram reappeared, clapping its hands together
slowly. “Well done. You’ve taken your first step into a much larger world. Now
it is time to rest and eat. Return to your quarters and the information
terminal will show you how to schedule future workouts. You have done well.”


It disappeared and the guiding lights returned. Naisha
followed them out of the track and back to her quarters where she was locked in
again. Her mind and emotions were still a jumble, but suppressed enough for her
to function. It felt better to have something to do, as well as an
acknowledgement that she was doing it correctly. 


That said she still had a long journey ahead of her, and
far more than she could expected. But day by day, little by little, she’d work
through the horrors and lies in her mind, slowly freeing herself through
knowledge and training, though it would be a painful transition. The lies did
not want to die, and clung to her through all the indoctrinational
tricks that had essentially glued them to her subconscious. But she wanted to
know the truth, deep down inside, and that little light of inspiration was
enough to ever so gradually trim away the lies now that they didn’t have any
exterior support. She was alone, and while that was scary in and of itself, it
gave her mind the freedom to figure things out on her own, making mistakes
along the way and not being punished for them.


Had she been amongst other Veliquesh she would not
have made the transition, for compliance had been burned into her mind from
birth, but without anyone else to calibrate to she had to learn to set her own
course. She had to unlearn what she had learned, and eventually the new
knowledge and skills replaced the old, permanently freeing her from the past
and killing the Veliquesh in her.


She was Protovic know, so the hologram decreed, and
gave her the final list of tasks she’d have to complete before being allowed
out of her seclusion and into the next stage of her transitional journey.
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Naisha was nervous and excited as she sat on the bed
in her small quarters. There was a countdown on her display screen indicating
when she’d be able to leave, not for another workout session but from this
place entirely. What was in store for her she didn’t know, but she was ready to
move on. As much as she’d come to think of her little cubby hole
here as home, she wanted to get out in the galaxy and see some of the things
she’d been learning about.


The countdown only had a few minutes left, and was
displayed in Star Force numbers rather than Veliquesh. In fact all of her
lessons over the past 2 years had been in their language. She spoke English
now, somewhat, and could read their letters and numbers with effort. Part of
her mind was still thinking in Veliquesh terms, but every now and then she’d
have a dream in English. Her lessons told her that it would take time, but
eventually she would be able to fully convert over to the Star Force language
and she looked forward to the opportunity to actually converse with someone
other than the computer.


She’d been here for almost 7 years now, with no
contact whatsoever to the other Veliquesh, or anyone from Star Force. There
were no messages, no passerbys in the hallway. She
hadn’t glimpsed a living creature since she’d been rescued into this facility,
but she’d learned and seen many in her lessons. She knew what the ADZ was, how
big the lizard empire had grown, who the Humans were and the other races that
made up Star Force…and why they had decided to invade the Veliquesh. Naisha had
no mixed feelings there, for if they hadn’t she’d have been sacrificed along
with the other dupes.


‘Dupe’ was a word she’d clung to, for it fit her
situation completely. They had used her since birth, tricking her into becoming
the supposedly pure sacrifice they wanted. There was nothing pure about her or
the others in the Renval. Purity, holiness, sanctity,
etc were just fictious
nonsense that she’d been told about so many times she’d just took them to be
true without thinking. They’d always discouraged thinking, insisting on
acceptance. She’d done what she thought she was supposed to do, bought into
what they told her and had been loyal…which was why she was a dupe. She’d
fallen for it completely.


But then again that was partially a good thing, for it
had kept her alive to the day when Star Force arrived. Had she had questions or
concerns during her early years she would have been quietly taken away and killed. Several of her Renval
brothers and sisters had been transferred to other locations, and only now did
she realize what had really happened to them. Dissent had not been tolerated,
which meant she and the others had been born into a trap that they had no
chance of escaping from. 


But she was still a dupe for having believed it all,
though not now. Star Force taught, but they did not force. It was odd, for
‘force’ was in their name, but that ‘force’ was a protective one. Keeping
people like her from harm while they thought freely and figured things out on
their own. For as much information was available to her in her lessons, she
always had to do the hard work herself. Nothing was given to her, she had to
achieve every rank attributed to her…and if she hadn’t she’d simply be left
alone in her quarters to do whatever she wanted, not that there was much to do
in such a small room aside from watch the vids and sleep.


No, Naisha owed Star Force for her life and then some,
but she had been the one to earn her departure. A small part of her mind
wondered if she wasn’t being a dupe for a second time, but rather than pushing
the thought aside she considered it. Her gut said no, that this was legit, but
there was only one way to find out. As she watched the final seconds tick off
the clock she knew this was the moment of truth and found her insides twisting
up in knots of anxiety.


When the countdown reached zero the door merely slid
open, with Naisha seeing guide lights outside like every other day she’d been
led to various training rooms. With no belongings to her name she simply walked
out and went where directed, passing down familiar hallways until reaching a
door that she’d never been through. When it opened there were more corridors
like the ones she’d just walked through, but now she was in new territory and
her mind seemed to come alive at that. This was fresh exposure rather than the
repetition she’d lived by ever since being brought here.


When she walked through the archway the door closed
behind her but the lights kept guiding her on through a very long course that
eventually brought her to a cupola that had the first living person she’d seen
inside the glass casing. The purple-skinned Protovic smiled and opened the
clear door for her, allowing her to tentatively come inside the booth that had
two short benches in it along either wall.


“Hello, Naisha. My name is Gharris.
I’ll be your attendant through this transition period.”


“H…Hi,” she stammered, finding her voice catching in
her throat.


“It’s alright. I assume you haven’t spoken to anyone
in a long time…or are my words difficult to understand?”


“You sound different than the hologram.”


“That’s because he isn’t me. I am the first Protovic
you’ve met with this color of skin, right?”


Naisha nodded. 


“And I look the same as the hologram?”


“No. Not the same. I thought you would speak the
same.”


“We all have our little quirks. Please, have a seat,” Gharris said, motioning for her to sit down on the opposite
bench as he touched a control panel on the side of his. 


“What is this room?”


“It’s not a room, as you’ll see in a moment. It’s our
ride,” he finished as there was a mechanical shimmy as the pod car detached and
began traveling down a dark tunnel. The lights of the hallway soon shrank to a
dim speck, but both Protovic were providing enough of their own light to see
by, which was why the pod had no interior illumination. Gharris
looked at her casually as the pod was filled with a mix of red, purple, and
green light from their faces and hands. 


“You are being transferred into a city where you will
live. It’s not the final destination on your journey, but it will be a big
shock compared to what you’ve been living in.”


“A city?”


“Yes. A Star Force city,” he said as a crack of white
light appeared on the opposite side of the bubble car and quickly enlarged as
they approached, testifying to the speed that they were traveling. A moment
later the darkness vanished as they shot out into the sunlight traveling on an
elevated monorail through snow-covered mountains.


Naisha sucked in a quick breath and Gharris smiled. “Nice little reveal we have there, isn’t
it? Look back and you’ll see where you’ve been living all this time.”


She turned her head to the left and saw a flat
mountain covered in snow…only it wasn’t a mountain, but rather the side of a
huge artificial building larger than anything she’d ever laid eyes on before,
but certainly in proportion to some of the infrastructure that she’d learned
about in the ADZ.


“The rest of the Veliquesh are there, in isolation
like you were. Or, rather, the ones that have been captured. The fighting is
still ongoing and we’re receiving shipments of prisoners in the same manner
that brought you here. They’re just starting the journey that you’ve been on,
if they want to pursue it. If not they’ll live out their lives in that building
or others like it that have been built across the planet. Even now more are
being constructed to house all the prisoners, and it’s a race to construct
facilities quick enough to hold everyone being brought in. The Archons are
quite good at what they do, so we receive regular transports of prisoners
coming in.”


“You, however, are no longer a prisoner. You’ve proven
yourself to be wise enough that we’re willing to trust you not to repeat the
mistakes of the past, and by past I mean the Veliquesh civilization. It dies in
that building,” Gharris said, pointing to the quickly
shrinking artificial mountain range as natural ones were popping up between it
and them as they passed further out across the terrain. “You are Protovic, like
me. The coloration of your skin and your past don’t change that. We were born
at different times and different places, but we are the same race, now
reunited.”


“Thank you,” she said meekly, yet totally in awe at
the landscapes around her. 


“But,” he added, “this planet
will be your home unless you earn your way off it. I’m here because I choose to
be, as are a lot of other Axius Protovic, along with a scattering of other
races. We all live in the same city, and those of you that earn your way out of
that building will be living with us and learning what it truly means to be
part of Star Force. You can kick back and relax, enjoying yourselves and making
a life here, or you can push your training further and earn the option to leave
and go elsewhere as a full Star Force citizen. I think a lot of you will be
staying here,” he said, pointing ahead as the first towers of the city became
visible over the mountain peaks, “but ultimately it will be up to you what you
do with your life.”


The distance was deceiving, looking as if the city was
just over the next line of mountains, but it took them nearly 20 more minutes
before those spires became huge structures dwarfing the nearest mountains. Naisha’s jaw literally dropped, which Gharris
took notice of.


“Big, isn’t it?”


“What will I do there?”


“Whatever you want or nothing at all. There will be
opportunities to work for credits or other perks, as well as training for a
variety of things. If you want to pursue full citizenship there will be a
gauntlet of tasks set before you, but no timetable of when they have to be
accomplished. You can do multiple things at once if you choose, and you may
reproduce if you wish. There will be other Protovic there.”


She turned her head away from the clear walls and
looked at him oddly.


He squinted back at her. “You were Renval,
weren’t you?”


“Yes.”


“So you’ve never mated?”


She shook her head ‘no.’


“Something else for you to experiment with if you
wish. However I will tell you, any offspring you produce will go to a maturia
and you will not see them again. They will be raised as full citizens from
birth, and therefore will not be in this city. They won’t be on this planet,
actually.”


“Why?”


“So that we can make sure the Veliquesh culture dies
here. Those who never leave prisoner status will, unfortunately, never achieve
self-sufficiency. They’ll grow weak and degenerate and die there. I’ve heard
that some have actually found ways to kill themselves,” Gharris
said with visible dissatisfaction on his face. “We can’t save everyone, and in
truth we can’t save anyone if they don’t want to be saved. This planet is our
way of destroying the Veliquesh but saving those people within it that want
something better. Those who questioned were killed by the Veliquesh, meaning
that virtually everyone that’s been captured is some form of crazy. We’re not
assuming they can’t be redeemed, but so far not one of the Protovic to come out
of that facility has been an adult outside of the Renval.”


“How many of us are there?”


“That have earned their way out? Somewhere around 350,
I think.”


“That’s all?”


“Sadly yes, but there may be more working through the
system more slowly than you. I don’t know their status, we never see any of
that. I was just told you were ready and to pick you up. You’re one of us now,
not one of them.”


“What happened to the younglings?”


“They’re treated as prisoners as well, but have a
different process to earn their way out. No one that was born into the
Veliquesh culture, no matter how young they were, is allowed into this city
without earning their way here. The infants are being raised and trained as a
group and I expect most of them will be here eventually. All new births here
will be sent offworld, so the infant facilities will only have a short lifespan
once the invasion is completed.”


“How long will that take?”


“Hard to say. Population wise about 22% of you are
here.”


“How many have died?”


“None at our hands, and we’ve kept the lizards away
ever since the invasion began. A small number have killed themselves prior to
being taken prisoner, plus however many have done so in isolation. We know it
is hard to live alone after being with so many people for so long, but it has
to be done this way. Each person has to walk their own path, and if we put you
together into groups, even of two, one would influence the other.”


“I understand. You can’t let us be forced into
anything by our peers.”


“And you won’t be here. It is impossible to describe,
but the community you are entering is far different than what you grew up in.
I’ll help you get situated and be available for a number of days afterward, but
there isn’t much to actually do other than to go
around exploring. There are no dangers here, just people to meet and things to
do.”


“Do I get my own quarters?”


“Yes, and they’ll be identical to the ones you’ve
had…except no locked doors. Well, you can lock it from the inside, but you’re
free to move about the city as often as you like, whenever you like. You just
can’t leave. As you can see the planet is covered in snow and very cold, not
somewhere we can survive without equipment. The spaceport is also restricted,
but you’ll hit checkpoints that will prevent you from access without the proper
ID so you can’t go somewhere you’re not supposed to be on accident. If you bump
into them you’ll be politely redirected, so feel free to walk anywhere and
everywhere you can.”


“It’s so big,” Naisha said as the last of the mountains
passed alongside them as they shot through a valley and the whole of the city
opened up before them. There was a boundary wall separating the icy wastelands,
with the monorail track passing over top of it and intersecting a number of other
lines. They hit one that continued into the city, with so many buildings
interconnected by short tubes and rail lines that it literally blew her mind to
see it all…and then there were the massive spires in the center and dotted
around the perimeter that she had to look up through the ceiling to see the
tops of.


“We are well protected from the lizards and others.
There are weapons batteries at the top of some of those spires, not to mention
a shield that protects the entire city when activated. You’ll never have to
worry about them getting to you here.”


“How many of us can this city hold?”


“A lot, and we’ll expand it or build others as
necessary going forward. We don’t know how many people will make it out of
prisoner status, but we’re going to make sure each and every one of them has
the chance to do so. After that it’s totally in their hands.”


“If I’m not a prisoner, and I’m not a citizen, then
what am I?”


“Think of yourself as a guest that has a lot to learn
about what it is to be part of Star Force, with people like me living here to
act as friends and mentors. You can watch and learn from us, but don’t think
you’re separate. You’re like our little brothers and sisters from now on,
regardless of what your age actually is.”


“Have you attained self-sufficiency?”


“I have.”


“How old are you?”


“Only 72.”


“Wow. Most Veliquesh only lived to be 40 or 50.”


“You’re not Veliquesh anymore. You’re Protovic and
Star Force, and you can live as long as you want if you’re willing to work at
it.”


“I am.”


“I know. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t,” Gharris said as the pod slid into the side of one of the
many buildings and the cityscape disappeared. They traveled through a tunnel,
slowing in speed until they popped out into an internal air pocket that looked
more like another world than a single room. 


“We’re here,” he said a moment before the pod switched
tracks and moved down from the elevated lines to park in a receptacle along
with numerous other empty pods. He opened the door and stepped out, waiting for
her to do so as well.


Naisha walked out cautiously, hearing so many sounds
that it seemed to overwhelm her for a moment. Gharris
closed the door and took her by the arm. 


“Walk with me. It’ll take some time to get your
bearings and I know a good place to start.”


She let him guide her, clinging to his arm as a safety
line as they passed several other people walking through the mostly empty paths
until they came to a set of wide stairs. They climbed up them, too numerous for
her to try and count, and arrived at a wide promenade with clumps of people
here and there at tables or kiosks. Almost all of them were not Protovic, and
those that were didn’t have any red patches on their faces.


“Over here,” he said, walking her to a railing that
let them look down over the top of the park and see far more people below doing
all manner of things. 


Naisha grabbed the railing and held on tight, for fear
of falling even though there was no way she was going to unless she climbed
over, for it came all the way up to her chest. The vertigo aside the sight of
so many people had her shivering with nerves for a reason she couldn’t peg, but
her whole body was shaking uncontrollably.


“You’ve been by yourself for a long time. It’s
understandable that there will be some shakes while you adjust.”


“Thank you, but I do not like this. I should have more
control over myself.”


“You’re not the first to go through this,” he
reassured her, “and won’t be the last.”


“I suppose not,” she said, still clinging to the rail
and trying to steady her shaking arms. 


“Just let it pass, don’t force it,” Gharris suggested. “We can wait here till it does. I don’t
have anywhere else to be today. You’re my only assignment.”


“What do you normally do?”


“I work as a comm tech,
servicing and building communications gear. Everything from personal equipment
up to the planetary transmitters. I volunteered to be a transitional attendant,
mostly because I wanted to see if you guys were really our peers.”


She looked over at him. “Are we?”


Gharris nodded. “Very much
so. You’re home now, sister,” he said, putting his arm across her shoulders and
giving her a soft hug on her exoskeletal plates. “And
we’re very glad to have you here.”


“I really don’t feel like I deserve this.”


“Nonsense. Everyone deserves this. Anyone who says
otherwise is lying.”


“What about all those in the prison?”


Gharris sighed. “We’d bring
them here if we could, but we can’t bring the Veliquesh with them. It has to
die there, so the only way you were able to get here was to separate yourself
from it. If we don’t kill it that poison could spread and linger on. You’re
free to do what you want here, and if you wanted to live the Veliquesh way you
could, up to a point. That sickness could continue in you and others, but we
know it won’t. Not after everything you’ve learned. If you bought into that
nonsense you never would have been able to pass the requirements to get here.”


“I know.”


“So us keeping the others in isolation until or unless
they earn their way out isn’t us punishing them, it’s one last act of
corruption by the Veliquesh culture. It’s making them prisoners, and unless
they can break themselves free of it…and we’re offering them all the help we
can…then they’ll still be victims of it. But it will end with them. We’ll still
offer them a way out, we’ll never give up on them until they day they die, but
if they can’t bring themselves to think rather than believe, there’s nothing
more we can do for them. Bringing them here and letting them see each other
would only destroy what little chance they have of freeing their minds.
Isolation is their best hope of that.”


“It works,” Naisha said. 


“And hopefully in time the others there now will find
their way through it. If not, there will be many more coming in fresh to the
system. And with 3 trillion of you to process, I expect there will be many more
red faces showing up in this city over the coming years, even if that number is
only a fraction of the total rescued.”


“I’m not ungrateful, at all, but something about that
still makes me sad…and excited, because I made it through. Is that wrong?”


“No. No it’s not. What’s happened to your people is
sad, but you survived it and have a bright future ahead of you. Don’t waste it.
Embrace it. Let the others make their way here on their own terms, or not at
all. They aren’t your concern now. What you do going forward is.”


“Ok. Other than standing here with the shakes, what am
I supposed to do today?”


Ghariss laughed. “Whatever
we want. We’re exploring, remember? I’ll get you to your quarters eventually,
but for now let’s be brave and head out, shakes or not. Pick a direction and
we’ll start walking.”


“What?”


“Just point in some direction and I’ll take it from
there.”


“Um…alright,” she said pointing to her left for no
reason.


He offered her his arm again. “You can let go when the
shakes leave you.”


“Do I have to?” she asked, looping both of hers around
his and holding on tightly.


“You won’t get lost. I promise. But you can hold on to
me if you wish until you feel comfortable. I don’t mind the close proximity to
such a pretty face,” he said with a wink, which she didn’t interpret, for that
was one Star Force facial expression that she’d have to learn along with a lot
of others in the days to come.


“Come on,” he said, nudging her to start moving. “One
foot in front of the other and let’s start walking you into your future.”
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