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April 17, 3437


Weeo System (The
Line)


Stellar Orbit



 

“Lizard contacts, Archon,” a Kvash bridge officer
announced less than four minutes after arrival in the star system.


Ellie-517 raised a sweaty eyebrow. “How many?”


“A small fleet in planetary orbit. Two jumpships and 184
cruisers.”


“That’s too many cruisers,” she said, standing up from
her command chair in the back half of the rectangular bridge and walking
forward towards the gigantic hologram at the center of the room that contained
over 200 personnel. “There may be more jumpships in play. Dispatch two scouts
and get me passes of the other planets, all the way around this time please.
Have one finish up on the backside of the primary target. We’ll hold here until
the scan is complete. Get us down into the stellar haze. If they haven’t
spotted us yet I’d prefer that they didn’t know we were here.”


“It’ll interfere with our sensors as well,” the Kvash
Captain warned.


“We’ll have the scouts to feed us information,” the
titan said confidently. “Take us down enough to give us good cover and
reconfigure shields for concealment. Don’t take us too far down…” she added as
a caveat. The Kvash were proving to be very skilled in the ways of the Star
Force naval division, but they were all young and relatively inexperienced,
hence she’d gotten used to giving additional orders that a veteran crew
wouldn’t have needed, for they’d understand the circumstances and know what to
do and how to carry it out without her babysitting them.


On top of the triangular wedge that was the Kvash
battleship, two small pieces of it detached and accelerated away as the ship
headed in closer to the star, eventually sinking in so close that external
visuals were pointless. The glowing white mass eclipsed the view with the
stellar winds impacting the shields and causing disruptions that interfered
with normal sight through them, as well as other forms of sensors, but the data
link from the two drone scouts was holding steady. That wouldn’t last as they
got farther away, meaning they’d need a relay.


“Comm buoy,” she ordered.
“Set it before we’re in too far.”


The Kvash crew didn’t bother acknowledging her orders,
choosing simply to carry them out with as much speed and efficiency as they
could manage and the bridge was full of the stubby little guys. She was the
only Human on the entire ship, but Ellie wasn’t it’s
captain. She was acting commander of the Kvash navy when Paul was away and was
personally doing the handholding necessary for the most advanced naval crew the
little subfaction had to offer. A lot of them had
already seen action in the lizard war prior to this assignment, others had come
straight from intense training exercises, but all of them were well below par
compared to other factions within the empire…though they were learning fast.


Ellie watched the hologram as it stayed up to date as
much as the laggy signals from the scouts could
manage. As they traveled out and through the star system they turned up empty
worlds while the Star Destroyer-class
battleship just sat and cooked in near the star. No signs from the lizards
indicated that they’d detected their arrival, for they’d had no assets in
stellar orbit, and their fleet was still sitting in the same place. Right over
top of what updated sensor analysis showed was an already well established
colony on the surface…or rather two, the Archon saw, as more data came in from
afar. It was skimpy, but Star Force had long ago learned to make a lot off a
little spec of light or radiation.


The lizards were here, building in a system that existed
on the border line between the coreward lizard empire
and Star Force territory, though there were no assets anywhere close.
Technically this region was unclaimed, but ‘The Line’ ran through it heading up
to the edge of the galactic plane, and Star Force had self-assigned patrol duty
long ago which now the Kvash were helping out with rather than sending the little
rocks out to the Rim Region. The lizards were a known threat, and not that much
of one now, so it made sense to free up more experienced troops to head out
while giving these guys some badly needed experience patrolling The Line.


Though it seemed they were going to get more than that
this time. The lizards knew where the border was, for Star Force had made that
knowledge public, and they’d learned long ago that the lizards had ears inside
the ADZ. That meant they knew and they were poking in experimentally to see
what would happen…with the outcome being a well scripted one by this point.
Ellie’s mission was clear, and the Executor
had more than enough firepower to deal with this small invasion all by herself.


But the Archon wanted to know the full amount of enemies insystem before she engaged, for there was no backup
here, not even a relay to call for help with. The larger ship class in
development would contain a mobile one, shorter than the sedas’ but capable of
reaching specific relays spaced along the line. The battleship she commanded
wasn’t big enough to carry it and everything else, even though it was some 3
miles long. That was far smaller than most sedas were nowadays, and in truth
the Executor was a medium sized ship at best. 


It was the largest the Kvash had at the moment, as far
as warships went, and this was the flagship of their patrol fleet with some 13
other identical vessels out patrolling assigned routes. She’d picked up a tip
about lizard ship movements and come here directly, which was becoming their
normal routine. Whenever there was a call they’d go in, leaving the other ships
to continue standard patrols, and while the lizards weren’t making any grand
pushes into The Line they certainly weren’t respecting it, giving her Kvash a
decent amount of combat missions to learn from as they detected and pushed back
the encroachments in their designated piece of the giant wall puzzle.


When the scouts reached the backside of the main
planet they didn’t get close enough to engage the lizards, but they did get
close enough that they were detected and the beehive of ships began to move. There
was nothing on the backside save for a single shipyard with a pair of cruisers
docked to it with Ellie immediately recognizing it as a waystation…meaning
there were probably other lizards past The Line that were branching off of
here. This particular shipyard wasn’t large enough to produce cruisers on its
own, but could handle repair work on them. 


She wondered exactly what they were playing at, but
when she got back within comm range of the network
grid she was going to report in and request a heightened scrutiny of this
region. If the lizards were putting down some bases nearby they needed to find
them before they could get a good underground foothold and disappear. But for
right now they had an immediate job to do, and it was time to get moving.


“Captain, bring us out and to the jumpline for the
planet. Get the drone pilots to their stations, but don’t release the ships
unless I give the order. We should be able to take these guys without risking
them, though we may need to chase down stragglers if they run.”


The Kvash rattled off orders to his crew as the
external view began to change. The static on the shields protecting the Star
Destroyer diminished and the black sky returned along with their own sensors. 


“Mark retrieval of the comm
buoy as a priority prior to leaving the system,” she added as the ship
accelerated hard to the jumppoint. The lizard ships were chasing after the
scouts and not even getting close to catching them, but it was typical
aggressive lizard philosophy and a good way to discourage people from snooping
around, but it was altogether stupid to do against Star Force. 


When the star destroyer accelerated into its jump the
sensors went wonky but the view straight ahead was still decipherable. The
compressed signals could still be made out with some computer rework and as
such Ellie could still see some of the lizard ship positions, with the lag
diminishing quickly into what became realtime sensors when they braked against
the planetary gravity well and the peripheral scans came back.


“Begin transmitting surrender offers and repeat
automatically in 3-5 minute randomized intervals,” she said as she stood again
and walked up next to the hologram of the planet with tiny little glowing
lights of ship locations within arm’s reach in front of her. They looked like
Christmas lights to some people, but to her it was just an easy challenge to
overcome. For the Kvash, though, it was a hard mission and they were glad she
was here despite all the advanced tech they were carrying.


Most notable was the Nash’ti reactor that ate up some
18% of the inner hull space, which was insane, but it also provided insane
power. The weapons on this single ship were the equivalent of an entire fleet
of drones back in the day, and that wasn’t even counting the ones they carried,
which was good because Ellie didn’t have squat with her. Between the scouts and
the two troop transports, all she had was 3 cutters and a corvette as far as
warships went, and they were all the hexagonal tube shapes that the Kvash
sported, currently racked into external docks on top of the ship along with the
rest of the extra naval craft.


The star destroyer was designed as a do-it-all vessel
and wasn’t a true carrier jumpship, though it did serve that function and could
hold a lot more drones if it was to extend its shielding and IDF and turn into
a big fat tick of a ship, which Ellie knew was important in some situations,
but the Executor had to remain mobile
in others and the current design fit that description well, for it didn’t even
seem to notice the extra weight it was carrying around on the back half of the
top of the wedge, covering the wide part like a bunch of packages on top of a
horse.


All other external surfaces were still exposed,
armored, and bristling with weapons to soak up the massive amount of power
provided by the reactor, so there was no reason to hesitate once they hit
orbit.


“Pursuit course,” she ordered, touching one of the
dots representing a lizard jumpship to highlight it, then left the specifics to
the helmsman. “Best speed.”


With a thought she interfaced with the telepathic
Archon controls, something the rest of the crew were oblivious to, and brought
up a diagram of the Executor to her
left that marked every drone it carried and every weapons battery. If any of
them took damage she could see it here instantly, but with the power of the
Nash’ti and the strength of their shield generators they shouldn’t even see a
scratch on the hull unless something went horribly wrong.


All around her on the bridge the Kvash worked their
consoles and she could feel their anxiety, but Ellie felt none. This was a tiny
engagement compared to what she’d been involved in in the past, but to them it
was new and dangerous and totally beyond their capability to condense down to
the simple mechanics. They were afraid, not realizing that the outcome was
basically over with before the battle engaged. That wasn’t arrogance on Ellie’s
part, just a side effect of experience. Being able to see how a battle would
play out before it happened. And it was something that none of these Kvash were
able to comprehend yet.


But as much as they were afraid, they were honed into
their tasks. Their fear made them work harder, not flail around in a panic, and
she appreciated that about their race and Paul’s choice to advance them so
rapidly. The potential he saw in them was beginning to creep out in these
patrol missions, and they were having to do it all without other Kvash to
pattern themselves after, or even veteran crews from other factions. Paul had
made a decision that it would be Clan Saber only directing the Kvash and only
Archons at that. 


What his reasons were she wasn’t totally sure, for
he’d just said to trust him on that when she’d asked. That usually meant he was
playing a hunch, and her gut told her there was some aspect of the Kvash he
wanted to develop on its own and patterning off others might suppress it. He
hadn’t confirmed that, but the way these guys went into agitated ‘hive mind’
mode was curious to say the least. They weren’t telepathic, but when pressed
into combat they seemed to be made of one will, a single cell in a body that
was this ship…and that body was just about to come under attack.


So the fear was natural, though a waste from her
perspective. At least it’d give them something else to gain experience from.


When the ship came within weapons range Ellie began
tapping on targets, mainly the cruisers escorting the jumpship, but she also
targeted several spots on the big ship for specific weapons to hit. Star Force
had so many weapons systems built at this point it got confusing for the Kvash,
so Paul had decided to refer to them in shorthand and let the details soak in
later. The star destroyer’s weapons were therefore split into beams, pulses,
anti-air, slugs, and gel despite what model or even what type of weapon they
were, and with more advanced ones coming out regularly even the tiny Kvash
fleet now had different ships with different weapons systems, so Paul had
decided to focus on their role in combat rather than their V’kit’no’sat names
and their technical variations.


Ellie tagged the top two of four big beams for the
first jumpship, with them firing off and punching right through its shields on
the first hit. Both beams converged at relatively the same point, spot
overloading the shields there and punching into and through the armor, then
killing one of the ship’s gravity drives, making it a bit slower but not
stranding it. More beams targeted specific spots on the hull, trying to knock
out as many as they could but failing to stop the ship before it jumped out on
an irregular jumpline simply to escape. 


The cruisers didn’t go with it, nor did the other
jumpship. It was a combat carrier, not the cargo version she’d just tried to
snipe down, and it had about as much weaponry on it as 20 of the cruisers and a
lot more mass to soak up hits with. The cruisers formed around it to make their
stand, ignoring the offers for surrender as typical, so Ellie didn’t hold back
save for the slugs. Those were railguns and missiles with physical ammo, and there
was no point in wasting them here.


When the star destroyer came within medium range the
pulses began to fire out spurts of energy along with the big beams, tearing
through cruiser shields with two or three hits each. The lizards didn’t stand a
chance, but they ran right into the Star Force buzz saw with two of them making
last second microjumps into the Kvash ship…but they were stopped cold by
dampener shields, then the close range weaponry turned them into expanding
balls of confetti.


The battle didn’t last long, but it did take a while
to tear apart the jumpship. It wasn’t totally destroyed, but Ellie tried to
kill as much of the crew as she could so they didn’t linger and die much more
distressful deaths, but eventually she’d need to send over a safing crew before they towed and dumped the ship into the
star…and they weren’t going to do that with a chance of even a mouse being
still alive onboard.


When the carnage was over she ordered the ship clear
of the debris, then knew it was time to go hunting for the other jumpship
before it could leave the system.


“Release all drones save for the transports. Intercept
protocols. Get that jumpship pinned and pound it to death, using lag
protocols,” she added, making it a bit harder by keeping the Executor in planetary orbit, but not
expecting the lizard ship to be able to get underway regardless. This was
battle, but if she could tweak the way they went about it, it could double as
additional battlefield training as well.


The hologram of the star destroyer shot off little
pieces from the top-mounted racks until most of the upper hull was exposed. The
racks themselves then began to retract all the way up to where the two
transports were docked, though not for long.


“Ready for ground assault,” she ordered. “How’s the
surface looking?”


“No signs of anti-orbital guns, Archon.”


“Good. We caught them early then…or they’re just not
wasting resources on defenses that won’t stop us. Any response to surrender?”


“Negative.”


“Keep transmitting. We’re going to bombard the cities
one at a time, and if they still don’t surrender we’re going to wreck
everything then send in Axius to mop up. If they do so much as respond to a
transmission just to cuss us out I want to know immediately,” she said,
starting to tag targets on the surface while simultaneously selecting an
orbital position from which to begin the bombardment from. 


“Helm, new coordinates. Take us there after we drop a
probe in the debris. Program to search for survivors and keep a feed on it. If
it goes dark I want to know this time,” she said, referencing a prior mission
when one was caught by an exploding chunk of ship. It had been accidental and
not an enemy attack, but no one had noted it until some 12 minutes later. If
something like that happened in another faction’s navy it would raise a red
flag immediately, and that was something these guys had to get into a habit of
doing on reflex rather than thinking through task lists.


She watched as the drones jumped off on their own
pursuit courses, knowing that they’d be operating on built-in protocols as well
as engagement orders given to them from the pilots, for with the lag they
couldn’t fly them directly. It was going to be another real life test of their
skills, though with the wounded jumpship’s speed being reduced so much it
should still be an easy kill.


With her monitoring that soon to be engagement
peripherally, Ellie turned her attention to the shipyard and all the intel the two scouts were giving her on it. Was it a repair
station? And what exactly was it expecting to repair? Star Force didn’t leave
them in big enough pieces to put back together, so were they fighting someone
else out here?


Relevant questions that someone else was probably
going to have to investigate and answer, but if she could get anything out of
their apparatus here she would before moving on to the next hot spot. This was
a combat mission after all, not a babysitting expedition. The Kvash needed
experience, and there were plenty of others that preferred the more quiet work
of running an empire that could handle investigation and low key patrols. The Kvash
were built for naval war…that she now agreed with Paul…and Clan Saber wasn’t
going to waste them on mundane duties, no matter how green they were.
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“Lizards are across The Line. We’re going down,” Ritti
said, poking into Scri’s quarters.


The Irondel nodded his thick head and put aside the
tiny datapad he’d been reading on as he ran out the open door on all fours as
he and the other infantry pilots headed for the minimech
bay within the modular troop compartments onboard the star destroyer. It was an
Axius-designed module and all of the troops were Irondel by choice so they
could fit far more of them on the ship than they could other races. 


Scri stood all of 7 inches tall when he stretched to
his max, but he ran down corridors that were only 5 inches tall as he and the
other Irondel infantry moved from their tiny living quarters through the
crate-like module on the orders of the Archon. This wasn’t their first surface
drop, but to the Irondel it never got old. The smallest ground walking race
within Star Force, the Irondel in Axius were often dismissed as inconsequential
by the public but trailblazer Paul himself had requested their assignment to
the Kvash’s new Star
Destroyer-class ships. That gave them all a swelling of pride and a sense
of responsibility with every mission placed before them.


They didn’t want to let any Archon down, let alone that one.


When Scri, Ritti, and the others got to the bay they
passed by a few Irondel techs that maintained their battle machines and went
straight to the boarding ladders, climbing up them and onto the catwalks that
gave easy access to the open panels on the machines. Scri ran inside a neite,
traveling down a short tunnel that would seal behind him upon activation, and
into the only room inside the sweet, sweet ride that he was happy to call his
own.


The Irondel walked across a flat ring that surrounded
a smooth crater in the bottom of the pod, flicking a few wall switches and
bringing life to the machine as he found the crown-like control ring and slipped
it onto his head before he stepped into the soft curved depression. Utilizing
the mental interface he activated the energy fields that lifted him off his
feet and held him suspended in midair inside an IDF field to nullify the
gravity and all external impacts while his senses of his surroundings grew
hazy, almost like an afterimage in a corner of his mind.


Suddenly his senses became that of the machine and he
was looking through its ‘eyes’ and hearing through its ‘ears’ as the mental
interface fully kicked in. The machine was quadruped and built to mimic the
Irondel’s natural body, so as he moved his own legs the neite responded in
kind. Pressures felt by the machine were translated to his mind only, leaving
Scri swimming and kicking like an idiot in midair during a fight, but no one
else was inside the cockpit to see him so it didn’t matter. His body would be
protected even if the neite got tossed head over heels…which had happened
before…and whatever damage occurred to it he’d feel in his mind and not his own
body.


It was a very smooth, complicated system that took
years to learn, but all the Irondel in this unit were veterans and loaded up into
their neites quickly, with a stream of the meter-tall metallic chipmunks
strolling out of the modular bay and into the ship’s ‘normal-sized’ interior.
To Scri it was the land of the giants, but when he was in his machine he felt
their size and interacted with them as such. It was a not so small transition
that many Irondel had trouble making, often getting too cocky with their
gigantic forms and peerdom with the Archons and others, but those Irondel that
didn’t adapt and realize just how vulnerable they still were didn’t make it
through training. 


Reckless Irondel were dead Irondel, whether it was
from getting stepped on or blown up didn’t matter. You had to use your head and
think…and thinking in combat was one thing the Archons had always emphasized.


The neites headed through the utility corridors that
led to the stairwells rather than the lifts, with the nimble machines climbing
them easily as they ascended out of the wedge-shaped hull and into the boxy
upper pylon on top of the battleship that the troop ships were docked with.
When they entered their assigned one most of them moved into drop position,
which were little cubicles in a bay where each of them parked, almost shoulder
to shoulder, and waited. A few of the neites went to another chamber where the
Irondel got out of them and skittered along walkways into the tiny bridge on the
ship that they would pilot or into the true mech bay.


Scri wasn’t one of them, but he was glad that they’d
have mech support. His neite was a
machine, but it was designed to move and fight like infantry, which he was
classified as. Piloting a mech was another skillset entirely, and the few huge
machines that they had were permanently parked on the troop ships so they
didn’t take up unnecessary space inside the star destroyer. But as per
protocol, the Irondel didn’t leave their specially designed modules without
being inside a neite no matter what their duties were. Their bodies were so
small and fragile that a Human tripping and falling on
top of them could kill them, and that was a risk the Archons didn’t want them
taking. 


All Irondel knew they could handle themselves in the
field without machines if necessary, relying on their speed and agility to keep
them alive, but it was always best to take a neite wherever you went just in
case, and you could abandon it if you had to…not to mention it could survive
vacuum, extreme heat or cold, and a number of other conditions that normal crew
could not. And while the Kvash were about as hardy as they came, a neite would
still survive in a range of conditions they could not.


That, and the ship always ran hot. When the Archon or
others were onboard the Kvash kept it as cool as they could stand, but to Scri
and the others it was dreadfully oppressive heat. Their quarters were not,
thankfully, and while he could stand the Kvash ‘coolness’ for a while it was
best not to even mess with it, making having a neite to run around in essential
on an assignment like this.


Once parked in position there was a long wait as the
transport eventually undocked from the ship, and he watched on his display as
the star destroyer fully pulled in its docking racks now that all the ships had
departed. Those sealed up inside the boxy top behind armor plating, which was
how the Kvash preferred to fight. The shields on the star destroyer were
beastly, but they were all that protected the racks when exposed. Tucked up
like they were now, with the shields reset to cover a smaller silhouette, Scri
knew was the most dangerous configuration the ship could get in naval combat,
though it seemed right now it was content to just continue firing down at the
surface in preparation for their landing with no opposition in orbit to shoot
back at it.


That meant the lizards hadn’t surrendered, as per frickin usual. The buggers never surrendered whenever Scri
was on a mission, nor anyone else he’d talked to, but apparently some had and
were even now working for Star Force. They were the smart ones. These must have
just been dumb lizards, for there was no way they were going to survive this
and unless they got lucky or the Irondel screwed up, they weren’t even going to
be able to kill one of them, making their deaths pointless.


But he knew the lizards would try anyway and he’d have
to fight well to make sure they didn’t score a victory against them. When the
transport finally landed his orders hadn’t changed. They were to hunt down and
destroy all remaining lizards.


The ranks of neites before him began to file out with
Scri’s taking his place in the double line as the machines ran with excessive
nimbleness through the corridors and out the boarding ramp that deposited them
into the rubble of what had just been a lizard colony an hour before. The star
destroyer had done a nasty piece of work to it, but the lizards were hard to
kill and always found somewhere to hide out and ambush from. If they didn’t
kill all of them they might be able to hide here and rebuild after the Executor moved on to the next system…and
that was something they couldn’t let happen.


The neites circled around and secured the perimeter of
the transport with some of them hopping up on top of chunks of debris to get
better vantage points. Everything was a mess, but the transport had come down
inside a blast crater that was more or less flat, though it was still smoking
in several places and Scri was glad he wasn’t out there on his bare feet.


He felt the heat in his mind as the neite’s sensors translated it to him, but it wasn’t going
to damage the machine at these levels and it was dropping fast as it bled off
into the frosty air that was a few degrees below freezing. In fact there were
even some snowflakes coming down and melting instantly into little puffs of
steam as they hit the hotspots in the rubble.


As the neites gradually expanded their perimeter a
pair of mechs came out of the transport’s main bay. Both were bipeds, being
driven by different mental commands but using the same ring control system.
They walked slow with huge steps and were pound for pound more heavily armed
and armored than Human mechs…for the simple reason that their pilots didn’t
take up as much internal space, with it being devoted to more machinery and
less life support.


Yet another reason why the Irondel were perfect for
this kind of low numbered ground troop assignment…they had to make every mech
and minimech count, for there were no available reinforcements
to come and bail them out, aside from the Archon, and if that was necessary
they’d have failed in their mission.


When the call finally came Scri joined up with four
others and headed northwest in a patrol looking for and coordinating with the
sensors on the other minimechs and the battleship in
orbit while the two Vulture-class
mechs blasted their way into rubble to expose certain areas or break through to
subsurface structures that were still intact. One of them opened up a shaft
that led straight down 30 meters and into which Scri and his squad dived in
head first a few hours later.


The anti-grav within their
machines cushioned their fall, but as soon as they touched down there was a
hail of phaser fire from dozens of lizards coming in from multiple directions.
The shields on the minimechs held up to the initial
barrage, but Scri and the others knew better than to just stand still and take
it. He immediately launched out at a frighteningly fast run, skittering across
the stone-like ground with blurry strides and up to the nearest lizard he could
find, then shot it with a lachar blast from the head of the neite.


He followed it up with a rapid-fire assault, chewing
into the lizards like a buzz saw as their return fire dropped his shields lower
and lower. Before they could get through to his armor he pushed all the way
into their bodies, using the lizards as shields against most of their own guns
as he landed on top of one standard variant and knocked it to the ground,
punching it in the head with his forward right metallic paw three times in
quick succession before leaping ahead and headbutting
another…followed by a lachar blast only inches away that blew out the lizard’s
skull like a dull grenade popping.


Soon another neite jumped past him, tearing into
another three lizards with a sway of its head and a flurry of shots. Scri
didn’t know how many lizards there were around him, he just fought those
closest and worked the problem…though it was short lived. Barely 2 minutes
later and they were all dead, leaving nothing but an empty chamber that looked
like it had been a warehouse with very little stored in it. 


With orders coming in over the battlemap, Scri and Tikro ran off to one exit and began exploring the lizard
infrastructure searching for signs of more survivors in what by now was a very practiced procedure. Room by room, city by city, they’d
search and destroy until this planet was confirmed cleansed of lizards, then
they’d move on to the next mission and repeat as many times as was necessary.



 

“Jumpship neutralized,” the Kvash reported.


“Good,” Ellie said, now sitting down in her command
chair as she observed the continuing efforts of her crew. The ground troops
were already deployed and making kills, with her following a bit of their
viewpoint on a side screen as she also monitored the naval front. The shipyard
hadn’t surrendered and she’d sent drones on around to deal with it while the Executor lived up to its name, pummeling
more surface targets and killing as many lizards as they could that were out in
the open or in the uppermost buildings.


“Shall I organize boarding parties?”


“You think they’re beat up enough to handle without
Axius?”


“I believe so.”


“Prep two squads of commandos and one of techs. I’ll
personally take them over and begin securing the first target after all
hostiles are eliminated in orbit.”


“The two docked cruisers?”


Ellie nodded as she saw the drones on approach, though
there was still no movement from the ships. She didn’t know if they were
damaged or fully operational and just sitting, but she wasn’t going to leave
the Executor until they were taken
out. The Kvash could handle them, or she could even give orders via comm from her armor, but it was better to just wait a bit
and play it safe with a mostly green crew, as far as Star Force standards went.
In other civilizations these guys would count as veterans, unfortunately.


When the drones eventually got to the shipyard both
cruisers didn’t respond with more than a few weapons batteries, and the close
in scans revealed heavy damage to both of them. They’d been fighting someone
other than Star Force and had come here for repairs. Who that was she couldn’t
guess, but there was definitely going to be an investigation started. Star
Force didn’t own all the territory this side of The Line, but anyone that could
do damage to the lizards was worth noting.


To that end she altered the orders to the drone
pilots, having them pluck the weapons batteries off the cruisers and hit a few
key places on the shipyard as she had the weapons batteries on the star
destroyer cease fire.


“Detour,” she announced. “Get us to that shipyard.
We’re going to secure and clean it out first, then I want a tech team to
salvage as much of the computer systems onboard those cruisers as possible.”


The captain and the crew carried out her orders,
getting the Executor underway in a
massive arc around the curve of the planet, but she could feel they were
confused so she took a moment to explain for their benefit. Normally she didn’t
have to, but part of this mission was learning and they needed to know more of
her thinking than a standard crew would.


“The cruisers,” she said loud enough that all the
bridge crew could easily hear, “have been damaged in battle. They didn’t get
here on their own power, so they had to dock with a jumpship that transported
them here. If they engaged us they wouldn’t have time to dock, let alone get
away. I do not think they were engaged in combat with Star Force, and I want to
know who they are fighting in this region. If we can pull data from those
ships, I want it.”
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November 19, 3446


Grid Point Mankla



 

Riona’s Warship-class jumpship pulled away from the massive chasm that was
the interior of the Nexus mag jump carrier that had brought it and four other
Star Force jumpships across the gap from H’kar territory to the tiny island of
Gfatt territory in the Rim Region. The massive construct that they’d braked
against was the size of a planet, just like its twin back in H’kar territory,
but here there were four of them, spaced within 2 million kilometers of one
another and well away from the nearest star system.


One of those links led across a much larger gap and
into what was still Nexus territory, while the other two were connected to the
Tolsoi and Vedran. This connecting hub had been expanded to include the H’kar
when they joined and was the single largest and most important grid point
within the Rim Region. Most members only had a single link that led to Grid
Point Dagran or Grid Point Ullpor,
each of which was a large spur within territory that still belonged to The
Nexus, so travel from one point in the Rim Region to another required leaving
it via the grid point system and coming back in again on a different spur. As
far as distance traveled was concerned that was a huge detour, but speed wise
it was vastly superior to using gravity drives.


Grid Point Mankla was the only one now under Star
Force control with multiple constructs in it, though the H’kar’s
Grid Point Annsa was going to be upgraded to include
a second construct when it eventually arrived from Nexus territory. Nearby to
Mankla was the transit star system for local traffic, and only a single jump
from it was the world the Gfatt had colonized. They continued to provide
security for this grid point in order to hold the link between The Nexus and
Star Force territory, and as Riona looked at the updating battlemap from the
command nexus onboard her ship she saw an enormous defense fleet comprised of
Gfatt ships mixed in with those from the local member races, most of whom were
from the Tolsoi. 


No Star Force warships were here, but there were over
a hundred cargo/civilian ships present for the same reason as the Archon had
come to the bridge rather than sleeping or working out in the sanctum while
they transitioned this point on their way to Vedran territory where Clan Saber
was setting up shop. 


There were so many ships present in the space between
the four grid point constructs that she wouldn’t have argued with the ship’s
computer if it gave an error message when asked to catalog them all. Though
there were no planets here there were stations…huge stations with commerce
traffic equal to what you might find in Epsilon Eridani. This hub of the grid
point system was a star system in and of itself and completely fabricated in
deep space so that there would be no orbital wobble throwing off the long shot
trajectories that were required to hit the ‘small’ dish-shaped targets on the
constructs.


And Star Force now owned all of this, despite the Gfatt’s presence to help defend it. Their single world was
still classified as belonging to The Nexus and would be used as a much more
vital waypoint for traffic coming through the system, which the Gfatt had told
Star Force they were very grateful for, but Grid Point Mankla was now Star
Force’s property and their responsibility to maintain. Seeing how many ships
and stations there were here, Riona realized just how much trust The Nexus was
being forced to place in their hands, for the trillions of people living here
relied on commerce to fuel their economy and the four regions linked together
by this hub did likewise.


The Gfatt would help defend it, but they would not be
running it anymore. They and the other exterior Nexus races had been slowly
withdrawing their personnel as locals were upping their numbers and Star Force
was sprinkling a few of their own in as well to replace the losses. A Duke now
ran this grid point and the people controlling the constructs now took orders
from Star Force personnel, but the bulk of the crews here and the denizens were
made up of the local races that were sort of now Star Force, but until they
went through indoctrination Riona truly didn’t count them as such. They were
Star Force’s responsibility, but other than dots on a map there was no true
connection yet between them.


As for the carrier ships, Star Force didn’t own any of
them. They were a mix of Nexus contracts and privately owned vessels that
business arrangements had been made with, though producing their own ships was
on Star Force’s to-do list. Right now though everything was operating smoothly,
for while The Nexus was falling apart its people were very good at their jobs.
They couldn’t have held together a mechanical wonder such as this if they
weren’t, and the professionalism on both sides was allowing an adequate
transfer of command and ownership…though Star Force was going to go through
every nut and bolt here to both catalog it and find ways to make improvements.


For what no one had said out loud regarding this
handover was the transfer of technology. Star Force was getting access to even
more high level Nexus tech than they’d gotten from the H’kar, thanks to the
Tolsoi, who had rated a higher trust and therefore more secrets granted to
them, but the grid point constructs themselves were as advanced as Nexus tech
went and now Star Force had their own people inside learning to maintain them
and in position to reverse engineer whatever they came across that was new
and/or useful.


Add that to what they’d already recovered from the
Trinx and Star Force had a lot more tech to work with. Granted, most of it was
duplicates of what was cataloged by the V’kit’no’sat from other races across
the galaxy, but there were enough new deviations or even outright new
technologies that Star Force was gaining that would give them a small advantage
over the V’kit’no’sat. Not so much in firepower or performance, but in being
able to have a slightly different playbook to work out of instead of just
copying everything that their nemesis had.


And one very big upside to this crazy deal to annex
all of this new territory was that the member races changing sides from The
Nexus to Star Force were huge.  Geographically speaking the amount of
territory was about double what Star Force currently had, but this expansion
was far more populated and the tech level of those populations was
considerable. The trailblazers and Davis had a lot to work with out here, and
even if it wasn’t up to Star Force standards it was impressive in its own
right, especially this grid point.


Riona watched for a long time as the small convoy of
ships crossed from one construct to another, passing by and through enormous
stations that housed all types of industries befitting an interstellar
crossroads. She could get lost here if she wanted and be able to hide out for
the rest of her life. It was just that damn complex and crowded, and bringing
proper order to it all was going to be an ongoing headache for Duke Herrington,
especially since he had to keep everything functioning while he started to make
changes.


Fortunately Riona wasn’t here to help with that, and
after she retreated from spectating to get back into her normal training
schedule the ships waited out the arrival of their next carrier. Given that
they now owned the place they got priority slots and didn’t have to wait more
than 3 days, after which they were carried across to Grid Point Irren where there was only one construct, similar to what
H’kar territory was…the end of the line, or web, in this case.


That said, there was still a large amount of buildup
around it. The grid points were in and of themselves a separate civilization
from the rest of The Nexus and people lived and worked here simply because it
was on the grid rather than due to any connection with the local region. Here
there were shipyards that built the massive carrier ships, along with every
other piece of industry needed to support and grow the interstellar commerce,
for it was common knowledge that the safest place to build infrastructure
within The Nexus was at the grid points, for they were the most well protected
of any locations save for perhaps the capitols of the major members. 


There were no Nexus guardian fleets here, though. Only
ships from the local races along with a scattering of Star Force warships and
one command ship. The strength level was impressive, but far less than Mankla.
She didn’t think this site was going to come under attack though, especially
because it wasn’t in a star system. There was one way in and one way out, that
being a direct line from the nearest star system to the light gravity well of
the construct itself, and there was an impressive amount of weaponry attached
to that side of the construct, meaning that anyone coming in that wasn’t
supposed to be here would be running into a buzz saw, not to mention the
waiting guardian fleets around the flanks of that jumpline. 


A star offered almost unlimited access, for one could
come in from any angle and it was guesswork as to where to lay in wait. Also,
with the greater mass you could come out shallow and avoid traps in low stellar
orbit. Here the mass was so low you had to creep over from the nearest star,
and with the watch station that Star Force had implemented, which now only
consisted of a group of ships and a touch of a space station under
construction, the grid point would be alerted to any incoming hostiles with
enough of a head start to prepare a very nasty welcome.


All together that meant the grid points were the
fortresses of The Nexus and of the Rim Region, speaking from a naval
perspective.


Riona’s group of ships made
the much faster jump from construct to nearby star, then began bouncing through
the nearby star systems until they came to the Vedran capitol. It was located
in a binary system in very high imbalance, with a massive central star and a
much smaller one that orbited it in a wobbly tango that caused the big one to
swivel around rather than holding center position. Fortunately Star Force
navigational systems had no problem targeting either star or even the center of
mass between the two to decelerate on, with Riona’s
ship coming out into the orange glow of the smaller of
the pair.


From there they made a microjump further out into the
system that contained over 200 planets with 6 of them being heavily populated.
She didn’t travel to any of those, though, for Clan Saber had set up shop on
one of the tiny lumps of rock in the inner zone that had been mined out long
ago. Now those hollowed out chambers were being expanded upon and repurposed as
Paul had his Clan building a proper colony of their own in the Vedran capitol
system from which to direct them and the surrounding region. 


The Vedran were the second largest former Nexus member
after the Tolsoi, with Paul and Hightower taking up residence here while
trailblazers and lesser monarchs were being dispatched to the others and even
to some of the other supportive races that had not been part of The Nexus but
had lived under their protective shadow. All together there were 38
trailblazers here, along with Director Davis and Arch Duke Hightower. After
that there was a long string of monarchs and Archons heavily involved in taking
command of the region, and that now included her as well.


She took a dropship over to the small planet that had
been renamed ‘Pocket’ and flew past the parked Excalibur along with several hundred other Clan Saber warships out
of the thousands that she knew had been dispatched here already. With the
flagship being here she assumed Paul still was, and with a little computer
searching she narrowed down his location inside the airless planet after she
landed, then picked up his mental signature coming from a chamber very near to
the surface.


“Hey,” Riona said casually as she walked in on some
sort of meeting between him, a half dozen Humans, and three times that number
of Kiritas under an outcropping of rock that had numerous holes drilled into it
and wiring coming out of most of them.


“Hey,” he answered back as all heads turned to look at
her. 


“Busy?”


“Just sharing notes. Did you bring my new toys?”


“Fresh off the docks.”


“Excellent,” he said, drawing out the word slightly.
“We can use the extra firepower. Things out here are deteriorating rapidly,
which we were discussing.”


“Again,” one of the Kiritas added, drawing a few nods
of disgust from the others.


Riona frowned. “Bring me up to speed.”


“The Vedran are…” the Kiritas said, searching for the
right words, “…difficult to work with. They’re not being disobedient, but their
culture is not compatible with our own and we’re discussing ways to tackle that
challenge.”


“What’s your major headache?”


“Their techs follow procedure adamantly, even when
it’s the wrong thing to do. The only people who do the thinking are a central sect
and everyone else feels it’s their duty to carry out their orders and
procedures exactly as issued…which is insane when dealing with technology. They
are against improvisation entirely.”


Riona cringed. “Do their warriors fight like that
too?”


“No,” Paul answered hesitantly. “They have a thinker
assigned to each unit so they can adapt to field situations. Everyone else
follows them and standing protocol exactly, even if they make a discovery that
it is the wrong call. They will report it, then jump off the cliff with the
rest of the lemmings if protocol isn’t altered.”


“How the hell have they survived this long?”


“Their leaders are quite smart.”


“Not smart enough to implement a different system,” a
Human tech noted.


“We’re making some small changes,” Paul continued,
“but they’re being resistant. Not deliberately so, but they just don’t know how
to think for themselves. They’re the polar opposite of the lizards. Might as
well be battle droids, and we’re comparing notes trying to find some way of
getting through to them in order to increase their battle efficiency. Until then
we need as much Star Force firepower as we can get to do the heavy lifting.”


“How are we set on maturias?”


“One experimental unit, about 6,000 strong.”


“So nothing…great,” Riona said, taking a seat on a
crate next to two Kiritas. She wasn’t Clan Saber, but spent enough time with
them to have been unofficially granted member status. “But they will follow our
orders in battle?”


“To the letter.”


“Well that’s something then.”


“And we’re already putting it to use, but the scouting
reports coming back are grim. Everyone seems to be in a frenzy and making power
grabs for anything they can get their hands on. Little planets are at war all
over the place and we’re tracking down the worst offenders, but we don’t even
have a single full survey yet. There’s simply too much territory to keep track
of, let alone patrol.”


“What’s the status of the Paladin?”


“Growing and patrolling a short list of systems. Thrawn’s boys are handling most of the scouting and I’ve
got them set up as far from the grid points as you can get. They’re doing their
thing and we’re stretching out comm relays to them
now, but we’re going to be out of contact for another year and a half save for
couriers.”


“That’s all?”


“I had them build a lot of them before then came out
here.”


“So we’re dropping the relays off without protection?”


“No. There’s a small lizard presence at each system
sufficient to scare off scavengers and the curious, but not enough to defend
them if they’re seriously targeted. But we know if one goes down because they
have orders to run away and tell us if they can’t get an alert off.”


“Alright, what do you want me to do?”


“Right now just help us troubleshoot. How’s Mankla
look?”


“Big,” she said, understating heavily.


Paul smiled. “Told you so.”


“Still, I didn’t expect that much. The Nexus must be
desperate to be turning all this over to us.”


Riona saw several of the Kiritas frown, then she
picked up on a disturbing emotion running through most of them. “What?”


“It seems The Nexus isn’t very popular around here,” a
Human mining chief said. “The Vedran were about to rebel before the swap
occurred.”


“Really?”


“Rumor says they could see the writing on the wall and
knew they were going to be abandoned against all promised to the contrary. They
were going to take their fate into their own hands before that happened, and
apparently that isn’t something unique to them.”


“We’ve been getting similar stories from a lot of the
regions out here,” Paul added. “People privately confiding in us things that
were never made public, and not just coming from the leaders. The average
workers are thanking us and telling their woes now that they have someone to
vent to. The Rim Region has been a mess for a long time. The Nexus didn’t give
up much that they weren’t already going to lose.”


“They gave up the grid points.”


“Did you notice who was defending them?”


Riona raised an eyebrow. “The Vedran were going to
seize Mankla?”


“Them and the Tolsoi. We’ve heard that from both
sides, though there was never any official plan put down, even in their private
files, and we’ve had an extensive look. Davis has an army of data miners
dispatched to all the Clans so we can feed him the data once we have it…”


“…and he wants it yesterday.”


“Bingo.”


Riona sighed. “So, we’ve got a race of by the book
even if it kills you loyalists unable to adapt to save their life…literally…and
we don’t really know much about them yet, but we’re still in the position of
giving them orders and putting back together a region that was on the verge of
rebellion and threatened by how many rivals?”


“Four big ones.”


“Four. Well, then. Please tell me you’re going to
assign me to kick at least one of their asses?”


Paul shook his head. “Sorry, not just yet. Right now
we’re in training mode. We’ve gotta get these guys
headed in the right direction before we start looking outward too much, and the
big question is how to teach these guys to think without putting them all into
full scale indoctrination programs that we don’t have the infrastructure to
field. We have to make use of these guys in the here and now, so if you have
any ideas speak up.”


“Tell me what you know about them…all of you,” she
added, “and maybe I can shove this conversation in a different direction given
the fact that I’m just arriving and taking this in fresh.”


Paul gestured to a Kiritas on his left and the
commando began speaking, reiterating all the stories he’d heard from the Vedran
troops he’d been working with, and the rest of those in the group did the same,
giving Riona a quick rundown that left her with one unavoidable conclusion.


“We give them the option of thinking for themselves,
without penalty, but don’t expect them to. We just make sure they have
leadership onsite that can do the thinking for them and rebuild this
civilization through the maturias. I don’t see how we have the resources or
time to do otherwise.”


“That’s been our continuing analysis,” Paul confirmed
regretfully, “but we keep swapping stories and trying to think of something
else.”
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February 11, 3459


Megatron 18 System


Middle Zone



 

The Sanguine
Blade came out of its jump well shy of the black hole, easily braking
against its higher mass from the star they’d jumped off of. They’d been able to
travel the last 22 lightyears at a very fast speed thanks to the size of that
star and the fact they didn’t have to worry about stopping power here, nor did
the other ships that Jason was observing all across the system’s inner zone.
The Megatron 18 System was no different than any
other, save for where you normally had a hot, glowing beacon in the center, here
you had a pit of nothingness as far as sensors and your eyes were concerned.


Or rather most sensors. This was a small black hole and
some of the command ship’s tech was able to penetrate the darkness…or would as
soon as the return signal came back. Right now all Jason could see was the
light and other forms of natural radiation in the system bouncing off the ships
and a scattering of rocks here. There wasn’t much to work with, given that
there wasn’t a star to show them off, but most ships put out energy signatures
that could be picked up and the ones Jason was seeing now had been transmitting
out from their distant locations prior to his arrival. He was seeing the laggy signals as he waited for his ship’s active sensors to
send out theirs and get a return bounce back.


As time went by new icons on the battlemap popped up
noting additional rocks, but not the planet he knew was here. Right now it was
on the far side of the black hole and out of sight, but the smaller chunks of
rock he was seeing now were floating in a lazy orbit and a threat to navigation…those
closest to the jumplines anyway. The rest could sit where they were, but he’d
have to remove those near to all the local jumplines and there were plenty of
stars within reach of this black hole to funnel traffic here.


Or there would be if it wasn’t for the Zargor raiders
that were attacking whatever traffic was reckless enough, or ignorant enough,
to pass through this system. There was one short link to another local black
hole and two long ones possible, given Star Force’s grav
drive power and accuracy, but there was far too little traffic here to account
for even the short route. Black hole to black hole was the fastest way to
travel if you didn’t have access to the grid point system and there was only a
single link to the Belladeir that he and Clan
Sangheili were tasked with overseeing and reworking. 


And in order to get to the other grid points within
the Rim Region he actually had to leave it, bouncing off The Nexus’s grid point
Dagran and then back through another link to one of
Star Force’s new holdings, if not through yet another one in their territory to
make the eventual connection. Relying on someone else’s grid points to move
through your own territory was risky, but right now they didn’t have much
choice unless they wanted to go the ‘long’ way, as far as time was concerned,
or to go to the expense of building more grid points. That was preferable, but
those resources were badly needed elsewhere, even with the ADZ funneling convoy
after convoy of support to the region now that the lizard war was over and the
production that had been sustaining it was being reworked into other projects.


But it was a long haul out here and the Sety weren’t
going to get the promised grid point pair moved here any time soon. That left
Jason and the others with a trickle of supplies coming in, but the bulk of
whatever resources they were going to have to work with was going to come from
the locals…as it did every single time you dealt with interstellar travel.
Shipping was limited, even with the massive size of Star Force’s cargo
jumpships and the increasing number of them in their fleet, but Davis had
always demanded they built around a self-sufficient model for just this reason.


Unfortunately the races out here hadn’t. Many systems
were dependent on trade with others, else they’d collapse…either economically
or totally. Food production on several were in jeopardy and Jason’s primary
concern, and he had his Clan’s Paladin tackling that first off. They were
building in select sectors of those systems, sections of continents that were
empty or emptying of what little inhabitation they had were being given over to
the Sangheili and his loyal lizards were collecting resources and building as
fast as they could, not just to support themselves but to create the extensive
bioharvest facilities that would feed the systems in question and remove their
dependency on trade…and hopefully do it before more trade routes were cut off.


This one, however, was too important to leave in the
hands of the enemy. The short black hole link covered 92 lightyears,
approximately the same width as the original ADZ before that term got blurred
with surrounding expansions, and being able to hop from one side to the other
in relatively short time would be crucial for gaining this region more
connectivity, for outside the Belledeir’s holding
this area was one of the more wild and lawless…but the Belledeir
were also among the strongest and most stable races and had been holding their
borders firm. Right now he wasn’t worried about that changing, but everyone
else nearby was in jeopardy and as much as he hated to admit it there was going
to be a lot of carnage going on that he simply could not stop.


But there was no way he was going to let the chief bad
guy in this region hang onto the most valuable navigational prize outside Grid
Point Lochat. This black hole was now Star Force
property, and he was about to inform the current tenants of that fact.


Two hours after he arrived his command ship was
sitting in the exact same position, simply soaking up data from across the
massive system. The more gravity the well at the center had the more
‘territory’ there was circling it, gravitationally speaking, making black hole
systems the largest by far, and his ship’s sensor pings couldn’t even get back
from the Megatron 18 and to his position in the
middle zone by the time the rest of his fleet finally arrived.


Warship after warship emerged from their jump and got
what updated information they could from the Sanguine Blade, marking the positions of ship after ship in the
local area…all of which were presumed to be dead and gutted. There were some
closer in to the black hole showing movement and/or power signatures, but most
contacts showing up on the sensor bounces were dead ships in a widely spaced
graveyard.


No doubt thanks to the Zargor and who knew who else
had been here poaching traffic. They had some of their own ships waiting in the
inner zone that had shown up immediately to Jason when he’d arrived, and it
would only be about now that they would see the sensor images from the command
ship arrive…but they wouldn’t be seeing the rest of his fleet until they were
on top of them, for it would take another two hours for their images to reach
them and Jason didn’t intend to be sitting here that long.


When the last of his 22 warships arrived they made a
microjump as a group in towards the black hole, utilizing its massive gravity
to jerk them down into the inner zone far faster than you could ever hope to
inside a stellar system. They moved at a speed that would be consistent with a
standard interstellar jump, then once again braked easily as the gravity field
increased in magnitude as they got closer.


But it was a hard deceleration against a pinpoint
target, with his fleet coming out of its ‘microjump’ within 200 kilometers of a
group of Zargor raiders. Jason swung the Sanguine
Blade off its trajectory and over towards them, getting within range before
they even realized what was happening…or maybe they were just too drunk or
otherwise derelict to notice, for the limited information he had suggested they
just sat out here and waited for their prey to be spotted transitioning from
jumpline to jumpline, which gave them plenty of time to intercept.


But now the six cruiser-class
were suddenly gripped in an IDF field and found their engines unable to
function. No weaponsfire came from the huge command ship, but eventually some
did come from the Zargor. Two of them opened fire with energy missiles, little
clumps of dense, unstable energy similar to Star Force’s bloon launchers but
with much shorter range and less bang for your buck. The green naval paintballs
splattered harmlessly against the Sanguine
Blade’s shields as it sat there, almost mocking them, for several minutes
before Jason’s transmission was sent.


“Attention Zargor,” he said with the computer
translating into their native language to make sure there was no
misunderstanding involved, “I am Jason-025 of Star Force. We are claiming
possession of this system and your days of poaching ship traffic here are over.
How they end is your choice. I have let you live so you can be messengers. Run
back to your base and tell them they have 30 hours to evacuate, after which
point I’m blowing it and all your ships up. Leave and live, or stay and die.
Your choice. Now get moving,” he finished, dropping the IDF field a couple of
seconds later.


The two ships shooting at him continued to do so, but
then thought better of it as the others quickly flew off leaving them by
themselves. The command ship still didn’t fire back, staring them down and
absorbing the damage on its shields until they eventually turned and ran with
the sight of the other warships closing in being an added incentive to heed
Jason’s warning.


He’d given them 30 hours, but that didn’t mean they’d
have 30 more hours of poaching to do. As soon as those six ships left he had
his fleet empty out its drones and begin spreading out at different points
around the perimeter of the black hole securing the most popular jumplines with
the bulk of his ships split between the line to the other black hole and the
planet to which Jason took his command ship with four warships and their drones
in escort.


It was about the size of Mercury and just as rocky. No
atmosphere, no native lifeforms. Just a huge, dark rock with no light cast on
it aside from the distant stars and his ship’s sensors, but there was a significant
Zargor population on the surface. A pirate’s lair, more than anything, and
apparently a shipyard being used as a chop shop to salvage what vessels they
wanted out of the graveyard around the black hole. 


Jason held to his 30 hours, holding back and just
observing what was happening as the Zargor chose to fight rather than flee.
They pulled in ships from across the system and gathered them at their base,
effectively making it easier for Jason to kill them all. Once they’d amassed
several thousand of them they decided to strike, sending them into pointblank
range to make the most use of their pulse-style weapons. 


The trailblazer had his own ships hold back most of
their own weaponsfire, letting the enemy get the impression that they weren’t
that well-armed as the engagement ranges shortened and the two fleets mixed in
with one another in a crescendo of energy and particle exchanges. Before his
ships could take damage beyond shields Jason rescinded the hold order and every
Dre’mo’don in the fleet opened up within their
preferred range as his command ship extended its IDF and trapped dozens of
ships within it, then pounded them into a pulp within less than a minute.


Everywhere the Zargor ships were getting hammered, but
they couldn’t jump away with so many ships around them and by the time they
realized that was what they needed to do half of them were dead. Rather than
stand their ground and go out fighting they all began disengaging at once and
trying to weave their way into position for emergency jumps that wouldn’t see
them ramming other ships, but not very many of them made it out and Jason
didn’t bother to hold fire and ask for a surrender. The Zargor outnumbered Star
Force and their new members in this region and he wasn’t about to let them get
away with intact ships now that they’d chose to fight.


Some did manage to find clearings in the gaggle of
warships and jumped away, but Jason ordered drones to be sent after them and on
the battlemap he could see the tiny holographic specs shooting out like insects
as they went in pursuit while he was left in control of the debris field. He
searched through it looking for the most intact ships and tagged them for
boarding parties with orders to recover survivors and any computer records or intel sources onboard. There was a lot they didn’t know
about their enemy, or rather one of
their new enemies, and he figured that when the planetary base witnessed this
butt kicking it would be deleting all the ones they had before Jason could get
to them, meaning these wrecked ships were probably the best chance for grabbing
valuable intel.


“Zargor,” he said after opening another comm, this one sent directly to the base. “You have another
5 hours and 42 minutes to evacuate. If we recover any survivors from your fleet
you’re welcome to have them, but you will be gone from this planet and on your
way out of the system by the time the deadline expires or you will become
prisoners yourselves or dead. I’d prefer some of you lived to tell your bosses
of your loss of this system, but if not so be it. They’ll figure it out
eventually. Heed my warning and evacuate while you still have time.”


With that being the last communication he planned to
have with them, he left the bridge and headed down to the hangar bay to join
the boarding parties…or rather oversee them. He stayed behind and dealt with
the first survivors that they secured, a lot of which were badly injured. He
pulled off one who wasn’t and let his helmet do the translating with the 8 foot
tall wolf-like biped that was bound by the hands.


“Stop,” Jason ordered, holding up a pink-armored hand.
“I want to speak with you.”


“You…” it
said with obvious spite. “You have no
idea what you have done.”


“Spare me your threats. I don’t care to hear them. I
need you carry a message back to your people…assuming any of them will bother
to pick you up. If not I’ll arrange secondary transport.”


“My people will
be here shortly. Our defeat will be avenged.”


“Blah, blah, blah…listen kiddo, you have no idea who
you’re talking to or what you’re up against.”


“You are
scavenging the scraps of The Nexus as they withdraw.”


“Oh, well then I guess you understand part of it. The
part you don’t get is how powerful we are, hence I’m going to give you a
demonstration just in case us blowing up your fleet wasn’t enough,” he said,
raising a hand theatrically as he telekinetically lifted the heavy Zargor off
his feet and levitated him in the air with a pinch of his torso, leaving his
legs kicking helplessly beneath him. “Do I have your attention now?”


“Your tricks
with shield tech will not…”


Listen to me!
Jason yelled into his mind with the words reverberating with the emotion of a
giant stomping on the ground. 


The defiance within the Zargor suddenly turned to cold
fear as Jason began to mentally repeat text translation on his helmet’s HUD
directly into the other’s mind and he wasn’t being subtle about it. He made it
so loud and dressed up with emotional impetus that it felt to the Zargor like
he was a god having invaded his mind.


You will take a
message for me back to your people. And you will make them understand the power
I am showing you now. They will not listen to reason or logic, but they may
listen to fear. Stay away from us and you have a chance to live. Fight us…and
you will be destroyed. Not just the soldiers you send against us, but your
entire civilization. Challenge us, and we will take you all down given time. We
are just arriving here, but there are many more of us yet to come. And if it’s
a fight you’re looking for, we’ll be happy to oblige. Kicking ass is our
specialty.
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April 19, 3462


Appachu System (Rim
Region)


Seenigal



 

Ryen-10389 dove out of the transport as it hovered
over the choppy ocean, hitting a wave at an angle and punching through
underneath head first, making a hole with his armored fists and slamming into
the extra dense water that covered 2/3rds of the planet. It had a greenish tint
to it, but right now he couldn’t see it or much else given that it was night
and the only light above the water was the distant exchanges of weaponsfire
near the coast some 14 miles away. 


When the titan drifted a few meters down from the
initial impact he kicked in his aquatic armor’s jets and pulled himself lower
as multiple impacts hit all around him, punching through the waves much less
gracefully as the Bsidd fell out of the transport in sequence to ensure they
didn’t hit one another. Ryen could see them on his battlemap and sensors, but
visually there was nothing coming through his faceplate as all of his attack
group made their way down to the seafloor.


Ryen took position there and waited as the Bsidd Iotas
made their way down to him. Of all the variants they most looked like crabs,
but they moved well under water and could even breathe it if necessary, though
all those in Ryen’s unit were fully armored and supplied
with oxygen the same way he was. As they floated down to join him, Ryen used
his Da’she upgrade and searched everywhere between
his current position and the coast, picking up various minds that the Ensek
range upgrade allowed in the vaguest of senses.


He couldn’t touch them, for most of them were out of
his normal Ikrid range, but the Ensek psionic had a different biological
transmitter that was capable of reaching much longer distances, including all
the way up to orbit with Da’she increasing it. But in
order to pass information from one to another you had to know where the other
was, so Ensek allowed a very watered down version of Ikrid at those extreme
ranges and Ryen was able to find three other Archons between himself and the
shoreline.


“Cover me,” he told the Bsidd around him as he sat
down on the sea floor and mentally disconnected from everything else,
essentially turning himself into a transmitter that could relay his own or
another’s telepathy across vast ranges, including the dense ocean that was
blocking all native transmissions and limiting Star Force’s own super comm range significantly. 


Three of the Iotas walked beside him on their 16
appendages and formed a defensive triangle. Ryen hadn’t picked up any minds
nearby, but when he really stretched out the range like this he became
vulnerable and he didn’t want to get in the habit of taking chances.


We’re here,
he said to the mind some 12 miles away.


It took some time to get a response, for the Archon on
the other end would have had to go through the same procedure to send a reply
and she was a lot closer to the combat than he was.


We’re under the
perimeter of the energy shield, but we can’t make the shore. The defenses here
are too strong and all automated.


All?


Yes. The Hashvi
aren’t fighting us directly, but they’re still killing a lot of Bandaii and
they won’t stop the assault knowing their kind are about to be slaughtered. 


Would we?


Not like this
and I can’t talk sense into them. They’d rather die trying than sit by and let
them be executed.


Where do you
want us?


Not here. A lot
of the defense units are mobile. Try and get by them to the south. 


How blind are
they?


They’re not.
We’ve been finding and destroying buried cable links, but it doesn’t do us any
good until we’ve taken them out already. 


So there’s no
good way in and you just want us chipping away somewhere?


Make them choose
where to send backup. You or us. If they keep it on us push as hard as you can.


Understood.
We’re on our way, he said, ending the telepathic link that always felt like
it echoed somehow when used. When his senses returned to normal he felt the
drops still occurring above him, but his Elarioni scouts were already here and
waiting a few meters away wearing their own version of Star Force armor. 


“Comm range is said to be
around half a mile. Find out and establish a perimeter. The Bsidd aren’t that
agile in the water, so we need to see where the threats are before we trip over
them,” he said, then turned to one of his Bsidd commanders. “Get a comm buoy on the surface and keep us linked in with the
others as much as possible.”


“Reports say the Hashvi are targeting the buoys.”


“I know, and it may not last. But if we can stay
connected with orbit 2 minutes longer, I want those two minutes.”


The Bsidd needed no further explanation and jetted off
at surprising speed back towards where the equipment drop was piling up. It
included crates of supplies, weapons, and a couple aquatic mechs that were
going to come in real handy, but Ryen’s toys hadn’t
arrived yet and he couldn’t get a battlemap line to anything on the surface.
His own transmitters were too weak to punch through the atmospheric haze the
Hashvi were throwing up to further cloud attacking communications, but once his
units got into the water he was able to pick them up so long as they didn’t get
too far away. 


As the Bsidd troops continued to congregate at
waypoints that he or other set, the comm buoy floated
to the surface and suddenly its much stronger
transmitter/receiver was able to punch through the haze and connect them to the
fleet in orbit that hadn’t yet won the naval front. The Hashvi had invaded this
planet 2 years ago and been playing with its captured population ever since
beneath an impressive armada and huge dome-shaped deflector shields that covered
most of the land on the planet.


The Bandaii were amphibian and had colonized both land
and water, but the Hashvi were not. Those caught on the surface had become a
captive population while the fighting on the Bandaii’s third largest world had
been pushed out into the oceans. The race hadn’t been faring well before The
Nexus transfer, unlike others whose major threats were future ones, and had
been fighting the Hashvi for more than a century. Then when it became public
knowledge that The Nexus truly had pulled out the Hashvi had decided to mount a
major offensive into this system to test both the Bandaii’s defenses and those
of the new overlords.


It had cost them a lot, but they’d taken orbit and the
land regions of the planet and were defiantly fortifying it against all
opposition while openly mocking Star Force’s ability to protect the race that
the Hashvi had claimed was their birthright to conquer. Now that their claim
was being challenged directly and Star Force/Bandaii troops were nearing to
breaching the opaque shield domes that prevented any knowledge of what was
happening inside from getting, out and vice versa, scouts who had snuck near to
the coastline and linked up with a few rebels within on short range comms had informed the Bandaii armies that civilians were
being rounded up and ceremonially executed.


It was claimed to be for any number of propaganda
reasons, but it was understood to be an act of desperation on the part of the
Hashvi, for they feared they might lose control of this region soon and they
didn’t want their captives to potentially be freed. Better to kill them while
they still had control, but as of yet they hadn’t resorted to just mowing down
everyone in sight. They were still playing with them and doing so in a slow and
organized fashion.


How long even that would last was up in the air, but
the Bandaii rebels were hell bent on getting in there and saving as many as
they could and they weren’t listening to anything other than a full blown
attack order from the Archons…who were going with them to try and help avoid
any mindless attacks that would result from panicked rage. It wasn’t the best
of situations to lead from, but leading they were.


Ryen was coming in with some of the few Star Force
assets available, but fortunately there hadn’t been a lot of need for aquatics
troops in other campaigns and the bulk of those forces had been devoted to the
Bandaii, with a good chunk of them already sprinkle engaged across some 50
miles of coastline in order to get under the shield perimeter that extended out
from the shore. Reports indicated that inside it they were getting bombarded
with some type of artillery, but that was the last update he’d gotten before
dropping off the transport…which had been on a quick in and out due to the
Hashvi aerial fighters that were patrolling around the shield perimeter.


They were comm blinded by
the haze, which was electromagnetic and visual, looking like a thin mist, but
without naval dominance Star Force couldn’t secure the site so Ryen’s troops were being run in and offloaded quickly west
of the main engagement and quite a ways back. Any closer in and the transports
might have gotten shot down, and through the comm
buoy he saw the exiting transports come under attack as they accelerated hard
for orbit and returned fire with their decent complement of defensive weapons.


That part was done, at least. His troops were all here
though scattered over three separate areas. They were barely in comm range, and even as he watched one of his scouts
disappeared from an area beyond them…then came back in a few seconds later and
placed a waypoint distance marker to indicate how far their battlemap would be
useable in this sludge that passed for water. The thicker material also slowed
their movements a bit, but otherwise it was normal combat conditions. This deep
in the water you didn’t normally get much light anyway, and the few Elarioni he
had wore armor that covered their entire bodies, so
they no longer visibly glowed to give away their presence.


Several of the objects dropped off by the transports
waited next to the mechs that were piloted by Bsidd, and when Ryen activated
the miniature nexus programing in his armor he mentally connected to the 13
aquatic drones and brought them to life. It took a bit of focus away from his
surroundings, but he didn’t intend to be doing a lot of hand to hand combat
anyway. He was directing the others and now in personal command over the
squid-like attack drones that massed as much as a small whale.


He would have preferred having actual aquatics
warships, but the transports required to get those here could not get past the
naval blockade until they thinned down the ships further, so they were waiting
in high orbit but the situation with the Bandaii couldn’t wait, hence Star
Force was running down what smaller equipment it could along with troops while
the naval fleet bought time and poked holes in the blockade at the cost of
losing multiple drones.


It also meant that Ryen wouldn’t be seeing orbit again
anytime soon.


And for that reason some of the crates contained
prefab structures that he ordered a group of the Bsidd to set up in a ravine
half a mile further to the west. It would serve as a fallback point and a place
to get food, water, and additional oxygen, armor repairs, etc. He thought this
far out would be safe from attack, but he was leaving a decent amount of troops
here to protect it and to set up permanent defense batteries that were also in
the crates.


But Ryen didn’t need to stick around and oversee that,
so once everyone was down and accounted for and they had their maximum spacing
range set so they wouldn’t lose contact with one another in the mucky water, they
all activated their armor jets and began trolling towards the distant
shoreline. In the case of the Bsidd that was slightly faster than him, for
their normal body cavities that were left as empty spaced in commando armor
were not underwater. Rather, those spaces were filled with equipment and
weapons, including more powerful navigation jets that caused them to become
hybrid soldiers/ships with appendages sticking out and trailing in the water
behind them.


And the Elarioni scouts were even faster, with their
jets adding to their already impressive natural speed, leaving Ryen the slowest
of the group save for the mechs. Everyone adjusted their pace to them while the
Archon tried to navigate using what little the sensors of his entire unit could
tell him of the seafloor. It wasn’t flat in most places, with lots of jagged
outcroppings and spires that rose up but did not fully connect to the surface.
Those would have made it tricky for warships to navigate around anyway, but if
necessary the smaller ones could have been cut away. 


As it was, there was a lot of terrain to move through
and most of it was invisible to Ryen until it got within 300 meters. Their comms might punch farther than that, but their sensors
didn’t. For that reason they all had to stay in formation and share data, with
the unit quickly passing out of range of the surface buoy, cutting his link to
orbit and the other units that likewise had buoys up and functioning.


A group of his Bsidd were carrying additional cargo
packages with more buoys, but he wasn’t going to leave a string of them for the
fighters to pick off. He’d save them for later when needed, but it was obvious
that this fight was going to be close quarters with the fog of war dominating. If
the automated defenses ahead, wherever they were, could communicate and share
information across landlines they’d have a huge comm
range advantage, but their sensors would probably be even less effective than Ryen’s. He was going to have to use that to his advantage,
for this entire peninsula was reported to be surrounded with heavy underwater
defenses and the single land approach wasn’t much better.


Most of that coastline had been evacuated by the
Hashvi, moving the populace into controllable areas, but they’d thrown up
shields covering the empty land areas anyway to prevent troops from dropping on
them. They wanted to force a water fight, or at least a water landing, with
their aerial craft just waiting to pick off whatever transports attempted to
get to land, for they could get through the shield at various points and no
doubt had plenty of reinforcements inside to poach the few miles of ocean under
the protective veil even if landing craft got underneath it.


The Hashvi had set up an unbeatable defense line
against the Bandaii, and it was up to Star Force to find a way to get
through…and to do it without getting the Bandaii army killed in the process.


Ryen wasn’t going to have to worry about working with
them, for they were all involved in the heavy assault to the north. He was
going to approach on the south side of the peninsula that had its land bridge
to the east. If reports of mobile units were accurate, most should have been
heading to the west and circling around the perimeter, but he doubted they had
all left. Making sure to avoid whatever was there, he drifted his forces far to
the south to avoid the western defense line, taking him further and further
away from the main engagement.


It wasn’t until they were within 4 miles of the shore
that they picked up their first contact. A stationary turret attached to the
side of an underwater natural pillar. Ryen had the Elarioni move ahead while
the rest of his unit held position. They disappeared from his battlemap for
quite a while, then eventually returned and updated his map with hundreds of
turrets spaced ahead of them.


He pulled up a diagram of one, limited as it was, and
he saw ports on the exterior that suggested it was a projectile launcher of
some sort, and he doubted it was line of sight. Torpedoes were something Ryen
could deal with easily, but his Bsidd were another matter. They had intercepts
loaded into their armor, but it was a limited supply and if this was a taste of
the defenses ahead they’d run out of defensive ammo long before they got near
the shield perimeter, let alone the shore.


“Alright guys, time to get to work,” he said, talking
to the mech pilots. “Need you to punch a hole through a turret field with
extreme caution. We don’t know how many turrets there
are and I assume an insane amount, so conserve armor at all costs. Primary
targets,” Ryen said, transmitting them tags on the first five turrets he wanted
taken down.
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“Yes, Archon,” the Bsidd Delta piloting one of the
aquatic mechs confirmed. “It will be done.”


Seeing the targets marked ahead he got the mech up off
the seafloor and hovered it forward along with its twin off to the left. He
crept in gradually until he got an active sensor ping off the closest of the
turrets, then stopped and held position. No return fire came, suggesting that
they had a range advantage on them. 


Prepping a small test missile, he fired off a single
shot that wove its way around a swirling current only to impact a defense
shield several meters out from the turret itself. A stab of ruby red light shot
back in the general direction the missile had come, but only made it three
quarters of the way through the water until the energy was dissipated and
traveling up to the surface in a line of bubbles. 


The delta, which stood some 7 feet tall and was
referred to as a ‘tribush’ had three rows of
appendages running in strips from its head down to its wider base. It had no
central leg shunts like some of the other variants had, but rather the bottom
appendages on the three sides were extra thick. They angled laterally more than
vertically, giving the Bsidd the appearance of an ugly Christmas tree on a
stand, save for this one had very quick reflexes and a steady nerve. Not all
mech pilots were deltas, but a fair amount of them were due to their even
temperament coupled with the ability to handle a lot of information hitting
them in a short amount of time.


‘Don’t poke the tiger’ was a common explanation of the
way they thought, often appearing stagnant while they waited for a task, but
give them one and they’d pursue it relentlessly…but not recklessly.


Which is exactly what was needed now, for with it
being established that missiles couldn’t breach the shield on a single hit, the
aquatic mech extended a shield column through the water until it touched the
enemy shield, then it delivered through the vacuum in the invisible tube a
miniaturized cleansing beam that popped the shield in an instant and continued
on to core a deep hold in the exterior of the turret,
though dampened slightly by the few meters of water it vaporized on the way
through.


With the shield down the Bsidd extended the column all
the way up to the surface of the boxy device that was the size of a house and
switched weapons, sending a Ta’lin’yi burst through that gutted the inside of
the turret as a single missile made its way out. The shockwave for the
explosion rocked the mech back and jostled the infantry further behind, but the
target was successfully destroyed and was eliminated from the active battlemap,
though the location of the dead turret was still marked for other purposes.


The missile, apparently not having gotten a sensor
lock on the mech, trolled around aimlessly until it quickly ran out of power,
then the mech extended a shield column to it and destroyed it.


“Well done,” Ryen said approvingly. “Keep picking them
off patiently and watch for a counterattack. They’re not going to let us keep
doing this indefinitely.”


The Bsidd did as instructed and worked through the
targets one at a time while the other mech did the same, cutting a corridor
through the turret field for the infantry to pass through. After taking down
dozens each they finally got their response in the form of a swarm of tiny
attack craft. They were the size of missiles, but they didn’t explode on
impact. Rather they swam up to the mech and bumped into it, releasing an energy
discharge that it took on its skintight shield perimeter. 


At the rate they were discharging it would take
hundreds of thousands of hits to take the mech’s shields down so the Bsidd
didn’t bother attacking them, rather it continued forward with the little
minnows nibbling away at it and proceeded to take down another turret.



 

Ryen waited behind the mechs with the rest of the
infantry as the little attack craft found both mechs and began to attack them,
unable to get through the shields but filling the space around the machines
with fizzing bubbles from the spillages of their point blank discharges into
the surrounding water. According to the information from the other engagement
zone that he’d gotten before submerging, these little attack craft were
dangerous to infantry but only in groups of 5 or more. They’d eat through
shield recharge rates with enough attacks, but to the lightly armored Bandaii
they were deadly.


“Pull back,” he ordered his Elarioni scouts, unsure of
whether or not they could outswim these things just as one of them spotted more
mobile contacts coming in of a larger variety. 


“The mechs are vulnerable,” one of them warned as Ryen
saw her reverse course on the battlemap.


“I know,” he said, shooting forward on his jets and
ordering the Bsidd to come with him. “We have to stand our ground against this
wave and thin them out. Pull back inside the shield generators.”


“On the way.”


Ryen swam up near to the leftmost mech as he put a
waypoint down in between the two machines to set up the equipment on. Some of
the Bsidd moved to secure that location while several dozen came with Ryen and
went after the little attack craft trying to suck down the shields on one of
the mechs. The infantry didn’t have shield columns to extend, but they did have
torpedoes and the Archon authorized them to use some of them now, with tiny
streaks coming off the Bsidd and heading towards the mech. A moment later there
was a storm of discharges and vaporized water that rose up in a maelstrom
towards the surface, eventually leaving the mech standing exactly where it had
been before with far fewer attack craft around it, though some had only got
buffeted upwards and were now swimming back down to it.


Ryen ordered the mech to move closer to the central
waypoint and dig in as he jetted ahead and fired up the mauler gauntlet on his
left arm. It telescoped out past his hand into a small lance attached to his
forearm that held a glowrod-like shield column 9
inches long that lit up the dark water around him. When he got to the mech
several of the attack craft switched to target him but he held them in place
telekinetically as he ordered the Bsidd to hold back and cover him from afar
with missiles if needed.


The one little machine that did get through to him he
stabbed with the lance, breaking the tip of the containment shield and shooting
the mauler energy inside and exploding the thing within half a second. The
shockwave knocked him back and he lost his grip on the others for a moment
until the churning water settled down, then he grabbed one with his right hand
and squeezed, keeping its dangerous tip away from his body as he tested the
strength of the material. It gave under the pressure but would not break until
he added his telekinesis to it, which allowed him to snap the thing in half,
disconnecting the weapon from the drive and crushing the power cell in the
process.


With that knowledge he knew he could kill a lot of
these things single handedly and keep them from making contact with him thanks
to his psionics, but they could overwhelm the Bsidd if too many of them came
into play…plus there were the larger ones coming in.


He updated the battlemap with waypoints for all of his
units and they immediately began to redeploy into their engagement zones as the
mech Ryen was peeling the elongated footballs off of continued walking to its
position. When it finally got there Ryen pulled back and gave it the go ahead
to stop targeting turrets and begin point defense. 


The giant pointy legs dug into the soft seafloor as it
claimed its position, then the shields went down in several places as panels
opened up and the ‘sea vines’ shot out, curling around at sharp angles to
impact the attack craft with the glowing buds along their length that contained
similar mauler energy to that in Ryen’s gauntlet,
only far more was contained in each bud. The attack craft popped
instantaneously whenever one was struck and the vines actively sought out
contact, whipping around and jabbing when needed and always avoiding one
another. They gave the Zyra-class
mech its name and made it a very tough fixed position to tackle with more and
more panels opening up as swarms of addition attack craft flowed in, though a
lot of them diverted to go for the infantry that soon came into view.


Ryen and the Bsidd engaged them with their own small
clusters fighting back to back until the shield generators came online. Rather
than creating a protective dome around everyone in play they created strategic
walls wherever Ryen dictated. These forced the attack craft to either target
them and waste energy that otherwise could have been used against the troops
inside, or cause them to divert around and into the openings where the Archon was
stacking overwhelming firepower, including some mobile turrets that were
mounted on the seafloor with Bsidd operating them from inside another tiny
shield bunker.


The blue streaks coming from those shot into the
swarms, blasting through several of the small craft to target the bigger ones
coming in. They were far larger than Ryen and the Bsidd, massing as much as an
aerial fighter, and flew into battle yielding a smaller version of the ruby
beams that the enemy turrets had at the mechs…who responded with a mix of
cleansing beams and sea vines, one of which wrapped all the way around one of
the ‘Alphas’ as Ryen quickly referenced on the battlemap and sent his squid
that had been patiently waiting behind the formation on ahead to engage the
dozens that were coming up on their fortified position. 


Remote controlling them with his mind, Ryen pulled
back and let the Bsidd infantry handle the attack craft getting through while
he steered the squid outside the shield perimeter and attacked the incoming
Alphas before they could get within sensor range of the mechs. Keeping within
his own comm range restrictions, Ryen ambushed the
Alphas by locking onto them with a squid each and destroying it with a
combination of sheer physical pressure from the tentacles and from the energy
discharge from the ‘mouth’ at the base of the craft, then moved on to target
another and another as swarms of attack craft retargeted the squids instead of
the infantry.


If this was only a sample of the reception the Bandaii
and the other Star Force units were receiving, then he understood why they were
being held up and the frustration of the locals, for there was no quick way to
push past these defenses and he had no idea how many more units the Hashvi had
in reserve.



 

13 hours later…



 

Ryen ducked under the giant shield dome the Hashvi had
set up, for it came down all the way into the water a few meters, but when the
Archon came up on the other side and got his head above water he immediately
made contact with the battlemap signals coming from the other Star Force units,
for the haze wasn’t inside. Immediately he saw giant towers in the distance
just short of the shoreline that reached up into the sky and contacted the
shield dome. They were the haze generators that were pumping it out into the
atmosphere to block comms but the scores of aerial
fighters inside did not have that limitation. He could see swarms of them in
the distance assaulting the troops on the far side of the peninsula from high
above. 


But they weren’t just there. About 50 or so were in
the sky above him, and as he watched energy mortars from the shore began to
fire towards his position. He tracked them carefully, ordering his troops to
fall back beneath him, then watched in horror as they punched down through the
relatively calm surface water inside the dome and created a pyre of steam all
the way down to the sea floor…meaning his troops couldn’t use the depth to
their advantage.


“Shit,” he said, keeping his helmet just above the
water line and watching. It was an ingenious defense system. Leave enough water
to slow any troops enough that the mortars could chew them up before they got
to land or force a reckless charge through a field of underwater turrets that
would do just the same…and all of it was automated, save for the fighters in
the sky and maybe the gunners for those mortars. He didn’t know for sure but he
planned to find out in person when he got there, but the question was how was
he supposed to get his troops through this?


“Ryen, how you doing?” a voice came through his helmet
comm.


“Observing the magnificent view from inside the
shield. How the hell are you making any progress?”


“The Bandaii are dying for it. I was hoping you would
have better luck.”


“I just made it into position and my troops are still
intact, but I don’t see a good way past those mortars and we’ve got birds in
the sky just waiting to dive bomb us. You’re not to shore yet,” he noted,
catching up on the battlemap telemetry being transmitted above water, “have you
just been tanking hits to get that far?”


“Yes,” she said regretfully, “but we’re stuck between
a wall of Alphas and Betas. I’ve tried to get past personally but its no good. There are too many of
them here and the Bandaii are dying by the thousands trying to contend this.”


“Well that’s good news,” Ryen said, referencing the
enemy numbers, “because we haven’t seen any Alphas for the past hour.”


“If they run out we’ve got a chance. If not we’re
going to get massacred.”


“Can you get the Bandaii to reposition?”


“They won’t pull back when their kin are being
killed.”


“Can you get them to circle around and come through
the corridor we cut in the defenses here?”


“That’s a big detour…but if there aren’t that many at
your position and we could get some of the troops moved you might be able to
punch through. I’ll see if they’ll go for it, but you’ll still have to face
those mortars.”


“I know. We’ll hold here until I hear back from you
and watch the pretty rain fall.”


And that’s exactly what he did. He kept two his
damaged mechs and his handful of surviving squids back and sniped what turrets
they could without getting in range of those mortar rounds, though they were
close enough to feel the shockwaves from the disintegrated water spouts that
shot nearly all the way up to where the fighters were lazily circling…which was
probably why they were so high up, else they’d get splashed and maybe knocked
out of the air by the steam spouts. The fighters didn’t look too sturdy, but…


“Cover me,” he told the Bsidd closest to him as he
entered Ensek mode again, reaching out and confirming there were minds in the
fighters but they were too far away for him to affect. Ensek only worked with
others that had the same ability, and in order to even shout at these pilots he
needed them to get within Ikrid range. 


He needed them directly overhead, which meant baiting
them in somehow.


Ryen released his Ensek meditation and told the Bsidd
to hold position as he moved laterally along the shield line for several
hundred meters. He doubted they would put a mortar round into their own shield,
but if he saw one coming in at him he’d have a chance of ducking under it and
getting on the other side before it hit. 


When he got far enough away from the others he swam to
the surface and got his shoulders above water and began flashing targeting
lasers on the aerial craft as if to mark them. He kept it up for several
minutes before two of them broke formation and flew in lower towards him, away
from the ongoing mortars that were keeping his troops back further south. When
they got close they opened fire, stitching steam plumes across the surface near
to him, but he didn’t duck back underwater. Instead he put all shield power
forward and threw up an additional bioshield just in case they managed to hit
him as he extended his Ikrid out as far as he could and targeted one of the
fighters.


As they swooped in closer and the shield wall directly
behind him took hits, one of the fighters broke off its attack, slowing to a
hover over the water and approaching Ryen casually as the other swerved off to
avoid hitting the shield wall and circled back around for another pass. 


The Archon dove forward and jetted as fast as his
armor could carry him across the surface, knowing that there were several
turrets nearby and hoping he wasn’t going to pass into their extreme range.
Several ruby streaks came his way but fell short, blasting up steam into the
air nearby the fighter as it finally got to him. He clung to the underside of
it as he held the pilot’s mind in his grasp, then had it rocket back up into
the sky like the other one had for any missiles could get to him, hoping no one
noticed the bit of baggage it was now carrying underneath. With his armor’s
grip pad locking him on tight he had the fighter resume normal operations that
he could sense through the pilot’s mind and had him do what he normally did as
they moved back into their patrol patterns high above. 
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After a few minutes of obscurity and closely
monitoring comm traffic and sensors via the pilot’s
odd mind, Ryen caused him to break formation. He headed down past the coastline
and executed a diving loop, at the bottom of which Ryen let go…falling about 50
meters and using his Lachka in ‘crashbag’ mode to
cushion his landing. He hit the moist dirt and his feet dug in several inches,
then he was sprinting towards the nearest mortar battery as he reached inside
with his mind and disabled the gunner. 


He got to the hatch without anyone noticing or
shooting at him, then pulled it open and dove inside with his mauler gauntlet
extended. The insectoid inside took the hit on its triangular head, removing half
of it in the process. Ryen torched the controls so the battery would be
unusable then hopped back outside and began sprinting across to the next one.


By then he’d been spotted and three of the aerial
fighters fired at him for a brief moment before they suddenly rammed into the
ground and pancaked on the hard rocks beneath the thin soil layer. Ahead of
Ryen there were infantry crawling out of bunkers and rushing him, but with a
wave of Fornax he knocked them down as he ran through and past, not having the
luxury of sticking around to kill them. He kept interfering with any attempts
to stop him, drawing heavily on his psionics due to the fact that he wasn’t
carrying a rack of weapons like he would on his commando armor, and got to the
next mortar turret and went to work on it.


Three more after that and he had a blind spot
established, which he let everyone know while taking a short respite in the
cover of one of the now dead batteries as the infantry tried to sweep around
both sides to get at him.


“Mortars have been neutralized along this corridor,”
he said as he put down waypoints on the battlemap. “Underwater defenses are
still intact, but takeable. Recommend sending the
Bandaii this way immediately.”


After that he didn’t have time to chat, for he had to
disable more of the skittering infantry as one in the back of the group he
mowed down got a pistol shot off and it hit him in the leg. His shields held,
but this wasn’t the first strike he’d taken and he couldn’t take too many
without adequate time to recharge in between. To that end he was sprinted
towards one of the Hashvi bunkers with the intent to go inside and hold out
there, despite the unknown numbers involved.


Ryen pulled down another pair of fighters that got too
close, smashing one of them into a group of infantry and killing more than 20
of them with the impact. He didn’t have time to do much more than run and react
until he got to one of the subterranean bunker’s entrances. As he did they were
trying to close the doors on him, but a Jumat push cleared out the infantry
behind the lowering panel and allowed him to slide underneath before it came
down all the way…stranding the infantry outside for the moment and leaving him
with only those inside to deal with.


He had a hallway and a few dozen here, so he used a
Fornax blast and took them down, claiming a pair of their pistols and putting
phaser-like streaks of red into them as his shields recharged. More kept
trickling in and he kept killing them, eventually recovering enough shield
strength to push on and further into the bunker…which he discovered around the
new few corners to be a lot larger than it looked on the surface.


There were several football fields
worth of deck space holding a significant army that was no doubt being reserved
for if the Bandaii got to the shore, including tanks and a huge amount of
infantry that were all looking at him.


“Back…” he told himself as he retreated into the
hallway and decided to hold out there. They’d have to come at him in small
groups and he’d own them in that style of combat, but with a quick review of
his helmet cam he tagged several entrances on the far side of that chamber that
held passageways big enough for the tanks to move through laterally and the
Archon got the feeling that this might be an interconnected network rather than
just one bunker. The Hashvi had had plenty of time to build after taking this
planet, and if Ryen’s gut was right, there was a
nasty surprise awaiting the Bandaii.


“Son of a bitch,” he said, finally realizing what was
going on and checking his comm to find that the
bunker was blocking his signals and probably sensors on top of that. The Hashvi
couldn’t fight the Bandaii that well in the water, not with so much ocean to
hide in, so they were forcing them onto land and setting a trap to wipe them
out. And the thing of it was, even if the Bandaii learned of this here and now,
they wouldn’t stop their assaults elsewhere because their captured people were
on the clock, meaning they’d charge to their deaths just as the Hashvi wanted. 


“They’re playing them like a drum,” Ryen said as he
headed back to the entrance, finding no controls to open the door with, so he
reached out telepathically looking for a control center as he fought and killed
wave after wave of infantry coming at him with the bodies beginning to pile up.
It took him far too long, but he finally found a group of stationary minds
below him that were orchestrating not only the troops in this bunker but
running part of the underwater campaign.


Making a quick decision, he reversed course and fought
his way through both the living and dead until he came back to the larger
chamber, taking a moment to recharge his shields behind the bloody meat wall,
then running outside, pushing through the assembled infantry near the doorway and
hoping not to get hit too much as a light show of red streaks aimed for him. He
surged as much speed as he could in his aquatics armor, heading across clear
walkways for the passage he’d gleaned from the minds in the control room that
was down a set of stairs and two levels lowers. 


It was a gauntlet he had to run, but by the time he’d
made it into the blissfully narrower corridor and out of the firestorm he was
feeling multiple heat spots on his right arm and leg where his shields had gone
down and his armor had taken hits. No penetrations were registered on his HUD, but
he now had weak points that couldn’t take another hit without chewing out some
of his flesh in the process. 


Ryen took down the gathering infantry in his way and
eventually came to a locked blast door that he simply had the minds behind open
for him. He didn’t shoot the six Hashvi there, rather sealing himself in with
them and using the enemy controllers to operate and interpret the systems
available to them…or rather just one of them as holding all 6 minds at the same
time would have been too much of a strain. He rendered four of them unconscious
and kept another frozen to get information from as he played puppeteer with the
other, shutting down as much of the underwater defense network as he had access
to. 


Unfortunately his comm
wouldn’t work in here either, so as the infantry tried to shoot their way
through the blast door he knocked out the remaining two Hashvi and centered
himself, extending his Ensek out through the otherwise impermeable material and
looking for the Archons on the other side of the peninsula. When he found one
he relayed the information about the clear approach then quickly got his senses
back into combat mode while the door still held, though it was beginning to
glow in several spots.


With the message delivered his duty was obvious. Hold
this location and make sure they didn’t reactivate the defenses…and without
their tanks able to get to him here, or any swarming tactics for that matter,
he just had to play king of the hill and with his psionics, even drained as
they were, there was no way the Hashvi were going to remove him. The Bsidd
would have a clean approach long enough to permanently disable the turrets, and
then the Bandaii would have a chance at a ground war…one that didn’t look to be
all that much in their favor.



 

2 days later…



 

“How are you holding up?” 


Ryen looked up from his seated position on one of the
Bandaii streets’ curb barriers, his armor now charred and little bits of flesh
along with it. The Archon before him wasn’t much better off, but it didn’t look
like any of her melted spots had burnt all the way through.


“I’ll live,” he said, looking around at all the dead
in the streets, both Hashvi and Bandaii. 


“I would have been worse without us here,” she said,
guessing as to his thoughts.


“It’s bad enough,” he argued, standing up and facing
her. “They’re not Star Force.”


“Not yet. But a lot of them have a chance to be
because we were here.”


“How can you be ok with this?”


“Because I set my mind to it before I arrived. This is
the chaos and carnage that we have to fight against out here. It’s not simply
going to disappear because we arrive. It’s going to get worse. A lot worse now
that The Nexus has pulled out. We have to do what we can, when we can, and
right now, here, on this planet, it was helping the Bandaii win.”


“They’re supposed to take orders from us.”


“If there were Archons dying would you take orders
from a dragon saying to stand by and wait because a rescue was too risky, or
would you go in anyway and try to fight your way through?”


“Archons know how to fight and how to run when
necessary.”


“But the Bandaii don’t. This was all they had to work
with, and it was either fight messy or stand by and watch their kin be
executed. They don’t have good options and have to make do with what they do
have. We won’t sink to their level, but they are on their level and we can’t
elevate them quickly enough. This is crappy, but we’re the shining gems in all
of it and we helped them win. They’re clinging to that to get them through
this, so stop sitting around moping and be the good guy. We didn’t cause this,
so stop feeling responsible. In order to lead them out of darkness we must
plunge in head first and yank them out. It’s not going to be clean, and it
should be disturbing. Don’t numb it out, but don’t dwell on it. We fight
honorable, these guys don’t have a clue what that is, and I’d rather them fight
poorly than stand around and get killed.”


“I’m not moping,” Ryen clarified, but her words had
helped him refocus. “I’ve got burns and it hurts to move.”


“Can you work your Sesspik on the go?”


Ryen sighed. “What do you need?”


“We need to lead, and we can’t do that from behind.
This city is a mess and we need to start giving orders to get it cleaned up
before the Hashvi decide to hit it again, though I don’t think they have the
troops to do it. And I’m pretty sure this whole world is a throwaway from their
leadership’s point of view, but we need to act. The Bandaii need to be led
right now, more than ever. Either do that or get yourself back to orbit and
heal.”


Ryen glanced to his left at the street with all the
dead in it. Nobody had even started to pick them up yet and the bodies were
oozing puddles of purple and brown blood, some of which were flowing into one
another and mixing with an even sicker coloration. 


“It feels like we shouldn’t even be a part of this,
but I can’t fault your logic.”


She put an armored hand with a melted patch on her
thumb on the side of his arm that wasn’t hurt. “It helps to work through this
beforehand, but as long as you’re here you just need to run and gun. We didn’t
cause this, we helped stop it, and we’re going to teach the Bandaii how to
fight properly when we’ve got the time.”


“There are way too few of us out here.”


“How much can a single Archon accomplish in a
nightmare situation?” she said, putting his thoughts into words. “Sounds like a
challenge to me.”


Ryen half smiled, realizing she was right as that
simple sentence peaked his competitiveness just enough to clear his mind of the
dark haze and make him realize he’d gotten in too deep and lost his
perspective.


“Challenge accepted,” he said, immediately feeling
better. “Where do you want me?”


“Good boy,” she said patronizingly. “Just roam the
city and look for places to make a difference. If we get anything organized
I’ll let you know, but right now we need to be seen leading so the Bandaii
don’t go crazy with despair…or worse.”


“Prisoners?” he asked darkly.


“I don’t know yet. But if there are…”


“Right,” Ryen said, suddenly feeling the urgency. “Are
we setting up a safe zone?”


“How are your troops holding up?”


“Licking their wounds. They’re pretty beat up, but
everyone is still alive. We had to make use of the Bandaii as distractions.”


“They were going to die regardless, so you should have
used them,” she said in a tone that held no room for debate. “Can you set up
base with what you have?”


“Yes, but I really don’t think they’re up to fighting
the Bandaii if they want to start taking out their grief on the wounded.”


“We’ll jump off that bridge when we get to it. I’ve
got a few transports standing by in orbit for another drop run. We’re just
waiting for an opening.”


“I’ll get you a secure LZ,” he said, walking off down
the street and looking away from her, “and thanks.”


“Got your back,” she said amicably, then ran off
another direction into the war torn city.



 

Ryen eventually found his way back to the shoreline
with his shields keeping the water off his injuries as he walked back beneath
the semi-calm surface. The shield generator in the city had been kept intact
and was now in Bandaii hands so that the orbital fleet couldn’t rain down
bombardment on them to spoil their victory, and it was knocking down most of
the ocean waves that were now slowly becoming visible as the haze outside began
to dissipate slightly. They’d shut off the local generators, but there was so
much built up in the atmosphere it wasn’t going to clear anytime soon.


When the Archon got underwater several floating
figures were waiting for him. He could have contacted them via comm, but he preferred face to face.


“How do we look?”


“The Bandaii are severing the control lines as
directed,” the Elarioni said. “The turrets will be recoverable later if we can
get the necessary techs.”


“Mobile units?”


“We’ve intercepted several scouts. They are programmed
to turn and run upon contact, but we did not let any that we observed get away.
There have been no troop movements in this area to report.”


“Looking to see what the situation is?”


“Either for intel or to herald a new offensive,” the
Elarioni speculated.


“Probably want to know how we got to shore.”


“How did we get to shore?” another of his scouts that
had been unable to take part in the ground war asked.


“I took out a control hub…and the mortars.”


“Do they know this?”


“Depends how good their information sharing technology
is. It’s possible it was all local, in which case the other Hashvi strongholds
won’t know. But I’m not counting on that.”


“Your psionics?”


Ryen nodded, immediately regretting that unnecessary
movement. “I doubt they realize we can control minds, but they’re probably
beginning to suspect something unconventional is happening. The defenses here
were more than enough to kill all the Bandaii. They laid a very good trap.”


“The Bandaii are planning to bring a comm cable in on this approach.”


“Cable?”


“Strung along the seafloor that will connect back to
one of their bases.”


Ryen frowned. “Kind of gives away its location.”


“It does. They think this area is secure enough that
they want the connection.”


“Up to shore or nearby?”


“They said it will connect to the existing
infrastructure.”


Ryen looked at his battlemap, not seeing anything in
the water around the city save for what the Hashvi put here. “If these guys are
amphibian, why aren’t there structures in the water along the shore?”


“They have a binary civilization.”


Ryen frowned. “Explain.”


“Physically they can exist in either environment, but
there are internal divisions that separate the air breathers from the water
dwellers. The two groups are not always in unison.”


“Wonderful,” Ryen said, realizing that would be yet
another hurdle for them to overcome while civilizing these people.


“Though the current situation seems to have pushed
those divisions aside,” the Elarioni added.


“For now,” Ryen amended. “Best recommendations for our
aquatic LZ?”


The Elarioni answered via the battlemap with four
different waypoints as options, all of which were at least 8 miles from the
shore and no more than 20. Ryen chose one and labeled it ‘Alpha Base.’


“Start relocating all our prefab structures there and
set up camp. When we get the bigger pieces down here I want a minimum delay.
This is our world now, even if we only own a tiny piece of it, so we need to
start claiming it and setting an example of what true civilization looks
like…before the chaos drives everyone mad.”


“The fighting was equally gruesome on the surface?”


“Yes, and just as many dead, but on both sides. We
need a stabilizing rod established on land and in water…and you’re in charge of
setting up the water one until we get another combat mission.”
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December 19, 3463


Shemma System (Rim
Region)


Asteroid Belt



 

Greg-073 stood in the command nexus onboard his command
ship guiding it, two Star Force Ma’kri, and a fleet of over 8000 Tolsoi vessels
as they engaged the Zargor around one of their own worlds. It was about as
small of a planet as you could get, only some 300 miles wide, but it was the
only inhabitation in the system and acted as a supply base for the wolf-like
race as they were expanding out and attacking both the Tolsoi and dozens of
other races in the region. Hitting it was skipping over multiple other
conflicts, but Greg was insistent on sending the message to the enemy that
their own holdings weren’t safe and that Star Force was willing to go on the
hunt and not just play defense.


The Zargor ships were fat and bristling with weapons,
most of which were short ranged and coupled with decent engines to get them
within their preferred range quickly. The Tolsoi, on the other hand, had a
mixed fleet of larger command ships, medium-sized carriers and cruisers, and
smaller escort/picket ships. They also used starfighters, which Greg was
holding back behind the fleet as they engaged with orders to standby for target
assignment.


The Eternal Pyre
was the class of the field and one of Star Force’s newest models of command
ship, visually identical on the exterior save for more weapons ports, but
drastically different inside as the entire design had been reworked around a
Nash’ti reactor, or more accurately 7 small ones, with the core of the ship no
longer containing a TF like the Alpha models did. This was a Beta, and designed
for naval combat only.


That gave it a lot bigger punch and made it the
predator in the field, to which the Zargor were attracted like moths to a
flame…and in this case they were both getting burnt by it and being distracted
from the Tolsoi as Greg didn’t hang in the back like their command ships did,
rather he dove straight into the enemy and forced them to focus on him as his
two flanking Ma’kri provided cover fire.


Right now this was a slugging match, for none of the Zargor’s fast Hunter-class
ships had been in the system, giving the Tolsoi a movement advantage amongst
their smaller ships which Greg had attacking and rotating back behind the
larger ships before they could take serious damage. The Tolsoi now had their
command and control linked into the Star Force systems and Greg had them all
showing up on his battlemap, but they weren’t up to Star Force standards,
despite the years of experience they’d gained already. The real Tolsoi Star
Force fleet was in its infancy and not ready for heavy combat, but the Zargor
had to be hit and he couldn’t wait another century or two while they gained
experience in smaller battles and numbers grew. He had to make use of the old
school Tolsoi, and making his own command ship the primary target was the best
way to keep them alive and useful.


It was a tactic that the Zargor were not used to
seeing. The Tolsoi had always tried to keep their command ship away from the
enemy and used their weaponry as a last resort. It was standard practice to
send in the smaller ships first to soften up the enemy before gradually sending
the ones with more tonnage and less maneuverability…which was a tactic that
Greg had struck down immediately. Right now the command ships were center in
the formation, not in the back, and the smaller ships were circling around the
medium ones at the front, with those to fall back behind the command ships
if/when needed.


That would eventually move the command ships to the
front lines where their bulk could be used to block the smaller vessels and
allow them to recharge shields, thus extending their lifespans. Regardless of
how he fought this battle, he was going to lose Tolsoi. Their ships were all
manned, and the numbers here were not so small that they could get away with a
clean victory. In fact, clean victories were a thing of the past for Greg, with
him having to honor the Tolsoi by making their deaths count. And to do that he
had to be aggressive and not protective of them. It wasn’t something that came
naturally, but the Tolsoi crews all knew that they were fighting for the
survival of their race and of their neighbors, so they were fully committed to
the fight and relying on Greg to lead them…and lead them he was.


It was a type of combat he didn’t like, and that Star
Force had never fought, but he was a trailblazer and was excelling at it
regardless. He was winning battles that the Tolsoi would have lost if he had
not been there, and keeping the losses in their victories much lower than
expected. He focused on that fact whenever a ship was destroyed along with its
crew, knowing that he had to stand by the Tolsoi now as a new fleet was
constructed, else they’d be outmatched against the Zargor without his strategic
cunning…and his badass flagship.


With the Zargor weaponry being primarily short ranged,
it meant all of the Dre’mo’don cannons on the Eternal Pyre were within their kill zone and living up to that
moniker. He left their individual targeting up to his remote pilots and Admiral
while he focused on the Tolsoi fleet and their movements, issuing constant orders
to crews and captains that still didn’t fully understand the logic behind such
things, but they had come to trust in the trailblazer implicitly over the years
of combat and the number of battles he’d seen them through, so they reacted
instantly to his orders…as best they understood them.


It took a long time and a lot of carnage before Greg
finally released the starfighters from their holding position, giving them orders to target damaged ships only and to remain at
high attack speed…pushing through the engagement and not circling around within
it. The Zargor had plenty of anti-air capability on their ships, so going up
against them with small arms was suicide. What the starfighters did have was
decent anti-ship missiles that had been reconfigured for early release, so they
could be programmed with a target and let coast into range before activating
and powering into detonation range.


That could keep the starfighters out of anti-air
attacks, but the missiles themselves were still vulnerable to intercept…thus
the need to attack damaged ships that may or may not have their anti-air
knocked out or unpowered. Greg wanted the starfighters to add to the warships’
damage rather than trying to down their own targets, and given that these
pilots were living longer than most under his guidance they’d started adhering
to his rules of engagement.


Or more accurately, the ones that didn’t died and were
weeded out, thought that didn’t always hold true. A lot of good pilots
following orders died as well, for there was almost no margin for error with
the tiny ships. One good hit, or a lucky one, from a warship and they were
toast, which was why Greg would only use them for support operations or bait,
though the Zargor hadn’t chased after them this time as he’d hoped. They’d
stuck with their prime target of Greg’s flagship, and not just because of the
wicked amount of damage it could pour out. They wanted him eliminated, for he
had already gained a reputation as the mastermind behind the Tolsoi resurgence
and their stopping the Zargor assault on their territory cold whereas they’d
expected them to eventually fold like all others did.


But that was another tactic that Greg could use,
making himself the bait and riding it out in a very well armored decoy. The
Zargor didn’t have enough ships here to take him down, so he let the Eternal Pyre eat up weapons discharges
as the enemy ship count diminished rapidly. Unfortunately they didn’t all shoot
at him, for they didn’t all have good firing lines, and some chose Tolsoi
targets instead. When both fleets mixed together the battle became chaotic and
Greg had to work his tail off to get the sluggish Tolsoi maneuvering as he
needed. 


They didn’t respond as fast as Star Force troops, whom
he could order through the battlemap system as quickly as their own captains
could, and Greg hated playing games with lag, especially when people’s lives
were on the line. 


He watched the starfighters streak in, thankful that
the distraction had worked and the Zargor were too preoccupied with the
warships to notice them. They shot in and out, launching missiles on the way
and hitting unshielded enemy ships that were engaged with other vessels,
tipping the scales in those engagements without drawing any considerable return
fire. 


One of the starfighters did get clipped in an
explosion and became ballistic, but his comm system
was still up and he was still alive. Greg sent three of the other starfighters
after him on retrieval orders as he reformed and circled the starfighters
around the main battle to set up another strafing run as a few weak spots on
the Eternal Pyre’s shields
momentarily collapsed and let a little weaponsfire through that licked away at
the hull without doing much damage. 


Several of the medium Tolsoi warships were racking up
considerable damage, with Greg ordering them into a retreat through the other
ships along specific lines, predictably dragging Zargor pursuit that wanted to
finish them off before they could get away, directly into ambushes. Flanking
ships crisscrossed over those routes and hammered the chasing ships with 3 to 1
or better advantages in numbers, knocking them down and allowing the damaged
Tolsoi vessels to cycle back around behind the command ships as several of them
now moved up to first position on what was left of the battle lines.


Within a few more minutes the fighting was over. It
ended so suddenly he didn’t think the Zargor even realized what happened to the
rest of their ships, so consumed with their targets and making kills. Their
ships were considerably larger than the lizard cruisers, but they operated with
a swarm mentality more focused on pursuit than self-sacrifice. Once attached to
a target they didn’t like to lose it, making the basic Star Force fleet cycling
patterns so disruptive to them. A good commander would learn to adapt, but for
years these same tactics were getting the same responses from the enemy…and
some of them had survived to tell the others what had happened, so there was no
excuse for their stupidity.


Maybe he was just used to the adaptational skills of
the lizards, to which these guys compared poorly. Then again, if he didn’t have
a technological advantage their ‘pursue at all costs’ strategy would make
engagements all in or run, and in that environment the more aggressive usually
came out the winner, especially when they had superior engine power to run down
fleeing ships. And if you knew you didn’t have numbers on them, you’d be
reluctant to engage for fear of being pursued relentlessly.


The Zargor strategy was based on fear and intimidation
as much as raw firepower, but with Star Force they’d finally found someone they
couldn’t bully. The downside of that, though, was the Zargor wanted to keep
bullying so they had to knock off those that stood up to them first, which had
accelerated their assaults into Tolsoi territory and forced a much more rapid
conflict than had been building up previously. 


Then again, that also pulled Zargor ships off of other
systems that couldn’t defend themselves, so it wasn’t totally a negative, but
being the powerful good guys did have negative effects for your friends because
you tended to draw the bad guys to you in some situations. The Tolsoi didn’t
have a choice in the matter, for they couldn’t wait to build up resources. Star
Force was their one and only hope and they were fully committed to fighting on
their side, no matter how much escalation their arrival incurred.


When the warships were done hammering it out Greg
didn’t wait to lick his wounds. He ordered retrievals for survivors while
taking most of his fleet further in to the planet and within a few dozen miles
of the surface. Gravity was inconsequential, and there was barely a trace of an
atmosphere, but there was a sizeable base with a lot of warehouses and other
support structures. 


“Zargor, this is your chance to surrender and live. If
you do not I am obliterating your surface facilities with my fleet. You have no
defenses that can stop us,” he said, emphasizing that point by targeting the
few weapons batteries that were firing up at his ship from the planet, again focusing
the big ship rather than taking a shot at a smaller Tolsoi vessel. Their
predator mindset didn’t match their visage, and right now he didn’t care if
they stuck with it or surrendered. He needed to neutralize this base and get
moving before another Zargor fleet could arrive.


“You have a few minutes to think it over,” Greg said,
sending a countdown clock along with the transmission. “If you surrender you
will not be killed or enslaved. If you do not surrender you will be killed, so
the question is whether you want to live or die as target practice. Your
choice, and make it quick.”


He’d given them 20 minutes, but it only took 4 before
he received a response that was all venom and defiance. The trailblazer sighed,
then went ahead and held to his 20 minute mark anyway as he gave the fleet
firing orders to destroy and hopefully kill the inhabitants as quickly as
possible rather than leaving pockets around to slowly die from the long list of
ways one could expire stranded in space.


Less than 2 minutes to go he received another
transmission from a different source on the planet requesting to surrender. He
inquired as to the circumstances and found that there was a difference of
opinion involved. 


That settled the orbital bombardment, for even if one
person wanted to surrender he was going to see they got the chance. He made
arrangements for those surrendering to evacuate certain areas, then he began
destroying those piece by piece until he started to receive more surrender
requests in other areas. Greg continued the herding method until all the Zargor
that wanted to live were in four different zones, all of which held spaceports.
He let them board the cargo ships and leave the planet, not caring how tightly
they had to pack in together to fit.


When they were gone he sent down a team do a psionic
sweep for others and sure enough some had been left behind. Greg took those
captive and brought them up to his command ship for safekeeping, and upon
further interrogation found out they were the ones who had arranged the surrender.
Their peers had deemed them unworthy and left them to die while they fled in
their place. 


Greg found that not only dishonorable but in denial.
The surrender was the only reason they’d been allowed a chance to escape, but
they’d labeled it as an act of cowardice then used it to survive. It was
hypocritical and a sign of how the Zargor thought. Their way of doing things
had to be proven correct, even when it obviously wasn’t, so they’d rewrite
history and utterly deny what was right in front of them to make it fit…then
eliminate anyone who pointed out otherwise.


No, these weren’t the lizards. Lizards were too damn
efficient to waste time on lies, save for the templars. The Zargor were ego
incarnate, and the lizards had none. The lizards would adapt while the Zargor
stuck to their assertions, making the technologically superior foe the less
dangerous. The Zargor were bullies in every sense of the word, and while not
every person in a race or civilization was identical, he was getting a clearer
and clearer picture of how they thought and operated.


These guys had to be defeated. Not just turned back,
but taken out altogether. That would require going beyond the Rim Region, but
it was something that had to be done eventually. There was no coexisting with
them when they had what they thought was an advantage, and no negotiation was
possible. The only way to make them back down was to show superior strength so
vast that they wouldn’t dare strike. The Nexus was that power previously, but
now it was gone and Star Force wasn’t dominant in this region. This war was
going to be fought, bitterly, for a long time to come…and after all that, there
was no way the Zargor were going to pull back and be allowed to retain their
sovereignty. 


They had to be taken out, and what was even worse was
that there were other races out there just as bad. This entire region was full
of weeds and thickets that had to be cleared away and Star Force didn’t have
the resources to do it. Maintaining their allies and transforming them into
true Star Force expansions was the immediate goal, and a tough one at that, but
looking ahead as a trailblazer always did, Greg knew there was a bigger war
that was going to have to be fought.


And it involved Star Force heading into the heart of
Zargor territory and kicking their ass on their own turf. 
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January 3, 3464


Attikca System (Rim
Region)


Outer Zone



 

Taria-38GV-97 was riding a dropship over from the
mining complex on asteroid 3109 when a yellow alert pinged. She saw it on her
armor the same as everyone else, but the pilot made an announcement anyway.


“Non-Star Force ships in the system. Shouldn’t affect
this trip,” he said, referencing the distance between the red star where the
alert had been triggered and the location of this strip of mining occurring in
one of 219 different asteroid belts in the dead system. There were four gas
giants that had probably eaten up some more of them, but there wasn’t a
habitable planet amongst the rubble, let alone even a planetoid round enough to
bear that label, and that was probably the reason why no one had colonized this
system until Canderous had moved in to set up shop and built an impressive
shipyard that was still being expanded upon as it produced badly needed drones
for the Star Force fleet.


Taria wasn’t wearing combat
armor, but given that the asteroid she’d been working on had no natural
atmosphere they all wore work gear that was self-contained and doubled as low
grade protection against weaponsfire, though it was more designed to resist
cave-ins. She and the other miners were careful enough not to really need that
function, especially with such low gravity to work in, but you never wanted to
get caught between two pieces of rock without an exoskeleton. Human flesh
ripped and squished easily, and without protection you’d just have to hope
there was enough left of you for the medics to put back together later.


But compared to the hellish assignment she’d
previously had in the Deterious System this was a
walk in the park. There was no massive gravity wells to deal with, just a bunch
of rubble floating around the system with a treasure trove of resources to
plunder and more corovon than you could shake a Bsidd appendage at. It was also
a very primitive system as far as neighbors were concerned, with little traffic
passing through. Actually none, which was why any ship that did wander out this
way would trigger a system-wide yellow alert, letting people know that there
was another player on the field because Canderous had so many exposed work
spaces that they were easy targets to anyone that got in close enough.


But there was a Canderous fleet protecting the system
and Taria’s position was far outside stellar orbit.
The yellow alert itself was laggy just traveling that
far. If ships proved to be hostile or interested in snooping around the alert
would go up to red and work groups like hers would stop what they were doing
and get to shelter…but she was already on her way back to the seda, which is
where the dropship would go even if the alert had been red.


The big green sphere was also the ship that brought
her into the system, along with the 538 others in the Canderous convoy. Each of
them had a beefy gravity drive that made them far more than space stations and
had carried them all the way out from the ADZ where they were built. They were
all newer constructions, for the older gravity drives just didn’t have the
speed needed for such a long journey and a lot of them were too big to be
carried on the grid point system. That meant they’d had to take the long route,
though they’d managed a few black hole jumps on the way to speed things up now
that Star Force had secured and was routing as much connecting traffic as they
could through those speedy links.


But this system was far from any of them and situated
in a dead zone within the Killik subregion
that was overseen by Clan Joanna, though Canderous wasn’t officially working
with them. They were an independent placement by Director Davis in order to
give the subfaction/faction a base of operations in
the Rim Region and this system was definitely well stocked for that purpose.


As for their status as a faction…that was still
largely debated. There were never any official pronouncements of such things,
but a faction was the highest level within Star Force and was said to cover all
5 areas of combat…naval, aerial, mechs, commando, and aquatics…which Canderous
did, but they did not put down permanent residences on planets and therefore
did not have any aquatics colonies, only a handful of mining outposts. That was
a point of contention with those people that said Canderous was a subfaction because of that limitation, but the Canderians
were adamant that they could fight anywhere at any time and that was all that
was necessary for faction status.


And they were a faction that kept mostly to
themselves. There were no non-Humans within Canderous save for a rare few
advisors or work-related partnerships that they formed. All Canderians came
through their own maturia systems which were onboard their sedas, which meant
that all the population in this system was going to be grown right here on
these massive space stations. A population boost order had been issued once
they’d arrived, making it official policy to get as many females pregnant as
were willing and Taria had given birth to another
Canderian just three months ago, but she wasn’t going to do so again for some
time. She’d contributed to the order, but she didn’t want the layoff from work
that it’d mandated for her happening again.


There were population limits on the sedas, for there
was only a set amount of space to be used. Flexibility was designed into the
stations but for the type of growth that was being requested one needed to
build more sedas…which was already underway along with the drone production.
The first thing they’d done when they’d gotten here 29 years ago was to set up
mining operations, into which they funneled the raw materials to a shipyard
construction project. Now that shipyard was the largest in the Rim Region and
was producing the sedas they needed to expand their operations. 


But they would not be alone out here. They were but
the foundation for which many more Canderians would be traveling out to once
they got a proper transit system established, and it was rumored that The Nexus
was going to move one of their grid points all the way into Star Force space to
link to the one in the H’kar territory. If and when that happened, or a
formalized trade route was established, Canderian ships that were far faster
than the sedas would be bringing out the experienced combat personnel needed in
what was a candy zone to the Canderians.


They lived and breathed war, in all its forms, but
they’d had far too little to do in their long history up until they were really
let loose against the lizards, but even then they were often holding the line
rather than pushing combat on the front, for that’s what sedas were good for.
Holding territory.


Now that was exactly what was needed out here, and
Canderous thrived more in frontier regions than it did in civilized ones. For
that region the Sen Legats had insisted that
Canderous be included, and heavily included, in this war theatre. Taria had been quite pleased when the announcement came
through, as were most Canderians, and she had been even more pleased when her
requested transfer orders arrived.


You couldn’t move planets, but Canderous didn’t live
on planets, so if you needed to bring civilization to the barbarous regions of
the galaxy who did you send? Not the Bsidd, or the Calavari, or the Protovic.
You sent Canderous, and the moment they arrived they were just as strong as
when they’d left, because they took their homes and military bases with
them…but what was needed out here was much, much more, hence this base of
operations that was going to be making a lot of the equipment that the soldiers
being shipping out here eventually would use.


At which point they’d begin expanding their powerbase
outward and locking down the surrounding region, daring any malcontents to
challenge them and eagerly awaiting their stupidity in doing so. Canderous wanted
to fight, and there was no shortage of enemies out here in the Rim Region. Far
more than anyone could handle, hence Canderous was in a state of glee, with
only the limiting factor of building new equipment putting any damper on their
collective state of euphoria.


But their infrastructure was stretched out here, in
this empty, out of the way system in order to maximize the speed of the mining
process. That left them vulnerable to a savvy opponent, which was why they were
taking any ships jumping into the system serious, even if all they were doing
was passing through.


Yet her dropship returned to Seda DSB without
incident, sliding into one of the hangar bays and dropping them off on full
gravity plating before shipping back over to the asteroid. There was a constant
flow of the little ships running around the clock, for Canderous had no ‘night’
in their civilization. Everyone worked and lived in shifts that overlapped to
keep the faction running at peak efficiency nonstop. 


So when Taria got back she
immediately headed to a cafeteria to eat before returning to her quarters and
getting some sleep before tomorrow’s shift. As she sat at a table and slowly
mowed down her impressive tray of foodstuffs the Dapifer
watched a news report that detailed mostly internal activities among the sedas,
but it also had a substory about the yellow alert
that she was watching when it suddenly turned red.


Nearly all the heads in the cafeteria turned to look
as their attention was caught over the next few seconds as images from the star
showed not one, but hundreds of ships coming out of a jumppoint in staggered
convoy. They didn’t match any known design or affiliation, and nor were they
simply transitioning around the star to another jumppoint, for some of them
were headed further out into the system to where the closest sedas were in the
innermost asteroid belt.


Taria watched while she ate
as the newsvid detailed the warships being sent to
intercept them prior to their arriving at their sister sedas.



 

Legat Narion-127CT-19 was in the Canderian command ship
at the center of the 18 vessels that were moving to intercept the arriving
fleet. The other ships in his group were all remotely controlled from his
vessel, but it wasn’t a jumpship and they weren’t drones. All of them were
warships Cruiser-class and above,
with his being a battleship that rivaled even the standard Star Force command
ships for size and strength, though it wasn’t donut shaped. Rather it was
shaped like a hammer with a Y-shaped tail coming off it, and on the reverse
side of the hammer were two large bays that contained starfighters, all
remotely controlled, but a piece of technology that the rest of Star Force did
not employ.


Narion didn’t release them
early, knowing they were safest inside the warships and realizing that
deploying them in the wrong situation would quickly mean their destruction. How
a naval commander utilized starfighters was a sign of prestige among the
Canderians, for the Archons didn’t think they were worth the effort and
whenever someone successfully utilized them it was a mark of pride for their
entire civilization…and a mark of shame if the Archons were proved correct and
they were just wasted.


As the Legat brought his battle group in towards the
approaching ships other battle groups were repositioning around the system, but
he was to have first contact. As eager for battle as the Canderians were, they
were still Star Force and they were going to make sure that whoever they were
about to attack deserved it, hence a range of communications inquiries were
sent out in multiple languages and formats.


But before their signals could even reach the
interlopers the Canderians received a message. It wasn’t on Star Force
frequencies, but it was partially formatted in their style. The language wasn’t
immediately recognizable, but the Canderian linguists quickly narrowed it down
to a hybridized version of a local language they had in their databanks and
worked out a decent translation, which they sent to the Legat’s
personal display on his command chair.


He read through it, his face grim. It wasn’t a
declaration of hostilities or a threat to remove them from the system, nor was
it a request that they do so. This race was called the Bwetti,
and the still materializing fleet arriving at the jumppoint was all that was
left of their civilization. The Hasgoul, another race
that was just a mere mention in the Canderian notes, had invaded and taken over
their world, with this fleet being made up of now refugees who had come here
deliberately seeking Star Force.


Apparently the Canderian presence in the system wasn’t
as low key as Narion had thought, and as he read
through the long message his hopes of seeing combat today withered, for the Bwetti stated that they’d been traveling for some 8 months
without pursuit to get here. That meant no Hasgoul or
anyone else to fight…and a growing fleet of people looking for help that the
Canderians probably couldn’t provide, but that wasn’t for him to decide. He was
tasked with this battlegroup, not the logistics of the star system.


Narion set a return message,
scripted as best the linguists could manage, and defined a set of holding
coordinates for the arriving fleet while sending some of his ships to guard the
jumppoint just in case the Bwetti were wrong about
being followed. He also put ships into a perimeter around the holding area to
make sure they didn’t go beyond it, for the status of this race wasn’t certain.
They could still be enemies, and he wasn’t going to take any chances with this
system.



 

Kit Legat Isha-83Z-01 was in charge of all the Canderians
in the system, as befitted her ‘Kit’ rank, and it was to her that the arriving
fleet’s message was relayed along with as much tactical data as sensors could
pull on their ships. Almost all of them were unarmed or lightly armed, with
only a handful that looked like warships and those were showing battle damage.
There were varying sizes and makes of starships, all very hodge
podge, and probably all running out of food, water, and air if they’d been in
space 8 months already.


For Canderians that wasn’t an issue. They could live
out here indefinitely via recycling measures, but Isha
knew well that most races couldn’t, and even a lot of Star Force ships were not
so designed. The Canderian sedas were special, and it was that special nature
that told her this fleet didn’t have the luxury of being directed elsewhere…and
given the crappy situation the entire Rim Region was in, no one else would
probably help them. The question was, could Canderous?


Isha’s first order was to
send a courier to Clan Joanna, making them aware of the situation and
ultimately leaving their fate in trailblazer Megan’s hands…but right now these
people, whatever they were, were here and her problem. And if they were also
running out of fuel they’d be stuck here indefinitely. Star Force didn’t just
turn a blind eye and let people starve to death, but there were limits to what
Canderous could do and if others became aware of their location and came
running here for help…


If they brought bad guys to bash that’d be one thing,
but sucking off their supplies was just not fair. That said, the universe had a
tendency to not be fair, hence she looked at this as another challenge,
immediately sending out new construction orders for additional bioharvest
structures located in the most efficient places to build…which she guessed
would be some of the hollowed out asteroids. Even if the sedas could provide
food to this fleet, sooner or later more would be needed and it was her job to
think ahead, so she put in the construction order, reluctantly redirecting
resources away from current projects, and got teams established and in planning
phase before she even bothered replying to the Bwetti,
asking for specifics as to their situation, ship status, and intentions.


The answer she belatedly got back was grim, as
expected. They’d barely made it here and some of their ships hadn’t, to which
she immediately dispatched a cargo convoy with warship escort to retrace the Bwetti’s path here and find the ships that had dropped off.
If there were any survivors they were to be top priority for recovery. If not,
there was no need to waste valuable resources and they were ordered to salvage
the ships and tow them back here, either to give to the Bwetti
or to recycle for themselves.


In the explanation of how they’d come to be here, the Bwetti had cited several other races that had fallen to the
Hasgoul and the rumor in the region of Star Force.
They were coming in from afar to bring order to the chaos and the locations of
all known Star Force systems were being spread around from race to race,
explaining how they’d known that Canderous was were. Probably a passing ship
had noticed them and then rumor did the rest, meaning that there could be other
refugees heading this way asking for help.


And that’s exactly what the Bwetti
were asking for. Help. They didn’t care in what form. Even offering to serve as
slave labor if Star Force would take them in. They were desperate and on the
verge of being wiped out due to malnutrition, meaning Isha
needed to act now before any more of them died within sight of rescue.


What their biology required was the subject of further
transmissions as medical teams were assembled along with cargo ships and
boarding parties…in full armor. This was an entirely unknown race, and as Star
Force had the previous experience with the Kiritas to pull from, starving
people would act irrationally, especially in sight of food. Her troops could
maintain order, and if a stun blast killed one of them there would be medical
personnel on sight to hopefully revive them…but at this point everything was up
in the air given their unknown biology.


This was an entirely different type of war, but
Canderous was a civilization of warriors from top to bottom and they were going
to fight it just as passionately. The enemy was time, logistics, and the
cruelty of the galaxy…and Isha would be damned if
they didn’t save every last one of them physically possible. Her real worry was
that there were too many of them, or that there would be more coming, and that
Canderous would have to say no to some of them. To tell them they’d have to die
within reach of help because there wasn’t enough to go around.


Which was why she immediately put the construction
crews to work building the infrastructure to increase their supplies, for that
was a message she did not intend to send to anyone…ever.
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July 19, 3466


Interstellar
Space (Rim Region)


Lizard jumpship 



 

Thrawn walked through the corridors of the anonymous
jumpship upon which he rode. It traveled in a fleet of 382 carrying cargo and
warships, but mostly the former. The leader of the Star Force-loyal
Li’vorkrachnika had left their holdings in the occupation zone in the hands of
others a long time ago, traveling out to the chaotic warfront that was left in
the shadow of The Nexus as it retreated. It had been publicized as a handover,
but he knew otherwise. They could not hold their territory so they were
abandoning parts of it. Fortunately for the races out here, the trailblazers
were eager to dive into a challenge beyond their current capacity and fight to
save and annex them into their empire.


Paul had done the same with him, refusing to give up
on what seemed to be an impossible task. He’d had to trick him into questioning
his own loyalty to the templars, and in doing so proved his guile and his
worthiness to lead. If not, Thrawn would have been dead at his own hand long
ago, so he took it on faith that the trailblazers could handle this, even if he
could not see how they were going to do it.


And that trilled him. Facing up against an unbeatable
challenge and potentially finding a way to overcome it. The size of the Rim
Region was larger than everything the Li’vorkrachnika had claimed prior to
coming into contact with Star Force, and that had taken them century upon
century of diligent expansion…yet the trailblazers were taking on the mantle of
the whole thing immediately. It was reckless, but he knew them to be anything
but, and he’d had a very long discussion with Paul on the matter before he left
to come out here. 


Thrawn had followed much later, but was operating
independently of any Star Force faction. That was the trust he had in him, as
well as being a functional necessity. The geography was so massive there was no
way to keep Thrawn under surveillance and use him effectively. He had to be released
to do what Li’vorkrachnika had been doing for as long as he lived…expand, and that’s exactly what he was
doing now.


After establishing several supply routes out from
H’kar territory and bypassing the grid system and black hole jumps, Thrawn had
established a base of operations within the Rim Region and had been receiving a
steady flow of supplies from Krachnika and the rest of his ‘cabal’ systems…those
that held the Li’vorkrachnika that had served the templars and the worlds that
Star Force had never conquered. The inheritance from the others that still served
their dubious masters was his now to use, but everything new being built was fashioned
along different lines.


The Paladin were the future, and some day he’d take on
their blue coloration as well, but Paul and his kin weren’t finished crafting
them and Thrawn knew that such things did not occur quickly. Each time the
templars had added a new variant there were thousands of revisions necessary
until they were fully absorbed into the codex…a codex that he now knew was
faulty. Faulty because the templar could not count on their loyalty and
required lies to keep them bound to their cause.
Thrawn now looked upon it with suspect, but also familiarity, for it was the
codex that he was born into and had used to command and conquer up until he had
been defeated and captured.


The codex he was using now was augmented by both
himself and Paul, but he was no longer receiving updates from the Paladin and
would not until they were complete. That was appropriate, for he didn’t need to
be experimenting. He needed a genetic and technological codex that was
predictable and seasoned, so a lot of his own experimenting he’d undone,
reverting back to the base codex plus the few alterations that had proved both
successful and reliable. They were upgrades to the old system and proven now in
battle multiple times over, but not sufficient for the long term.


Everything he was building here and back in the cabal
was temporary, massive as it was. It was temporary because the trailblazers
needed his current power, but even still there were telltale Star Force
influences on the architecture of every world he now colonized or refurbished,
and he made a point of incorporating their symbol wherever possible. The
yellow/tan coloration still held, even on the newer ship designs, with the blue
reserved for the Paladin as a measure of respect.


Thrawn had no command over the transitional Paladin.
They were fully integrated into the 10 Clans of Paul’s trailblazer squadmates and carrying out orders directed by them. Thrawn’s Li’vorkrachnika, still going by that name until
they earned the title of Paladin, answered directly to the masterminds that
commanded them, and they all answered to him. There were over a thousand now
and assigned to much smaller tasks than previously would have been considered
prudent, but their guidance was necessary to make sure the minions did as they
were supposed to and did not bring shame to their name by violating Paul’s
protocols.


That meant every world had a mastermind or would, save
for limited installations. The system Thrawn’s convoy
was headed to was the third expansion in the Rim
Region, or rather the third sector expansion. Already there were two with limited
core worlds established and guarded, and Thrawn had and always would be
traveling to the startups while leaving others to handle the controlled growth
of the others. Where there was the most need is where he went, as well as
requiring his subservient masterminds to gain experience beyond their mere
genetic memory. It was useful, but not enough to make a complete war leader,
and he had to make do with what he had available…which meant an overly
inexperienced group of masterminds.


Those captured were still proving their loyalty until
the trailblazers cleared them. There was no direct contact, but they were
monitoring their thoughts from behind walls so insure that any change of
allegiance was legitimate. So far they hadn’t made the necessary transition,
but there were a few that were noted as becoming close. Thrawn would use them
if and when they were cleared, but he was not counting on their inclusion. He
had to grow a new leadership class and get them experience without compromising
his duty…yet another challenge that he was not reluctant to accept.


One of the changes that had been permitted to his
technology codex was the upgrade of his gravity drives, making his
Li’vorkrachnika ships faster than anything the templar had, which was a
necessity given the distances involved out here. One sector to another was over
200 lightyears in distance, and within each a seed was planted that would grow
with time. Right now the two previous seeds were already engaged in small
battles within their claimed patrol zones running off or destroying pirates and
scouts from greedy neighbors, but larger combat was looming as Thrawn ran over
the map his own scouts were continuously updating.


There were a multitude of threats in his assigned
sectors, some of which he’d been told not to engage, leaving them to the Clans
or others. He was to pick off the weaker targets as he grew his population and
resource base, for if he encountered too much attrition he’d never grow as
large as necessary to begin to make a significant impact out here.


Walking through the ship corridors he passed slight
indentations in the walls, ceiling, and floor that held the Star Force symbol
cleverly hidden within familiar architecture that had a few improvements added.
He’d been onboard a Paladin jumpship before and it was nothing like this model,
with too many changes for him to rely upon. Thrawn could adapt to whatever was
given to him, but how his minions would was a question mark and they thrived in
environments that had been ironed out so thoroughly where every action was patterned
and remembered. This allowed them to adapt to exterior circumstances while
holding to their codex. 


Alter the codex and you risked destabilizing the
foundation on which the Li’vorkrachnika were built.


He trusted Paul to do it in a fast and comprehensive
manner, whereas if Thrawn had continued to do so here he’d have to take small,
cautious steps…and right now he did not want to be cautious. He had to be bold
and dive into the unknown in order to hold to his mandate, and one did not do
that with an uncertain codex.


But that hadn’t stopped him from keeping and
continuing to make some changes, one of which was quite recent. In sector 1
they had come across and cleared a conquered planet of those that had
obliterated the previous population. Upon analyzing the technology left behind
they’d discovered a useful alloy previously unknown and had begun integrating
it into their codex. Star Force probably already knew about the material, but
the awesome power of their technology was reserved for the Paladin. Thrawn was
using his own plus some necessary enhancements, and so long as they were tasked
with the widespread but small threats out here they would be more than adequate
to the task.


Slightly different, yet altogether familiar. That’s
how his new ships felt. They had greater capacity but no so much so that he
didn’t know their strengths and weaknesses by feel. They were an extension of
himself, as were all the minions onboard, and he could feel the harmony of
purpose amongst them. The upgrades made hadn’t unsettled them. They’d adapted,
as Li’vorkrachnika always did, and now they were stronger, ship by ship, than
ever before.


When Thrawn eventually reached a control room separate
from the bridge several librarians passed him updated reports but the rest of
his personal staff kept quiet and to their tasks while waiting for additional
orders as he went to the map again, bringing up the excessive amount of
information that they’d been collecting. He still hadn’t assimilated it all
yet, so during this trip and others he spent a great deal of time simply
staring at the geography of the numerous new regions out here as his mind
spiraled off on numerous tangents that the minions around him couldn’t even
guess at.



 

When the fleet arrived at their destination they moved
into orbit around an empty, nearly barren wasteland of breathable air and
sparse vegetation. There was little water on the planet, but that was easy
enough to overcome with technology. There were other resources here and it was
a strategic point that Paul had directed him to, though he let Thrawn make the
final decision for himself and he’d conquered with the selection. There were no
major threats nearby, nor any trade routes of significance. It was a little
unnoticed corner of the greater Dubrai Region that
Clan Cookie was tasked with, but an area they would not be able to exert any
influence in for centuries as greater priorities would always consume their
attention.


Upon settling into a stable orbit, the jumpships
released their warships and colonizing ships…the latter being an upgrade that
took cruiser hulls and turned them into mobile factories patterned after Star
Force’s MCVs. Cruisers had always had this capacity in limited amounts, able to
spawn entire new colonies just by landing on a planet and dosed with an
abundance of time, but these new ships increased the growth rate considerably.
They held no weapons, so they couldn’t operate independently, but given the
multitude of threats out here and his newfound reluctance to gamble the lives
of his people, he wasn’t colonizing planets with single ships, or even pairs.
Every expansion was going to be in force in order to protect it and to hasten
the development.


So to that end, part of the cruisers stayed in orbit
for defensive purposes while the rest split up and spread out across the system
pulling a more detailed survey than the scout he’d sent previously. The colony
cruisers headed down to the surface and landed in various places, spilling out
workers and equipment that immediately took to building mining facilities and setting
up prefab structures…another addition Thrawn had picked up from Star Force.
Normally the Li’vorkrachnika just built new technology on site, for their
skillset was that impressive, but the specific collapsible structures that gave
them workshops and small hatcheries immediately upon arrival were an
improvement…on planets that weren’t contested. Thrawn wouldn’t be colonizing in
that aggressive fashion any more save for special occasions. Paul needed him to
grow, and that meant picking systems where there would be no distractions from
building.


During the flow of transports to and from the cargo
jumpships Thrawn transferred down to the surface and took up command there in
one of the grounded colony ships, moving about without informing others so that
no one could track him unless he wished it. His authority always derived from
his body, for he was his rank and his genetic marker was all the leverage he
would ever need. The minions responded to him on sight, so there was never any
bickering over assignments that other races stupidly had. Every Li’vorkrachnika
here was devoted to their purpose, and had been born into a form to maximize
their potential. It gave them an advantage over the Humans and others, who only
had one form, though the trailblazers had gone to great efforts diversify
though other means.


With the Li’vorkrachnika there was no question as to
who did what, and when he arrived on the surface he simply walked into the ship
and was treated as if he was supposed to be there. Minimal surprise was the
only reaction he ever received, and it never lasted for more than a second. He
was allowed to move freely without question or adulation, observing the status
of the planet and any difficulties involved with its conquest, but eventually
he returned to his study of the region as he dispatched several of the
jumpships to scout the surrounding systems and received back updates that
confirmed the prediction that Paul had made. 


Thrawn was on his own out here, mostly, but there was
shipping moving through a trade route 6 jumps away belonging to a larger power.
Not one so large that it was on the ‘don’t touch’ list, but one that he
couldn’t contend with just yet and one whose intent hadn’t been determined. Too
little information was available, and while they might turn out to be a neutral
or ally, he never assumed as much. Everyone was a threat until proven
otherwise, and given that the resources coming in from the cabal worlds were
going to sector 1, he had to build everything in 3 locally…which meant not picking
any fights just yet as he set up shop.


Occasionally Thrawn would go outside and sniff the
air. It was hard and bitter, but it was raw and free. There was no safety net
here. No Star Force fleet waiting to be called upon for support. It was conquer
or be destroyed, and that was a very familiar mindset for him and the rest of
the Li’vorkrachnika. They’d been told their entire lives that if they didn’t
expand they’d be consumed by others and that every race they took down was a
threat eliminated. 


It had been a templar lie, and for his part in the
conquests of those worlds that did not deserve it he was regretful, but there
was no point in dwelling on a past that could not be changed. Paul had decided
he was worthy of saving and converting, and with that endorsement he’d never
doubted his cause. He’d been misdirected by the templars, a tool
inappropriately used, but the trailblazers would not make that mistake. They’d
set him loose against real threats, and Paul had already forged him into a
shield for those that needed protecting. It gave truth to the lie that the
templars had bred into them, and ironically had prepared them for this
moment…for they were more outmatched here than ever before, and it was going to
take a lot of effort and fortuitous use of opportunities just to survive out
here. 


They could always get lucky and go unnoticed, but
Thrawn knew better. Warfare on a grand scale was on the horizon, and once the
races in this region realized how powerful the Li’vorkrachnika were they’d move
against them, just as they had in the past, and Star Force wasn’t going to be
here to protect them. They’d have to fight with courage and guile in order to just
survive, and then to grow further and fulfill their mandate. Paul had told him
even if they succeeded a lot of people out here were going to die, that no
matter how well they all fought there were simply too many enemies, too much
territory, and too little time to save them all. Thrawn was to save those he
could, and Paul would do the same, but there was no chance for a full victory,
for they were outmatched by the geography alone.


But to not commit would mean far more would be killed,
thus they’d taken it upon themselves to challenge fate, and for the first time
since he’d been grown he felt himself fulfilling his true purpose. The fight
had barely begun, but as he tasted the air of this planet he felt the
righteousness of the mission, and it was one he had no problem dying to achieve
if necessary.


For without a purpose, what was the point in living? 


Paul had posed that question to him long ago, never fully
answering it, but wanting him to think upon it and discover the answer for
himself…and he had. Without a purpose one was lost, but a lost one could refind their path, so death wasn’t the inevitable outcome,
but one did not truly live unless they were bound to a purpose, as he was now.
It had been a long journey to this point, but he was here now, as were the rest
of the Li’vorkrachnika that had been abandoned to die while the templars fled
coreward…and they had their purpose as well, he could feel it in them. They
could feel the danger and reveled in it, for it was why they existed. 


They were fighters, and fighters needed a quest to
fulfill. Training alone was not enough. Thrawn and the others need to
accomplish something, not prep indefinitely. It was a skill the Archons had
mastered but they had not, and it was one that Thrawn truly didn’t want to
obtain. He’d rather be the weapon always in use until the day he died.


And with the size of the Rim Region and the threats
opposing them, it looked like he was going to get his wish.
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