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April 8, 2652


Baarg System (Beta
Region)


Keeson



 

Larry Vich was sitting in
his office looking out the panoramic window down into the valley when the comm tone sounded, bringing him out of another of his
daydreaming sessions. The Administrator spun around in his chair, seeing a
holographic prompt. He reached out to his desk and touched the button accepting
the call, with the image of another Human popping up
above his wide desk.


“I just finished compiling the recent numbers,” his
counterpart from region 18 said with a light smirk on her face, “and you were
right.”


“I usually am.”


“But you weren’t right about the source,” she quickly
corrected him. “It was D flock.”


Larry frowned, his pleasure with being right now
tinged with confusion. The former Lacvamat capitol world that they were tasked
with managing pieces of had been in Star Force’s care for some time now, but
not long enough to do a thorough job of reworking the infrastructure and
civilization up to their standards. Humans still held all the important
positions, with the fleshy fliers working their way up the learning curve and
having to earn their place.


Most hadn’t cared early on until Davis had instituted
the ‘flock’ program, which was a reorganization unique to the Lacvamat. While
Star Force still had the individual advancement possibility woven into the
design, most of the Lacvamat didn’t care to act unless it favored a group,
hence they’d been given group advancements. That was atypical of Star Force but
with each race they added, whether as member, ward, or mainstay, peculiarities
had to be troubleshooted.


Technically right now the Lacvamat were a ward of the
empire, but they weren’t being treated as such. Rather they were being
reorganized and grown into what would one day be a mainstay, similar to the
Calavari or Kiritak, and in order to make them a feasible addition their race
had to be integrated into the whole…which always came with challenges. 


For the Lacvamat that was double trouble because they
weren’t bipeds. Most of their movement occurred through flight, though they did
have two fairly thick, short legs they could hop around on. Those legs doubled
as hands with some precision talons on them that could grab or manipulate
controls, but designing infrastructure for such a race varied differently than
for Humans, and blending both together was far more difficult than, say,
blending the needs of the Calavari with Humans.


As far as the societal aspect was concerned the original
Lacvamat were definitely routed in a ‘group think’ that the maturias had
virtually eliminated, but without that cultural hive mind the individual
Lacvamat were lazier than most species. There were always exceptions, but on
average the fliers just weren’t cutting it, then Davis had instituted the
flocks and so far that had seemed to cure the problem.


The flocks were not made up of bloodlines, but were
rather talent pools. One had to earn their way into a flock through individual
merit, but after that point they worked together for a myriad of things short
of full autonomy. Davis had made it clear that he didn’t want the competition
factor overemphasized to the point of division, but rather to keep it friendly
and constructive.


Each Lacvamat world that Star Force now possessed was
split into regions that had unique flocks within them, each of which amounted
to as little as 200 or as many as 10,000 Lacvamat. Every one
had a specific purpose with none being self-sufficient, but rather tasked with
a tiny piece of the overall planetary puzzle. Each region was redundant and
able to fully support itself, if not also assist others in times of need. 


Larry had been having discussions with Nadie as to how production quotas were going to fare for
years, with both Administrators being able to call outcomes before they
occurred. Recently Larry had suggested that in one of their neighboring
regions, number 13 to be precise, there was going to be a quota overage in the
production of iron ore. Nadie had disagreed,
suggesting that they’d just barely scrape by in the six month cycle, which she
now had admitted was a mistake.


But the confusing thing to Larry was that, while he
had apparently been right about the numbers, he had been wrong as to which
flock had given region 13 the boon.


Each assignment, such as a mining operation in a given
facility, would have several flocks attached to it. Each would be working
alongside one another, some during different shifts, others simultaneously, but
never working together. The output was measured independently for each flock
and scores were assigned. In this case it was D flock that had kicked the
overall mining site production well over their expected quota, which was merely
a loose figure that the local facility was shooting for.


Flock D for this facility was the oldest flock in the
grouping and had been in ownership of the top spot for some time. They always
hit their quotas and little more, earning points for the flock that gave them upgrades to their status. Throughout Star Force
civilians were assigned luxuries based on statuses that they earned or could
purchase with credits, but those statuses were always individualized. With the
Lacvamat flocks they were not, with the entire group rising or falling with the
others.


This ‘team’ advancement was the first for Star Force,
which valued the individual above all other concepts, but in the Lacvamat’s case it was working to provide them the
motivation they needed. That said, D flock at the facility in question had
always been steady and reliable, doing what they needed but never going over
the top, which was why Larry didn’t understand how they could have been the
ones to push his estimates to fruition.


“What about B?”


“Just over par,” she said with some mirth.


“That makes no sense.”


“It’s certainly unusual, but with the new A flock coming in perhaps the vets wanted to lay the law
down.”


“That’s not how they think.”


“Well, whatever the reason, D came through for you and
you won this round. I just get the satisfaction of knowing it was by accident.
Any news happening on your end?”


“Same old, same old.”


“How close are you on that spaceport?”


“Still another 2 months before it goes partially
online, what with these damn aerial patterns.”


“Definitely one of the challenges of living here. Are
we still on for tomorrow?”


“I don’t know how much I’m going to be able to gloat.”


“Like I’ll miss that.”


Larry nodded. “Yes, we’re still on, and I’ll grant you
a tie on this one.”


“No, it may have been a sloppy prediction, but it
still came out to be true. Take your luck and run with it.”


“Alright, have it your way. 2 shot lead.”


“Three, actually,” Nadie
said with some dissatisfaction.


“They came in that
far over quota?” 


“Ye….ep,” his fellow Administrator said with some
shame as she cut the transmission, leaving Larry alone again in his office. 


Curiosity got the better of him and he dug into the
planetary files to search out the production records she was referring to. They
were recent, having been filed within the past 6 hours, and showed that the
mining site in question had registered a 6 month production quota at 278%.


That blew his mind, not because he hadn’t seen numbers
like that before, but because of the location and those involved. He’d expected
the newer 2 flocks to up their game and put the lagging facility ahead on this
cycle but he had not expected so much. Since he’d taken the over on this one
the higher the number went the more credit he got for it with Nadie on their regular ‘dates’ as he liked to think of
them, though there was nothing romantic involved. It was just a chance to spend
some time with a peer on a planet full of aliens.


Their dates were part work, part games with them
picking two or three activities to do over the course of a day while chatting.
They necessarily had to be low effort to accommodate the conversation, and the
first of which they had planned was hologolf, in
which his prediction had earned him a bit of a head start. It was one of the
games available in an entertainment chamber, rather than a ‘real’ game that left
physics to the universe instead of computer simulation, but the luxury of being
able to pull up over 300 premade competitions inside a bland, somewhat small
room had its benefit for those that weren’t overly concerned with competition
and just wanted to play to blow off some steam or hang out.


There were other Humans here, of course, but only a
handful of administrators and Larry liked to spend time with his peers whenever
he could. Nadie was the closest of them, being
located in the region to the north and only a short hop away by dropship or a
longer ride by train, but all of the Administrators could get to one another
without too much trouble or delay and keep some semblance of community on the
otherwise bizarre planet…one that they were attempting to convert into
semi-bizarreness.


Larry swiveled his chair around so he could look back
out the window. The cityscape below him was Star Force, telltale from the grid
layout and the material of the buildings, but what varied was the high,
needle-thin spires rising up from the center of the city and the mass of
buildings clinging to the far canyon wall. They were built vertically, such as
his office was on the opposite side, connected by a carpet of structures
between the two with a smattering of spires in the center.


That wasn’t typical Star Force, but it wasn’t that far
outside their normal motif. The bizarre thing about it was the aerial traffic
that had the open air within the canyon filled with the Lacvamat moving around.
Instead of taking internal lift cars or walking down hallways they flew
everywhere, making the cityscape below more of an outdoor interior than true
buildings, where the roads doubled as topless hallways. 


There were enclosed structures, of course, but when
one wanted to move from point to point they came out to the roof and flew over
to the next location, meaning that all of the structures had to be thin and
accessible to the air, with none of the big, hulky city-buildings that Star
Force favored elsewhere. 


Larry and the other Humans moved about conventionally,
for it was Star Force infrastructure and therefore accommodating Humans and
others with subsurface rail lines and lift cars. Not far off down the canyon,
where the exit of the river that flowed down the now artificial center met up
with a spindly little lake, there was a large plain sitting in the middle of
the otherwise varied terrain. There construction was still continuing, with the
most notable feature being a spaceport…but unlike most Star Force spaceports
this one wasn’t being constructed on the ground.


It looked like a giant mushroom rising high up into
the sky and spreading out laterally, leaving a thick central stalk supporting
it then an umbrella outstretch that allowed the Lacvamat fliers to move across
the surface beneath the starship traffic so they wouldn’t cross paths. The
Lacvamat could fly to considerable height, but Larry and the others had found
that giving them an altitude free of craft that they could move about through
without worry saved a lot of hassle…or rather it had been an Archon that had
devised that little tidbit and passed it onto them, for he was technically in
charge of the entire Lacvamat race.


But it was Administrators like Larry that held
everything together, with the planning and building of individual cities to
consider. The Archons would come in, change this or that, then leave again to
put out any procedural and societal brush fires that popped up, but it was the
Administrators that stayed in place and made sure everything progressed
smoothly, for that was their function. Sometimes what the Archons wanted was a
pain in the ass to do, but he’d never met one who had given orders just to yank
someone’s chain and there was always a reason for what they did, even if it
wasn’t immediately obvious.


But on this planet he’d been left mostly alone. It had
been the Lacvamat capitol before but, on the call of an Archon, that
designation had been stripped from it and moved to another location. Keeson was still heavily populated, as far as the aerial
race was concerned, though the layout of the cities was very thin and almost
underpopulated compared to the Star Force norm. That was necessary, given there
was only so much sky space, and while the Lacvamat could navigate in large
groups fairly easily the Administrators had learned not to get them too packed
together, for when they all had different directions to go the ‘group think’ of
the Lacvamat kind of misfired and chaos broke out.


Get them all going in the approximate same direction
or with the same purpose and they could swarm through the air with ease, but
the somewhat regulated flight patterns of the low altitudes within the cities
defied that theme to a degree, though there were long, thick columns of fliers
all heading the same way on what looked like roads in the air from Larry’s
window. 


Little specs would split off from them and fly through
the open spaces in between, coming down or up to one of the spires or surface
buildings where they needed to go. It was those transitions especially that
caused trouble in greater numbers, but with proper city planning and population
monitoring the Star Force Lacvamat cities functioned and functioned well,
though there were always opportunities to improve.


Some 160 miles to the south was one of the temporary
habitats Star Force had set up some time ago to house the Lacvamat population
while the true cities were being built, and those temporary sites had been
constructed in order to move people out of the original Lacvamat structures,
which were now all decommissioned and in the last stages of recycling the
materials. The temporary habitats would stay up until all of the Lacvamat could
fit within the cities, then Larry and the others would begin expanding more
slowly to suit their growth needs. Right now, however, they were building as
fast as they could just to give everyone a place to live.


Which was why the maturias were slowing reproduction
rates to a steady trickle. The Lacvamat reproduced through eggs, giving Star
Force the ability to firmly control population rates as opposed to live births
because the eggs had to be externally fertilized. Originally, unsanctioned
reproduction had been a minor problem, but virtually all of those Lacvamat that
had been born through the maturias accepted Star Force’s mandates and didn’t
try to circumvent them. It was those that had lived prior to the annexation
that were showing defiance, and while there weren’t a lot of them left due to the
war and subsequent attrition there were always some problems with the dissenters,
but at least it seemed they’d given up on trying to breed off the grid.


Most of them just sat and rotted away in their
habitats, ironically cleansing the planet of the problem they represented. Some
had converted over, but most stubbornly refused to help their ‘conquerors’ and
were gradually fading away from the social consciousness. The planet and their
race were Star Force now, with that becoming more so every day and with every
subsequent generation being hatched and trained in maturia, but there was still
a lot of work to be done before the Lacvamat could take their place as peers
within Star Force, for right now without the Human Administrators and other
‘support staff’ the Lacvamat civilization would quickly fall into shambles. 


They weren’t ready to be independent yet, not in any
way, shape, or form, but they were gradually making progress and most of those
Larry interacted with now could speak English, which was a blessing, for his
trade language was not in a comfortable sound range for his vocal chords. It
always was a chore to pronounce, but with the conversion taking place on the
planet and the Lacvamat becoming more and more Star Force, English began to
take over as well, allowing normal speech that he was grateful for.


The Lacvamat had their own dialect, of course, but it
was easy to get used to given that they’d learned it from Human trainers and
holo recordings. It was the non-maturia raised natives that spoke it with an
almost garbled tone, and that gave him some considerable difficulty in
understanding them, but he rarely dealt with those individuals anymore now that
he’d accumulated a moderately sized staff of Lacvamat that he could rely on to
do basic tasks. Over time that staff would grow in number and experience, but
it was going to be a long haul indeed.


He’d learned early on that he needed breaks to refresh
his Humanity, or more accurately to refresh his ‘Star Force.’ That wasn’t a
proper term but it was the only one he had, for when dealing with the Lacvamat
and trying to pull them into the massive organization he was likewise pulling
himself out of it a bit, being blended with their bad habits and tendencies as
he battled them. 


So it was days like the next, when he met up with Nadie and the pair took the day off from duty, going far
away from the Lacvamat and retreating down into levels where they didn’t
typically go to get away from their charges and recharge their Star Force
batteries. As planned they hit up the entertainment facility, playing through
two rounds of simulated golf by smacking the real little projectile and having
the computer calculate its movements even as a force field caught it only a few
meters away.


After golf it was damough,
then tennis, followed up lastly by a lazy game of holographic cards in a
private hot tub as they soaked the alien influences out of them. Through it all
they exchanged information, plans and concerns, turning the ‘fun’ day also into
a business one, but that was just who they were. Administrator wasn’t a job you
did during the day and walked away from at night, it was a position with round
the clock responsibilities and while they might take time to blow off some steam
and recharge, they were always Administrators and when they chitchatted it
usually came back to the work at hand.


After quick, separate showers they had food brought in
for them and they spent the evening on a rooftop deck watching Larry’s city as
the twin suns slowly set over the far canyon wall and the nighttime lights
replaced them, twinkling as tiny Lacvamat would fly by in the dark and cause
the distant lights to blink in and out almost as if they were silent fireworks
going off. 


The breeze felt good and the pair sat in silence,
taking one last break from the Lacvamat while still observing them, almost as
if in transition back into their world and out of the tiny bubble they’d
retreated into. Bringing a race into Star Force was no easy task, and if one
wasn’t careful they’d lose themselves in the process. This had been underscored
many times by the Archons and even Larry’s superiors. He hadn’t understood
initially, but now saw the wisdom in their warnings.


He had to stay Star Force in order to bring the
Lacvamat into it. It wasn’t a trade off or merger, they had to come fully in
with Larry not budging an inch. That was the only way they would truly become
part of the empire, and it was the only way to keep the Administrators and
other personnel on planet from being corrupted, for like it or not, those you
spent time with had an effect on you, and the weaker minds would often begin to
emulate their environment.


Larry’s mind wasn’t weak, but he also wasn’t an
Archon. That said, a little recharge like today was enough to keep him on track
and come tomorrow morning he’d be ready to go at it again and bring the
Lacvamat one more baby step closer to truly being a part of Star Force.
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April 28, 2652


Sului System (Beta
Region)


Favrrcor



 

Gam’len’wex ran through the small stream, kicking up
water as the Scionate bounded across in only eight footfalls, with the latter
two sinking into the mud on the bank and slowing him as he ran up the short
incline and back onto the trail he was following. The quadruped wore no armor
nor shoes, clothed only in a thin torso vest that had holes for his neck, legs,
and tail…the Scionate equivalent of a body suit. 


Behind him others followed, staggered a few seconds
apart, with two on ahead of Gam’len’wex as the group crossed through the still
wild regions of the planet that Star Force was rebuilding for them. They owed
the great empire a debt they felt they could never repay, and had been working
hard the past 6 years to prove their worth after hearing the stories of how
their forbearers had so dishonored themselves. 


Gam’len’wex had not been born at that time, but he’d
learned from others what had truly transpired. The records Star Force had
available to the maturias were incomplete, and it wasn’t until Gam’len’wex had
graduated and met others who had lived through that era that he’d learned the
truth. 


The Scionate had never been a united people, with
constant dissention and battling amongst themselves over various matters. When
the war to fight the attack by the Lacvamat began they were united in the
obvious sentiment to defend themselves, but how they did so and the subsequent
counterattacks they made were not universally supported. By the end of the war
those frustrated and ignored Scionate that had argued for a saner course of
action had an opportunity presented to them when Star Force and the other major
powers punished the Scionate for their actions by taking a number of systems
from them.


The fools had fought back, which cost them further,
reducing the Scionate’s holdings down to only two
systems, each of which had a Star Force presence in it acting like a leash to
monitor the behavior of the dishonorable. The Lacvamat had lost all of their
systems due to their actions, but given that the Scionate acted mostly in
self-defense their autonomy was not stripped from them. They did, however, have
to relocate their populations from the confiscated worlds into those they
retained, with anyone staying behind falling under Star Force jurisdiction.


Many of the original bloodlines that did not need to
evacuate because they were based in the capitol system sought out Star Force
and asked to arrange a deal in which they would be allowed to come over to the
Star Force worlds regardless of how many Scionate decided to stay behind, for
they were sick of the way Scionate society operated and felt that, in addition
to a form of penance for the bad decisions their kin had made, their sense of
honor could be better satisfied as part of the Humans’ empire.


Ironically those bloodlines were one of the first
things to be disbanded by the Star Force conversion, with Gam’len’wex having
been born to parents that were unknown to him. He’d been raised in a maturia
and had no idea what former bloodline he belonged to, nor did he care, for the
new Scionate, the Star Force Scionate, did not think in such terms. They were a
united people who, regardless of whether they were new born or converted, were
committed to growing their small race into a military force capable of
assisting the rest of Star Force and earning their keep.


Gam’len’wex had also learned that the conversion of
the originals did not go smoothly, for Star Force had to break them of many bad
habits…but they had been willing to try, and that willingness had set them
apart from other races, they’d been told, with the Scionate taking to the Star
Force ways far more quickly than others once they got past the first few
transitional bumps. They were adapting so rapidly, it was said that they were
being fast tracked towards higher status within the empire, even more so than
the Scionate within Axius.


Therein lie part of their success, he was told, for
Scionate maturia already existed within Axius and did not have to be
constructed from scratch. The same was true of military equipment designed for
the Scionate, though they’d taken it up a notch as they designed modifications
along with the Star Force Archons and techs. Right now there were 3 large
Scionate units dispatched to field work, with a fourth being formed that
Gam’len’wex hoped to join. 


Two of those units were holding defensive positions on
the border, freeing up other more veteran Star Force troops to move into actual
combat theatres, though if attacked the Scionate would have more than enough
action to sate them. They were not safe by any means, but they were holding
guard over valuable sites and facilities, something that Star Force hadn’t been
willing to trust to others. There were many races within Star Force that had
military capability, but most were not permitted placements on the front, even
those that had been in the empire for several hundred years.


That made the defensive placements quite an honor,
especially for a race so new to Star Force, but there was one unit, their most
elite, that was operating beyond the borders of the ADZ and assisting Star
Force in taking worlds from the lizards. That fascinated Gam’len’wex more than
anything, and he desperately hoped that in time he would be able to join that
unit or another, which was why he and the others were working so hard in the
advanced training group that was blessed with an Archon as trainer.


And his workouts did not disappoint, which heavily
focused on running…the one major advantage the Scionate had over the Humans,
for they were far faster than most of them. That was a basic fundamental of
quadruped motion, at least those with flexible joints. Even the small quadruped
races were faster than their bipedal counterparts, on average, and the Archon
wanted the ‘full sized’ Scionate to amp up their
speed as much as possible so they could be a new asset for Star Force to
utilize rather than just a redundant replication of other races’ capabilities.


That was why Gam’len’wex and the others were running
without armor, for this training exercise was all about speed and endurance
sustained over rough, unpredictable terrain. The trail was one he’d ran before,
but it was so long that there was no way he was going to be able to memorize it
after only a few runs, leaving nearly every twist and turn as a surprise, not
to mention changes in the forest that occurred naturally.


They were covering ground quickly, with his legs
already burning after just 20 kilometers. That was due to their pace and the
climbing they were forced to do. The trail took them up and over every little
hill there was to be found, almost as if it had been cut out in such a way to
maximize difficulty, but that hadn’t been the case. Rather it was a run from
one training base to another, with the lay of the geography running
perpendicular to the path, resulting in the up and down rollercoaster of a
trail run that Gam’len’wex found incredibly challenging.


But then again what wasn’t here? He’d been told
specifically that this group was designed to give the worthy few a short cut to
combat assignments, and that they’d have to endure a lot of stress in order to
prove their readiness whereas the normal progression path would be more
gradual, taking decades at minimum, with many Humans taking more than 100 years
before they got posted to the front. 


There was a need for more troops, as many as they could
get, but Star Force wasn’t going to let anyone go who would be a liability,
forcing individuals and races to prove themselves time and again before they
would be trusted not to get themselves killed and give the enemy an opportunity
to poke its way into the ADZ. The fact that the Archons were even giving the
Scionate this opportunity for a fast track was a great honor, and Gam’len’wex had
quickly realized that great honor came with great responsibility within Star
Force, and this training group did not disappoint.


More than half of the original group that was here
when Gam’len’wex arrived had washed out, by their own choice, for they couldn’t
handle the intensity. None of them had quit, but rather went back to the
standard training programs and the ‘slow’ track. Those that remained were
supplemented with new recruits every now and then, but those weren’t put with
Gam’len’wex on his workouts. Those few Scionate with him now were half of the
most experienced ones, but even they were still several years away from the
benchmarks set down by the Archon.


Those called for running skills far beyond what
Gam’len’wex had now, and what blew his mind was that those numbers came from
the fastest of the Archons. The Scionate had to prove they were faster, amongst
other things, and there was no way he could ever see a biped moving as fast as
he was now, let alone faster.


Their Archon was fast enough, and had come with them
on some of their early runs when they were still slow, after which he’d teased
them about getting beat by a biped. That had aggravated Gam’len’wex more than
the others and he’d worked a little bit harder in response, but even today
there were still Humans out there faster than him, though not on this planet.


The Archon was monitoring their progress from afar, with
a tiny ear clip on each of the Scionate that doubled as an emergency comm device. It tracked their location for they were moving
across terrain where there was still hazardous wildlife and all types of
potential dangers from rocks and trees and who knew what else. This wasn’t a
typical training session in a controlled environment, this was a cross country
run, literally, so there needed to be some type of backup in case something bad
happened.


But that was just typical Star Force procedure,
looking out for the odd ball situation. Right now the only threat to the
Scionate was the physical fatigue they were suffering from as they came up to
their next check point. 


It was little more than a tracking archway, but when
Gam’len’wex came up to it he saw the colored energy shield that he was meant to
run through shining a pale green almost to the point of being clear. That meant
he was just ahead of schedule, for the darker the green the bigger the lead he
had. If it shifted over to yellow then he would have been slightly behind pace,
with red indicating that he was slower than the minimum requirement, which
would end in a challenge fail if he didn’t speed up.


Pale green was a relief, for he wasn’t sure how much
he’d slowed over the past kilometer. He could judge his pace off the others,
but if the leader was slow then the rest would be and he hadn’t felt like
they’d been dragging him along as fast as they should. Tired as he was, he
realized he’d been doing better than he’d thought.


Just on the other side of the archway he saw Hef’met’ka standing beside the trail taking a breather. It
wouldn’t last long, for his turn keeping pace was over and now Gam’len’wex was
second in line. Hef’met’ka would wait to fall into
last position and just try to stay with the group while the new leader set and
tried to maintain the desired pace, allowing others to just focus on the moment
and the sound of the footfalls ahead of them. 


It made a difference, not having to worry about how
fast you were going and just keeping with the guy ahead of you, but one more
kilometer up the trail and it would be Gam’len’wex’s
turn to lead, and then he would have to worry, for there was no way to measure
speed other than by feel, and with the terrain being so erratic you had to make
constant adjustments, keeping the long, boring run anything but.


The Scionate never had the ability to just settle in
and relax, with the trail forcing them to be agile and evasive nonstop as they
made their way across the countryside, passing from one checkpoint to another
until they finally reached their destination and the forest ended, giving them
a sprint across level ground to the final archway set inside the training base.


All the Scionate grouped up within a few seconds and
hammered the last bit three wide, getting up to the final marker that was
showing yellow. Their time didn’t record until the last of them made it across,
but when he did the final result was tolerable and did count for points, though
they were only 22 seconds away from failure.


Gam’len’wex sagged heavily, wanting to lay down but
knowing he shouldn’t or he’d get an earful from one of the non-Archon trainers
who were waiting for them. His perseverance was rewarded with a light tap on
his right shoulder by one of the tall Humans, a small sign of respect as the muddy,
water-drenched cats walked their way indoors and to the equipment room where
they showered and got dressed in a fresh set of clothes, including the small
shoes that felt very good on his now raw foot pads.


But there was no time to rest, or at least sleep, for
after a quick stop by the cafeteria Gam’len’wex was sent into a study session,
allowing his body to rest while his mind had to soak up yet more data regarding
Star Force protocol and tactics, with today’s lesson covering aerial tactics.
The Scionate fought off the sleepiness and devoured everything they showed him,
knowing he needed to know how each part of the empire’s military forces worked
for when/if he would end up fighting alongside them in combat.


After an hour of rest/study he was sent to do some
light agility drills then sparring practice, first against the Humans then
against other Scionate on loan from Axius. The Humans were tricky, but he did
have some advantages he could use and managed to get the best of them a few
times, but the Axius Scionate he literally couldn’t touch. They were so fast
and experienced that they owned him each attempt unless they deliberately held
back to teach him something, which they did most of the time.


Hand to hand was a weakness of quadrupeds, but what
they did have was first strike potential given their running speed and pouncing
range. Once engaged they didn’t have the leverage that a Human did, with their
trainers trying to teach them how to hit and run, then circle back and hit
again rather than trying to lock onto an opponent. It was difficult to learn,
but with the Axius Scionate there to show them what the Humans were trying to
explain helped greatly, though some of the movements required him to think like
a biped and that was a transition that he hadn’t fully made yet.


He didn’t want to raise up and expose his belly, for
one, and his trainers made him pay for that multiple times with overtop attacks
and today was no exception. He knew what he had to do but was still hesitant.
Mentally marking that as a place for future improvement he did his best during
the rest of the day’s training then eventually retreated back to the cafeteria for
a very large last meal, before walking off to his personal den and falling
asleep almost immediately.


The next day he would rise and repeat, for that was
what was required on the fast track to a combat assignment, with only those
wanting it bad enough being able to keep themselves going, and so far Gam’len’wex
was hanging in there, taking it one day, one moment at a time, and finding
himself growing stronger and faster than he had ever imagined…yet with so far
yet to go that it was almost comical.


He’d long ago set aside his concern and trusted in
Star Force, for if they could get the Axius Scionate ready then they could do
the same for him. With that worry gone he focused on doing his workouts,
leaving the big picture to his trainers and thus far that approach had been
working well.


Only time would tell how far he got and if he’d have
to tap out and take the slow route like many of the others, but for now he was
holding par and that’s all that mattered.
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May 23, 2652


Maxzet System
(Epsilon Region)


Mazicc



 

Admiral Laver watched from his jumpship as the
previous intel reports were updated with realtime
telemetry. The six locations on the planet’s surface that had been tagged as
containing pirate hideouts were indeed registering infrastructure as well as
some surface activity at one site. A liftoff was taking place, with the cargo
ship in question even now beginning to rise up through the atmosphere to make a
run for orbit and, ostensibly, out of the system.


It took a moment for the Australians’ sensors to
identify the type of ship, marking it as a Lemickas insystem commerce model,
meaning it didn’t have interstellar jump capability. Laver ordered it tracked
and followed, but not intercepted. Unless it met up with a jumpship it wasn’t
going anywhere and they could deal with it later.


Their mission was to take out the pirate bases on what
was otherwise an independent system within the ADZ. The planet was home to a
primitive civilization that hadn’t yet achieved space travel and one that had
wished to be left alone. Star Force had tagged it as a transit only system,
meaning that only passerthroughs were permitted and that the planet itself was
off limits, as was the rest of the system. 


There were many other systems in the same situation,
having fallen within the boundaries of the ADZ and not wanting to have anything
to do with the Alliance or the war. Star Force counted them as lucky and left
them alone, making sure that others did as well, but those systems in question
were regularly targeted as places to get off the Star Force grid and attracted
a lot of illicit attention.


The six pirate bases that the Australians had been
sent to get rid of had been identified by Star Force security previously, but
they hadn’t sent their own team to eradicate them. Often they did, but with so
many needs to attend to in the growing ADZ population that was approaching a
quadrillion, they often farmed out such duties to other parts of the empire,
with the Australians finally being able to step up to the plate and contribute
in a significant way.


Admiral Laver had been part of 3 previous campaigns to
hunt down pirates, slavers, and other scum from the ADZ, all of which had been
under the command of an Archon. This tour, however, he was in sole command. He
figured it was due partly to the limited number of the super soldiers and the
vast scale of the ADZ that had them going all over the place with significant travel
lags in between, but he also knew that his fleet would never have been assigned
this duty solo if they weren’t trusted. The previous campaigns had been the
Archon using the Australians in lieu of other ships and troops they didn’t
currently have available, but it had also been a test.


Apparently one that Laver and the others had passed,
for the previous 4 months had been missions similar to this yet lesser in scope
that had the Australians dealing with assignments completely without oversight.
Most were ship interdictions with a few surface raids, but this was the largest
strike given to them yet, with indications that there were thousands of pirates
on the planet below that either had to be captured or killed…and he knew from
previous experience that pirates didn’t like to go down without a fight.


This lot had been responsible for well over 50
hijackings of starships passing through Epsilon Region, all non
Star Force, for the pirates weren’t stupid enough to try and take one of
those. No, they preyed on the ever-increasing traffic from the other races in
the ADZ, often picking off ships and getting away before anyone even received a
distress signal. Star Force did belatedly monitor all transit between inhabited
systems and had picked up at least faint sensor recordings of the attacks, along
with the jumplines the pirate ships had taken when leaving with their bounty,
which was sometimes cargo or passengers, or even entire ships. 


There were becoming fewer and fewer places in the ADZ
for starships to hide, with virtually every attack that occurred being followed
up and those responsible found and dealt with eventually…yet more kept coming
as if they didn’t care or didn’t follow the news. It was very difficult to
hijack a ship in the ADZ and not have it noticed by Star Force unless you did
it insystem, for it was just a computational twitch to match up entry and exit
signatures and see if there was an anomaly. If there was, that was red flagged
and a closer scrutiny of the sensor logs was taken up, with those in question
having led Star Force security to this planet.


They’d done a thorough recon then left the system,
noting that the military capability of the pirates was beyond what they could
have dealt with on their own, and referring it on to others more suitably
equipped. The mission was eventually farmed out to the Australians, which were
doing a considerable amount of pirate hunting and other cleaning duties within
the ADZ given that they weren’t deemed fit enough yet to take part in combat on
the front or beyond.


That still left the Australians sour, but Laver knew
that they were being slowly let off the training wheels for a reason. No Archon
oversight on this campaign highlighted that, as well as the fact that this
strike was way down on the priority list. Still, it had to be done and done soon
else they’d let the pirates run rampant in the shadows and that couldn’t be
allowed.


Australia was more than happy to step up and
contribute, freeing up other Star Force units for higher priority tasks while
giving the junior members some greater standing within the ADZ. Previously
Australia had been little more than a closet member of Star Force, neatly
tucked away where no one could find them, but over time they’d been stepping
out and attaining some new colonies of their own. Nothing large, but they were
outside the Core Region and allowed them to begin to interact with other parts
of the ADZ as the independent entity that they were.


They were still Star Force, there was no disputing
that, but within the empire they were a semi-independent piece, similar to the
Kiritas but not the Kiritak. Australia had to operate within the boundaries
that Davis set for them, but so long as they stayed within the coloring book
lines they could paint whatever picture of their society that they wanted. They
had taken a lot from standard Star Force protocol but diverged in a number of
places, creating a separate identity that many had not liked.


Australia’s current population now ran a little over
3.7 billion, but with an outflow that at some times had exceeded their growth
rate. Many individuals born into Australia eventually chose to leave for either
Axius or a mainline Star Force colony, finding the pure openness to be more
attractive than the somewhat traditionalized Australian society. It had taken a
lot of trial and error on the part of Australia’s leaders to keep their
population at home, but eventually they began attracting more immigrants than
they suffered in losses…and they did so by offering things that the rest of
Star Force didn’t allow.


They couldn’t go so far as to legitimize contraband,
for that would put them outside the coloring lines, but they did offer
alternatives to many people who didn’t like the Star Force take on life, with
the biggest selling point being hybrid maturias. Nearly all Australians were born
and trained in Star Force standard maturias, or at least the Australian version
of such, but eventually a secondary program was instituted for those
individuals that wanted, and sometimes loudly protested for, the ability to
keep a family connection with their offspring.


What the Australians eventually offered was the
ability for a parent or parents to become low level trainers and work in the
maturia where their child was present, maintaining a connection to them until
they became old enough that they were allowed to live in a separate facility
with them during off hours, yet they would still be part of a maturia and all
the rigorous training that it required. 


That familial connection that the Australians allowed
was the first big move the Australians made, with Davis’s approval, away from
the typical Star Force model and it attracted so many immigrants that it
prompted the Australians to begin reshaping their nation into a Star Force
alternative and experimenting with new things to both try and distinguish
themselves from the rest of the empire, as well as to attract more immigrants
to replace those that were continually leaving. 


Semi-independence had its privileges, but it also had
its down side as well, with the Australians faced with the risk of losing
pretty much their entire nation if too many of their citizens decided to leave.
And with the Australians having to make every ship and building themselves,
what mainline Star Force colonies offered looked a lot more appetizing to most,
hence the push to attract the discontents and offer them up alternatives.


It had been a long process, but eventually Australia
had etched out an identity for itself and was now pushing for a greater role
within Star Force, with that being them taking on some of the responsibilities of
keeping the spacelanes safe and hunting down pirates where others wouldn’t or
couldn’t, for most races in the ADZ didn’t care about anyone other than
themselves, leaving Star Force and a few others as the guardians of all.


That was a responsibility that Star Force took very
seriously, which further indicated that the Australians’ status was increasing
given that Laver had been given this solo campaign, low key as it was. This bit
of it was going to be a milestone, one way or another, because to date nothing
like this had ever gone down without an Archon running the show, and today it
was going to be an all Australian affair.


He just hoped everything went smoothly.


“Lock in the drop points and get the transports
moving,” the Admiral ordered after watching the track of the ascending
transport for a bit. “Deploy the fleet into standard containment formation and
inform the planet that we’re here to remove some squatters,” he said, almost
word for word mimicking similar orders given by the Archon that he’d worked
with in previous years. “Get me air cover preceding our ships and everyone stay
alert. We need to bag these guys before they get a chance to run and hide.”



 

The Australian jumpship wasn’t large, for they’d had
to construct it themselves and virtually every ship in their fleet was
undersized compared to the mainline Star Force navy. While they had access to
nearly all Star Force tech, the more recent and impressive developments were
withheld from them until they showed they could master what they’d already been
given…and ‘given’ in terms of blueprints rather than actual machinery.


They had tech assistance as well, with many mainline
and even Canderous techs helping them design and get their own machinery up and
running. Given the necessary disconnect between the two, Australia’s equipment
looked and was designed differently than what the mainline troops had, just as Canderous’s differed as well. The Australians didn’t fare
well in the comparison, but they did have competent, solid ships that had gone
through numerous revisions and upgrades as the most junior member of Star Force
slowly cut its teeth on a handful of missions and assignments.


It was aggravating to most Australians how newer
members of Star Force got privileges that they didn’t, with the Lacvamat and
especially the Scionate being rushed into prominence. It was true that neither
of those pieces of the ever growing Star Force empire
would be independent, but rather constructed and run by the mainline section
just as the Kiritak were. That meant they didn’t have the freedom to experiment
and deviate from standard protocol the way Australia did, but they were being
given so much in terms of resources and tech that it rubbed many Australians
the wrong way.


Laver had once been one of them, but he’d gradually come
to see just how juvenile Australia was compared with everyone else as he moved
around the ADZ with the Archon, gaining bits of insight here and there and
realizing how much the Australians still had to learn. They were like kids
being allowed to play in the sandbox, but when it came time for the volleyball
match they weren’t allowed to play in the same sand at the same time.


Laver was one of the three highest ranking military
officers Australia had, and as such he held a significant voice in their decision
making and future planning, with him lecturing the others constantly on how and
why they were behind the rest of the empire and even falling behind the other
ADZ races. It was simply a matter of drive, for while Australians had
everything they needed others did not and were power hungry. That was not
necessarily a good thing, but it drove them forward while the Australians
metaphorically just laid out in the sun getting a good tan while complaining
about not being treated as equals with the rest of Star Force.


What Laver hadn’t originally understood was that all
of Star Force was working its butt off in some way or another, while Australia
was consumed with the civilian aspect of Earth. Civilians reaped the benefit of
others’ hard work, and if Australia wanted to be one of the big dogs they had
to get out of the ‘taker’ mentality and start becoming a ‘provider.’ There had
been some very long and loud arguments over that point, but eventually Laver
and a few others had made their case and several expansion programs had begun
to be formed and implemented.


They were still in their infancy right now, but first
on the list was an increase in military production. He was pleased with the
fleet that he had, and obviously the Archons felt the same otherwise they
wouldn’t have been calling on them for duties in recent years, but in overall
numbers their fleet was tiny and that had to change.


As he watched from his command chair four pieces of
his ‘half-sized’ jumpship broke off, leaving him with a skeleton of a ship
between the forward cone and the rear engine compartments. It was still armed
and decently shielded, but the jumpship was little more than a mobile command
center and not a true warship. Those were being deployed elsewhere in orbit
with each carrying its own small drones, none larger than cutter class and most
being the equivalent of oversized starfighters.


After those warships broke off from the jumpship and
moved out of sight to their assigned positions a series of hatches on the
underside of one of the neighboring jumpships opened up and released golf
ball-like dropships of decent size that began descending into the atmosphere.
Soon the other four did likewise and sprinkled the planet with descent craft
carrying the Australian army down to the surface to contend with the pirates up
close and in person. 


Following them out of the jumpships came, sometime
later, squadrons of Australian fighters that dove into the atmosphere and raced
to meet up with the slower dropships to give them air cover as they began
landing near the six pirate bases. As expected enemy aircraft began to take to
the sky and a beehive of activity began to show up on Laver's sensor scans. The
pirates weren’t going to go down easy, but he sent a message ahead of the
arrival of his forces demanding they stand down and surrender both themselves
and all equipment that they had.


The Admiral expected no response, for there usually
was none in cases like this, but one of the pirates bothered to reply with a
curse-laden spiel accented by various unkind gestures. What otherwise would
have been somewhat ironically humorous was anything but given the pure vitriol
being displayed. These pirates had no intention of submitting to Star Force and
were either arrogant or ignorant enough to think that they had the right to go
around stealing from and murdering travelers.


These weren’t valiant rogues, but savages…and Laver
didn’t like thinking ahead to what he suspected his troops might find down in
their bases, but this was work that needed to be done, and while it occasionally
turned his stomach he wasn’t going to relent. Australia needed to prove its
worth, even if it meant taking out trash like this that preyed on the weak, but
who had no real chance against the troops he was sending against them.
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Timothy heard the crack of the dropship door a moment
before he saw the light coming in from outside as the big ramp began to lower.
The luminous intensity was twice that of a ‘normal’ planet and made his eyes
wince despite the auto-glare cutdown in his mech’s
cockpit. He was viewing the outside of the bipedal machine via camera relays
while he sat within a protective cocoon inside the Bushwhacker-class mech, one of a handful of favorites the
Australians produced out of more than 320 models that Star Force had come up
with over the years.


“I’ve got point,” he told his fellow mechwarriors as
he walked out of his receptacle in the improvised mechbay
inside the dropship and over to the now half lowered door. He waited until it
finished deploying then walked his hunched mech down and onto the planet’s
heavy surface. Gravity here was 1.3 and caused his mech’s footfalls to be a bit
sluggish, but the computer automatically adjusted and allowed him more or less
normal ‘driving’ as he ramped up his speed and put some distance between
himself and the big spherical dropship behind him.


9 other mechs followed him out, which formed up into
two stars of five. Timothy had another bushwhacker and three ravens with him,
while the others had a thor, maddog, and another three
ravens.  All the mechs were intended for
the pirate base a few kilometers to the north while other dropships were
bringing down more mechs and troops for the other five locations on the planet,
all of which were situated in a geographical band running a few hundred miles
through a wild section of the planet and far from the population centers.


Timothy’s bushwhacker stepped heavily through the
marshy ground upon which they’d landed, for there was little else around the
base that made for a suitable landing site. The area was heavily forested, with
only the cutout for the pirate base and these swampy, almost shallow rivers
bisecting the forest in numerous locations. Those were going to be the roads
the mechs came into the base on, for a direct drop would have been impossible.


The pirate bases weren’t just hideaways, but armed
firebases. They had enough point defense weaponry to roast any dropship coming
down on top of them and even now were giving the fighters havoc as they
attempted to strafe some of the defense turrets now that they’d cleaned up the
pathetic pirate craft. Timothy saw one hit by what looked like plasma fire and
go down before the others eventually broke off and held to a perimeter that the
mechwarrior could see on his battlemap. They were still in the air and nearby
to call for assistance, but it was made clear that they couldn’t take out the
bases defenses on their own, even before orders came over the comm.


Their overflights had tagged a number of additional
batteries that they hadn’t noticed from orbit, with all of them going through
analysis by the ships in orbit and then filtered back down to the mechs as
priority targets. Timothy had a slew of them highlighted on his battlemap
before all of the mechs were offloaded, and was well prepared for what he was
going to face and have to knock down as his star began sloshing their way
through the marshy gaps in the forest.


The mechs weren’t subtle, standing some 10+ meters
tall at the smallest and making a lot of noise walking through the shallow
water and muck, but they slowly made their approach, working through the twists
and turns of the natural waterway as contacts began popping up on the battlemap
and headed their way…fast. Analysis soon identified them as hover tanks that
were also following the marshes, though without any hindrance given they were
operating on anti-grav instead of legs. 


“Ok fellas, let’s see how many prizes we can bag,”
Timothy said, adjusting his weaponry accordingly as he saw the stand down order
for the fighters. These were going to be pure mech targets. “Disabling shots
only.”


“Can’t we blow up at least one?” Ellie asked from the
raven to his left sarcastically.


“Save it for the turrets,” he said, seeing the first
of the tanks come around the bend ahead. It was more of a giant sled than a
tank, but it had three enclosures with weaponry mounted on top, all of which
opened fire with orange plasma lances that leapt out and hit the ground, air,
and left leg of Timothy’s mech. 


The one that hit the ground resulted in a plume of
vaporized water that created a short lived cloud, but the impact on the
bushwhacker’s leg merely sucked away some shield strength as Timothy pointed
the nose of the squat mech towards the tank and fired off a single lachar
blast. The bright streak of red hit the body of the tank and punched a hole in
its thin armor plating but did little other damage as three more tanks came
around the bend and began to take aim. 


Timothy marked the one firing at him as his priority
target, then gave the other four mechwarriors their own to deal with as he
fired another lachar shot, peppering the same area of the tank with successive
hits and avoiding the cupolas where he knew the crew were even as they fired
back with their more potent plasma. Eventually he hit the anti-grav in the forward section and the tank’s front end dipped
and rammed itself into the muck, leaving the other part still in the air and
the whole thing askew.


Meanwhile the ravens moved up and went right for their
tanks, coming up on them and weathering the plasma storm before firing their
own tiny plasma blasts into key points on the flat hulls, blasting apart the
internal mechanized components and disabling them to the point that they were
no longer able to fly as more tanks flooded into the battle. Eventually there
were so many peppering them that the shields on the mechs began to weaken, with
Timothy again taking the lead with his larger bushwhacker and walking into the
middle of them.


He pulled the power on his mauler back considerably,
then launched the tiny orbs from his mech’s boxy right arm, with the blue
blasts melting into the tank hulls and exploding outward, ripping the vehicles
in half with a single shot as if they were made of nothing more than wood and
paint. The internal components that were being compromised made the explosions
erratic, and more than once Timothy saw the cupolas get hit, often with the
occupants being thrown out with the debris. He didn’t know if they were still
alive or not, but he at least tried to keep from stepping on them as he moved
forward towards the other tanks that were swerving left and right to try and
throw off the mechs’ aim.


It didn’t buy them much time and eventually the last
few tanks turned and tried to run back to base, but the ravens didn’t let them
go, running up behind them at about half their speed and maintaining target
locks long enough to gun them down with either plasma or a few of their
missiles for when they got around one of the bends. Thanks to the battlemap
they were able to fire up and over the forest, hitting the fleeing tanks and
knocking them down in various states of damage, but keeping all of them from
retreating back to base and reinforcing the defenses there.


“Cleanup crews, you’re a go,” Timothy reported to the
dropship along with location tags for each of the downed tanks and some of the
pilots and gunners that were trying to flee across the marshes and into the
forest on foot.



 

Back in the dropship Veronica waited on her speeder
bike with two passengers seated behind her, finally getting the ‘go’ order and
accelerating out of the bay along with several others. Unlike the mechs the
swampy ground didn’t bother them and they shot out across the waterway on anti-grav and quickly caught up to the big warhorses after
several twists and turns in the geography, with the first thing Veronica saw
was a pair of pirates making for the forest to her left.


She veered that way instantly, leaving the other
targets of opportunity to those coming up behind her and wanted to get to these
two before they disappeared in the trees, otherwise they’d have to go on foot
and track them down…something she’d prefer not to do.


The Australian version of a commando lined up her
speeder with the first of the pair and flew straight at him/her/it while
popping out the stinger turret on the front of the bike. The four little
barrels descended out from the otherwise smooth underside and began spitting
the stun-laced paintballs in a flurry, mowing down the first runner and
dropping him into the water.


Veronica swung the bike around quickly and made a
second attack run, likewise stunning the other pirate before flying her
passengers up to where the first went down and dropping one off, who quickly
ran to the unconscious pirate and pulled the Critel
out of the water before he could drown. Veronica got her other passenger in
position to do the same then flew a lazy circle around the location as the two
got to work, ensuring that their prisoners weren’t dead and having to do a few
chest thumps on the Gavrosan to get some water out of
his airways.


Once they were squared away breathing wise the
commandos bound their captives and Veronica picked them up, latching them to
the speeder then flying her unconscious guests back to the dropship for proper
processing. After dumping them off there she returned and picked up her pair of
wranglers and moved on, looking for more to round up and eventually having to
dig through some of the tank debris to pull out those injured while the mechs
continued to move on towards the base and out of sight.



 

When Timothy came around the last bend the pirate base
came into view just in time for him to see a large transport take off from the
nearby pad and slowly rise up into the air, underneath of which a hail of plasma
fire hit his mech from various ranges. He targeted the closest of the defense
batteries and fired back with a mauler blast that melted the stubby little
turret set into the last of the water to his right before the marsh
transitioned into what had been the tank dock. 


There, along the water’s edge, was a straight pier
with a half dozen more turrets spread out, behind which there were more distant
towers and a half dozen other starships that were hurriedly prepping for
launch. Timothy ignored them and the one now gaining distance overhead, knowing
that the navy would deal with them. Right now he had base defenses to take down
and he was walking right into them, meaning he didn’t have a lot of time to
work with before his mech started taking damage.


The other batteries on the pier were outside of mauler
range, so as Timothy walked his mech through the sloshy marsh he took aim at
one of the towers with the rail gun in his left arm and tried for a ranged
shot, nearly missing but clipping the side of the tower and knocking a chunk
out of it as the metallic projectile shot straight through the concrete and
blasted it into a shower of little chunks that rained down on the crews
scrambling about below.


As he did the mechs in the other star began to
approach from a different marsh entrance 90 degrees around the perimeter to the
north and Timothy saw the towers on that side begin to open fire. There were so
many he wondered exactly what the pirates had been planning to defend against,
but they weren’t going to keep the mechs back. Even as a shield warning flashed
in his cockpit the other bushwhacker targeted the same tower with its rail gun
slug finishing the work he’d started.


The entire top half came crashing down, its stalk
severed, taking that battery out of the fight and likewise removing one of the
anti-air turrets that had been on top. That diminished the firepower being
thrown at Timothy only slightly, with him turning to the right and running up
on some of the ground turrets and slagging them with his mauler as the ravens
ran forward drawing fire towards them as they hopped up on the dock and began
crossing solid ground shooting at anything that shot back at them, including
infantry.


As they pressed inward across a large open deck area
that could have accommodated ten times the number of starships that were
present, tiny missiles began sprouting from random points and fired into the
mechs from infantry with portable launchers. The ravens ignored them at first,
mowing down a few more turrets and making sure Timothy wasn’t going down, then
they left the remaining big guns to the pair of bushwhackers and went after the
infantry, firing a mix of stinger barrages and short range energy blasts that
looked like a sprinkler of stun energy delivered via a bubble gum pop. They had
to be very close, but any infantry stupid enough to run up near the ravens got
the energy bubble in the face and went down like someone had hit their off
switch.


Those further away were stitched with a hail of
stingers, of which the mechs could carry a lot and fire with decent accuracy
over range…and what they couldn’t accurately hit they took down with sheer
numbers of projectiles. All across the landing pad/dock area the infantry began
to pile up, both those with weapons and those fleeing to the ships. The
mechwarriors didn’t care who they were, they were all getting stunned and let
the infantry deal with them afterwards.


Timothy’s armor-damaged mech was still fully
operational and he worked with his twin to target and take down the remaining
towers and turrets in their area save for those at the far end that bracketed
the entrance to the base. They were obscured by a ship still sitting on the
deck, with others spaced around similar ‘solid’ areas surrounding the base,
whether it be artificial surface or just hard packed dirt above the waterline. 


All of them had to be taken out, so with one of the
fully shielded ravens going first Timothy walked his mech around the parked
starship and pounded the fairly large plasma turrets with his mauler as the
raven played bait and got whacked for it. It lost all shields and got a kiss of
melted armor before Timothy and the other bushwhacker took down the last of the
wall-mounted turrets, then all three began to redeploy around the perimeter of
the base and pick off the others while the two remaining ravens patrolled the
area hunting more pirate infantry and crewers…all the while careful not to step
on those they’d already rendered unconscious.



 

Jack ran out of the enclosure on the rover a few
minutes later, coming out onto the landing pad and seeing a waypoint pop up on
his helmet immediately. He and the other assault teams poured out of the small
anti-grav transports that had brought them up to the
base as speeders whipped around them on patrol and in the distance he could see
the dropship that had brought them here climb up into the sky and began a
controlled hover that would bring it across the gap and land it at the base. 


Before that happened cleanup crews had to remove
people and debris from the area, but that wasn’t Jack’s purpose here. He was
going inside the base and neutralizing personnel, with a host of stinger
weapons at his disposal along with one regular plasma pistol should the
occasion warrant it. He felt a bit clumsy with all the weaponry on his back in the
heavy gravity, but as soon as he passed through the blast doors that the mechs
had melted a hole in, the base IDF took over and approximately normal gravity
resumed, though it felt a bit on the light side to be honest.


That wasn’t surprising considering it wasn’t a Human
base, but the lightness was welcome and he felt more like his normal self as
his squad pushed ahead on the ever growing battlemap as various teams fanned
out and added more hallways to the virtual display. It took several minutes
before they ran into any personnel, with the first group being an ambush
waiting for them.


He and several others took armor damage from the
pirate plasma weapons, most of which looked to be of standard Zarati make, but their defenses kept them alive long enough
to respond to the ambush and turn the tables on their attackers. They disabled
most of them then pursued the fleers throughout the base, hunting them all down
in ones and twos before reporting in that all areas had been safed, after which Jack and the others were put on
scavenger duty, hauling the unconscious prisoners back to the loading dock for
processing.


A similar course of events was occurring at the other
5 bases, with them being systematically overrun and most of the pirates being
taken alive. Meanwhile the navy was intercepting the ships that managed to get
off the surface all the while waiting for their jumpship to arrive. That would
take another 5 weeks but the wait paid off and the Australians bagged the big
ship as it came off the stellar jumpline and into planetary orbit, including
the warships it carried and the most recent victim in the form of a damaged
cargo vessel of independent origin. 


The pirates also had a few captives of their own in
one of the bases and the jumpship, which were recovered and freed…along with
the stories of those who had not survived. In addition it was learned that this
group of pirates had a second jumpship, so the stay for the Australians was
lengthened as they waited for it to unwittingly walk into their hands, which it
did some 3 months later. By that time the pirate bases had been cleaned out and
somewhat destroyed by demolition crews. They left behind what remained and
cleared out, returning the system to its neutral status and carrying their
prisoners back to Star Force territory where they could be unloaded for a
proper debriefing before being sent off to various prison facilities to being
their long isolation sentences.


As an added bonus, the Australians were permitted to
keep the captured jumpships, taking them back to their nearest colony to begin
either refitting or disassembly, for the gravity drives alone were worth
recycling. 


To Admiral Laver it made him feel like they had become
anti-pirate pirates, though he was pleased to return home with some loot, which
Australia was more than happy to receive to bolster its limited resources. 
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June 4, 2652


Delorean System (Zeta
Region)


Flux



 

Ren’jar’tel sat on the elevated walkway with his legs
hanging out into the air and his arms resting on the guard rail as he watched
the dance taking place below in the park. He wore a full body suit, including
loose helmet, to keep his bioluminosity obscured from
the other Axius denizens but the dancers below did not. They were all female
Protovic and fully nude, which is what drew his interest, but for the other
races watching below they were interested in seeing the light show, for the
artful and graceful gymnastics routine they were putting on was made all the
more impressive with the myriad of glowing purple and green patches of their
bodies’ own natural colors.


There weren’t many Protovic in Axius, with most
choosing to remain in their own territory, but Ren’jar’tel was born into the
arm of Star Force and had never been off planet. Most of his associates were other
middle-sized races, with the Flux colony being one of seven inhabited
planetoids within the system and reserved for those near his size range. There
were two other colonies that were for races smaller than him, and one for those
larger, with the remaining three being hybrids, two on the small end and one on
the larger. 


That meant he could travel to a total of four worlds
within the system if he chose, and live there also, but he had never had cause
to leave Flux, let alone make a permanent move. In the past 12 years since he’d
graduated from the maturia he had switched quarters twice, both times moving to
different parts of the same city but going no further. He liked where he lived
and the carefree lifestyle that Star Force provided, and while he was a bit
curious as to what the Protovic worlds were like it wasn’t enough for him to
investigate further. He was happy where he was and with the current scenery as
some 23 of them danced about making for an erotic display to the handful of
other Protovic in the crowd.


But that’s not why they were here in the open air
park. They were dancing for aesthetic reasons, with most of the races not being
able to recognize the sexuality in it. They thought it was a colorful
acrobatics display, which it was, but as far as Ren’jar’tel was concerned there
wasn’t anywhere else in the galaxy he wanted to be right now.


A few other spectators were on the railing with him,
most of whom were standing as the mass of the crowd was milling about in the
courtyard below on the grass. There were no seats or infrastructure, for the
performance was a random one. More often than not various artists would come
here to perform whatever it was they did, making the locale a hot spot for
spectators. A few hours ago there had been a sparring display between a Critel and a Scionate, with both showing enough skill that
their mismatched forms made for a good bit of action, but most of the displays
were less impressive.


More often than not you’d get amateurs trying to
polish their skills in whatever it was they did, building a fan base that could
propel them into the credit-generating class of artists, but there were some,
like this Protovic group, that simply danced to dance, using their natural glow
to highlight their movements in the twilight hours.


It made for quite the spectacle, and luckily they made
their circuit of performances known a day or so in advance, otherwise he would
have missed it being over in the entertainment complex catching a vid. He found
it funny how the crowd was completely oblivious to the fact that they were
nude, making it almost his own private peep show, despite the fact that it was
in public with a crowd of several hundred watching. 


Normally nothing would have torn his eyes away from
the dancers, but a silent mass rising across the last bit of sunlight on the
horizon drew his attention, along with several others on the upper walkway
whose vision wasn’t blocked by the trees.


“Whoa,” someone else said, pointing to the ship rising
up from the surface. It was big…in fact, bigger than big, so much so that to
the Protovic it looked like it didn’t belong in the atmosphere at all. From the
direction it was he knew that the location had to be the D39 spaceport, for
there was nothing that could handle a ship of that size anywhere within 100
kilometers. 


“Troop transport,” an old Calavari said from behind
him. 


Ren’jar’tel turned back to look at the dancers, who
were appearing to glow more and more as the last bit of sunlight faded out, but
his curiosity overrode his sexual buzz for the moment and he half spun around
on his stone seat. “Are you sure?”


“Yes. I’ve traveled on many of them. The silhouette is
familiar.”


“Whose troops?” a Martekal
asked, blinking its three eyes eagerly.


“Ours,” the Calavari said matter of factly. “Those are either Axius ground or aerial troops
leaving to fight, probably on the front somewhere…there, you can just see the
top of the second ship now. They’re leaving in convoy to meet up with a
jumpship stationed in stellar orbit.”


“I thought our troops stayed here to defend us?”
Ren’jar’tel asked.


The Calavari shook his head slowly, as if that was the
quickest movement his decayed body was capable of. “No, no…Axius does most of
its fighting elsewhere. Only twice has one of our worlds come under attack,
with both being little more than scouting runs by the enemy. Our troops are
taking the fight to the lizards in order to keep them from coming here.”


“Those ships are huge,” someone else commented, now
that the second one was fully visible and trailing slightly behind the other as
it quietly rose up in altitude and headed for orbit at a tranquil pace. 


“Most of Axius, like you, are civilians,” the Calavari
explained, “but do not underestimate the size of Axius. There are,
proportionally, enough of us wanting to fight that we have one of the largest
militaries in the ADZ. You don’t see it because it’s spread across many
systems, but it’s there, and right now you’re getting a glimpse of a tiny piece
of it.”


“How many people are onboard those ships?” Ren’jar’tel
asked.


“Difficult to say without knowing what races there
are, but I’d conservatively estimate over 100,000 each, plus their fighting
equipment, which will including mechs and other large craft.”


“How do you know all this?”


“I know because I once fought with them, long ago.”


“And now?”


“Now? As you can see I am not fit to fight those
dancers, let alone a lizard. My time has passed and I earned my keep, now I sit
back and watch others continue the fight.”


“Why haven’t you obtained self-sufficiency?” someone
asked from behind the Calavari.


“I did, once, as do all our troops…but after I
finished my duty, well, the strains of civilian life are so few that retaining
your strength is not a priority. I am not proud to admit it, but I got lazy. It
is a well-deserved, restful lazy, but my body has deteriorated none the less. I
am content as I am, and have lived a long life. I have no regrets.”


“Why not start training again?” Ren’jar’tel asked.


The Calavari stared down at him, his bulk coming more
from fat than muscle. “Perhaps the same reason you do not.”


Ren’jar’tel scoffed beneath his mask. “I’m not old.”


“But you are not self-sufficiency either…and do not
try to tell me otherwise. I have been around too long not to be able to tell
the difference, no matter what race you are. Ask yourself why you do not train,
then you will have my answer in that it is the same.”


“I don’t need to train,” the Protovic said, not sure
where this conversation was going.


“You’d rather watch others…act,” the Calavari said,
pointing one of his lower hands at the dancers, “than do so yourself.”


“I’m not a dancer.”


“No, but you are inactive, as are most people in
Axius. You are taught differently in the maturia, then you slowly lose what you
gained there. It is common and due to a lack of motivation. I predate Axius, I
was not born here, but back on one of the original Calavari worlds just before
they fell. I fought to help my people survive, and that we have accomplished.
Now I am content to pass the torch to others who wish to fight. I have earned
my place here, whereas most of you do not nor ever will.”


“You’re saying we don’t belong here?” the Critel asked.


“No, no, do not misinterpret my meaning. I only say
that most do not contribute. That is a luxury that Star Force allows you, and
it is a luxury that I am enjoying right now, though as I said I earned my keep
early on, just as those,” he said, pointing to the rising ships now three in
number, “are doing now.”


“I’d rather watch the dancers,” Ren’jar’tel said,
turning his attention back to them as they jumped and flipped around in the
darkness, lighting the faces of the crowd nearest to them in their
multi-colored glow. 


“As you wish, youngling. Your path is yours to choose.
Fortunately not all of Axius feels the same way, and a good number of them are
heading out now to keep us and others safe.”


“Why don’t you go with them?” Ren’jar’tel asked, his
attention now fully back on the dancers.


“I lost one leg, and it is something that I do not
wish to repeat.”


The Protovic spun around, seeing both of the big Calavari’s legs from the knees down to his shoes in fleshy
yellow/orange. 


“It was regrown,” he explained, “but with it went a
great deal of my strength. As did my self-sufficiency.”


“Sounds like you quit,” Ren’jar’tel said, wishing the
Calavari would just shut up and let him enjoy the nude dancers in peace.


“At least I had something to quit. Most never begin,”
he said, followed by some heavy footsteps as the old man walked off to Ren’jar’tel’s relief. 


The Protovic sat and watched the dancers for several
more minutes, then glanced back at the now black horizon. The cityscape below
was lit, with just enough of a haze to block out most of the stars, though it
was more than enough to light the underside of the stream of transports rising
up and disappearing in the distance. He saw at least a dozen, once again in awe
at the sheer size of them, and now a bit more so knowing who and what was
inside.


He shook the thought off and returned his attention to
the park and the living campfire in the center that was dancing around. He
wasn’t a fighter and never would be, but he was glad the others were and
silently wished them good luck before his mind was once again lost in the
spectacle of his nude kin and he returned to the normal ebb and flow of Axius
civilian life.



 

Waiting in orbit around the central star a Ma’kri
floated next to a slew of Axius jumpships, all of which were taking on
personnel and cargo from the various planets. The Ma’kri was a recent arrival,
bringing with it an Archon commander and some light battle damage from a recent
engagement. Two of the Ka’sevron cannons had been
knocked out, but the rest of the weaponry remained intact and the ship wasn’t
retreating to a shipyard for repairs. With a bit of secondary armor covering
the damage in the primary plating it had come here to pick up reinforcements,
then was heading back into battle at the head of an Axius fleet.


While unknown to most, Axius was technically a branch
of mainline Star Force, but one focused on non-Human adjuncts. They used all
the same technology as the Human forces did, and as such the Axius-produced
drones were the same make and model of the ones produced in Epsilon Eridani or
Sol. There were some variations in mechs and fighters, but that was largely
given to the fact that the different races had different talents and needs.
Valeries were used more than skeets, and the whole line of mini-mechs was not
present within the Human mainline forces, but otherwise they were the same and
operated out of the mainline hierarchy of Administrators, meaning that in the
upper levels Humans ran Axius the same way they ran the Core Region.


The Calavari were different, with Human oversight and
command but with the Calavari handling a lot of internal decisions on their own
and customizing their equipment to their liking. Axius was a mixed bag of races
that was growing with each decade that passed, making it the communal mixing
ground that Star Force was using to unite the various races in the ADZ as well
as to make use of their skillsets. That generated a unique Axius culture, but
not a singular identity, for different Axius colonies had different feels to
them, some with denizens only a few inches tall where others were multiple
meters in height.


They were all Axius, and all Star Force, but unlike
the Calavari there was no nationalist bond uniting them. They were a scattering
of individuals, most of whom were living off of Star Force’s generosity…and
that didn’t come anywhere close to the level of self-reliance necessary for a
semi-independent status within the empire. 


But it had never been intended to become that. Axius
was like the majority of Human colonies who existed primarily with a lazy and
uninterested population, but out of which enough volunteers came to take care
of the rest. Axius produced far less warriors and workers by percent than the
Human colonies did, but the sheer size of Axius, which now outstripped all but
the Kiritak, meant it was fielding a high number of troops and resources that
Star Force had come to rely upon.


Right now that meant calling up troops waiting for
just this occasion, and doing so within a day of the Ma’kri ship coming into
the system. Where they had been extensively training, now the Axius troops were
being shuffled onto transports and taken up to the jumpships...and after loading
the Archon would be taking them to locations unknown to do battle against what
they also didn’t know. The Axius troops weren’t the most veteran in Star Force,
but they were solid and motivated, willing to go where needed with no questions
asked. Some of them had even migrated over to the mainline fleets and armies,
where their physiology allowed them to pass the Human requirements.


That was rare but not unheard of, with the Axius
format much more beneficial in taking advantage of the differences in the races
and their capabilities. As such, while the Human mainline troops might be the
more skilled, Axius would often pack a bigger punch due to its diversity of
fighting styles and equipment…so long as it was properly used. The more complex
something was the more likelihood of it being messed up, which was why there
was almost always an Archon involved when Axius deployed.


This one took the combined fleet of Axius cargo ships
and warships across Zeta Region and into Beta, depressing so low that they
nearly dropped into Gamma over the weeks that passed but ended up on the lowest
border of the Skarron advance. Here they were still pushing forward, not yet
having encountered the edge of the ADZ for it angled back around the curve that
it was. The troops here were not from the same source as those now fully
engaged with the lizards, and these were continuing their typical push into the
weaker systems that surrounded the ADZ without too much resistance.


The Voku border was far below on the galactic plane,
leaving no one in the area with the strength to repel what was really an easy
gobbling up of systems by the enemy, but in recent years Star Force had been
pushing its diplomatic efforts out beyond the ADZ and establishing contact with
hundreds of new races so they could share intel on their mutual enemies. 


This continuing push below the ADZ had been one such
instance where an associate of Star Force’s had relayed to them the
reconnaissance reports that had allowed a small fleet of Ma’kri to seek out and
engage several of the Skarron expeditionary fleets, blocking a few invasions
but eventually biting off more than they could chew. The eventual
reinforcements had come and it was either time to back off or up Star Force’s
game…with Flynn-046 choosing the latter and sending back one of his ships to
pull up Axius reinforcements so they could remove one of the forward Skarron
strongholds.


Do that and they’d put the Skarron offensive behind
schedule enough to buy the local region a decade, at least, with Star Force
coordinating those local races that were willing and helping them organize a
stronger, mutual defensive line to avoid the easy gains the Skarrons had been
previously making.


Star Force couldn’t be everywhere at once, but a few
hard strikes here and there coupled with a strategic game plan for the locals
could make a world of difference in the near future, and since Star Force’s end
game was predicated on unlocking more and more pyramid tech they had to try and
keep the ADZ from being totally surrounded, and to do that they had to work and
think proactively.


And when the Archons called, Axius was there to
answer, as was every other military force within the empire…and they were using
them all, right down to the more developed wards, to fight battles beyond mere
self-defense and save as many people as they could, all the while more and more
refugees fled both the lizard and the Skarron offenses and continued to pour
into the ADZ by whatever means they had to get there.
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June 19, 2652


Unnamed System
(Beyond the ADZ)


Point 6



 

The seda decelerated against the gas giant’s gravity
well, with the massive jump cradle surrounding it like a spider grasping its
prey as it slowed the medium-sized station down using its considerable engine
power. Already in orbit, having arrived a few minutes ahead, was the Canderous
fleet some 18 ships strong with another 34 on the way, trailing slightly behind
the seda in loose escort formation.


None of them were jumpships, or in the case of
Canderous, jump ‘rods’ for the spacefaring civilization had forgone the
traditional Star Force model and rebuilt their fleet based on the Skarron navy,
in which each individual ship was capable of making slow jumps between star
systems. Now every Canderous ship from cargo hauler to warship was interstellar
jump capable, with only their sedas requiring a lift. Those were meant to be
stationary, but their fleet wasn’t, and the idea of a number of ships getting
stranded in a system because their jumpship malfunctioned or was destroyed was
something the Canderians weren’t too keen on.


They lived in space, operated in space, and only went planetside to gather resources or to fight…with this
current mission being right up their alley, for there wasn’t a habitable planet
within the unclaimed system that was situated beyond the Alpha and Epsilon
Regions. The gas giant the seda was being placed into orbit around had a slew
of moons and there were six other sizeable rocky, yet barren worlds without
atmosphere for Canderous to harvest resources from, but there was nothing here
even remotely capable of housing a standard civilization.


Star Force could have built colonies on the worlds,
contained within sealed cities like they had in many other locations, but this
system was to be Canderous only with no ADZ resources devoted to it. The seda
had within it all the necessary crews and factories required to build another
just like it…and many more. Right now it was isolated and alone, with only a
handful of warships to guard it against threats in the region, but those
threats were minor as far as Star Force’s scouting reports indicated. No,
Canderous was here for another reason beyond colonization.


While others built up the defenses within and around
the ADZ Canderous had been tasked to go beyond it, into the expected expansion
path of the lizards and build up outposts that they could monitor the local
areas from and hopefully pick off small scale invasions before they grew to the
point where the mainline fleet would be required. So many systems were falling
to the lizards simply due to the fact that no one was around to fight them,
with them picking up valuable planets with almost no resistance at all.


Sure, there were major battles being fought elsewhere,
but the lizards were assaulting so many systems that neither Star Force nor anyone
else could counter them all, let alone detect them. Even with their relay grid
and progressively faster communication between star systems there was always a
lag, and that relay system didn’t extend beyond the ADZ save for a few
locations, meaning outside the ADZ the lizards were gobbling up easy targets,
some of whom Star Force only learned about from survivors fleeing their way.


While lizard territory was too vast to contain,
Canderous had been tasked with slowing them down. To that end they were picking
29 widely spaced systems and putting down roots, in this case a seda in each,
and developing those systems while scouting out the surrounding area and
establishing permanent patrols once they built up their fleets. Each location
was well ahead of the lizards current lines, with the intention to be that
Canderous could be firmly established in their outposts and fielding sizeable
fleets by the time the first lizard ships arrived, but with their tendency to
hop over some systems and go for others there was no way of telling when it
would be, but sooner or later they would come and Canderous would be waiting
for them.


They knew they didn’t have the firepower to resist a
major invasion, but what they planned to build their outposts into was a small
scale, high numbered fleet that could monitor and hit the type of seed planting
invasions that the lizards had originally hit Epsilon Eridani with…a handful of
ships that would create a lizard colony and grow their way into greater
strength. If they could detect and take out those when they arrived, they could
deny the lizards hundreds of planets going forward. In the greater scheme of
things that was a small number, but the less they had to work with the better.


The lizards were veterans at fighting in multiple
arenas simultaneously and Star Force was going to take a page out of their
book, letting Canderous play with their expeditionary forces and cause them the
kind of havoc the lizards typically caused others. 


To that end the giant seed that the seda was dropped into
a stable orbit and immediately began sending out short range craft to the
nearby moons, landing mining equipment and other gear there for the work crews
to begin assembling. The seda was purposefully over staffed, knowing that they
weren’t going to get any personnel reinforcements for several years to come and
the local birth rate wasn’t going to be enough to supply what they needed. The
rest of Canderous would make up for that, but aside from this initial seda and
fleet, Point 6 was going to have to build everything else on site.


The jump cradle detached from the seda after it was
secured into a fixed orbit and left immediately, capable of traveling far
faster on its journey back to the ADZ than any of its previous escorts could.
It would report back that the outpost was now operational and growing, but
beyond that the Canderians would be on their own for months, if not years
before the next ship came to check on them. They were about 3 months away from
the ADZ given their ‘slow’ gravity drives and more than 3 weeks away from the
nearest Point outpost, making them truly on their own with no relay links back
to the ADZ…only courier ships should they send one.


But that didn’t worry Canderous, for this environment
was one that they lived and thrived within. They’d chosen a system far enough
away from the lizard lines to give them plenty of time to build and they set
out to do that immediately, sending only two warships away to begin scouting
the neighboring systems and updating the limited maps they’d been given. This
was their turf now and they needed to get to know it in detail if they were
going to end up monitoring and lightly defending all of it, not through
establishing bases and putting up Sentinels, but by creating and maintaining
patrolling fleets to knock down any small scale invasions that might occur, or
rather would. It was the timetable and location that was in question.


With the two ships jumping out, the rest spread around
the system pulling more detailed surveys, dropping off sensor probes and comm relays, and otherwise fully claiming the uninhabited
system as theirs. How much traffic passed through en route to other systems
they didn’t know, but there hadn’t been so much as a scratch of infrastructure
in the system when previously scouted, nor was it marked on any of the local
maps as belonging to anyone. It was simply one of the ‘junk’ systems set in
between the others and used as a hopping off point to shorten jumplines or
avoid bad ones.


Canderous intended for it to remain that way, with
them not taking up any positions near the star other than dropping off some
monitoring probes. If no one knew they were in the system that was fine, they’d
just build quietly and keep an eye on the local star systems, waiting and
watching for the inevitable arrival of their enemy while the rest of Star Force
fought the major battles.


It was the small ones that were winning the lizards
the most territory, and there it was that Canderous had to counter them, at
least in this small piece of the galaxy. And as was typical of the Canderians,
they were eager for the lizards to get to them, for as many engagements as
they’d had against the Skarrons they’d seen less combat than others. And for a
purely military civilization that just wouldn’t do, hence their volunteering
for this part of the master plan before Paul had even had a chance to suggest
them for it. 


Within two days the first of the processed ore
shipments arrived in the seda and the factories began to come alive, building
structural components and other parts needed to begin constructing larger
mining facilities on the moons. Those would then produce more output and the
process would snowball as it had many times before as Canderous followed well-established
colonization protocols. It would be a few years before they had another seda
built, but once they did the personnel reinforcements would start flowing in
from the ADZ and the Point 6 outpost would continue to grow, eventually
producing its own starships and everything else they’d need, increasing the patrols
and area around the system that they were monitoring.


Like little balloons, their detection and monitoring
range grew out spherically, creating a ‘safe’ zone for the locals that the
lizards were not aware of. It would be 16 years before Point 6 saw their first
sign of enemy incursion, but when it came they’d be ready and the lizards
wouldn’t know where the resistance was coming from, further confounding their
expeditionary forces as to the location of the enemy and where the weak spots
were for them to spread into.



 

Naru flew a few feet over
the floor, carrying a small satchel as the Nestafar’s
hummingbird-like wings accelerated to compensate for the extra weight. She was
on her way to a birthing ceremony and had forgot the gift, scurrying back to
her quarters to get it and hoping to arrive in time. One of her maturia sisters
was giving birth to 3 new members of the Nestafar civilization, with each one
celebrated as a blessing now that word of their race’s extinction was common
knowledge across the ADZ.


Most didn’t know that some of them remained, as wards
of Star Force and tucked away on a private planet with a few other races that
had suffered similar ill fate. Those were either in a waiting state, with their
future uncertain, or they’d chosen to remain wards and forgo any ideas of
independence. Star Force was gracious enough to extend that option, with their
needs being taken care of in perpetuity, with no worries about surviving into
the future. 


The Nestafar were past the waiting stage now, and
chose to live in seclusion. Their population was small, small enough to fill
only three large cities on the planet with a fourth slowly under construction.
They had no dreams of one day rebuilding their huge civilization, but in simply
making a place for themselves to live here, peaceably, and to do their small
part in helping the overall empire and ADZ thrive…but from a distance.


Part of the desire for seclusion was the lingering
resentment in the ADZ against the Nestafar, but as that gradually died out over
time along with those who had lived during that era, the Nestafar that had
turned their backs on their own empire and fled to Star Force simply no longer
had the desire for glory. They wanted to build, but not expand, making their
granted cities a new home they could be proud of, and welcoming each new member
into the fold immediately as they arrived.


The birthing ceremony was one of Naru’s
favorites, but one that she’d only been on the other side of once. It was
pleasure mixed with pain, but it marked not only the end of the pregnancy but
the beginning of the younglings’ journey as they were transitioned into a
maturia within minutes, and all done in ceremonious glory. The mother would
then be allowed to rest, with her responsibilities complete, and would be
showered with attention and gifts as a show of compensation for the duty to her
people that she had just acquitted.


And it wasn’t a pleasant one, for a Nestafar womb
could hold up to as many as five infants simultaneously, turning the mother
into more or less a fleshy orb in the final stages. Naru
hadn’t liked that at all and didn’t intend to go through the process again, but
she recognized the importance of it and figured that the four Nestafar she had
acted as a conduit to bring into the universe were enough to acquit her
duty…but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to support and praise those that
continued to reproduce, knowing the toll it took on them.


With that thought stuck firmly in her mind she flew as
quickly as she could, arriving at the ceremony as the first of the younglings
was born. No one could see the actual birthing, for those involved were behind
a screen, but the first of the transition canisters came out with the youngling
inside and ceremonial guards flanking it as the hover pod was taken across the
chamber for all those gathered to see, then off down a special hallway to the
nearby maturia where the little one would begin his life and eventual training.


Naru cheered along with the
others, then did the same as the other two came out in sequence. Once they were
gone and a few minutes passed the screens lowered with the mother now visible
and clearly fatigued, but the onslaught of well-wishers surrounded her and she
received them with joy and thanks. 


Naru was relieved she’d made
it in time and gave her sister the gift she’d been working to make for the past
three weeks. It was a head piece with an ornate script across the front and
sides with several jewels inset, and it had cost her quite a few credits to
acquire the pieces, after which she’d done the construction and inscribing
herself.


The gift went over well and Naru
was pleased, then she excused herself from the remainder of the ceremony and
rushed over to another part of the city…the bioharvest zone, where she had
taken a short break from work to attend. The Nestafar dropped to the floor at
the entrance and proceeded on foot the rest of the way into the harvesting
center, then made her way over to the section she’d been working on before and
stepped up to the control cupola that had another two people inside working the
remote controls.


“That was fast,” one of them said, his attention
focused on the displays.


“The ceremony is still continuing, but the younglings
have been born and I didn’t want to delay things here so I hurried back.”


“Good, because we lost one harvester already.”


“What happened?” Naru asked,
activating the controls to one of the full growth pods.


“One of the tines snapped. First one I’ve had in years
do that.”


“What did it hit?”


“I don’t know. We couldn’t find anything in the pod.
Must have just been a freak thing.”


“I don’t like that. How far behind are we?”


“Enough,” the other Nestafar said, taking a brief
break to move his harvester from one pod to another.


“Let’s get to it then,” Naru
said, passing her armature that was attached to the ceiling down through the
open top of the pod, which now only had a thin energy shield keeping the
concentrated CO2 environment inside. The Tanazi
bushes within were stacked thick against one another, but with just enough of a
gap that Naru could push the harvester down between
them, bending aside some of the supple branches. Using camera relays she began
cutting off certain branches and leaving others, with the severed pieces going
into the harvester and being transported up a conduit and into the ceiling.


The trick of it was to cut the right branches without
killing the Tanazi, and to date computerized
harvesters had a less than stellar success rate than guided ones. It was labor
intensive, but the Tanazi branches provided three
major foodstuff components used across Star Force and were grown virtually
everywhere. This bioharvest facility was different in that it only grew Tanazi, with the intent being to export the products off
planet after all local needs were met.


Those needs were exceeded by other facilities, with
this one and others like it being the Nestafar’s
means of contributing to the empire on the whole. They were ill-suited for
combat, at least when armored up to Star Force’s standards and taught to fight
in honorable ways that didn’t involve massive risk and sacrifice, but in truth
most of the Nestafar here weren’t interested in fighting. Those few individuals
that were had left long ago, to where Naru didn’t
know, but virtually all of the others simply wanted to be left alone and live
in peace, with foodstuff production allowing them to help repay Star Force for
all they’d done and were continuing to do for them.


And Star Force seemed happy with the arrangement, for
they made no demands on the Nestafar. They expected them to produce what they
claimed they would, but beyond that there was no pressure put on them to do
more or other things. Regular shipments of the Tanazi
components would be seen leaving via dropship almost round the clock, but other
than the cargo ships there was virtually no orbital traffic. The Nestafar and
the other wards on the planet were kept isolated and secure, with Naru and the others glad for their little bit of
tranquility in an otherwise chaotic and violent galaxy.

















 

7



 


 

August 3, 2652


Solar System


Ganymede 



 

Arvil Netherson was walking
down one of the main promenades in the Clan Saiyan capitol city, heading to
catch a few friends at the theatre for a newly released vid when he passed by
the 9 foot tall statue of Vegeta that marked one of
the city’s status boards. More like a wall, the glowing panels held up to date
information on the Clan and its rivals and Arvil swung over to it, knowing he
had a few minutes to spare. He worked in the fabrication division of the Clan,
building structural components that techs would later use to create new
infrastructure, and their output was continually monitored along with the rest
of Clan activity.


On the status board he went to the fabrication panel
straight off, knowing its location by habit rather than reading the tiny icons
on display, for there was a huge amount of data being presented with everything
from naval ship count to the latest trials results on display…all of which was
translated into points that made up the power ranks that the Clans obsessed
over. It was friendly competition, but it drove them to be better than the
rest, keeping the Clans ahead of the rest of the empire despite their smaller
size.


Arvil saw that in overall fabrication rank the Saiyans
were still sitting in 36th position, but their lead over Clan Mantle had
diminished, due no doubt to the new production facility the rival Clan had
built in the Istar System. Numbers from outside Sol
were always laggy, but the small jump in their output
score was no coincidence. The new facility must be up and running, adding a bit
more industrial muscle to Mantle, but the question was, was it fully
operational yet?


Arvil didn’t like the idea of them slipping any
further than they had. 8 years ago they’d held the 31st position and were 18th
in infrastructure production, which his division directly fed. Saiyan
operations hadn’t lessened, in fact they’d slowly been increasing both the
efficiency of the facility that Arvil worked in and were adding a handful of
others, bumping up their score but falling behind a few other Clans that were
growing faster than they were.


Some were doing it, he knew, simply by building a slew
of new facilities. On Ganymede that wasn’t an option, given that most available
land space on the moon had already been exhausted. It was mostly one endless
cityscape now shared by several Clans and a few others, with any building being
done requiring the upgrade of existing facilities or the demolition thereof to
make room for larger, newer models.


The Saiyans had been upgrading their capitol in such a
way for centuries, choosing to stack as much of their powerbase here and a few
other locations rather than going for the shotgun approach and spreading
throughout the Core Region and even the ADZ as other Clans had. That was both a
matter of defense and pride, for the Saiyans wanted one central location that
they could call home and one that would serve as a stronghold upon which the
rest of their Clan could center.


Arvil had been working long and hard to help his Clan
build up their production rates, even though he was only involved in a tiny bit
of it…but that was true of everyone, for while the Clan was nowhere near the
size of, say, the Calavari, it was a large, interstellar civilization of its
own with considerable resources, not to mention military assets. 


Those were displayed on another panel, with Clan
Saiyan being ranked 84th in naval power, but with a skill score of 56th. The
skill score came from the Trials, in which both Archons and other military
personnel participated. They were challenges and war games meant to test and
hone one’s skill absent actual combat, and the Clans took them very seriously,
even more so than the sports leagues that had the Clan competing against each
other through civilian tournaments. The Trials were watched by virtually
everyone in the Clan, with Arvil rooting on the Saiyans whenever he could. 


The Clan was like one giant team, no matter what you
did, and they all had each other’s back automatically. That was the culture in
the Clan, and as such everyone wanted to know how their ‘team’ was doing, hence
the status boards, which were constantly changing. Some trends held true, such
as the Sabers always being in the top 5 in the naval categories. They had the
most skilled fleet on a regular basis, but they would burn off a lot of drones
in real combat, diminishing their fleet strength scores and dropping them in
rank. 


That didn’t affect skill scores from the Trials, but
how much a Clan had in terms of resources was also tied to how much it lost,
and the Sabers were more involved in defending the front lines than most Clans.
That was due, no doubt, to Archon Paul being the mastermind behind the current
war plan, but his Clan was getting hit with losses sufficient to knock them
down to the 3rd spot presently. Arvil knew the Sabers had a huge industrial
base that would replace the ships that were lost quite quickly, but with other
Clans not getting so hard hit with the brutal combat their fleet numbers were
increasing, and hence their rank was eclipsing the otherwise dominant Sabers.


There were thousands of ranks displayed on the board,
some in broad categories, but more in the breakdowns of those categories,
letting each individual be able to track his or her own contributions and see
how others were doing, both in their own Clan and others. Some of the board
panels were mutable, with a touchscreen that would allow more detailed
information on other Clans to be brought up, but at the moment Arvil wasn’t
interested in those stats…his eyes were drawn to the news panel, which was detailing
various current activities that his Clan was involved in.


A breaking news beacon was flashing, indicating that
the status update was less than 60 seconds old. Arvil and the others nearby,
including those just walking and not paying any attention to the numbers, all
stopped and looked at the flashing lights that also were accompanied by a small
chime that quickly disappeared. Someone near that panel touched it and amped up
the volume, with a reporter standing inside a holographic map detailing the location
of a system within the ADZ near the border.


“We’ve just received word that a Clan Saiyan fleet
stationed at Oxion has responded to a lizard
incursion of the ADZ. It was detected early by the stellar monitoring system
and relayed through the comm grid, allowing the
Saiyans and two Axius fleets to respond before they could gain a sufficient
foothold. The following images come directly from the Saiyan flagship involved
in the fight, and as you can see there was orbital bombardment of multiple
surface sites on the uninhabited planet.”


“The images you’re looking at now are without context,
for we’ve only just received them, but what we can tell you is that the lizard
incursion was successfully uprooted and their base destroyed. No word yet on
numbers of casualties or ships lost, but the Saiyan fleet we know to have been
comprised of at least 20 Warship-class jumpships in addition to the Command
Ship. That underscores that this was not a small incursion, and is to date the
furthest inside the border the lizards have attempted to jump.”


The reporter went on, with multiple battle footage
displays popping up giving those watching views of both orbital and surface
combat, all without tags or context, but it was enough to make Arvil’s skin crawl with a mixture of fear and anger. Star
Force and its allies maintained a neutral zone around the ADZ where they kept
back lizard forward bases through a nearly continuous cycle of battles. Clan
Saiyan was involved in some of them, from time to time, though the Clans were used
more as defensive emplacements within the ADZ while the mainline fleets were
the ones taking the offensive.


But for the lizards to have bypassed the neutral zone
and the border worlds to set up an attempted foothold inside the ADZ was a very
bold attack. Star Force obviously squashed it, with them unable to resupply
that far inside without their convoys getting picked apart on the way in, but
the mere fact that they’d tried and had gotten as far as they did was ominous
and Arvil had to remind himself that the front wasn’t an armored wall, but
rather a collection of tiny dots…and there was nothing keeping the lizards or
anyone else from moving between or over those dots.


Any system in the ADZ could theoretically get hit, but
with monitoring systems around most of the stars any attacking fleet passing
through would be detected and the word would spread, albeit slowly due to the
lag, but that meant the enemy couldn’t sneak inside and set up a base with
years of anonymity to work with. Arvil didn’t know how many systems still
lacked the monitoring devices, but he knew there were regular patrols going
through them to prevent just such a thing and give Star Force a heads up if
someone was trying to grow a forward base behind their defensive ‘lines.’


There was no way the lizards had more than a few
months to get set up before they were confronted, meaning that they must have
smuggled in a huge fleet as opposed to the single ships that were reportedly
conquering entire systems elsewhere, planting a colony somewhere out of the way
and growing the troops and building the ships that would then conquer it over
subsequent years. That couldn’t happen here, so the lizards had to take another
tactic, but what the hell had they been thinking?


That incursion was doomed to failure…or was that the
point and the whole thing just a test of the ADZ defenses?


Arvil didn’t know, for while he followed the
activities of his Clan closely military matters weren’t his specialty. He stuck
around long enough to see if there were any kill counts given, with a stats
sheet popping up a few minutes later. A murmur of approval whispered through
the crowd as they saw that the Saiyan fleet had a 19/1 kill count against the
lizards, though with varying ship sizes that wasn’t always an accurate measure,
but it was enough to get the point across that it had been a major beatdown.


The two Axius fleets were marked with a 13/1 and a
15/1 count, which garnered a sense of pride in Arvil that he left the status
boards with. The Clans were better than the rest of Star Force, maybe not by
much in some cases, but their accused ‘obsession’ with training and rank had
pressed them to a higher level, from warriors down to techs, making the Clans
superior across the board.


Now granted, it had been Axius troops and not the
mainline fleets involved in the battle, and a lot of Clan personnel made up the
mainline fleets, or rather ex-Clan, but Arvil took it as a positive regardless
that the Saiyan fleet had outperformed the two Axius ones, and he wasn’t alone
in that analysis, as most of the rest of his Clan, spread across the Core
Region, would utter similar sentiments in the coming days. 


When Arvil arrived at the theater he spread the word,
with the recent news consuming the chatter until the lights dropped and the vid
began.



 

Just beyond the edge of Beta Region Clan Meteor had an
even larger fleet of warships, with some of their best naval crews hammering
the Skarron defenses over one of their strongholds left isolated by the Voku’s semi-blockade of the region around Achkor. It wasn’t
the first Skarron-conquered world that Star Force was taking back from them,
but it was one of the largest ones they’d tried to assault and required a
significant force above and beyond what the Meteors could field alone.


No other Clans were with them, nor were there any
mainline troops, instead this was the first real test of the Bsidd military.
Clan Meteor was taking the lead in the assault and doing the heavy hitting,
both in orbit and soon to be on the surface as well, but given that this was a
‘safe’ assault and it was highly unlikely that the Skarrons were going to get
any sizeable reinforcements past the Voku, especially when all available ships
were being diverted to counter the knife blade that the lizards were thrusting
into Skarron territory, it had been deemed the best opportunity for the Bsidd
to get their feet wet…or whatever you wanted to call the ends of their various
appendages.


Their military was new and green, but it was large.
They had 5 times as many ships here as the Meteors did, and even more so in the
way of ground troops. Larissa had even come out to personally lead this assault
and make sure everything went smoothly, for it wasn’t going to be a walk in the
park. They’d brought sufficient force with them to take the planet, but it was
going to be a hard fought victory like everything else, for they didn’t have
enough available ships and troops to just spam the enemy out of existence…not
yet anyway.


Larissa knew the Bsidd had to get combat experience so
they could pass it on to those coming up in the ranks behind them. A huge yet
green military was a really bad idea, and so long as they had a mostly
predictable assault like this available for them to fight and genuinely
contribute to without risking the entire operation, Larissa was going to make
use of it and deployed herself here to counter any unforeseen surprises.


She was not going to take the Bsidd up against the
lizards yet, for they were too devious and her Bsidd too inexperienced. While
they could still win, no doubt, she could end up losing thousands of them and
that wasn’t a risk she was going to take. Her Clan Meteor was going to take it
to the Skarrons and the Bsidd were going to play backup, with her channeling as
much responsibility their way as she thought viable, with an ongoing
reassessment taking place in her mind starting as soon as the first Bsidd-controlled
drone entered combat.


Larissa knew her Clan could handle this on their own,
though it would be tight and stretch out much longer than wise. Give the Skarrons
too much time and they might sneak a supply convoy through or find a way to
make her life hell through sheer resistance if she didn’t have a large amount
of troops to work with. The trailblazer knew she could get the job done without
the Bsidd, and always had that as a backup plan if something went wrong and
they suddenly showed they weren’t ready, but they weren’t just here to watch
and she needed them if they were going to efficiently and cleanly kick the crap
out of the Skarrons and take the planet…and she intended to personally make
sure that happened.


With the orbital battle heating up she began throwing
a few Bsidd warships into the fight, testing and evaluating them on the fly
then gradually bringing in more and more over the coming days with their
performance being satisfactory for a first outing. Had it been her Clan troops
she would have been irate over the sloppiness, but the Bsidd were green and
needed time to learn, and so long as it was only equipment being lost it was an
acceptable price to pay for the lesson…especially since she knew what kind of
industrial powerbase the Bsidd were building, with a few hundred drones being a
small order in the near future as their growth rate continued to snowball.


When Larissa sent troops to ground they were all Clan,
with the Bsidd being reserved for cleanup operations and kept far from the
enemy’s big walkers. The Bsidd’s own mechs didn’t see
their counterparts on the battlefield until well past the halfway point in the
campaign, with a few of their best being added to some Clan formations where
they could protect them if things went very bad…but they didn’t, with the Bsidd
mechwarriors faring better than their naval counterparts. 


But it was the infantry that stood out the most, with
the larger Bsidd variants, armored in typical Star Force style, owning their
Skarron counterparts. The Hobbits could barely scratch them, and the muscle
behind the otherwise looking ‘spindly’ Bsidd was enough to be able to wrestle
the Skarrons to the ground, even when they were wearing their own elite armor. 


Larissa fed them into the combat formations gently,
not wanting to take any great risk, but even she was surprised by their
effectiveness, for the original Bsidd troops had never been anything close to
this strong in combat. They’d always been lightly used as cannon fodder with
their numbers being their primary strength, but now that each of them was being
treated as a valuable component and armored/armed as such, the future applications
were literally mouthwatering with Larissa putting them in more and more combat
situations against the Skarrons to get a better test of their capabilities. 


Their strategic sense was lacking, she discovered, but
that was just due to them being green and would be something they’d have to
work through like everyone else, but their hand to hand effectiveness was
nothing short of amazing, and even their smaller infantry units were proving to
be more than competent once she let them wade into combat.


The entire campaign took some 9 months to complete,
which was fast in terms of a planetary takeover, and a large part of that was
due to the Bsidd being able to take on more duties than Larissa had expected
and freeing up her Clan troops to make quicker and more forceful advances
without having to spread out into defensive arrangements that the Bsidd were
now capable of maintaining.


At the end of it all Larissa was genuinely impressed
and already making plans for tweaks to the Bsidd military structure…along with
a message to the rest of the trailblazers indicating what a gem she’d stumbled
across and how down the road the Bsidd were going to add so much firepower to
Star Force that she didn’t even want to try and estimate the impact they’d have.


But it was going to be huge.

















 

8



 


 

August 30, 2652


Typhis System (lizard
territory)


Hashfa



 

Uxtral sat in his Valerie cockpit, waiting in standby
mode as his fighter was tucked away safely inside an armored transport waiting
to head down to the surface when the order was given. He’d been sitting in his
angular ship for more than 2 hours, but for some reason they were being held up
with his transport sitting in middle orbit along with the rest of the
non-warships as the Calavari navy continued to clean up the orbital clutter.


The major battle had been won, and won convincingly,
some three weeks ago with the Calavari breaking through the lizard defense
fleet and taking out their orbital battle stations, but instead of stay and
fight to the death, the surviving lizard cruisers had broken up and fled around
the system. The ground offensive had been held off until they could be hunted
down and killed, for their ability to aid surface troops was well known, and
Uxtral and the others waiting to get into the action did not want to see one of
their silhouettes approaching on the horizon once they’d entered battle.


Their Wisp-class
fighters were bad enough, not that the craft was any match for the Valerie.
Star Force tech had made them even more potent than their original designs and
the Calavari prided themselves on the effectiveness of the tiny craft and their
being used by many allies and other factions within Star Force. The mainline
and Clan aerial divisions still preferred their skeets, with a never ending
conversation over which was superior, but both were far better craft than the
lizard fighters, which didn’t even bother to come equipped with shields.


Their advantage was in their numbers, for the tiny
craft were agile, had decent firepower, and almost no defense. That made them
easier to produce and the lizards were doing so in vast numbers. Uxtral hadn’t
fought them many times to date, but when he had they were always outnumbering
the Calavari at least 10 to 1 and fighting in packs, as if 5 or more of their
fighters were a single unit that you had to contend with. They flanked as often
as they could and whittled away at your shields and armor until one eventually
broke through…and unlike going up against a single opponent, when you killed
one of the wisps you only diminished the incoming firepower against you
slightly, making for battles that seemed to never have a pause.


But that was their only advantage. The lizards had
even tried adding shields to their fighters once, but after several horrific
encounters the heavier wisps were never seen again, for the reduction in their
agility made them so much easier to kill. It was clear that the lizards were
experimenting and adapting, as they always did, but more so in recent years as
they tried to crack the puzzle that Star Force had become. It was true there
were other races involved in the defense of the ADZ, but Star Force was the
skeleton on which all others were fixed, both in terms of defenses and
technology.


The Calavari were Star Force through and through now,
but they retained their individuality as a race and even Uxtral felt the debt
they owed the Humans weigh on his shoulders, despite the fact he had been born
well after the fall of the original Calavari empire.
Star Force had rescued the survivors, preserving a few of their worlds and
bringing them back into the ADZ to train on others, reshaping and enhancing the
Calavari military and overall civilization into what it was now. 


Or so the stories went. Uxtral had to take their word
for it, for he had never known life outside of Star Force, but he felt the urge
to prove the Calavari worthy and to take on a greater share of the combat
duties. The Humans had more than done their part, and many other races in the
ADZ were sitting on their fat assess doing nothing. All those in Star Force were
contributing in some way, and he didn’t fault any of them, but the freeloaders
that sat in safety and complained about the very empire keeping them alive and
prosperous irritated Uxtral and most other Calavari to no end. 


But more than that they didn’t like playing a support
role. They viewed the Humans as their brothers, and the other races within Star
Force as the same, only lesser so, as if they were younglings whereas the
Humans were elder siblings. The Calavari wanted to rise up on par with their
brothers and share the load they’d more or less been single handedly carrying
while everyone else licked their wounds and used the time given to them to
retool and grow.


The Humans were still in command, or their elites were
anyway, and they’d been holding the Calavari back for some time. Uxtral
grudgingly agreed that it had been necessary in the past, but now was
different. The Calavari race was resurgent and taking back worlds from the
lizards…a few small ones here and there, but they were taking and holding them,
with few reprisals coming their way. Some said it was because of the Skarron
war the lizards were fighting, but Uxtral knew their enemy hadn’t been ignoring
them. All along the border there were raids and full blown battles going on.
No, the lizards just hadn’t found a way to deal with Star Force yet, and they
weren’t committed to sending the numbers of troops and ships it would take to
make for a sloppy overrun.


And even if they did, they’d only get a few systems.
Star Force had been reinforcing the border worlds for decades and now had so
many Sentinels in place that there was no way the lizards could take them all
out. The simply didn’t have enough ships to do so, which was why Uxtral assumed
no large scale invasion had taken place. It was a stalemate, with Star Force
unable to kill the lizards due to their huge territory, and the lizards unable
to kill Star Force due to their Sentinel defense line and density of
well-defended systems.


Without much room to expand, Star Force had been
colonizing planets that no one in their right mind would have wanted
previously, but by doing so they had thickened the inhabited band of systems
within the ADZ to the point where if one system were hit it wouldn’t be very
long before reinforcements would arrive from the next. Given that fact, no
matter how hard the lizards attacked they couldn’t get very far, and until they
found a better way to fight Star Force, Uxtral assumed the enemy wasn’t going
to waste resources.


The Calavari didn’t feel like maintaining the
stalemate and had been urging for a larger assault, which they now had. Hashfa was one of three inhabited planets in the system and
not lightly so, for the lizards had poured more resources here than the
surrounding systems, with documented supply convoys coming in on a regular
basis rather than building and growing everything they needed locally. The
system was a central hub of lizard activity in their territory near the Rimward Calavari cluster, and from it a mass of new lizard colonies
were attempting to spread out.


Those systems had been the targets of raids and
‘weeding’ expeditions, but Hashfa hadn’t been touched
due to its stronger defenses and distance from the border. The Calavari had
urged the Archons to let them hit it, knowing that it would weaken the
surrounding area if it fell and set up the possibility to sweep away a dozen
other systems in the following years, systems that mostly belonged to the
Calavari before the fall.


It had taken a long time, Uxtral had learned, before
the Archons had granted the Calavari permission to hit it solo, though there
was one caveat they had insisted upon. Right now there were two Sentinels
sitting in orbit around Hashfa, one of which had only
been assembled yesterday after being brought into the system in large segments.
If the Calavari were going to take the system then they had to be able to hold
it afterwards, and without the Sentinels that would be very hard to do when the
lizards responded, as everyone assumed they would. 


This wasn’t a small target Star Force was taking away
from them, and he wondered if the delay in landing ground troops was to get the
Sentinels up and operational or to wait and see what kind of reinforcements the
lizards sent before potentially stranding them on the ground if they were
forced to flee orbit.


Uxtral didn’t care right now, he just wanted to get
into the fight and all he could do was sit and watch the battlemap as the navy
did their thing. Frustration aside, it was good to see his people kicking ass
in space, for rumor had it that pre-Star Force the Calavari navy sucked hard.
He couldn’t understand how that was possible, but right now his brothers were
hunting down and kicking the crap out of the surviving lizard fleets as they
tried to ambush the cargo ships and others as the Calavari were beginning to spread
out across the system to go after varying targets.


This was by far the largest assembly of Calavari
fleets to date, with them devoting a significant chunk of their overall naval
forces to be able to take this system without needing mainline fleet help. That
had been the main emphasis when they pleaded their case to the Archons, for
they knew ships were scarce with so many needs across the ADZ. They didn’t want
to weaken any other positions, but felt they had enough to make this assault
happen on their own. 


Uxtral had heard there had been some wrangling over
that point, but eventually they’d been given the green light and here he was,
all set to do his part but stuck inside a transport waiting for a release that
felt like it would never come.


After another ten minutes he began wondering if they
were going to get called out of their fighters and back to their quarters, for
they couldn’t stay in their cockpits all day, but then the battlemap began
registering incoming jumps into planetary orbit and he realized that their
arrival near the system’s star must have been detected earlier and that’s why
their planetary assault had been delayed, for scores of lizard cruisers were
popping up in escort of several larger battleships and dreadnaughts…enough to
be a concern as the Calavari fleet was somewhat spread out between the various
planets.


But the Sentinels were here and one opened fire
immediately, with the nearby Calavari ships moving aside to give them clear
firing lines. The lizards didn’t hesitate and went after the Calavari warships,
completely ignoring the pair of Sentinels, of which only one was currently in
range of the jumppoint. 


Uxtral really wanted to get out there and fight, but
his Valerie wasn’t designed for space combat. None of theirs were, as was
standard Star Force military philosophy. Fighters were too small to be
effective in space given the risk of the pilot, with similar sized drones being
more effective, though the Calavari used none, nor did most of Star Force save
for Canderous who fielded a lot of them. No, the Calavari aerial core was
strictly planetary, though they did fight on airless worlds a few times.


It was the anti-grav that
they needed to maneuver, not the air, and this far above the planet the angles
were all wrong. He could fly his Valerie through space, but not at combat
speeds given the lack of necessary lateral tug that being on the surface
provided. That, and if he got shot down he’d suffocate to death if the canopy
was breached or someone didn’t get to him in time.


Thoughts of getting into the action in some way were
pounding through his head as the panel that would show deployment orders was
annoyingly blank, but then his attention was taken fully back to the battlemap
as a huge target manifested itself on sensors, with him recognizing it as a
lizard assault pillar. That meant they were going after the Sentinels before
Star Force could get any more here, which was a wise play because a few more
with overlapping firing arcs would make it almost impossible for the lizards to
reclaim orbit.


A moment later a second jumppoint, one not originating
from the star, began spewing more ships. They too were lizard cruisers, so many
that Uxtral couldn’t visually count, but with them came another large ship,
this one an invoker that was headed not towards the Sentinels but towards the
cluster of Calavari ships parked in orbit…including the one that he was sitting
inside.


“Damn it, let us go!” he yelled to no one inside his
cockpit, smacking the armored canopy over his head in frustration. The navy was
going to have its hands full dealing with that beast, and there was nothing he
could do about it sitting in here so they might as well let them head on down
to the planet where they could do some good, otherwise they’d just be target
practice in here or their quarters.


The Calavari’s frustration
turned to dread as another target at the first jumppoint materialized on
sensors, with this being a second assault pillar amongst even more waves of
cruisers. 


“What the hell is going on?” he said angrily, knowing
that they should have had some ships covering the star. It took some doing, but
he adjusted the battlemap to give him the lag-delayed data from stellar orbit
and his jaw dropped when he saw how many enemy jumpships there were. No more
incoming arrivals were being logged, but there were far more than he’d expected
the enemy to have available to counter attack with, especially after only 3
weeks.


The Calavari ships that had been there were gone, but
a quick check of stats indicated that they had redeployed elsewhere rather than
stay and get destroyed…which was smart. With the two Sentinels up and running
this was going to be a good fight that could go either way, but regardless of
who came out on top Uxtral’s fleet was going to get
trashed in the process.


But so be it. The fight was here and the more lizards
they killed…


Then the Calavari pilot saw the other large contacts
sitting around the star as they waited their turn in the long lines heading to
multiple jumppoints. There were three more assault pillars on the way, plus a
second invoker.


So much for the lizards poking around and
experimenting. The Calavari had wanted to hit them hard, and it looked like
they were counterpunching in the same fashion. Uxtral figured the ground
assault was now permanently off, with his transport and others probably going
to evacuate the system while the navy played with the enemy for a while. They
weren’t going to waste two Sentinels, but he didn’t think there was much of a
chance of them winning out, despite their range advantage with the cleansing
beams. 


The lizard cruisers could compensate for that by
running ahead and screening for the bigger ships, and if more than one assault
pillar targeted a Sentinel at the same time it was unlikely that both could be
taken down before it was taken out. Add in the invokers that would rip apart
any drone warships that got within short weapons range, meaning their maulers
and talon cannons were going to be useless against them.


Just as Uxtral was mentally calculating the strategic
advantages that the lizards had his display lit up with a countdown just before
his transport made a microjump down into low orbit. He was so confused that he
didn’t register the deployment orders for several seconds, then blinked away
invisible haze over his eyes as he confirmed that it was telling him that they
were going to drop into the atmosphere and clear the way for the troop
transports to land.


Battlemap data was shunted his way showing swarms of
wisps near the target area and part of his mind immediately flipped into combat
mode while the rest was screaming out in panic, knowing that their naval fleet
was about to get their ass kicked. 


He didn’t know what his commanders were thinking, but
he wanted to trust them…he just had no idea what angle they could possibly be
playing with all of this.


Uxtral was ready to fight though, and with the
countdown ticking off the seconds until they were in position for release he
committed himself to his part while hoping this whole thing didn’t turn into a
bloody mess. A few seconds later that bad feeling reversed itself as a rare but
familiar sound played out into his cockpit and every other cockpit and control
station throughout the Calavari fleet as more incoming jumps were registered on
the battlemap.


These weren’t lizard though, they were mainline Star
Force coming out of odd and difficult jumplines directly into ganking positions, and they were broadcasting the Imperial
March as both reassurance that they had the Calavari’s
back and a massive middle finger towards the enemy that was receiving the same
battle song on open broadcast.


Uxtral should have had more faith, and he kicked
himself for not counting on the Archons to have everything covered as the bay
doors opened and his countdown expired. Without hesitation he launched his
Valerie into space and put it into an easy dive down into the upper atmosphere
along with the others in his squadron and the squadrons pacing them. He had new
worries to deal with now, but before he got within the fog of war and focused
entirely on the enemy wisps he glanced back at the battlemap, which still
included the stellar orbit data…and he saw a flurry of Star Force icons there,
hitting the lizard jumpships where they were lightly defended.


The Calavari gritted his teeth in both excitement and
a swell of pride seeing that this was going to be a hard win, but they were
going to own the enemy so long as no one screwed up and he was going to make
sure he didn’t.


Dismissing the extraneous battlemap displays he
brought the local up to full size and got a feel for where his squadron was and
how the enemy was moving below them as they kept to their nose dive, intent on
hitting them from above as the lizard fighter swarm spread out like bees below.
This was not going to be easy, but they had Valeries and Star Force training,
and it was time to give the enemy another lesson on why both were superior.
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September 3, 2652


Iona System
(Beta Region)


Kirit



 

Fatti had a decision to
make, and a big one. The Kiritas stood in front of a display screen in his
maturia quarters, two days from leaving and still he didn’t know what he was
going to do. He had graduated a day ago and was now ready to transition into
his ‘real’ life, but until he chose what his path would be they couldn’t assign
him new quarters or travel plans.


He had two more days before he’d automatically be
punted into the general population, which was a fair option. No
responsibilities and an unlimited amount of time to decide what he wanted to
do…or to just kick back, relax, and do nothing. That sounded horrible to him,
for the Kiritas had so much energy that downtime was literally the worst thing
possible. He wasn’t going civie, and like most other
Kiritas he was going to find at least something he could do to keep himself
busy and help out either his race or Star Force.


He wasn’t entering the general ADZ population
independently, he knew. That didn’t appeal to him. He wanted to remain
somewhere within Star Force and had a lot of options to choose from, though all
of them required a lot more training to qualify for. He could stay local and
find some support task to help out with, ranging from personnel relations to
maintenance, but that seemed a bit too low energy. He wanted something bigger.


On the screen in front of him was a list of all the
options available to him, and he’d been running through it for the past 4
hours, pacing back and forth as he thought and weighed his options. In general
there were 3 basic paths available to him, and that was stay with the Kiritas,
go into Axius, or become Kiritak. Axius wasn’t some place that Kiritas went
unless they wanted to get away from everyone else, and while there were a
handful making use of themselves there most of the stories he’d heard were that
they’d gone civie and essentially given up on Star
Force.


That wasn’t for him, which left the two main options
every Kiritas had. Work as part of the semi-independent Kiritas empire, into
which he had been hatched, or transfer over to the Kiritak that had no
independence and directly served Star Force as a massive workforce. The Kiritak
reproduced on their own too, with their population being far larger than the
Kiritas, but some of them didn’t want to stay and came over to Kirit or one of their colonies to take a different path.
Nobody was locked in to where they began and there was a lot of swapping back
and forth, sometimes with the same person changing more than once during their
life.


For the Kiritas, they were fervently loyal to Star
Force, for in their distant history it had been the Humans that had saved their
planet and race from starvation and utter collapse, but more than that they had
taught them a better way to live and had guided them through stages of
advancement that had led them to colonize multiple star systems within the
ADZ…something that was totally beyond his ancestors, who only had Kirit when the Humans first came to them.


The Kiritas were building and expanding along a plan
that Star Force had set out for them, which everyone knew of from their maturia
training. They were meant to be a home guard and resource production carry
while other portions of Star Force focused on tech development, exploration,
and combat. Kiritas troops and ships were rarely ever called upon for frontline
duty, with their purpose being to defend their own worlds and be in a position
to reinforce others if things went bad and the front was lost. To date that
hadn’t happened, and a lot of Kiritas didn’t like sitting back and waiting
while others did the fighting, but faithful as they were they followed the plan
and so far it seemed the Humans knew what they were doing, as always.


While the Kiritas kept to their own systems and were
continuously developing them into outright marvels of engineering capable of
holding an insane number of people in a workable and comfortable environment,
the Kiritak were the exact opposite and scattered across the ADZ. They had no
civilian population and were all business, doing various tasks for Star Force
that heavily fell into the resource collection and processing categories.
Entire Kiritak colonies were established for no other reason than to mine and
ship the materials collected off to other parts of the empire for use, while
other colonies were industrial-based and used those materials to make parts and
products that were likewise feeding the rest of Star Force, not to mention
foodstuff production.


But more than that, the Kiritak were also heavily
merged with mainline Star Force activities, not in terms of military, but the
cargo naval fleet. The Kiritak had their own fleets built for the express
purpose of shuttling resources to and from their colonies, but even the massive
cargo freighter jumpships that had no contact with those colonies were seeing a
good portion of their crews being made up of Kiritak. It was a mix, with Humans
always involved, but no other race had such a presence in the mainline
operations of Star Force as the Kiritak did, and that was a note of pride that
interested Fatti greatly.


But making it onto one of those crews would be a long
process full of training and competing against others for who had the highest
marks. Only the best got to crew with the Humans, and he knew that 4 jumpships
even had Kiritak Captains, who were literally a legend to all Kiritas. If Fatti wanted to go that route there was no guarantee he
would make it, and to be honest he wanted to start making contributions now
rather than later.


The Kiritak also had a military division, which was
used as security for their various colonies. Those had seen more action than
the Kiritas military had, but only through combat with the Skarrons during the
initial invasion…during which most of them died fighting. That wasn’t the case
anymore, and like the Kiritas they were merely homeguard
protecting the valuable resource collection infrastructure upon which Star
Force depended, but they too were elite and required years of training and
competition to rise to a level to earn those positions.


Fatti wanted the notoriety
of a military unit, but feared he’d be bored just sitting and waiting for a
fight that might never come. Crewing on a cargo ship meant he’d be contributing
on a daily basis, which was more to his liking, but it would take so long to
earn a slot that he reluctantly pushed that option aside as well. That left a
slew of possibilities that were less visible, but none the less important, and
he stopped his pacing once again to run down the list that he’d practically
memorized by now.


He’d had enough waiting and thinking and otherwise
boredom and told himself he was going to pick and pick now so he could get
going, so he ran through field after field, ranking them on a scale of 1 to 10,
then going back and eliminating everything below a 6 on a datapad he had
nearby. Then he went through the remaining list, weighing the advantages and
difficulties of those before him and ranking them again, eliminating the bottom
tier and repeating the process.


Fatti kept it up, feeling
reckless but knowing he had to make a choice for there was no one area that
stood out beyond the rest. Eventually he narrowed the long list down to five
options, then found himself stuck as to how to eliminate another. All were
quick routes, which employed huge numbers of people in a massive workforce and
required less than 2 years of additional training beyond what he already had in
the maturia…and as he looked at the list he realized all 5 were in the Kiritak
rather than his native Kiritas.


Well that bit was decided, at least, but he still
wasn’t sure how to choose between the 5. The first two were mining related,
with one being a vehicle pilot and the other being a cargo loader. They were
simple tasks but very important to keep the flow of materials moving, and they
needed lots of them, meaning the competition for those slots wasn’t as fierce
as it was for others, though he’d still have to prove himself once his training
was complete. If not he’d stay in training until his skills rose to a level
where he could earn a slot.


That was why he didn’t want to go naval, for he could
be stuck in training for the next 50 years. The other 3 options he had on his
short list were also movement related, with a bioharvest loader, warehouse
loader, and an aquatic terminal loader having caught his attention. The last
one was the rarest, with some aquatic mining colonies sending trains of resources
up the sea floor to the coast where they were held in a depot for ground or air
transport to other locations on the planet. 


Being that it was rarer than the others Fatti reluctantly crossed it off, knowing he needed
something that was widespread and easily accessible if he was to maximize his
chances of earning a slot. With that in mind he also nixed the pilot, figuring
there would be less craft available than crates to move, leaving him with three
choices…all of which were nearly identical.


He went back to pacing again, glad to be near to a
decision but still stuck. Eventually he just said to hell with it and chose one
at random, imputing the numbers 1, 2, and 3 into his datapad and having the
randomized function choose one…with it spitting out #2.


That was the bioharvest loader, which would have him
moving crates of foodstuffs, either grain or finished products, between
segments of the transportation grid, be it from rail to dropship or from hovertruck to warehouse. The position didn’t specify, which
was why it had such a large number of open slots which were literally being
updated with every transmission that came through the relay grid and he could
see the numbers changing on his screen. With every slot filled they’d decrease,
then new batches of openings would become available and the number would rise
again.


At present, there were 1.6 million slots available,
though only yesterday there had been 1.4 and two weeks ago when he’d been
lightly perusing the numbers while going through his final graduation
challenges there had been 1.7 million. That meant there was an insane amount of
transition going on, but with a population in the trillions that was to be
expected. 


Fatti couldn’t petition for
one of those slots now, for first he had to go through the proper training. To
accomplish that he needed a slot in a higher level maturia, and a Kiritak one
at that. Using his terminal he put in the request and
got an acceptance message within 3 seconds, followed by deployment orders
within the hour. 


Feeling the excitement and relief at finally being on
the move again he packed up the few belongings he had and headed out of the
maturia to the spaceport indicated, hop/walking through the Kiritas crowds with
his little duffle over his shoulder and mentally saying goodbye to the planet
that had always been his home. He’d never been offworld before, but now he was
headed for a Kiritak colony in Alpha Region, clear on the other side of the
Human Core systems. 


Most of his peers that he’d gone through maturia
training with were already gone elsewhere, with about 15% remaining that would
graduate soon, so it was time to move on and he was glad to be doing so in such
a wild fashion. Transitioning to the Kiritak was going to take him farther away
than any of the home colonies and he liked that. More to do and see and less
chance for boredom.


When he got to a transit terminal he hopped inside and
road a subsurface tram over to the spaceport and came out directly underneath
it along with a lot of other soon to be passengers, most of which carried
duffles like him. They didn’t talk, for the most part, but exchanged glances
and understood that they were all in a similar position and heading out for new
assignments.


He had a nav beacon on his wristbound comm/datapad that led
him to the check-in point where he was given his dropship ID and departure
time, with him having to wait only half an hour before it came in through the
open ceiling doors and landed next to some 50 others. He and a large group
boarded it and took their seats, then were flown up to orbit and deposited on a
jumpship. Fatti was led to temporary quarters and
left there on what would be more than a month’s journey across the ADZ.


The Kiritas tried to deal with the boredom of transit
through training and games, but Fatti was just as
relieved as the others when they finally arrived in Alpha Region and the
Kiritak colony that housed their own maturias. The infrastructure was similar
to what he’d grown up in on Kirit, but with a
different feel and coloration to it, enough that he felt at ‘home’ but still in
an alien environment. 


There were also a handful of Humans in the otherwise
all Kiritak zone, which was a new experience for Fatti
who’d never seen one in person before. They were so tall and pale it surprised
him, despite the pictures he’d seen all his life. Especially their heads, which
were so narrow and decorated with different colors of what they called ‘hair.’
Each one he happened along over the coming days he stared at, respectfully, but
didn’t interrupt. It was awe-inspiring to be next to one of them, let alone
several, for he’d counted at least 14 different ones in his first two weeks in
the colony, most of whom he ran across in the cafeteria or the nearby hallways.


Other than those areas it was all Kiritak all the
time, with his training being taken up a notch from what he’d known back on Kirit. That was to be expected, for this was higher level
maturia training and supposed to be more intense than basic had been, but it
was still a challenge…though it helped that those going through it with him
were also training for the exact same profession and they helped each other out
whenever they could to maximize their chances of making it.


And Fatti would make it,
some 17 months later when he’d completed his requirements and input his current
scores into the slot selection process. He didn’t get chosen immediately, for
the highest scores got preference, but after a week he received notification
that he’d been accepted into a Kiritak colony all the way out in Epsilon Region,
for which he left immediately.


It took three jumpships to get him out there, for
there were no direct flights, but once he arrived he was put to work right away
and given an exoskeleton mech to use, just like he’d trained with. It was six
times as tall as he was and open to the air all around him save for a
protective cage that encircled the now Kiritak. With the skills he’d developed
over the last year he walked the cargo mech over to the train that had just
came into the terminal and was directed to one of the cars along with six other
mechs in the very long bay that allowed more than 60 cars to be unloaded
simultaneously.


Fatti was last in line,
following the others in and sliding the mechanical hands/pylons underneath one
of the crates and lifting it up, pivoting the mech around with a shuffle of its
mechanical feet, then walking the crate out and over to a conveyor onto which
he sat it down before returning to the car to get another one. The conveyor had
slots on it designed for the size of these crates and serviced three of the
offloading stations, with Fatti’s crate dropping into
one of the open slots between some others from the car to the left and all of
them traveling around a few bends in the river-like flow before disappearing
into a tunnel in the wall.


That was all Fatti would see
of them, and his task was simple enough. Unload every train car that came
through his position and get the grain that was in them to the processing
factory on the other side of that wall…or wherever it was down the line.
Maneuvering the mechs wasn’t easy, and even with the extensive training that
the Kiritak had had, he was slower about it than the others. They didn’t give
him any grief over it, for they had once been in his position, and gave him
some pointers here and there and made sure to give him plenty of room to
maneuver, but over the months that followed he became better at it, with his
team remaining the same and them getting into a fluid sync that became second
nature, allowing them to work faster and more efficiency than other, newer
crews.


Their offloading rates were measured, as were all
things in Star Force, so they could have numbers to compare with and Fatti quickly realized it was a matter of pride for both
himself and his team as to how many crates they unloaded and how fast…but to
never ever ever
drop one. They were strong enough to not break, but it slowed down the process
and basically said you didn’t belong here.


One of the first things his teammates told him when he
arrived was to take his time and do a proper job of it. Taking their advice he
did just that and never dropped one in his early days…then when he’d gotten
more than a year on the job he wondered how in the hell someone could drop one,
for it was so easy a task that it was almost impossible to screw up.


But that was just experience talking, and he would get
even more skilled with the loading mechs as the years passed, with him
transferring to another crew some 18 years later that had a higher rank and
stricter timetables to work under that added a new challenge, for while the
Kiritak were patient and careful, they didn’t like to be slow and designed
their entire shipping process to be as fast as possible, with their loaders
expected to keep up as both a matter of pride and function.
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October 2, 2652


Epsilon Eridani
System


Corneria



 

Hightower looked out the observation window of the
shipyard at the internal slip where a partially constructed warship floated
with a beehive of Human workers moving around it, pulling more pieces in and attaching
them wherever they needed to go and fleshing out the synthetic skeleton. No
longer were they using metals, but had moved up the tech tree to Dar’mats, which were a synthesis of various compounds with
corovon-heavy bonding points that made the molecules cling to one another even
more so than metals.


There were varying degrees of Dar’mats,
some with more corovon in them than others, but this newest version had the
lightest amount, yet in an arrangement that gave it an 82% strength rating of
the heaviest to date. That made the warship skeleton somewhat weaker, but would
allow 26 warships to be built out of the same amount of corovon as one of the
heavies.


Hightower knew the tradeoff was worth it, for corovon
mining and recycling was his highest priority in this system and across the
empire. There was so little of it available in most locations because of its
density, with the greatest deposits having sunk to the center of gravity wells.
Already he was working with the Hycre to mine the gas giant that they occupied
in this system, but they were having trouble reaching the true core. Still, the
amount of corovon they were pulling from the surrounding layers was more than
the terrestrial mining operations were turning out, with the Duke knowing that
most future corovon hunts were going to have to go where most races couldn’t.


Hightower’s responsibilities were like those of Davis,
he had to oversee that everything the mainline Star Force colonies in the
system did, as well as keep an eye on the Australians and Hycre that were also
in the system, but the biggest part about being a Duke was seeing the problems
years in advance and working to solve them before they arose, with corovon
shortages being a persistent nemesis that somehow he’d always managed to find a
way to avoid. But with the continual growth of the system’s infrastructure the
number of ships it was exporting there was never going to be a time when they
didn’t need more.


And it wasn’t just corovon, he had to balance
population against infrastructure, maintain the traffic flow of cargo and
personnel, oversee the economic fluctuations in both the local and interstellar
markets, plan out additions to the planetary infrastructure, orbital habitats,
and just about every other bit of building within the system…all the while
coordinating with the other Dukes, Marquis, and Davis to keep the overall
empire in balance. They shared resources often, but it was the aim to get each
system as independent as possible so to diminish the cargo transit between
them, which was already reaching staggering levels.


There were nearly constant jumps in and out of the
system, with far more activity within. The movement of the vessels had to be
continuously monitored and guided, otherwise there would be collisions and
utter chaos. The bigger Star Force grew the more challenges there were in
maintaining it, for size did matter and the smaller colonies had a much easier
time of running themselves.


The tradeoff was that the larger systems like Epsilon
Eridani had the industrial and personnel muscle to do things the others
couldn’t, and that was both a privilege and responsibility that Hightower
carried on a daily basis, for it was up to him to choose what, where, and when,
with others filling in and making his plans a reality. But at the end of the
day they had a framework given to them that they had to work inside of, a focus
that they could rely on and tune out everything else, but Hightower didn’t have
that luxury.


He knew it was even worse for Davis, who had not only
Star Force but the entire ADZ to oversee, which was why he and the other Dukes
tried to do as much as possible themselves to free the Director up to work
almost exclusively on the big picture. The same was true for the Dukes, in that
their subordinates took care of a lot of the repetitive duties to free them up
to troubleshoot and plan ahead, but one didn’t fully understand what it was
like to have people depending on you but without anyone for you to turn to for
advice or guidance. 


Hightower had many conversations about this very point
with Paul when he had been Clan Saber’s Marquis, for the Archons were in the
same position. The trailblazers had to lead with no one to pattern off of, for
they were who everyone else took their cues from. It was total freedom to do
what you wanted, but you had to come up with answers when problems presented
themselves, and making that happen took a curious combination of determination,
creativity, and luck.


It wasn’t easy, yet it was simple, and aside from his
fellow Dukes and the trailblazers no one ever seemed to understand that, which
left him in a very rare group of peers that he virtually never saw.


Epsilon Eridani was his turf, and having another Administrator
of his caliber in the same location would have been wasteful, so he was left to
secure and grow Star Force’s 2nd most valuable system and feed the mainline
colonies and fleet in addition to what the locals needed. Epsilon Eridani had
to be an exporter, and beyond that it had to be a huge exporter in order to give the rest of the empire what it
needed to grow at a rate far faster than self-sufficient expansion would allow.


With the flow of cargo, ships, and pre-made structures
a new colony could reach a level in a single year that, in the past, would have
taken 50 to reach. That new colony in turn would reach exportation levels of
its own in a relatively short amount of time, which would then help feed other
colonies in a growth plume that could see entire planets reshaped in the blink
of an eye compared to what he’d had to work with when he first took over
control of the system.


That was the power of a large empire, and that power
had to be used wisely. Many people thought that Star Force pretty much ran
itself nowadays, but that was a misnomer. Mainline Star Force was full of
leadership with centuries of experience and a wealth of skill, and through them
the younger members were able to do things that otherwise they could not,
raising the bar higher than most civilizations had ever reached.


But therein lay the snag, for without that core of experience
the rest would diminish to mediocrity, not for lack of trying but simply for
lack of guidance. It was easy to do something efficiently when you had a
procedure to follow, given to you by a person who had had to figure it out the
hard way through years of trial and error and insight, but take away that
procedure and the efficient workforce suddenly became ineffective.


That was why Hightower and the other Dukes had taken
Davis’s orders regarding training very seriously, for they knew that personnel
rising up through the ranks could fall into the trap of simply mimicking others
and learning by example. That was all fine and well until they encountered a
new situation or rose to high enough rank where they had to start improvising.
In order for the empire to continue to grow the leadership had to be able to
think outside the box, which was why the Archons were chosen more for their
intuitiveness and determination than their beginning physical skills.


Likewise Administrators had to figure out why something
worked, rather than just seeing that it did and doing it again. No Duke had
ever been promoted to the position without first being a Clan Marquis, and
there you had to learn to do for yourself because the Clans were deliberately
severed from the mainline colonies. The economies were separate, as were their
supply lines and military forces. They were independent empires each, and the
skills that Hightower had learned leading Clan Saber had made him ready to take
on Epsilon Eridani because he’d had the opportunity to learn from doing rather
than following protocol.


Likewise there were other learning experiences
occurring at lower levels, with people like Hightower taking a hands off
approach and letting the junior Administrators earn their keep…but he couldn’t
ignore them for they’d need a poke or nudge now and again, which meant he
couldn’t just sit in his office and watch the numbers roll through. He had to
get out and actually see his star system first hand, which had prompted him to
pick up the habit of taking random inspection tours, which at the moment
brought him to this shipyard. 


He always came unannounced and had a quiet look
around, usually finding everything in order, but occasionally picking up on an
inefficiency or a better way to do something. It was the little things that
added up over time, and even while his people were damn good at what they did
there was always room for improvement. They were the best within Star Force and
the ADZ for that matter, but the older he got the more he learned that there
was always more to learn, and with a civilization so big with so many facets,
he’d stopped expecting people to be jacks of all trades…which was his job.


Specialization was a powerful tool, but when a person
only knew how to do one thing it was also a weakness, for they couldn’t
coordinate with others. It was the job of Administrators to get the specialists
into the positions they needed, like arranging puzzle pieces, and then let them
do their thing. Each puzzle piece usually had no idea what the others were
doing, making the Administrators the glue that held everything together.


“I trust everything is in order?” a voice behind
Hightower asked.


“That I’ve seen, yes,” the Duke said without turning
around as the shipyard Administrator came up on his right side next to the
large window.


“You know,” she said, “if you want to sneak onboard
you shouldn’t wear your Duke’s uniform.”


“I’m not hiding, I just need to get my own eyes on
what’s happening from time to time. Datapads only
tell you so much,” he said, gesturing to the Cruiser-class drone being constructed in front of them inside the
contained bay. It was zero g to facilitate the movement and assembly of the
various components, but it was also pressurized and sealed off from space with
thick doors to allow the workers to move about without wearing envirosuits.


“There’s always something to see here, given the round
the clock work schedules, but I’d guess there was something more that caught
your eye than the view?”


“I was curious to see the frame assembly.”


“Then you’re in the wrong slip, this one is complete.”


“Already been there,” Hightower said, glancing at her
with a slight smile. 


“How long have you been on my station?”


“A few hours,” he admitted.


“I’ll have to have a chat with my security chief. He
only found you 40 minutes ago.”


“I hate fanfare, even in small amounts. Wastes time.”


“To answer your question, the frame assembly is taking
slightly longer than previous models due to the bonding agents. We’re having to
supercool them in order to make them malleable enough to take. My people are
used to using heat to bond, so this cryo putty is
going to take some time to master.”


“I haven’t seen any accident reports.”


“My people aren’t sloppy,” she objected with a frown.


“Didn’t imply they were, but I’ve been told the cryo bonding is dangerous.”


“Ha…most things we do around here are dangerous. It’s
new, therefore we’re taking our time and learning all the little variations so
we don’t have accidents. Production rates will increase slightly over the
following year, I can guarantee you, but I don’t think they’re going to match
the previous timetable. The process is more time consuming, even taking the
learning curve out of the equation.”


“Worth the tradeoff.”


“So am I going to get all of my slips filled, or are you
still holding out on me?”


“Lots of mouths to feed,” Hightower said, ignoring the
complaint he’d heard more times than he could count, “only so much ore.”


“I’ve got 18 open slips, two of which are jumpship. I
hate wasting time leaving them sit.”


“As do I, but I’d rather have more slips than
resources as opposed to more resources than slips.”


“We used to be full up,” she reminded him.


“We didn’t have any many shipyards back then either.”


“Just saying.”


“I may have some more coming to you in a couple of years,
but don’t hold me to that.”


“A mining expansion, I hope…or is it a fabrication
holdup?”


“Rare compound holdup, but there are a few more cheats
in prototype like this one that could alleviate some of that burden.”


“Gravity drive without corovon?”


Hightower laughed. “Unfortunately no, we’re nowhere
close to that tech level.”


“Just wishful thinking.”


“Rumor has it that some distant races have achieved
it,” he floated, knowing that the shipyard Administrator didn’t have pyramid
knowledge access.


“Seriously? Who?”


“Someone far beyond our reach, but I’ve been told it’s
doable.”


“Wow. Never heard that.”


“Keep it to yourself, please.”


“Just get me the specs as soon as you can,” she joked.


“Deal.”


“Well, as long as you’re here, I might as well take
you on a proper tour. There are better places to view your minions than here.”


“Any chance I can get a look at the cryo bonding up close?”


“Sure, but is this sightseeing or are you looking for
something in particular?”


“Just trying to keep up with everything new. The more
I’m familiar with the better.”


“No problems at the other shipyards?”


“No, the frames appear bugless.”


“Good,” she said with a bit of relief. New pieces to
work with were always a bit jittery, for her workers were used to building the
same design specs again and again, with the process down to a very fast and
efficient routine that allowed them to assemble ships at an impressive rate.
“I’ll take you out myself, unless you want to snoop alone?”


“Lead on,” he said, finally abandoning the window.



 

Hightower would spend another 4 hours in the shipyard,
studying the new construction procedures and learning a few more of the old
ones, then he took his private puddle jumper through planetary orbit and out to
a jumppoint not cluttered with stations then over to Arcadia, the innermost
planet whose original desert wasteland was now almost entirely covered with
cityscape. There he went down to the surface and inspected the deep mining
operations and half a dozen factories, stopping by a maturia and then a Knight
training center before continuing with his system-hopping tour that would take
him some 3 weeks to complete before heading back to Corneria and his office
tower.


There he fell back into the regular routine, pulling
through massive amounts of data from across the system while also monitoring
news feeds from across the empire, the ADZ, and the war reports, along with a
new message from Paul.


That he pulled up first off and saw a short tech note
indicating that a new containment shield was in prototype stage and working
well, putting them one step closer in the long journey towards stellar mining.


Hightower pulled up a secure file, then a hologram of
the V’kit’no’sat version of a ‘star forge’ manifested itself over his desk,
next to which was a long list of items necessary for its construction, a few of
which had checkmarks next to them. With the touch of a button and a bit of
virtual scrolling he found the containment shield requirement and checked it
off, putting them one step closer to the mother of all corovon mining
operations.
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