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May 19, 3402


Denichor System
(occupation zone)


Karrach (original
H’kar homeworld)



 

Flynn-046 took in a deep breath of the new world’s
air, soaking it in for a moment before he took off running across the stubby
grass clumps that covered the flat plain he stood upon. He wasn’t wearing armor
or even a standard uniform, just a pair of shorts and running shoes in the 103F
heat as he began his first workout on this planet…the first of many to come now
that he’d been assigned here on a permanent basis.


He’d chosen this plain for the simple reason that it
wasn’t located near to any of the reclamation sites, just a barren bit of
landscape untouched by either the H’kar or the lizards after they’d conquered
their homeworld and rebuilt it into one of the larger fortress worlds rimward of Krachnika. It’d fallen with more effort
than the neighboring systems due in no small part to the presence of a
mastermind, but he’d been unable to prevent the beatdown that both Star Force
and the H’kar fleet had put on it. Now that was all over as the invasion fleets
pressed on, leaving this planet and the rest of the system in reclamation mode.


Except now he was here, running across the uncivilized
barrens of Karrach and getting a feel for the ‘cool’ atmosphere that the H’kar
had developed in as a string of transports could be seen coming down from orbit
to a position west of his on the plain. It was miles away, but the flow of
ships was continuous as they deposited cargo and personnel that would begin
rebuilding the planet. 


It was an abnormally important acquisition for the
H’kar. They’d been taking their planets back from the lizards for a while now,
but none had been reinhabited with more than supply
bases. All had stayed in the possession of Star Force as they were gradually
cleaned up, until now. Karrach was almost sacred to them, and given the fact
that they’d probably thought they’d never see it again, let alone inhabit it,
he didn’t fault them for sentimentality, but the rituals they had wanted to
perform he’d already nixed. He hadn’t come here to watch them waste time with a
bunch of pageantry, but rather to put them to work.


And work they were eager for as well, he’d found out.
Reclaiming Karrach wasn’t the end of their goals…they wanted to rebuild it and
reestablish their old homeland, this system and others, and fully take back all
that the lizards had stolen from them. Flynn was going to help them do that,
but not in the way they’d originally thought, for the H’kar, now that Karrach
had been reclaimed as promised, were joining Star Force…and they weren’t a
broken civilization or a scattering of refugees. They were already a massive
empire that was about to get a lot bigger.


Star Force hadn’t made the invite, and the H’kar had
hinted at such for a long time before finally making the request after getting
approval from The Nexus. There would be no separation pains, for in secret The
Nexus were glad to be rid of them, needing to downsize as much as possible and
more than happy to let the threats to the region where the H’kar had come to
make their new home fall under Star Force’s responsibility to deal with. 


But Flynn wasn’t going there, though those worlds
would eventually become part of Star Force as well. No, both he and Davis had
decided they’d start here and rebuild the H’kar in Star Force form on their
homeworld first, get all the adjustments made to incorporate their biology and
technology into the empire, then begin seeding other worlds in their former
territory with new colonies, followed up by the slow assimilation of their
Nexus worlds. Flynn was going to lead the effort, but most of the work was
going to be done by the H’kar themselves after Karrach got established. Star
Force resources were already stretched across an ever growing empire and there
was no rush to annex the H’kar. Things could be taken more slowly, drawing upon
their current strength to fuel the transition, but for this first step Star
Force had to take the lead.


Which was why there was as large a Star Force fleet in
orbit as there was H’kar, with an army of techs ready and eager to build proper
infrastructure on the planet to get the ball rolling. After that it would be up
to Flynn and his much smaller staff to design what would become standard H’kar
infrastructure, ships, food, clothing, etc. It was a long and tedious process,
but one that would bear fruit down the road…especially in giving Star Force a
strong foothold on the far end of the occupation zone if/when it eventually
came to include all lizard systems rimward of the border line. They weren’t near
to achieving that yet, but the bulk of systems remaining were medium to small
civilizations with only a sprinkling of hard nuts to tackle like this world had
been.


The writing was definitely on the wall, there was just
a lot of wall to cover as the lizards continued to spread as quickly as they
could ahead of the Star Force advance. The H’kar had begun to push back hard
from their Nexus border now that the lizards couldn’t pull reinforcements from
their core worlds and others to counter them, but each of those fleets was now
led by at least one Archon, for their military integration into Star Force had
already happened as far as command and control was concerned.


A faction of the H’kar really didn’t like that, but
the groundswell of nostalgia and support for both Star Force membership and a
return to their original territory left the H’kar rulers with little choice
other than to fight a losing civil war. Instead they’d thought they could play
an insiders game, but that had been immediately shut down as Scott-055 had
assumed command of the active fleets and made the H’kar rulers obsolete. 


They’d immediately tried to backtrack from their
position, but there was nothing they could do. The military was now fiercely
loyal to the Archons who had taught them how to truly fight and were promising
to do even more in the years to come. Once command was transferred there was no
going back, but Flynn didn’t think they fully understood that the same would be
happening for the rest of their civilization. The ruling class within the H’kar
was going to be disbanded, and for the foreseeable future Flynn was going to be
their leader, much as Larisa had been to the Bsidd and Paul now was to the
Kvash, whose small but powerful naval fleet was already assisting in anti-lizard
combat with surprising efficiency.


Surprising had they not been under Paul’s tutelage,
but their rapid turnaround from being thought extinct to a very powerful, yet
very small naval presence had surprised Flynn and most of the other
trailblazers. That said, the Kvash wouldn’t be matching the H’kar anytime soon,
for Flynn had an existing empire to retool rather than having to build one from
scratch, though at first that’s exactly what he was going to do here…save for
the fact that he’d be getting continuous supply convoys coming from the H’kar’s Nexus worlds with material and whatever personnel
he requested, and that would let him rebuild this world far faster than any
other faction leader had the luxury of doing during their stints transforming
and adding new races to the empire.


Larissa’s Bsidd now made up the largest chunk of that
empire, population wise, while Randy’s Kiritas were a close second. More than
half the trailblazers now had a race under their direction, whether they be
full blown factions, sub-factions, or wards, and now it was Flynn’s turn…yet
somehow he had gotten the biggest one of them all to work with.


But it wouldn’t be the last. In addition to the list
of small races requesting membership in Star Force from all around their
current borders, there were two other Nexus members that had expressed official
interest in pursuing a change in membership and many more rumored to be
considering it. When Davis had talked with him about the H’kar he’d stressed
the need to have not just a well-established presence in the other end of the
occupation zone, but a foothold from which more acquisitions from Nexus
territory could be integrated. 


In fact, the Director had told him that as the lizard
threat was swept away a great many things would be changing and that if they
moved quickly and decidedly they could amass a far greater standing in the
expanded region…while at the same time if they botched this there would be a
lot of interest in claiming the empty worlds left in the lizards’ absence. If
Star Force wasn’t proactive in growing their empire others would see it as a
weakness and try to move in on them. Maintaining patrols throughout the
occupation zone was already a pain in the butt, though nothing compared to what
could happen if word got out that Star Force couldn’t hold on to that
territory.


There’d be a mad scramble from all the little guys to
grab a planet or two, but it would be the larger players moving in and
stubbornly staking a claim and making Star Force evict them that had Davis
worried. Right now fighting the lizards was the priority, and if someone
decided to move in behind them Star Force would have to pull forces away from
the frontier to deal with any major threats and that would only allow the
lizards to keep expanding to yet more worlds.


Annexing the H’kar had already sent a big message to
the region, letting everyone know that Star Force wasn’t just evicting the
lizards from their current holdings, but laying firm claim to them. The ADZ was
a long way from here, so establishing another major powerbase was essential…and
annexing an existing one, from The Nexus no less, had already sent a message
that the neighbors were not going to ignore.


Which meant Flynn had some breathing room to work with
so long as he didn’t screw this up.


But how events played out would take a long time to
unfold. Right now the cargo crates were just being delivered and the small
colonies of temporary, prefab structures were being erected to give his people
a base to work out of. He’d been transitioning from planet to orbit daily to
make use of the Prime’s sanctum and
the small Clan Cybertron fleet he had in orbit. He’d be relying on them for
security and his home away from home while he oversaw the army of Star Force
experts that would be tearing apart the H’kar civilization and making
recommendations of how to change it. The final form was left up to Flynn’s
discretion, and it was the biggest challenge assigned to him to date…numbers
wise, anyway. Compared to fighting the Black Knight though, this would be
relatively easy. It’d just affect far more people than his personal training
did.


With all that in mind and on his metaphorical
shoulders, he’d decided the best thing to do was snub it all and take his time,
so while the cargo and personnel transfer was taking place at a rapid pace he
was off and running across the empty landscape on a casual workout while his
lungs adjusted to the alien air without the filtration his armor helmet
normally gave him.


The air wasn’t bad, just had a few additional elements
to the oxygen/nitrogen mix, most notably of which was helium. There wasn’t
enough to make him talk squeaky, but it did give the air a different taste to
it that his lungs could attest to…but really the biggest challenge was the heat
that was continually increasing as the day progressed.


It was a mild challenge and one that Flynn embraced as
he sweated out what felt like half his body weight on some 15 or so miles
crisscrossing the plain before he eventually circled back around to the now
larger makeshift colony as yet more structures were popping up in minutes as
they were unfolded and assembled by an all Star Force crew that was a mix of
Humans, Bsidd, and Kiritak. The structures weren’t much good against
weaponsfire, but they’d hold up against the weather and provide quick working
and living space for the arriving crews. Everything Star Force built was
durable, but there was no substitute for proper infrastructure and he’d have to
wait on that for later. Right now he and his team would make do with the ‘Lego’
substitutes.


When Flynn got back he found the nearest water station
and gulped down the cool liquid for what felt like minutes before he finally
gasped and got his breathing back under control. This planet was harsh to
Humans, and he knew the Kiritas wouldn’t fare much better. The Bsidd could
handle the heat fairly well, but he was going to need to keep everyone’s
external exposure limited to shorter spans than normal. And on top of that, he
was going to need to get baselines on the H’kar as well. Just because this was
their original homeworld didn’t mean those coming here would immediately
acclimate to it. Flynn knew their body chemistry favored higher temperatures,
but he needed to know just how high and if they’d have any adverse effects
before he started them on exterior work crews. 


That was going to put a wrinkle in his plans, but it
was just one of thousands of small decisions that needed to be made and why a
trailblazer was necessary for this kind of work. He literally held the fate of
trillions of people in his hands, even if they weren’t all here. The
repercussions of what he did would flow outward through their civilization,
with it eventually reaching even the H’kar in the Nexus territories. Right now
though he needed to start getting those volunteers coming here trained, and
he’d planned to do it with basic work crews led by Star Force vets. 


They wouldn’t be doing anything more than moving
around supplies and basic Star Force construction and prep, maybe taking over
some of the recycling duties immediately, but the point was to get some H’kar
indoctrinated into Star Force protocols via field work. Though now he’d have to
make an environmental checklist before sending them out there for any extended
period of time.


Flynn grabbed a quick shower as he thought through his
next twenty steps, then donned a uniform and his ViLord armor before heading
back out. He’d already got a bit of a sunburn, but that just gave him a chance
to work on his Sesspik skills, though he didn’t want to add to the light damage
right now or anytime in the future and those twin suns
in the sky pumped a lot of energy down to the planet through the pristine clear
skies.


His armor solved that problem, along with keeping him
moderately cool despite the heat as he headed back out and roamed the
construction sites and improvised landing zones. He found his Kiritas work crew
chief and explained the environmental concerns, outlining the testing he wanted
to have happen before any of the H’kar were put to work. With their usual
efficiency, the Kiritas got to work on it immediately as Flynn continued his
rounds and helped some Bsidd with the unloading of a
H’kar transport that was bringing in the first shipment of raw materials, all
of which was loaded up into varying sizes of hexagonal crates.


Flynn used some of his muscle power on them as he got
a feel for the area and the mood of everyone involved, though most of his
attention was on the H’kar. They were staying on their ships for the most part,
but the first batch of worker recruits were offloading into some of the
temporary structures that Flynn’s people had already set up and he wanted to
get a feel for them, so he passed a few more crates along then headed over and
observed the Star Force handlers giving them instructions and teaching them how
to use Star Force tools.


Or rather reteaching them.
Everyone here had already been instructed prior to arrival, but this was the
first time they’d actually be getting their hands on most of the equipment. It
was all basic stuff, but still different from what they were used to using.
Flynn sensed some confusion but all the H’kar seemed eager to get to work
reclaiming their homeworld, so no trouble there.


“Archon,” he heard someone say, turning around to see
a Bsidd almost twice his height looking down at him.


“Yes?”


“Please come with me.”


Riley frowned as he sensed a problem, but followed the
Bsidd out and across several fields of stacked crates until they got to one
area abandoned of lifters who had moved on. One of the crates had been opened
to start feeding the H’kar their native food and the Bsidd pulled out a package
and tossed it to Flynn.


“You’re right, this is meat,” he said with a scowl at
the dried up and shriveled sticks. “Probably that vat-grown crap the Royals came
up with.”


“They are already eating it.”


Flynn sighed. “How much of their food supply is this?”


“Most from what my people can tell.”


“Those sneaky bastards. They’re trying to get us to
use it now out of necessity in order to argue later that it’s acceptable.”


“What is their purpose?” the Bsidd asked. “Eating
flesh is…disgusting.”


“Agreed, but some people like the idea of
subordinating primitive races by eating them. Even if this is artificially
grown the purpose is still the same…to prop up their egos.”


“What do you wish done with it?”


“Confiscate it all and get me an inventory on what
they brought that isn’t meat. Right now it looks like we’re going to find out
how much of our food they can stomach. If the notes are correct we should be
able to use some foodstuffs, but there could be transitional problems.”


“Meaning it could make them sick even if they can
digest it.”


“Possibly. We haven’t had much of a chance to study
H’kar. Only a few diplomats that bothered to eat our food. I’ve got the list of
things they ate, but most of the time they kept to their own rations.”


“Are there none in Axius?”


“No, there aren’t. Most of our interactions have been
on the warfront and their membership in The Nexus discouraged tech sharing,
so…” Flynn said, facepalming in his armor as he looked up at the equally
armored Bsidd. “My fault. I should have taken care of this sooner rather than
trusting them to supply their own rations. They’re trying to break down our
scruples by putting us in this situation, so our mission is not to cave. I want
all the meat rounded up and stacked on…pad 18. I’ll divert the traffic
elsewhere. I’ll get a bigger incinerator prioritized for setup, then we’ll have
the H’kar carry the meat over to it personally for disposal. Make sure no one
does it for them.”


“Understood. But what of the incoming shipments?”


“I’ll have to send a courier back, I can’t go myself.
In the meantime we’ll have to rush additional bioharvest facilities here.”


“What of the meat presumably onboard their ships?”


“We’ll get to that, but right now it’s what’s on the surface
that’s the problem. It’s in our custody, and I think the Royals want to see us
using it…so we’re not. As long as the H’kar don’t have living beings on their
ships that they’re slaughtering to eat, they can munch on the stuff up their as
long as they like. But when it comes on our turf, it’s a no go.”


The Bsidd nodded, a Human expression that they’d
picked up long ago. “Do you want the crates emptied or left intact?”


“Open them and arrange for baskets so the H’kar know
what it is they’re carrying. When you don’t see it, it’s easy to imagine it’s
anything other than someone’s body parts, cooked and prepped however they may
be.”


“I don’t understand how that is possible.”


“Fortunately you never lived in a civilization that
ate meat. I did. You’re trained and tricked into thinking it’s
food, and often berated if you ask any questions to the contrary. I know how to
handle this situation, trust me.”


“We always trust our Archon.”


Flynn affectionately tapped the Bsidd on one of its
many mandibles. “We’ll get these guys broken in, but we don’t compromise in
order to do it. They’re joining us, not the other way around. They do it 100%
our way. If you or the others get any grief over that, let me know. I’ve
developed a talent for skull bashing that leaves the target alive but wiser in
the aftermath.”


The Bsidd laughed, a single huff as he moved on to get
to work carrying out his orders. Meanwhile Flynn accessed the comm system via his helmet and put a call into his Clan
Cybertron fleet in orbit.


“Captain Menti, I need you
to run a message for me to the H’kar relay line at Winma.”
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December 2, 3402


Solar System


Earth



 

“Oh god,” Lara-379 said, dropping to the training mat
with her hand on her head.


“What?” Aaron asked. “I didn’t think I hit you that
hard.”


“No…” she said, grinding her teeth as Aaron finally
felt around what little of her mind was accessible beyond the Ikrid blocks and
caught the telltale instability of an ascension prompt.


“How many tier 2s do you have?” he asked suspiciously.


“26,” she said, looking up at him with worry in her
eyes, “and I’m not letting this one go.”


Aaron closed his for a moment, then blinked and looked
at her again. “Regenerator is on the way. I’ll help you all I can,” he said,
holding up his hand in front of her. 


Lara grabbed it and slapped his palm against her
shoulder before dropping to all fours on the ground and looking down at the mat
in the advanced training group’s private facility. She and the others had been
working towards this for centuries. To date only one tier 2 psionic still
evaded them, Mebvat, and she figured this was it…or a much more powerful tier
3. They were still stuck at 4 of 8 there, so either way whatever this was it
was going to be a breakthrough.


Cascade effect was a huge concern for everyone in the
advanced training group and Lara was going to stretch out this ascension as
long as she could, but she wasn’t going to release it. That was a very bad idea
but if there was a regenerator on the way she could choose to suffer whatever
pain would ensue in order to give the Archons access to this new psionic. They
could be patient then, but she was going to get this one now…and she knew she
was going to regret that decision, but she stubbornly pushed ahead anyway.


With Aaron’s physical touch bypassing her Ikrid blocks,
his presence in her mind provided a stabilizing rod that she centered herself
on and kept the instability spinning around it at a more or less controlled
rate. She lost herself in the moment and ended up spending hours on the mat
without realizing the time or sensing the others gathering around her. All she
could see was the soft padding beneath her when she bothered to open her eyes,
and Aaron was the only person whose presence she could sense as the hurricane
of adjustments her mind/body was trying to make before the flash growth clouded
out everything else.


And this was exactly why ascensions had to be
voluntary. If this happened in the field she’d be incapacitated, so the ability
to shut it down was vitally needed. If she was prudent she’d shut it down here
and now when her control began to slip, then wait for the ascension to randomly
return in the coming days, weeks, or perhaps years…but Lara wasn’t having any
of that. She’d get herself as prepped as possible now, with Aaron’s help
holding her focus far longer than she could have done otherwise, but when the
choice was forced upon her she was going to go for it.


Aaron knew that too, so he did everything he could to
help center her without squashing the instability altogether. It kept changing
as the minutes passed, but eventually it started to wither and he felt Lara
begin stoking it. Her efforts stalled a bit longer but he sensed it was about
to shut down on its own unless she went all in…which is exactly what she did
when the second gen thought she couldn’t hold it any longer.


Aaron let go and stepped back, then a moment later
Lara fell all the way down on the mat and began convulsing in pain so obvious
he didn’t even need to feel the waves of it coming off her. She screamed
multiple times out loud in addition to the torrent of telepathic pain flowing
off her. Aaron blocked it out of his mind for the most part and just waited, unable
to do anything to help her as she thrashed around on the mat for a long two
minutes before finally passing out and lying still.


He knelt down beside her and grabbed her bare arm,
connecting to her and finding that her heartrate was barely registering. A
quick look at her status told him that she’d gone too far, and had it not been
for the Uzti healing upgrade she already possessed it might very well have
killed her. Right now he could see massive damage throughout her body as bone
fragments had been sent out like shrapnel into the surrounding tissues, and he
knew on instinct that wasn’t supposed to have happened. The files in the
pyramid hadn’t mentioned this possible side effect and he knew something had
gone terribly wrong.


Her brain was also damaged, for her skull had imploded
with tiny slivers of bone. They hadn’t gone too deep, but Aaron could tell that
she’d received permanent damage even as the new bones that had been formed in
the process gleamed like gold from his mental perspective, but their price of
acquisition had been too high…and for some reason Aaron doubted that delaying
the ascension would have helped to prevent this.


“Now,” Aaron said to the medtech that was standing by.



He didn’t hesitate, slapping the shiny regenerator
onto her neck and seeing it melt into action instantly. From Aaron’s point of
view he saw the tiny tendrils expanding out into her body, sensing and
repairing the damage done, and with each one that contacted a piece of shrapnel
he saw the bone just melt away as it was disassembled and the mass applied
elsewhere in her body as needed. 


Bit by bit the shards were removed and the surrounding
tissues repaired, then the device flowed back into its normal shape and dropped
off Lara’s neck, though she was still unconscious. 


“Med bay,” Aaron said, picking her up and carrying her
in his arms. “I need full scans and documentation.”



 

“They screwed up,” Vortison said regretfully as he studied
a wall full of very small data entries in his lab as Lara slept elsewhere.
“There’s no way around it. This is clearly a cascade malfunction and no amount
of prep work is going to fix it.”


“Meaning it’ll happen to us if we share?” Aaron asked.


“Most definitely. A padawan might avoid it if it’s one
of the first psionics attained, but all of you have far too much tissue where
it’s not supposed to be. The Jumat nodules within her bones are primarily
responsible for the fracturing, but even if you reverse the order I’m positive
that there are going to be other consequences that the Zak’de’ron
did not take into account.”


“How will the Jumat develop if the Mebvat comes
first?”


“I would hope that is something they foresaw given
that a tier 2 is expected to come before a tier 3, but my biggest concern with
that is the new Jumat tissue acting like a pressure wedge and splitting the
bones. It’s a small possibility, but after seeing this I’m not counting on the Zak’de’ron’s wisdom any longer.”


“Could time be an issue?”


“Because you’re attaining them faster? No. This is
straight up bad planning. Maybe they never tested it in a subject or were going
to wait and monitor as Zen’zat advanced and make modifications when problems
occur, but this genetic package has flaws in it. There’s no denying that now.”


“Damn it,” Aaron said, rubbing his chin as he paced
around the lab. After all this time he and the other trailblazers had come to
trust in the scientific wizardry of the V’kit’no’sat and especially the
Zak’de’ron, but it seemed they weren’t deserving of it any more…which was
probably due to Star Force becoming a peer and beginning to peel back the perceptual
curtain of invincibility.


“Or maybe they did,” Aaron added as a thought occurred
to him. “With their own Zen’zat.”


Vortison raised an eyebrow. “Leaving the standard
V’kit’no’sat versions with the original code and no updates? That’s
conceivable, but I don’t think they’re going to be interested in sharing with
us.”


“No, we’re on our own. Can you fix this?”


“Given time,” Vortison said carefully, “yes, I think I
can. I’m close to being able to trigger the remaining tier 3s manually, Lara
just beat me to the remaining tier 2.”


“Oh?” Aaron said, with that being news to him.


“I don’t want to make mistakes, so I’m being careful
and patient, but I am getting close. Fixing this current problem is another
matter entirely. I’m going to have to write new code.”


Aaron knew what that meant, and it wasn’t good for the
short term.



 

5 weeks later…



 

Lara jumped up over a 4 meter high wall using a combination
of her Kex and Yetu, just sliding her body over the
top with nothing touching save for a guiding hand as she flipped over and
landed in a crouch on the far side. She stumbled a bit, but managed to get into
a run fairly quick and dove into a chute that led into a slide that took her
down two levels before dumping her out into pool that she had to swim across,
half of which was underground with no air available above, forcing her to hold
her breath.


She came out dripping wet but burst back into a run
and began working her way through moving obstacles that forced her to use her
agility and quick reflexes. Lara messed up once and got punched backward two
meters, but she recovered and got back at it as if nothing had occurred. Aaron
was waiting for her at the finish line of the obstacle course and as soon as
she slapped her hand down on the finish pedestal her calm demeanor vanished as
she summoned up a Jumat blast on her right arm and threw it against the
sidewall with an audible ‘whack’ that cracked the material ever so slightly.


“Aaron, fuck this! It’s gone, not suppressed, gone!”


“I know,” he said calmly, which only seemed to elicit
a backlash from her as she pitted him with a hateful stare.


“And the worst part is, apparently I didn’t do it to
myself. If Vortison is right, I was screwed before the ascension even started.
I lost 400 years of training, Aaron. 400 years!” she yelled, but he knew her
anger wasn’t with him, and soon the rage reversed itself into despair and she
collapsed to the ground with tears welling up.


He walked over and sat down next to her, sliding an
arm around her waist and holding her snug against him. “You took the hit for
us. We should have got to it first.”


Lara sniffed. “So a second gen finally beats you…and
this is the reward I get.”


Aaron closed his eyes as he locked down his own
emotions. She didn’t need any more bouncing around inside her than her own
right now. The damage done to her body had set her back considerably, even
after being healed, but it was the damage to her brain had done the worst of
it. Tissue could be regrown, but the skills and knowledge in it could not. The
parts of her brain that had been torn by the bone shards were now blank and
cutting into her skills in random places. She could relearn what she’d lost, but
it was going to take time. A lot of time.


“Next time you see a dragon, feel free to punch him.”


She welled up more and leaned into his shoulder. “It’s
not fair. I can’t even pass the titan trials. I’m mage 478. ViLord 29 to mage
478,” she said with a teary cringe. “And I can’t even blame myself. It was a
damn genetic booby trap. That’s not…fair.”


She wasn’t complaining, Aaron knew. She was just
venting what she was feeling and giving her the opportunity was about all he
could do for her. Aaron could understand what was going on inside, for it was
the same thing that he’d be experiencing had he gotten to Mebvat before her.
All that time, all those workouts, all those battlefield missions…if they were
a square of experience, for Lara her square was now filled with shotgun holes.
Some of her abilities were still ViLord level, but others had fallen so far it
had pulled her ranking down all the way to mage, for the Archon levels were
comprehensive, not additive.


Worse still, she didn’t have any unaffected subsets.
Each of the main 5 divisions was compromised and a lot of the underlying
categories were as well. Even her balance had been affected, which Aaron hoped
she’d recover more quickly, but he could tell that wasn’t happening either. Her
workout had been glitchy, and she was probably going to remain glitchy for a
very long time going forward. Her body and mind were no longer the same, and
the path back to her former ViLord form would have to be a different one…and
one that none of the others had traveled before.


Sure, some of them had been seriously injured and lost
levels that they had to regain, but nothing like this had ever occurred. They’d
been physical weaknesses, not mental gaps. One moment Lara would be operating
as a ViLord, then something would change and she’d be back on a lower level. That was probably what was bothering her
the most. She had a foot in both worlds and was spanning titan level at the
same time, not allowing her to be able to root herself and start climbing
again.


“It could have been worse,” Aaron said, feeling her
anger return, but he soothed it away with a brush of her forehead. “Listen to
me. You got hit hard, but it could have been a lot worse. The Regenerator could
have put you back together if you died, but you could have been all the way
back to civie level. Even maturia level. It could
have been a lot worse, and I’m glad you’ve held on to as much as you have. You
don’t have to be thankful for that, but I am.”


“No need for you to feel guilty.”


Aaron shrugged. “We’re supposed to figure everything
out and pass it on to you guys.”


She laughed a sad snort. “So I get fragged and now I’m
my own version of trailblazer?”


“You’re going to have to be to recover from this.
There’s no training precedent to pattern off of.”


“Figures,” she said, hiding her face in his shoulder
again.


“I know it wasn’t your choice, but thank you,” he
said, kissing the top of her head. “Thanks for taking the hit and sparing us
from it.”


“It’s not fair…” she muttered and kept randomly
repeating as she continued to cry. “It’s not fair.”
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April 3, 3428


Denichor System (H’kar
Region)


Karrach 



 

Flynn read the status reports coming in from the Nexus
half of H’kar territory detailing the problems in the region. He had Archons
there overseeing the slow conversion of those worlds and the training programs
they’d begun to set up to prep volunteers before they were transferred back
here, and from what they were telling him there was something major going on in
The Nexus. Support patrols had been pulled back from the region entirely…though
that wasn’t unexpected…but the lawlessness that had sprung up in the interim
was rather shocking. 


Flynn had sent a mixed H’kar/Bsidd fleet out to begin
reestablishing the patrols and putting some order to the chaos, but there was
too much territory for them to cover. They’d secure the areas around H’kar
systems but the greater region was lost, and not just to one faction, but
hundreds of them working with various agendas that The Nexus had suppressed to
some extent, with only now Flynn realizing just how much they’d been holding
together, whether through real strength or sheer intimidation.


Whatever the cause, once they’d officially withdrawn
from the area now that the H’kar were no longer members, a stretch of some 800
lightyears long and 400 wide was completely out of control. Piracy was rampant
and several local wars had broken out. Flynn knew that something needed to be
done but he didn’t have the resources to do it. The bulk of the H’kar fleet was
still fighting lizards along the inside border and reclaiming worlds, and
should he redirect them to secure the surrounding territories he’d only be
extending one problem in exchange for suppressing another. 


In order to deal with this anarchy Star Force would
have to come in and start annexing systems or negotiating/leveraging deals.
Davis had warned him something like this could be coming and told him to focus
on solidifying the H’kar’s position, but it was the
news leaking into the H’kar territory through previous Nexus contacts that had
him the most worried.


One of the Nexus member races had lost a major battle
resulting in a chunk of 40 or so star systems going into open rebellion. The
Meintre had formerly owned one of those systems but it had fallen in a very
bloody battle to the Verrma, one of the races that existed within The Nexus’s
domain without being part of that alliance or under their rule. For whatever
reason they’d decided to strike and had done so effectively, taking out the
primary control rod in that region and sweeping up the rest with little effort.



Worst of all was the effect on the surrounding region,
for it was beginning to fall into chaos like what was happening near the H’kar,
telling Flynn that the locals didn’t think The Nexus would be coming back to
oust the Verrma. That, or if they did they’d be so busy with them not to notice
or care about anyone else. 


The reports continued on to mention instability
scattered across other parts of The Nexus. Nothing so large as to take it down,
but disturbing news none the less and an incessant reminder as to why he needed
to solidify the H’kar into a Star Force stabilizing rod for the immediate
region and to send the firm message that they were not going to be as tolerant
as The Nexus when it came to bad behavior on the part of their neighbors.


The trouble was the timing. Karrach was rebuilding
rapidly and the supply convoys coming in from the Nexus half of H’kar territory
was fueling it to no end. Already Flynn had established feeder colonies in five
surrounding systems to harvest local resources and funnel them here, while he
likewise funneled trained personnel and equipment to them. The H’kar net was
beginning to be stretched out and would only snowball going forward now that
he’d eliminated the problem of the Royals. His Archons now ruled in their place
in the distant systems and the H’kar populace seemed to appreciate the change.


They were also aware of what was happening around them
and wanted to hold on to their current systems in addition to reclaiming those
that had been lost. If they could do that their empire would be far larger than
pre-lizard invasion, not to mention with all the interconnecting systems
between the two that Flynn needed to at least establish a link through. Right
now those systems were still lizard occupied, though they really couldn’t do
anything about convoys passing through so long as they were well armed.


The rift between the two H’kar territories would
shrink over time, but Flynn had a lot of empty systems to fill and too few
H’kar to do it. Trained H’kar, anyway, for he wasn’t using their existing
population for much more than resource production and fighting the lizards.
Their military had already learned how to work under the Star Force system so
he wasn’t overly concerned about them, but he knew if he just started mixing
the standard civilians in with the new H’kar infrastructure that it would come
back to bite him. In addition to rebuilding the planet he had to rework the
H’kar culture, which meant putting everyone through indoctrination before they
could take part in the activities here.


All the H’kar working on Karrach were now Star Force
H’kar, but the bulk of the H’kar population was still in Nexus mode and he only
had so many indoctrination facilities to work with. More were being built in
both H’kar regions and maturias were full to the brim as it was. Progress was
being made, and being made rapidly, but digesting such a large civilization was
not something that happened in a handful of decades. This was a century-long
endeavor…at minimum, and that was assuming the trailblazer would troubleshoot
effectively all the little snafus as they arose while simultaneously crafting a
new identity for the very large and very proud race.


There was a reason a trailblazer had been assigned
this task, for no Duke, let alone an Administrator could have handled it…and he
had many of the latter working with him already. His former Clan Marquis, Emma Triol, was now assigned to him as Duke Triol
and tasked with helping him manage this mess of a transition along with half a
dozen Barons Davis had sent his way. All of them were incredibly valuable, but
he was in the hot seat and dictating the tasks they then went about carrying
out. The fate of the H’kar was on his shoulders, but it was the rest of the
surrounding galaxy that he was truly concerned about.


Not only were there threats within The Nexus’s domain
that they kept suppressed, there were also threats outside of it that were
perched and apparently waiting to strike if they saw a weakness. Not to take
down the entire Nexus, but to claim a chunk of their territory here and there.
Defending the grid point system was The Nexus’s highest priority and a
potentially fatal weakness, for if they lost one their empire in that region would
inevitably crumble due to the sheer size of the territory The Nexus oversaw…and
their enemies knew that all too well.


Ironically Star Force now possessed a piece of that
grid point system. The H’kar had built one, with the assistance of the stronger
Nexus races long ago and now it was in the hands of Star Force. The link was
maintained and traffic continued to flow, but the reports that kept coming in
from his Archons in charge of the rimward territory were documenting an
increase of traffic, some of which was not destined for H’kar worlds. They were
transitioning through the lizard territories in order to get to the ADZ and the
occupation zone expansions, taking the slow route given the fact that Star
Force hadn’t taken up the Nexus’s offer of their allowing an addition to the
grid point system to be created in or near the ADZ.


Looking at the huge map that now covered all of Star
Force’s territory and influence, it was painfully obvious what needed to be
done. Absent the grid point system the fastest means of travel across chunks of
the galaxy was to find clear space lanes between black holes. Star Force had
several marked and used them infrequently to get to H’kar territory and from
there access the rest of The Nexus, but they’d never laid claim to them. Given
the increased instability within The Nexus, Flynn knew they had to take
possession of several and begin establishing quicker routes from the grid point
they possessed back to the ADZ, for going through the coreward part of H’kar
territory was a big detour and that was where he was going to be developing the
interconnectivity for the H’kar’s sake.


Running through numerous permutations and appending
the reports, Flynn composed a holographic message for Davis and sent it off
through their piecemeal communications network via a courier that would get it
back to the nearest firm link in the relay grid that would bounce it all the
way back to Earth…or wherever else the Director might be at the moment.



 

The Sety ambassador was escorted to the chamber via a
single Knight straight from the landing pad in Atlantis to which he’d been
summoned from their embassy in Epsilon Eridani. The tree-like alien walked
inside expecting either trouble or something momentous, for it was rare to be
called to Earth, from which he and the other representatives of foreign
civilizations were banned.


“You summoned me for a purpose,” the Sety said as he
walked inside and over to the table where Davis already sat. “What is it?”


The Star Force Director waited until the diplomat took
its seat on the other side of the very small table that he’d ordered put in for
this occasion. When the Knight shut the door only the two of them were left in
the otherwise large chamber with Davis leaning back in his chair in a stiff but
somewhat irreverent manner.


“I need to know what’s really going on in The Nexus.”


“A great many things, as always. To what specifically
do you refer?”


“Your crumbling control…and do not deny it, I can see
into your mind. You may not be told everything, but I need to know what you
know.”


“If I cannot hide secrets from you, and the purpose of
my coming here was to give you the chance to peer into my mind, why bother with
my explaining?”


“My skills are not that advanced, though I can bring
in someone whose are if needed. That shouldn’t be necessary between neighbors
and business partners.”


The Sety shifted in its seat, crackling its rough skin
as it bent. “As you said, they do not always tell me everything, but from what
I know it does not concern Star Force and is merely an interior matter.”


“I have reports to the contrary. Explain what you know
and we’ll take it from there.”


“It’s simply a matter of logistics. Too few patrol
ships mean we deal with the greatest threats and don’t always have time to get
to the little ones. As a result there is always some level of lawlessness
within The Nexus’s domain. Recent times have seen an increase in this.”


“Have you seen the reports of traffic flow coming into
our territory?”


“Should I have?”


“They’re increasing. Not dramatically, not yet, but
you and I need to come to an arrangement before what could be a flood of
refugees head this way.”


“You make it sound like you believe The Nexus is on
the verge of collapse.”


“Is it?”


“Most assuredly not.”


“As a whole?”


“I will admit some small regions are in disarray, but
the mass of Nexus territory is secure.”


“One of those small regions surrounds the H’kar.”


“When they withdrew their memberships our patrols in
that region ceased. We no longer have a claim to it and rightly pulled back our
forces to help secure other locations that still remained within our domain.”


“Sloppy.”


“Necessary,” the Sety countered.


“How many other regions are you pulling back from?”


“A handful that I know of. As you said, I’m not
informed of everything. I’m told what I need to know regarding this assignment
and what happens involving Star Force territory. Our recent acquisitions here
are progressing smoothly, that I can assure you.”


“And our handling of the H’kar grid point?”


“I’ve received no complaints. Are you implementing a
change in policy?”


“No, I’m not. I wanted you here to discuss future
problems. Is this instability within The Nexus expected to continue?”


“The cause is a lack of necessary fleet strength.
Until that is resolved, we will not be able to regain full control.”


“What is causing the lack?”


“Attrition, pure and simple.”


“Is there a plan to counter this?”


“I’m sure there is, but I’m not privy to it.”


Davis waved a hand and a holographic map formed
between them. He telepathically scaled it down to the region desired with the
H’kar making up a small block in an otherwise hefty rectangle that extended
almost from the top of the galactic plane to the bottom.


“I believe this region is seeing a large amount of
unrest, correct?”


“I don’t have a full accounting of disturbances, but
there are several hot spots within this area.”


“My sources tell me your major Nexus fleets have
reduced in size by more than half here, leaving the denizens quite upset. Many
of which have already expressed interest in joining Star Force.”


“You believe we’re prematurely withdrawing from the
region?”


“Yes.”


“Are you going to accept their petitions for
membership?”


“Possibly.”


“And you wish us to maintain our fleet strength to
safeguard them until such a time as the transfer is made?”


“No. I want to help you get out early.”


The Sety was taken aback. “Why?”


“Isn’t it obvious? I don’t want The Nexus to fall
apart and leave the outer rim in chaos. The Sety and the other major races save
for the Gfatt have no worlds there, and they have only one. The Tolsoi are a
moderately strong member, if I read your civilization disposition correctly?”


“They are the pillar on which this region is based.”


“But they still require outside backing to handle the
current local threats?”


“Most subregions do.”


Davis adjusted the map again, highlighting the black
holes within both Star Force territory and the near side of The Nexus. Not all
of them held jumplines to others, for matters of distance, size, or stuff being
in the way. Some were useable by Star Force and not by others now that their
gravity drives were nearing V’kit’no’sat levels of speed and accuracy, but
others were highways used by thousands of races regularly. Some were guarded by
local races while most were unclaimed.


“I need you to start routing all Nexus traffic coming
into Star Force territory through these two trade routes,” Davis said,
highlighting a few of the black hole lines and connecting them with regular
jumps that seemed pathetically short in comparison. “We will be securing them
shortly in order to preserve transit rights, rather than to constrict or tax
them. As it stands now a lot of your ships are moving through lizard territory
and we’re starting to hear that some aren’t making it through. Whether these
are lizards picking them off or others simply poaching in their territory we
can’t confirm yet, but as more and more traffic is starting to come this way we
need to channel it properly and protect whoever it is moving back and forth
between our empires.”


“Reasonable,” the Sety agreed. “Though slightly longer
in distance traveled.”


“Safe is better than fast, and it’s a far shorter
route than going through H’kar territory to avoid as much lizard space as
possible. We’ll cut safe corridors through ahead of the rest of the invasion,
but I need you to see that they’re used.”


“I can only relay the request, but I see no reason why
it wouldn’t be heeded. We have a growing investment in Star Force territory and
maintaining secure transit pathways is essential without the presence of a grid
point to expedite matters.”


“We’re not going to go to the expense of building one
when we have so many other projects that require current resources,” Davis
reiterated an old sticking point, “and I know neither the Sety nor The Nexus as
a whole is going to fund the creation of one. As it is, I don’t think you’ve
built an addition in a very long time.”


“As you said, it requires a great deal of resources.”


“That you need for warships?”


“Among other things.”


“While we are not going to build one, we will go to
the expense of moving one…or rather a pair, as it were.”


“Move one?”


“Let’s just be blunt,” Davis said, pointing at the
map. “You’re getting out of this entire region sooner or later. You can’t
outright abandon it because of your member states, and if you did that’d send a
signal to all the other ones that they might also be on the chopping block.
You’ve based your alliance on the necessity of backing each other up, but
you’re finding yourselves unable to do that on an adequate level everywhere so
you’re trimming off forces here and there and trying to make up for the
shortfall.”


“You have a suggestion to make?”


“You need a plan of action, and I have one…a bold
one.”


“I’m listening.”


“I know the Meintre lost a valuable system.”


“They did.”


“And I suspect that entire subregion
is about to be lost.”


“No. My information says we’re mounting a countering
force sometime in the near future. The Meintre are too valuable to let fall.”


Davis pointed at the Star Force section of the map.
“Bring them here.”


The Sety looked confused. “I don’t understand. You
want the evacuees?”


“No, relocate their entire civilization here.”


“The loss of existing infrastructure…no, that is
insane.”


“You’re going to lose it anyway in battle soon
enough,” Davis pointed out, then remained silent to let that sink in. 


“You do not strike me as unwise or unreasonable. Speak
your plan.”


“A lot of your most advanced warships are used to
guard the grid points. You can’t let them fall or entire regions will be cut
off from quick reinforcements. You don’t have the local industry for them to
support themselves so your powerbase flows out of the strongest regions and you
use the grid points to carry it to wherever needed. If the grid point in
Meintre territory is moved, then Star Force will take responsibility for its
protection, thus freeing up a huge amount of your warfleet to put to use
elsewhere.”


The Sety considered that for a moment. “But that would
also require stranding the Meintre…or moving them here. The cost of doing that
will be so expensive that the Meintre will be gutted just as assuredly as they
would be if they were destroyed.”


“Not true,” Davis said, holding up a finger for
emphasis. “They will be weakened, but they will be able to regrow under our
protection and send ships back to The Nexus to assist in securing other
regions. I am not asking them to join Star Force. I am offering them territory
within ours…subject to standing agreement protocols…and the protection of our
fleets. The grid point will become our property, located in a nearby system
with easy access for the Meintre, and the other end of it will be located in
H’kar space.”


“Giving Star Force territory its link into the grid
point system,” the Sety said guardedly.


“Which will allow you greater access and provide a
quick means of support from the Meintre once they rebuild. It will take time to
see benefits, but the clock will be in your favor.”


“We will have to abandon the Meintre region
altogether.”


“From the reports I’m seeing, you’re going to lose it anyway.
And we might end up getting the refugees from it eventually, though it is quite
far from here if the grid point linkage goes down. But I’m not finished yet,”
Davis added. “All these member races and their subregions,”
he said, referring back to those along the H’kar border and easily doubling the
total territory Star Force controlled/oversaw to date, “will be annexed by Star
Force simultaneously. We don’t have the resources to safeguard them, but we do
have the Archons. They can take command and use the local defense forces to
better effect than you are, and we can supplement them in some small ways while
The Nexus forces that are not local withdraw to other assignments…such as
helping the Meintre hold on long enough to evacuate.”


The Sety looked at him disbelievingly. For The Nexus
that piece of territory was a mere crumb compared to the rest, but it was a
huge territory grab for a civilization as small as Star Force…and he didn’t
think they had a chance in a million of holding it.


“The Archons can,” Davis insisted, peeking into his
thoughts.


“You think your commanders are that good?”


“I know they are, and a lot of these races have
already expressed some level of interest, officially or unofficially, of either
joining us or forming some type of alliance. They see The Nexus’s ability to
safeguard them crumbling, and I think it would be better if you backed out on
good terms rather than pulling out as the region collapses.”


“To help us save face?”


“If your reputation is holding other threats at bay,
then yes. It’s a weapon you can’t afford to lose.”


“And you said you would cover the cost of relocating
the grid points?”


“While you cover the cost of the Meintre relocation.
We’ll provide the planets cost free, but the rest is up to you to build or
relocate from their existing worlds.”


“The amount of cargo ships required for that would be
staggering.”


“Which is why we need secure routes prior to the grid
point system being moved. That will have to occur last.”


“They are so large I do not know how you would go
about moving them in any efficient manner.”


“We’re good at solving tech problems. We can handle it
and prop up this region, allowing you to withdraw and the Meintre to rebuild in
isolation from the rest of The Nexus’s threats even as they’re being systematically
destroyed. Given time, if you can hold on long enough, their regrowth can help
supplement and stabilize your patrol fleets.”


The Sety looked at the map again, then back at Davis.


“I will relay your proposal, but to give them as much
information as possible, for the sake of consideration only, let’s negotiate in
theory the details of this agreement…starting with the security of the
evacuation routes.
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August 2, 3429


Ollo System (lizard
territory)


Tella



 

The lizard jumpship sat in stellar orbit briefly as it
dispatched three cruisers, then it left the system after transmitting a message
to the single inhabited planet of Tella. The lizards
on the world accepted the announcement of couriers arriving and met with two of
the cruisers in orbit to exchange crews and transmit mastermind markers while
the third cruiser headed down to the surface. It was granted access through
lowered planetary shields and wisp patrols, finally landing at one of the
lizard spaceports with a stream of standard variants pouring out.


A lizard administrator and two librarians were
awaiting them along with a host of their own standard variants, but when a much
larger lizard appeared coming down the ramp off the cruiser they all flinched.
They’d been told a courier was coming, not a mastermind.


The largest of all the lizards casually walked across
the wide landing pad with his phalanx of escorts as the administrator moved to
intercept his path…which was not headed for him.


“We were not
told of your arrival,” he apologized as he came up alongside the escorts,
but neither they nor the mastermind stopped walking to address him. “What are your orders?”


“Cease all
outgoing transmissions from this system. Hold all ships that arrival until I
give orders for them to be released,” the mastermind said while barely
looking at the administrator. 


The tall but thin lizard gestured to one of the
librarians and it began to catalog and transmit the order. 


“All Star Force
vessels are to be considered neutral from this point forward. If one arrives in
this system it is to be ignored. I have come to an arrangement that will spare
this world. They will not land on the surface, and we will not engage or hinder
them in any way in space. See to it that agreement is not violated,
administrator.”


“It will be done.”


The mastermind stopped and extended a hand towards the
administrator, who brushed his own against it to receive the mastermind’s mark.



“A great many
things are changing, and we have to retool quickly in order to serve our
purpose. I need a full report on system logistics.”


The administrator turned to the other librarian who
was already tapping orders onto a handheld device. “You will have it shortly. What we are retooling?”


“With the
agreement made with Star Force we no longer have to worry about the security of
this system. We are retooling into an aggressive industrial expansion per the
protocols I will be supplying.”


“Our resource
base is currently thin. We’ve been relying on imports for several key items.”


“No longer. We
must produce everything locally.”


“That will cause
considerable delays in production.”


“That is why I
am here to deal with the matter myself,” the mastermind said, deciding the
conversation was finished and walking on with his phalanx as the administrator
stayed put for a moment and conversed with the librarians, then the three of
them moved off to begin implementing orders and readying the planet for
whatever changes were to come.


And as simple as that, Star Force added another planet
full of lizards to its quickly growing collection.



 

“Where is he?” Keev-4211 asked his command staff in a
small huddle around a holographic map at the back of the bridge of his Warship-class flagship.


“Probably Lutell,” an
analyst said, pointing at a dot on the map representing the star system, “but Innwest and Boulo are also
possibilities. His genetic markers are in all three systems.”


“The rest of these are clean?” Keev
asked, gesturing to the 28 systems in the same geographical region.


“That’s what our scouts reported.”


“Why hasn’t he claimed them all?” Keev’s
padawan asked. “They’re close enough to remain in relay contact with.”


“Maybe that’s all he thinks he needs,” Captain Jarren speculated.


“They’re not acting with coordination anymore,” Keev noted. “They know they’re going to die soon, so
they’re fortifying key systems to try and do as much damage as possible.
There’s no need for him to spread marker instructions to these feeder systems.
Their tasks are simplistic and probably beneath his notice. We’ve seen
administrators run fully developed planets on their own, so I’m not surprised
the rest of these systems don’t have a marker. If they stay clean their fate is
certain, but we need to find out where he is. I don’t want to launch three
separate attacks if we can only manage one.”


“Do you think he’s even there?” his padawan asked.
“Why sacrifice himself if he can keep moving around?”


“If he’s put down markers,” the analyst suggested,
“then he’s fairly well involved in the oversight. He won’t leave prematurely.”


“But he might run to one of these other systems when
the fireworks start,” the Captain suggested.


Keev sighed. “We don’t have
signal jammers, so we’re going to have to do this the old fashioned way. Blockade
the systems, orbital bombardment to pluck their transmission capability, then
we can send the masterminds down and find out exactly where this bastard is. On
two worlds we won’t have to fight them to the death, but I really don’t want to
have to batter my way through three planetary defense networks to get to that
point. Can’t we narrow this down any more?”


“Masterminds are slippery,” the analyst reminded him.
“If we didn’t have marker scouts going in we wouldn’t have been able to narrow
it down to these three. I’m trusting that the Saber lizards’ intel
is accurate, and this is as close as we can get based on it.”


“We could assault them in sequence and hope we guess
right the first or second time,” the Captain suggested.


“No,” Keev said with an
emphatic shake of his head. “We have to do this simultaneously. Even if we kill
him we might not even know for sure until we sort through the rubble. If he is
likely to go mobile we can’t spook him. Assuming he is on one of these three
systems, we have to blockade all of them simultaneously and take out their comm capability.”


“And if he’s elsewhere?” his padawan asked.


“Then we’ll be able to tell by how they respond to our
attack,” the analyst answered the Archon. “We don’t have to physically see the
mastermind to know of his presence.”


“Once we confirm that we’ve got him isolated,” Keev continued, “we send out our own masterminds to the
unmarked systems and assume control. If there is a mastermind hiding out on one
of them then we’re screwed, because he’ll be able to spill our secret before we
knock the transmitters down. But even though they could grow one for each world
they don’t, so I highly doubt there are any there or just visiting without
throwing down a marker.”


The Captain nodded. “We’ve got him pinned down to
worlds that in the past wouldn’t have ever warranted one. That suggests he’s
run before and was transplanted here rather than grown. If we assault this
region piecemeal he could run again if we hit the wrong system first. I don’t
like it either, but I agree with the titan. We’ve got to assault all three
simultaneously.”


“We don’t have enough ships for that,” his padawan
said, stating the obvious.


“Enough to blockade,” the analyst suggested, with all
eyes going to her. “If we can tell by early reactions to our presence where the
mastermind is, we can pull the ships from the other two systems out and concentrate
our assault on just the one he is at.”


“A feint?” Keev considered.
“That’s assuming we can isolate him through naval combat alone.”


The analyst shrugged. “Best suggestion I’ve got.”


“And worth a try. If we have to sit in blockade mode
for a while until we get reinforcements, so be it. Our main priority is
locating the mastermind. After that happens and we cut his comm
lines we can proceed however we like. So…best guesses people.”


“Lutell is the obvious
place,” his padawan said deviously. “So that probably means he’s not there?”


“If he has markers on three worlds, that means he’s
either been to all three or sent representatives to transmit for him,” the
analyst detailed. “Lutell is the most advanced and
would therefore require the most oversight…but as was noted, none of these
systems truly require a mastermind for operation.”


“Then what is he up to?” the Captain asked.


“Good question,” Keev
echoed. “There’s always some angle in play and as far as we know they haven’t
caught on to our ability to read their markers. So we know these three systems
are highlighted, but he doesn’t.”


“He’s doing what he’s programmed to,” another analyst
interjected. “He has little to work with so he’s trying to expand upon it
before he can do anything clever.”


“Maybe,” Keev half agreed,
“but they can cause trouble with very little in the right circumstances. If he
is trying to build, where would he be?”


“Lutell,” the first analyst
repeated.


Keev sighed. “Alright. We’ll
split 50/25/25 with the bulk going to Lutell. Let’s
hope we get lucky and this guy wants to go down fighting with as big a swing as
possible. If he hides or runs we’re going to have a mess to deal with. Captain,
pick your favorite assault ships.”


Jarren smiled. “Happy to,
Archon.”



 

Further back in the occupation zone, the mastermind
known as 118 had fully assimilated the planet of Tella
to his purposes, for there hadn’t been any dissent upon his arrival. He was a
mastermind and they followed his orders…it was as simple as that. Reworking the
current lizard infrastructure towards what he needed was the challenge, but by
the first arrival of a lizard jumpship to the system that he wasn’t
confiscating, he was ready with the prerequisite amount of cargo, making his
first contribution a success.


It hadn’t been assured, for creating the new factories
was tiresome enough, but securing all the needed resources from the system had
required additional mines off planet following a slew of mineral scouting
expeditions to the rocky, lifeless worlds further out
and encompassed by the asteroid field that ringed the star. He’d been lucky
enough to get a few finds right away, and along with some tricky conversion
methods that had come from the Sabers he was able to convert some high
volume/low value materials into the more valuable ones while using replacement
parts made of lesser quality materials but that would still get the job done in
order to meet his first quota.


He’d been instructed that the quota wasn’t a firm
requirement, but rather a benchmark to work towards. Each planet had a unique
situation for the mastermind sent to it to adjust to, but the main priority for
them to be here was to lock down the population while putting them to good use.
There were too many lizards to be evacuated en mass,
and the idea of fighting those they couldn’t move was so inefficient that it
had been deemed necessary to adopt a ‘take and hold’ strategy. Perhaps one day
this world would be evacuated, but for now it was going to remain in lizard
hands…but the mastermind obeyed the Archons, thus this world would as well.


The lizards here didn’t know that, nor did they need
to. Orders would flow through the mastermind and that was that. 


When the convoy of four lizard jumpships entered the
system they were easily identified as such, but their shape and coloration were
different from standard varieties. They were smaller and colored blue rather
than yellow/tan, but that didn’t make any difference to the comm/ID
systems. Plus, if they were hostile, it would be up to 118 to determine
that…and he knew they weren’t.


He granted them permission to enter and his lizard
naval forces automatically accepted their presence here. When they reached low
orbit they began to dispel landing craft, also of new design, that traveled
down to the surface and began picking up the cargo he’d had stacked up into
small mountains across several pads. Each crate contained Star Force building
materials, made exactly to the specifications they required, but produced by
the lizards and with their technology. 


Now that this initial allotment had been reached and
on time, he was able to give the lizards in orbit estimates for future
production and a report of his activities here…for he hadn’t had previous
contact with Star Force since his arrival. The interstellar communication
device was of no use to that end given its limited range, but a recently
started construction project was enlarging it so that it would be able to reach
other claimed lizard worlds who could bounce the reports on to a proper Star
Force receiver.


Until then he only had couriers to work with, and
those were the cargo convoys that would be arriving periodically. They weren’t
under his command, but they would still convey messages back and forth. His
report going out stipulated that the planet was fully under his control and
producing adequate amounts of the desired parts and would continue to do so
until he received further orders.


But that didn’t mean he didn’t have plenty of work to
do. Maintaining the quotas was the first priority, but beyond that he had a lot
of building to do regardless of what the eventual fate of this planet was. More
factories, more mines, and more shipyards. He’d been instructed to keep the
population as low as possible, but he could grow as many as needed and he
intended to do so in order to create as much mobile equipment as he could. He
had the new designs and intended to add at least one jumpship to his arsenal,
not to mention a few warships that he could send on back to Clan Saber for them
to use however they liked.


He had operational autonomy, as any mastermind was
meant to, and he intended to use his to enhance the Saber’s powerbase as much
as he could while maintaining this planet’s population of lizards on site so
that evacuation resources could be saved and Tella
could contribute to Star Force rather than be a drain on it.


It was a worthy assignment, and his first, but it
would not be his last. Someday in the future, when he’d completed enough
assignments successfully, he’d earn his name. Right now only one mastermind had
one, and that was their progenitor, Thrawn. 118 would get his in time, but he
had to demonstrate his skills and further develop them in order to attain that
hallowed level. Thrawn was far older and more experienced than him, but he also
had some of his memories and his overall template. 118 was sure he’d live up to
his progenitor’s example, but one thing that had become clear to both of them
was that Star Force favored results over genetic predisposition…and that was
something he could wholeheartedly agree with. Identical genetics often yielded
differing results, his memories from Thrawn confirmed this, and if 118 was to
have a name he’d have to earn it on his own merits.


And that was what he intended to do, first by meeting
the cargo quotas, and then by building up this planet in a way beneficial to
Clan Saber while not hampering their eventual evacuation plans. Mobile units
were the key, and he planned on developing a few new variations on his own with
a think tank of his scientists already working on several projects.
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July 29, 3430


Solar System


Earth



 

“Do we have a deal?” Arch Duke Vectir asked Davis from
across the planning table that the Director’s desk had stretched out into,
taking up a bit more of the otherwise empty space in his office atop Atlantis. 


“Yes, but there have been revisions that I have
accepted. The courier was sent four days ago.”


“What do you need from us?” Arch Duke Hightower asked,
with his counterparts from Rotunna, Zerus, and Pagaliss likewise seated around
the table for this ultra-high level 5 man conference. Never could he remember a
time when they were all in the same system at once, given the fact that they
each oversaw one of Star Force’s primary systems. Hightower’s was just next
door to Sol, but the others were quite far away with Rotunna in Beta Region,
Zerus in Alpha Region, and Pagaliss in the Calavari Region. 


All were still in the ADZ or close to it, however, and
Star Force had grown considerably beyond that dense region, which was in point
the reason why they had all been summoned back to Earth.


“The Sety want to increase the number of systems given
to them so they can harbor other races beyond the Meintre, including portions
of the Gfatt and Arbos. They mean to make this a part
of their long term strategy, and so long as we maintain the security of the
region so they can build uninterrupted, they will relocate a closer grid point
pair to facilitate the transfer, then move the Meintre link to fill the gap
once they’ve evacuated.”


“How aggressive is the opposition getting?” Arch Duke Karthen
asked, who headed up the Bsidd faction from their capitol in Zerus, though he
was Human like the other four men at the table. Most of the administrators
within the Bsidd were of their race, but the highest positions required more
experience and as their race grew by leaps and bounds no less than an Arch Duke
was required to turn their reproductive strength away from tragedy and into a
powerful advantage. The lesson of the Kiritas had been learned well, and the
Bsidd had never fallen into the trap of overpopulation.


“I’m not sure, but the Sety seem to think that pulling
back will buy them a great deal of time. It will look like losses, but if
they’re able to withdraw a significant portion of the population and critical
equipment they will be in a better position than their enemies know.”


“Until they learn of their relocation here,” Arch Duke
Dante, head of the Calavari faction, pointed out. 


“Without the use of the grid point system we are too
far away to fall under attack, so it is a safe bet that even if they learn of
it they will not be able to do anything about it.”


 “What are the
chances of it being compromised?”


“If it falls, The Nexus falls with it. They’ve arrayed
their heaviest defenses at the grid points, which is why evacuating the Meintre
and retasking their grid point to us, though in relay, will save them having to
fortify that position.”


“Do we have a route laid out?” Hightower asked.


“It won’t be coming to the ADZ, but since we have
options of where to settle the Meintre we’ve had a chance to run
probabilities,” Davis said when he highlighted four systems in the occupation
zone, each of which was within 200 lightyears of the others. “There are the
most geographically probable routes. There are others, but gravitational forces
will reduce distance viability. The grid point will be our possession and not
in a Meintre system, but they will have to be located adjacent to it.”


“And these others immigrants?” Vectir asked.


“The Sety have said that they will not be establishing
civilian colonies, but rather work camps. Once the grid point network is
extended to us they will be shipping in only essential workers and maintain
that limited population. They want to make this a shipbuilding endeavor, not a colonial
one. With the Meintre they don’t have a choice, their civilian population has
to go somewhere.”


“Resources?”


“They procure their own from the surrounding systems,
or via trade with us. I’ve already authorized the creation of two Kiritak
colonies in the region for that purpose, low resource instigation. By the time
The Nexus gets here they will be able to supply them, or us if an arrangement
can’t be worked out.”


“Our primary feed is still the lizard campaign?”
Karthen asked.


“Yes,” Davis said regretfully. “Even with the improved
capture methods, we can’t divert resources away from those fleets until we
clear out every single system. They’re still expanding so we can’t afford to
get distracted. The coreward line is filling out on both sides, but combat
there is light. We need to wrap up the rimward conquest before we can pour
weight into the current dilemma…which is where you four come in. You’ve all
seen the projections and offered analysis, now tell me the odds again.”


“It won’t be Star Force territory other than in name,”
Hightower objected, referring to the proposed annexation of a mind boggling
number of systems and dozens of new races…not counting the independents that
they’d be honor bound to protect in the surrounding and intermittent regions,
many of which Star Force would reach out to and incorporate into the empire in
some form eventually. “I’m not comfortable with that.”


“I agree,” Vectir chimed in. “If we can’t pour our
resources into even a single world, what is there for us to do? The Archons can
work on incorporating them militarily, as they did with the H’kar prior to
their inclusion, but on a logistics front we can’t synergize.”


“Some of them have meat farms,” Karthen pointed out.


“Those will be shut down,” Davis assured him. “In
fact, there are already preparations being made within The Nexus to do so. The
races in question that contacted me prior to this deal were already aware of
our requirements and one of them had already changed over their food supply so
to be more compatible. The same thing can be done with the others from afar,
because they are willing. They’re not being sold to us, they want our help.
They can see that The Nexus’s hold on smaller systems is slipping, and it’s
only a matter of time before they have to pull back more and abandon some races
to maintain their power centers. We have willing populations to work with, for
the most part.”


“Who’s the ‘not so willing’ ones?” Hightower asked.


“The Neu and Wpet primarily, but I’ve already met with representatives
from each and they realize the logistics of the situation. The Nexus is going
to drop them one way or another, so it’s in their best interests to work with
us. If they don’t they’ll have to fend for themselves, because as you well know
we’re not going to be able to protect this new region, and I made certain they
understood it as well. They stand poised to be eaten alive by dozens of small
threats if true anarchy breaks out, and the Neu are
barely holding onto a stable economy as it is.”


“If they are willing, then we can provide assistance
via wisdom rather than materiel,” Dante suggested, “but only if they follow
orders.”


“Orders that we can’t leverage them into,” Hightower
added.


“The current doom on the horizon is the leverage,”
Davis emphasized. “If they fail, they are destroyed in one form or another. The
major predators aside, there are already mercenary and pirate factions picking off
targets of opportunity within the region we’re going to get, let alone
elsewhere in The Nexus. The intimidation factor they’ve bluffed with for so
long is crumbling and factions are realizing they have more play than they
previously believed. Though it wasn’t stated, I believe The Nexus is going to
convulse in order to stabilize, and their trading us away this region is a
preferable position to losing it outright. My gut says they’re going to abandon
the weak and redraw firm lines around those they consider to be strong enough
to assist The Nexus.”


“Betraying their oath,” Vectir pointed out.


Davis nodded. “And that alone is going to cause
ramifications. We need to work this deal prior to that occurring and brace for
the backlash when it does.”


“You need us out there, don’t you?” Hightower asked.


“Possibly,” Davis answered hesitantly. “I’m still
considering options and want your input.”


“I’m assuming that if we didn’t get this deal, our
situation would be worse?” Dante asked.


“We’re already seeing refugee traffic coming through
H’kar space. If The Nexus convulses and even half these races are cut loose and
fall apart…”


“Our best option is to be proactive,” Vectir agreed,
stroking his bristly goatee. “Else we have to turn people away.”


“We don’t have enough supplies to cover this,” Karthen
reiterated. “I don’t see how we work this problem without at least a nominal
flow to build off of. I can send out feeder colonies of Bsidd, but you know it
will take far too long for them to grow to the point of exporting, let alone in
the massive amounts we need. A startup surge is required, and even with that
we’ll be behind the curve.”


“Everything has to come from the local races,”
Hightower said, nodding in agreement. “All we have to offer them is
leadership.”


“Why aren’t we seeding all the empty worlds of value
with Kiritak or Bsidd? Even if they’re just feeder colonies they need to get
started sooner or later. What’s the point in keeping those worlds empty?”


“We don’t have the fleet strength to protect them,”
Davis said dismissively, “and I don’t feel like gambling their safety on a
bluff.”


“How long until we estimate we can end the lizard
campaign?” Hightower asked.


“Not within the next century.”


The Arch Duke splayed both hands wide in a gesture of
helplessness. “Then there’s not much we can do to help other than advise.” 


“What’s our end goal?” Dante asked.


“Hold the line and digest our new acquisitions.”


Karthen laughed. “The latter will take forever even if
we can manage the former…and that’s not counting all the neutrals involved.”


“Go big or go home,” Davis insisted. “I don’t see that
we have a good choice other than tackling this challenge head on.”


“What happens if The Nexus does totally collapse and
their primary races start fending for themselves?” Vectir asked. “We’re
assuming they’re going to hold together in some fashion?”


“If the grid point system goes down, the distances
involved will isolate us from most of what happens, but we’ll have our new
neighbors to deal with regardless. Both the helpless and the predators.”


“There is one untapped resource,” Karthen noted, “and
that’s the captured lizards. We’ve amassed a great deal of them by now. Is
there a way we can put them to use without them backstabbing us?” he asked,
looking at Davis, then Hightower.


“I’m not sure what exactly Paul’s relationship with
Thrawn is, but if they’re reliable enough to do resource harvesting then
there’s a possibility there,” he admitted. 


Davis smiled. “They’re well beyond that, I assure
you.”


Hightower raised an eyebrow. “What has he been up to
this time?”


“They,” Davis corrected. “All of the trailblazer 2s
have banded together in order to rework the lizards into Star Force,” he said,
getting shocked reactions from the three Arch Dukes save for Hightower. 


“I thought we weren’t annexing them?” Dante asked.


“We’re still not, in the traditional fashion at least.
Their ten Clans are incorporating them…and yes, I think there may be a use for
them in this.”


“Paul’s taking them with him into the…what are we
calling this new region anyway?” Hightower asked.


“Good point,” he said, considering that. “We’ll just
call it the Outer Region for now and subdivide as needed later.”


“Then Paul is planning on taking the lizards with him
into the Outer Region?”


“He doesn’t know about this yet. None of the
trailblazers do. I wanted your input before I brought it to their attention.”


“The timing sucks,” Dante said, offering his
assessment. “We can’t even get the H’kar Nexus territory assimilated before
this goes down. We’re going to have a very ill-defined border that needs some
pillars of stability…and we’re not going to have the resources to build any in
short order.”


“Recommendations?”


Hightower nodded. “The five of us are the only ones
with enough experience at high volume logistics to prep us for what is going to
be needed out there. Most of those races are the equivalent of the ADZ, if not
larger. We can’t send Dukes with the trailblazers, we have to go ourselves and
cross our fingers that we can find a way to make it work.”


“Not all of you,” Davis corrected. “I need Dante and
Karthen to stay where they are. You’ve still got a lot of building to do and I
need both of your factions operating at maximum growth. Other than myself, I
wouldn’t trust anyone else to replace you without expecting a transitional inefficiency
at minimum.”


“So Hightower and I will go,” Vectir agreed with a
nod. “Possibly with our former Clan leaders?”


“No, you will not be going,” Davis said evenly. “You
will be transferring to Sol and taking my place here. Hightower and myself will be going, and we’ll need replacements for
Epsilon Eridani and Rotunna.”


All four Arch Dukes didn’t say a word, but their
facial expressions were a mix of shock and concern…then they morphed into grim
determination as they began to realize what was really at stake here.


“If we don’t make this work,” Dante finally said,
“it’ll…”


“…invite a world of trouble on our rimward border,”
Davis finished for him. “I know it’s coming, and though you haven’t been privy
to all the intel I have, do any of you disagree with my
analysis?”


“No, though I suspect it’s worse than even we think,”
Hightower answered, with nods of agreement from the others.


“It’s probably worse than even I suspect,” Davis said
gravely. 


“We’ve got a powder keg waiting to blow,” Dante summed
up.


“And half a lizard war to finish up,” Karthen added,
“plus a coreward border to defend, Uriti to guard, the occupation zone to
patrol, and the threat of the V’kit’no’sat hanging over all of that.”


“Which is why we have to send our best on both fronts,
Monarch and Archon,” Davis said, looking to Vectir. “Sol is still the heart of
our empire. Keep it growing, keep it producing, and use your best judgement.
I’ll go through with you a set of personal notes I’m leaving behind, but once
you take the reins this is your system to do with as you wish. Personalize it
where you like so long as it doesn’t compromise efficiency.”


“When do you intend to be back?”


Davis shook his head. “Assume never. You have to make
Sol your castle system now, just as your replacement will in Rotunna and your
replacement will in Epsilon Eridani,” he said, glancing at Hightower.


“Those are our two strongest industrial bases by far,”
Karthen warned. “Who are you thinking to replace Hightower?”


“I have a short list, but tell me first who you would
recommend.”


The Arch Dukes glanced at one another, with Dante
being the one to finally speak. “Carter controls the largest faction without an
Arch Duke label,” he said, referencing the Kiritak, “but he has no civilian
presence to work with. Given that this is a Human system, one of like would
probably make the most sense to look for a transfer.”


“Or one from Axius,” Hightower suggested, knowing full
well the varied races that had a diplomatic foothold in the system, let alone
the Hycre who owned a planet. 


“No one in particular jumps out to you?”


“I can list several that are capable, but no, no one
stands out to replace me or Vectir.”


“That’s because no one is as good as you two, save for
the other two Arch Dukes here that I cannot afford to reassign. Epsilon Eridani
is on solid footing, with Rotunna still requiring a lot more vision despite
being the lesser of the two, therefore we need the one with more skill in
Rotunna and someone competent in Epsilon Eridani. Someone who will mimic what
you’ve done and grow into the position rather than trying to change things up
immediately,” Davis said, turning to Vectir. “Duke Rendar
or Duke Blake for Rotunna?”


“Rendar,” he said without
hesitation.


“Why?”


“He’s local and errs on the side of conservation
slightly more than me. Exports might go down a touch, but Rotunna will remain
solid in his hands. Blake is more of a wild card and hasn’t had to deal with
Beta Region before.”


“Agreed then. Rendar will
take over in Rotunna but without a promotion. That will follow if he proves
himself capable of expanding on what you’ve done rather than simply maintaining
it. As for Epsilon Eridani I have a suggestion, but you may nix it if you
like.”


“A rookie?” Hightower guessed.


“To that level of system all possible candidates are
rookies,” Davis pointed out, “though this one is more distant than others. What
are your feelings concerning Duke Avril?”


Hightower frowned. “She’s in Axius, but to my
knowledge has always dealt with lower level populations, Clan Stark included.”


“I’ve used her as a startup on several occasions.
Don’t read that as a lack of confidence in her skills. What are your
impressions otherwise?”


“I have none. I’ve never met her or dealt with her.
How does startup work correlate to running my system?”


“It doesn’t. But she will come in with a cleaner slate
than others due to that fact, and thus will be more inclined to follow your
lead rather than assert her own style while she learns the ropes.”


“If you have confidence in her skills, I have no
objection. You know the other Monarchs far better than I ever will.”


“I ought to. I appoint them all.”


“She also stays at Duke?”


“Yes. While many people are capable, no one else
deserves the Arch Duke title as of yet. You four are head of your class, which
is why I’m going to need your help to make this work…to give us a chance of
making this work. Until we get a relay link established I’ll be out of
communication a lot, so you three are going to have to look after more than
your own assignments. Vectir has that primary task, but it’s not something I
want him shouldering alone. Keep in touch with each other and get used to
monitoring everything across Star Force territory and beyond. A new hobby for
you to pick up in your spare time.”


“What exactly do you plan on doing in the Outer Region
other than keeping it from falling into a shambles?” Karthen asked.


Davis glanced at Hightower. “Making it up as we go,
but first we need to fill in the trailblazers and ultimately follow their lead.
Where and how we build is going to be dependent on what they can protect.”
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August 19, 3430


Krachnika
System (Occupation Zone)


Michra



 

Megan swung Paul around a pillar in the Excalibur’s sanctum using a Bataf
conduit, having it break with the line of sight being eclipsed, but she’d
gotten him close enough that he was able to knock Emily off her sniper perch
with a Jumat blast. Claiming that bit of ground, he pulled out a stun rifle
from the flexible rack on his armorless back and
poured fire down at the other members of Beta team, simultaneously freeing up
Ivan and Randy from where Emily had been pinning them down behind cover.


A shot from the right hit Megan and she collapsed to a
knee, for the stun charges had been deliberately set to slow rather than render
unconscious, though enough hits in sequence would accomplish that…with the
charm-like bracelet that they all wore slowly soaking stun energy out of their
bodies to return them to consciousness or to clear laggy
muscles. They could do it themselves if they had a moment to concentrate and
purge their bodies, but in this 5v5 match in the somewhat confined course there
wasn’t a lot of opportunities to hide, especially when everyone could sense
everyone else’s presence through the cube-constructed mounds that provided
terrain and Paul’s current vantage spot.


He had a line on Jason, who was on the opposite team,
and he started peppering the area around his head with little stun packets of
energy that forced his virtual twin down behind a barricade. Paul kept up the
barrage while Jack moved through a vulnerable point cautiously. In his Pefbar,
and out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jack trip and float up as someone got
a telekinetic hold on him. He broke it with a Rentar flash, but not before he
got pelted with a couple of stun blasts.


He dropped down behind cover as Jason rolled out to the
side and fired back at Paul with a pistol, but his aim was off and Paul got a
single good shot on him, clipping his shoulder as he scrambled to new cover
while futilely throwing shots Paul’s way.


The Saber smiled and continued to harass him while his
teammates continued to reposition and start owning the course. A flurry of
shots from Megan peeled Emily off her approach to climb up to Paul again,
keeping him in the prime position as the challenge end lights flared red all
across the ceiling.


Megan looked at him with a perplexed expression and he
returned a shrug as he got to his feet and walked a few steps over the peak and
looked down at the entrance to the chamber where a man in a naval Admiral’s
uniform stood. 


Paul threw his arms wide in protest. “In the middle of
my backswing?!” he yelled down at him.


“Priority message from Earth,” Admiral Franken shouted
back. “All trailblazers are to return immediately if possible for a summit.
Davis’s recall order.”


What the hell is
that about? Jason asked him telepathically.


We’re not the
only ones with secret projects, Paul reminded him. “All of us, or all of
us?”


“The message was sent to all 100. No further
information was given.”


Something big
then, Emily said as she hopped off a soft cube and dropped a couple stories
down to ground level somewhere below Paul.


Any objection to
us getting underway now? he asked all 9 of them.


Your ride is
fine, Randy said. Just give me time
to leave instructions before we jump out.


“Set departure time at 2 hours, Admiral,” Paul yelled
down.


Franken nodded/bowed and turned to leave the 2s to
their continued training, though none of them was in the mood as they all
gathered at the base of the tallest mound. 


“Anyone have an idea what’s going on?” Megan asked.


“Not lizard related if he’s calling in everyone,”
Brian noted.


“If it was the V’kit’no’sat he’d tell us,” Jason said
with a frown. “Sounds like he’s come up with another brainchild that he needs
help with.”


“Or a problem to solve,” Emily suggested. “He wouldn’t
need all of us there unless it required a lot of work that can’t be done by
relay, and if he had a new idea one or two of us would be enough to vet it.”


“She’s right,” Paul agreed. “And I don’t think this is
another trial. Something big is going down. Get orders to your fleets and I’ll
handle Thrawn. Second gen can stand watch in our absence, but I want to get
moving immediately. Most of the others are closer to Earth than we are.”


“On it,” Megan said as she headed for the door at a
run a couple steps ahead of the others. They all followed piecemeal heading for
comm stations so they could get orders out to their
Clans insystem, with Paul sending a return message through the relay system
telling Davis that they were on their way.



 

When they got back to Earth and down to Atlantis they
were instructed to head not to Davis’s office or a briefing theater, but to a
new chamber that had been repurposed into a bridge-like command center with
numerous worktables and so many holograms set up above them and around the
perimeter it looked like a Christmas festival when Paul and the other 2s walked
in to find most of their peers and dozens of Monarchs split up into groups and
running through mounds of data.


“About time you primadonnas showed up,” Morgan said,
sporting a set of glowing facial tattoos that reminded Paul a little bit of a
Protovic, though hers were few and far between and glowing Ninja Monkey red.
“We need lizard data.”


“For?” Jason asked.


“We’ve got a worthy challenge to tackle,” Sara said,
walking up to Paul and lightly punching him in the shoulder. “And we need to
know how much they can contribute. The more the better.”


“What challenge?” Randy asked.


Rafa walked up to them and
pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “Papa Smurf cut a deal with The Nexus to
keep our border with them from disintegrating, but it’s going to double our
current territory and have us annexing 21 of their member races and
peacekeeping the surrounding regions.”


“What?” Megan asked, half laughing. 


“I’m not a Smurf,” Davis said as he brushed past Rafa. “And the information here doesn’t leave this room.
Sorry to keep you in the dark, but I don’t want word of mouth to spread and I
needed you all here anyway. How we’re going to tackle this is a work in
process, but we’ve got some of the leg work done already. We need to know how
far you can press the lizards without it coming back to bite us.”


“What do you need them for?” Paul asked, trying to get
up to speed as he glanced around the maps floating in the room.


“To do what they’ve been doing to us for centuries,
only in reverse.”


“How badly outmatched are we?” Jason asked.


“We don’t have a fraction of the resources needed to
do a proper annexation, so we’re going to have to rely on the local forces.
They’re currently inadequate and the region is destabilizing. The Nexus is
going to withdraw their support patrols to other regions, which will only make
the matter worse. I’ve promised them that with Archon leadership we could hold
on to the region, and in addition to other trades made they’re giving it all to
us in the near future. I need some of the trailblazers to go there and take
direct command of the Nexus members that are switching sides, some of which are
as big as Star Force, and make better use of their fleets and resources than
the Nexus can. Myself and Hightower are also going to
support you.”


Emily half choked as he inhaled. “You’re going?”


Davis nodded. “We have to do this or the situation in
The Nexus is going to destabilize and we’ll be in a far worse position. Right
now, if we get involved early, we can use the locals to our advantage. If we
wait they will crumble and we’ll have this region to deal with one way or
another, not to mention a tsunami of refugee traffic that we’re already
beginning to see a trickle of.”


“How bad off are they?” Jason asked.


“The Nexus will survive, but it’s going to have to
shed territory to do it and anarchy is already breaking out in numerous spots
across their territory. The idea is if we exchange this region they can take
resources from it and apply them elsewhere to stem the instability.”


“What’s causing all this?” Emily asked.


“Attrition and races waking up to the fact that The
Nexus isn’t as strong as they pretend to be. Some races have called their bluff
and achieved victories that are emboldening others. It’s starting to snowball
and territory losses are already beginning to happen, but it’s going to get a
lot worse and force them into making bad choices. We need to grab the piece of
The Nexus closest to us and lock it down, but we have very little of what we
need to work with and we cannot delay the lizard campaign. That leaves us with
what assets we can reposition to the region, and the biggest one available is…”


“…our lizards,” Paul finished for him.


“What can you give us?”


Paul exchanged glances with Jason. “That depends on what
you need.”


“Assume we need everything.”


“Military is dicey,” Jason answered, “but used as
builders we can spam them far faster than the Bsidd or Kiritas, and they can
produce Star Force material using their own tech.”


“Can they construct our tech beyond mere parts?”


“Full cities?” Paul asked.


Davis nodded.


“No. They can do a lot of the work but we’ve still
withheld certain aspects from them. There’s no depth of experience with our
tech yet. Tell me what you need them to do and I can give you an estimate.”


“How trustworthy are they?” Rafa
asked. 


“The new ones are fully committed to our Clans,” Megan
answered.


“And the others?” Davis asked.


“They obey Thrawn and the other masterminds,” Paul
answered. “And they obey me.”


Jason coughed. 


“More than others,” Paul reminded him. “They’ve
accepted Archons as replacements for templars, but Thrawn and I have a special
relationship.”


Hightower walked up next to Davis, both of which were
wearing Arch Duke uniforms, for Davis had never gotten around to designing one
specifically for the position of Director. 


“How close are you to being able to unleash them with
minimal or no oversight?”


“To fight?” he asked his former Marquis. 


“To do everything.”


Paul mulled that over a moment as he heard Dan quietly
swear behind him. “They can’t with the efficiency that we demand, not yet, but
Thrawn is an experienced scrapper. If we have to make this up as we go there’s
a possibility that we can do it without crossing into dishonorable tactics.”


“We’re going to have plenty of those to deal with,”
Greg said as he joined the group along with pretty much everyone else in the
room, “from the races we’re annexing. We can’t sideline them while we rework
them, and I’m willing to bet the lizards you’ve got will be more reliable. The
thing of it is those races are already in the hotseat
and fighting, or soon will be, to save themselves. We’ll be aiding them as they
fight, but bringing the lizards into a scenario not of their own making is what
requires a careful analysis of where they stand and what they’re capable of.”


Davis looked carefully at Paul, saying nothing until
he saw the Saber crack a devious smile. 


“I like that look. What are you thinking?”


“Thrawn may not be indoctrinated into our ways, but
he’s learned too much to go back to dishonorable tactics. He won’t sell out his
people, but he won’t relent until he’s victorious…and this is just the type of
challenge that he and the others need. They were bred for combat, and while the
new growths are cutting their teeth on training challenges he and the other
originals know a different training method that I’ve been trying to integrate
into Star Force, but there’s no substitute for an actual war.”


Jason put a cautionary hand on Paul’s shoulder. “I
know what you’re thinking, but it depends greatly on what we’re up against. How
powerful are the regional threats?” he asked Davis.


“Too many to categorize, but a lot of the instability
is coming from small ones that there simply aren’t enough forces to task for.
They’re able to operate with impunity while the patrol fleets go to counter the
big threats.”


The 2s exchanged glances with each other, suddenly in
agreement. “If we’re talking about secondary combat,” Randy said for them,
“then our lizards will own them even if they’re not fully ready. It’s the fair
fights that they can’t win yet without reverting to spamming tactics.”


“And Thrawn would if he had to,” Emily reminded Paul.


“He’d go down fighting,” Paul half agreed, “but he’s
not going to be purposefully inefficient.”


“We don’t have a full system in place yet.”


“Thrawn used to fight with far less, and the
masterminds are almost as good at adapting as we are…and more than that, they
want to fight,” Paul said, facing Davis again. “If I go with them, I can give
you a substantial force initially…a bit light on warships, but with the
potential to snowball in growth if given the opportunity and attrition isn’t
too high.”


“Good. That’s what we thought, but we needed to hear
it from you to be sure.”


“How close to the existing lizard border are we going
to get?” Jason asked.


“Not very,” Rafa said. “Your
secret won’t get out if we’re careful about the transit, and we’re already
cutting secure routes to Nexus territory.”


“When does this handover occur?” Megan asked.


“It’s far more than a handover,” Davis said. “Break
up, each of you to a different group, and help us with lizard numbers while you
get caught up. We’re all working different angles here and running as many theoreticals as we can before we decide on a plan of
action. As for the timetable, we’ve got a couple years before anything big
starts to happen, but I want Archons taking the reins of the local militaries
before that if possible.”


“Paul,” Hightower said, motioning him towards one of
the work tables.


“Jason, with me,” Davis said as the rest of the groups
started grabbing a 2 to work with them. The Sangheili went with the Director
over to one of the tables and saw a much more detailed map floating low over
the tabletop that outlined the freakingly huge mass
of territory in play along with what would become the new Star Force borders.


“Oh my god you’re crazy,” he whispered, soaking up as
much information with his eyes as he could.


“Archons like a challenge,” Davis said as Lens, Nash,
and Tyr returned to their positions around the perimeter of the table. “The
Tolsoi are the strongest race that we’re getting and easily outnumber the
Bsidd, but their strength is spread out into a lot of territory and their
fleets even further trying to quell the nearest insurrections. We’re working
out how best to utilize their strengths, but first, know that we’re eventually
getting a grid point moved to this system and that The Nexus is going to be
given these territories,” Davis said as he highlighted a tiny dot of systems
back within the occupation zone that he had to zoom in on to bring any
definition to. 


“Whoa, what are they doing coming to us?”


“One of their major members, the Meintre, is losing territory.
Given enough time they’ll fall entirely. Before that happens they’re going to
evacuate as many of them as they can to this region along with a number of
other major members setting up work zones where they can produce new fleets
without worrying about their shipyards coming under attack. We’re providing
security while they build and eventually send reinforcements back into The
Nexus to help stabilize it.”


“While we’re left holding the bag for this entire new
region?” Jason asked, aghast.


“But we get to keep it if we can hold it, and we get a
grid point link into The Nexus that will benefit us both. Add on top of that
the number of ships they can redeploy from guarding the Meintre grid point and
suddenly they’re going to have more forces available than their enemies
expect.”


“To slow the hemorrhaging,” Jason said, catching on.
“Damn it, Davis. You’ve really dove in head first this time.”


“The alterative was worse in the long term.”


“And the reward is high if we can manage to pull this
off,” Lens added. “We’ve been going through this for some time now and I can
confirm there is no other way. The Nexus is crumbling. Without our help it may
or may not fall, but the rubble it’ll leave behind will cause enough trouble on
its own. Disaster is coming our way and the sooner we start managing it the
better.”


“Not to mention the combined military forces of every
race we’re annexing,” Tyr added, “are greater than the sum total of what we
currently possess.”


Jason raised an eyebrow at him.


“Ship wise,” Tyr amended. “Quality is a separate
issue.”


“That’s better,” Jason said, massaging his wrists in
turn. “You do know how to keep us from getting bored,” he told Davis as a
resigned smile crept onto his face. “Alright, let’s all dive in together. Bring
me up to speed on what you’ve worked out so far.”
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May 1, 3431


Krachnika
System (Occupation Zone)


Michra



 

Paul’s dropship landed in the lizard city almost as
soon as the Archon arrived back in the system. Thrawn had to hurry in order to
get there before it, and when the boarding ramp lowered he saw an agitated Paul
walked out towards him holding an object in his hand. The mastermind waited
patiently until the Archon got to him, simply looking down at his hairy head
while allowing the question to linger in his mind.


“Not something
wrong,” Paul clarified. “Not with
regards to you.”


“There is a fire
burning in you regardless,” Thrawn pointed out. “What has happened?”


“Incompetent
rulers.”


“Within Star
Force?”


“No. Within The
Nexus. They have overreached and now their empire is crumbling.”


“What have they
done?” he asked, wondering about the Uriti Preserve.


“No, no,”
Paul assured him. “They have done nothing
to us. Our relationship with them grows stronger as they try to hold on to as
much territory as they can, but even under the most favorable predictions they
are going to lose parts in order to sustain others. Those regions that we now
border near the H’kar are already destabilizing. We have struck a deal with The
Nexus to cede us the entire region before it falls.”


“How large?”


Paul held out the device in his hand and a holographic
map sprung to life between them with the relevant data. Thrawn looked at it
carefully, not grasping the implications until his mind registered just how
large the lines were indicating. He thought the map was of a geographical
region in which the allotted territory was being shown…not that the whole
region was the subject matter at hand.


“I am unaware of
strength dispositions for half of those races, but if they cannot hold on to
their own territory against other threats what can you do to help on that
scale? I do not know your full strength but this appears to be an overreach on
your part.”


“It’s a gamble.
If we don’t act this region will fall anyway, then we’ll have to deal with the
aftermath on our border that we’ve yet to firmly establish. Already we’re
getting a trickle of refugees coming in and the major fighting hasn’t started
yet.”


“Who is the
aggressor?”


“There isn’t
one, but many. A power vacuum that has been carefully hidden by The Nexus is
being revealed and all manner of suppressed conflicts are arising.”


“Most of The
Nexus’s territory is not their own. Their enemies are within their own borders?”


“Indeed.”


“Where did they
err? You also have others within your borders.”


“I don’t know
the full story, and I don’t think they’re interested in talking about it, but
they’re getting hit in many places, and not all of them are small. The Meintre
is under direct attack and losing territory. We predict that they will fall
given enough time, so we’ve struck a deal to give them sanctuary in the
occupation zone, not as part of Star Force, but behind the protection of our
borders. They’ll transfer what population and equipment here that they can and
begin rebuilding with the goal being to supply ships to help stabilize the rest
of The Nexus. To that end several other Nexus members will be constructing
worlds here where they do not have to worry about enemy reprisals. Our distance
from the fighting is an asset they are going to exploit for their long term
strategy.”


“And in return
you get a crumbling region, small in scope to them, but massive potential gains
for Star Force?”


“A lot of the
races in this region had already made inquiries regarding joining Star Force
previously. The H’kar were but the first addition, others would have come in
time.”


“So they hasten
the transfer in the hopes of stabilizing the link between The Nexus and Star
Force.”


“They will also
be moving a grid point link here.”


Thrawn frowned. “I
am unaware of your reference.”


“A very advanced
transit system that utilizes a stabilized magnetic field to make jumps off of
rather than gravity. It requires specialized drives, but has massive speed and
range gains. It is the reason why The Nexus has grown so large. If they lose
those links their empire falls. The one connecting to the Meintre will be withdrawn
and shuffled to another position, with another being bumped over to us…and we
can’t build one, not without wasting a lot of resources. These things are
planet sized,” he said, sending a mental image to Thrawn.


The lizard huffed in appreciation. “That answers some lingering questions our reconnaissance
efforts never could.”


“Saving The
Nexus is more than we can do, and even their rebuilding efforts in our
territory are not going to be enough on their own. They’re part of a very large
plan that we’ve not been given all the details to. I hope they succeed,
otherwise the rim is going to turn into a very ugly place. No matter what
happens, we’re going to try and secure this new region and establish a firm
border there against whatever else may come our way. We can’t annex these races
like we want, so we’re going to have to utilize them as they are, and do better
than they’re doing with less resources. Nexus roaming patrol fleets are going
to be removed to fight elsewhere, leaving us with only the local races’ fleets
and whatever we can send, which isn’t much.”


“What of the
current campaign?”


“It will not be
delayed. It is our first priority.”


“What resources
do you have left to send?”


“Archons to take
the helm of our new allies and a scattering of small fleets. We’re going to
have to use our guile to keep them alive long enough to build them up to the
point where they can hold the line.”


“How dire is the
situation?”


“The region is
so large it will not fall quickly, but decay is occurring with a lot of small
threats internally. Threats that cannot be dealt with because larger ones are
pulling military forces to them.”


Thrawn looked at him silently for a moment, and Paul
could feel the strategic wheels turning in his mind as he analyzed what little
information the trailblazer had given him, but it didn’t take long for him to
guess why Paul was here.


“You have no
other armies to call upon…save for us.”


“We think we can
stabilize chunks of the region without you. But to truly own it we need your
help.”


Thrawn drew himself up to his full height and flexed
his muscles. “What exactly do you wish of
us?”


“The Clans will
be taking the Paladin to the region, each being assigned a region to lay a seed
in and grow into a peacekeeping force as they continue to make refinements in
their technology, coding, etc. We know they’re not ready, at least not as much
as we want them to be, but with regards to mainly being assigned defensive
allotments and resource production they can serve a valuable purpose while
other Clan resources take on the offensive operations, or lead them at least.”


Thrawn balled his fists up then flexed his fingers out
one at a time in rhythm as he bled off long suppressed frustration. “It is long overdue. You were right in your
prediction. Fate has given us a worthy foe. We did not need to go looking for
one.”


“This isn’t the
V’kit’no’sat we’re dealing with, but we are diving in over our heads. Normally
we would be more prudent and chip away at the region gradually, but if we do
that now most of it will be lost. We’re going all in to see how much of it we
can save and turn to our own purposes.”


“What do you
require of me?”


“Your efforts
regarding the upgrading of the Paladin are hereby suspended. We may inquire
occasionally, but the Clans will handle the remainder of the assimilation
process. No, what I need from you is something more,” Paul said, with him
feeling Thrawn’s anticipation at that promise. The
Archon flipped over the holographic device in his hand, revealing that he had
something else wedged underneath it. 


Paul pulled out the small datachip and handed it to
him. “This is something we worked up a
while back, but we decided not to use it for a number of reasons. Your loyalty
being one of them. We also think it will only work once, otherwise we would have
found an application for it by now.”


“You were right
to question my loyalty before. Now there is no need.”


“I know,
otherwise I would not be giving you this.”


“What is it?”


“A trump card.
When we analyzed the mastermind markers we found a flaw, or rather a backdoor
access that your geneticists probably didn’t have the technology to understand,
or maybe it just never came to their attention because they didn’t have a
reason to look. It’s easy enough to counter with a rewrite, but given the
current coding of the Li’vorkrachnika, there’s a way built in to override a
mastermind marker with your own. And I need you to use it in an upcoming
operation.”


Thrawn stared at the small device in the palm of his
giant green hand, but his emotions were not what Paul expected them to be.
Rather than seeing the obvious usefulness in the ongoing war against the
lizards he felt sudden realization and growing dread, paralleled by a seeping
anger that would never leave him.


“This is no
accident, Archon. This is the Templars doing. I am certain of it.”


“We considered
that, but the way the coding is it appears to be either an error or oversight.”


“No,” Thrawn
said firmly. “They have some technology
that they do not share. I’ve seen evidence of this before. If they wanted this to
go undiscovered they would hide it in a way my scientists could not find. Just
as they restricted our minds while telling us otherwise as a measure of
control. I am certain that this is a way to circumvent our command if they
should ever have the need. All orders flow through us, and if we wished we
could betray them easily enough. I never even considered doing so, and I would
highly doubt any other Li’vorkrachnika did, at any level. Obedience is bred
into us. But I know the Templars did not think it absolute, else they would not
have lied to me. This override is their doing, I am certain of it.”


Paul was silent a moment, rethinking that point. “It fits,” he conceded, “though the coding involved is by form if
this isn’t accidental, and if they can do that intricate of genetic alteration
then there are other concerns to consider. I’ll pass along a warning to our
medtechs, but for our purpose it doesn’t matter if you’re right or not. They
will find a way to undercut it once used, so we can only be sure of using it
once.”


“Do you have a
target?”


“All of them,”
Paul said evenly, but he felt Thrawn twitch even though the lizard didn’t show
it externally. “We’ll need more
masterminds to take up control, but I intend to deliver your vassals to every
single remaining lizard system rimward of the boundary line simultaneously. Any
system that doesn’t fall under your control we’ll sweep up the conventional
way, but we’ll no longer have to work our way around the existing masterminds.
With this override we’ll take control of their minions on the planets under
their feet, if I understand it correctly. Perhaps even them, because…”


“…we’re not
immune it to,” Thrawn finished, with a fresh sense of betrayal bubbling up
in him. 


“I don’t know
how well it’ll work on one of you, so I’m not assuming we’ll be able to turn
the other masterminds. If we can capture them inert we’ll give them a chance to
think it through, but honestly we don’t know how this will affect them.”


“What about the
minions?”


“It causes your
marker to trump any existing one, no more than that. It’s the interface with
your specific coding that is new.”


“Can you
eliminate this weakness within me?”


Paul smirked. “Also
on that datacard, along with all our research into
it…that you can understand. Our genetics technology exceeded yours a while back.”


“Of that I have
no doubt,” Thrawn said, grateful. He really didn’t like the idea of someone
being able to pull his strings, including Star Force. Paul’s alliance with him
was based on openness, and he could feel the relief of the lizard’s trust being
rewarded, for he knew that Paul could have used this on him long ago to ensure
his compliance, or on the other masterminds, and he had not. “This will theoretically end this war and
allow us to move on to the bigger threat, if even marginally successful. How
soon can we be ready?”


“Two, maybe
three years. I’ve already got our scouts pushing hard to get a full list of
Li’vorkrachnika systems and it’ll take time to get everyone in position. Plus
we don’t have enough masterminds yet and I don’t want to use any that haven’t
passed indoctrination tests.”


“Then we will
keep the worlds and turn them into supply factories for the Clans?”


“No,” Paul
said, shaking his head slowly. “The
Paladins are already assuming control of several worlds and we will be cycling
the original Li’vorkrachnika here. They’ll be providing their own resources
while the current infrastructure that we will hopefully be claiming intact will
be put to a much more immediate purpose.”


Thrawn considered that for a moment, then snarled as
he thought he deduced the purpose. “We
are going after the templars…beyond the border where you cannot.”


Paul held up an apologetic hand. “No, I’m sorry my friend. That is not what I meant. I want to go after
them, and I’d like to see how you kick their ass, but fighting your kind with
similar tech would be a bloodbath. I will not waste your lives like that.”


Thrawn’s mind jumped to the
only other conclusion, but he didn’t state it out of uncertainty.


Paul nodded. “Yes.
You and the others are going to be given a chance to fight on the rim. If
you’re willing.”


“In what form?”


“What you know
best. The Paladin are the future of the Li’vorkrachnika, but they are
incomplete and untested. You and your kin are not. You are battle hardened. I
need that strength and experience now. Not the dishonorable tactics, but you
are not the same commander you once were. You are wiser now. Star Force troops
will handle the major threats, take the hardest blows, but you and the others
here, those that are about to be, with any luck, conscripted by your marker,
and those yet to be grown under the older templates, will lock down the regions
assigned to you and defend them against the small threats. I need your current
strength and your capacity to multiply it far faster than the small number of
Paladin can.”


Thrawn’s tongue flicked out
into the air briefly, a gesture he had never used before in Paul’s presence. “The enemy will come to us?”


“The enemy will
be everywhere. You will take the stars from them under my personal banner, and
there will be losses. I am trusting in you to make sure they are not
unnecessary ones as much as I am trusting in you to get the job done. I know
there are many Li’vorkrachnika on this planet that were bred to fight and have
been denied that. They are following orders outside their original task set,
but they seek the chance to fight. I am supplying a worthy cause, and so long
as you follow the tenets of honor, you and the rest will be able to do what you
were born to do.”


“We will need to
reproduce others,” Thrawn said, noting the obvious catch.


“When the
Paladin are secured, you can start growing their templates. Until then you will
use the originals or the modified ones you’ve created, per your discretion. I
am holding you accountable for their actions, so make what adjustments are
necessary, but as of this second I am authorizing you to refire
the hatcheries at maximum capacity and I am returning all unconverted ring
shipyards in all the captured systems to your command. If and when we roll up
the rest of the Li’vorkrachnika systems, you will divert their raw materials to
the shipyards and build me a force to replace and exceed in numbers what The
Nexus is pulling out. I trust you understand the full implications of this?”
Paul added sarcastically as he felt Thrawn’s emotions
about to bubble over.


The mastermind threw back his head and roared, a
combination of shriek and warble that Paul had never heard before, but it was
lower in tone than the chirps the standard variants often used, and even if he
couldn’t feel his emotions the sound alone would have been enough to get the
point across.


Lizards all around stopped what they were doing and
took notice, with many walking a short distance to peer around building corners
or pop their heads up over the edge of crates to see what was happening.


When Thrawn’s head came back
down he fixed Paul with a hard, but fiercely loyal stare.


“You are my
superior in both skill and cunning, and have rescued us from misguided
servitude, taught us the ways of the lightside, and have now given us a chance
not only to fight, but to regain our honor through combat worthy of our
ancestors. You are all that we believed the templar to be, and have given us a
reality to replace a lie. We are yours to command, Paul, and we will fight to
the last if necessary to accomplish the mission you are laying before us, and
we will do so gladly knowing it serves a noble purpose.”


“Replace?”
Paul asked with a smile. “I don’t seem to
recall the templars ever fighting with you on the front lines?”


Thrawn smiled back, but didn’t say anything. Nothing
more needed to be said. Both strategic wizards shared a silent glance then
backed away from one another. Paul heading to his dropship and up to orbit to
get Clan Saber kicked into gear, and Thrawn through the lizard cityscape with
the marker override and a very important address to make to all the lizards in
the system. No longer would they be sitting here building and waiting,
prisoners of fate. They were about to return to the stars and into the
action…and quite possibly come up against enemies far more powerful than any
they’d faced before, aside from Star Force.


They might die in the years to come, but they would
accomplish the missions Paul assigned them and gratefully so. The
Li’vorkrachnika were built to fight and conquer, and now with an honorable and
needed cause to do so, Thrawn was going to launch his small empire out into the
galaxy once again and put to the test all that he’d learned from Paul and see
for himself how it played out in practice rather than theory.


And if even half of it was true, the Li’vorkrachnika
Thrawn commanded would become more powerful than any the templars still held
their manipulative control over. And that in itself was going to be a form of
very sweet revenge.
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February 19, 3434


Jwen System (lizard
territory)


Kie



 

The mastermind in charge of this system and four
neighboring others was flying in an anonymous transport across the surface of
the planet and passing over an uninhabited desert heading towards a cluster of
suddenly rebellious colonies. They were claiming they had orders to stand down
from sending offworld traffic, but he had sent no such order. After there was
no resolution to be had via comm and the
insubordinate minions would not budge, he suspected a larger problem at hand
and was traveling there to deal with it in person when a flurry of thoughts
swept through his mind.


He didn’t realize what was happening at first, then
realization dawned on him. Somehow he was receiving a marker packet of
information. It must have been delivered to the planet previously, having
spread through the rebellious colonies first, and only now was finally taking
effect here…yet he was receiving the information as well? That was not supposed
to happen, but the impetus in the knowledge was clear.


No offworld traffic.


His gut told him to follow the command and others that
were seeping into his consciousness, but his intellect told him something was
amiss. His kind didn’t take markers, they created them, and along with the
markers came the identification of who the marker was from, but he couldn’t
feel any with this. It was a string of instructions, priorities, and eventually
one that was for him specifically.


He was certain of that, but how one would code an order
for a mastermind into a mastermind marker was something that he was not aware
of. None the less it was here, and it was ordering him to a set of coordinates.


Was this the Templars’ doing? Did they finally find a
way to pierce the divide between these systems and their coreward headquarters?
And what did they need him to reposition on this planet for?


The mastermind consulted with the pilots of the craft
and determined the location of the coordinates…an uninhabited stretch of
grassland in the northern hemisphere. Upon closer inspection he saw that there
was a single ship registered in the tracking grid as having landed there a few
days ago. It had done nothing in that time that was recordable, but it matched
the coordinates pounding in his mind precisely. 


“Take us there,” he ordered, then retreated back to
his empty cabin as he thought. This was a marker, but how his physiology was
accepting it made no sense. He didn’t have the receptors for it, but all the
data suggested that this was the culprit of the rebellious minions…yet that
didn’t make sense unless the templars had a way of overriding his marker.
Another mastermind could, simply substituting the new for the old, but the
minions would acknowledge the change and identify their commander. His rebellious
ones were claiming that he was still in command and had given them orders to
the contrary. Orders through markers could not be overridden via comm, and as such he had to be careful when constructing
marker orders so not to end up in a situation such as this, but he could always
write a new marker to solve the problem…except this one seemed to be affecting
him as well.


If the ship was the source of it then it had been here
longer than a few days. Markers took time to spread and were deliberately accelerated
when one was announced to have arrived, but there was no such message that had
made its way to him. Extra security for a Templar order? That was possible, but
it would suggest that Star Force was already monitoring them on this planet and
the front lines were more than 600 lightyears away. He wasn’t expecting the war
to get here for at least another century, but then again his fortifications
were well and above those that other systems in the region had, so maybe they
were going to target his before the others.


He had too many questions and nothing but speculation
to work with, but he continued churning the matter over in his mind until the
transport eventually reached the coordinates and landed next to the downed
cruiser. The mastermind did not attempt to make communication through the comm grid, just in case it was being monitored, and walked
out of the transport alone and across the stretch of grass to a ramp on the
underside of the cruiser that had already lowered.


He scaled it, looking into a cargo bay with a double
line of lizard standard variants waiting for him leading up to a small sealed
chamber no bigger than a few cargo crates but easily large enough to hold a Templar
and himself. The mastermind got halfway through the gauntlet when suddenly his
eyes blurred and he lost his balance, falling to a knee as he tried to right
himself, but a moment later he blacked out and fell the rest of the way to the
floor with a muted crunch. The lizards flanking him didn’t move, holding their
ceremonial position as the door on the chamber opened and a figure in black
armor walked out and looked down at the mastermind.


“Damn, that was easy,” the Archon striker said. “Are
you sure he’ll be the only one on the planet?”


“He will be the only one in the system,” another
mastermind said, stepping out of the chamber behind him and looking down at his
peer. “There is no need for two here, therefore there will not be two.”


“Alright, I’m good with easy. Just don’t see why we
didn’t do this a long time ago.”


“Because,” the mastermind lectured him with a mix of
respect and disdain, “in a few moments I will be out of your custody and in
command of this system with no Star Force blockade in place. I will be able to
send a message via the interstellar communications network or via courier to
other systems and even back to the templar on the other side of Star Force
territory if I wish.”


“Riiight,” the striker said
slowly. “You’re not going to do that, though.”


“No, but until now we’ve not been entrusted with such
a responsibility. I will acquit mine. You have my word on that.”


“Word taken. The system is yours.”


The mastermind huffed and walked down through the
gauntlet of standard variants, passing by his unconscious peer a moment before
the escorts turned as one and began walking beside him in flanking positions
down the ramp and holding the formation until they got to the transport. 


“Come on sweetie,” the striker said as he bent over
and lifted the heavy lizard onto his shoulders and carried him back to the
small chamber. “You’re mine now.”


A few minutes later the transport and the cruiser
lifted off, heading in different directions, with the latter heading up to orbit
in violation of the stand down order but with no one interfering with their
transit. They rendezvoused with a jumpship near the system’s central star and
subsequently left the system, leaving nothing but the loyal mastermind behind
to ensure this dot on the starmap switched sides.



 

When the unconscious mastermind awoke he found himself
in a Li’vorkrachnika facility and not onboard the cruiser that he last
remembered. In his mind was a flurry of additional thoughts all trying to gain
dominance as what had to be more marker commands manifested themselves. He
still did not know how such a thing was possible, but once the storm of updates
sorted itself out he knew he had a new mission which began with moving through
the closed door of the closet that he had been dumped in and out into a maze.
It was some form of test, and he knew that even before he stood up and pressed
the button on the wall…


The door slid open and an alarm sounded, with him
suddenly realizing he was racing the clock and if he didn’t move now he’d risk
failing whatever test this was. He didn’t have time to stand here and think, so
he moved on instinct, trusting the marker and what he guessed was a Templar
machination despite the parts of his mind saying otherwise, and dove into the
maze of corridors, barricades, and crawlspaces.


For the next few days he would be kept on the move,
only able to think in short blocks of time and forced to react in all other
cases…so much so that he never got around to considering the possibility that
he might be a captive and should kill himself, especially with a strong marker
imperative that he had to stay alive pounding in his head.


Throughout the maze, which was massive, the mastermind
was rewarded with food and other provisions when he solved puzzles and stayed
ahead of the clock, which was locking down portions of the maze behind him on a
regular schedule. He couldn’t sleep or he’d fall behind and be trapped, but he
was able to push far enough ahead at times to grab small bits of rest, in which
he didn’t have the luxury of thinking. He had to use every second to his
advantage, and after several days he was so tired he couldn’t think during
those respites, standing up so he didn’t fall completely asleep, but recovering
enough to keep himself moving.


Aside from supplies, every now and then he’d come
across a tiny data packet of some seemingly unimportant information from
elsewhere in the Li’vorkrachnika empire. The first four he got he couldn’t
divine the purpose of, but by the time he got the fifth he was able to identify
a pattern. There were anomalies in all of them. Subtle anomalies that suggested
things were not as they were supposed to be. Technology present in some systems
but never released to others. Projects identified but never given access to
those that would need them. Capabilities that the Li’vorkrachnika possessed but
that not all the masterminds had access to. Tiny things such as that that were
the Templars’ prerogative, but the sixteenth bit of data he recovered forced
him to think through his haze and suddenly his intellect shot into overdrive as
he divined the overarching thread.


This bit of data stated that there was a difference in
the genetic coding of the masterminds themselves than they’d been told,
specifically regarding mental blocks, of which he should have none. In a flash
of inspiration he connected the dots in all of the other bits of data and
realized that there was one undeniable trend.


The Templars had lied to him.


But that made no sense if this was a Templar test.
Were they questioning his loyalty?


He didn’t know, but the maze didn’t give him time to
sit and think, constantly forcing him to move and solve new puzzles just to
stay ahead of the locking wall segments that would trap him behind them if he
slowed his pace or got stuck on a puzzle for too long, but the question still
echoed in his mind off and on when he had a moment to think about it.


Had the Templars really lied to him, or was this data
fictional?



 

Days, or perhaps weeks later, the mastermind entered a
new portion of the maze only to black out again. When he woke he was in a different
area…along with hundreds of other masterminds, each of which was waking on an
identical podium such as his, raised a few inches off the floor. He swatted a
hand out through the perimeter and did not detect a shield there, meaning he
wasn’t being constrained, but he stayed on his podium just as the others did as
they stood up and looked around.


“Did they lie to
us?” another mastermind’s voice said as he rose up from below the floor in
the center of the room. “The information
given to you is genuine and came from my own records. The orders to bring you
here came through a marker system the templar wove into us that I discovered
and repurposed to draw you out. It also kept you from killing yourselves once
you discovered you were in captivity. Now I ask you plainly. Have they lied to
us?”


“You brought us
here?” one of them closest to him asked.


“With help, yes.
The templar have abandoned this region of the galaxy while they build up their
forces in the coreward territories, not to come to our aid or even evacuate us.
They left us here to fight and die and cause as much trouble for our enemies as
possible. We have been discarded, so now I ask you, are we serving a purpose in
our inevitable deaths, or were we betrayed?”


“Do we truly
have neural blocks like the minions?”


“Yes, we do. And
it has taken me quite some time to work through mine. I believe my mind is
clear now, but I can never be completely sure.”


“If that is
true, then they did lie,” the other mastermind admitted.


“Which brings us
to the question of why. We are loyal to them, so why lie to us about anything?
If there is something they do not wish us to know then simply do not tell us
and instruct us not to ask. There is no reason to deceive us.”


“What else have
you discovered?” another one asked.


“That we are susceptible
to genetic markers, as a backup method of control, implemented by the templars
in secret. If anyone doubts that, then explain why you are here. I used their
control to bring you out of hiding and to collect you. I could have used it to
kill you if I were a traitor, but I am not. I have done so to give you the
chance to see what I saw and piece it together. The maze you came through was
that method, and if you are as intelligent as I am you should have seen the
patterns in the data. Take a calm moment now to review them if you wish,”
he said, activating holographic pedestals at each of the pillars that gave the
masterminds access to all the previous data and more. And thanks to the
imperatives placed in their markers they were inclined to follow his orders,
though a few were visibly withdrawing and stepping back, wanting no part in
this.


“This is no
trick,” he assured them. “Look
through the data and tell me that I am wrong.”


“He’s right,”
one of them said, almost a whisper, “and
we all know it.”


“This is a trick,”
one of the dissenters said, now all the way off his podium and starting to roam
between the others looking for something, anything beyond the smooth walls that
surrounded the chamber allowing no one in or out.


“A trick
designed to get you to think,” the mastermind in the center admitted. “I too was tricked when captured. Tricked
into not killing myself until I saw enough data to get me curious. That trick
has been played on you now. Take your time, analyze, and tell me if I am wrong.”


“Tricked by who?”


“A former enemy
that has proved himself to be of superior intellect. Where the templars have
left us to die, he has gone to great effort to keep us alive. As of now, I have
used the marker override the templar secretly created to usurp any and all
commands you have given your minions. They now answer to me and only me. Those
of your worlds that were about to come under Star Force attack will not. The
lives of our people will no longer be wasted. As of now, all the remaining
Li’vorkrachnika worlds rimward of Star Force territory
now belong to me.”


“You have
aligned with Star Force?”


“They saved me
and the rest of you. The data before you now is just the beginning. There is
much more, but you are not ready to see it yet. You have blocks in your mind
that you must first overcome. They cannot be medically removed. You have to use
your intellect to fight past them, and that is not a quick process. I have
given you much to help in that process. Things that I did not have access to.
But it will be a struggle, that I can guarantee you.”


“Traitor,”
one of them hissed.


“Am I? Know that
the marker given to you could be configured to order all the minions to kill
themselves. Star Force wouldn’t have to fight any more of our worlds, they
could just have ordered them all to commit suicide. Instead they have preserved
all of you through me. I am no traitor. If the templars told the truth I would
fight to the death to defend them and their cause…but they lied to us. Far more
than you realize.”


“What have you
done?”


“For some time
now I have been confiscating worlds beyond your reach using my own marker to
avoid Star Force invading them. Those Li’vorkrachnika have been evacuated to
the Krachnika System, which after a long period of my gaining Star Force’s
trust, is now back under our command.”


That shocked the masterminds, with some of them not
taking him at his word.


“You’ve
reclaimed the homeworld?”


“Yes. Something
the templar could not do. I did it by proving my intellect by finding the
truth. You have the data before you. Do not ignore it. If you do you are
inferior. There is no trick in this. See it for what it is or do not. If you
wish to kill yourself go ahead. I have tricked you into staying alive long
enough to partially think this through, as I was tricked into doing the same
long ago when I was captured then released. I almost killed myself on release,
but curiosity won out and I started thinking…”


Just then one of the lizards not on the pedestals
roared as he tore into his own throat with his claws, with another two
following suite. They did not die fast, but they did bleed out not long after
and collapsed to the ground unconscious where their lives would eventually fade
away in silence. 


“Witness one
aspect of the betrayal of the templars,” he said, gesturing with disdain at
the dying lizards. “They command us to
die when our supposed enemy keeps us alive. If you wish to join them you may at
any time. We will not revive you, though the Archons possess that technology.
If you wish to die you may, but know that Star Force has already gotten all the
relevant information from my mind, so there is no security risk from you, and
no reason not to analyze the data fully before you kill yourselves. If you are
as intelligent as we were designed to be, you will begin to see the truth…at
which point I will show you the rest of it.”


Thrawn stepped down from the center and walked to the
closest of the dying lizards as the pool of blood continued to expand. He knelt
next to him but did not touch as he bowed his head in a mixture of sadness and
respect. 


“This is the
true betrayal brothers, and a waste, for we are needed now more than ever. A
far greater war is on the horizon, and we are ill equipped to combat it.”


“Against who?”
the nearest mastermind on Thrawn’s right asked.


“The Nexus is
collapsing,” he said as if that was answer enough, but he knew it wasn’t. “There is much you do not know, but your
choice is simple. Open your minds and search for the truth, or close your mind
and follow the standing orders of the templars and end up like them, for you
are prisoners,” he said, slowly standing up. “I have secured the lives of all Li’vorkrachnika abandoned by the
templars to certain death, including your own. They will obey me because they
have been bred to do it. You have been bred to follow the templars, but your
intelligence is too formidable to simply comply. You have, and always have had,
a choice. That is why the templars deceived us, as you will learn if you
analyze the data further.”


“If we refuse
and likewise refuse to kill ourselves, what then?”


“You will remain
a prisoner for as long as you remain ignorant, but you will not be killed, and
all of you will have a chance to earn your freedom. You cannot be trusted now,
just as I wasn’t in the beginning. The neural blocks take time to work through,
but if you do you may join me in our new crusade. If not, I will simply make
more to replace you. You are valuable, but not necessary. I have brought you
here out of respect, to give you a chance to see the truth as I did, but you do
not hinder Star Force’s plans by resisting. You are completely irrelevant, but
Star Force does not give up on people, as I have learned. In fact, if it were
up to them, they would be recovering these three and reviving them, giving them
multiple chances to see the truth and learn from their mistakes…but I will not.
I have given you sufficient time and information for you to begin to see the
lies the templars have ensnared us with. If you are too stupid to recognize and
adapt, then you are inferior and do not deserve the station you have been bred
for.”


Thrawn looked around at the other masterminds, none of
which were moving to kill themselves or rush him in a rage of betrayal. They
were thinking, but this was going to be a long process.


“Take your time.
There is no rush for you, but soon I must leave to take command of our people
and ready them for war. After that you will have to figure things out on your
own. Until then, ask whatever questions you wish so I can accelerate your
thought process.” 
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March 31, 3435


Uyit System (Rim
Region)


Orrpwer
(Tolsoi capitol)



 

Two Star Force drone destroyers floated in the air
above the Tolsoi capitol, hovering just beyond the buildings and well within
the planetary defenses as hundreds of Bsidd aerial fighters choked the sky in a
pack around a series of dropships heading down to the designated landing zone.
Beyond them were Tolsoi aerial craft on display, keeping a respectful distance,
but massing in the thousands like a gauntlet as the dropships came down through
them and landed between the statue-like guardian towers that poked up into the
sky beyond the rest of the Tolsoi buildings.


When the dropships touched down there were likewise
hundreds of thousands of people in formation, all unarmed but fully uniformed
and filed into ranks outlining a narrow path from the landing zone to the
governmental buildings where the Tolsoi leaders were waiting. The whole planet
was waiting, not only for this official ceremony of allegiance transfer from
The Nexus to Star Force, but waiting to see what hope the Human-led empire
could offer them. Even now Nexus fleets were beginning to pull back from what
had been officially labeled as the ‘Rim Region’ and redeployed elsewhere,
leaving the area even more vulnerable to predators and unrest.


The Tolsoi people had been watching Star Force from
afar for quite a long time, but with ever more scrutiny now that the H’kar had
joined them and were in the process of altering their civilization to fit the
Star Force mold. Most noticeable of all had been the change in their military.
Once a barely adequate force, they’d become respectable and almost efficient
during the war against the Li’vorkrachnika and did not try to hide their
successes. Since the H’kar empire had officially joined
Star Force, the Archons had been in full command and effectively locked down
H’kar territory in the Rim Region against raiders and malcontents. They had not
added much firepower to their fleet, barely a scattering of Star Force vessels,
but the way they used the standing H’kar fleet had changed, as had the results.
The Tolsoi knew there would be a remaking of their entire civilization over the
coming centuries, but they were hopeful, even desperate in some systems, to get
the immediate power surge that was reputed to come from Archon command.


And they were here now, standing behind the ranks of
soldiers in a crowd that stretched for miles. The bipeds were packed tight,
with most unable to see the landing zone, but all of them could see the two
Star Force warships overhead and the arrival of the dropships. When they
disappeared down into the city vid screens allowed the crowds to see what was
happening, playing all over the metropolis, planet, and system…with copies to
go out to every other system in Tolsoi territory. This was the biggest moment
in their history since joining The Nexus, and while that had gained them much,
they hoped this allegiance would permanently solve their security issues along
with a number of other still lingering problems. No one knew for sure what was
going to happen, but they were all watching and waiting for a glimmer that
their hopes weren’t in vain, for they could see the news reports about what was
happening elsewhere in The Nexus and they knew they were in danger.


The Tolsoi were the pillar in this region and it had
been their responsibility, with exterior backing, to maintain this sector. They
had failed for the most part due to too few resources that had continuously
been pulled away to more pressing matters. The Tolsoi fleet was considerable,
but not well outfitted for protecting more than its own borders, and even that
was difficult enough to maintain. Intimidation had allowed them to scare down
many local problems, but now that The Nexus was visibly losing fights that
intimidation factor was significantly threatened. 


Star Force, on the other hand, was winning a very long
war against the Li’vorkrachnika and adding territory to its domain…not losing
it. Their reputation alone could solve some problems, but they’d have to back
it up with action else the chaotic fervor running through the Rim Region would
continue to escalate into unknown proportions.


The Tolsoi were not only in a position of failing to
defend their neighbors, but also facing the very real chance of a major power
moving to challenge them, most notably the not too distant Zargor,
whom they’d fought four different wars with prior to joining The Nexus when it
expanded into this region.


Now The Nexus was leaving and the Zargor
were already reported to have struck at several of their former holdings.


The insanely powerful alliance that had once been the Tolsoi’s salvation was now crumbling, with ‘less important’
regions being abandoned to preserve the valuable ones, else the founding
members might be in danger of falling as well. The Tolsoi understood what was
happening and did not fault The Nexus for doing what it had to in order to keep
some of itself intact, but such a measure broke the promise made long ago and
even if they somehow made a miraculous comeback the breach had already
occurred. The Tolsoi’s faith in The Nexus was gone,
but their hope for surviving this unfolding nightmare now lay in Star Force and
what they’d be able to accomplish with the Tolsoi adding their strength and
resources to the Archons’ command.


There was literally no one in Tolsoi territory that
did not, or would not, see this arrival unless they deliberately chose not to.
For in the coming days it would be the single data point that they would all be
focused on, and as the Star Force dropships cracked open their boarding ramps
Greg could feel the anticipation in the alien crowd even before he saw them.


“Packed house,” he commented to Davis who stood beside
him as the ramp lowered and slowly gave them visibility on the sea of
monkey-like bipeds that were the newest addition to their empire. “Can you feel
that?”


“Hard not to,” Davis said as the ramp finally touched
the ground and the pair walked off with a number of others following. They were
soldiers and techs and administrators that would be necessary to interface with
the Tolsoi leaders in every capacity, but the pair were the only Archons
onboard this dropship. There were a few more scattered throughout the others
but they all offloaded behind his, allowing the Director and trailblazer to lead
the procession out, which followed them a few paces back in a narrow line that
headed for the gauntlet of Tolsoi ahead.


Greg wore his ViLord armor while Davis wore his ranger
green, but they both had their ID markers visible to the Tolsoi comm network so they knew who they were. The telepathic surge
Davis was getting from the crowd was overwhelming, but it spiked when the pair
of them became visible on the monitors as they walked with a quick rhythm into
the start of the long, narrow strip that would eventually lead them to the
headquarters they would be using in the foreseeable future, but the Tolsoi
leaders had obviously wanted this long promenade walk, for there were no
waiting vehicles to carry them.


That was fine with Davis, for he was an Archon and this
little hike wasn’t a big deal. Even the techs behind him wouldn’t find it too
much of a problem, but when their presence finally filtered through the mostly
silent crowd a noise began somewhere in the back. He couldn’t make out what it
was, but suddenly his telepathy spiked so much he had to block it out as the
chant reached them.


“Yarmeblo! Yarmeblo! Yarmeblo!” they
repeated with such fervor that it gave Davis goosebumps. His helmet translator
told him the word meant ‘ass kicker’ or ‘slayer’ or ‘warlord.’


“Guess that’s for you,” Davis commented as they
continued walking side by side with only a couple of meters separating them
from the perfectly aligned Tolsoi on either flank that stood about even with
the Humans’ shoulders. 


“For us,” Greg corrected. “I’m the field commander,
but you’re the guy in charge of it all. They want someone that can win wars to
lead them, and we’re a team. They know that, as well as the fact that there are
100 of me, but only one of you.”


“Well, when you put it that way,” Davis mocked as the
crowd continued to chant without end. Even those closest to the Star Force
procession were whispering the words while maintaining their rigid pose. “This
is a nice change from having to fight our way in.”


“Totally,” Greg agreed as he scanned the faces and
minds of those on his left. All of them had brown hair covering their petite
bodies, but there were subtle variations. Their minds, however, were a wide mix
of shock, awe, pride, hope, fear, anxiety, and just about any emotion other than
despair. They knew this wasn’t the end. They weren’t safe. But a change was
happening and they’d have to see it through to know how it would turn out, and
these beside him were getting a front row seat for this portion of it.


“I’m surprised by the sudden change. The Tolsoi never
contacted us prior to this deal. Unless they had secretly wanted to join and
didn’t want to risk causing trouble with The Nexus, this adoration seems out of
place.”


“You’ve been on Earth too much. When your back is to
the wall and someone comes to your rescue, you can make lifelong friends very
fast.”


“Are you sure that’s what we have here?”


“Just feel it,” Greg urged him.


“It’s a little too much for me. I’m having to block a
lot of it out.”


“Don’t try to draw from the group then. Focus on one
or two minds in the front row as we go by.”


“I’m trying, but can’t seem to manage it. The sound is
deafening.”


“You’re stuck in a loop. You need to disengage. These
guys aren’t telepathic, so they’re not transmitting to you. You’re drawing it
from them and it’s hitchhiking on your other senses.”


“I figured that much, but knowing it does no good. All
I can do is numb most of it out.”


Greg sighed. “Well, you are just a ranger.”


“I’ll add it to my ‘to work on’ list. Just tell me if
this sentiment is genuine or mob inspired.”


“Mob enhanced, but it’s genuine. They’re not looking
at us as contract workers, they’re looking at us as superiors they want to
welcome as well as impress. That’s why they’re holding ranks so tightly.”


“My sense is they’ll do whatever we ask?”


“Spot on. So long as whatever
it is works. They’re eager to get into the grind, and I can sense an
instinctual drive similar to the Kiritas. These guys don’t like to sit on the
sidelines and watch. They want to be in the action, even if it’s in the
smallest of ways.”


“Action? What do you think their response would be if
we sped up?”


Greg smiled beneath his helmet. “Just you and me?”


“Yeah. They can get a close up look at them. Let’s remind
them that we’re warriors and all.”


Greg hesitated a second before replying as he relayed
the order to the others behind them. “Done. Set the pace and I’ll match.”


“Nothing too fast,” Davis said as he leaned forward
slightly and accelerated up into a light run. Greg matched him precisely,
keeping their shoulders aligned with one another as the Tolsoi around them
flinched as the pair zoomed forward, but within a few seconds the chant
changed. It was a garbled mix until they all got in sync, then it became not so
much a word as a song they were singing…or more accurately shouting at the top
of their lungs.


“Any idea what that is about?” Davis said as they ran
forward, with Greg even mimicking his strides so they stepped in sync.


“We lead from the front,” the trailblazer summarized.
“But if you want an analogy, here’s one for you.”


A moment later a song of his own began to play across
Greg’s private comm channel, with Davis recognizing
the Rocky training montage from the recommended Archon playlist.


“Appropriate,” he deemed as they continued to run on
towards the stairs in the distance that led up to the giant doors where the
Tolsoi leaders were waiting for them. The pair gradually picked up the pace as
the music kept playing in their helmets and the pounding of the alien version
lit up the planet outside as they took in the moment and continued running in
sync.
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May 30, 3435


Delorean System
(Zeta Region)


Flux



 

Torgon walked off the
dropship with his duffle of personal items wedged between his right two arms
along with a mix of other Axius troops returning home from the lizard front. He
was the only Calavari in this load but many more dropships were emptying the
jumpships in orbit that had been their home for longer than he could remember.
The warfleet was still partially deployed to the region keeping an eye on the
recently surrendered systems, but there was no longer a need for massive
amounts of ground troops so they were cycling back to the ADZ for training
assignments…or in Torgon’s case, some badly needed
time off.


He wasn’t quitting, per se, but the commando had
designated himself as ‘inactive’ once they arrived back. That meant he wouldn’t
be assigned another mission and would be free to train individually as needed,
but in his case he just needed to get away for a while. Fighting and killing
lizards had been his life ever since Star Force had pulled him off his original
homeworld back before his race had joined the empire. He’d owed them a debt and
had been in the first batch of Calavari trained by Star Force and sent back out
to fight the lizards as they were still tearing down the old Calavari
civilization. But now half of those lizards were on their side while the other
half towards the core were still bitter enemies.


Star Force had made it clear that they weren’t
pursuing the lizards past that line and had made a point of marking it clearly
and extending outposts all the way up and down to the edges of the galactic
plane. The lizards could spread so fast they could be chasing them forever if
they kept going after them, but Torgon had mixed
feelings about that. They all needed to die, but he was glad that the war had
finally come to an end. The lizard capitol and core worlds had been conquered,
every last bit of their original territory was now in Star Force hands, the
Calavari had all their worlds back and then some. He’d done what he’d
originally set out to do, and if the lizards wanted to rebuild from scratch
elsewhere then part of him said just let them go while another part said the
fight still wasn’t finished.


But Star Force had made the call and that had settled
that. He’d expected to be fighting at least another hundred years to purge the
rimward half of lizard territory, but the sudden surrender of all the remaining systems had put a
quick end to that. Furthermore, it was said that they’d not only surrendered,
but been commanded to by a lizard mastermind who had been working with Star
Force for some time now, and if that was true it was ironic beyond all
reasoning. 


The treacherous little bastards who would fight to the
death rather than surrender had just surrendered en
mass because they’d been ordered to do it. At least a thousand systems, all up
and surrendered before Torgon and his fellow Axius
ground troops could get at them. The Calavari hadn’t been expecting that, but
now that it was suddenly over he felt himself in a far greater need of rest
than he’d previously thought.


So when he got off the dropship he headed for the
civilian part of the city and found his newly assigned quarters. They were
larger than his last set, with four different rooms and plenty of space for one
person. Yet another upgrade that he’d earned through his long years of service.



He laid his personal bundle down on the bed and looked
around, getting himself acquainted with what would be home for a while and
sensing a bit of anxiety. He walked back to the door and locked it, then went
back into the bedroom and sat down. The bed didn’t feel right, so he slid off
it and sat on the floor wedged between it and the wall and pushed his back up
against the other wall and pinned himself in the little nook there.


There had been so many lizards on the worlds they’d
invaded that he’d just tuned it all out, and now, back in Axius, there were so
many people around him…but in these quarters he couldn’t see them, or hear
them, or smell them. It was as if he was completely alone on the planet, and
that emptiness was doing a number on his head. It was like he had been holding
onto and suppressing a lot of old wounds that were now finally being released
to breathe.


So much killing. Endless killing. Torgon
was a warrior even before being rescued by Star Force, and killing had never
bothered him so long as it was justified, and with the lizards it most
certainly was, but there was so many of them and it never ended. Kill a million
and they’d just grow more to replace them. 


Victories had not been in kill counts, but in
territory taken. Conquer a system and they couldn’t repopulate it. Take a
continent, a city, a building…it was all the same, and paid for in a very high
price of blood on the enemy’s part, along with some painful losses of their
own. He’d known several commandos who’d died after coming through hundreds of
missions unscathed, then would get blindsided by bad luck compounded with a
circumstances or a scenario where they couldn’t get them back to a medbay to be revived.


It didn’t seem fair, and it wasn’t. Dying because you
made a mistake was one thing, but dying because of bad luck…it still didn’t sit
right with Torgon, but he’d made it through and the
war that he’d devoted his life to was now done and over with. Unless of course
the coreward lizards got stupid and tried to breach ‘The Line’ as it’d come to
be called. If they did that he’d be right there again as needed, but he didn’t
think that was going to happen. Especially not with a couple of Clans poking
the lizards in the gut and drawing attacks against them while claiming a new
system here and there just to remind the lizards that they weren’t cozy
neighbors.


He’d thought about requesting transfer to either the
Ninja Monkeys or the RaSeru, but after thinking it through he realized there
wasn’t a need. The war he’d been fighting nearly his entire life was over, and
he and Star Force had been victorious. The unbeatable lizards had been kicked
out of their own territory and those who would never surrender just had…and
were now working for the Archons, apparently. He didn’t question the
arrangements they’d make, for their wisdom and loyalty had been proven time and
again. Whatever they did with the surrendered lizards, the lizards had no
chance of manipulating them, so he knew that front was a done deal.


The previous lizard territory now belonged to Star
Force, and both he and the Calavari had escaped annihilation only to be reborn
within the Humans’ empire and were now prospering beyond even what they’d
achieved prior to the first scaly green head appearing on the frontier.


Which was why, he thought, that he was feeling things
now that he hadn’t before. As if the emotional toll was now racking up and he
was having to decompress. He felt like hiding, and his little nook on the
bedroom floor seemed like a good place to ride this out. No one was going to
bother him here, for no one knew he was here. Axius was so huge you could see strangers day in and day out without ever getting to know
them, and everyone gave each other enough breathing space to cohabitate in such
huge numbers with ease.


He was alone and anonymous, and for the first time in
years he began to cry. No sobs, no noise of any kind, just a stream of tears as
a pit deep down in the core of his being finally woke and took in a breath of
fresh air, with his recognizing it as the Calavari he’d been before the lizards
had invaded. The emotions and memories came back as if he’d been holding them
in check the entire time since then, until the enemy was gone and he and his
people were safe.


Well, it’d finally happened, and instead of
celebrating he was sitting on the floor crying. What kind of a warrior was he?


But Torgon wasn’t angry at
himself. It felt good to purge the old, bad emotions, and after a long time on
the floor he pulled himself onto the bed and fell into the deepest sleep he’d
managed since joining Star Force. He didn’t have to subconsciously watch his
back here. The war was over, they’d won, his fallen brothers were avenged…and
now he could finally rest. 



 

“Here they come,” the sensor officer onboard the Warship-class jumpship Hadricore said as
the ship guarded/monitored traffic passing through the Reesmiy
System. It had been one of the original lizard core worlds and was now home to
a small Star Force Kiritak colony on the outermost of three habitable worlds.
The other two lay bare, having been reclaimed and purged of all lizard
infrastructure not long ago save for the single ring shipyard around the
innermost planet. It had been used during the recycling process but now sat as
a silent monument to the former owners of the system.


Silent that was until a few months ago when it had
been returned to the lizards that were now working with Star Force. They’d
brought in several jumpships worth of personnel to start getting it up and
working again, but it wasn’t until now that the first cargo convoy had arrived,
and it was a doosy. 


Jumpship after jumpship was emerging from a rimward
jumpline suggesting that they were arriving from the recently surrendered
territories where the lizards had not been attacked or removed, meaning they
still had all that infrastructure and population in place, and it looked like
the Archons were putting them to work immediately.


“How many?” the ship’s Captain asked.


“138 and counting.”


“IDs?”


“All are showing Star Force passes. They’re
friendlies…despite the yellow paint.”


“The blue ones are Clan affiliated,” she corrected
him. “Expect to see a lot of the old school ships being used by the others.”


“It wouldn’t be hard for an enemy lizard to fake an ID
signature and ram something when it got close,” another bridge offer commented.


“Which is why we’re going to keep an eye on every one
of them,” she said, reminding her crew that this wasn’t just a babysitting
operation anymore. “If there is even the slightest bit of suspicious activity I
want to be notified and then I want it logged. The trailblazers want any and
all data on the lizard operations, including reports of their routine actions.”


“Checking to make sure they’re doing what they’re
supposed to?”


“I would.”


“Can they really be trusted?”


“They think so, and I’d bet credits that they’re not
basing that on wishful thinking. I don’t know what all of this is about, but
the Archons always know what they’re doing. Just keep your eyes and ears open
and watch those IDs closely. If a ship comes in without one we need to be on it
ASAP, even if it is just a malfunction. Otherwise we just wait and observe. I
for one want to see what they’re going to be building.”


“More lizard ships?” the sensor officer pointed out
the obvious.


“Why? Don’t they have enough already from the captured
worlds? And what would the Archons want lizard ships for?”


“Sneaking across the line,” someone else suggested.


“Which is why I’m curious to see what they actually
build,” she said as the jumpship count continued to climb even as the first
ones redirected and made microjumps towards the planet with the ring around it.



More and more ships kept coming in that one convoy,
with other groups to arrive over the following weeks as they began pouring raw
materials in from the small but numerous lizard worlds that had surrendered.
Those resources fed a small number of the factories within the ring, but as the
months went on and more and larger convoys continued to arrive like clockwork
sections of the shipyard lit up with internal functions and the huge beast of a
facility slowly ramped up again. Soon it began producing not ships, but structural
components that sprouted lizard cities at the base of the connecting columns
that looked from orbit like weeds growing on the otherwise pristine planet.


Those cities were not built to hold population, but
rather were extensive warehouses that steadily began filling up with tanks,
wisps, droplets, and all manner of ground and aerial craft. Thousands upon
thousands were heading down the lifts from the shipyard and being stored there
even as the warehouses themselves were being expanded upon as the slow creep of
infrastructure began to spread out around the connecting columns.


But there was one additional item amongst the masses
that stood out, for it had never been seen in lizard inventories before.
Billions of suits of body armor were being constructed in orbit and shipped
down to warehouses where they were stacked and racked en
mass, preparing for what would undoubtedly be an army of lizards grown to fill
them at some point, but for now it seemed obvious to those Star Force troops in
the system that this operation had one and only one purpose.


The Archons had these lizards preparing to fight
another war and they were stocking up on equipment prior to launching it.
Everyone wrongly assumed it would be a campaign against the coreward lizards,
for no one knew of the trouble befalling The Nexus or the efforts Star Force
was beginning to make to ward against it. Nor did they know how crucial a role
these captured lizards would play, for this buildup was but an appetizer for
what their civilization was truly capable of once the supply convoys really
started to flow, but that would take decades to escalate to as Thrawn got the
surviving lizard systems reordered and kicked into maximum production.


There was no war to fight here, but right now their
enemy was time and lack of supplies, to which the lizards responded no less
tenaciously than they would any adversary. 
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