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March 19, 2554


Cdat System (Dvapp
Territory)


Haxplet



 

“Any movement?”


“Not on the ground,” Nevil
said, looking through his sniper scope from his perch on the rocky hillside,
“but I can see the transports coming in.”


“We are so about to get owned,” his fellow commando
said, taking a glance back at the 200 or so Dvapp troops in the valley below.
They and several other units in the area were set up to attack the fringes of
the Skarron base just a few kilometers away, but word had come down that the
enemy had gotten a reinforcement fleet into orbit and was fighting their way
down with multiple transports…and that the limited navy that Star Force and the
Dvapp had in place wasn’t going to be able to stop them all from getting to the
surface.


Nevil frowned. “Um…something’s
wrong. They’re not carrying walkers.”


Donald mimicked his frown, though both commandos were
wearing full armor and couldn’t see each other’s faces. “What do you mean?”


“I mean I’ve got the closest one lined up and there
are no walkers hanging underneath it.”


“Must just be a troop ship then.”


Nevil adjusted his sights to
match the battlemap telemetry being transmitted down from orbit and sighted the
next transport. “Negative. Another one is empty too.”


“Maybe they don’t have the big toys to throw around
anymore. Good for us, except the infantry alone are going to be more than we
can manage.”


“I hear ya there,” Nevil said, sighting a third equally empty transport, as
far as the exterior underside latches went. He saw the drift angle they were
taking and moved his rifle to the side and ahead of their path, pulling back
the insane zoom and looking at the bit of the enemy base that was in view.
“Hold up, we’ve got activity…north side. Troops coming out.”


“They might be trying for a hot drop,” Donald said,
adjusting his crouched stance in agitation. He hated waiting for the fighting
to start, though this next battle wasn’t one that looked to be anything less
than a slaughter…which meant a fighting retreat trying to whittle down the
enemy’s numbers as they moved. 


“Walkers are not coming out…they’re heading back in?”


“What?”


“Perimeter walkers are pulling back. What do they
think we’ve got out here that can touch those transports?”


“Pulling back to the LZ?”


“Looks like.”


“What’s that mean for us?”


“Mechs will have to
reposition. They’re going to be too far away to hit at full strength.”


“Damn…there goes our ambush,” Donald said, biting his
lower lip. He knew orders would come down eventually, but right now the comms were silent. 


“I think the ambush was off as soon as they started
coming down from orbit.”


“Point…so where does that leave us?”


“Keep our heads down and wait,” Nevil
said, still scoping the LZ as the first of the transports got close. “You
know…” he said, trailing off.


“For the record, you didn’t finish that sentence.”


“The infantry is coming out of the city and it looks
like they’re headed to the LZ.”


“Joining up with the incoming for an immediate
assault?”


“Should be the other way around.”


“What are you thinking?”


“Give me a moment,” the commando said, watching the
first of the giant transports land next to the small Skarron base, nearly right
on top of the infantry and walkers but in an open spot just large enough to fit
its bulk. As it settled large doors on the underside opened up and Nevil could see one of the ramps lower to the ground…with
the infantry outside running up it and into the ship.


“Son of a bitch, they’re loading.”


“Loading?”


“They’re getting onboard.”


“Gotta be a hot drop
coming.”


“Won’t be on us.”


“They’ve gotta be going for
one of our bases.”


“Walkers too,” Nevil noted
as the second transport came in and didn’t land all the way, hovering over the
surface as several of the docking arms reached down and grabbed the nearest
walker, pulling it up and into one of the niches on the underside of the
transport, with several more headed its way.


“This is too weird.”


“Explains why the transports were empty. Are all of
them?”


Nevil readjusted his sights
and scanned the incoming ships. “I don’t see a single walker under them.”


“Must be really short-handed right now…same as us,”
Donald said as deployment orders flashed an incoming message icon in his HUD.
“Here we go,” he said, pulling them up. “We’re moving a klick
to the west.”


“Archon chess pieces,” Nevil
said, referencing themselves. “Looks like they’ve got a plan. Let’s hope it’s a
good one,” he said, looking up from his rifle and crawling back behind the
nearest rock before he stood up and looked down at the Dvapp below that were
just now stirring as they began to redeploy. 


“After you,” Donald said, waving his hand forward as
the two commandos came down from up high to join them.



 

An hour and a half later Nevil
was ducking behind a jagged rock as a quartet of Skarron fighters flew over
pelting the ground with plasma blasts. He saw a nearby Dvapp literally
evaporate when it got hit, blowing bits of goo everywhere, some of which washed
over his grey armor. A split second later two skeets
zipped past overhead in pursuit, with blue mauler blasts reaching out towards
the slower fighters and blasting one out of the sky before they got out of Nevil’s view. 


One of the incoming transports had been loaded with
enemy fighters, which had taken to the sky and moved directly against the
friendly infantry positions around the base even as their walkers continued to
load up for their hot drop. It was obvious that they were providing cover fire,
but they were doing so far more effectively than the commando liked. The Star
Force mechs were nearby but out of sight, leaving
this group of Dvapp temporarily exposed, but at least there were friendly air
assets in the area to keep the Skarrons from getting too comfortable up there.


Nevil held position, knowing
there wasn’t much he could do right now with no enemy infantry nearby to shoot.
He thought about trying for a shot on the fighters, then dismissed the notion
given how low powered his lachar rifle was compared to their shields and armor.
About two seconds later when another section of rocky terrain blew out and
threw debris across him and three nearby Dvapp he change his mind, tired of
just sitting and waiting to get hit. With the rocky fragments bouncing off his
armor and being expulsed by the Dvapp’s bodies after
penetrating a few inches deep, he swung his sniper rifle off his back rack and
tucked in backwards to the nearest crevice that gave him a good view of the sky
and tried to pick out a moving target that he might be able to hit.


The Skarron fighters were slow, but they were still
aircraft and moved a hell of a lot faster than anything on the ground did. Nevil knew he’d need a long range shot to have any chance
of getting a bead on one, so as a pair swung around a couple kilometers away
and started heading  in his general
direction he brought his scope up and 
tried to get one in range.


To his surprise he got a lock on one fairly quick and
kept his arms as steady as he could, then pumped out a phaser-like
beam burst, with the continuous lachar just nicking the upper edge of the
fighter and hitting its shields. He fired again, then got two more shots in before
the fighter zipped past on the right. He was pretty sure he hadn’t hit the
hull, but at the least he drained a touch of shield energy off…which might make
a difference. 


Another bit of movement in the distance got his
attention and he swung his scope around…then checked his fire as a Star Force
ID tag hovered over it, indicating it was a Starscream-class
mech in flight. To his relief it was heading directly
towards them, taking a bit of Skarron plasma on approach but its shields and
armor plates were so thick it almost didn’t matter. The heavy ‘super fighter’
flew in near to Nevil’s position and came to a hover,
then began transforming some 600 meters away and dropped onto the top of a
small rise with its newly formed feet landing on the rock as its shoulders
formed and popped up anti-air turrets.


They began spraying lachars through the air, covering Nevil and the rest of the nearby infantry and pushing the
Skarron fighters back, save for those attempting runs on the mech. Regardless
the repetitive explosions nearby the commando ceased and he breathed a sigh of
relief, along with a deeply felt thanks to the mechwarrior for flying in…and
the for techs who’s thought of creating a flying mech
in the first place. 


Nevil put his rifle back on
his armor rack and moved to a different position, trying to get some view of
what was going on in the direction of the enemy base but not wanting to expose
himself and press his luck. As he darted from one rock to another a Skarron
fighter blew apart overhead with the debris falling some 40 meters nearby in
three separate chunks, one of which bounced off a rock in a shower of pieces
and caused the commando to duck for cover.


He didn’t get hit but one of the Dvapp nearby did,
getting a sharp piece impaling it all the way through its jello-like
mass.


“Are you
alright?” he asked, scurrying over to it.


For a moment it didn’t respond, then it melted around
the shrapnel, flowing out onto the ground and Nevil
thinking it was dead, but the pool reformed and became another meter-high
pillar ‘crouching’ on the landscape.


“No, but I will
live,” it finally answered him, vibrating to create the sound, for the
Dvapp had no mouth or vocal chords to speak from.


“Way to stay
alive, buddy. I envy you that.”


“And I envy your
armor,” it said, forming a pair of legs and walking over to a different
rock to take cover behind. It left behind a small pool of goo, with Nevil seeing just how much material it had lost from the
impact. He knew if they lost a certain amount of core material they’d die, though
he was never sure how much that was or what ‘core’ material was comprised of.
He just knew they were damn resilient to physical impacts and could soak up
several plasma blasts before going down too, though it had a lot more effect on
their crystalline bodies than blunt force trauma.


“Nevil, they’re pulling
out,” Donald broke in over the comm.


“What do you mean?” Nevil
answered his fellow commando, who was some 230 meters to the south.


“I mean the Skarrons are pulling out…as in off the
planet. The transports are taking them back up to orbit, and not just here.
It’s happening everywhere.”


“We are not that lucky,” Nevil
argued.


“Luck or not, they’re leaving.”


“They bring a fleet into orbit just to pull them out?”


“Looks like.”


“I thought they liked to fight to the death.”


“Just be glad they’re not this time.”


“Agreed.”


“Keep your head down, their fighters aren’t gone yet.”


“Will do,” he said, lying and breaking out of cover to
running up the hillside to find a partially obscured viewpoint on the distant
base just in time to see one of the big ships lift off and start to head up to
orbit, with several more already on the way and the others still on the ground,
loading up. 


Nevil pulling his rifle off
and sighted in on the base, ignoring the few fighters still zipping overhead
and trusting the starscream to keep them off him as he scoped out the activity
at closer range.


“Son of a bitch,” he said, seeing more infantry and
walkers being loaded up. They really were leaving. 



 

“Here and here,” Paul said, pointing out the two star
systems in Dvapp space that the Skarrons were holding onto. “Everywhere else
they’re pulling troops out.”


“To reinforce those positions?” Megan asked from
across the display table that held several different maps and intel reports. 


“We think so. A lot of the convoys are still in
transit.”


“Where’d the evac fleets
come from?”


“Cal-com said they must have pulled a long flanking
run to get around them. They didn’t come through the systems he’s got
blockaded.”


“Well, good for us they didn’t bring in more troops.”


“Bigger fish to fry.”


Megan wrinkled her nose. “Need a better metaphor.”


Paul frowned. “You’re right, I do.” 


“I don’t think we’ve got the troops to do more than
annoy them if they’re consolidating their forces,” she said, rubbing her chin
thoughtfully. “They’re making it easy on us giving up the contested worlds, but
the two they own are going to get very tanky very
fast if all these troops are headed their way…and we don’t have a Last Whisper
to throw on since you broke yours.”


“Just a few scuff marks,” Paul said, referencing the
damage to the Excalibur. 


“More like pot holes.”


“I always preferred a full crit
build anyway.”


Megan snorted. “Can’t kill tanks with that.”


“I did well enough.”


“What’s your full crit build
here?”


Paul shook his head. “Don’t have one. We’re scraping
bottom and need to consolidate our own troops. I think you’ve got Metropolis
buttoned up pretty good, but even if the Skarrons go turtle and don’t strike
out at any more Dvapp worlds there’s not much we can do about it on the
ground.”


“And navally?”


“I can poke and run, but that’s about it.”


“Isn’t that what ADCs do?”


“We have so
got to bring that game back,” Paul commented, adjusting one of the star maps.
“What do you think of risking a Kiritak expansion here?”


Megan cringed, seeing him point to one of the formerly
Dvapp worlds the Skarrons had just evacuated. It wasn’t far from Metropolis,
but bringing the little guys up to the front wasn’t what she liked
doing…especially when they wouldn’t be able to defend them well. “A gamble.”


“Agreed, but if the Skarrons are going turtle then a
nearby supply base is viable…not to mention badly needed.”


“I’d rather expand Metropolis.”


“I meant do both.”


Megan tilted her head while she looked at the star map
and the planet that had once housed millions of Dvapp…all of which were now
dead or evacuated. “You sure they’re not going to want it back?”


“They’re licking their wounds too, but the resources
there are too valuable to pass over. Our mining technology is far superior to
theirs, so in order to get them the materials they need to regrow we have to go
after them.”


“Trade them the planet for materials?”


“Something like that, though I wasn’t planning on
asking. We currently hold the planet anyway…or did. Right now there’s no one there.”


“Still risky. They’ll be exposed.”


“The entire front is exposed.”


“I know. I think this could work, but if it goes wrong
it will go horribly wrong.”


“We can’t tolerate the long shipping lines,” Paul
reminded her. “The rebuilding effort has to be local.”


“I know,” she repeated. “I just wish your ship wasn’t
busted in case you need to go to ground again.”


“Well, it’s not that busted,” Paul wavered.


Megan raised an eyebrow. “You said the gravity drives
had been damaged?”


“There’s still enough to take it into the atmosphere.”


“Ok, you are officially nuts.”


“It’s not that big of a deal if you go slow. The tricky part is in the atmospheric calculations…and
this planet is low grav anyway.”


“Fine, you can still pull your stunts with a broken
wheel, but you’re not going to be camping out there are you?”


“No, I’ll be roaming. Gotta
keep the Skarrons on the defensive. If they’re holding on to these worlds then
I bet they’re still gonna be trying to resupply
them.”


“Or they could be going all local if they’re really
turtling up.”


“Possible, but they don’t build that well. Last ditch
option, I’d say, and I’d bet a million credits they’re going to try some more
long flanking resupply runs over the coming years. I’d like to intercept those
before they get here.”


“So while you roam the Kiritak mine and build and hope
nobody comes in to shoot them? Can we at least get them a Sentinel?”


“Planned on that, plus a decent drone fleet.”


“Define ‘decent?’”


“Enough to hold out long enough for me or other
reinforcements to arrive.”


“Is the relay intact?”


Paul pulled up another screen and did a quick check.
“Yes.”


“Ok, we’ll try it. I’ll stay here and keep building up
Metropolis, then put down a colony after the Kiritak start the resources
flowing so we can avoid the trade lag. I’ll keep enough ships here to reinforce
with, but stay close enough that I can call for you if needed.”


“No promises there, but I am going to drop a few more
stealth relays in neutral systems so we can stay in closer contact. Actually,
we need to start hitting up every system in the ADZ.”


“That’s a lot,” she reminded him, with there being
2,373 star systems within their current borders as measured by a 100 light year
radius around Sol that made up the ADZ, with some deviations here and there,
mainly around Protovic territory.


“I know,” he said, mimicking her. 


“I also get the feeling that we just became
responsible for carrying the Dvapp.”


“They fought well and bled the Skarrons dry, otherwise
we’d have already lost the front, so it’s a debt I don’t feel bad about
paying.”


“Agreed, but it’s one more
item on our plate.”


“Good thing we’re used to eating a lot.”


Megan smiled. “True. Just keep your donut around for a
while, ok?”


“Need to get it patched up anyway, so deal.”


“We don’t have a big enough slip here.”


“That’s why I said patched. I need it too badly to
send it all the way back to Earth. She’s still fighting capable so we’re going
to work out what repairs we can out here.”


“Scrappy…good. How soon you going to bring the Kiritak
in?”


“Give it a year to see if the Skarrons really are
going turtle, but I want them prepped to move when we give the word.”


“Going to need a good sized transport fleet for that.”


“Saber and Canderous will come through on that one.”


“Alright, I’ll make it work from this end. I just hope
we don’t get ganked.”


“Same here…but we really don’t have any choice but to
try.”


“I know,” she repeated, this time without any
merriment.
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February 19, 2555


Belar System (Bsidd
Capitol)


Hassnve



 

The Cajdital fleet escorting the invoker into middle
orbit was met with a swarm of Bsidd warships, countering numbers with numbers
as they wisely targeted the escorts and not the fleet killer, for so long as
they were in close proximity to the enemy cruisers the invoker was harmless to
them else the Cajdital risked killing their own ships. However, there was
nothing to prevent the invoker from moving up next to the numerous stations
circling the planet and incinerating them with its wild, multi-colored energy
arcs. One by one it was chewing apart both defense platforms and habitats, with
the Bsidd fleet unable to do anything more than engage the enemy escorts and
hope to whittle them down.


But as much whittling as they accomplished it was
useless. Like they had across the rest of Bsidd territory, the Cajdital had
outwitted and outnumbered them at every turn, and even now groups of enemy
reinforcements were coming in to replace the escorts lost almost as if the
enemy was playing with them by not showing their full hand up front.


The capitol was the only major planet left, with its
defense force cobbled together from surviving fleets and the permanent
defenders in order to make a last stand. They had no hope of surviving given
the strength of the enemy, but without anything else to do they might as well
make them pay as high a price as they could to wipe them out. 


There were a few other planets that hadn’t fallen, all
minor, with some Bsidd scattering to the unexplored regions of the galaxy to
try and escape, but word was the Cajdital were pursuing at least some of them
though it hardly mattered. They had nowhere to go even if they got away, but
even a small chance of survival was more than the inhabitants of Hassnve had. They were doomed and knew it, with nothing
more than regrets about what could have been had the Nestafar not betrayed the
Alliance.


None the less the remaining jumpships left to the
Bsidd were loading in low orbit. Where they could go even if they managed to
get past the Cajdital was a curious question, but it didn’t matter for the 56
billion Bsidd on the planet. They couldn’t fit even a small fraction of that
population inside, with those on the surface digging in and preparing to make
their last stand, literally, by carving out subsurface hideaways and tunnels
where they stood a better chance of engaging the Cajdital given their air and
naval support couldn’t get to them.


Those jumpships, however, held one tiny hope for their
race…almost an afterthought. There were a few surviving Alliance relays still
operational and linked to Bsidd territory and recently they’d received a
message on them, prompting the Bsidd to prepare to evacuate a few key personnel
and equipment on the off chance that the communique had been legit, let alone
feasible.


The loading was still taking place as the invoker
broke through the middle orbit defensive ring and began trashing the Bsidd
shipyards like a giant, angry energy cloud devouring everything in its path,
with such destruction taking a long time to execute. While that was happening
another group of jumpships emerged at the system’s star and released yet more
warships…but these weren’t Cajdital.


Before long the ongoing brawl containing Bsidd blue
plasma orbs and Cajdital green added a few white streaks as the Hycre fleet
moved in and engaged, small in number as they were, but used their range
advantage to contribute damage while taking none of their own. They didn’t
touch the invoker or go anywhere close to it, focusing instead on the escort
fleet and trying to help the doomed Bsidd make a few more kills before it was
all over.


Their numbers were dropping fast, and before long it
was going to turn into a total rout. That little bit of time that remained was
going to be put to use as the remaining Bsidd queens were evacuated up to the
jumpships along with their necessary minions as their troops and civilians
bought them time with their lives. A few Hycre warships flew down and
intercepted the roaming Cajdital vessels looking for targets of opportunity,
with the rest sniping the enemy fleet while the Bsidd continued to get hammered.



The evacuation didn’t take long, for there weren’t
that many Bsidd jumpships to fill. Nearly all of their previously massive fleet
had been expended in the war and even now the jumpships were being filled up
with transports, leaving the loyal warships behind to die providing them cover.


When the time came the Hycre redeployed into a
protective wedge and fought the Bsidd clear of the planet, micro-jumping with
them back to the star and leaving the capitol behind to die. They encountered
another enemy reinforcement group coming in, with the Hycre jumping on it
immediately and killing half of their ships, including two jumpships, while the
Bsidd fled on the jumpline the Hycre had given them. 


Once the last of their ships were out, the Hycre
executed a fighting withdrawal back to their own jumpships and followed the
Bsidd out, catching up to them at the next system and providing an escort
across what was now Cajdital-dominated space to the closest intact Hycre world.
There they were safe behind a much larger Hycre fleet, all equipped with
cleansing beams and maulers, for a short stay. Eventually they began to
transition from one Hycre world to another, moving with escort at all times as
they gradually made their way across what had formerly been Calavari territory
and into the ADZ.


By the time they arrived their capitol had long since
been annihilated, leaving the small fleet of jumpships as the only cohesive
remnant of their once great empire. They were led up into Delta Region to an
Alliance World still in the making, with only two functioning Star Force cities
on the border strips. The Bsidd were quickly given one of the regions on the
high grav world to begin colonizing, with them
immediately sending an ambassador to Earth to discuss the future of their race
and their place within the Alliance they had previously abandoned.



 

Davis met the Bsidd in one of Atlantis’s sister
cities, not sure what to expect. The Bsidd had insisted that they be allowed to
speak to the Star Force leader, and given their previous status he’d been
inclined to indulge them…but not on Atlantis. That was Star Force’s core and
sanctuary, and no one else was going there unless they had special permission.
Davis wanted to keep it that way, hence the short hop over to Mediterranea via Mantis where the gangly alien was waiting
for him after having arrived on a Hycre jumpship carrying a Star Force
transport from the Alliance World.


The inclusion of the Bsidd into the ADZ had been at
the Hycre’s request. Star Force had written them off long ago, along with the
Kvash and others. According to the Hycre the Kvash empire
had already fallen, and now the Bsidd, but with their queens surviving the
insect-like race could repopulate quickly, and given their formidable
technology the Hycre suggested that they could be a valuable addition to the
communal defense in the future.


Future was right, for at the moment the Bsidd had
nothing aside from a handful of people and some key technological elements.
Impressive as the latter were, Star Force had already pulled ahead of them in
most areas, though there was always an element of design unique to each race
that was sometimes valuable. The Bsidd had better tech than anyone else in the
ADZ, save for maybe the Elarioni, and in time that could be an asset, but the
Bsidd were still on Star Force’s black list after what they’d done to the
Nestafar capitol and essentially abandoning the other races in the Alliance to
fight the lizards on their own.


Davis wasn’t going to turn them away, but he wasn’t
going to give them the status they probably wanted within the ADZ and expected
this meeting to be more of an argument than anything productive.


And he wasn’t disappointed.


He met the tall, multi-limbed alien in a conference
room with two Knights flanking him should it not play nice, and after two hours
of ‘discussion’ had melted down into the Bsidd making demands for resources and
inclusion in ADZ decision making committees the Star Force Director had
exhausted his patience and finally laid it out plainly for the ambassador.


“You have no
control here. Not in any way, shape, or form. The Alliance you were formerly
part of has been dead for some time now, with a new one growing in its place.
The Hycre, Protovic, and Star Force make the decisions here, for we carry the
burden of the ADZ’s defense. You have nothing to contribute to that, hence you
have no decision making privileges. Your past empire’s greatness no longer
matters. You are what you are now…a handful of refugees seeking a new home. I
will and have granted you that, but everything you get from this point on
you’ll have to work for, and you’ll have to abide by our rules or you’ll lose
your sovereignty…do I make myself clear?”


“You will not
dictate to us, Human,” the Bsidd said stiffly.


“I am, actually,
right now.”


“We are still
the technologically superior, and the wiser. Your race is young and immature.”


Davis smiled, born of frustration rather than
amusement. “You might want to have a look
around before you start making assumptions like that. A great many things have
changed, and you’re alive right now because we’ve carved out a sanctuary that
we are defending with our technology. The Hycre rescued you using weapons that
we gave them. We have succeeded, to date, where you have failed, so do not
think that you are in a position of power here.”


“You will give
us the resources we require to rebuild. The Hycre have guaranteed it!” the
Bsidd said, almost in a yell.


“Not without
compensation, and the Hycre have guaranteed you nothing other than foodstuffs
and other basic necessities to keep you alive while you rebuild. We will not do it
for you, nor provide you the resources in any way that differs from what we
offer to the other races via our markets.”


“You will not
subjugate us to minority status. We are a founder of the Alliance, you are not.”


“We are the
founder of the new Alliance, you are not,” Davis countered. “And we alone dictate all territorial
allotments within the ADZ, and the Protovic and Hycre back us on this.”


“The Protovic
are minor, only the Hycre and Calavari are to be concerned.”


“The Calavari
are now part of Star Force. I speak for them.”


The Bsidd looked taken aback…or as close as Davis
could guess based on his thoughts, for his ‘facial’ expressions were nearly
impossible to read. 


“The Calavari
would not submit to you.”


“They didn’t
submit, they joined with us, as have many others.”


“We will not do
so.”


“You don’t have
to, but you will have to earn your place in the ADZ and rebuild your
civilization from scratch. Use the resources in the region we gave you or trade
for them with us or another faction.”


“We have nothing
to trade and you know it!”


“You have
technical knowledge that others lack. Start there,” Davis suggested.


“We will not
give away our secrets, Human!”


“Trade, not
give. It seems like I’m the only one that gives anything away nowadays.”


“You would be
wise to treat us well, for once we regrow we will remember your actions.”


“Then remember
that we took you in when you had nowhere else to go,” Davis said, standing
up and causing the two Knights to shuffle, ready to move if needed. “It seems you’ve wasted time and resources
coming here, for you expect us to cave to your whims and that is not going to
happen. Go back to your people and begin rebuilding at whatever pace you can
sustain. We will keep you alive with the necessary foodstuffs in the interim.
You need not fear dying, but as for your empire’s glory, that’s on you to
reestablish…not me.”


Davis pointed at the door and a Star Force personnel
relations attendant and a trio of security officers came up and prodded the
Bsidd towards it as the Director left the room via another entrance while the
alien ranted in its native tongue. Davis stopped a few steps out into the hall
after the door was shut behind them, rubbed his chin for a moment, then belatedly glanced up at the Knights. 


“Dismissed,” he said, backtracking a few steps and
heading the other way while they headed off to wherever they needed to be. 


Davis had a thought, then rapidly developed it into a
plan causing him to accelerate into a jog and race towards the nearest lift,
which he took to the closest security station. He had them locate the highest
ranking Archon within the city and get her to the spaceport asap…along
with a medical team.


The ranger in question, following Davis’s order/suggestion,
intercepted the Bsidd before he boarded the dropship to head back to orbit but
did so in such a way that she froze him in place using her Ikrid
and dulled his senses. She wasn’t skilled enough to erase memories, but she
messed up his senses enough then released them back into normalcy that the
Bsidd didn’t realize what had just happened and after a bit of disruption and confusion
walked on into the dropship and headed back to his people without being any the
wiser.


The ranger came back to Davis in the security station
with a smile on her face. “Easy peasy.”


“Thank you,” he said as she handed him the small vial
that contained the genetic sample she’d had the medics take off the Bsidd while
he was disoriented. 


“Anything else?”


“Always something else to do…but not for you.”


“Call if you need me,” she said, retreating out of the
station and back to whatever she had been doing which, judging by the casual
tank top and shorts she was wearing had been a training session. 


Davis let her go and looked at the genetic sample in
his hand, or rather the container, for the actual sample was microscopic and
something the Bsidd wouldn’t notice missing. Their files on their race hadn’t
included a full sample, and were so sketchy that a lot of the data was little more
than rumor, one of which was how they reproduced. It was said that all Bsidd
originated from a small number of queens, but unlike some other known races
they weren’t directly birthed or hatched. They came from subqueens
in various forms.


The exact details were lost, however, for the Bsidd didn’t
share such secrets with outsiders. With analysis hopefully the medtechs would
be able to shed some light on the truth of their reproductive systems, which
was important if Davis was going to assimilate them. He’d been skeptical about
their inclusion into the ADZ from the beginning when the Hycre had requested
it, but this meeting made it clear that the Bsidd had a one track mind and if
he let them develop, or redevelop, with their current disposition then they
were only going to be trouble going forward…and the ADZ had enough of that with
the ongoing civil war that now included 6 races. 


He would have just broken them up by individuals and
incorporated them into Axius, scattering them far and wide and essentially
ending their civilization right from the beginning, but if they could only
reproduce through queens that gave those queens a firm hold over their society,
and anywhere they went they could start to rebuild their numbers and that
wouldn’t work with the Axius maturia setup…and he didn’t want the Bsidd
reproducing off the grid and causing havoc that way.


Which was why he needed to know exactly how they
reproduced. If the Bsidd were going to be a problem then it was one he was
going to deal with from the get go rather than let it grow. If Axius wasn’t
feasible for the Bsidd then Star Force could incorporate them as a ward of the
empire, but only if they had full control of their race. If the ‘minions’
couldn’t reproduce on their own and only the queens could, he couldn’t separate
biology from culture the way he had with others and that lingering taint could
cause problems, though it would fade over time.


He didn’t want to take that risk and hoped there would
be a way to annex the Bsidd without them becoming more trouble than they were
worth. If not…then he’d have to keep them contained and under his thumb while
he tried alternative ways to influence them. That wasn’t something he wanted to
do, especially given all the bad examples floating around the ADZ for them to
pattern off of. He needed to isolate and teach their offspring in order to cut
the cultural cord…but queens was something new.


He wasn’t sure how to deal with them and hoped his
genetic experts would have some answers for him now that he had something more
than rumor for them to analyze.

















 


 

3



 


 

December 22, 2555


Solar System


Earth



 

Davis flew in a mantis across the landscape of
Antarctica, now devoid of snow given that it was the summer. Most of what was
below him, visible through the datapad that he was browsing on during the
flight, was cityscape with large, almost mountain-sized buildings rather than
the smaller versions seen in warmer climates. There were roads and rail lines
crisscrossing everywhere, but most of the infrastructure was subsurface with
the ‘ground’ being comprised of rooftops and other artificial constructions
that didn’t collect and hold the native snow well.


During the winter the cityscape would be covered
regularly, but for now the once white continent was just a chilly cityscape
basking in partially cloudy skies. 


The continent held a considerable population, in
excess of 12 billion, with the rest of Earth being similarly choked with
people, though Davis had seen to it through restructuring that the heavy
population was no longer suffocating. The planet might be crowded, but there
was still ease of movement given sufficient and proper infrastructure…not to
mention huge buildings like those seen below that could pack in more population
per square mile when they themselves were more than a mile high. 


Extensive subsurface infrastructure actually made the
buildings even taller from an interior standpoint, and Star Force was
continuing to expand on those, digging down deeper and deeper into the crust to
build more habitats and facilities. They were also continuing to expand the
colonization of the oceans, which held both surface and subsurface cities, but
eventually those would fill up too and Davis would be faced with either having
to start shuffling off the native population in far greater numbers than he was
already doing or begin rebuilding again with even larger infrastructure.


He hated tearing down functional structures in order
to replace them with larger ones, but sometimes it was necessary. Earth’s
current population of 153 billion was continuing to grow rapidly, even with the
mass exodus traveling out to the stars. Some didn’t go far, for the Solar
System had already passed the half trillion mark and made up approximately one
quarter of the Human population in Star Force, making it by far the most
valuable system in the ADZ.


Davis had kept it exclusively Human,
with very few travel permits allowed for outsiders. Occasionally you would see
a few ships passing through for trade purposes, but otherwise it was a closed
system to the rest of the ADZ while the other Star Force systems were open and
would always remain so. Davis preferred it that way, and while he liked having
a Human-only zone part of the time it wasn’t by choice. Sol was as much of a
liability as it was an asset, and he’d never been able to structure it as he’d
liked. Chasing the population curve always kept him making adjustments, but
never with a fresh start like he had in other systems.


Antarctica had been a fresh start because no one had
been living here when Star Force took possession of the continent, but it was
still facilitating the rest of the planet by being the evacuation point for all
those looking to move out to the colonies. Davis was never going to restrict
reproduction, such would be a major privacy invasion, which left him always
feeling a little bit behind the curve with Earth, but like the Archons he rose
to meet challenges. 


And yet, while Earth was in continual population
increase it wasn’t enough to fuel the expansion he wanted throughout the ADZ.
Humanity was still only a tiny fraction of the overall population that now
exceeded 900 trillion. Other races were growing faster than the Humans, based
on their biology, and if it weren’t for the Kiritak Star Force would have been
relegated to a shrinking minority unable to produce the natural resources
necessary to wield the power that it now did in the ADZ.


The Kiritak/Kiritas now numbered over 70 trillion and
were continuing to grow as fast as resources would allow, with those greater
numbers then being deployed to various worlds to
harvest more resources. They were the key to Star Force’s growth, but Davis
needed more Humans to form the core of the organization.


The greater the population pool the better the chance
of individuals testing out to become Archons. As it was Star Force was
averaging 10-15 classes per year, which meant 1000 to 1500 new Archons with
every calendar change. Out of a population of 900 trillion that was a
pathetically small number, and going forward Davis knew that the Archons’ low
numbers could become a liability if they started dying off in considerable
numbers, for they were damn hard to replace.


But they were more than worth it. Even without
psionics they were dominant on the battlefield and in a myriad of other
applications. Trick of it was, only Humans could become Archons because only
Humans had the potential for the psionics. He wasn’t going to explain that to
the ADZ, because the source of the Archons’ powers was still a tightly guarded
secret, but it was a sticking point with regards to the Star Force military
because Davis knew that with Humanity’s limited reproduction rate they’d never
grow to the size needed…at least not until far into the future, and the need
for a much larger military was already on their doorstep.


The Calavari outnumbered the Humans 3 to 1 now, with
their reproduction rate being about the same and their efforts tied up in
defending their portion of the ADZ from the lizards. They were holding the line
well and even taking back a handful of worlds from what had formerly been their
territory, but their once impressive population figures were gone, and like the
Humans it would take them a long time to get them back.


The Kiritas were an altogether different story. Their
reproduction had to be continually kept in check else it’d scale out of
proportion. They reproduced via eggs, which the females pumped out regularly.
The males then had to fertilize them, and it was that fertilization rate that
had to be regulated. If not, a pair of Kiritas could reproduce at a rate of 120/1
compared to Human reproduction. 


Star Force was fortunate to have both the Kiritas
nation as part of the empire and the Kiritak, which now outnumbered their
semi-independent kin 7 to 1. There were many Kiritak trained and equipped as
security forces, but their smaller physiology didn’t make them well suited to
combat…at least not Star Force-style combat. If you were willing to lose huge
swaths of the Kiritak in battle they could be a formidable force the same way
the lizards were when they simply swarmed you with numbers.


But Star Force wouldn’t fight that way, meaning the
Kiritak and the Kiritas military were defensive only, guarding the back door
for anything that might slip through the mainline troops. Those were comprised
almost entirely of Humans…hence the population rate problem.


Axius had been changing that, and now that it numbered
better than 20 trillion and continued to rise limited only by the rate at which
Star Force could build new cities Davis had a source of good troops that
weren’t tied to Humanity. They weren’t mainline per se, but sort of a
quasi-branch. Trouble was most of the Axius population wasn’t interested in
fighting, limiting their available numbers. Their mixed race makeup made for
some potent fighting combinations and the fact that they came almost
exclusively from non-Human populations helped greatly, but it still wasn’t
providing Star Force with the numbers it needed.


There were a number of races that were wards of the
Empire that had better than Human population growth rates, and in time some of
them might be able to assist in a military manner, but none that had a proven
combat record similar to the Bsidd.


Their race was more suited to combat than the Kiritas,
though less so than Humans or Calavari. The Bsidd came in several variants,
much like the lizards, but most were taller than Humans and could cover ground
rapidly on their bipedalish frames. The Bsidd had
multiple appendages, with two main ones for walking but the others could be
used as additional legs or arms as needed. They had no center of mass, for they
looked like a pile of sticks and moved like it, but in combat they had proven
themselves more than capable, though mostly through the use of swarm tactics
and high tech walkers. 


Davis knew from his work building Axius how various
races had both advantages and disadvantages when faced with combat, and many
races that had previously been deemed unuseful, such
as the Irondel, had found a niche and were proving
themselves valuable. Davis wasn’t sure, but his gut told him the Bsidd would be
more than useful once integrated into a Star Force system, though the dynamics
of that would be worked out by Archons and others with far more military savvy
than he wielded.


A preliminary report on the tissue sample and an
analysis of its genetic code had informed Davis that the Bsidd had the
potential to reproduce even faster than the Kiritas, which could make them
valuable allies indeed if Davis could bring them into the fold…which was why he
was traveling to Antarctica, for Star Force didn’t have the necessary
technology as of yet to do as in depth an analysis of the sample as needed. 


The mantis eventually brought the Director to the
foodstuff factory that sat atop the V’kit’no’sat pyramid, with him heading
below and down to the main doors. Every time he visited here the sight of the
green/black stone filled him with a sense of wonder and dread, reinforcing the
fact that Sol’s high population was little more than a target rich environment
should their real enemy come back, no matter how many Sentinels they spammed
the system with.


He walked through the massive doors and found a nearby
mongoose that he mounted and rode up into the higher levels until he came to
the Zen’zat floors where he found one of his chief
medtechs working on the Bsidd sample.


“Director,” Manfred Trell
said in greeting, throwing a quick glance towards him as he continued to work a
series of holographic controls that were floating midair.


“Show me what you’ve got,” Davis said, walking up
beside his right shoulder.


“Just a moment, need to finish this,” the geneticist
said, doing something with the displays that Davis couldn’t mentally or
visually track. He was punching solid holographic buttons so fast and
manipulating the jumbled image in a way that completely escaped Davis until the
medtech zoomed out and a bit of structure returned that he recognized as the
cell codes that Trell had been instructing him on via
messages.


“There…now, I still have a lot to dig through, but how
we proceed is going to largely depend on you. I was just getting some
cataloging done while I waited. These…” he said, tapping and highlighting
several orb-like structures within a Bsidd cell, “are the code modules I was
telling you about. I’ve identified 17 so far and there may be more here, but only
2 are currently active…and by active I mean that they have a component that the
others are missing.”


The medtech adjusted the view and brought up a side by
side comparison, highlighting the surface region of one that looked like it had
a chunk bitten out of it. 


“I believe this area is a receptacle for a code key,
both to unlock the modules as well as to deliver additional data…and by data
I’m referring to genetic knowledge. It’s hard to say so soon, but I’m guessing
it’s more than skills and actually has to do with temperament and potentially
even memories or commands. If you want to coopt the Bsidd this is the kicker.
With it the queens control the others.”


“Define control.”


“Predisposition. There’s no telepathic structures that
we can determine. One of the code modules that’s dormant is actually for a
queen, so we’ve got a copy of their genetics as well, minus their code key.
They don’t appear to have any psionic tissue, nor chemical transfers…nothing obvious
anyway. It’ll take a few months to sift through it all, even with these
machines and a staff of 50.”


“Pull a staff of 500 if you need, this takes
priority,” Davis said dismissively. 


“If you wish. I can tell you that every egg a queen
lays has the code modules for all the variants…that’s a guess, anyway, and that
the code keys activate them. How many variants I’m not sure of at this point,
because it seems the code modules interlink with one another. This one has two
active to create its version, and without more samples it’s going to be some
time before I can tell you about the other ones.”


“Focus on the keys. Are they required information?”


“You’re wondering if it’s just an ‘on’ switch? Possibly, with the extra influence added.”


“It’s important.”


Trell rubbed his chin. “I
can only guess at this point, but biologically speaking everything this one has
physically is coded within the module, not the key. How much of its intellect
comes from the key…is something I can’t say as yet.”


“Are they born with the minds of adults?”


Trell tapped one of the
holographic modules, enlarging it and bringing up some addition data that Davis
couldn’t read given that it was the V’kit’no’sat medical shorthand symbols.
“Possibly. If that’s the case the Bsidd could develop the old fashioned way
without the keys…or it’s possible that the keys are necessary. I’m sorry, I
just don’t know yet. There’s too much to go through without you giving me a
direct line of inquiry.”


“Is it similar to the lizard problem?”


“No,” Trell said
immediately. “Their genetic coding is hardwired in, so to speak. This is
completely modular. I think the queens can customize keys based on the
situation. The lizards operate off of a single societal drive program that we
can’t strip away without something to replace it, and every simulation that
I’ve ran has failed. I keep trying occasionally, but there’s no way to
deprogram them that I can see.”


“Alright, with the Bsidd it seems like their
programming is shipped in after the fact. If we block that shipment can they
still function?”


“That’s your priority question?”


“Yes.”


“I would say maybe, at this point.”


“How long to find out?”


“Give me an hour, maybe two. Can’t guarantee anything,
just have to follow my instincts as I sift through all this.”


“How many staff you need to make this go quickly?”


“Right now just me until I
figure out what the tedious work is going to be.”


“Fair enough.”


“What else do you want me to look into?”


“How are the keys produced?”


“Oh, already know that,” Trell
said, bringing up another hologram and physically dragging it across his
primary view and over in front of Davis. He highlighted one module and zoomed
in, pulling up pieces of what Davis didn’t know, but he suspected it was
important.


“This is the queen’s genome. They have a special line
connection running from the base of their brains down to their egg sack. The
keys are produced in the brain and secreted down, bathing the eggs until they
take.”


“How big are these eggs?”


“Microscopic at that point. They don’t begin growing
in earnest until the keys are delivered.”


“And if they’re not delivered?”


“There’s a null line code that renders them inert. I
suspect they’re expelled in the fluid if the keys don’t take.”


“How big do the eggs get before hatching?”


“Um…not sure, but I’d guess about yay big,” Trell said, holding his hands apart about the distance of a
football. “They don’t stay within the queen for long, or, well they can, but
based on the few rumors floating around I’ve deduced that they use an
artificial birthing pod filled with nutrient fluid to grow the eggs outside the
queen’s body.”


“So they can reproduce faster?”


“Way faster. Like factory line faster.”


“Growth rate?”


“This one matured within 4 years, physically
speaking.”


“You said something about an immunity?”


“Yes, here…” Trell said,
adjusting the holograms again and showing Davis something equally
unintelligible. “It’s something they added, I think, because it stands out. Shoddy
work, if you ask me.”


“Genetic engineering?”


“Pretty sure, and since I sent you that message I’ve
determined it’s a toxin. One that would be lethal to many races…including the
lizards.”


Davis’s face tightened. “They fought them with a
chemical weapon that they made their own people immune to?”


“They tried, I think, but the immunity isn’t complete.
The toxin won’t kill them, but I think it will still make them sick. Not sure,
haven’t gotten that far on it yet. Been cherry-picking inroads to give you some
options.”


“And the reason I need to be here in person?”


“These holograms won’t transition through our
computers,” Trell said, altering them again into a
much more detailed view, making Davis think he was looking at star charts at
first, but with angles to the shards that made it look a bit creepy. “If you’re
up to it I can give you a primer. If not I’m going to have a headache trying to
translate all this for you. If you really want to find a way to strip the
queens’ influence we’re going to have to have a back and forth regularly about
how that might be possible and what you will or will not allow. Not that I’m
going Dr. Evil on you, but with genetics there are always a lot of bad ideas
available that we have to sort through…and if you can’t read the lingo you’re
going to be out of the loop.”


“I cleared my schedule, so let’s get started with the
basics,” Davis said, wasting no time jumping into the challenge. If there was a
way he could strip the hive mentality out of the Bsidd he was going to go for
it, both for their sakes and the power balance within the ADZ. 
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March 1, 2556


Orica System
(Nestafar Territory)


Inner Zone



 

The Hycre jumpship came out of its interstellar
braking maneuver with its sensors transitioning back into the readable range,
immediately picking up several contacts near to the central stars in the
trinary system. At first they expected the contacts to be Skarron warships,
given that they were in the process of devouring the Nestafar empire in leaps and bounds. After the annihilation that the
old Alliance had laid down in their capitol system, the Nestafar had begun
rebuilding heavily as the Cajdital had taken away what opposition remained…up
until the Skarrons had attacked.


The Hycre had kept tabs on the Nestafar, along with
many other regions outside the ADZ, but such scouting trips were sparse and
there hadn’t been one to Orica in the past 8 years. Then there had only been
Nestafar there, so when new contacts that didn’t match Nestafar profiles were
detected it was assumed, for a few seconds at least, that they were Skarron…but
immediately that was dismissed as soon as the sensors began to get better
resolution as the last of the momentum canceled out and the passive signals got
some computer work to increase clarity.


The ships were larger than the Skarrons, but clearly
not the wing-shaped Nestafar designs. They were, however, familiar enough that
the Hycre computers spat out a match with little additional data required, let
alone active sensors that would make the scout ship stand out to everyone even
remotely close by.


What they were detecting were unescorted
jumpships…Cajdital jumpships sitting in the null gravity gap between stars. Not
an orbit, but the tug of war center of their gravitational pulls that
effectively hid them from most of the rest of the system. The jumpline the
Hycre had come in on happened to be lateral to the three point line, allowing
the stellar radiation reflecting off their shields to make the contacts
literally glow on passive scans given their immense size. 


As the minutes passed no further signals were detected
around the stars, so the scout ship moved around the larger
of the pair to a jumpline that would take it out further into the system to
Orica B, the system’s third star, where they began doing their survey of the 93
formerly inhabited planetoids. At last count only 18 had been repopulated by
the Nestafar, and lightly so, but after finding the outer star devoid of any
ships or tracking satellites the first planet they jumped to, a formerly barren
one after the Alliance’s ‘cleansing,’ showed both orbital and surface activity.


There were Skarron ships in orbit and even from the
distance that the Hycre ship was spying from they could pick out their larger
walkers on the surface…along with several small cities. The Skarrons also had a
handful of orbital facilities, but nothing Nestafar was remaining, at least
from the mid orbit view of the scout ship.


Two more planets showed similar results, one with more
infrastructure and one with barely any at all, but both with a Skarron
presence. The fourth planet the scout ship visited was the Nestafar capitol
world of Nestarraffa, and as soon as the Hycre ship
came out of its microjump the orbital map lit up with thousands of contacts. 


None of them were Nestafar, but there were Skarron and
Cajdital ships seemingly parked in orbit next to each other…until the tiny
flashes of weaponsfire began registering on sensors. 


The Hycre ship kept its distance but didn’t move on,
sticking around and recording the battle as the two sides hammered each other.
The Skarron ships were larger and had plasma-resistant armor, while the
Cajdital mostly cruiser-class fleet used primarily plasma weapons but had
greater numbers by about a 3 to 1 margin…making for a very even fight.


But not just in orbit. As the scout ship stuck around
it also pulled as detailed surface scans as it could manage, picking up
reflections from the enemy ships’ own active scans and finding four Cajdital
LZs on the ground with hundreds of Skarron walkers surrounding them. The Hycre
were very interested in seeing how that was progressing, but other than their
approximate placements they couldn’t get any useful information.


Judging by the positions of the battling fleets, which
were grouped together in various clusters in specific places around orbit, the
Hycre had some open lanes to approach through and, knowing that they could
outmaneuver both enemy ship types, moved down into low orbit to get some better
scans figuring that they’d already been spotted in the system anyway with all
the active sensor beams flashing around the planet. But with both sides heavily
engaging one another they probably weren’t going to care.


As the ship came down near to the upper atmosphere the
resolution of the ground campaigns increased exponentially…showing that the
Cajdital had landed clusters of cruisers looking like bees on a hive and were maintaining
a free fire zone around them as they were setting up shield towers inside.
Those outside corridors had some of the Skarron walkers on approach and
exchanging plasma fire with the Cajdital cruisers…which weren’t all that much
bigger.


Though the Cajdital landing clusters were intact there
was no movement out from them…and there was a trail of broken ships littering
the ground nearby, a testament to the anti-air fire the Skarron walkers were
capable of throwing down, not to mention several discarded gravity grapples
that had apparently yanked others out of the air. The Cajdital did have their
LZs and they were presently intact, but they’d paid a heavy price to establish
them and at the moment it looked like they weren’t able to push out at all,
with more and more Skarron walkers slowly transitioning towards them to tighten
the noose.


The Hycre stuck around a while, inspecting all four
surface battles and cataloging as much of the Skarron infrastructure and troop
counts as they could reasonably get before retreating to a higher orbit and
jumping out to the next planetoid on their search list, finding
Skarron/Cajdital conflicts on 6 different worlds and no sign of the Nestafar
anywhere within the system.


That reconnaissance data would eventually be brought
back to a Hycre world outside the ADZ, then transition through a series of
couriers until it got to a world that was linked into the Star Force relay
grid. Once there it made its way into the ADZ and eventually over to Dvapp
space where Paul was poaching a few ships in orbit of Veernad
with the Excalibur and adding a few
more dings to its already damaged hull. He didn’t have many drones to work
with, but with him in command and the Skarrons’ limited resources it had become
obvious that they weren’t going to be able to kill the big ship so he was
bleeding them as dry as he could knowing that a trip back to a shipyard for
repairs was in the near future.


He didn’t get the intel from
the Hycre until a day later once the Excalibur
had pulled back to an anonymous position in the system that still had the Star
Force relays in operation. Either the Skarrons didn’t know where they were or
hadn’t bothered to destroy them, but the formerly Dvapp system was still on the
grid allowing Paul to stay linked in while he singlehandedly poached ships with
his small fleet of warships elsewhere hunting down convoys.


When he got the priority message packet he read
through it intently, with one big piece of the current puzzle falling into
place. The Skarrons had pulled most of their attempted reinforcements away from
the ADZ in order to fight the lizards, and he knew well how much of a handful
they were. He welcomed the distraction, which was already giving Star Force and
the Protovic a chance to rebuild and press the pair of worlds the enemy held in
their territory while Paul used what scraps he had to poke around Dvapp space.


Paul spent the next six hours reviewing battle data,
both that occurring in orbit but also that on the ground…and he was keenly
interested in seeing how the lizards handled the Skarron walkers.


The ultimate answer to that was, they weren’t. They
were getting beat up on the ground and spamming cruisers to try and counter,
and doing so effectively, but at great cost. It didn’t take him long to guess
their theory, for by now he knew the lizards weren’t stupid, and they were
using a strategy that Star Force never would.


They were sacrificing ships and troops in order to
bleed the Skarrons dry of their missiles. 


Most of the ground battles that were ongoing in Orica,
or probably over by now given the time lag, were in the early stages, but two
had progressed to the point where the lizards were actually winning, and they
were doing so by using their cruisers to counter the walkers in hover mode,
essentially making them walkers in and of themselves and using their single
plasma streamers to great effect. Trouble was, the Skarron armor was resistant
to plasma and it required a lot of chewing on to take them down. 


But instead of developing a different style weapon to
counter the armor, the lizards were just hammering them until they fell. It was
costing them cruisers left and right, but they were making gains on the ground
where the Skarrons hadn’t thrown too much resistance their way. That was one
advantage the cruisers had over the walkers…they could move around much more quickly,
but put 20 cruisers against 20 of the big walkers and the lizards lost badly,
even when their missiles were depleted.


That left the lizards with a tough but winnable fight
so long as they had the numbers to keep pouring into the engagement. Paul knew
the Skarrons did as well, and wasn’t sure who would come out the victor. If
neither received additional support he’d put his credits on the Skarrons, but
knowing both enemies he knew they’d each have support coming their way.


He just wished they had a permanent recon post in the
system, because he expected the battle for that highly valuable piece of real
estate to be one stretching out a decade, at minimum, unless one side rolled
insane numbers in.


But what else was in the report, or rather missing
from it, was the Nestafar. Nothing had been heard of them in quite some time
and Star Force had had no assets in their territory since the Elarioni pullout.
The Hycre and a few other races had pulled scouting runs in that area and
beyond, for some of the ADZ races still had contacts out there on worlds that the
enemies had no interest in. None of them had reported sighting the Nestafar
within the past 3 years and now their capitol system, though decimated earlier,
was now completely lost.


He didn’t know if they were still fighting elsewhere,
had evacuated, or were wiped out, but it seemed karma had kicked in for their
backstabbing of the original Alliance and they wouldn’t be a concern for the
ADZ going forward. Paul didn’t know that for a fact, but he could read the
writing on the walls. Whatever had gone down they’d got their asses kicked, and
their territory was in the hands of the Skarrons and, apparently, now the
lizards as well. 


Paul hoped that the lizards would also start pulling
reinforcements off the ADZ border to fight the Skarrons, but knew Star Force
had to keep reinforcing it or the lizards would find a way in. They were too
devious to just go away, and he knew the ADZ couldn’t just turtle up on the
border and hope to be ignored. They’d have to keep hitting them, with Greg and
others continuing to do that in earnest razing worlds and maintaining a neutral
buffer zone around the border that the lizards were constantly trying to reestablish
themselves in. 


Their pesky enemy knew how to creep well, something
the Skarrons didn’t bother with. They went with more blunt force attacks, even
if in small numbers, with the lizards adding sneakiness to that trait, for they
also could drop the hammer when they chose. So far the ADZ had avoided that
hammer multiple times, a lot of which was due to Kara preemptively hitting them
in key areas, but aside from a few feel-out attacks the lizards hadn’t used
their big toys to try and break open the front as of yet.


Paul wondered why that was, for their own scouting
reports suggested they had a huge surplus of troops sitting back inside their
deeper worlds. Maybe they were just being patient, or maybe they had some other
plan in place. Regardless, Paul knew to never take them lightly. They would
take easy targets if offered up to them, but he feared they were a more
dangerous enemy than the Skarrons, despite the huge size of the other’s empire.



And they were dangerous because they were cunning and
adaptive…but they also held to a consistency of tech and tactics that they made
work rather than altering it to fit the current circumstances. Their ships were
essentially the same as they were when they first attacked Star Force, save for
small upgrades here and there. The one big change was the addition of a plasma
streamer, though while still holding to the plasma theme of the majority of
their weapons was an upgrade that they’d reverse-engineered from the Kvash
who’d they’d managed to roll over without breaking much of a sweat.


That weapon upgrade alone, spread throughout their
entire territory, gave them considerably more naval power, not to mention the
occasional tweaks in their shield generators and plasma composition that the
trailblazer was continuously following. While Star Force tech was now
considerably more advanced, the lizards were doing well with what they had and
maintaining a consistency across their territory that bespoke impressive
organization and unity.


Paul had been studying them intently over time, even
as his priority focused on the Skarron threat, and he was keenly interested in
learning from this new challenge they were facing, for it would show more of
their hand given the numbers and tech the Skarrons would bring to bear. If they
didn’t find a way to counter them the Skarrons could slowly chew into their
territory and push back towards their core worlds, for the trailblazer knew how
hungry they were for new territory.


The reverse wasn’t true, for even if the lizards
rolled over them in their current conflicts and conquered double the territory
they current possessed that would only be a fraction of the Skarrons’ current
empire, making them an altogether new type of enemy for the lizards to face.


And the more they fought each other the more resources
they’d expend. Paul just hoped that wouldn’t backfire and bring more attention
from both to the region and the ADZ. If it did they were pretty much screwed,
but as far as the Skarrons were concerned the ADZ was an offensive campaign
that they could deal with at their leisure and not a threat to them…and it
wasn’t going to be, for aside from some raids Star Force wasn’t pushing closer
to the galactic core.


The lizards were past that point, with both sides
knowing what each other were about and going for the throat whenever they
could. The only reason Star Force wasn’t hitting them harder was the size of
their territory, making an ultimate victory far beyond their current scope…in
theory, at least, for the Skarron war had already pushed them to their limits
in terms of resources. 


Take the Skarrons out of the picture and the war
against the lizards would still be a defensive affair, for Paul knew the key to
ultimate survival was the unlocking of the data in the pyramid and
incorporating it into their empire. Once that occurred, fully, then they could
roll the lizards…but then that would potentially send up a flag to the
V’kit’no’sat that they couldn’t afford.


So no matter which way you sliced the strategic
situation the ADZ was a sanctuary that Star Force would defend but couldn’t
push out from in any meaningful way. That meant endless war, which was
something that the Archons were prepared for given that it wasn’t much
different than their endless training. For other races that wasn’t the same,
and many that had been beaten by the lizards had made it too easy for them
simply because they gave up trying.


And that ‘giving up trying’ was part of the reason why
their surviving factions were sitting in the ADZ and not contributing to the
fronts. 


But Paul didn’t care about them any longer. Davis
might still be working on them but the trailblazer wasn’t. Star Force and its
allies were the key to the defense of the ADZ, and long term it would be Star
Force alone given the advancement that he knew was coming. Building up their
empire was his focus, and right now that meant protecting it and buying time so
they could advance.


Hopefully this new Skarron/lizard war would finally
buy them enough time to get a firm border defense in place, and with any luck
they could sit back, eat popcorn, and watch the fireworks.


Unfortunately he knew that wasn’t going to happen, not
with the lizards anyway, and there were still Skarron held worlds on and near
the border that had to be reclaimed. The fight may have gone from impossible to
doable, but it wasn’t over and it wasn’t easy…not yet anyway. Tennisonne had
said it’d be 15-20 years before he’d get Liam’s armor ‘packets’ out to him, but
when he did it’d change how Star Force’s naval division operated.


And even without the weapon upgrades that were coming
in the near future, the secondary armor was going to make their ships so tanky that they’d be able to handle the swarm tactics of
both the Skarrons and lizards. Until then it was buy time and build
Sentinels…and hope that both of the big powers got so distracted with each
other that they wouldn’t realize how fast Star Force was advancing and choose
to take them out now, with overwhelming numbers, while they still had a chance.
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May 31, 2556


Trenzalore System
(Delta Region)


Christmas
(Alliance World)



 

Raven-266 ran through the forest easily, ducking here
and there as she made good time from her LZ to the Bsidd colony that was under
construction along with the rest of the planet. The 8 territorial regions were
empty and unassigned save for the one given to the Bsidd, but it barely had a
single city built with most of their people living in their ships or in prefab
structures on the surface provided to them by the Star Force markets.


Those were just getting under way themselves, with
only a handful of operational colonies on the planet and not enough to service
a full Alliance World as of yet, which was why the planet hadn’t been opened up
for colonization to date, but the Bsidd had been a special case and coming in
with extremely low numbers. That was changing, however, as the insect-like
queens began pumping out eggs and growing new population by the
thousands…stressing their limited resources to the limit in order to expand as
quickly as possible.


The Bsidd didn’t know the striker was coming, nor
would they if her mission was a success. She was approaching on foot in armor
through the forest, knowing that the Bsidd didn’t have any detection nets set
up as of yet. Most of the buildings in their tiny city were half built, with
only the ‘royal’ section being amicably functional. That was her destination,
but first she had to get inside undetected.


The Archon began picking up Bsidd minds before she
could see them, adjusting her path to avoid the closest ones as she came to the
forest edge where some of them were clear cutting the trees to make room for
construction growth. Raven circled south to avoid them and came up on a
partially built structure that had no sharp lines to it, being all curves and
twists and the internal structural supports showing were no exception. The
Bsidd didn’t care for the square, preferring more exotic designs that made
navigating around inside their buildings like riding a twisty turny waterslide. 


Raven found a blind spot along the perimeter and
sprinted across the small clearing in full daylight, knowing that coming in
night would have made her more visible. The Bsidd didn’t like really bright
light, and the planet in question was considerably closer to the star than they
would have preferred, making their night shifts more active than their day
ones. Coming in midday gave her less eyes watching, and with a little psionic
monitoring she was able to get across when no one was looking.


She stuck to the building exterior and moved laterally
until she came to an opening and ducked under a thick support beam and entered
a section under early construction. It wasn’t long before she came up on a
group of workers, some of which stood twice as tall as her and others that were
barely half her height. The small ones were scurrying about bringing parts and
attaching bits here and there while the larger ones lifted the bigger pieces
into place using multiple appendages to work the curvy lego
bricks around.


That’s what they looked like to Raven anyway. Whatever
they were building with was unlike anything Star Force used. Every piece that
came in resembled a puzzle piece, with the Bsidd scurrying over the framework
like ants assembling the building bit by bit at a good rate. It wasn’t hard to
distract them from her presence given the focus they had on the task at hand,
so as long as she didn’t get in their way she was able to walk right past them
with a few Jedi mind tricks and work her way to the interior of the city to
where the completed buildings were located.


Actually there were only three, all moderately large.
One was what they thought was the queens’ lair and ‘capitol’ of the Bsidd
colony. The other two were industrial, one for making materials and the other
for making people. The latter was her destination and the striker moved to the
closest entrance and slipped inside, bypassing a foot patrol of what she
recognized as soldiers. They were taller than her but their torsos were almost
nonexistent, with their mass made up of a head and a lots of arms, legs, and
whatever else they had. 


The two she passed each walked differently, apparently
choosing which appendages to use to move about, but both were armed though not
armored. She’d spotted a few other pairs out on patrol as well, which she
assumed was standard protocol given that there were no threats here and the
Bsidd couldn’t fight off a stiff breeze right now given how few of them there
were.


It took a moment to work the door controls, then she
was inside and maneuvering her way through twisty, curvy hallways that didn’t
remain on the same elevation. There were ‘hills’ going up and down in no
predictable fashion, with Raven having to navigate with the help of her
psionics and memory as she scouted out the facility where the mind count jumped
dramatically. There were literally thousands inside, all packed closely
together, which she took to investigating carefully, having to backtrack
numerous times to avoid running into someone roaming the halls, but for the
most part the corridors were deserted. It was the chambers that were packed.


The first few she came to were barracks holding
adults, apparently on sleep cycle while the others worked outside, but she
eventually came to chambers with some level of activity and lesser minds…the
first of a new generation of Bsidd maturing in colony fashion, with her
avoiding those areas completely. There was no way she could distract that many
minds, so she had to find other routes through the convoluted building, feeling
very much like Solid Snake as she snuck her way around being careful not to be
spotted so much as once.


She had the ability to erase memories, but had never
tried on a Bsidd…let alone felt one of their minds before today, nor had many
others. That unfamiliarity was a problem she was having to overcome on the go,
but her experience with other races was paying off as she was able to find some
similarities and build off of those, though distraction wasn’t difficult when
the target in question used the same basic senses as you did, namely sight and
sound.


Raven continued to explore the facility and add each
twist and turn to her growing battlemap, giving her a means of backtracking
easily enough and leaving herself waypoints to help orient herself. After two
more steep climbs, then a corkscrew downhill, she came to a large chamber that
had no minds in it at present, and with her Pefbar she could tell it was large
even before she opened the hatch-like door, with the single segment pulling back
inside the wall to allow her entrance.


But the chamber wasn’t empty, it was filled with
maturation vats that contained eggs at various stages of growth ranging from
microscopic to marble-sized. Nothing larger was here, and based off the
information Davis had given her about Bsidd reproduction she knew their eggs
had to get quite a bit larger before the birthing process, which wasn’t quite
‘hatching’ but a waking process as they came out of their gelatinous cocoons. 


None of these were even close to that, which was why
she wasn’t able to detect any minds. The entire room reminded her of the Kamino cloning facility, only more tightly packed with catwalks
and other narrow passages separating the open air tanks full of sticky, stinky
liquid that her helmet didn’t fully block the smell of. She was glad though,
because that meant she wouldn’t have to actually break into any of the
containers to steal some of the eggs. 


Davis had said he needed unkeyed
eggs, and that was going to be the difficult part. All of these currently
growing were unviable, so she needed to find a vat that hadn’t been keyed yet,
if one existed, or find the throwaways that didn’t take. Unfortunately the
medtechs hadn’t given her some nifty scanner to be able to differentiate
between the two, so she was just going to have to use her Archon ‘wisdom,’ as
Davis had put it, to find what they needed…that or come back for another try
later if she grabbed the wrong ones.


So Raven started looking for the microscopic tanks,
inspecting as many as she could come across and unable to differentiate between
them. They were all pools of goo, and short of just scooping up a sample and
hoping for a hit she didn’t have any way to stack her odds…so she kept looking,
with no one else in the huge chamber to spot her, though surveillance was
always a threat, but she hadn’t noticed any visible monitoring devices.


No one had come after her either, so she felt that she
was still operating under the radar and had time, so she made a thorough
examination of the room and finally came on what she was looking for, though
she hadn’t know it earlier. There were small pods full of a different kind of
goo, sealed, and put in some sort of storage chamber and not growth pods. 


And there were a lot of them, all carefully and
respectfully stacked into individual slots on a honeycomb-like wall, and Raven
had the distinct feeling that these were eggs from the queens that were waiting
to be vatted. The info packet she’d got indicated
that the queens couldn’t produce eggs nonstop, but did so in bunches. With only
so many vats here to grow the maturing eggs in it only made sense that they’d
store the excess so they’d have them available when other buildings finished
construction and upped their growing capacity. If the Bsidd were eager to get
as big a population as possible the queens would be pumping out eggs as fast as
they could regardless of the number of vats they currently possessed.


And if these containers were full of microscopic eggs
then there were truly a lot of them, for the clear canisters showed a milky
white goo that she guessed was pure egg, though some type of stabilizer liquid
might have been included. She didn’t know, but hoped that these eggs were still
unkeyed since they were in storage. Knowing that this
was her best bet she began looking for a way to open one of the sealed
containers, having to use her Pefbar and Lachka to find and pick the ‘lock,’
for the opening mechanism wasn’t built for her hands.


A double seal released, then an even fouler smell
caused Raven to choke a bit but she held it together long enough to pull a
sampler out of her pack and sucked up a decent amount of the goo, but not
enough that would be detected as missing, she hoped, then she resealed the
container and put it back in place before quietly making her way out of the
building and city, then back to the forest and her waiting dropship.



 

Davis had sent Trell with
her to Christmas so he could analyze and handle whatever Raven brought him, and
the Archon was pleased when he confirmed that she’d grabbed unkeyed
eggs and more than 150,000 of them. That meant she wasn’t going to have to go
back for a second run and her mission was completed. 


Raven left the planet on the next available flight, as
did Trell, but after that they split up with the
Archon heading out on a combat mission and the medtech back to Sol but not to
Earth. He went straight to Venus and the facility Davis had been building there
for this project, should Trell be successful. The
future of the Bsidd now rested on his shoulders, with him needing to fabricate
a new key for the eggs and to do so without screwing up a batch of them. Not
because he didn’t have enough, but because once they started to grow they were
on their way to becoming people and he didn’t have the luxury of letting them
mature before figuring out if he’d been successful or not because the failures
would be totally unacceptable.


He and Davis had had many discussions on that front
and had worked out a course of action for his ‘experiments’ that focused
heavily on computer simulation. The geneticist had already done a lot of the
groundwork previously, so he was ready to start his additional sims now that he had actual eggs
to analyze instead of just the genetic blueprints for them. In theory that
wouldn’t matter, for they should be structured the same, but reading genetics
was not an easy thing to do and more often than not you needed context to
understand it…which these eggs would hopefully give him.


He didn’t try keying any up at first, merely analyzing
them with some portable equipment from the pyramid in addition to the
facilities Star Force had built for him in one of the many cities on the
planet’s inhospitable surface. It was still hot, dense, and full of carbon
dioxide and sulfuric acid, but inside the cities built to withstand that
hostile environment he felt just as much at home as he did on Earth and dropped
into his research without missing a beat.


He spent two weeks scanning and sorting through the
data, comparing it to his expectations and making a few adjustments where they didn’t
match up, then came the tricky part. He went about fabricating the key that
he’d been working on designing for months. It had been pirate grown from the
adult Bsidd sample he’d previously had, then with modifications made to erase
the hive mind commands imbedded within it. Davis didn’t want him trying to add
anything new, just releasing the genetic shackles on the Bsidd…without screwing
anything up.


There were many keys to choose from, but he’d began
with the one he was most familiar with…that being the variant that the diplomat
had been. The Bsidd hadn’t been so kind as to share that bit of data with the
Alliance but Trell was calling it a #4 and worked
hard on it as a proof before even attempting to fabricate keys for the others. 


With every possible safeguard in place and more than
adequate simulation he crossed his mental fingers and added the fabricated keys
to a group of 12 unkeyed eggs and introduced them
into a Star Force version of the growing vats…with a much more aromatic liquid
tailor made to suit their genetic requirements rather than trying to copy the
Bsidd version. Figuring out that need had been easy compared to the keys, but
waiting was in some ways harder as he monitored the growth of all 12
individuals after bombarding them with enough keys for them all to take.


With every day that passed he scanned and monitored
their growth, looking for anomalies and gratefully finding none. Soon the eggs
grew to the point where they were visible, then they continued to mature over
the following weeks up into fruit-sized dimensions, developing mental
signatures of their own and eventually ‘birthing’ by breaking free of their gel
sacks and popping up from the oxygen-rich goo and having their respiratory
systems kick in, which simultaneously deactivated the birthing organs that had
sustained them during their development. 


Those would be reabsorbed into their bodies over the
following weeks, but the newly born Bsidd were now air breathers and needed to
be treated as such, with specialized handlers taking them out of their vats and
into a brand new maturia…one that was going to have to learn the ropes on the
go, hence Davis had brought in the top people he had in the field, including
several non-Humans from Axius that were egg-produced. 


The twelve Bsidd ‘trailblazers’ were thoroughly
examined, with Trell overly relieved that there were
no anomalies present…physically speaking. Mentally and socially was another
question that wouldn’t be answered for a long time, and until it was Trell wasn’t going to key up any more of their eggs. That
meant he was going back to other assignments while keeping a waiting eye on
this project, ready to return when more data had been collected, and hopefully,
to talk with those Bsidd he’d just helped into the universe.


But even as he returned to Atlantis and let the
maturia handlers do their thing he couldn’t shake the worry that he’d messed
something up by deleting the pieces of the keys that held the queens’ commands.
There was so much about the structure of life that even the V’kit’no’sat didn’t
understand that he didn’t like meddling with such things, not because he didn’t
like the challenge of it, but because if he screwed up then someone else was
going to pay for his mistakes. 


He was more suited to fixing problems and creating
upgrades in people that already existed, not tinkering with the basic
blueprints for those yet to develop…but in this case it needed to be done, and
Davis had convinced him of that fact early on. He was trying to free the minds
of the Bsidd that were locked into a highly influential hive mind on a genetic
level, meaning that it didn’t control them per se, but it made it an uphill
battle for them to develop ulterior thoughts to those prescribed given that the
controlling influence was inside their heads rather than just environmental.


Freedom was every individual’s right, or should be,
and this project was a big leap towards that for the Bsidd and for Star Force,
who’d never tried anything like this before. He just hoped he’d got it right on
the first try, and that worry would plague him for years to come until the
twelve Star Force Bsidd completed the limited basic training program
established for them and were incorporated into Axius. There they were quietly
monitored, with the results of their interactions and socialization coming back
to Trell and putting his worries to rest. 


If there had been anything lost, it wasn’t detectable.
The Bsidd were fully functional individuals and now free to live their lives as
they chose…not to mention Star Force trained and now visible to others. Word of
that would filter back to the other Bsidd eventually, but that was going to
happen sooner or later anyway and was something Davis would deal with.


Trell now had the results he
wanted and a plethora of data available to him…with the next phase of the
project now on his shoulders once again. He needed to create the keys for the
other variants, or at minimum just the one that would allow them to produce
their own eggs, that being a queen.
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June 19, 2572


Solar System


Venus



 

Nadei woke up, blinking her deep set eyes and pushing
open the panels of her sleep cocoon as she fully regained consciousness. The
silky coverings kept in the heat and blocked any cooling wind, though in her
quarters there was none aside from thermal eddies from the cooling/heating
strips in the walls. Still, she felt better with the wrappings covering her
body and got a rush of cool air on her abdomen as she sat up and climbed out of
the horizontal pod. 


The Bsidd stretched her 18 appendages, some short, some
long, some thick and some thin. All were useful for movement, but she preferred
to walk erect as the Humans did, relying on her thickest ones for use as legs
as she moved over to the shower to get ready for the coming day. She climbed
into the squarish compartment and passed through the
containment shield as the water started to fall. She didn’t linger, spending
only a few minutes in the nearly scalding hot water before stepping out through
the energy shield and having it whisk the moisture off her for the most part,
leaving the steamy chamber behind as she pressed the cycling button that would
reset it as she got dressed.


Nadei wore a body suit covering all but her
appendages, including her neck, head, and most of her face, leaving only a
strip where her eyes were and giving her a ninja-like visage. Once that main piece
was on she slipped her gauntlets onto each of her appendages, covering them up
save for an inch or so of exposed flesh at the points where they met the body
suit. Her purplish skin was thick and hard, almost like a carapace, but it
didn’t retain heat well and the Star Force colony always felt cold to her,
hence the full body clothing. 


Her gauntlets doubled as shoes/gloves, with the Bsidd
having no hands or fingers. Several of her appendages ended in small nubs that,
when used in concert, could grasp objects and press buttons, but using the
Human-style controls was difficult. They had designed special ones for her
physiology, but Nadei didn’t want to use them. She wanted to integrate as much
as she could with the Humans, who were her only friends and acquaintances, and
had raised her since hatching. 


She knew there were many other races in Star Force,
but the Humans had created it and were the leaders, not to mention responsible
for her existence. Nadei knew of the other Bsidd on Christmas and how her egg
had been stolen from them, and while she was curious to meet them some day she
already knew a great deal about them and was following their growth…while being
deeply disappointed by them. They were working against Star Force at every
turn, despite all that they’d done to help them get established after granting
them sanctuary. Nadei wanted to do better, but before she’d have a chance to do
so she’d have to finish her basic training…and in order to do that she had to
get through today’s workouts.


First off she headed out of her quarters and over to a
climbing course, one that she was proud to say she could handle better than
most of the Humans, though they always seemed to find someone who could beat
her. She figured it was to keep her motivated and improving, though she didn’t
like to get beat. Today it would be a solo workout, as most days were, with her
putting in the repetitive requirements necessary to level up her scores and get
her another inch closer to graduation.


After the climbing came running, then swimming and
flying…with the swimming being the hardest. The flying was by anti-grav and had her moving about through another obstacle
course using small thrusters to adjust her movements because the levitation was
basic and only vertical…not lateral propulsion. That made it tricky, but still
fun.


After that it was time for food and a quick nap,
followed by simulator work and information downloads. She had a great deal to
learn and the more she did the more she wanted to contribute to Star Force,
though in what way she wasn’t yet certain. Nadei knew that, physiologically,
she was a Bsidd queen and capable of reproducing others for Star Force, but she
didn’t want to become an egg factory. She wanted to do something that mattered.


She’d been told that after graduation, if she made it
that far, her path would be her own choice and she’d be able to leave the
planet and go where she liked. Nadei looked forward to that day but didn’t plan
on leaving Star Force. Where she would end up she didn’t know, for her scores
were pretty even across the board, but she was definitely going to find a niche
and make good on the investment that Star Force had made in her. 



 

What Nadei didn’t know was that she wasn’t the only
Bsidd queen that Star Force had hatched. There were 12, all coming out of the
first batch but trained in isolation, not knowing of each other unlike the
other Bsidd that came before and after. She didn’t know the others had been
trained as a group, nor that any others like her existed, which was by design.
Each of the queens needed to be evaluated and scrutinized heavily, for it was
learned that the genetic keys that unlocked the egg cells and determined which
variant of the Bsidd they would grow into also contained behavioral inclinations.



They weren’t restrictive as the hive mind programming
was, which Nadei and the others no longer possessed, but traits of the queen
were definitely passed onto their offspring and it was imperative that if Star
Force was going to create a colony of Bsidd that they skew their initial
presets towards a preferred mindset that they could then enhance through
maturia training. 


And it was a good thing they had separated them, for
each of the 12 queens developed considerably different than the others. Some
resisted the training, much like some Humans, with a lackadaisical attitude
that was all around unmotivated. Others were highly motivated, but with the
stated intent of joining the other Bsidd once they graduated. Four would
ultimately stay with Star Force, Nadei included, but she was the only one who
wanted to play an active part in it, with the other three joining Axius
civilian life, two preferring to be denizens while the third started working
her way up the business field.


Those that rejoined the Bsidd told them everything
about what Star Force was doing, so far as they knew, which infuriated their
queens. Not only was it confirming the previous theft of eggs, which they
already knew/suspected by the handful of ‘free’ Bsidd living in Axius, but the genetic
tampering set them into a rage of complaint…but that
was all they could do. As Larissa had quoted to Davis, ‘all they could do was
float and sputter,’ with their single regional territory only marginally
developed and their population limited by their available resources.


They weren’t playing nice with others either, save for
those that bowed down to their might and offered them tribute in exchange for
favor, but those were few and far between. Within the ADZ the Bsidd were minor
players and the focus lay on the seemingly endless civil war that was
continuing to rage with the Scionate having lost half their territory but
fervently holding onto the rest. 


The Lacvamat had picked up many allies, but their
military had been beaten down to such a state that there was little they could
do to press the war, with the Scionate being equally eviscerated to the point
where they couldn’t mount any counterattacks. Most of the fighting was being
handled by their allies, in their name at least, but really it was the other
races trying to grind old angsts and take a piece of the independent pie that
Scionate and Lacvamat territories provided.


Some small bits of territory, a moon here or a
continent there, were given to allies in exchange for military assistance,
allowing them to gain a foothold outside of the Star Force-controlled Alliance
Worlds, but more than that they were claiming bits and pieces of enemy
territory for themselves, with half the worlds the Lacvamat had taken from the
Scionate now belonging to neither.


Given that situation and the ever changing power
structure within the ADZ the Bsidd were a mere afterthought. They had no
military and only a pittance of population, with only the memories of the past
and their current tech level gaining them any traction with the other races.


Upon graduation Nadei had her choice of where to go
and what to do, as the others did, but before she was able to make that choice
she had a visitor. She’d been told to pack for a trip then to report to the
exit of the maturia for her first time, with a bit of nervousness hitting her
as she walked out those doors and into the ‘real world.’ The Bsidd was both
excited and unsure, waiting where she was told and watching the pedestrian
traffic flows, seeing some a couple non-Humans in the mix, the first she’d ever
encountered.


“Hello,” a voice said from behind her, with the Bsidd
turning around and looking down on the smaller Human female that only rose to
her chest height. 


When Nadei focused on her and saw the white with brown
stripe uniform she suddenly felt the smaller of the two, realizing that this
wasn’t just a Human, but an Archon…and a padawan at that.


“Hello,” she mimicked, unable to form any other words.
She spoke English well, though with an accent typical of the Bsidd’s vocal chords that gave it a bit of a twang.


“I’m your ride,” the Archon said. “Name’s
Larissa-048.”


“You’re a…trailblazer?” Nadei asked, now in full fangirl mode. 


“Yep. And I’ve got some things to show you before you
decide where in Star Force you want to land.”


“Wherever I can help,” the Bsidd said candidly.


“Come on. Grab your duffle and we’ll talk on the way.”


“Where are we going?” Nadei asked, picking up the
strap on her bag and hooking it over one of the pointy should joints on her
left side and letting it drape down in between several appendages that wrapped
around and held it snuggly up against her thin body.


“Bit of a tour of the ADZ,” Larissa said as they began
walking, with the Bsidd’s ‘clicking’ footsteps
tripling the Human’s as Nadei bent forward and walked on six to bring her head
height down about even to Larissa’s so she could see her more closely. 


“We’re leaving the planet?!”


“New to you, I know. Me, I travel a lot and there are
some things you need to see.”


“What things?”


“Important things, but let’s start with what you think
of Star Force and where you want to make yourself involved…”



 

“These images are live?” Nadei asked.


Larissa nodded, her usually loose demeanor tightened a
bit as they orbited high over a world in Scionate territory where four races
were battling on the surface in three separate theatres. Nadei was watching a
holographic display in the command nexus onboard the warship that Larissa had
been taking her around the ADZ on the past 2 months, with the images of ground
engagements floating in air beside the pair. 


“Hammid, Jeen, Gnar, and…”


“Zati,” Larissa finished
when she couldn’t identify the fourth.


“I didn’t know they were involved in the war.”


“Recent addition.”


“Won’t they incur penalties?”


“Yes, but they don’t seem to care.”


“Why are they doing this? It seems so pointless…and
who’s winning?”


“The Scionate faction is winning here, prior to the Zati arrival. Not sure yet how much that is going to swing
things. As for why you’d have to ask them. Long term there is no end game for
them, and I think they’re just focusing on the here and now trying to grab up
any advantages they can get.”


“But if they can’t keep them?”


“We’ve told them as much, but so far they don’t seem
to care.”


“Why haven’t you taken these worlds from them yet?”


“How would we do that?” Larissa asked in an
instructing tone similar to the one she’d been using throughout the trip. 


“Bring in a Star Force fleet and…”


“Fight them?”


“Maybe,” Nadei said, suddenly unsure.


“Then we would be wasting resources fighting our own
that could better be put to use reclaiming worlds on the Skarron border.
There’s still one in Dvapp territory that we haven’t reclaimed and dozens along
the border that need to be taken in order to create a buffer zone similar to
what we’ve established along the lizard front. Knowing that would you waste
warships and ground troops here?”


“When you put it that way no…but it feels like
something should be done about this.”


“Agreed, but what?”


“I don’t know,” Nadei said honestly.


“We have plans in place, for the long term, which is
where you come in, actually.”


“Me?”


“Not as far as stopping this fighting, but in
preventing a future one.”


“I don’t understand.”


“The Bsidd would be here, in this fight, if they were
strong enough. They’re not our ally, not now. Before they were when they had their
own empire far from here, but now they have next to nothing and are seeking to
replace what they’ve lost rather than assist us.”


“I know,” Nadei said apologetically.


“One problem with dealing with the Bsidd is their hive
mind, making it difficult to deal with any individual when the group will is in
effect. We removed that hive mind influence from you, before you were hatched,
so you could make your own choices without it pushing you one way or another.
The Bsidd out there are not your entire race, not now. They’re just a rogue
faction, as far as Star Force is concerned, while you and the others are the
real ones.”


“Because our minds are free?”


“And because we’re not willing to give up on your
race. You know that other Bsidd are living in Axius?”


“Yes.”


“What you don’t know is that there are other queens,
hatched the same time as you. 11 others in fact.”


Nadei’s eyes widened. “There
are?”


“Yes. We kept you separate so we could observe you and
your development and see if there would be any differences...and there were.
Some of them have chosen to return to the other Bsidd, while some are going
into Axius as civilians. You are the only one who wants to remain in Star
Force.”


Nadei was taken aback. “They’re leaving?”


“It’s their choice.”


“But why? Why would they go back to those…traitors.”


“Traitors how?” Larissa asked, curious as to why she
would use that term.


“Star Force saved them, saved us, and all they do is
work against you.”


“Against us, you mean,” Larissa corrected. “You’re a
part of Star Force and have always been. Stop thinking you’re one of them.”


Nadei bowed her head. “Thank you.”


“If we are going to bring back the Bsidd, as a race,
we can’t let this happen to them,” the Archon said, pointing to the live holos of the fighting on the planet below. “And while we’ve
removed the hive influence from your genetic code, there is still a lingering
influence from the queen that spawned you. Negative characteristics that you
and the others have as default. I believe that’s why the others want to return
to the Bsidd colony. Those that are going to Axius have overcome that and are
choosing the lifestyle they want, and good for them, but you’ve gone a step
further. You’ve overcome that subtle influence and, based on everything you’ve
told me, have a typical Star Force mindset, not because it was implanted into
you, but because you find it to be best.”


“I do.”


“So what if we can take your mindset and put that as
the default for the Bsidd. They would still be able to choose their own path,
but the ones not strong enough of mind to make their own choices, the ones that
just go with the flow, would go with your flow rather than that of the
original, corrupt queens…who themselves were most likely influenced by those
that spawned them and constricted by their hive mind programming.”


“You want me to produce eggs?” Nadei guessed, feeling
a bit disappointed. 


“You don’t like that idea?”


“I will do so gladly.”


“But…”


Nadei dropped a few inches in height. “I want to make
a difference.”


Larissa smiled. “Do both.”


“What do you mean?”


“The characteristics that you will pass onto your
offspring are variable. In order to pass on the good traits you have to possess
them yourself. As you change during your life those traits will change, so we
need you to be as Star Force as you can get in order to give your offspring the
best start we can give them. That means you need to be an active part of Star
Force, not an ‘egg factory,’” Larissa said, pulling the term from the Bsidd’s mind.


“How can I do both?”


“We only need you to get the ball rolling. A few eggs
here and there, with no imposed programming. You’ll have to make a conscious
choice to do that.”


“I’m not sure how.”


“We’ll help you figure it out, but it’s probably
something that you won’t understand until you start a reproductive cycle.”


“I’ll miss my workouts,” she mildly complained.


Larissa laughed. “And that mentality right there is
exactly what we need passed on.”


Nadei looked from the Archon to the holograms, now
realizing the importance of the task being asked of her. To shape the Bsidd
away from this needless destruction and chaos without having to lead them. She
could just be herself, no responsibilities other than what she earned through
merit, and make a difference where she chose. All they needed were a few eggs,
and that was something she would try to do. She owed them that much and more.


But she still didn’t like the idea of going sessile
and missing workouts.


“Tell me what I need to do.”


“First thing is to find your place in Star Force.
You’ve had some time to think about it. Where are you leaning?”


“I want to be a builder. An engineer if possible.”


“That’s a lot more training ahead of you.”


“I know, but I want to try. I’m not afraid of a
challenge…and with all the destruction going on, building just feels right.”


“Then that’s where you begin. Down the road we’ll
tackle the egg laying thing, right now we need you becoming as strong and
skilled as possible so you will have plenty of good habits to pass on.”
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May 4, 2583


Zerus System (Alpha
Region)


Char



 

Larissa sat in her office, feet up on the clear desk
as she read a datapad containing Paul’s most recent report on the assault of Tarania…the last Skarron foothold within the ADZ, or it was,
because now Star Force, with the help of the Dvapp and Hycre, had finally rid
the planet of enemy troops. Paul indicated that there were still enemy ships
insystem that had to be hunted down or forced out, but the planet was back in
Dvapp hands and the incursion was, after so many decades, finally repulsed.


“About damn time,” she said aloud, tossing the datapad
on her desk and sliding her feet off. She stood up and looked out the window
behind her, running her fingers through her pink hair and staring down on the
colony that was building rapidly below. Her office was tower top in the center
of the city, sitting right below the primary shield generator in a huge spire
that had been the first bit of infrastructure completed on the ugly moon. 


It was low grav, dirty, but
with a habitable atmosphere and moderately high temps. Larissa knew it was a
fixer upper, with plans to start terraforming when they had the necessary
resources and workers, the latter of which were beginning to pool back on Venus
as they completed their basic training. There was already a Kiritak colony
insystem, set up on the planet below that contained no atmosphere whatsoever,
and was feeding Char the materials it needed to build the Star Force Bsidd
infrastructure that Larissa was tasked with overseeing.


Already she had a few hundred thousand Bsidd here, but
they were all young and inexperienced. Her core of Humans, a handful of
Calavari, and a lot of Kiritak were in charge of building the colony and giving
the Bsidd their secondary training in a hybridized work/training environment
that the trailblazer was having to juggle. With Star Force’s empire continually
growing faster than its Human population adequate leadership was hard to come
by, but fortunately several other races were contributing experienced people to
the project so it wasn’t entirely relying on Humans to keep it progressing
forward.


It was operating on a thin budget, both in terms of
resources and personnel. All the Bsidd in Star Force were essentially
younglings, with none of their own to lead or train others. Until they elevated
to the point where they could themselves become trainers and handlers the
amount of Bsidd population they could grow was going to be limited, but like
all good trailblazers Larissa was pushing the limits and cover the slack
herself.


The number of eggs even a few queens were capable of
producing was staggering, so Star Force was never going to be limited in that
regard. All reproduction was controlled through the maturias, however, so there
was no fear of a runaway birth rate such as with the Kiritas. Larissa could
‘produce’ as many as she liked and feed the maturias exact numbers of keyed
eggs with whatever variant was needed. It was then up to the individual Bsidd
to complete their training and choose the course they would take, either
staying in Star Force or leaving…with a good number heading to Axius, which
while part of Star Force was essentially free man’s land where they could
disappear into civilian life and do whatever.


Those that chose to stay in Star Force were being
shipped out to Zerus and deposited on Char. Rather
than be incorporated into Star Force’s mainline organizations they were being
crafted into a splinter division much like the Kiritak, but given their biology
and sheer size, not to mention their variants, it was a splinter division that
Larissa was going to shape into a full-fledged entity…including military
capability.


That would put them on par with the Calavari, but
before that happened Larissa had a lot of work to do. 


Most of the Humans on Char were Clan Meteor, with
Larissa having recruited them from her own ranks. They were going to be the
transitional crew until permanent recruits could be obtained. Thing of it was, even a lot of her own Clansmen were mere
rookies, some not even 70 years old. She was here to overcome that weakness and
keep everyone in line and basically create the new Bsidd civilization from
scratch, though there had been a lot of prep work done previously on Davis’s
part. Now it was time for the padawan to make it all work…and to adapt as
things progressed, making what alterations were necessary on the spot.


Still, having Dvapp territory reclaimed was a burden
lifted from her mind. Protovic space had already been reclaimed and their
allies were beginning to lick their wounds and regrow…while making a few raids
across the border to keep the Skarron outposts from developing too much. The
Voku were doing most of the leg work there, and admirably, while the lizards
and Skarrons contributed more and more resources to battling each other in a
war that no one could predict the outcome of. Whenever one seemed to have the
upper hand the other would pour more troops in, and vice versa.


For the moment they were more or less ignoring the
ADZ, but there were skirmishes happening constantly, especially on the lizard
border. As they’d shown previously, they were more than capable of
multitasking, and even though they were being held back by a wall of Sentinels
that was growing with each year, Star Force didn’t have the number of troops
necessary to really lock up the ADZ…which was where the Bsidd came into play. 


Or hopefully would, for right now they were still in
learning mode and small in number, unlike the original Bsidd who were growing
quite rapidly now that they’d secured a decent resource base. They hadn’t taken
up a part in the ongoing civil war, but were trying to gain as much of a
foothold in the power struggle as they could and becoming a bigger and bigger
thorn in Star Force’s side given that they felt the only way to return to their
previous dominance was to play adversary and pick up allies that held similar
anti-Star Force sentiments…with the ‘free’ Bsidd being a huge sticking point
with them.


If Larissa had her way, it was going to go from
‘sticking point’ to full-on insanity producing angst, because Star Force, even
stretched thin, had far more resources to throw her way than the Bsidd had, and
as soon as she got enough second tier maturias up and running here they’d
easily be able to out-populate the ‘originals’…after which the real work would
begin.


But maturias didn’t work if you didn’t have experienced
handlers, and to accommodate the massive numbers to come those handlers had to
be mostly Bsidd…not to mention the engineers, soldiers, builders, medtechs,
etc. Getting this first batch off on the right foot was key, and to do that
Larissa had searched long and hard for as many skilled and experienced
individuals from across Star Force to provide the leadership necessary.


Her top tech was actually a Kiritak, a position that
normally would have gone to a Human, but the little guy was more than 200 years
old and was as big of a gear head as anyone she’d ever met. Right now he was
out in the southern construction zone tweaking the controls on the construction
mechs to better suit the Bsidd physiology.
Adaptations had already been made in the basic designs when they’d been built,
but as the crews got some more experience with them problems arose, with Navvi jumping on them as they arose, pun intended, and
making adjustments to fully customize them to Bsidd needs while updating the
schematics that would be used to create new models in coming years.


Little things like that were crucial and consumed most
of Larissa’s days. While the Bsidd spoke English and had been trained in
maturias like everyone else, their mentality was different, as it was for all
races. The Star Force cultural vibe was there, and allowed them to connect easy
enough, but the Bsidd weren’t eager beavers like the Kiritak were. They were
hard workers when given a task, but give them free time and they would pretty
much stand in place doing nothing. 


Larissa hoped that would go away with time and
experience, but she also wondered if it didn’t have something to do with the
hive mind programming being stripped out of them. There had been no detected
problems noted in the files she’d been given and practically memorized by this
point, but there was definitely a vain of laziness in them that seemed to come
more from not knowing what to do next rather than not caring. In a maturia that
wasn’t a big problem because you had tasks given to you nonstop, but curiosity
and exploration were two big elements missing in most of the Bsidd, though as
always there were exceptions where individuals were involved.


Larissa had been sorting through her Bsidd to find
those oddballs and advance them up through the ranks as she threw them into
various new situations and waited to see how they’d respond. Experience
couldn’t be underrated here, and she was going to goose along their learning
curve as much as possible because she needed visible examples for the future
Bsidd coming her way to see. Looking at other races was one thing, but when it
came from your own it was a much more effective way of communicating than
making instructional vids. 


And the trailblazer had been making a lot of those.
All the Bsidd coming out of the maturias knew who she was, for she’d been
lecturing them since birth via the recordings. Like Randy was the patron of the
Kiritas and Kiritak, Larissa was becoming the same for the Bsidd. That’s
actually how Davis had put it when he’d asked her to take on this never-ending
assignment. 


A beep from her desk caught her attention and broke
her stat-laden haze as she was running recent figures through her head while
looking out at the dwindling light of the nearly nighttime cityscape. With a
glance she telekinetically pressed a few buttons and brought up a holographic
itinerary, showing a number of recent assignments and one that had gone awry.
There was a mining operation underway, more of a learning tool but useful in
city construction none the less, and one of the digging machines had broke while active and caused a cave-in. 


Larissa frowned, wondering if it was a pure accident
or a misuse that had caused the incident. Didn’t matter at the moment as she
ran for the door, needing to get down to the city substructure as quickly as
possible…with only a short detour to the armory to grab her second skin.


When she got down to the tunnels there were hundreds
of Bsidd standing around, all made up of two varieties, known to Star Force as
gammas and epsilons, or ‘eppies’ for short. The
gammas stood twice as tall as a Human and were heavy lifters, though still low
mass themselves. The eppies were smaller and looked
like bushes given their many appendages. Both were standing around and waiting
for orders, with Larissa moving through them with a telepathic ‘out of my way’
warning sent ahead of the trailblazer.


When she got through them she saw others working to
remove rubble in the low gravity, given that they were below the city’s IDF
field, both with tech assistance and their appendages. She spotted the few
non-Bsidd minds nearby and moved to them, twisting and turning to get through
the crowd in the packed tunnel.


“What happened?” she asked the lead miner, who was
sitting on the side of a mining walker with a bloody right arm.


“I think one of the drills missed and hit the shield
generator.”


“That holds the rim rock?” Larissa asked, knowing that
the tunnel she’d just come through had been braced and walled off, with the
area just ahead of her being pure rock with a shield that held it in check to
keep any chunks from falling down. Had they been digging through sheer rock
that wouldn’t have been such a risk, but what they were moving through now was
a mix of rock, gravel, and empty pockets of air that would shift and fall when
breached…hence the need for the containment shield overhead.


That said, there were a number of shield generators in
use for varying applications of the mining process, with the rim rock being the
trailblazer’s best bet as to what could have caused the debris field she was
seeing around her.


“Yeah,” the miner said. “Took it out with one hit then
boom. I got hit by a small piece, but there are people trapped under the
rubble.”


Larissa turned and looked at the mountain of dusty
rocks and peered inside it, seeing several crumpled Bsidd underneath the rocks
but detecting a few active minds…meaning there were still some alive.


“I count six still alive.”


“My fault,” the miner said. “They’re too green. I
should have handled point myself.”


“Maybe, maybe not,” she said, touching his good
shoulder with her armored hand. “But we can’t hold their hands forever. And if
they can’t miss a big fat pylon then that’s hardly your fault.”


“I don’t know…but this shouldn’t have happened.”


“Sort it out later. Move rock now,” she said, leaving
him behind and shoving her way through the Bsidd working to move the chunks
away to a shield conveyor that was taking them off overhead down the wide
tunnel. The Archon hopped up on top of one of the walkers and replaced the
Bsidd at the controls, using an auxiliary panel with Human-style controls to
reposition it to the side and start pulling out chunks near to where she felt
the closest minds, playing a giant tetris game and
trying to keep from creating a second collapse.


The shield generators were back up, but the material
within the tunnel could still shift and fall on those buried underneath.
Larissa worked as much as she could with the walker then pulled it back and got
off, going into the rocks and activating the powered function of her armor and
digging her way down to one of the trapped eppies.
She wedged herself into a gap, kicking a small boulder out of the way near her
right knee, and making herself a living arch to create an escape route.


“Crawl,” she ordered, with the tiny Bsidd, scared out
of its mind, rushing into the light and getting free. 


It took Larissa a moment to extract herself without
getting pinned, then she went to work directing another walker in pulling a few
large sections off another area. There they recovered a very
mangled corpse of a gamma along with another that had three appendages smashed
and pinned underneath the rock. They got those chunks removed and rushed it
off, leaving Larissa and the other green miners to pull out the rest.


After they finished more than an hour later Larissa
pulled the vid records from the walkers and saw what had happened, taking the
visuals over to the miner in a nearby med bay as he was getting his broken arm
attended to.


“Not your fault,” she said, showing him the recording.
The mining walker was drilling into a wall segment near the shield pylon, then
for no apparent reason the machine veered left and dove straight into it,
tearing it apart and releasing the loose material above.


“I don’t understand why it did that,” the miner said,
with the guilt weighing heavily on him, for these Bsidd were under his guidance
and care.


“Look closer,” she said, tapping a small section of
screen that showed a cockpit view. As it replayed again they both saw the Bsidd
twitch suddenly, knocking several controls askew.


“What am I seeing?”


“Something rare in the Bsidd, the equivalent of a
seizure.”


“What caused it?”


“Allergies. We’ve identified 2 compounds to date that
have about a .03% chance of causing a reaction. We we’ve kept both out of this
colony. I’m guessing we may have stumbled on a third. Sucks that we had to find
it this way, but there was no way of knowing ahead of time. Just the bad luck
monkey punching us hard in the head.”


“What compound?”


Larissa shook her head. “Don’t know yet, but finding
it is top on my to-do list. We’ll put a hold on all mining activity until we
find it.”


“Poor guy,” the miner said. “He probably feels
terrible right now.”


“I’m on my way there now. I’ll explain it to him.”


“Thank you. It’ll be better coming from you, but he’s
still gonna hate himself.”


“Heal fast. I’m going to need you as soon as I get
this figured out.”


“I’ll be good to go tomorrow.”


Larissa nodded and left, leaving the medtechs to
continue wrapping his arm up in healing bandages that stoked his cellular
regeneration. The bone wouldn’t fully heal in a day, but the head miner didn’t
need his arm to give commands and direct the others. While he preferred to do
the delicate work himself, he’d hold back until his arm fully healed but
wouldn’t take time off. The Bsidd had so much to learn that he couldn’t go awol. They desperately needed him
to get back to work as soon as the trailblazer got this allergy figured out.
Sitting around and waiting was contagious for the Bsidd, and with them being so
young they didn’t need any bad examples to follow.
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November 2, 2589


Hatten System (Occupied
Scionate Territory)


Orril



 

Paul’s command ship braked into orbit above the mixed
fleet of Lacvamat, Gnar, Nammet,
and Hesquid that held possession over the planet with
colonies of their own growing on its surface. The nearby planet of Rewqt held a similar grouping of Lacvamat-allied races with
the Temassi and Brofat
added to the mix of squatters claiming bits of the world as their own. There
were also others picking over pieces of the system that the Scionate had not
inhabited like a pack of rats scurrying over an uncovered plate of food, trying
to get their hands on Star Force-free territory while it was up for grabs.


The same was happening elsewhere, in both Scionate and
Lacvamat territory, with the bold enough races circumventing Star Force’s
edicts and waging a war of conquest that was occurring simultaneously with a
colonization boom. Those colonies had also become priority targets in the ever
escalating civil war, with many of the planets under assault never having been
inhabited by either the Scionate or the Lacvamat, but being technically under
their possession.


Today that was going to change.


As the fully functional Excalibur dropped into mid orbit a slew of Protovic warships with
their telltale X-shaped silhouettes came in its wake, followed by an equally
large group of Hycre, including a pair of their rare battleships,
that were escorting an even larger number of Calavari transports. The
combined fleet pushed their way down into low orbit with the transports
beginning to enter the atmosphere as a previously recorded message was sent out
to the entire system, instructing the various races’ warships that they had
exactly 3 hours to either leave the system or enter low stellar orbit to await
a jumpship. Refusal to do so would mean the forcible confiscation of their
ships.


A similar edict was sent to the surface colonies,
instructing them that they were to being packing up and leaving and that the
Calavari were coming down to help them do it, starting on Orril
and then moving on to every other bit of infrastructure in the system. With the
Calavari transports coming down into the atmosphere over several races’ colonies
there was a hesitation in response and even the raising of some defenses until
the Hycre ships began descending into the atmosphere along with them and
pumping a few warning shots into the erected defense shields. 


It took some considerable intimation on the part of
the Big 3 but eventually the colonies on Orril
reluctantly surrendered, seeing that they had no alternative. The ‘too busy to
intervene’ status quo was apparently over, and though there wasn’t a huge
amount of warships and transports arrayed against them, the tech and experience
advantage was far more than the combined Lacvamat-allied force could hold out
against if it actually came to a fight…plus the repercussions down the road if
they dared to face off with the big boys were too chilling to chance.


The slew of whining chatter and diplomatic outrage
that followed was not disappointing, but it didn’t matter in the least. The
Hycre, Protovic, and Star Force were unified in their course of action and were
sending a firm signal to the rest of those involved in the stupid war that it
was time to either run or get the hammer dropped on your head.


But they weren’t going to get off easy for complying
with the order to evacuate. Now that there were some available ships and troops
that weren’t devoted to defending the fronts it was time to start dealing with inhouse affairs and clean up the ADZ. The Hatten System was the first of what would eventually be
many systems reclaimed from the squatters, but it would not be returned to the
Scionate. Rather Star Force was going to take possession of the formerly
‘independent’ system and create a slew of new Alliance Worlds with the regions
going to races that had not been involved in the civil war.


That process would take years, with the Big 3 not
getting to the second system on their list for another 4. Meanwhile the civil
war continued at an increasing pace, not to colonize, which they’d more or less
given up on, but to strike at their rivals and kill as many of them as they
could. Some races sought to hold onto what they’d taken, even announcing they
were finished fighting and only taking on defensive roles, but it didn’t matter
to the Big 3. Slowly, system by system they reclaimed the worlds that had been
taken from both the Scionate and Lacvamat. 


But Star Force didn’t stop there. For the races that
had thrown in and aided both sides there were stiff penalties, each tailored to
the actions of the individual races, many of which involved losing regions on
Alliance Worlds. Star Force took possession of their colonies, allowing all who
wished to evacuate to do so, with those populations that stayed behind becoming
Star Force wards and adding even more varied races to their growing empire. As
they’d done numerous times before, most notably on Earth, they restructured the
acquired colonies according to Star Force protocol, both in terms of
infrastructure and society. 


When it eventually came time to deal with the Scionate
the Big 3 brought an overwhelming warfleet into their
territory and forced them to abandon all but three systems, each of which would
contain at least 1 Star Force or Alliance World, with them retaining their
freedom but not without being watched. The Scionate did not relent easily and
called the bluff, forcing a short lived conflict that involved the easy
disabling of their defensive fleet. For the resistance they put up and the few
Scionate lives that were lost in the brief fight, one of the three systems was
forfeited, reducing Scionate territory down to only 2.


Like the other races the denizens had a
choice…evacuate to the Scionate worlds or stay and live under Star Force rule.
With their pride running high most of the Scionate eventually chose to leave,
despite the overcrowding that was going to occur on their remaining worlds.
That said, a few of the dissentious bloodlines made a separate pact with Star
Force, evacuating all of their holdings and moving to what would be the new
Star Force Scionate worlds. 


The only reason the other Scionate were allowed to
retain their independence was because they had been the defenders in the
conflict. For the Lacvamat the penalties were much harsher and also enforced by
Star Force, the Protovic, and the Hycre. 


They lost all of their worlds and their independence.
It was a stretch for Star Force to assimilate them all, but the Protovic helped
out with transitional personnel and resources and the Hycre provided naval
oversight at all times to ensure there were no further dissentions after the
short war they had to fight to subdue the Lacvamat capitol. Both the Hycre and
Protovic knew how far Star Force was attempting to stretch to digest the
populations they were taking responsibility for, and they both helped cover up
that fact and assist where they could to prevent dissentions should people
realize how tenuous Star Force’s hold was.


Quietly the Protovic began taking on more and more
responsibility on the Skarron front as Star Force’s resources, while still
building up their fleet, were heavily devoted to the ADZ reorganization. Meanwhile
the Hycre kept a close watch on the growing war between the lizards and the
Skarrons as more and more systems became battlefields. The Skarrons had
eventually won out to claim the Nestafar capitol, but the lizards were winning
twice as many smaller systems with both races apparently being evenly matched. 


Even as they battled the lizards probed the ADZ
constantly, with skirmishes and full blown battles occurring in the neutral
zone around Alpha, Zeta, and Delta Regions that Star Force maintained. The
Skarrons were less ambitious, preferring to maintain their holdings rather than
continually butt heads with the superior Voku when the bulk of their
reinforcements were heading towards the lizard front.


It was a tense first decade, with the Big 3 gambling
that they could pull off the ADZ seizure and maintain the front long enough for
Star Force to catch its breath, but as the years passed thereafter the
situational tension lessoned and Star Force’s grip on their new holdings
increased. The new order had mixed reactions from the other races, some
supporting, others condemning, while most were happy that their rivals were now
out of the picture…but very unhappy that Star Force’s empire was continually
expanding along with their powerbase, with many vocally wondering how long it
would be before they were annexed as well.



 

When the Bsidd saw the actions the Big 3 were taking
they were highly alarmed, not only because they had not been including in the
decision making, but because it was being made crystal clear that all those
races within the ADZ were answerable to them. The original Alliance had been a
group of peers and their subjugates, now it was a restricted zone where
individual races no long had sovereignty to conduct their own affairs. The
races fighting each other had not attacked the Big 3, but none the less they
were punished for their actions. That and the revocation of their independence
was a clear sign that the Bsidd could no longer stay in the ADZ, with the
queens beginning to look for places to relocate.


Using the network of contacts within the ADZ and the
trade relations with those races outside it, the Bsidd began making inquiries
and studying communal star charts outside of Epsilon and Gamma Regions,
focusing on the areas opposite from the Cajdital threat and exerting their
technological superiority to create relationships with lesser races, ironically
offering up some of their tech as Star Force had suggested in exchange for
resources and concessions. In a process that took better than 20 years the
Bsidd eventually secured a planet in a two system race that needed a powerful
benefactor to help protect it from rivals in the area.


The handful of warships the Bsidd possessed were more
than sufficient for the task and the queens established a new colony there,
growing it and securing their foothold as they continued to increase their
population within the ADZ. Now with a distant second home they began funneling
more and more of their people out beyond Epsilon Region and Star Force’s reach.
They maintained their single region within the ADZ as a cover and didn’t make
their final pullout until they were firmly established on their new homeworld.


When the time came they made no announcements, nor
gave any forewarnings to their neighbors or business associates. One day they
were there and the next they were packed up in their ships and gone, leaving a
ghost town of structures behind that had been stripped of any sensitive tech.


Star Force knew where they had gone, giving that they
monitored most traffic in the ADZ, but their leaving had been a surprise…and a
blessing. They were one more thorn removed from the slowly settling ADZ
community, though it was far from stable. The threat of outright war between
rivals was now gone, squashed by the lesson the Scionate and Lacvamat had
taught the others, so they resorted to other means of conflict that were not so
obvious. 


But the spacelanes were more
or less secure, and that gave the ADZ another false sense of security. The
ongoing war between the lizards and Skarrons was made public with reports going
out as to the various changes in ownership of the worlds that had once belonged
to many of them, but a lot of the factions saw it as a
distant and unimportant backdrop to the inner workings of the ADZ. The Big 3
had proved they could keep the lizards and Skarrons beyond the fronts, leaving
the ‘important’ internal power struggle as the main social impetus that drove
events.


Star Force was seen as the ‘sheriff’ of the ADZ and
not a major player by most of the races that knew they would only come down on
you for violating terms of colonization, with many of them crafting their
silent wars around those terms so as not to invoke their wrath. Even with the
annexations that Star Force had made in the wake of the civil war they still
held a small minority of the overall ADZ population, both in terms of
individuals and worlds, so while they were a major overshadowing force, they
weren’t seen as ‘competition’ from most of the races.


The Hycre and Protovic were likewise disconnected,
with both having independent systems and their own empires to run. Neither were
interested in expanding their powerbase in the ADZ, for if they wanted they
could conquer systems on the fronts and expand their borders that way, which was
happening occasionally as the fighting to establish and maintain neutral zones
was ongoing. Some few ADZ races still had contacts outside the ‘safe’ zone with
worlds that hadn’t yet been targeted by either the Skarrons or lizards, but
most now kept to the interior and away from the fronts, consumed with the now
sheltered community that was growing by leaps and bounds.


That growth was being fueled in two parts, one being
the protection from invasion, whether external or internal, and the available
resource base that the Star Force markets offered. As the populations grew and
new Alliance regions were made available there was always a contest to gain
influence and power, with a big advantage going to those races who were savvy
businessmen, prolific industrialists, and had a high reproduction rate.


It also helped that Star Force usually had a place for
the races’ excess population to go, virtually eliminating the problem of
overpopulation because people would flee it through the transit grid before it
became overly problematic. That put the burden on Star Force to continue
expanding Axius and other branches of its empire and essentially giving the
various races a set of ‘training wheels’ and allowing their empires to grow
larger and stronger than they could have done on their own.


But that was all part of the plan, which Davis was
continually working no matter whether events occurred in his favor or not. He
was always there, behind the scenes or out in front of them guiding the ADZ and
working with the Protovic and Hycre to maintain their good relations and firm
leadership, which he knew was critical to keeping all the various races in some
semblance of order. Should their triad crumble Star Force didn’t have the
strength to hold everything together…and the Hycre and Protovic knew that
without Star Force backing them with tech and infrastructure, most notably the
Sentinels standing watch over most of their systems, they wouldn’t be able to
survive either of the insanely large threats on their borders.


The silent partner in all of this was the Voku, which
Davis had little contact with. They preferred to deal with the Archons, warrior
to warrior, with Paul being their number one go to contact. He and their
commander got along well and Davis didn’t try to impose himself there, but he
was keenly interested in studying their newest ally and had asked Paul to dig
up whatever he could on them.


They were maintaining their hold on Achkor but expanding no further, strengthening and growing
the system as part of their empire and set well outside the ADZ. They didn’t
care to involve themselves with the other races, only Star Force, and Davis
knew the real silent partner wasn’t the Voku…it was the Zak’de’ron. 


Davis didn’t have much info to work with, but he got
the feeling that the dragons were using Star Force to achieve their own goals,
whatever they might be. If not for the Voku involving themselves in the Skarron
war it was possible that Star Force might be defending their core worlds with the
rest of the ADZ smashed beyond repair. Not only had the Voku come to their aid,
they’d come to their aid before they were truly needed, which meant the dragons
were very aware of the course of events in this part of the galaxy and had
tagged Star Force as important enough to be preserved.


And that fact chilled him to the bone, for it made the
true threat resonate even more so. The V’kit’no’sat were still out there, and
he knew they were the Zak’de’ron’s focal point. If
they were involving themselves with Star Force then they knew something was
coming, perhaps far into the future for right now Earth couldn’t stand up to
even a small invasion force given their limited tech, but something was coming,
he could feel it, and the dragons were like the wind sock turning with the
first breeze of an approaching hurricane. 


They wanted Star Force to be a player, and that meant
the game was afoot…with the Skarrons and lizards being a mere sideshow.


And that thought truly scared him. 
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May 9, 2631


Zerus System (Alpha
Region)


Char



 

“I still say it’s too soon,” Ben-30118 commented as he
was walking with Larissa to the spaceport.


“It will always be too soon,” she countered, “but
they’ve got to learn from practical experience and that means stretching them a
bit. We can’t hold their appendages forever. Not enough hands anyway,” she
joked, but the sarcasm was laced with a secondary meeting that the other Archon
understood.


“We still need oversight.”


“And we have it.”


“Not nearly enough.”


“You’ll just have to keep a close eye on them, but
don’t interfere unless there’s a problem.”


“I still have a bad feeling about this.”


“If there’s going to be a catastrophe better it be now
than down the road when there are more of them.”


Ben laughed. “Nice of you to point out the doomsday scenario
to make the less than appealing one look beneficial.”


“You’re welcome,” she said as they entered a sky
bridge and began crossing between two of the very high towers in the Star Force
Bsidd capitol city, leaving what had been her home for more than 50 years and
heading into the adjacent building where they’d hop a lift that would take them
down to the surface and to the small spaceport nearby. As they walked out into
the clear tunnel the first rays of the morning sunlight were beginning to break
over the horizon and filter in between distant spires and other shorter, but
wider buildings that held the Bsidd population.


This city contained some 370+ million, but the entire
planet now held a population of 3.4 billion and was growing as fast as the
infrastructure would allow, which in turn was growing as more and more Bsidd
became available to harvest resources and construct new facilities. The
snowball was off and running, with Larissa’s on site control no longer being
needed. She’d continue to monitor and adjust the Star Force Bsidd civilization
as it grew, but she’d do it from afar and leave others like Ben in charge of
the day to day duties on this planet and the second planet they were expanding
to.


That was the source of the discussion, with the Bsidd
being given instructions to colonize it and Larissa wanting them to use only
local workers to do it. The Archons and others would monitor, but the Bsidd
badly needed the experience given that most of them were less than 30 years
old. Usually colony construction was reserved for experienced engineers at
least 100 years old, but no Bsidd was going to get that experience and they
needed them to start fielding their own personnel for the bigger tasks, hence
the need to practice.


But they could only practice by doing the real thing,
with this being the first real test for the newbie Bsidd engineers and
construction crews. Before long there would be too many of them to monitor with
Humans anyway, and Star Force needed trained and vetted Bsidd to build the
future growth of their race around. Larissa was convinced her top people could
handle it, despite their youth, but there was only one way to find out.


Her leaving aided the ‘greater responsibility’ mojo
beginning to go down within the Bsidd, but as it happened it was totally
unrelated. Her time here had been well spent, but she wasn’t going to remain a
permanent part of the Bsidd. She was an Archon and trailblazer, with there
being plenty of other things for her to do. She’d gotten the Bsidd civilization
up and running, tailored it to Star Force fashion, and done so without putting
a drain on offworld resources. Now the Bsidd were producing more than they used
and even exporting a bit, with most of the resources going into expanding their
infrastructure and accommodating an increased population…one that would
continue to grow to insane levels, they hoped, but in a controlled fashion.


The Bsidd here, now, were going to be the skeleton on
which that larger mass was going to align itself, and it was high time the
training wheels started to come off. They needed to know what they were doing
and confident in their own abilities before the mass of younglings were thrown
their way to lead and train. Already the maturias were mostly run by Bsidd,
with Human handlers occupying the highest ranks and ensuring everything went
smoothly. That would continue, but the more and more maturias that came online
would be staffed by other Bsidd, as would most positions within their
civilization.


The Humans would always be there as a safety mechanism
to ensure the Bsidd grew properly, and to offer advice, but now was the time to
start pulling back and letting them earn their way forward, with her
symbolically leaving only reinforcing that times were changing. Larissa looked
out to her left at the city that stretched to the edge of her vision. It was
typical Star Force but built with the Bsidd physiology in mind. The interiors
were larger, but the original convoluted designs had been replaced with the
straight grid-like patterns that Humans favored. 


The exterior was also so gridded, making it instantly
recognizable as a Star Force city. Half a century ago this planet had been
barren, now it was filling up with similar cities spreading across its
surface…yet to Larissa it had taken forever to get built, given the intense
handling that had been required to goose along the construction as quickly as
possible. She’d taken several trips off planet to attend to other matters in
the ADZ, never for long and always returning here before things had a chance to
go wrong, but now she wasn’t worried. The Bsidd had done well and she was
convinced they’d continue to do so as long as they had a little nudge now and
then.


Overhead a few strands of flying traffic crossed
between the buildings, with others moving below the sky bridge in a
lackadaisical but orderly flow. Most of the transit was subsurface, but there
was plenty of activity in the air to make sightseeing a never-ending activity.
Up until now she’d never looked at it that way, but now that she was leaving
Larissa took a moment to gaze out the skybridge and really see the city for the
first time without wondering about one project or another. She’d already
mentally disconnected, with this walk allowing her a brief moment of tourism as
she returned to ‘normal’ Archon duties. 


“Something wrong?” Ben asked as she slowed.


“No, just doing a bit of perspective transition. These
buildings are a lot taller than they seem.”


“How so?”


“I’ve always measured them by floors, but Bsidd floors
are larger than Human ones.”


“And you’re realizing this now?” Ben commented with a
chuckle.


“Guess it just never sunk in. My mind’s always been on
other things and I’ve never just looked at the city before.”


“Getting nostalgic?”


“No, just disconnecting my mind from the collective.”


“Back to being a rogue?”


“Yep,” she said with a smile, increasing her pace back
to normal as she carried a duffle over her left shoulder…the only personal
belongings she would need, for Archons traveled and lived light. An Archon
packrat was truly an oxymoron. 


“You are going
to read my reports, I assume?”


“Rogues keep aware of their surroundings.”


“Just disconnected from them?”


“You really shouldn’t have to ask,” she said, glancing
at him.


“I don’t know. I’m the one stuck with playing
administrator now,” he said jokingly. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a good
combat mission.”


“I’m not heading for combat, not yet anyway.”


“I think that counts.”


“No,” Larissa said with a smirk, “it’s
way harder.”


“I’d say I could imagine…but I can’t. Having all those
psionics alone.”


“Yeah, I’ve got some catching up to do.”


“Where do you figure you’ll end up after training?”


“Not a clue,” she said as they came to the end of the skybridge
and entered the neighboring building, heading for the nearest lift. “Rogues go
where needed when needed. In the meantime we play videogames and eat donuts.”


“And manage to run a Clan at the same time?”


“Archons can multitask,” she reminded him. “If you
haven’t learned that by now I need to replace you before I leave.”


“You do a bit more than the rest of us,” he said,
ignoring her jab. “And don’t say it’s because you’re older.”


“Better?”


“No, just realizing you have to have a lot of really
good help and that I’m going to have to carry for you here.”


Larissa raised an eyebrow. “More truth in that than
you know.”


Both Archons moved over close to the wall as a group
of Bsidd betas crossed paths with them. The ‘soldier’ variants no longer held
that role, with them being assigned to many different
tasks that they qualified for. The same was true of the other variants, and
while some types tended to choose similar assignments there was a hodgepodge
nature to the Star Force Bsidd civilization that made it totally unrecognizable
from the original one. Individuals chose where they wanted to go and do, rather
than being born into a role. 


Larissa dragged her duffle along the wall until they
got past the knot of heavy traffic, then moved back out on Ben’s left as they
headed on through the enormous building, eventually coming to a lift terminal
and grabbing one of the waiting elevator cars and descending down the spire to
a subsurface nexus that connected directly with the trams that ran underground,
one line of which ran to the spaceport Larissa would be leaving from.


The two Archons continued to chitchat on the way over,
covering some business matters and some personal. Ben had been her right hand
on the planet for the past 27 years and was going to be her replacement leading
the Bsidd, with him taking the training wheels off bit by bit as she directed
from afar, meaning the two were still going to be in regular contact but
probably not seeing each other again for years to come.


That was another aspect of Archon life. You were
always around people but those faces were constantly changing. Every Archon was
a rogue, or had to be able to be given the situation, but given that they were
trained to be masters of all areas it was good to rotate around and keep things
fresh, although long term assignments like the one she was just finishing were
necessary from time to time. Randy’s logs had helped her a lot in the
beginning, and she’d filed her own for use by the others if/when they had to go
through a similar assignment. 


They all shared information, knowledge, skills, and
even now psionics where they were able, but in the end each Archon had their
own path to walk and needed to be enough of a free spirit to embrace that…which
was why Larissa was already able to start mentally walking away from Char even
before she’d made it to the spaceport. 


When she finally boarded the dropship she dropped her
duffle into the passenger seat beside her, feeling the heavy weight of her
armor bundle inside bounce a bit on the cushions, and sat down blowing out a
deep breath that felt like she’d been holding it for the past 5 decades. Other
than a few tweaks here and there the Bsidd were no longer her responsibility.
They were growing into their own and becoming part of Star Force…and a
self-sufficient part, capable of contributing rather than needing attention
given to them.


True, they were still a long way from being on the
level of the Calavari, but the ball was rolling in that direction and Larissa
had no doubt they’d get there eventually. It was just a matter of getting the
necessary experience, and she didn’t need to be there for that. Her task was
done and now she was back to just being Larissa, one person with one life
rather than having billions to worry about.


A little tingle of energy shot through her as the
dropship lifted off, which surprised her. She was actually excited to leave
where she had expected it to just be a normal trip. Larissa had left before and
never felt this way, and with a decent amount of self-analysis during the
flight up to orbit she realized it was because of the disconnect occurring and
how, despite the need for it, she really didn’t care for administrative duties.


The trailblazer didn’t regret the Bsidd assignment,
nor hold any ill will against them or Davis, for it had been at his request
she’d taken it on. No, it wasn’t that. She was just ready to move on and get back
to being, like Ben had been discussing with her, a rogue and ready to jump at
whatever problem showed up next. 


Fortunately most of the big problems were relegated to
the past. The interior of the ADZ was more or less quiet, though there was
always something going on. The big problems were outside their borders and
battling each other in what had once been Nestafar territory, with the conflict
spreading out as more and more of the lizard and Skarron expansions ran into
one another. The ADZ was soon to become encompassed by both, with talks ongoing
with the Voku about how to possibly counter that. 


Given the 3D nature of the starmap
they lived on there wasn’t a specific line that could be drawn against the
enemy, and the lizards tended to hold more systems above the galactic middle
line than below, giving the ADZ with many borders where they and the Skarrons
didn’t yet threaten. Star Force didn’t want to get to the point where the ADZ
was swallowed up on all sides, so they were working with the Voku for extremely
long term contingencies, given that they were already fighting the Skarrons in
their own territory and it wasn’t impossible that the lizards might work their
way down to them as well someday.


But for the moment the two big powers were so consumed
with countering each other they weren’t paying a lot of attention to the ADZ,
and probably because they’d taken up a defensive mindset rather than an
aggressive expansion. Star Force, the Protovic, and the Hycre weren’t taking
Skarron worlds from them, so they probably saw the pesky ADZ as something they
could deal with later at their leisure. 


For the lizards there was a few of their worlds coming
into Star Force possession, but not enough to truly matter. On that front Star
Force was mainly being defensive and not threatening the lizards in any major
way, leaving them a threat they could deal with later as well…though they were
never completely left alone. There was still continuous fighting going on, but
the bulk of the lizard fleet was headed elsewhere, leaving only their second
line for Star Force and the Hycre to contend with.


It wasn’t a golden age by far, but compared to what
they had been facing the ADZ was doing well and more or less stable. Larissa
knew that was only temporary, but it was giving everyone a much needed respite
to catch their breath and rebuild, with the fronts being flooded with Sentinels
and the new Ma'kri patrol ships, though those were
still more or less a secret that Star Force was keeping from public knowledge. 


But the ADZ was huge, and most of the ‘border’ was
unsecured. Most of it lay in areas where the lizards or Skarrons hadn’t been
pressing them, and huge swaths of Epsilon, Gamma, and Delta Regions were Star
Force territory on map only, with many more outposts and colonies needing to be
built to get a firm grip on the spherical region they’d laid claim to. In those
‘wild’ regions there were other races that weren’t part of the ADZ Alliance
that had to be dealt with, either left alone or fought when they took actions
against their neighbors.


Freeing of slaves or hunting down pirates had become a
common practice for some of the other Archons, with them slowly weeding the
wild areas and making them more civilized…not to mention scouting out the areas
beyond the ADZ, including their every growing line of bread crumbs headed in
the direction of the galactic Rim.


There was a lot going on and Larissa didn’t know where
she’d end up eventually, but as the dropship rendezvoused with a transport in
orbit she had no doubts about where the next few years would take her, barring
an emergency. The cargo ship would be taking her to a nearby system where she’d
get on the ADZ transit grid and make her way back to Earth rather than tying up
a warship with the unnecessary trip. Once she got back to her first home she’d
be joining the other 54 trailblazers and a host of second gen in the long
running advanced training group that had already spawned several mages.


Larissa was only a level 58 padawan and was still
missing a few psionics whose triggers had been unlocked since her last brief
visit. She intended to stay with the group permanently and make up for lost
time, as well as reconnect with her brothers and sisters who’d she’d been apart
from for what seemed like forever.


She and the other trailblazers might be rogues, but
they still preferred operating as a team…and when they got together good things
always happened, often in unexpected ways, and it was high time Larissa got
back to pure training and see what she and the others could accomplish
together. 


That, and she was just sick of falling so far behind
in her levels. 

















 


 

10



 


 

February 2, 2633


Solar System


Earth



 

It was late, but Davis was finishing up some planning
files for a theoretical program to be implemented in the Lacvamat colonies that
he was going to shoot off to the trailblazers for some feedback tomorrow at the
latest, so he was spending an extra hour or so watching the stars come out
through his panoramic office windows when an update icon flashed on a
holographic display to his left.


It was the 19th update in the past 10 minutes, but it
was flagged with a selective tag that Davis had put on it earlier, reminding
himself that he wanted to see it as soon as it came in. The Director paused the
planning and set it aside for a moment as he read through the Bsidd population
statistics.


Another 1.3% increase in the past 6 weeks, as far as
egg hatchings were concerned. Included in the batch of statistics were the
graduation rates from the maturias and the number of personnel attaining ranks
in the various disciplines within their society…including a breakdown as to
which were which variants. More and more they were mixing as a talent pool
formed, still very inexperienced but now at the point where Star Force could
really ramp up their population numbers to the amount he needed.


That didn’t happen overnight, nor without the proper
infrastructure in place, but ever since Larissa had given him the green light
he’d been pumping resources and construction crews into Char to flash build
more colonies than they’d previously had…all with the intent of utilizing the Bsidd’s population growth potential to add some additional
stability to the ADZ, among other things.


The original Bsidd leaving had been welcome news, but
the rest of the races were growing at such a rate that Star Force’s hold on
their percentage of the ADZ’s population was mainly due to the Kiritas/Kiritak.
Davis was stoking Human growth as much as he could, with a great imbalance
still existing on Earth, which had too many, and the rest of the Human colonies
outside of Sol that had too few to fuel the expansive growth that he wanted. 


That he needed. Star Force was large, far larger than
he’d ever imagined it becoming back when he’d begun the organization in what
seemed like an altogether different world, but it was still tiny compared to
the major players out there, and the more reports he got from the
lizard/Skarron war the more he realized just how outclassed they were in terms
of resources and population. Star Force needed to get larger, and Human reproduction
rates weren’t enough.


He was still continuing to surge Kiritak expansion,
but their small size made them ill-suited to some tasks. On the contrary, the
different variants of Bsidd made them skilled in just about everything,
relatively speaking. That was judging them based on their race’s default
attributes and not the skills of the individuals, which Star Force based its
entire structure on, but he knew there was a great deal more potential in the
Bsidd than the Kiritak, though he doubted the larger race would ever outwork
the energetic little guys to whom Star Force owed a lot.


Davis didn’t want to replace them, at all, but he
wanted to add to them and with the Bsidd he could add a number of different
aspects to Star Force…but only if their population grew to similar levels.
Right now it was only a few billion, but as the new facilities came online Char
was going to be seeing a population boom like no other. Even now there was an
army of more than 150 million Star Force engineers and construction workers on
the planet and a never-ending flow of cargo ships coming in and out of the
system delivering the raw materials they required for the sudden and massive
expansion.


He knew that such growth was dangerous, which was why
he was monitoring every little fluctuation in the numbers as they filtered in
through the relay network. As he skimmed through the report the recent batch
looked to be right on with what he expected, including the construction rates
which were still staying ahead of projections. Cargo shipments were growing a
surplus of foodstuffs and other materials on planet which he intended to add
to, having had prefab warehouses built across two large plains on the planet.


Those were increasing as the need arose and were now
easily visible from orbit as a flat sheet of artificial construct standing in
stark contrast to the harsh landscape. The various colonies stood out as small
dots, underscoring the size of the warehouse facilities and the scope of the
project that Davis was rushing along. So far everything was proceeding as
planned, but he intended to keep it that way by overseeing it from afar rather
than relying on his staff. He trusted them and their skills, but something of
this size he needed to handle himself just to be safe.


Once he saw that everything was in order he set the
update aside and returned to his planning for the Lacvamat. They’d not taken to
annexation well, and even the younglings that had been born and raised in
maturias didn’t acclimate as they should after graduation. There was something
significantly lacking in the structure of their new society and Davis was
brainstorming what that was and how to make adjustments. 


Part of the problem was that the Lacvamat were flyers
and that most of Star Force was made up of groundpounders. They weren’t the
only flying race, for Star Force had several as wards, but those had been
adapted to Human-style colonies in a hybridized form that the Lacvamat just
weren’t taking to. They were becoming very stagnant, more so than other
civilian aspects of races. It was always assumed that there would be slackers,
just as a byproduct of individual choice, but the percentages were sky high in
the Lacvamat. So much so that Star Force was pretty much having to babysit them
with very few in terms of their overall population actually working to assist
in their own survival.


Davis had spent considerable time researching other
flying races and trying to get inside their heads…literally in some cases, and
had thought he had a solution that involved a mix of infrastructure changes as
well as a societal restructuring that involved the creation of what he was
loosely calling ‘flocks,’ something that he’d tried to discourage in other
races. It seemed the Lacvamat needed a group mentality, at least in some small
part, to provide them motivation to act and Davis was intent on giving it to
them in a Star Force fashion.


Like the Clans, he knew that beneficial competition
was the answer, but he had to craft it in such a way to stoke their energy
without inducing resentment and the kind of blind hatred that had seen the
former Lacvamat tear into the Scionate. It was a delicate balancing act, but
again something that wasn’t new to Davis. The competitive aspects he wanted the
Archons to tweak, as well as troubleshoot the rest and maybe come up with some
additional or better ideas. 


He was feeling the need to sleep dragging on him, but
got the gist of his ideas down and did a little streamlining before going ahead
and sending it off through the relay network to all 100 of the trailblazers,
knowing they’d vet and discuss it amongst themselves and send back something to
him in a few months. With that task done he left the rest of the incoming
updates till tomorrow morning to deal with.


Davis took a casual glance out his window, seeing the
nighttime lights of the city and the normal traffic flows in the sky. Yawning
out of reflex he realized he was a bit more tired than he thought and put aside
any thoughts of doing anything other than going straight to bed once he got
back to his quarters, else he’d regret it when he got up for his morning
workout.


He headed for the spiral staircase and worked his way
down through his staff control level, which was always active with rotating
crews, and informed them that he was going dark…meaning that he’d be off comm until further notice. With a few last instructions he
was off on a casual walk through the city and lift system back towards his
waiting bed.


Davis was nearly to his quarters when a security
officer came running up to him in the hallway, brushing past two other people
and nearly knocking them over in the process. The Director sensed him coming
before he got to him, as well as his mental state, and turned to face the
slightly taller man.


“What is it?”


“Unidentified ships have entered the system. A lot of
them.”


A spike of fear shot through Davis’s body, but he
didn’t let it show as he turned around and headed back to his office,
accelerating up into a run with the security officer rushing ahead and playing
blocker, clearing his path when necessary.


“Earpiece,” Davis said on the run.


The security officer took his out and tossed it to
Davis, who telekinetically plucked it out of the air and inserted it into his
left ear, then went through the rerouting process so it would register his ID,
after which he contacted defense command.


“Talk to me,” he said to the Archon on the other end
while still running through the moderately crowded hallways en route to the
nearest lift terminal.


“Director, we have at present 126 ships of unknown
origin in stellar orbit. Their hull configurations do not match any known
profiles and as of yet there has been no attempt at communication.


“Not V’kit’no’sat?”


“Not unless their tech got a whole lot crappier, no,”
the striker said. 


Davis felt a huge relief flow through him in a wave of
goosebumps, but he still kept running. “Why kind of ships?”


“Warships…and another two just came out of the braking
maneuvers. They’re about half the size of our jumpships, but we don’t have
close enough eyes on them to determine what type of weaponry.”


“Where do we stand?”


“Defense fleets are moving to contain or engage, and
the trailblazers are being notified. I think this warrants interrupting their
training.”


“Let’s hope not. Civilian traffic?”


“Rerouting. They came in on an odd jumpline, so
there’s not much in the immediate vicinity.”


“Which?”


“Westley.”


Davis frowned. That star system was on the other side
of a thin nebula that Star Force always routed around. Their shields were
strong enough now to go through if needed, but there was no sense in taking the
chance other than in emergency situations…and that suggested that whoever this
was didn’t have accurate star maps of the region, not to mention strong enough
shields to survive the trip, making Davis wonder exactly how advanced they
were.


“Define crappy.”


“None of the really sweet toys we know the
V’kit’no’sat swear by. Right now my best guess is plasma variant weapons with
some others thrown in. Maybe some missile racks. I’m looking at the updating
sensor feeds now.”


“They’re staying put?”


“For the time being, yes.”


“I’m heading back to my office, set up a tactical feed
there with holo.”


“We’ll keep you in the loop, but if there is a fight
to be had it’s going to be a quick one.”


“Copy that,” Davis said, deactivating the earpiece and
pulling it out as they rode the lift through the city. “Thank you,” he said,
giving it back to the security officer. “I can find my way back from here.”


The man nodded and waited out the rest of the transit
in the car beside him, then stayed inside when the doors opened and Davis ran
out. The Director worked his way back towards his office, blowing through the
various security checkpoints and hitting his staircase without bothering to
confer with his staff, knowing they’d have everything he needed to know sent up
to his desktop.


When he got back up on his office floor there was a lifesize hologram standing next to his desk, which he
immediately recognized as Roger-009. Davis triggered and stepped onto his own holopad, with the trailblazer now able to see him from his
end.


“No change as yet, aside from more ships coming in.
Count now up to 138. They’re staggered pretty wide. Either that’s a conscious
choice or their navigation systems suck.”


“Confirm they’re not V’kit’no’sat.”


“Not a chance,” Roger dismissed. “But I have no idea
who they are…whoa.”


“What?” Davis asked, just before seeing a new contact
on the system map floating beside him enter stellar orbit. It decelerated just
as the others had, but it was easily 10 times their size.


“Some type of carrier or command ship. Big sucker,”
the trailblazer commented offhand, though Davis could see it wasn’t as large as
a Melee-class. 


“Maybe it will talk,” Davis wondered/suggested.


“I’ve got a repetitive inquiry going in every known
language. If that doesn’t work we’re going to go up and knock on their door. I
don’t see any repositioning for a second jump, so I doubt they’re just passing
through.”


“Combat formation?”


Roger’s left eye half closed. “A little, but they’re
not looking like they’re here to fight…or they’re really stupid and they don’t
know what they’re up against. They’re not moving to match our incoming ship
trajectories.”


“Sensor lag?”


“No, I meant those already in stellar orbit,” he said
as a few more smaller unidentified ships came out of
braking maneuvers. 


“Best guess?”


“They took a wrong turn somewhere.”


Davis laughed humorlessly. “A single ship I could
understand, but a fleet of that size doesn’t go roaming about through the ADZ
without knowing where they are. Our maps are widely available.”


“Maybe they don’t like closed systems and wanted a
peek at what we’ve got.”


“Came a long way to get it,” Davis mewed.


“Unless they’ve got a lot more coming there’s no real
threat here…unless they have something sneaky planned.”


“Such as?” 


“Drop a bioweapon into the atmosphere or slingshot
around the sun to go back in time and steal some Humpback whales.”


Davis cracked a smile. “Not a direct threat, but
they’re obviously here for something.”


Roger’s head twitched. “Got a relayed hail through one
of the closest drones. Coding is weird, but compatible with ADZ comm protocols.”


“Put through a copy when you get a chance.”


“They’re using a laser transmission, tight beam to one
drone in particular. Shields were blocking it until we made adjustments. This
is going to take a few minutes, it’s not audio or holo.”


“Please tell me it’s not a computer virus.”


“They’re not hacking our systems,” Roger said
defiantly, knowing full well how much time and care had gone into crafting
their drone control systems. Communications research in the pyramid database
had been stamped with the number 1 priority, with it being well ahead of the
other prototypes Star Force had constructed based on that data.


Davis waited patiently while the army of analysts
worked through the signal, then Roger raised an eyebrow and hit a few buttons,
sending something to Davis that popped up in holo
beside him, though all he saw was statistics.


“What is this?”


“Comm protocols. They’re
telling us how to interface with their systems.”


“How long to make the adjustments?”


“Not…long,” the Archon said as a repetitive message
popped up on his screen, being transmitted continuously from all of their ships
but using a form of signal transmission that Star Force couldn’t previously
recognize. “Well, looks like they’ve been transmitting since they entered the
system after all.”


“Why didn’t we pick it up earlier?”


“Stellar interference. The filters assumed it was
garbage…and it’s written in English.”


“Care to share?” Davis asked.


Roger’s hologram looked up at him almost in apology,
then sent a copy to him. Davis saw it was a very brief introduction,
identifying who they were and the fact that they were here to negotiate with
Star Force concerning the mutual threat of the Li'vorkrachnika. It took Davis several moments to recognize
the name, with it being what the lizards referred to themselves as. The
Alliance always called them the Cajdital and this was the first time he’d ever
seen the official title in use.


They were
here as representatives of another Alliance that was engaged with the lizards,
and from the position data given in a popup map it indicated that they were
located well rimward of the ADZ, farther than Star
Force had scouted to date, but the biggest thing that stood out to Davis was
the name of the race that the ships belonged to, for it was familiar to him.
He’d read about them in the very first data packet he’d gotten from the
original Alliance. 


Like the
others he’d written them off as long dead, but it seemed the intel he’d gotten
had been a bit more on the assumption side than the factual, for the H’kar were literally standing on their doorstep and wanting
to talk about their mutual enemy. 


“Roger,
I’ll let you handle this. I’ll just eavesdrop.”
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