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February 17, 2826


Trium System (lizard territory)


Nefti



 

Krimja
Hakti reclined on a small bench with his numerous
appendages draped over the sides as he studied the tactical displays that
detailed the progress of the orbital bombardment of the lizard world. The Bsidd
monitored all 17 ships involved in the attack, seeing them firing their clear
Keema beams down at the distant planet’s surface while numerous phaser beams
were fired back towards the drones, though their range limits were passed and
the enemy beams were losing coherency, meaning they did considerably less damage
than normal.


But the shields on Krimja’s drones were still dropping, not that fast, but
with the amount of time it was taking to punch through a lizard shield plate
there was no way one drone could sustain that much cumulative damage. That
meant standard rotational patterns had to be employed with the Bsidd remote
pilots cycling the drones in and out to maintain a constant rate of fire while
not losing any of their ships. 


The Bsidd Admiral
preferred to be on the bridge as much as possible during the assault, but
they’d already been at it 2 days now and had only destroyed a handful of
colonies. The planet had hundreds of large scale cities and thousands of
smaller settlements covering its surface, but the more they could take out from
orbit the better to not expose their ground troops to any unnecessary
fighting…the downside was these orbital assaults took forever because there
were only so many drones equipped with Keema strong enough to outdistance the
lizard planetary defense phasers, with the rest of the drones and even the
jumpships sitting back and waiting patiently while a handful of Star Force
ships ate away at the lizards with impunity so long as they kept the shield
rotation strategy employed.


But this is what had to
be done. No longer were they assaulting expansion colonies, but worlds that the
lizards had been on for a very long time and developed in depth. That meant
heavier defenses, and aside from the newer planetary defense guns there was a
whole lot of nasty stuff on the ground should they need to invade and take out
the rest of the cities the hard way. Krimja’s troops
could do it, he knew, but only if they had to. The lizards had to be purged
from this world, but it wasn’t worth a single limb off of one of their ground
troops to get in a rush. They had time and would use it, while the lizards had
to sit and wait while their civilization on Nefti was
taken apart piece by painstaking piece and made all the longer due to their
continual shield upgrades. They weren’t enough to stop Star Force’s weapons
from eventually breaching and destroying the emitters beneath, but with every
new model employed it took them longer to do so. 


Krimja expected this
orbital assault to last months at the minimum, but he still wanted to be
overseeing as much of it as he could just in case something went wrong, and
with the deviousness of the lizards that was always in play no matter how
controlled a situation looked.


On the status boards
before him the Alpha watched the firing status of the Battlecruiser-class drones. The Keema built into them could be
fired indefinitely so long as power was available, unlike plasma weapons that
required a matter component in each charge, and these drones had been doing so
non-stop save for swap outs. Right now there were two additional ones sitting
back out of range recharging their shields while the 17 currently engaged were
hammering away at one colony in particular with individual batteries, for each
battlecruiser could only hold 1 Keema.


That was because the
range needed had required a massive battery to be built, and even it was too
large to fit on the heavy cruisers. A new, larger class of drone had to be
created, with adjustments made to the carrier jumpships in order to fit them
inside the hold for they were longer than it was deep. These had been carried
horizontally rather than vertically, then stacked over the top of with
additional drones. Each battlecruiser was 3 times the size of a heavy cruiser,
making them almost too big to be classified as drones, but fortunately the size
of jumpships they were using nowadays allowed for them to be fit inside
regardless.


Krimja saw each of the
batteries charging and discharging as expected, knowing that these few weapons
were the only way to take this world without excessive loss of machinery
through a typical orbital assault, blasting away with a large drone fleet and
in return losing many ships to create a hole in the planetary defense grid.
They’d then take out the cities via a ground campaign and remove this
infestation the hard way, as they’d done many times before, but these handful
of battlecruisers were allowing them another route to victory and that made
Krimja want to keep an eye on them constantly, even if there was no obvious
concern.


With his main two legs
straddling the bench, Krimja used his other appendages to manipulate the
control boards as needed, though most of what he was doing now was just
oversight and that required watching rather than acting. He was an
Alpha-variant Bsidd, which meant he was their ‘standard’ variety and stood just
a little shorter than a Calavari. His musculature was average and his
appendages numbered only 14. Most of the naval division was comprised of
Epsilon and Theta variants, with him being one of a small minority of Alphas to
rise through the ranks of the smaller Bsidd to become one of the 378 Admirals
in the current fleet.


Bsidd population was
managed by the Humans, with them determining how many of each variant to hatch
per year, and Alphas were low in number. Most of them found their way into niches
dominated by other variants with none to call their own. That didn’t matter to
Krimja because Star Force was designed around the individual rather than groups
and allowed him to go wherever he could earn his way. A lot of Alphas went
straight civilian, but he’d wanted naval because the war against the lizards
was largely being fought on that front…and if they ever lost their advantage
there it would doom Star Force into turtling up and holding onto the systems
they already had.


That would be a win for
the lizards, with their only hope at defeating them coming through conquest of
those systems they already possessed. The Bsidd and their Star Force allies
were busy cutting out a whole new region of territory for their empire and they
were doing it strictly out of lizard systems that the old Alliance wouldn’t
have dared to touch. That’s why the density of the targets was increasing,
along with their difficulty to take, but with each victory came another world,
another system for Star Force…and with the Bsidd able to reproduce so quickly,
so long as they had sufficient material resources they were populating a lot of
those worlds themselves while acting as caretakers and watching over the empty
ones.


The Bsidd Region was
quickly going to outgrow the ADZ itself, but they were still a long way from
the lizard core systems that had an equally impressive number of conquered
systems on the far side. Lizard territory was huge, and that wasn’t even
counting all their conquests from the Skarron empire
and everything coreward of Star Force. Krimja knew the key to victory lay in
taking it one invasion at a time and denying the enemy their prizes while Star
Force grew ever stronger, with the Bsidd taking a greater and greater share of
the workload with their surging population.


Krimja took pride in
that, but knew that the Humans were the key to it all. They were the ones who
had rescued the Bsidd and gave them a place in Star Force, along with many
other races, and they were fighting to protect everyone they could. Had it not
been for them the ADZ would not have existed and all those who had taken refuge
there would have been wiped out or forced further on, trying to stay ahead of
the lizard advance for as long as they could.


Unfortunately not
everyone in the ADZ felt that way. Krimja wasn’t well connected to the
non-Bsidd portions of Star Force territory but all were interconnected through
the relay grid with communal information databases and news services, so he had
some idea of what was happening elsewhere and had studied the other races with
interest, especially those that had taken refuge within Star Force’s boundaries
without joining them.


A great many of them
were ingrates, complaining of this and that but offering no solutions
themselves. Almost all of it centered around a lack of
control, citing that Star Force and the Humans had too much and the races under
their ‘care’ had no say in their own future. Krimja knew that was absurd, for
those races hadn’t earned a say. If simply having population numbers gave you
authority then the Bsidd would rule everyone else. It didn’t work that way, and
the reason the Humans were in control was because they had responsibility for
everyone and had seen to it that they not only had sanctuary from the lizards
and other threats, but an opportunity within the Star Force economic system to
grow and advanced as they were able.


Did the Humans rule?
No, they didn’t. They led, with the difference being that they allowed freedom
that many of these other races wouldn’t if they held dominance. Star Force set
some ground rules, and many people didn’t like those, but beyond that you were
free to do what you wanted. No one was entitled to success, only life, for
which Star Force provided a comfortable existence. Anything beyond that you had
to earn, whether you were an individual or a race. 


Some didn’t like that,
wanting to be given status and resources that they hadn’t earned simply out of
birthright or because they thought that protesting would entail them with
appeasement. Both were laughable, and at the end of the day anyone who didn’t
like being a guest of Star Force could leave their territory and take their
chances elsewhere.


Almost all of them
chose to stay, however, so their mindless protests had no real merit. Star
Force didn’t censor them, and there was almost constant news coverage of
discontent here and there in the non-Star Force races, but those people who had
earned their way didn’t care. The whiners would whine and the protesters would
protest. If they went beyond speaking their mind and into disrupting traffic or
vandalizing they were shut down instantly by security…with more complaints
about the militant attitude of Star Force.


Stupid people. The
reason why they were alive was because Star Force was militant. People used
that word as if it was a negative but here, in orbit of a lizard world that
they were in the slow process of retaking, ‘militant’ was a prerequisite.
Pacifists held no power, and anyone thinking to negotiate or appease their way
out of the lizard threat were fools. You either stood up to them and fought, or
you were run over and obliterated.


 Unfortunately that attitude wasn’t only
present in the lizards, and had Star Force not been so dominant some of the
races under their protection might have been doing similar things to others.
Some people wanted their way no matter what, whether it was logical, reasonable,
or true. They would fight, cheat, con, and kill their way into dominance…then
when they lost they cried foul and tried to demean the responsible ones who
stopped them.


Krimja was glad that
the Bsidd were a Star Force race, for he could see the vast difference between
what he grew up in and what else was out there…and he knew it was probably
worse outside of Star Force territory. That only went to prove that it wasn’t
your race that dictated your behavior and potential, it was mainly your
culture. Nobody chose when or where they were born, but those lucky enough to
be born into Star Force had a huge advantage over everyone else, for their
training programs were so advanced that Krimja couldn’t understand those that
had been born outside them. They were everything to him and the others, and as
a result the culture within the Star Force races was so much more unified than
the others.


And Krimja knew that
was because they had each been told the score and earned their way, like he had
all the way up to a position of Admiral. That journey of advancement through
merit, not appointment or promotion, gave him and the other Bsidd, as well as
the other Star Force races, a sense of kindredship
above and beyond them being in the same empire. 


It was a major advantage
that Star Force had, but the lizards likewise had their own unity…and since
theirs was accomplished through restrictive means it was far stronger. Not
better, but stronger and seemingly without deviation. The lizards fought as one
team, sacrificing themselves for their race’s goals no matter how small. They’d
die just so their civilization could test a theory, and that bond was not
something to underestimate. It was wrong, but it was impressive none the less.


As the bombardment
continued Krimja’s comm officer
was periodically repeating an offer of surrender to the lizards every hour
during times like this and more often than that during heavier action. So far
in this assault they hadn’t received a reply back, and in all the other
campaigns he’d been a part of had been the same. Surrender wasn’t an option.
They would win or die, and they were all of the same mind. 


Star Force had people
that didn’t agree, wanting to do things differently and often stupidly. Rather
than suppress them through various means of control they were left alone, with
those like Krimja having to earn their way into the ranks of those that held
the power and responsibility. In that way those within his fleet here were just
as united as the lizards, leaving the dissenters back in the civilian wings of
the empire. 


But there was one other
factor to consider, for while the lizards rightfully appeared to be superior as
far as unity was concerned because they didn’t have a portion of their
population that wasn’t in sync with the rest, they had a high turnover rate.
Star Force, because it stressed individual advancement, had the luxury of
self-sufficiency. That wasn’t something that could be bestowed upon someone, it
was something that had to be earned. Those who achieved it outlived those who
did not, with the dissenters’ ‘opinion’ amounting to nothing. Reality was not
based on opinion or point of view. You were either right or you were wrong, and
in the case of self-sufficiency those who were wrong didn’t sustain themselves
and died out, leaving larger and larger numbers of responsible people behind.


That was a sad reality,
but one that Star Force was built upon. Everything was geared towards the
objective rather than the subjective so people could measure and learn the
truth. Opinion for the sake of opinion was pointless and worthless. The truth
mattered, and anyone who had attained self-sufficiency understood that.


As far as Star Force
knew the lizards did not attain self-sufficiency. Little was known about their
inner society, but their computer systems had been hacked enough times to gain
some knowledge of how they operated and there was no mention of self-sufficiency
or its equivalent. Strength seemed to be based off of natural attributes and
the only training they did was to maintain their abilities rather than enhance
them. 


Of course when you
spent personnel so freely the idea of trying to extend your life was somewhat
counterproductive. Theirs was a civilization that grew the society rather than
the individual, whereas Star Force was a civilization that upgraded the
individual in order to expand their society…and therein lay the conflict
between the two in a nutshell. The lizards would attack without concern about
losses, but Star Force wouldn’t allow so much as one death if they could prevent
it, for the longer their troops lived the stronger they would get, meaning it
was better to let go an immediate objective in order to play for future gains. 


Star Force didn’t like
losing, but knew that the death of a soldier was its own defeat and that
trading one life for another was insanity. Star Force fought for everyone and
sacrificed no one. That more than anything gave them a type of unity that the
lizards would never have, and coming from a race that reproduced just as fast,
Krimja was very fortunate that the Bsidd had found their way into Star Force
rather than taking on the expendable philosophy that would have probably seen
him dead long ago.


One of his status
boards pinged with a visual marker as a new ship entered the system. It was one
of theirs, a jumpship that had been on scouting duty further into lizard
territory ahead of their invasion corridor. It was cycling back to rejoin the
fleet and report, though it was odd that it was coming here rather than to a
world on the grid so the info could be sent out immediately.


Krimja got his answer a
few minutes later when a message from the ship crossed his console. It wasn’t
directed to him specifically, but to the invasion fleet. He was in command at
the moment so he read it, seeing the reason for the scout ship’s diversion. One
of the systems they’d been sent to explore was not lizard territory…at least
not yet, for it seemed there was a race there that had not yet succumbed to
their attacks.
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Krimja tapped three of
his appendages together in a cyclical pattern making rhythmic noise as he read.
This unidentified race was occupying a major system that contained 18 habitable
planetoids. It appeared that six of them had already fallen under lizard
control and there was a fight still progressing over the remainder. The natives
still had a naval fleet in play with a number of large defense platforms
ringing the worlds they possessed, though one of them was right now under
assault…or rather was when this scouting report had been made.


The Admiral looked
through the recordings, seeing that the natives were using a form of mauler
point defense system. It wasn’t the telltale blue that Star Force was used to,
but the sensor readings confirmed it was a derivative and the long range beam
weapons were a spot on match for sammies, which made
sense given that they were somewhat linked to the maulers, physics wise. That
meant this race had tech still superior to the lizards, for while their phasers
were considerably more advanced than plasma they didn’t pack the punch of the
weapons they were squaring off with, though it did appear that the native’s
versions were less potent than what Star Force used.


Krimja pulled up the
few recordings taken of the fighting, seeing the distinctive yellow/tan
cruisers of the lizards en
mass assaulting a native station that was black as obsidian save for the
weaponsfire. It was a mess of curves, more artistically designed than
functional, but it was putting up one hell of a fight and it looked like the
natives had at least 300 of the stations in orbit around this planet to
supplement their defense fleet. Those vessels were angled blades, each at what
looked to be just over a 90 degree bend forming stemless arrows. Rather than
obsidian those warships were the stark opposite, looking like pale white stone
and showing up easily to the eye even without their weaponsfire.


As usual the lizards
had numbers on the defenders but the natives were sticking it to them, and
given the location of this system they had to have been doing so for centuries.
If all they’d lost in that time were a handful of planets then they were
holding out better against the lizards than anyone had save for Star Force.
Then again, if they’d been holding out all this time and the phaser upgrades
had tipped the balance of power this race may have been looking at a losing
curve, but still they were so well fortified that it was going to take the
lizards a great deal of time to conquer them.


Krimja looked over
their numbers, seeing a considerable fleet but with no major chess pieces. Was
that because this location wasn’t important enough to warrant them or because
these natives had a way of getting to them? He would have loved to have a full
history of this war to study, for to date no one else had fought them,
conceivably, this long and survived. The H’kar were the closest, but they’d
gotten their asses kicked and their empire conquered before running to eventual
sanctuary with The Nexus. These natives were an entirely different matter,
especially because this appeared to be a single system civilization.


Then again that could
just be an assumption. The surrounding systems were all lizard or unoccupied
according to the scouting reports, but not all empires kept to adjacent systems.
This race may have dozens of systems scattered throughout lizard territory or
just this one…and all this time they thought that the mass of lizard-occupied
space was completely dominated by them. Krimja wondered if this was just an
anomaly or if there were other holdouts out there that weren’t bowing to the
lizard fleets, having been swallowed up by their empire as it expanded around
them, but refusing to be conquered themselves.


This one was fighting
hard, but as far as the ground war was concerned he didn’t have any data. The
scout ships had stayed too far away to get anything useful, but there were
position plots on the contested planets and the lizard occupied ones indicating
weaponsfire. From the look of it the lizards hadn’t been able to fully pacify
their conquests in the system, leaving them still in contention, or perhaps
rebellion. It was impossible to know from these records, but there was fighting
still going on in a big enough way for spacebound
craft to recognize and from the yields being measured there was an enormous
amount of carnage taking place in there.


As he continued to pour
through the records he did find several instances of starfighters being used,
something that Star Force strictly banned. Even the lizards didn’t use them,
though not for the same reasons. Star Force didn’t risk personnel needlessly,
and in space combat starfighters were easy targets. The lizards used their
cruisers as their naval backbone, reserving their wisps for atmospheric combat
where they would be effective, but this race was using the fighters in space
combat and apparently doing well for it. There were losses noted in the
records, but whatever type of craft they were using was showing to be effective
against the lizard cruisers.


“Busy morning?” a voice
asked from behind him.


Krimja half turned
around on his bench, with virtually every appendage he had bending in response
to the surprise presence behind him. “You are far too quiet when moving.”


“I only have 4 limbs to
worry about,” Mike-448 said as he walked up beside the Admiral and noticed some
of the battle recordings he had displayed. “What’s this?”


“A scout ship dropped
this data packet off two hours ago, I was just reviewing the contents.”


“Where is this?”


Krimja poked and
prodded several different control buttons designed for his fingerless
physiology and brought up a starmap showing the
system in question only 39 lightyears from their current position. 


“Who’s winning?”


“The natives still hold
the majority of the system, but if they’re fighting now then that probably
means they’ve been winning for a long time.”


“Send it to my
console,” the mage said as he walked over to his commander’s chair and sat down
with a plethora of data being shunted over to him as the all Bsidd crew
continued to go about their tasks with shipboard operations and the planetary
assault. In fact, Mike was the only Human onboard the ship that had been
designed specifically for Bsidd physiology, but there was enough redundancy to
accommodate all the Star Force races if necessary and he had a set of quarters
designed for Human use along with a few spares in case any others came onboard.



All together there were
51 Archons in this invasion fleet and two Calavari, the latter of which were
squadron commanders in the aerial division. The rest of the 569,000 troops were
Bsidd, as were all of the jumpships and drones in the fleet. Any operation of
this size and importance called for the leadership of Archons, but unlike a lot
of other joint operations this one was entirely on the back of the Bsidd. 


That went for every
piece of equipment in the fleet aside from the Archon’s and Calavari’s
armor, which they naturally brought with them. Everything else had been Bsidd
designed and produced, though the jumpships were all standard models with
slightly modified interiors. The drones were not the standard blocks that
Mainline used, nor the spear-like designs the Calavari fielded, but rather thick
discs that stacked on top of one another in cylindrical tubes within the
jumpship. They were built of the same tech as the other models, but the Bsidd
preferred the curves versus the angular lines of the blocks.


The blocks were
stackable for maximum volume consumption, whereas the discs would always leave
space in between the tubes due to those curves, but support apparatus was
required for all drone models and the Bsidd had incorporated that into the
gaps, meaning their choice of design left little wasted space. Additionally,
those supports were mobile and could be arranged to accommodate different sizes
of discs and even the other models of drones. The same went for all Star Force
warships so they’d never encounter a situation of having to pick up and put a
square peg in a round docking apparatus. 


The jumpships could
share drones if needed, but most used those that were built for them and all
the drones in this fleet were the Bsidd discs. They were still in cutter,
corvette, frigate, destroyer, cruiser analogs, meaning approximately the same
internal space, engines, weapons, etc. The differences came in aesthetics and
angular attack patterns, for like the Calavari drones the Bsidd had a narrow
cross section to point towards the enemy if they were able, whereas the Mainline blocks were more built for omni-directional
combat. All the drones were, but the remote pilots of the Bsidd discs like to
bring them edge in against their targets to present as little surface area as
possible for the enemy to strike back against.


The battlecruisers that
were continuing the planetary bombardment were more like plugs than discs, but
they held the same circular shape as the rest of the Bsidd drones while also
being the widest. The smallest of them were the cutters and looked like game
tokens they were so small and flat, but dock them together and interlink
shields and you had a very strong defensive tactic to utilize. More often than
not that ended up being a row of 12 or more cutters docked together being flown
into enemy lines and surviving due to their linked shields, then breaking up
and engaging individual targets, for while docked only their ridge weapons were
given firing lines and that limited their damage potential.


That was just one
little wrinkle in Star Force’s combat philosophy, and there were others for the
Bsidd, not to mention the Calavari, Scionate, and every other faction. They all
used common and compatible equipment but allowed for some diversity of design.
That gave Star Force a few extra options in joint campaigns, as well as
allowing for distinction and pride, with the Bsidd being quite proud of the
drones they produced and the few extra tactics that they created.


Nothing in Star Force
existed for tradition’s sake, with functionality and effectiveness always being
the top priority, and that instilled an even greater sense of pride in a
faction when something that was unique to them proved valuable. Paying lip
service was a concept that had virtually disappeared from Star Force save for
some of the civilian sectors, and everything that was built had a purpose. No
pandering, graft, or waste. The Bsidd civilization had been built from scratch
under the Star Force model and as a result, no matter how alien they physically
looked to Mike, he always felt at home with them and had no trouble living on a
ship with an entirely Bsidd crew. He was Star Force, they were Star Force, and
they worked together seamlessly.


Mike was a member of
Clan Meteor, which was Larissa’s Clan and therefore had the most Archons
working with the Bsidd since she’d been the one to design their civilization
and escort it through those first fragile years. Ever since then they’d
maintained close ties and a good number of Bsidd were now part of the Clan
themselves, for ever since Randy had taken a bazillion Kiritas into Clan Star
Fox and claimed the title of ‘largest Clan’ by far, other Clans had been
experimenting with recruiting non-Humans in far greater numbers than before,
with most of the Bsidd going to either Clan Meteor because of Larissa or to
Clan Ninja Monkey because Morgan was offering them a chance to fight
immediately rather than doing mostly training and building like the other
Clans.


Mike knew Clan Meteor
was engaged in some of the invasions like this along with the Bsidd, but the
vast majority of its members were working hard in either exhaustive training
sessions or in constructing new colonies and upgrading the ones they already
had. There was literally a mad rush on amongst the Clans that he’d never seen
before and he couldn’t quite explain it himself, but everyone was prepping as
if the V’kit’no’sat were coming back tomorrow…and it was theoretically possible
that they would…but that had been true since the inception of Star Force and
he’d never seen this kind of fanatical drive amongst them.


He didn’t understand
it, but he did appreciate it. Everyone was psyched up and working harder than
they ever had before, from Archons down to techs, to increase the power and
prestige of their Clan…and when it came to prestige within Star Force, that boiled
down to just one thing. 


Responsibility.


Those who could handle
the fights, the resource collection, industrial production, recycling efforts,
colony construction, etc were the ones that had the
power. Not so they could order someone else to go do it, but so they could do
it themselves. The Clans wanted missions and to take on the toughest opponents,
but only those who were capable within Star Force got those missions and
responsibilities. 


Back in the day before
Star Force existed the word ‘responsibility’ was seen as a negative. Something
that you had to do whether you wanted to or not. Now that was just the
opposite. It was a privilege to be the one that others depended on, and you
only got to be in that position if you were a badass, whether it be a faction,
a Clan, a planet, a city, a group, or an individual. You wanted to be the guy
in the hot seat when the time of crisis came, not the one running away from it
and shirking the duty to give to another. 


Likewise Star Force was
responsible for the security of the ADZ and all the non-Star Force races within
it. Why? Not because they’d been told to. Not because they were being paid to.
Not because it was a burden they bore and didn’t want and couldn’t transfer to
someone else. No. Star Force did it because it needed to be done and they
wanted to do it. Not for reward or compensation, but because that’s what badasses did. They saved people, took on the challenges,
and came through in the clutch.


That’s what it meant to
be superior. You didn’t tell someone else to go fight your battles for you, you
tell them to back off and let you handle it because you’re more capable. That
was the proper place of the superior, on the front lines, not hiding behind a
wall of ‘lesser’ valued personnel and planets. 


And that’s what the
Clans wanted. They wanted to be superior despite their small size. They wanted
to matter when the times of crisis came rather than being stuck in the stands
watching the action go down when the big dogs stepped in. The Bsidd were now
one of those big dogs, and despite the skill level in the Clans being higher, their
civilization size was far too small for them to handle more than a few ‘small’
missions. 


The Clans wanted more
than that, as much as they could get in fact, which was why they were pressing
so hard. If the V’kit’no’sat came back 50 years from now, each of the Clans
wanted to be the ones to engage them while others evacuated and ran, and
there’d be a long line of volunteers for that duty, but only those most capable
would get it.


That was the Star Force
way. There were no sacrificial pawns like in chess and the disgusting warfare
practices of other empires, with the lizards taking the prize as the most
gruesome to date. Sacrifice was abhorrent, no matter how effective it might be
in some limited circumstances. A properly outfitted and trained military would
kick the crap out of any that used such darkside
tactics, and with every year that progressed that military would grow stronger
due to the fact that they wouldn’t lose people to attrition. Self-sufficiency
was about more than just staying alive, it was the means to take the ordinary
soldier and make them extraordinary over the course of centuries through a slow
progression of skills and experience. 


The longer that
military existed and survived, the stronger it would become. That was why Star
Force was now able to beat the lizards in virtually every battle and why their
swarm tactics were becoming less and less effective. Technology aside, Star
Force’s troops were just plain better and growing in skill with each passing
year…whereas the lizards’ were dying off and having replacements grown,
maintaining their current strengths and not advancing.


That was one of the
many illusions in life getting busted in epic fashion. Many people thought that
darkside practices were the way to greater strength,
and that sacrifice on the battlefield helped the civilization by winning a
battle on a single day at any costs…but the truth was the cumulative effect of
keeping your people alive and training indefinitely pooled into some truly
remarkable feats that were only now becoming evident.


And many races within
the ADZ still denied what they saw, partly because they couldn’t understand it.
A single Star Force commando with a few centuries of training to their name was
now literally a demi-god when going up against ‘normal’ people, and even though
a lot of what happened in the war against the lizards didn’t make its way into
the news, Star Force security used commandos to deal with internal matters and
those soldiers did interact with the ADZ races.


Many people claimed
they were given cybernetic enhancements or other cheats, unable to simply
accept the fact that being the good guys, while seemingly having short term
disadvantages, gave you mind boggling power in the long term so long as you
were wise enough to maintain and cultivate it over the progression of years.


To quote an old Star
Wars philosophical debate, the darkside may have been
the quicker, easier path, but at the end of the day the lightside was and always
would be the stronger.


And what did the
lightside badasses do more than anything? Save
people.


“Admiral, cease fire
and start loading the drones back inside the warships,” Mike said after giving
the data packet a thorough look. 


“We’re leaving?” Krimja
asked for clarification.


Mike nodded. “The
damage we’ve done here won’t be quickly erased, and either we or another fleet
can come back and finish the mission later. Right now we have a more important
task before us.”


“A rescue mission?”


“If these guys have
survived this long, then we’re going to make damn sure they don’t get wiped out
a few years prior to the safe zone reaching them. We’re skipping ahead and
coming to their aid.”


“We don’t have any
linguistics on them.”


“I know. We’ll have to
make do when we get there, but once we start shooting the lizards I think our
intentions will be clear enough.”


Krimja tapped one of
his appendages against a console, giving a familiar signal to his bridge crew
to carry out the order they’d just overheard. On his display screens the
battlecruisers immediately stopped firing and began a slow retreat up to higher
orbit as the lizard planetary defense batteries continued to paint one of their
shields with diffuse beams. 


“Drones are
withdrawing,” he confirmed, turning around fully as he stood up and looked down
at where the Archon was sitting reading through more of the scouting report.
“Are we going in alone or calling for support?”


“Both. Dispatch a
courier ship with an update and get this data back on the grid. If they want to
send backup they can, but we’re not waiting. We’re heading straight there and
taking pressure off these guy as soon as possible. If we can save lives by
getting there a month sooner, we’re getting there a month sooner. Drop a few
monitoring probes on our way out. I want to see how they respond when we’re
gone. Schedule and log data retrieval before we jump out.”


“Gladly,” Krimja said
as he walked back to his station and sat down, opening up the orders panel to
craft and file the necessary requests to be sent back onto the Star Force grid
with the courier as Mike continued to study the scouting report with great
interest. Though the circumstances would have changed somewhat since the time
this report data was collected and would change more during their travel time
there he wanted to get well acquainted with the party the lizards were throwing
for the locals before he crashed it.
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February 22, 2826


Aphat System (Unknown race)


Inner Zone



 

The Archer 7 pulled away from its
deceleration point in low orbit around the giant white star follow the pair of
warships that had preceded it as the sensor feeds began to get returns. There
was a small lizard fleet also in orbit around the star but some 36 degrees around
the perimeter. There were many jumpships among them and Mike instantly knew
this was either a troop or supply fleet holding station to resupply the lizard
forces assaulting the system, for they wouldn’t leave empty jumpships just
sitting around for months or years on end. They’d have a flow of supplies
coming in, meaning these were probably at least partially loaded.


“Admiral, deploy drones
and have the Archer 13 come with us
and do likewise. Primary target is that nearby fleet while the rest of ours covers
the entry point. Bring us with the drones, we’re going to need the heavier
weapons.”


“Navigator, plot and
execute course correction,” Krimja said as the Archon let him handle the
details while he studied the updating battlemap. “Drones stand by to detach
after we gain momentum. Comm, signal the Archer 13 to do the same and link them
in with our navigational control. I want a simultaneous jump and us riding even
with them. No lagging. The more time we take the greater the chance of those
ships running.”


As the Bsidd sat down
at his command station the bridge crew got to work carrying out his orders. Two
decks below them there was a huge chamber filled with individual stations that
half of the drone controllers now sat in. The other chamber was located a deck
below and both were safely inside the central mass of the ship and very
difficult for weaponsfire to find. Every station in both chambers was filled
with Bsidd of varying types, all of which were soon to be assigned to some
task.


Who went where and got
what assignment was the purview of the bridge crew who, as soon as the issue to
deploy came, assigned a pilot to each drone while another began feeding them
navigational coordinates so they could get underway. The ‘coin racks’ in the
back half of the ship began releasing the disc-shaped drones one at a time from
each stack with them dropping below the ship and easing away into widely spaced
escort slots as the Archer 7 made a
fast transition around the star by enhancing its gravitational pull in order to
facilitate the tight curve as they accelerated laterally.


The drones had to do so
as well as soon as they left the inertial dampening field, but the bridge crew
knew better than to try to fly a curved course during release and risk
collisions when they passed through the barrier of the IDF and physics took
over, so when the time came to release the jumpship’s engines went dark and the
warship coasted in a straight line until all were out, then as a group they’d
resume the curved trajectory around the star and up to the position of the
lizard fleet.


The Archer 7 had a total of 56 drones
onboard, including two of the battlecruisers. Those fell to the back of the
formation and got a wide spacing before the course alterations began that
resulted in all the ships spreading out as their individual engines and
navigation calculations put them back on course. Once they were all pivoting on
the star’s gravity well they eased back together, pulling navigational
information from the jumpship to coordinate a somewhat precise arrival while
other bridge crewers were handing out remote piloting slots.


The pilots in the two
bays below the bridge were all waiting at their stations until a prompt would
come up requesting that they take a control slot. If the pilot accepted then a
function on one of the drones would be routed to their station. Helm control
had already been divvied up before they left the confines of the jumpship, but
now the weapon batteries, shield control, and auxiliary tasks were being handed
out with many gunners getting two or more weapons each. How many tasks went to
an individual pilot was a factor of how many drones there were for the total
number of pilots available and what each of their ratings were.


There was a complex
ranking system involved that was run by computer and allowed the bridge crew to
hand out assignment in batches or individually as they chose, not having to
know the history of each pilot but by selecting ‘best available’ for certain
tasks. How much a pilot could multitask was also figured in based off of
training scores and combat experience, with those more skilled being given
multiple jobs so the less skilled could focus on one or two things and become
more effective at them. The less one had to do in battle the more likely that
they wouldn’t get overwhelmed. Each of these pilots knew their task and their
task alone, for not one of them was assigned tasks on different drones
simultaneously.


Each pilot was mentally
on one ship, either through a neural interface or the holographic pocket of
displays available to them in their little control nooks. They only knew what
was happening to their ship, and often not even the whole thing if their
attention was on a particular firing line. It was better if they knew what was
happening directly around them, but more often than not the gunners didn’t just
fire randomly at nearby ships. The bridge crew was also able to assign targets,
whether they be individual ships or specific locations on those ships with
battlemap markers.


Those virtual orders
could also come from the ship’s Captain, the Admiral, or an Archon in a nexus.
The gunners often didn’t know who the order was from, they just saw a glowing
marker beacon on their displays to tell them that this was a priority target,
then they’d decide what to shoot and when, for most of the time they’d have a
slew of targeting markers to choose from that were color coded. Pulsing red was
the highest priority, with red being very important and orange and yellow below
that. 


If something was worth
shooting, like a comm array or shield generator, it
would be marked purple so the gunners knew where to look without having to
search themselves. If a marker went yellow that meant it was preferred that
they shoot that one over the others. Orange was greatly preferred while red was
‘shoot it now.’ Pulsing red meant to ignore everything else and blow the hell
out of whatever was marked as fast as possible.


But there were also
other markers, with blue meaning ignore and green meaning don’t shoot at all.
Allied ships shown with a green halo, while if a certain section of an enemy
ship had something valuable onboard it’d be tagged with green, like the cargo
you were trying to steal. If a ship was fighting as a diversion the bridge crew
would mark it blue so the gunners knew it was still an enemy, but a waste of
shots even if it was flying right in front of your guns. 


The color system was
different for each race and the control stations were modular so that if, say,
a Human needed to replace a Bsidd all they had to do was hit a few buttons and
everything from the holograms to button layout to seat shape would alter to
match the individual logging into the system. Right now there were only Bsidd,
but different variants had different sized bodies, so while their holograms
remained the same their seats and button layout did not, for the small Eppies couldn’t reach the farthest buttons on an Alpha’s
control board, and an Alpha couldn’t tag the small buttons as easily as an Eppie could. 


Star Force had taken
all possibilities into consideration, even changing some of the holographic
color schemes into wavelengths of light that Humans couldn’t see because they stood
out better for other races, and vice versa. The Bsidd had produced this
warship, but since it was Star Force any race could use it, and use it on a
moment’s notice. All the remote pilot had to do was log in and his or her
presets would automatically update, including customized button layout, or they
could choose from several default standards.


As these Bsidd
controllers got their assignments their screens lit up with localized sensor
feeds from the ship they were virtually on as well as having a panel where
written orders could be displayed. In addition to that each controller had
sound cues to give them additional data and even that
very rare vocal communication from someone on the bridge. Each little nook they
had was sound dampened via an energy field that allowed them to hear outside
their little bubble of reality, but with reducing those sounds to a loud
whisper so as to not drown out the various pings and warnings of the ‘gaming
system’ they were using.


Every little detail
mattered to the battle, and the remote pilots knew better than to get sloppy.
If they couldn’t handle all the tasks requested of them they’d only accept the
ones that they could, and if they got overloaded they could remit one or two
back to the bridge where they would find another pilot to take on that
duty…though in battle when you were losing ships the greatest workload would
come at the beginning, for so long as a jumpship wasn’t lost you weren’t going
to lose remote pilots and they’d share more and more of the tasks with the
pilots from destroyed drones as time progressed, increasing overall efficiency
as the workload was spread out.


When the pair of
warships finally ended their tug on the star and leveled out they began
decelerating on approach as the lizard fleet picked them up and a few of the
ships began to move. As soon as the jumpships were within range they both
launched bloons at the same target, with the glowing capsules carrying
IDF-laced goo that hit and spread over portions of the lizard jumpship. More
bloons followed, blanketing several ships as the others began to run. Even
before the drones could get to them more bloons fired off, tagging and
disabling ships for a short period of time so long as the IDF field covered all
the internal gravity drives. Even one remaining active was enough to allow a
ship to move, with several lizard vessels limping off in just such a condition.


A few large Keema
blasts shot out across the gap, nearly invisible coming from the battlecruisers,
and punched through the shields of the jumpship they hit. The batteries meant
for surface bombardment worked well enough against the huge jumpships, but the
handful of cruisers with them were too small and mobile to adequately target
until the drones closed range…but by that time most of the lizard jumpships had
flashed out, making emergency jumps elsewhere in the system to avoid the
slaughter that they knew was coming their way.


The two warships and
their drones closed with the six jumpships that were left behind as the bloon
launchers continued to bathe them in the disabling goo else it’d expire and
they’d be free to move again. Even the cruisers knew what was coming and had
ran, knowing that they wouldn’t be able to do any damage to the Star Force
ships with such small numbers, leaving the caught jumpships to their fate.


However, these ships
were tens of kilometers long and didn’t explode with the push of a button. The
orders going out to the drones were to disable, not destroy, so the bloon
launchers wouldn’t have to sustain continuous fire to keep them in place. That
meant first breaching the shields, with the battlecruisers handled nicely in
conjunction to the heavy medium-ranged Keema batteries on the warships, then
coring into and destroying the gravity drives no matter how deeply buried
inside the ship they were located.


Other targets were the
weapons batteries, which a portion of the drones went after so they didn’t
whittle down the Star Force shields and cause damage during the long process
that killing a jumpship took. As usual, Mike sent out an offer of surrender to
the jumpships that they obligingly didn’t take. Though he didn’t like killing
other starship crews, he didn’t want to be burdened with prisoners on a mission
like this. They needed to hit hard and fast, though poaching cargo ships was
still a bit distasteful for such an operation.


Fortunately slowing
down Star Force with prisoners wasn’t a tactic the lizards had used yet, so
Mike’s pair of warships held in place and slowly tore apart the 6 lizard
jumpships until they were fully disabled and no more than helpless space
stations floating in orbit. They didn’t bother to stick around to pulverize
them, rather meeting up with the rest of their fleet that had arrived and
proceeding further into the system where the bulk of the enemy forces were.


Mike studied the
updating battlemaps as a few drones were sent to
every planet for intel purposes. There were no active
naval battles at present, but a huge chunk of the natives’ defenses had been
wiped out of orbit around one planet and had a very large lizard fleet sitting
in the rubble while the planetary defenders were taking refuge alongside their
existing battle stations.


Admiral, have a look, Mike said telepathically through the wall
from the nexus and onto the bridge as he sent a location ping to Krimja’s station showing him the location of that
particular lizard fleet, though there were thousands of ships elsewhere in the
system working on other targets and covering the ground troops they had on the
semi-conquered worlds. 


The Bsidd activated the
comm back to the nexus in lieu of the telepathy he
didn’t possess, nor any of his race did. That was
another reason why the Humans were so suited to being the core of Star Force.
The powers of the Archons were beyond impressive.


“A lot to chew, but I
think we can handle it without losing too many drones. If they reinforce it’ll
tip the scales and we’ll be in a messy fight.”


“I agree,” Mike said,
sending the official order out through the nexus. “If the natives jump in we’ll
coordinate as much as possible, but let’s assume we’re going at it alone for
now.”


“I’ve got a designated comm officer standing by in case they try to make contact.
Hopefully we can establish some rudimentary shorthand if they do.”


“I wouldn’t count on
that, but try anyway,” Mike said, knowing that language differences didn’t only
exist in spoken words but in computer systems as well. “Lizard would be the
best bet if they’ve been fighting them as long as we think they have. Work it
from there, but I’m not expecting anything so soon.”


“I hope to surprise
you.”


“Please do. In the
meantime, let’s work on the Bsidd’s kill count. Lots
of ships out there to deny the enemy the use of, and in doing so let’s hope we
make some new friends.”


“And if not?”


“We killsteal
and run. Enemy of my enemy isn’t always my friend, but we can still help these
guys out regardless. Just watch our back in case they don’t take kindly to us
being here either.”


“I’ll put a man on
monitoring them while you go to work. If they head our way I’ll ping you well
before they get within weapons range.”


“Thank you. Let’s get
busy,” Mike said, cutting the comm and focusing as he
linked fully with the nexus and immersed himself in the fleet. Krimja knew he’d
communicate with him through the system unless something warranted spoken words
and the Bsidd knew to reciprocate, for the less distracting the battlemaster the better. While his crew of remote pilots
were damn good, they always fought more effectively with an Archon guiding the
flow of battle and he didn’t expect today to be any different.


Settling himself on his
bench he began setting up his control boards so he could also issue selective
commands with a touch of a button rather than verbally shouting to his crew.
When a Star Force warship went into combat the bridge didn’t get noisy, leaving
everyone without exterior distractions so they could focus on their small part
of the overall battle.


The Admiral’s role was
that similar to the Archon’s, and he’d be backing him up mostly while looking
for adjustments to make when necessary. Some Archons preferred to let their
Admirals fight the battle and make tweaks, but Mike did not. He wanted to be in
the hot seat from the beginning, which meant Krimja would be carrying out his
general orders and adding the detail necessary so the Archon wouldn’t have to.


To that end he received
his first vector allotment, indicating that Mike wanted three prongs to the
attack, and the Admiral went about assigning warships to each with theirs being
added to the central group first off.
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The left prong to the
Star Force attack skirted well wide of the lizard formation as it broke from
its holding orbit and rearranged itself into swarm mode, clumping the cruisers
together so they could mass fire on the drones. If they didn’t they’d get
picked apart too easily, plus it would make it harder for ramming
countermeasures to come into play. When necessary the lizards were still
attempting to go kamikaze against ships though they didn’t try so many times
against the jumpships knowing they had dampening shields that could slow their
momentum or stop it entirely before reaching the proper shields.


The drones were a bit
different, being much smaller and not so equipped, but the shield matrixes they
carried were variable and could be retasked to emit
the dampening fields in front of a target. That would leave the drone without
shields itself, but there was only so much room inside their disc-like volume
to accommodate weapons, engines, power cells, etc. Choices had to be made, but
if a ship looked to be the upcoming target of a kamikaze attack the drones
could be deployed into defensive alignment and blanket the trajectory with the
dampening shields…which would act as a momentum slower and structured in a
similar manner to the Archon’s Lachka ‘crash bags.’ They didn’t structurally
link back to the emitters, rather laying down a cloying energy field and
sustaining it to achieve the desired slowing effect.


In the clutter of a
heated battle the drones were essentially vulnerable to lizard ships ramming
them, but when those impacts occurred they were not at very high speeds and
most likely would only diminish or breach a drone’s shields in addition to
knocking it out of place. That would open it up to hull attack by the others
around it while pancaking the much less sturdy lizard cruiser and it was a
technique that was used on occasion, but with so many drones in play it almost
seemed pointless because the drone in question would almost certainly withdraw,
recharge its shields, then cycle back into the battle.


Whether or not that
happened today wasn’t known to the remote pilots flying this prong of the
attack, but they knew that keeping the enemy off the jumpships was the priority
and unlike in previous eras the jumpships were most definitely coming into the
battle rather than staying far beyond it, earning their titles as ‘warships.’
They were not glorified carriers, and had on them some impressive weaponry in
addition to the bloon launchers. 


Some of that weaponry
launched out prior to any of the three prongs getting to target. Some were
compact bloons mean to cheat the range limitations and get some mauler blasts
on target, which in this case was just firing into the moving swarm of cruisers
because the large core of lizard capital ships were lagging behind and letting
the cruisers get in position to take the brunt of the assault, knowing that
Star Force could smoke the bigger ships right off if they led with them.


Along with those bloons
came a series of missiles, some small, some large, and all shielded. A hail of
anti-missile phaser fire filled the area ahead of the missiles but a few hits
weren’t going to be able to take them out and the missiles were being fired in
groups with the leading few acting as shield ships to protect the ones with the
payloads. As a result most of them got through to the inside of the lizard
formations then found ships to detonate against.


When they exploded they
didn’t damage the lizard ships, rather mushrooming out in gigantic energy
fields that interacted with the lizard shields and drained them, some to the
point of breaching the matrixes for those closest to the detonation points, in
preparation for the incoming drones that entered Keema range within the next
handful of seconds.


With the battlecruisers
already firing their heavy, long range versions the medium Keema batteries
opened up across the fleet as they coasted to a stop, intent on just poaching
the lizard ships while staying outside their phaser range. That didn’t stop the
lizards from returning fire, but when their phaser beams reached the drones
they were diffuse and disintegrating, for like the Keema they were unstable
upon release and didn’t continue indefinitely like a laser. 


Though like a laser
they did fan out, spreading their damage over a wider area rather than a
pinpoint strike that would have the best chance of momentarily breaching a
shield. As the lizard ships surged ahead to cut the distance the beams from
both sides got stronger, though the Star Force Keema quickly peeked out and had
them tagging the enemy hulls with shots powerful enough to breach through their
yellow/tan armor plating with a single hit. 


Once the lizards got within
their prime phaser range the Star Force drones accelerated again, jumping
across the gap to bring their short range weapons into play. Those were
comprised of a few maulers and sammies but most were
now Ta’lin’yi, with years of technical advancements making those weapons
smaller and more potent, enough that most drones carried at least two. Those
drones targeted the shieldless lizard cruisers, with
their shield columns touching hull and blasting it away with fireworks-like
results when the white/gold sparkling energy surge hit. All it took were a
handful of Ta’lin’yi hits to take down a cruiser, allowing even a single drone
to chew through one in under 12 seconds if the shields were already down.


But there were a lot of
targets to choose from, for there were thousands upon thousands of lizard ships
just in this one tendril that they were sending against the leftmost prong.
That was typical and nothing the remote pilots hadn’t seen before so they
didn’t panic, knowing what they needed to do and listening to the prompts their
controllers were giving them, whether they were a crewer
on the bridge, a ship’s Captain, or even the Admiral or an Archon. When they
told them to do something they did it immediately, then filled in the blanks
themselves when left alone amongst the fray. 


That included
everything from deciding which target to fire at to maneuvering the ship around
the enemy vessels to get better firing lines, for the ships didn’t just sit
still and shoot at each other. That would have been a death sentence for the
lizard cruisers who didn’t have the armor, shields, or firepower for that kind
of a slugging match, so they acted more like a slow flock of birds swirling
about to deliver a few good salvos before running off to live to recharge their
own shields. 


Trouble was starships
weren’t all that fast and the Star Force drones were faster, so it wasn’t
uncommon to see the drones breaking formation to briefly chase down a ship and
make a kill then circle back around to the group they were in. If you could
stay with the flow you’d dominate, but let the lizards create a current of
ships passing by you and they’d pummel you with weaponsfire you could not stop,
for even if you destroyed a ship its debris would fly on by and there would be
intact cruisers coming at you the next second, every second, as the mass of
lizard ships acted in unison to try and take down individual drones.


The naval power scale
had tipped so much in the past few centuries that the lizards were considerably
outclassed at this point and even a cutter could take on two lizard cruisers
and reliably win. That kind of dominance was countered with massive numbers,
but the Bsidd fleet wasn’t going to let them use that advantage to its fullest.
One reason for the three pronged attack was to spread their fleet out, but when
the left prong engaged it fanned out even more taking small clusters of drones
out at different angles and trying to get to the edge of the lizard formation.
If they could do that then they’d essentially have their rear angles clear of
enemies and be able to shift shields towards the incoming firepower and make
themselves that much harder to kill.


The lizards knew this
and always tried to keep ships surrounding the drones…but that also drew them
further and further apart. It was a numbers game and if Star Force could spread
them out enough they’d win handily. If the lizards were able to stay clumped up
enough and still surround the drones then they’d have the advantage of
attrition with the Star Force ships having to retreat and recharge or stay and
risk destruction in order to rack up a kill count.


As it was they didn’t
always have that choice. The remote pilots were good at anticipating when to
pull back, and their controllers would ping them if they thought they’d
overstayed, but there were never any guarantees and the flow of battle could
change instantly. That was another tactic the lizards used, with multiple ships
attacking different targets in a seemingly predictable way then all changing to
a single target in the hopes of getting through its shields before it had a
chance to pull back and retreat. 


So not only did the
remote pilots have to worry about who to shoot and when, they also had to look
at positioning and try to avoid giving the enemy too many proximity possibilities
to counter them with. That responsibility lay with the pilot of each craft and
the controllers orchestrating the overall battle, and the ones the Bsidd had
sent with this invasion fleet were all experienced in lizard combat so most of
the predictable tricks didn’t work on them.


But they were always
trying new ones, and it was Mike’s job to smoke those out and see ahead to any
possible traps or opportunities from his position in the command nexus. He knew
his troops would take care of the minutia of battle, as well as being consumed
by it and unable to notice what was happening elsewhere. As the Admiral handled
a lot of the duties coordinating the central prong of their attack that was
heading directly for the larger lizard capital ships, Mike kept making alterations
here and there but wanted to keep a clear head for the overall battle. Dive in
too deep to micromanaging one piece of it and he’d lose perspective…which was
the primary task he had and that others were counting on him for.


It was that big picture
approach that allowed him to see the multiple jump signatures of ships entering
planetary orbit as soon as they manifested themselves into strings of lizard
reinforcements coming in from other fleets. They couldn’t jump en mass, fortunately, and these were not coming by jumpship
either so they had some time, but on the larger battlemap there were strings of
the ships arriving and maneuvering around planetary orbit while the main battle
was underway. The lizards knew they had to keep their numbers up or they might
as well retreat and it looked like they planned to do just that rather than
concede Star Force this planet’s orbital swath that they’d taken from the
natives.


Mike also noticed
deployments from the native fleets, not heading for the huge battle that he was
currently sitting in the middle of but the wide V-shaped ships were making slow
course corrections from their current positions and heading towards the
jumppoints the lizards were using, ostensibly to attack those reinforcements.
The natives were still a wildcard in this, but he was glad that they noticed
the opportunity for what it was and were throwing in at exactly the points
needed while keeping their ships away from his own given their lack of
knowledge of each other.


Mike had a limited knowledge
of their capability, based off the scouting reports and snippets of battle that
he’d observed, but he had no way of knowing how many lizard ships were incoming
and how the natives would fare against them. He thought they could handle a
good number of them but hoped they weren’t desperate enough to engage in
reckless engagements. Mike’s Bsidd fleet could kill all the lizards in the
system given enough time, they just had to be smart and cagey about it and not
rush in head on to their numbers, splitting them up and whittling them down by
using Star Force’s strengths against them and denying them the swarm tactics
that the lizards relied upon.


But there was no way
for him to communicate that to the natives, so all he could do was hope they
knew what they were doing and didn’t let their desperation to aid in this
seemingly victorious unknown raid cause them to lose a chunk of their fleet
that they’d kept intact this long. He wasn’t sure how it looked on the outside,
maybe the natives thought his ships were losing, for after all these centuries
of fighting the lizards Mike could look at an engagement and size up the
tactics of it instantly, both because he was familiar with his own fleet and
had so much combat experience against the lizards. 


Regardless, the natives
were coming to the aid of Star Force and going to try and ambush the
reinforcement fleet as they came into planetary orbit piecemeal. It was
definitely an opportunity to exploit, but it was going to take some time for
them to get there and they weren’t moving as fast as Star Force’s ships were
capable of. That said, this battle wasn’t going to be over anytime soon given
how much tonnage was in play and how long weaponsfire took to tear through
hulls, armored or otherwise. 


But unlike in the
movies, when a starship was destroyed it didn’t vanish in a cloud of vapor.
Every molecule was still there, broken apart or maybe in altered forms, but the
mass didn’t disappear. That meant that with every lizard ship killed there was
junk now floating in the battlefield and the lizards weren’t retreating from
that mess. Mike knew that was on purpose because they wanted the wreckage to
offer them cover to pin down Star Force’s movement options more than to block
incoming weaponsfire. They needed the drones to be in one spot in order to mass
a swarm of ships against them, so the more pinned down Mike’s ships got the
better it was for them.


The mage sent a mental
order to the Admiral and suddenly the Archer
7 accelerated up into the lead of the central prong, widening its forward
shields and altering them into a physical plow while a secondary shield blocked
the phaser beams that passed harmlessly through it. That umbrella caught and
forced aside the growing debris, whether it be chunks of ship or pulverized
hull plating that was now the consistency of sand floating ahead of them.
Behind them the drones pulled in, traveling down the clear road as the jumpship
began taking more and more hits from the surrounding cruisers.


Those were added to by
the larger capital ships that Mike was pulling the central prong towards.
Against Star Force those ships were not very effective, for their increased
weaponry and armor aside, they didn’t stand up well in a slugging match,
ironically making the cruisers better suited for handling the drones. The
larger ships weren’t produced in numbers to successfully swarm opponents, and
their larger size only made them easier targets per equal amounts of mass than
a fleet of cruisers.


But they weren’t here
to fight Star Force, they were here to conquer the natives who had a radically
different fleet structure…which was why the lizards weren’t putting those
warships into their front lines and trying to preserve them for cleanup if the
cruisers were able to inflict enough damage.


Mike wasn’t waiting though,
so with the jumpship plowing the road of debris and a few cruisers that refused
to budge out of the way, he brought the central prong directly to the larger
lizard ships only to have them scatter and run…at which point Mike tagged drone
clusters and had them race ahead, ignoring all the cruisers and putting damage
into the larger capital ships. 


Meanwhile the cruiser
swarm fell in on them, encircling the entire central prong and leaving the six
jumpships in it surrounded enough that sensors couldn’t see much outside the
cloud. If it hadn’t been for comm redundancy they
would have been almost blind as to what was happening elsewhere in orbit, but
Mike’s nexus links kept him in contact with all their ships and their
non-clouded sensors, sharing data and keeping him in the know as he reformed
the warships into a cluster of their own and created a pocket of ‘safe’ space
between them where the damage drones were now rotating into since the edge of
the enemy fleet was no longer accessible to retreat to.
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Mike guided the battle
in all three prongs from the nexus as well as watching the intervention of the
natives on the reinforcement threads pouring more ships into the main battle.
Until they got to those jumppoints the lizards had been gaining an advantage in
that the cycling rate of the drones was getting higher and higher. When that
happened there was a point of no return where ships would have to be brought to
the front lines with full shields to replace those that were retreating, except
that they hadn’t fully recharged themselves. At that point it was a grinding
game with the drones’ extensive armor taking the hits, and it wouldn’t replace
itself going forward like shield energy would.


So far they’d only lost
two drones, both cutters that had been ambushed in directed attacks without
enough time to peel off. The lizard ships that had stuck around long enough to
kill them were likewise taken out in an exchange of 40 or so for 2, but it was
mostly a desperate attempt on their part to take out any of the Star Force
drones. With them gone Mike had slightly less firepower to work with, but it
wasn’t significant as the rotations continued and it being a shield war at the
moment. The lizards would have to burn through a lot of ships to get the drones
down into the kill zone, for Mike wasn’t going to let a few more get killed in
order to set up takedowns on groups of others given the need for all his drones
going forward throughout this mission.


The lizard
reinforcements had made things a bit iffy, but once that flow of ships was cut
off Mike had fixed numbers to work with and saw that he had a narrow advantage.
Keeping the ships moving and alive and only burning shield energy worked in
sustaining them, then saw a reduced amount of incoming firepower as more lizard
ships were killed continuously. He could have destroyed them quicker by just
turning all the drones loose on offense, but he would have probably lost a few
in the effort and damaged many others. The mage knew he had to be patient and
the natives were giving him the time necessary to safely whittle down the
lizards. 


Mike kept a keen
lookout for more ambush moves, preempting some and reacting quickly to others
by sending in relief ships to literally surround the targeted vessel with their
hulls to soak up damage and escort it into a ‘safe’ zone. He was holding off on
using his few support ships and just working through rotations in order to
preserve his fleet’s longevity. With every minute that passed the numbers
tipped Star Force’s way and eventually a critical point came when the battle
was clearly not going the lizards way and it looked like they weren’t going to
be able to kill another ship, for the jumpships were soaking up so much firepower
in the battle that they were essentially giving the drones pseudo shields by
keeping the enemy sights square on them as they actively hunted down cruiser
packs and disrupted their movement patterns.


Then the moment came when
the lizard fleet altered its swarm disposition and sent out streams of ships
away from the drones, running elsewhere in the system to regroup with other
fleets rather than stay put and waste their remaining vessels only to burn away
Star Force shield energy that would be fully replaced within half an hour. 


But Mike didn’t just
let them run, instead sending out a flurry of orders and tagging enemy ships to
pursue in the hopes of making a few more kills before they could get to a
jumppoint. He also sent drones out to the ongoing confrontations between the
natives and the ships they’d drew off at the reinforcement jumppoints, for they
were still engaged in battles that were not entirely in their favor and there
were still lizard ships coming in. Mike expected that to end as soon as the
lizards’ comm delays caught up and they knew that the
battle was lost, but until then they were still a threat.


To their credit, all of
the fleeing ships did not head towards those jumppoints. He expected that was
because they wanted to kill some more native ships and didn’t want to draw Star
Force’s fleet over to them before they could do that. Already Mike had seen
some of the native ships get destroyed in the fighting and he wanted to
minimize that as much as he could, especially since he’d been the one to start
this fight and the natives were throwing in to help them out. 


It took him a few
seconds to get all the ships in his fleet tasked even with the neural
interface, then the clumps that were the three prongs began to splinter with
small groups headed after the fleeing ships and chunks of the fleet centered
around the jumpships moving out towards the ongoing orbital fights. If that
wasn’t enough to tell the lizards that Star Force was claiming domain over this
planet’s orbital tracks then the battle song that he had all the jumpships and
drones in the fleet begin broadcasting over numerous frequencies, including
those the lizards used so he knew they could hear it, made it clear that this
fleet wasn’t sitting put and relishing the beatdown they’d just issued, but
going on full offensive and hitting everything lizard around this planet that
didn’t pull out and run immediately.


The standard offers for
surrender ended and the classic song ‘We will rock you’ replaced it playing on
infinite repeat, with the Star Force fleet groups leaping across orbit pulling
navigational feats that neither of the other two races could hope to accomplish
and arriving on site within minutes rather than the 20+ it would have taken for
the lizards to make the same trek.


As the Archer 7 came out of its microjump
Mike’s foot began tapping with the rhythm of the song as he assigned targeting
priorities with a few quick thoughts and grabbed control of the jumpship’s own
main Keema battery for himself, targeting a very tricky shot between two native
ships to hit a lizard cruiser and cut a trench down half its length that gutted
the ship and turned it into a mostly dead hulk that acted as a shield for the
native ships in the short delay before a Star Force destroyer slid into that spot
and extended its shields out in a disc to block weaponsfire hitting around it
and sparing the native vessels that were already showing hull breaches while it
also fired back and pounded the nearest lizard cruisers.


Mike released control
of the battery back to the remote pilots and tweaked a few alignments going
forward, but by then it was pretty much automatic. His people knew what to do
so he just mainly watched and waited for an opportunity to make changes if
needed, but the short trip over to this location and the others for the various
splinter groups had allowed them to partially recharge their depleted shield
matrixes, virtually insuring that none of the drones would be destroyed short
of their deployments getting sloppy or the lizards pulling some brilliant play.



Preventing both of
those was Mike’s primary role here but none was to come to pass. The lizards’
ships were destroyed as they ignored the Star Force drones and focused
exclusively on the natives, for those were the weak targets that they wanted to
take out. For every one that they destroyed they could bring in more
reinforcements later to compensate for any losses, so the emphasis was on doing
damage and not the cost to the lizards, which was catastrophic for this small
fleet of enemy ships.


Mike’s forces managed
to keep all but one of the native ships intact once they arrived. That one had
already been damaged prior to the arrival of the drones and a kamikaze cruiser
got through the blockade and rammed it, bumping two drones aside in the process
just to get the kill. As soon as the last active ship was destroyed or disabled
Mike sent orders for rescue crews to get to the native ships and recovery crews
to the remains of their two dead drones. It was unlikely that someone could
reverse engineer them given the tech level Star Force now had, but they didn’t
want to get sloppy with their trash and end up making someone a lot more
powerful through negligence.


As soon as he sent the
order he knew there was going to be issues with the recovery. The natives were
an unknown, as was their biological needs. He didn’t even know if they could
breathe the same atmosphere but he wasn’t going to risk someone dying from
delay while they tried to establish some form of communication with the
natives. 


“Admiral, you have
command,” he said through the comm as he deactivated
the nexus after sending one last order for the other Archons in the fleet to
assemble for possible recovery operations. “If we’re going to have a first
contact situation we need my telepathy, so I’m heading to the hangar bay.”


“Understood. Still no
response from hails.”


“Keep trying and cycle
through all languages we have in the database. Maybe we’ll get lucky and hit on
one they’re familiar with.”


“That’ll take a lot of
time.”


“We just bought them
time.”


“True. What are your
standing orders?”


“We own orbit. Keep the
lizards out but ignore the rest of the system save for recon until I say
otherwise. I’ll be on armor comm in a few minutes if
you need to reach me.”


“If you find survivors,
will you be bringing them back here?”


“I don’t know yet.
We’ll play it by ear. Prep various atmospheric containment pods in one of the
hangars and get the medtechs ready to adapt. If we can buy a few minutes with
some prep I want them.”


“At all locations I
presume?”


“Yes.”


“I’ll make it happen
and have a dropship standing by when you reach the hangar.”


“Keep an eye on the
lizards and feed me updates. The dropships are going to be soft targets.”


“We’ll keep them out of
reach.”


“I’m off,” Mike said,
fully deactivating the nexus and turning about and into a run as he reentered
the bridge and crossed it heading for the interior of the ship where his
quarters were. When he got there he found his dark blue armor, or rather one
out of three sets that he had onboard ship, and stepped into it within a few
seconds. His feet went into already intact boots and his arms went into already
intact gauntlets held in a statue-like pose with the rest of the armor being
peeled apart in segments that included the helmet.


A mental command saw it
all close up around him and lock into place. He sent another mental command to
retract the helmet, sensing a 3 second holding ‘aura’ with in his mind. 


“Retract helmet,” he
said, enabling the safety protocol to release. His helmet split apart and the
segments slid back down around his neck and behind his head, leaving him
breathing free air and able to twist his neck side to side and backwards
without being hindered, but with the segments piled behind his neck and acting
as a bit of protective collar triggered with the binary command so that a rogue
thought wouldn’t see the helmet splitting apart when one was in, say, a toxic
atmosphere or no atmosphere at all.


The same protocol was
in effect for the rest of the armor, but the quick in-and-outs were worth that
little speedbump, though he had to telekinetically smooth his pant legs down
inside to get some wrinkles in his casual uniform out. Another mental command
crunched the armor down around feet, shins, thighs, waist, and every other part
of the armor that had been designed to give him some room for internal
movement. When it contracted down to his predetermined body form he felt
himself mentally slip into battle readiness with his feet gripping the ground
and able to twitch in any direction necessary in a split second. He didn’t have
Kex like Jason did, but he could launch himself into
a full aerial flip with barely a split second of preparation in order to jump
over something flinging at his ankles…which was hard to do with loose boots.


As soon as he got his
armor locked into place he headed out through the ship and to the hangar bay,
finding a dropship waiting for him with a small crew of Bsidd all in either
combat armor or envirosuits, some which appeared to just be getting to the ship
a few seconds ahead of him. 


“Ready for departure,
Archon,” one of the Gammas said, standing next to a pair of Alphas in combat
armor and a few other of the slightly larger ‘workers.’ Mike knew the Admiral
had sent them here because they were the strongest of the Bsidd…not taking
training into consideration…and could lift or pry apart debris and carry
modular equipment better than any of the rest of the ship’s crew. The Alphas
were armed, lightly, and were both Bsidd commandos there for security to watch
Mike’s back and those of the other Bsidd just in case something went awry…like
a group of lizards showing up or the crew turning on the rescuers.


Mike took a quick
glance, confirming that they both had one lethal and one stun weapon, keeping
their options open to deal with the unknown.


“Let’s go,” he said,
walking through the small Sparrow-class
dropship and into the cockpit.


“Where to?” the Epsilon
variant pilot asked.


“Any of the tagged
ships that their own vessels aren’t at.”


“Do they have rescue
parties deployed?” he asked as they lifted off the deck and drifted towards the
energy field separating the bay from space as the heavy blast door over it
slowly retracted with a bright splash of sunlight shooting inside the crack.


“Not as a few minutes
ago, but I hope we’re not the only ones picking up people. Get me within 400
meters of the hulls and I should be able to sense if there are living crew
inside.”


“Really?”


“Archon magic,” Mike
said, referencing a term that a lot of others had come to use when they didn’t
feel like explaining something. “No point wasting time searching empty debris.”


“Proceeding to the
nearest target,” the Bsidd said, setting a course around the various debris
chunks and getting a few pea-sized hits as soon as they left the jumpship. 


Mike took a deep breath
and centered himself before extending his Ikrid out in spherical mode well
beyond 400 meters. Technically there wasn’t a fixed ranged, for the ability
kind of acted like a rubber band in that you could stretch it out via cone mode
and the tighter you restricted the cone the further it would reach. He wanted
the dropship close enough that he wouldn’t have trouble searching the ship
segments, as well as being able to pick up faint lifesigns
that could be missed at the outer edge of his range, for unconscious minds
didn’t register as well as conscious ones.


The first chunk of ship
they passed Mike scanned thoroughly but there was nothing living aboard. He had
the pilot tag that piece on the battlemap as having been searched and then they
moved on to the next ‘needs to be searched’ tag. They passed by five of them
before he picked up a group of closely packed minds in the right ‘wing’ of one
vessel that had been chopped in half by weapons damage or an internal
explosion.


“Stop here,” Mike said,
focusing his Ikrid tighter so he could squeeze out a bit more detail. “There’s
at least 20 holed up here. I think…I think they’re stable but it’s hard to
tell.”


The Bsidd in the pilots
chair glanced up at him in question.


“Never mind, just find
us a way onboard,” Mike said as he turned around and went into the back of the
ship with the six others. The pilot would be staying here, but the rest were
coming with him.


“Pack up, we’re going
over,” he said, keeping his own hands free as he took position by the rear
hatch. The Bsidd picked up a lot of equipment and waited behind him, each of
them towering at least a foot taller than the Human and wearing purple/black
armor. Their battlecasts were more flexible than the
Archon’s, in that their hard plates only covered select portions but the ‘soft’
pieces were still more resilient to weaponsfire than the original Archon armor
had been. Add on considerable shield strength and the Bsidd were anything but
weak, and the envirosuits themselves were lightly armored so as not to get
pierced by debris or low level weaponsfire. 


Mike wouldn’t have been
bringing men wearing those over if there were any suspected lizard activity,
but only the soldiers had combat armor sculpted to their forms and he needed
the jumpship techs to handle the bulk of the recovery operations. He stood at
the ramp until he got a confirmation from the pilot that they were in position,
then hit the door controls and an energy shield snapped into place a moment
before the ramp cracked open and lowered to reveal an internal deck of the
derelict chunk of ship that was now open to space.


“Me
first,” Mike said, jumping through the shimmering blue field and into zero g
for the two meter coast that ended with him getting his adhesive fingertips on
a severed structural beam, then he turned around in the void of space as his
armor switched over to internal oxygen. “Safety line.”


One of the techs threw
an object through the field and Mike pulled the toss to him telekinetically,
attaching it a few meters in so they’d have a firm line to hold onto and
wouldn’t risk careening off into space if something went wrong…and in the Bsidd’s case ‘holding on’ involved wrapping two appendages
around the line like a hoop, insuring that they didn’t float off, for the
artificial gravity was out in at least this piece of the ship.


“It’s fixed. Let’s go,”
he said, moving on into the exposed corridor and pulling the line with him.
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Mike attached another
nub some thirty meters down where the corridor made a sweeping turn up and to
the right. That provided a solid point for the line to feather to, letting it
stay slightly loose in between as the mage continued to lay cord down as he
bounced his way from one wall to the other and up the corkscrew tunnel. The
minds that he was sensing were nearby and all clustered in one area, but since
he didn’t have a schematic of the ship he was just guessing which way to go
aside from a little Pefbar help. 


There was no grid-like
pattern to the corridors so he just strung line where he went and left it in
place when he had to backtrack, starting a new line inches from the old and
heading off in another direction until the chamber the minds were in came into
Pefbar view. From there he was able to see the route necessary to get
there…along with the emergency blast doors that had cut off the survivable
section of the ship from the decompressed areas. 


There was no power here
so he and the Bsidd were having to work their way through using nightvision and some tiny lights being emitted from their
envirosuits and armor. Mike didn’t need his, for he had his Pefbar, and when he
came up to the blast door he saw that it was more than a foot and a half thick
using his psionic sense.


He waited for his team
to catch up, then grabbed a piece of equipment from one of the Bsidd and helped
him stretch it across the width of the corridor. It was a flexible hoop that
both of them went about extending and melding to the floor, walls, and ceiling
with some reliable adhesive, both to keep the atmosphere contained and to keep
the mount from moving with the pressure. They put it two feet back from the
blast doors then activated the portable shield generator and a blue film
covered the corridor.


“What the hell…” Mike
mumbled.


“What’s wrong?” one of
the Alphas asked, with a pair of mandibles dropping over its stun gun.


“These minds are
familiar. I think this is a race we’ve encountered before.”


“Which one?”


“Give me a moment,” he
said as he floated in place and lightly disconnected his mind from his
surroundings as he reached out to one of natives ahead. He could pick up
thoughts and voices, both of which were not in any language he recognized, but
he was able to hack into one of their bodies and see through their eyes. 


The room was dark, for
apparently the entire ship had lost power save for some few emergency systems.
Mike saw a few status lights in the dark, but what drew his attention
immediately were the faces and hands of the crew…for they were glowing a
mixture of red and green. That was the wrong color, but there was no mistaking
the body structures, including the hard carapace covering their heads and
running down the back of their necks and beneath their uniforms. It was the
telltale partial exoskeleton that, combined with the glowing skin, told Mike
who this race was.


The Archon activated
his comm, but also opened a channel to let his team
hear his conversation so he wouldn’t have to repeat himself. “Admiral?”


“Here.”


“We haven’t met face to
face yet, but the survivors on the other side of the blast door are some
variant of Protovic. Dig up all known variations of their language and see if
one is compatible with the natives.”


“Protovic? How?”


“I don’t know, but
these have red/green skin instead of purple/green. I think we’ve stumbled onto
a mystery that a lot of people are going to want to know the answer to.”


“If you haven’t seen
them how do you know what color they are?”


“I managed to pull a
feed from within the room they’re currently in. They’re just about the only
thing glowing, so I think it’s safe to assume most of this ship is dead. Send
over a shipment of envirosuits compatible with Protovic physiology.”


“Human sizes?”


“Basically. If they
don’t have any of their own we’re going to need to get them out through vacuum.
Have the other rescue teams similarly equipped. If you get even a hint of a comm line to the natives I want to know immediately.”


“Understood. Anything
else you need?”


“A lightsaber
would be useful, but other than that, no.”


“Team 4 has arrived on
site and is attempting to recover three survivors.”


“Get as many as you
can. Have the Protovic ships moved to recovery positions?”


“They’re sniffing
around, but haven’t made any real attempts yet.”


“Give them a wide
berth, but if they get near one of our teams have an escort drone standing by
in case we need to peel.”


“Already on it. We’ve
got your back.”


“Copy that. Keep me
updated,” Mike said, cutting the comm and returning
to his team’s frequency. “You get all that?”


“What eyes did you have
on the other side of the door?” an Alpha asked.


“Telepathy.”


“Can you use it to
contact them?”


“I can do better than
that. In the meantime get some atmosphere on the other side of the shield,” he
said as he went meditative again. One of the Gammas pulled himself past him
using the ceiling line and deposited a canister on the other side of the energy
shield, hitting a button and holding it steady so it didn’t blow itself out of
the contained space as it released its solidified gases. Per its design it
consumed the fuel reserve it had up until the atmospheric pressure reached
desired levels, then it stopped releasing nitrogen and oxygen and began
swirling around what was there through an intake vent and heating it towards
room temperature rather than the frigid cold that it now existed at.


Mike let the Bsidd
watch his back as he connected with the crew again, finding one of the
healthiest ones and taking over control of his body. The Protovic slipped into
a state of sleep that made it very suggestive and allowed Mike to order him
about without having to worry about controlling every single muscle contraction
in its body. He heard questions from the others as the Protovic moved out of
the room, then he thought better of it and took a moment to knock all of them
unconscious before taking his puppet out through the corridors and over to the
far side of the blast door. 


The emergency system
still had power, and through the knowledge that this one contained he was able
to identify the override sequence necessary to open it. The Protovic did the
button pressing while Mike did the coaching, then when the thick doors split
and retracted into the walls there was a bit of atmospheric bump as the two
sides mixed, but the energy shield held without incident. 


Mike pushed his way
past the Bsidd who was putting away the partially depleted canister and gently
shot himself through the door and over to the glowing face and hands inside a
white uniform that clashed with the dark green of the corridors…or it would
have if they had been able to see them, but the Archon knew what the interior of
the now dark ship was supposed to look like, for he was still in this one’s
head.


He gently withdrew his
presence, letting the Protovic wake up slowly while he pounded him with
reassurance and impulse of ‘ally,’ ‘friend,’ and ‘rescue.’ That said, the Protovic
jerked fully awake when he finally saw the similar silhouette of the Human and
the totally bizarre silhouettes of the Bsidd.


Mike spoke to him
telepathically, not knowing the right verbal words, and eventually was able to
settle the male Protovic down. Instructing him as to what to do next was a long
15 minute process, but eventually he was able to establish a rudimentary
language between the two of them and decided right then and there to keep this
one with him to act as emissary to the others they were hopefully going to
rescue after this group.


With a wordless
understanding reached, Mike and his new best friend floated through the dark
hallways with the Protovic functioning as a mobile flood lamp and spraying red
and green light wherever he went. When they got to the single room with the
others inside the Archon let the Protovic go in first as he gently woke the
others, then let him explain what was going on.


That took less than 30
seconds before what was left of the crew came floating out eager for rescue and
knowing that these people were the ones who had come to their aid in the space
battle. Apparently that was enough to establish trust…along with the fact that
the air was getting stale and without at least moderate repairs to the ship
they’d all suffocate or freeze to death, though Mike did see what looked like
portable equipment, possibly heaters, set up in the room they were exiting. 


One of them was missing
an arm and a good portion of the skin over the right side of his face. The
tissue underneath did not glow, nor did the blood that looked dark where it had
dripped over his illuminated skin. The others had burns and gashes from what
looked like fragmented debris strikes, with only about a third of them that
appeared undamaged, though their mental states were considerably distressed.


With the help of his
emissary they got them all into Human-sized envirosuits and onto the hand lines
with the Bsidd escorting them out to the exposed hull and across the short gap
to the waiting dropship. Mike had already called for another, for there were 34
Protovic survivors and they weren’t going to all fit in the sparrow. Once it
was loaded up and the tether line disconnected it flew off, with another
dropship, an Eagle-class this time,
coming in and taking up position to rescue the rest of the survivors.


A third dropship came
to pick up Mike and his team and take them over to the next location where
survivors had been spotted, for one of the other Archons had assigned himself
to spotter duty and had been flying around mentally scanning all the debris to
save the search teams time. He’d kept the one Protovic with him and used him as
an intermediary with the few other survivors they found and got them off their
ships, or what was left of them, without complaint. That said, there were a few
groups that had been identified that lost people before the Archons and Bsidd
could get to them.


One Protovic shuttle
was seen moving about looking for survivors, but other than that there was no
help coming from them. That bugged Mike a lot, but he knew that a lot of races
didn’t care about rescuing survivors from debris. It was a difficult process if
you didn’t have the right equipment and some people didn’t bother to try…while
others did but at a leisurely pace that often saw people lost due to a lack of
alacrity. 


Regardless, by the end
of it he and his teams spread across all the orbital battlefields recovered 389
Protovic, 32 of which were near death. Four of those didn’t survive the trip
over to the jumpships, and even the crude regenerators that Star Force now
fielded weren’t enough to revive them. Had they a V’kit’no’sat model onboard
that probably would have been another story, but there were so few of them in
existence that even a mage of Mike’s standing didn’t rate one being sent with
this invasion force.


The Star Force version
didn’t melt, but was shaped like a mechanical mushroom that unfolded into bands
and plates that cradled the injured part of a person’s body and set to stoking
the natural regenerative processes. It was appropriately colored green and
referred to by many Archons as the ‘extra life,’ and thanks to the Protovic
sharing a physiology that was already logged in the Star Force database the
units this fleet carried were already capable of fully treating the wounded,
including the regeneration of severed limbs. That would take days, if not weeks
to fully accomplish, but those Protovic that they got back to the jumpships
still alive would all make full recoveries going forward. Those that had missed
their window of opportunity had been mere minutes shy of making an eventual
full recovery.


That was why rescue
operations couldn’t be delayed and why Mike had ordered them immediately.
Fortunately the lizards didn’t try any shenanigans in planetary orbit while the
operations were going on, but he learned they were doing quite a bit of
relocating throughout the rest of the system now that they knew there was a
Star Force fleet in play. They needed far more ship concentration than they’d
had here to deal with his drones, and by pulling ships in from multiple other
locations they were assembling a big enough armada that Mike’s troops might not
be sufficient to deal with them.


That meant there was a
lot of strategy needed going forward and the lizards weren’t going to make it
easy on them and keep themselves spread out enough to get picked off in smaller
engagements such as the one they’d just fought and won. Mike didn’t have the
ships he needed to quickly cleanse this system of the invaders, but he could
still do it if he took the patient approach. In lieu of reinforcements that he
didn’t have coming that was how he was going to have to play it, but for the
moment establishing communication with these Protovic was his top priority
after ensuring they got all the survivors recovered.


By the time Mike got
back to the Archer 7 there was still
no reply from the Protovic in response to any of the languages they attempted,
which was understandable given that these Protovic were obviously not the same
as those they were allied with…unless the red coloration was some secret that Star
Force had never been told about. If these Protovic had split off from the
others a very long time ago then they might not share a similar language now,
but it had been their best bet other than lizard, to which they had not
responded either.


So Mike took his
Protovic emissary with him to a room on the jumpship that had database access
and pulled up the visual information about the other Protovic and tried to
translate as much nonverbal information as he could to him. He could clearly
sense his shock at seeing the photos, as well as the satisfied conclusion that
if Star Force was allied with the other Protovic then that made them allies of
theirs as well, which was why they’d come to their aid.


That wasn’t true, for
he’d had no idea this system contained Protovic, but given the lack of
translation he wasn’t going to bother trying to explain that bit of detail,
especially when it seemed that this one was slipping into the role of ally
almost automatically. That was a big step, especially if his kin would reciprocate,
but without a reliable means to communicate with the natives any combat
coordination was going to be limited going forward and Mike knew he couldn’t
just let the lizards have oodles of time to reposition and prepare for the
beatdown that was coming their way. If he made a misstep they’d make him pay
for it, and their victory here was not a sure thing…though he knew if he
handled it correctly the lizards wouldn’t be able to stop them.


How many Protovic they
killed before then was another matter, for there were still ground campaigns
ongoing. Mike didn’t like the idea of setting down troops without the ability
to talk to the Protovic, for the chances of misunderstandings or paranoia were
high and he wouldn’t stand for a single soldier of his to be killed because of
it. 


He also wasn’t going to
let the lizards have time to kill Protovic while he twiddled his thumbs in
space either, so he had to come up with something. 


After several hours of
tedious telepathic chats with his new friend whom he’d dubbed ‘Candy Cane’ he
let the man return to the rest of his crew that were going to remain on the
jumpships until they healed. He ordered the Admiral to give the man comm access so he could try and talk to his own people, that
was, if they could receive and decipher the Star Force transmissions. If their
computers talked in a totally alien language as well then that was going to be
a no go, but they had to try regardless.


Meanwhile Mike caught a
quick nap for a couple of hours then took a short run and headed back to the
command nexus to begin working on his next move…and seeing what the lizards and
Protovic were going to make theirs. 
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March 3, 2826


Aphat System


Jmry



 

Mike sat hunched over
inside the cockpit of his skeet, his Archon armor sliding into grooves in the
seat designed to match it perfectly and give him a relaxed pose even while
leaning forward and essentially resting his chest on the angled padding. His
hands and feet were leveraging manual controls while his mind was partially
linked into the neural interface and giving him the sensor feeds directly
rather than relying on the holograms surrounding him. His eyes were closed to
slits with him barely seeing the images around him through his own visual
senses, though he was very aware of his body as he feathered the controls and
eased his aerial fighter down beneath the ridges outlining a valley where a
Protovic outpost was under siege. 


In the days that
followed the first orbital battle there had been no progress on finding a
common language, or even roots of one, but an agreement had been reached on
landing troops to fight the lizards on one of the 4 held planets with advancing
lizard incursions on them. It was more of a point and nod ‘yes’ exercise than
an actual agreement, but the Protovic knew Star Force was coming down to aid
them in the fighting and that was pretty much all they had to go on. 


Leaving the Admiral in
command of the fleet after considerably thinning the lizards’ system ship count,
Mike had come down with the ground troops and helped rout an invasion of a
city. Trouble was, Protovic cities weren’t self-contained. This one had
buildings sprawling across a wide area in splotches without a defined perimeter.
Some lizard troops had gotten into sections and dug in, but Mike and the Bsidd
had kept most of their troops blocked from ever getting that far, then he had
gone in and helped locate and eliminate the interlopers less than an hour ago.


Once finished there
he’d ordered his troops out to other locations and hopped in a skeet enroute to
another front. This section of Jmry was falling apart
under the lizard assault and he didn’t have time to waste transitioning from
one to another. He was tired, but sitting in a cockpit wasn’t going to stress
him much, prompting him to put off a sleep cycle until he’d helped his troops
keep this military outpost from falling to the lizards.


Columns of infantry and
mechs were making their way up the valley, already having cut off the lizards’
reinforcement lane here and attacking them from behind, but as was typical the
enemy had multiple fronts and had encircled the Protovic in this very
treacherous circuit of canyons with an uncertain amount of troops in play. Mike
expected them to have been dug in by now, with him flying on ahead to scout the
area. 


His Pefbar did him no
good at this altitude so he had to rely on the skeet’s sensors entirely to
search with, but his gut told him there was trouble here and that he was flying
into hazardous terrain. That proved true about a third of the way up to the
Protovic bunker as a burst of anti-air fire came from a nook in the canyon. A
few splinters of plasma hit his shields before he was able to roll out of it,
then he went evasive and drew fire from at least half a dozen more hidden
weapons batteries. 


Which is what he had
hoped would happen. Better for the enemy to shoot at him than his troops, with
him drawing them out of cover so that crew in orbit watching could tag the
locations of the weapons hidden amongst the rocks. The lizards still hadn’t
created a good replacement for their anti-air plasma weapons that utilized
‘fire and forget’ packages, and Mike knew well how to handle the glowing green
splinters flinging up at him from seemingly everywhere.


Rather than flying up
he went down, cutting under the firing cones of some of the batteries and
letting his superior shields take some hits while he kept moving and dodging
based off of the targeting tendencies he’d learned over the years rather than
seeing and reacting to the weaponsfire that was far faster than his craft. He
kept his speed up and hugged the terrain, eventually sliding up the slope and
peeking over the far side and down into another valley, this one wider and more
heavily forested. The entire area was choppy with washed out ‘roads’ that the
infantry and mechs were making use of. They were visible from the air but the
source of the anti-air fire was coming from the clumps of trees.


Mike saw them but
couldn’t study their placements, running the gauntlet as long as he dared
before pulling up hard and shooting straight up into the sky, taking some lucky
shots to his right wing stub that didn’t penetrate as he got outside of their
weapons range. The mage rolled his fighter over once high enough above the
terrain that he didn’t need to worry, which was when he noticed a blot on the
horizon to the west.


A quick check of the
battlemap showed him that the blot was a lizard cruiser coming overland. 


“Where the hell did
that come from?” he wondered, setting a direct course for it while seeing a
drone corvette heading down from orbit on an intercept course. It was going to
be late, though, with the cruiser going to get to his ground troops before it
could get shot down…and with various Protovic settlements spotting the
countryside he couldn’t risk calling on orbital batteries to try and take it
out. Even then there wasn’t much time to get the ships into position. The
lizards had slipped a warship past them and it was going to be here within a
couple of minutes.


Mike mentally tagged
all the fighters in the air nearby to rally to him as he set course to
intercept the cruiser at least a short distance away from his troops on the
ground. There were 3 squadrons within range, each of which contained 10
fighters. The pilots were a mix of Bsidd Thetas, Eppies,
and Zetas, all medium to small sized variants, and flying Y-shaped skeets known
as ‘Behatis’ that were about 30% larger than Mike’s craft. They also had three
engines, each on the ends of the spurs, but had a larger midsection bulge than
the skeets did, which allowed even the largest Bsidd variants to pilot them if
necessary.


When a smaller Bsidd
was known to be the pilot, the cockpit was sectioned off and the excess space
given to modular upgrades, including cargo compartments, additional fuel cells,
a secondary shield generator, comm equipment, or a
variety of other tech to take advantage of the size of the craft. It was a
design concept built specifically for the Bsidd and only a couple of decades
old, but the behatis had already replaced all other aerial fighters in
popularity and was now the only design being actively produced. 


Where the Calavari had
their Valerie the Bsidd now had their Behati, but Mike was sticking with his
skeet like the rest of the Humans, though his was the only one in the sky at
the moment. There were also a few gunships of Bsidd manufacture to deal with
lizard wisp swarms if they were to come their way, but so far that hadn’t
happened. The lizards had air assets on the planet, but since they were the
invading army rather than the defending one those numbers didn’t tilt into the
insane and most of what was here had been chewed apart previously by the
Protovic and their flying ‘Javelins.’ 


Mike was in his skeet
to help identify and take out surface targets, as were the other fighters
nearby, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t do what they were primarily designed
for…which was taking down aerial targets, even if they were really big ones.
His skeet had two mauler cannons and the behatis had one each, meaning that
with enough hits they could disrupt the cruiser’s shields and get some hits
into the hull. Problem was they needed to take this thing down quick before it
had a chance to pound the infantry.


Mike had mechs in play
on the ground that would add considerable anti-air fire, not just from typical
anti-air batteries but from all their weapons, for you didn’t need any
specialization to shoot up into the air at a slow moving target. To that end he
accessed the battlemap and fed commands out to the mechs to fire every missile
they had at a point he then specified, splashing a virtual marker on the
quickly approaching cruiser.


A moment later little
plumes of fire leapt up from the ground at multiple locations down in the one
canyon and arced over to travel horizontal to the cruiser. There was a slight
delay, then a billowing cloud of fire and smoke built up on the leading edge of
the enemy ship that it kept trying to push its way through, eventually
succeeding but coming out of it with weakened shields…albeit temporarily.


Mike shot his fighter
ahead at the best speed he could manage, getting into mauler range before the
behati squadrons and pulling the trigger after selecting a double linked blast
from his customizable control board, sending two blue blips of
shield-disrupting energy at the front edge of the cruiser.



 

Klakten was with a
group of Betas down on the canyon floor when the overhead sun was eclipsed by
the front of the lizard ship as it appeared in the sky above them, crawling out
over the rocky ridgeline and firing a pink phaser beam down at a madcat. It hit the left missile box and nearly penetrated
the mech’s shields, but the Bsidd walking machine did what it did best and
leapt ahead into a running gait as it turned its weapons skyward and added to
the other streaks and orbs of weaponsfire reaching back up towards the cruiser,
making the next phaser burst miss by a couple of meters as the madcat pilot juked the mech around in a randomized pattern.


Apparently the lizard
gunners weren’t that good, but all it would take was one shot to kill Klakten
or any of the other infantry. Their armor and shields couldn’t stand up to that
kind of firepower, and there were already waypoints leading to places in the
canyon that would provide some cover in the terrain, though he knew the trees
wouldn’t do much to protect them. He sprinted with the others nearby over to
the edge of the canyon, putting as much angle as they could between them and
the rest of the enemy warship as it continued to creep out overhead and expose
more weapons batteries to the troops below.


More and more pink rain
followed, but at least it seemed to be targeting the mechs rather than the
scattering infantry. Klakten kept his rifles silent, knowing that shooting up
at the big ship wouldn’t do a damn bit of good and could alert them to his
position. When he got under the tree cover he weaved through the thin trunks
and found a bit of rock to hide behind, but he could still see the yellow/tan
hull above him through the breaks in the leaves.


Suddenly his battlemap
lit up with proximity warnings in the direction of the distant Protovic outpost,
indicating that there were enemy ground troops approaching. 


Figured. Bring in the
warship overhead and flood them with a wave of infantry for double trouble. Oh
well, at least now he’d have something to shoot at.


The Bsidd soldier
variant pulled out one of his rifles and took up a better sniping position as
those around him were doing likewise just as the first little green bastards
appeared running up the center of the canyon out in the open…by the hundreds.
They flooded out around the feet of the furthest mech that was shooting at the
cruiser, then the eight-armed ‘Docite’ wheeled around
and punched two of them into the ground, mashing them to their deaths as point
defense weapons on the other arms began chewing the lizards apart by the
dozens.


Infantry weapons began
to spew tiny blue plasma streaks and sammy
sniper bursts from both sides of the canyon, taking down more of the lizard
infantry that was only armored with a light protective vest that had never done
well against Star Force weapons. It might block a shot, or half of one
nowadays, reducing damage done but not preserving them as proper armor would,
so they went down easily, with many more coming up from behind those falling to
replace them.


With the locations of
the Bsidd infantry noted, the flood of lizards fanned out towards the sidewalls
and Klakten knew it was go time. He kept firing as he lit his six plasma rods
covering the end of some of his appendages and launched himself out of cover
along with a few of the others. He ran four steps, shooting one lizard in the
head before poking another with one of his glowing limbs. The blue tip
discharged, blowing a hole into its head before he swung the same rod to the
side and discharged from another segment into the arm of a second lizard.


With six rods to work
with he was hacking through the lizards with ease while still shooting some
with his rifle, throwing down so much firepower that they didn’t have a chance
and the other Bsidd were no different. Unless the lizards could get enough hits
to get through both his shields and his armor they weren’t going to be able to
stop them, though there was an ammo limit on his plasma rods and rifles, but
they’d taken that into consideration before they’d
mounted this assault and had plenty of backup ammunition for the latter. 


Just then a huge pink
blast landed to his left, vaporizing one of the Bsidd there and at least a
dozen lizards along with it. The superheated air pushed out and knocked Klakten
off balance while leveling the lighter lizards. With horror flooding through
him he stood up and kept fighting, using the momentary opportunity to jab the
lizards closest to him that were on the ground and starting to jump back up
onto their feet after scrambling for dropped weapons.


Just then another huge
mass appeared underneath the lizard cruiser, with the Bsidd drone disc sliding
in over top of the mechs and into the gap, providing them cover while firing at
point blank range into the now shieldless underside
of the enemy ship. Several huge bangs sounds, though the infantry couldn’t see
what was happening from their vantage point and the fact that they were too
busy fighting to look, but those that could steal a glance like Klakten did saw
the lizard cruiser drop from the sky and land on the drone…with the drone
responding and pushing back and to the side to dump the now dead hulk over the
ridgeline so it wouldn’t fall on the troops below.


As it did a flurry of
behatis and even a skeet zipped in underneath it and began strafing the lizard
infantry with Klakten breathing a sigh of relief as he and the other Beta
returned to fighting without the worry of being killed in a single shot from
above.



 

“Admiral, where did
that cruiser come from?” Mike asked as he pulled up out of a strafing run,
having killed dozens of the lizards on that single pass now that they’d exposed
themselves to rush his ground troops.


“Battlemap replay
indicates it originated in one of the canyons beneath a camouflage canopy.
Probably a forward operating base put into play during the initial invasion,
which was why we didn’t detect it with our orbital scans.”


“Damn it. If there are
others out there find them.”


“Already working on it.
At the moment the skies are clear near your position. Not even any wisps in
play.”


“If they can hide a
cruiser they can hide a hangar,” Mike said warily. “This is exactly why not
being able to talk to your ally sucks. How many infantry did we lose?”


“18 transponders are
gone and two mechs are down. Both mechwarriors are intact.”


Mike bit his lip.
“Score one for the bad guys. Status of the outpost?”


“Holding, but barely.
The other attack groups are swarming them while this one slows you down.”


“Distractions,
distractions. What’s the status of that drone?”


“Mostly intact.”


“Send it to the outpost
to distract them.”


“There are still
anti-air batteries in play,” the Admiral warned him.


“I know. We’re going to
lose it. Do a lot of damage and buy the Protovic some time with it…and make
sure it crash lands on those bastards.”


“Should we target the
batteries themselves?”


“No, go for the troops.
We’ll get the batteries from the ground.”


“Dispatching now.”


Mike cut the comm and wheeled his skeet around, zipping over the
treetops and reversing course as he spotted the glint of something lizard in
the sidewalls and intended to slag it before heading over the ridgeline and
sneaking his way forward as close as he could to the mobile anti-warship phaser
batteries set up near the outpost perimeter, another new trick the lizards had
come up with in recent years. They also had plenty of point defense anti-air
that would take him down if he got within sight of them, but he needed to poach
what troops he could and buy his ground troops some time to get up to the
Protovic and save them before they were overrun.
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April 12, 2826


Aphat System


Jmry


 


Mike sat on a Protovic
rooftop, taking the first bit of rest he’d had in over 36 hours of fighting.
The city he was currently in had been hit by the lizards with overwhelming
force, enough to defeat the local defenses and pull in numerous Protovic army
units from the surrounding area in a hasty defense. Even then they couldn’t
hold until Mike had rushed a few Bsidd units over, along with himself, to give
them an added boost while everyone else he’d brought down to the planet was
tied up in assaults elsewhere.


Even with Mike and the
240 Bsidd they should have lost the city, but they hadn’t given up and fought
round the clock as more Protovic reinforcements gradually arrived and, in most
cases, were utterly destroyed by the lizards. Mike hadn’t had his troops try
and hold a secure location, for that would have been to the lizards’ advantage.
Instead he let the locals try that pointless approach while he and the Bsidd
roamed in hunter teams not interested in protecting infrastructure but in
killing the enemy.


And they’d had to kill
a lot of them before the city was at peace again. He hadn’t looked at any of
the official estimates that were routinely compiled by the crews in orbit
monitoring everything happening on the planet, but personally he guessed there
had been at least a quarter million lizards, and as usual they had fought to
the last man rather than retreat, doing what damage they could before they
died.


And they’d done a lot.
The streets were full of lizard corpses, but along with them were the fading
glows of the Protovic, both soldiers and civilians. Lots of civilians had been
caught unawares here and been mowed down. He’d had to jump over lots of them
when on foot, but fortunately he’d come in with a jump pack and had done most
of his long range movement over the rooftops and away from the gore.


There had been no
trouble from the locals when they’d arrived. In fact they’d seemed
overwhelmingly supportive and grateful…too much so in a few cases where a
hidden civilian would run out and tackle one of the lizards near the Bsidd in
an effort to help them and more than likely get themselves killed in the
effort. Mike had caught one and used his Ikrid to make him stay put while he
jumped in and fought a group of 30+ lizards in what probably looked like an
unwinnable battle, but to the heavily armored, psionically laden Archon it was
a piece of cake and he didn’t need help, let alone from an unarmed, unarmored
civilian.


It was morning again, a
few hours in, and the glows from the dead Protovic had mostly dissipated by
now. Their bioluminescence would linger a while after they were killed,
eventually fading down to white skin that had a scaly texture to it. That made
the corpses looked even more disturbing, but at least they were no longer
glowing like beacons marking the site of an atrocity. Many had been buried
beneath piles of lizard corpses with only small holes that left glowing
indicators of where they’d initially fallen before the snowstorm of dead
enemies had covered them.


The Protovic had hover
tanks that could float over the streets and buildings so only the infantry had
been forced to trample the dead and blood slicks that had been accumulating.
The smell had been getting constantly worse, but Mike had seen a collection
team start to remove the bodies and clean the streets before he’d parked
himself here so he expected the city to start to right itself, though he kept
his helmet on to diminish the scent of the dead. 


His Bsidd were waiting
nearby in a couple of locations for pickup, equally exhausted but all still
alive. Keeping on the move and not letting the lizards know where they were to
mass against them had been a defensive decision as well. Both he and the Bsidd
were chewed up with multiple dings in their armor and a few breaches. Mike even
had a spot on his right arm that had gotten burned. Right now he could see the
inner gel layer that had hardened over the spot and he was taking the moment to
use a bit of Sesspik to goose the healing along while they were waiting for the
dropships to arrive from orbit.


There weren’t a lot
available, given that he’d deployed all his troops in order to make as much of
a dent in the planetary invasion as possible, but it was just a matter of time
until they rotated into availability and were sent down to him. He could have
expedited the process and called for priority over other assignments, but since
there were no longer any lizards in play here, for they’d searched the city
thoroughly along with the Protovic units, there was no reason to make someone
else wait when all they had to do was sit here and rest a bit.


“Archon.”


“Yes,” Mike answered
the comm call from one of the Bsidd in the group
behind his back to the north about 2 kilometers off.


“There’s something
wrong here.”


Mike’s head came up a
bit. “Wrong how?”


“The Protovic are…doing
something. I think they have lizard prisoners.”


“That’s a very bad
idea,” Mike said as he stood up and turned around, looking in the direction of
the ID marker on his battlemap. “Where are they?”


The Bsidd answered with
a waypoint another kilometer to the northwest of their position.


“Stay put, I’ll handle
this,” he said as he forced his tired legs to launch him into a run across the
mostly flat roof. When he got to the edge he goosed his jump pack and leapt
across to the next building, continuing his run over the canyons of corpses below
as he made his way directly to the virtual marker and bypassed the Bsidd evac point. 


When he got close he
could see a wide plaza that he’d done a considerable amount of fighting in over
the previous day but gone were the corpses, replaced by a growing crowd of
civilians and soldiers alike along with five pedestals that stood at least 10
meters tall. On top of them were, as the Bsidd had indicated, lizard prisoners.
It looked like three each per pedestal and they were bound to central poles on
the outer four platforms. The fifth was in the center and empty, with a group
of Protovic walking up a circular staircase around the perimeter.


Mike leapt across to
the last building on the perimeter of the plaza when that group stripped down
and tied a female Protovic to the pole, with his gut suddenly telling him
something was very wrong here. He stopped on the edge of the building, giving
him the best vantage point as he reached out with his mind and sampled some of
the thoughts in the crowd. 


Some of them noticed
him on the rooftop, with their reactions being one of welcome and thanks as the
five pedestals suddenly lit on fire and began to burn the lizards and Protovic woman
alive.


Mike immediately jumped
off the building and drifted down into a gap in the crowd, at which point he
began running forward bumping people out of the way. When they got the idea
that he wasn’t here to observe the ritual they began blocking his path and
trying to grab hold of his arms and legs, to which the mage lividly let loose a
Fornax field and dropped everyone around him to the ground as he sprinted over
the crumpled and twitching bodies.


When he got close
enough he reached out to the lizards on the nearest pyre and hacked into their
minds, dulling their senses and blocking out their pain as their bodies were
rapidly disintegrating. Enemies or not, no one deserved this. The more he ran
the more minds he accessed, stretching his multitasking abilities to their max
to get them all while maintaining the Fornax field while he ran towards the
central pedestal, making one huge jump pack-aided leapt up to it just as he
felt the Protovic’s mind disappear from his grasp.


Mike landed in the
column of green fire that extended some 8 meters up into the air, turning the
elevated pedestal into a candle visible to all the thousands of Protovic
standing around watching. Inside he saw the quickly shrinking remains of the
Protovic, now stripped of flesh and with the muscle and blood boiling off the
skeleton rapidly. She was dead and there was no way he could save her, likewise
the lizard minds quickly slipped from his grasp as they too were killed.


Mike stood in the flames
as his shields were quickly dropping in power. Before they could breach he used
his Pefbar to look down inside the Pedestal and found something to
telekinetically grab. He twisted the metal tube, wadding it up and choking off
the fuel to the flame. It disappeared and left Mike standing next to the
charred skeletal remains of the woman as the four other pyres continued to burn
the lizard prisoners.


The crowd just stood
and watched, with a handful of soldiers moving towards the base of the central
pedestal to get to Mike. They were outraged, he could sense, at him having
interrupted their ceremony. The others just watched. They watched as people
were burnt to death and no one had bothered to stop them. They had all gathered
here to watch this sickness, which made them part of it. 


Mike had pulled his
invasion fleet off mission to come here to save these people, but now he
realized they weren’t the Protovic he knew, nor were they victims in need. 


They were another
enemy.


With an anger flooding
through him greater than he’d ever known before, Mike stepped off the pedestal
and dropped to the ground just as the guards were climbing the stairs to get to
him. They backtracked and joined in with others as they swarmed him, but he
didn’t care. His mind was focused on the handful of Protovic that had escorted
the woman up and tied her to the pole. They were nearby, with an ornately
dressed one backtracking into the crowd. 


Mike took down the
guards around him with another Fornax field and dashed ahead, chasing the one
Protovic into the crowd and picking him up from afar with his telekinesis and
jerking him back through the air towards him. Mike jumped forward and hit him
with one very hard punch in the chest, breaking bones and internal organs alike
before he released him to drop to the ground in a crunch, then the Archon
pulled out his plasma rifle and shot the Protovic in the head.


Seeing that the guards
and the crowds were stunned for a moment, then a rage built in them and they
all rushed him, armed or unarmed it didn’t matter, they all moved with a single
impulse towards the defiler…which was just as well as far as Mike was
concerned. He shot off in another direction, tracking down the other two of his
primary targets and killing them quickly with his rifle before slinging it onto
his back rack and letting go of his Fornax in favor of just using his armor and
muscles to beat down any and every one that came after him.


The three he had killed
had strapped that woman to the pole so she couldn’t escape, meaning they
deserved to die. The crowd he couldn’t say the same for though he expected the
same, so while he wasn’t going to start shooting everyone in sight as a part of
his mind really wanted to, he wasn’t just going to run away from this. Anyone
in the crowd attacking him was declaring themselves an enemy and that was good
enough for Mike. He wasn’t going to shoot them, but if they died from the
beatdown he was going to lay out so be it. 


So the mage held his
ground and punched, kicked, and bodily rammed down every Protovic that came at
him. He could feel their bones snapping and could see the blood splatters with
every hit, but he didn’t feel sorry for them. Attacking a fully armored
opponent with nothing but clothes on was beyond stupid, with many of these
Protovic running straight into their deaths, but Mike knew and could even sense
on their surface thoughts a shared insanity. They didn’t care or think about
anything other than getting to him and taking down the man responsible for
saving their lives, for he had gone from exalted hero to the worst of the worst
as far as the Protovic were concerned, and there was only one answer to that.


And that answer was
blood.


But they weren’t going
to get any of his, for he was far too powerful for even the armored guards that
showed up after a few minutes. Those put up more of a fight but had no chance
against the Archon. Still they didn’t stop, with him being one man amongst an
ever-growing sea of people beginning to flood in around him in the hopes of
choking him out with too many bodies to hit. Against other opponents that would
have worked, but with Mike’s psionics he could make an escape hole whenever he
wanted. 


Right now though he had
no intention to leave. What they had done could not be let to pass, and as long
as the sick bastards wanted to fight him he was going to oblige…but he wasn’t
going to put his troops at risk, so in between punches and kicks he activated
the comm to his local units with a simultaneous
connection to the Admiral in orbit.


“I need…an…emergency evac…now. This
location…first,” he said, ducking under a flying body as one of the crowd was
somehow launched up and over the others at him. “Don’t worry about…me…get my
troops out. The Pro…the Protovic are hostiles…no time…to explain…pull out
everyone…on the planet…back to orbit…I’m last man out…and busy…don’t come to
me…turtle up and aw…await evac…I’ve got asses…to
kick,” he finished, turning off the comm and
continuing to beat down the swarm of glowing bodies around him, for a lot of
the Protovic were barely wearing any clothing.


They were not going to
chase him off, no matter how many of them wanted to sacrifice themselves to
take him down. His tiredness was now forgotten with the memory of the mental
contacts he’d made with the now burnt prisoners echoing in his mind. This
injustice could not be tolerated, and he was going to destroy every bit of
their darkside ceremony as he could. 


After thinning the
crowd and leaving a trail of dead or heavily wounded bodies behind him as he
roamed the plaza with the beehive of Protovic following his every movement,
Mike knocked them back with another Fornax field and took the pause in the bone
breaking to jump up onto one of the outer pedestals that was still on fire. He
flicked his shields back on and went into the flames, seeing that only a few small
bone fragments were left of the lizards. Everything else had been incinerated
and vaporized by now, with the flames being a testament to this horrific
ceremony that he was now going to smother.


He telekinetically
reached inside and cut off the fuel supply with another crunch of the pipes.
When the green flames dropped around him he jumped down into the crowd, landing
in a pile of twitching bodies thanks to a preemptive Fornax blast, then hopped
off that spot and up into the flames on the next pedestal. One by one he
snuffed them out, then he dove back down into the angry mob and met them with
an anger that outscaled theirs. 


Mike was literally
glowing with righteous fury and continued to beat down everyone that threw a
blow at him until he got a battlemap ping from his Bsidd units indicating that
they were all aboard and ready to depart. They were wondering if he was coming
with them but not going to interrupt him, with the ping letting him know there
was a way out if he wanted it.


“Go,” he told them, just
noticing the approach of a second dropship to the other evac
site within the city. “I’ll call…when I’m…done here.”


He didn’t receive a
reply, perhaps due to the sound of his voice, recognizing that he was still in
heavy combat. The Bsidd knew better than to second guess his orders, for he was
an Archon and far wiser and more powerful than them, so if he said to go they
would go and not think much of it. Archons knew when to fall back and survive,
and right now this sick rabble wasn’t a threat warranting that.


Mike stayed there and
continued to fight until there was no one left to hit. When the last of them
were gone from his immediate presence he pushed out his senses and looked
around, seeing a field of bodies across the plaza, some of which were moving or
limping off, but just as many that were unconscious or dead. 


Those who survived
would have a chance to realize they were Sith
scum and change their ways, but that wasn’t why he had left some alive. He
wasn’t going to go around and kill those who were still alive, but anything
that attacked him was going down and he honestly didn’t care if they died or
not. The idea that this ceremony was legit and he was just protesting it with
his beatdown had to be squashed immediately. They were in the wrong and this was
the rectification. He wasn’t delaying the ceremony, he was destroying it.


To that end, with no
more infantry or crazed civilians to hit, he went back over to the nearest
pedestal and leapt back up on top and proceeded to start demolishing it bit by bit,
first with telekinesis, then with his muscle and powered armor. It took time,
but he was able to shred the pedestal in visible defiance to anyone watching.
They would not and could not stop him, which was what he was trying to intone
with his actions above and beyond just being Hulk-esk
mad. 


The darkside
could not be tolerated or ignored, and as such he took the time to shred all
five pedestals before calling for a dropship to meet him outside the city to
take him back up to orbit.
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When Mike got to his
dropship he boarded it in a field outside the city and found only the pilot
inside, but as soon as it lifted off he got a comm
from the Admiral.


“Archon?”


“Go ahead,” he said as
he sat down on an empty bench in the compartment behind the cockpit.


“Evac
is proceeding in all areas save for one. Our troops on the southern continent
are engaged in heavy action at the moment and cannot withdraw immediately.”


Mike frowned and pulled
up his planetary battlemap, zooming in on the area that he was well familiar
with. He’d fought there a week ago, securing a trio of cities against a lizard
advance that had then turned into an assault against one of the enemy’s landing
zones. That’s where the troops were now, and by the number of enemy contacts on
the map he could tell that something was very wrong.


“What happened?”


“Subsurface bunkers, we
think. We’ve only had a few minutes to analyze it, but the lizards got a lot of
reinforcements all of a sudden. Our troops have taken up defensive positions
within the enemy base and are unable to withdraw at present. The enemy has also
deployed considerable air assets to keep our aircraft away.”


“I can see that,” Mike
said, blowing out a slow breath and starting to realize just how tired he was
now that his anger was coming down from raging levels. 


“With your permission,
I’d like to divert a portion of the evacuating troops to help pull them out.”


“Do it. I’ll head there
on the ground and we’ll be the last ones out.”


“What do you want me to
do with our guests?”


“How many are still
onboard?”


“Six in medbay and your liaison.”


“They’re coming with
us.”


“As prisoners?”


“No, they’re just
coming. Don’t let them leave the ship, but otherwise don’t confine them. I’ll
deal with them personally once I’m onboard, but don’t let them have comm access until then. And move the wounded onto your
ship. I want them all in one place.”


“What happened down
there?” 


“I’m not entirely sure.
Some sort of sacrificial ritual where they burned a group of lizards
prisoners and one of their own alive in the city square with a crowd watching,”
he said as he got up and moved into the cockpit.


“I honestly don’t know
what to say to that.”


“Coordinates,” Mike
said, talking to the pilot as he relayed them to his console via his helmet
battlemap. “Just get me close and I’ll take it from there.”


The Bsidd wordlessly
agreed with a head twitch that was the equivalent of a nod and adjusted their
course away from an orbital trajectory and into a globe spanning jaunt through
the thin upper atmosphere.


“It’s an abomination
that cannot be tolerated,” he finally answered the Admiral. “I’ve seen plenty
in my life, but this is among the worst. I imagine it’s not something you learn
about in the maturia.”


“No, but I thought I’d
seen enough lizard combat for things like this not to surprise me.”


“The darkside comes in many forms, unfortunately.”


“But why? The lizards
are dishonorable, but there’s always a tactical element involved.”


“That’s what our guests
are going to tell us eventually. We’ll take them back to the ADZ for a proper
language analysis and interrogation.”


“Are we taking the
entire fleet back?”


Mike hesitated for a
moment as he thought that through. “I’d like to get back to our original
mission, but it’ll have to wait. I need to go back and I’m not sending you
there without at least one mage.”


“We can resume orbital
bombardment and hold on any ground action until you return.”


“I trust in your
ability to get it done, but the lizards are devious enough I don’t want you
going in without a mage in case they pull something. If there’s any rethinking
to do on that point let’s save it until after we get everyone back up to
orbit.”


“Agreed. Are you
alright?”


“I’m not injured.”


“But are you alright?”


“No, I’m not,” Mike
admitted. “There’s a system full of bad guys that we have been fighting to
protect. I screwed this one up.”


“We fight the lizards
wherever they are. The more of them dead, the better the galaxy is.”


“Except we pushed
harder than normal in some cases to safeguard the Protovic and we lost people. That’s a sick feeling I don’t think I’m ever
going to shake, nor should I. To answer your question, I’m more
angry than unable. I’m tired, but I can handle another short fight to
get our people out. I could use a few more senzu beans though. I’ve only got 1
left.”


“I’ll send a courier to
track you down once you get there. How are you planning to get through their
aerial blockade?”


“I’ll go ground. I
don’t want to wait until our fighters clear the air.”


“Should I task a
warship?”


“Not with their big
guns still in play. How many do they have left?”


“We got 3 batteries,
two more are left.”


“Have one standing by
in low orbit just in case, but I’d rather not waste one if we don’t have to. Or
are our troops there in desperate need?”


“They’re cut off, but
holding ground.”


“We play it safe then.
Actually, I’ll get those guns myself.”


“Do you want one of the
other Archons with you as backup?”


“No, keep them with
their present units. I’ll just take a quick nap enroute to recharge. Get that
extra ambrosia there ASAP. I’m going to need it.”


“I’ll launch a dropship
with it inside of ten minutes.”


“Good. Let’s get this
done before anyone else dies,” he said, cutting the comm
and walking back to one of the benches where he laid down and configured his
battlemap to ping him when they got in proximity to a waypoint he added. With
that last bit done he closed his eyes and forced himself to calm down and half
fall asleep, keeping the remainder of his mental functions active so he could
slip into a healing trance and make the most out of the travel minutes ahead.



 

9 hours later he and
the last of the Star Force troops flew back onboard the jumpships, having
successfully pulled out the besieged unit and destroyed most of the lizard base
in the process. As the dropships came onboard and deposited him and a handful
of others on the Archer 7’s deck the
warships began recalling their drones with the massive discs sliding into the
racks one by one as they made final preparations to leave with neither the lizard
nor Protovic fleets getting in their way.


On Mike’s way out of
the hangar deck Candy Cane found him and held up a hand for him to stop. The
Archon clamped down on his renewed anger at seeing the red/green face and
accessed his mind again, which allowed them to exchange some ‘words’ in a
shorthand they’d learned over the past weeks. 


Candy Cane wanted to
know what was going on, for he’d been unable to communicate with his people and
the few wounded Protovic had been gathered here from the other ships they had
been still receiving treatment on before being sent back down to the planet or
to a Protovic ship like the others who’d already been sufficiently healed to
leave.


Mike considered what to
tell him, but ultimately settled a hand on his shoulder and imbued the
knowledge that he was going to be used as an emissary to the other Protovic in
order to establish communication with them, as well as to teach them and Star
Force about his people’s language and civilization. 


He felt a brief surge
of anxiety, for he was being told rather than asked, but that thought
disappeared when he realized what an honor it would be. Candy Cane sent
thoughts of agreement back to Mike and he decided to leave it at that, walking
on and heading towards his quarters where he was going to crash while letting
the Admiral handle getting them out of the system. Unless something monumental
happened on their way out he was going off the grid for a long while, not only
to rest and train, but to think this through and prepare a report for the
trailblazers that would hit the grid in the first Star Force system they passed
through. 


Hopefully by the time
he dropped off the fleet in the Bsidd Region and got his flagship back to the
ADZ with their guests there’d be a response and course of action waiting for
him.



 

Kip-022 was coming back
into his quarters onboard his flagship after a very hard day of training while
his combat fleet was in transit when he found the message from Jason at the top
of his notifications list when he logged into his account. They’d been
scheduled to pass through a system with a relay a number of hours ago, but this
was the first chance he’d had to check for updates and he expected a lot of
them given the amount of time his attack group had spent clearing out two planets
in a lizard held system along the Calavari Region border. 


Kip opened Jason’s
message first, as he always did with messages from his fellow trailblazers.


I expect you’ll be getting this message on your way back from mission,
and if my guestimates are correct there will still be time for you to arrive if
you wish. There’s been a discovery of a splinter race of Protovic out beyond
the Bsidd Region. Mike-448 was on a standard cleaning mission when a scout ship
relayed the information of an indigenous race within lizard territory that was
holding out against them. 


Without knowing who or what they were he diverted his fleet to their
aid seeing as how they were actively battling an invasion fleet. When he
arrived he discovered that they were Protovic, red faced instead of purple for
some reason, and commanding a very dense system of planetoids, most of which
were still in their possession. He eliminated a good chunk of the lizards’
warships and put down ground troops to assist in the defense of several surface
cities that were in danger of falling.


That was when something bad happened, and he filed a detailed report I
suggest you read through carefully. It’ll turn your stomach. After successfully
defending one city by a very narrow margin, the Protovic held a ceremony in a
city plaza where they burned alive a group of lizard prisoners and one of their
own people in some sick ritual. Mike tried to stop them but didn’t get there in
time, then went Hulk on them and beat the crap out of the entire crowd who took
offense at him interrupting their celebration and tried to stop him from
stopping them.


He included his helmet cam data, and the natives literally went insane
trying to stop him in a swarming, unarmed rush worthy of the lizards. I’m proud
to say he beat the crap out of them rather than running away, then destroyed
the sacrificial pillars and left the plaza full of dead and wounded barbarians.
After that he immediately recalled his troops to orbit and left the Sith civilization to fight the
lizards on their own, but he did bring back a handful of Protovic whom he’d had
on his ship recovering from injuries. He’d pulled them out of wreckage from a
naval battle and didn’t bother to return them when he left. We have them now
and are learning their language and a lot of stuff about their sick culture.


And by sick I mean right up there with the Aztecs and Darth Sidious. We’ve got them on Mars and will be working through
their interrogation for at least a few months, and by ‘us’ I mean myself, Greg,
and Rafa. Given your history with the non-barbaric
Protovic I thought you might want in on this. We’ve already agreed that there’s
no way we can let this stand, and we’re not going to remove the lizards around
these guys and let their sick civilization remain. Right now we don’t even know
if this is their only system or not, nor do we know of their connection to our Protovic.
There’s a lot of questions to be answered and not having a common language is a
pain in the ass. The more psionic help we can get the better, so if you feel
like stopping by Sol please do. 


At the bottom of the
message was a link to a copy of Mike’s mission report, which Kip read through
next followed by reviewing the helmet cam images from him and some early shots
from what looked like a group of Bsidd at further range as the Protovic tied up
the lizards to elevated platforms. When he saw them tie up one of their own and
then light the fires through Mike’s helmet his stomach sank into a pit of fury
that was echoed in the images turning into a bloody beatdown of everyone in
attendance. 


Kip made himself watch
despite the nauseating camera whips side to side as Mike had been fighting. It
didn’t make for good watching, but he wanted every bit of information he could
get and followed it through to conclusion, seeing the field of dead and wounded
Protovic that the mage had left behind along with the wrecked incinerators. 


When the recording
ended he just sat at his terminal staring at the blank screen as his mind
wheeled in thought. What they had done was…something that you didn’t do by
accident. No one chose when and where they were born, but no matter the culture
around you there was always your conscience, and Kip had learned that a
conscience wasn’t just a Human thing, but something all races had. It was an innate
understanding of right and wrong that didn’t result from learning, but rather a
fundamental sense just like sight or hearing. 


That sense could be
clouded, distorted, even suppressed to the point where you became a living,
apathetic zombie…all of which could be a byproduct of the civilization’s
culture weighing on you, but your conscience would always  be there fighting back, perhaps losing, but
there would always be internal conflict so long as you were a good person. Even
if you were tricked into doing bad things, that internal resistance would
always be there. 


What Kip had just seen
said that this civilization was so far gone that these savages not only
participated in this sickness but reveling in it. There may be no real ‘Force’
like in Star Wars, but there was a lightside and a darkside,
and this was chokingly dark. These people had given over to it willfully, and
he knew that by their reaction to Mike. They didn’t stand by and do nothing,
they went after him with a vengeance that defied reason or logic, whereas a
conflicted person would freeze up and hesitate.


If these people had
been good in the beginning, they were lost now. While theoretically no one was
permanently lost to the darkside, coming back out of
it required a person to want to…with those who were truly dark wanting to be
that way and therefore irredeemable. As bad as the lizards were, this was
worse. The lizards didn’t kill their own, save for imprisonment situations, and
their sick sacrifices at least held a combat purpose. Sacrifices without
function were reserved for the truly insane, and that’s what Kip saw here in
the faces of the crowd that attacked Mike to their own demise. 


This could not stand.
Their civilization, little that he knew about it, was clearly an abomination
that had to be removed. If you put a Jedi and a Sith into the same room only one would walk out
alive, and the same was true in reality. The lightside and the darkside could not coexist, which Kip knew meant that Star
Force was going back there at some point to deal with this, and the fact that
three of the others were already working on the problem showed they understood
how significant this was.


You didn’t leave the darkside alone to fester and grow, no matter whether it
attacked you or not. It had to be destroyed, and in this case that meant this
Protovic civilization had to be destroyed in some way, shape, or form, which is
no doubt what Jason, Greg, and Rafa were already
working on while they gathered information from the prisoners. 


Kip keyed his terminal
for a commlink to the bridge, given that he wasn’t
wearing any armor.


“Captain, I want an
immediate course correction. Inform the Admiral that he’ll proceed with the
rest of the fleet as planned, but we’re heading directly for Sol…and goose the
speed as much as you can. I need to get there as soon as possible.”
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July 2, 2826


Solar System


Mars



 

“Thought you’d come,”
Jason said as Kip walked down off the dropship in the reclusive spaceport that
sat in the center of one of Star Force’s cities that was off the public grid.
Most of the planet was civilian in some measure, but this was one of several
that were reserved specifically for Star Force use and operated in a manner
similar to the tier 3 cities save for the fact that there was no public access
for visitors.


“How bad is it?”


“Very,” Jason said as
he fell in step with his fellow 2 walking across the large internal hangar deck
towards an elevator shaft in the far wall. “We’ve established enough of a base
language to be able to ask questions and get answers, but the context is real
screwy. Heavy use of metaphors we think, but we’ve been able to get a basic
layout of the Protovic civilization.”


“How about a name?”


“Veliquesh. And they
have more than one system. Five in total, though the one we visited was their
largest.”


“Population?”


“Somewhere in the
vicinity of 3 trillion, though losses to the lizards may have taken a chunk out
of that number.”


“Are our guests
cooperating?”


“That’s where it gets
interesting. It seems our arrival was foretold in a prophesy,
and that they’ve been fighting the lizards for more than 1000 years waiting for
the day we’d come to save them.”


“Yet they went after
Mike pretty hard,” Kip pointed out.


“There’s the thing,
they may believe we were preordained to save them, but go up higher on the
religious pecking order and they abandon the lower levels quite fast. Their
burnt sacrifices are at the center of their culture and occur with every major
event. A victory, a remembrance, a holiday. The Protovic that Mike saw burnt
alive was one specifically raised to adulthood in a reclusive sanctuary
designed to keep them pure of various imaginary stuff. They’re raised
specifically to be sacrificed when the occasion merits it. That’s their place
in the Veliquesh civilization, though there are other sacrifices made to gain
favor, atone for an injustice, etc.”


“Peachy. Why were the
lizards involved?”


“Part of their magic.
They believe in a, and I hate to use the analogy, a living force that drives
all life in the universe and that by conducting these sacrificial rituals they
can alter their place in it. They believe that doing so all this time has allowed
them to hold out against the lizards while everyone else they’ve known of in
the region has fallen. They alone lasted, and continue to make sacrifices to
preserve their ‘grace’ within the force. They call their force
Nash’garmat’ecklima, so we’ve just shortened it to ‘Nash.’ And like all things
fraudulent, it takes a high level of delusion to keep their beliefs in check.
The six we have here are so disconnected from the concept of the truth it makes
their minds a muddled mess I haven’t seen the likes of before.”


“Regimented?”


“That’s putting it
mildly. This makes fascism look sane. If you even whisper anything contrary to
their beliefs you’re executed, which then leaves no one but the crazies around.
They figure they’ve got plenty of population, so they focus on the ‘purity’ of
their race which involves some nasty Hunger Games-like stuff to weed out the
younglings who are worthy and who are not. If you’re not drinking their kool aid you don’t get a chance to grow up. The ones we’ve
got are a mix of loyalty, crazy, and skill. Normally a civilization like this
would implode on itself, but it’s survived against the lizards due to this
weird mix of comprehension and delusion they’ve got going for a cultural hive
mind. They adapt to fight the lizards, reworking their tenets as needed to
survive, but always drift back towards crazy when they have a chance.”


“You’re saying the
lizards have actually driven a bit of sense into these barbarians?” Kip asked
as they reached the elevator doors and Jason telekinetically hit the call
button.


“Sad to say, but yes.
These guys want to be darkside, but necessity has
somewhat brought them to their senses. Like they’re sitting shallow in the
ocean but never breaking the surface. They can see the light and orient off of
it, but are never allowed to breathe the free air. There’s a twisted nobility
in them that’s giving us unfettered access. They want to help us learn,
thinking we’re their saviors from prophecy, and they’re also very keen to get
to know our Protovic.”


“Have you brought any
of them in on this?” Kip asked as the doors opened and they stepped inside,
with Jason keying their destination within the city.


“Yes, and we had to
almost restrain them at times from beating the crap out of our guests. They
find their whole civilization repulsive, and their red coloration is getting
under their skin…no pun intended.”


“Why?”


“They’ve never known of
any red-skinned Protovic, and the mystery behind where these came from is
something that is going to throw the purple-skins into a fit once they find
out. Those we have here have agreed to keep things quiet while we get the
information we need, but their government is already sending additional staff
to help us with the interrogations. They want to know who these bastards are in
a big way.”


“Have they been of any
help yet?”


“Their presence gives
us legitimacy, but without psionics we’re having to teach them the Veliquesh
language as we learn it, so there hasn’t been much opportunity for them to do
much questioning other than what they’ve fed through us. In that they’ve been
helpful, and seem to know what psychological buttons to press and when.”


“Who else knows about
this?”


“Outside of Star Force
only the Protovic, and they’re limited to a few dozen individuals. The Protovic
Chancellor is personally on his way here and should be arriving within a couple
of weeks. He said he wanted to keep this quiet until they got a grasp on what
was happening.”


“If these were Ter’nat
I’d do the same,” Kip agreed. “What does Davis have to say about it?”


“Just that he wants
information. He’s letting us take the lead on this.”


“Does he realize
there’s only one solution to this?”


Jason nodded. “It’s the
details that are in question…and right now there are a lot of unknowns. I’ve
been taking 2 hours a day out of my training schedule to work with these guys.
Adding another shift in will be a lot of help.”


“Why not call in a
dozen mages?”


“Quality over quantity.
Most of the mages haven’t been inside non-Human minds that much, and I don’t
want to be dealing with their learning curve while we try and bridge the
language gap. You’ve probably had more exposure to Protovic minds than anyone,
I’d guess.”


“Haven’t dealt with
them in a while, but probably.”


“Then you tell me how
they feel before I bias you any further. Any objections to getting started
now?”


“Nope. I’ll settle in
later.”


Jason nodded and the
pair rode the next few minutes in the elevator in silence before it opened up
into a residential section of the city, which prompted an eyebrow raise from
Kip.


“We’re treating them as
guests rather than prisoners. We’ve emptied this complex save for them and they
have the run of the place, but aren’t permitted to leave. We’re handling all
interrogations here.”


“How many people did
you have to boot out?” he asked as they began walking down a nearly empty
corridor towards a checkpoint that had a pair of security officers standing
guard in front of the main entrance to an upscale residential complex that
contained quarters larger than the base units that all civilians were given
coming straight out of the maturia. This region would have housed those
individuals who had earned considerable upgrades that included multi-room
quarters and a lot of other living space luxuries.


“About 200. There were
enough nearby facilities that we were able to relocate them all into higher
level complexes temporarily in exchange for the inconvenience. How long that
will be is still in question, and I don’t think they mind if we take our time
with giving them back their original quarters.”


“Archons,” one of the
guards said respectfully as the pair walked by, with Kip and Jason nodding in
return as they entered the promenade of the little city inside a city that was
this residential block. It led into a bit of a park with potted trees and
curving stairways that led up to the higher levels that included a cafeteria,
some basic entertainment facilities, and a lot more quarters. Pretty much all
standard stuff, with most of the denizens traveling a bit further into the city
for specialized needs but allowing for midnight snacks and such within easy
walking distance.


“And there we are,”
Jason said softly as they approached an individual sitting on his knees in the
park area. “They pray to synergize themselves with the Nash multiple times per
day. They think it upgrades their karma.”


“Any truth in it?
Psionic or other stuff.”


Jason shook his head.
“Nope. Just pure, unadulterated bull shit.”


“Is he going to get
ticked if I interrupt him?”


“Walk up in front of him,
and if he feels like talking he’ll acknowledge you. If not he’ll just ignore
your presence.”


“The damn red even
makes them look like Sith,”
Kip said, accelerating his pace until he passed between two low hanging trees
and came up in front of the bench where the Veliquesh held his meditative pose
murmuring something that sounded unintelligible. The trailblazer stood directly
in front of his glowing red/green face, seeing that he wore Star Force
clothing, ostensibly because he’d been taken off his destroyed ship without
having a chance to pack.


The man didn’t move,
nor open his eyes, leaving both trailblazers standing there looking down at his
elevated sitting position as Kip reached out and began eavesdropping on his
surface thoughts. Almost immediately he sensed a considerable deviation from
what he knew to be a normal Protovic mind, which sent him on a hacking hunt as
he poked around every facet of his mental structure without the man having any
clue that he was inside his head.


You’re right. He is different.


How? Jason asked.


Culturally and structurally. It’s almost as if he’s more advanced, yet
broken at the same time. Pieces of his mental structure are strong and
efficient, yet there are just as many sections that are degenerate. 


We think it’s the equivalent of crack babies. Their parents were so
screwed up that a bit of their mental damage got codified into their genetics
and passed onto their offspring. Factor in that only the ‘damaged’ ones would
pass their sick upbringing and you get a snowball effect. That’s our current
theory anyway. 


We’ve seen bits of that in other races, Kip agreed, thinking
specifically to the Lacvamat and how many generations it took to undo that
excessive group mentality. It wasn’t gone now, just modified to be less burdensome,
but the Archons knew well that genetic inheritance could be a blessing or a
curse, yet always just a starting point. Though for those weak willed it
stacked the odds against them righting themselves over the course of time. It
was always easier to go with what was default and not think about what you were
doing, but no sane person could live life without at least some curiosity
prompting one to poke around a bit inside their own head.


If you had to fight
your own programming things got bad, not so much because it was impossible, but
rather because one didn’t know what to do and was learning everything as they
went along. This Protovic was probably partly crazy when he was born, then
willfully chose to feed into the instability rather than fight and counter it.
No matter how messed up someone was there was always a path into the light
through training, but someone like this who figuratively had been born with the
crazy already in him would have to fight a long, hard battle just to get to
‘normal,’ and in Kip’s experience he knew that most people were not up to that
kind of a fight, especially as younglings, and just acclimatized to their
current situation…which in this case, given their cultural counterpart, was to
willfully go darkside.


As disturbing as that is, it’s the more advanced parts that interest
me. Why are these Protovic ahead of the others? Kip wondered.


We haven’t gotten into a lot of their lore yet, both due to time and
the fact that we only have a limited vocabulary. They may know of a split that
our Protovic don’t. 


This one doesn’t know about what Mike did?


None of them do. They were in orbit at the time and we cut off comms before anyone could tell them.


Good move there. Don’t want them clamming up and making this harder
than it already is. What kind of schedule do you have them on?


We keep them busy. Four hours in the morning, four in the evening. He’s
on his midday break. 


Do they train?


They have cleansing rituals that amount to some light cardio and
flexibility work. Maintenance stuff, really. From what we’ve learned they have
fairly short lifespans, sacrifices aside. They also have a forced reproduction
edict, given the turnover of ‘failures’ in their younglings. They’re working
off of default strengths more than anything. Our Protovic would kick their
asses handily.


So how are they holding back the lizards?


That’s a question I’ve been asking since I got here. Their tech level
has a lot to do with it. Beyond that we’re not sure yet.


Kip knelt down until he
sat on his ankles and stared up into the glowing face, daring him to look back
but he wouldn’t. He just sat there mumbling, either unaware of Kip being inches
away or deliberately avoiding acknowledgement.


Well, as long as he’s sitting here I will too, Kip said as he stood
up and walked to the opposite bench and had a seat. I’m going to have a thorough look around his head, then meet up with
you guys for the next interrogation session. You up or someone else?


Mike is. His psionics aren’t that good, but he’s got a personal stake
in this. We’ve also got a couple of Ikrid specialists to help out. I had my
shift this morning. Greg will take the last of the day.


You heading for a workout?


I was going to get you up to speed first.


Go ahead. I’ll find my own way from here.


A bit of advice, Jason warned. Don’t
do anything to tick them off, no matter what kind of memories you stumble
across. 


That bad?


Sick is the word. I don’t like digging through that crap, but we need intel. Don’t let them see you get angry. They still think
we’re here to save them.


Understood.


Jason walked off and
left the two of them alone, still with no reaction from the Protovic, as Kip
began a memory search. The different mental structure took him a while to
adjust to, but after that it was no different than the memory searches he’d
made of ADZ Protovic in past years. That familiarity let him dig deeply right
off the bat, though without a language translation a lot of the man’s thoughts
were a mucky mess. 


Some of the first
memories he went to were of the sacrifices, wondering what this one thought
about them. Kip saw him observing many from his place in a crowd, and the
feelings that accompanied them turned the Archon’s stomach. He was actually
convinced that the horrific pain and agony of their deaths was a good thing,
upping the Veliquesh’s standing in the Nash, and that
the more resistance an individual gave, the more intense their destruction,
resulted in a greater reward.


This Protovic actually
relished in the agony and betrayal of those he witnessed being sacrificed, all
the time knowing that it could happen to him to at some point. Rather than see
that as a problem this one ignored it. He was one of the people benefiting from
their demise, and it was almost a joke to him. The people he was seeing
sacrificed had thought it would never happen to them, and now it was, with that
horrific response all the more savory. He actually relished their screams and
the scent of their incinerated blood and flesh, for what was a person had now
been taken and consumed like fuel…and that visceral trade that he knew by
nature was not supposed to happen, that was fundamentally wrong, would be
compensated by a blessing in the Nash.


A wrong had to be done
in order to receive the counterbalance, and the more wrong they could heap on
the sacrificial slaughter the sweeter the recompense. 


Kip realized that the
ones groomed from birth to be the purest of sacrifices were not told of their
purpose, so that when it did come the outrage and defiance would be intact and
they’d go to their deaths in the utmost betrayal in order to fuel their
position in the Nash with the greatest compensation.


Jason was right in that
Kip wanted to Vader choke this bastard right here and now, but the Archon
steadied himself and forced his emotions within the barrier of his skin, not
letting anything show on the outside as he continued to dig into the man’s
memories until he could stomach no more and had to take a break.


When he stood up the
Protovic finally opened his eyes and looked up at him, speaking to him in words
that Kip could not understand. 


Channeling his anger
into irony Kip turned back and looked at him, smiling and speaking in the
nicest of tones. 


“Hello, my name is Inigo Montoya. You’ve killed far too many people, and now
that we know where you and your Sith
buddies live, prepare for your entire civilization to die.”



 

iTunes: "We Will Rock You"
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