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February 26, 2825


Jartul System
(Calavari Region)


Daka



 

Mark-084 stood on the mountaintop that held the
remains of the old Alliance base, looking out at the surrounding geography that
was a mix of small mountains and plains, the latter of which held a number of
lizard cities. Smoke was rising from them even now weeks after they’d been
assaulted by Star Force troops. The battle for the planet was over, but the
cleanup mission was going to take years to disassemble the lizard
infrastructure.


But they had time, and Mark was going to be personally
overseeing the reclamation of Daka for Star Force.
Clan Gunstar was going to get a small piece of it,
but the bulk of the planet was going to be one of the new tier 4 worlds,
housing the best of the best of Star Force personnel when it came to the aerial
division and all supporting assets. Under Mark’s leadership the planet was
going to become the premier industrial producer of aerial craft and the test
bed for future prototypes, as well as the most intensive and extensive training
available for all of the empire’s various factions.


Likewise there were 8 other tier 4 worlds planned,
though none had been tagged to date save for a waterworld in the Bsidd Region
that was going to house the tier 4 aquatics stronghold. Already the
reorganization of Star Force was beginning to show dividends, with the tier 3
sectors that had already been created on Earth and Corneria having begun to
generate a new ‘feel’ to the civilization there. Everywhere from the
residential sections to the entertainment facilities was more mellow, focused,
and purposeful. The chaos of the general population was gone, as were the
dysfunctional citizens. 


Roam a tier 3 region and there were no fat people, no
old people, no cutters, anorexics, gays, addicts, loudmouths, egotists,
zealots, etc. Everyone here had earned their way in, and that trial in and of
itself had allowed them to solve their personal problems and rise above the
rest of the citizenry…and now they no longer had to see the problems of others
on a daily basis. The ‘normal’ was now perfection, in that the people here had
no personal problems dragging them down with the focus being on improvement,
both personal and communal, and a striving for excellence rather than coping
with flaws.


The synergy that had resulted surprised many by its
suddenness and intensity, with the go ahead for the tier 4 worlds coming
quickly thereafter. The basic theory was to create an advanced core group that
would bring the rest of Star Force up with it, much like the Clans were, except
that these tier 4 worlds would be skill specific and essentially the poster
model for others to learn from. Mark had wanted Daka
for the aerial specialty for that was what the planet had originally been
tasked for when the Calavari had owned it prior to the lizard invasion, not to
mention its strategic location. 


It was on the very edge of Star Force territory at the
moment, but with a coreward boundary line essentially fixed the further push
against the lizards would be rimward, eventually
making Daka centrally located if all went according
to plan. The ADZ was going to be displaced as the geographical center of the
empire as they ate up more and more lizard worlds, with Davis already
commissioning the placement of Epsilon Eridani caliber systems at various
points along the current borders. Those so designated would be receiving supply
shipments from across the empire to fast track their development, with Daka being one such planet.


The first convoy wasn’t due to arrive for another
month but Mark wasn’t in a rush. There had been so many lizards here that it
had literally been a blood bath. The widespread usage of the Keema weapon
batteries within the drone fleet had given them the range advantage they
needed, and most of the destruction of the lizard civilization had occurred
from orbit, but there had been considerable ground fighting for the limited
troops the Archon had brought with him to cleanse the planet of the longtime
invaders.


The base beneath the mountain had been repurposed for
the lizards, leaving nothing of the original behind, but Mark recognized the
location just the same. He’d fought here against the Nestafar when they’d
backstabbed the Alliance and joined with the lizards over 400 years ago, and
though the grasslands had been burnt away the rest of the topography hadn’t
changed. 


It felt strange to be back here, for when he’d left
the Calavari had been the larger and more powerful race with Star Force being a
junior member in the Alliance. Now the Calavari were the smaller faction within
Star Force, with the Bsidd likewise having joining them and the Kvash having
been wiped out. The Nestafar were likewise all but gone, with only a small ward
colony left that was also part of Star Force now. The founding members of the
Alliance, once the huge, powerfully dominant races, had receded, with even the
Hycre now taking a backseat to the Human-led empire.
Mark and his kin were now in the driver’s seat, and doing a far better job of
fighting the lizards than the Alliance ever had.


Mark knew that criticism wasn’t entirely warranted.
The other races didn’t have a pyramid of highly advanced tech to continually
leech off of, but that aside the old Alliance’s methods had been inadequate and
rather than repeating failure Star Force learned and adapted…which was
necessary against an opponent that did the same. Mark knew that they’d never be
beaten, for the lizards had grown so large and vast that they could keep
spreading throughout the galaxy faster than Star Force could hunt them down, so
the mission was to be better than them while staking out a ‘safe’ chunk of
territory for themselves and others to take shelter within.


Daka had just been added to
that list of star systems and its inclusion was long overdue. Now that Mark was
here he was going to be leading numerous other invasion fleets against the
surrounding systems, carving out another section of lizard territory while
others did likewise at numerous locations throughout the local section of the
galactic arm. Eventually they planned to move all the way over to the new Voku
stronghold and place a line there, allowing their new ally to fight the lizards
beyond and protect their own designated ward races while Star Force became the
link between their territories.


It was now a common sight to see an occasional Voku
convoy passing through the ADZ, despite the fact that they didn’t own any
territory within it. More and more resources were coming forth from the Voku empire and being sent out to Cal-com’s new territory and
Mark welcomed the help, for not only were they defining the spinward
border of what would eventually be Star Force territory, but they were also
holding a bit of the coreward line as well. And though it was going to be a
very distant goal, Mark knew that Star Force was also going to have to expand
up and down all the way to the edges of the galactic disc in order to cut the
lizards off from further expansion in their area or they’d just skirt the edges
and surround them.


There were so many systems out there that Star Force
couldn’t save because they were too far away that it left Mark feeling a bit
hollow inside, but he and the others had decided to grow their empire as large
as they could in order to save as many races as possible, and the stronger the
lizards grew the less able races there were that could defend themselves. Star
Force was winning their corner of the war, but virtually everyone else was
losing and fueling the growth of the lizard juggernaut. 


The number of races fleeing into Star Force territory
was growing as well, with some coming from the coreward area that had made
their peace with the Skarrons only to now be displaced by the lizards. Others
were coming to them for a myriad of reasons, some because of other threats, some in the hope of preventing doomsday from coming their
way. Few were the races that could stand alongside Star Force as their equals,
and those known were far away from here. The Nexus, for all its power and size,
was so far rimward that they didn’t have any claim to
this region aside from the H’kar fleets that were still fighting alongside Star
Force, and that was more on their own merits than any edict from the Nexus
leadership. 


The Skarrons were the other major power, but as far as
Mark knew they were getting their assess handed to them by the lizards and
despite the information digging that Star Force had been doing for centuries
there didn’t seem to be any other major powers out there within any
proximity…meaning that this region was essentially an all you could eat buffet
for the lizards when and where Star Force couldn’t stop them.


It wasn’t fair. Nobody chose when or where they would
be born, and many new races he’d come to know were fairly honorable and
industrious but there was no way they could stand up to the tech level of the
lizards, let alone their numbers. Some of those races had been wiped out,
others had seen survivors flee to Star Force. They’d done nothing wrong, hadn’t
made any missteps, and still they’d gotten obliterated. That frustrated Mark to
no end, because he hated no-win scenarios.


He and the other trailblazers had been facing one
their entire life with the V’kit’no’sat, but rather than give in to despair
they’d devoted themselves to finding ways to do the impossible, and although
that day hadn’t come yet, fortunately, they’d progressed so far that it had
brought them into a dominant position over the lizards…but that made the
situation in the region even worse, for Star Force could stop the slaughter.
The trouble was, they couldn’t be everywhere at once.


“Not enough good guys in the galaxy,” Mark said to
himself as he looked out over the planet through his helmet’s faceplate. Clan Gunstar was pretty much on autopilot right now, for aside
from a few tweaks here and there his second gen Archons were handling his
development plans while leaving him free to work on whatever he needed to.
Right now that was going to be Daka and building this
planet up for all of Star Force, then inviting the top pilots and aerial
engineers here to train as they continually refitted the empire’s equipment and
combat techniques. 


He’d been doing much the same thing within Clan Gunstar ever since its creation, but Daka
was going to be a training world that all the Clans could use, not to mention
the other races within Star Force and even some of their allies. With the
change in lizard tactics and them deploying huge swarms of wisps to counter
everything from infantry to warships there was a growing need for aerial craft
and this planet was going to begin producing them in crazy numbers…or at least
that was the plan, and his plan, for Davis had left Daka
up to his discretion while feeding him all available resources that he
requested over the next 50 years.


Mark toed a bit of dry dirt with his dark blue armored
boot. There was so much work to do here and none of it fighting, assuming they
really had cleared out the last of the lizards. He doubted they’d make a second
invasion of the planet, for that was no longer something they felt like doing.
They hadn’t taken a planet from Star Force in ages and were no longer trying.
Their plan seemed to be to turtle up along the border and make themselves as
hard of a target as possible to delay Star Force when they eventually came for
them, all the while expanding elsewhere and preying on those too primitive or
too weak to defend themselves. 


Daka was staying in Star
Force hands from here on out and Mark was going to make this home for a lot of
people. People who earned being here, and who would literally feed off of the
attitude of their likeminded peers. Freedom was essential for any civilization,
but while you had to let people make their own mistakes you didn’t have to be
dragged down by them. People could learn and grow elsewhere, or not, but in
order to get here they had to prove themselves worthy…then Mark would take over
from there. 


Aerial training wasn’t so much a thing of learning
various techniques or developing skills as it was of sheer repetition. A
commando improved by upgrading their body through training, but a skeet didn’t
become more powerful with more missions. It was mechanical and static, meaning
the pilot had to advance in terms of reflexes, endurance, and mostly the mental
applications. Experience was the key factor and Mark knew that Daka had to have people flying, both for real and in
simulators, on an exhaustive schedule. Only that would give his trainees the
chance to learn and adapt while he and a few handpicked others worked on
improving their equipment. 


One of those advancements coming down the line was the
neural interface. So far it’d been used in naval and mechs, but aerial was a
bit different and Mark had insisted that they still use hand controls until the
technology became more streamlined. It was going to be far superior, if for no
other reason than being able to see all around you in a way similar to Pefbar,
save you’d be using the craft’s sensors instead of your body’s.



Mark was already using the tech in an effort to goose
along its advancement, but during this latest assault he’d piloted a standard
hand controlled skeet. The new models just weren’t reliable enough yet, though
that time was coming soon…and when it did, aerial combat was going to change
drastically, which was one reason why he wanted to personally oversee the
development of Daka so he could gear it towards that
new reality from the ground up rather than having to do a refit later similar
to what would be occurring on many other worlds after the transition. 


One of those items was going to be a subsurface comm grid that would allow fighters to be flown remotely
the same way that naval flew drones, allowing them to be used as disposable
assets in various circumstances. Mark had already decreed that they weren’t
going to use actual drones, with every craft having a pilot’s seat just in case
you needed to manually fly it, but now his pilots would be able to sit inside a
city and fight the battles anywhere on the planet from relative safety. 


That was, assuming you got a grid to cover the entire
planet. He wasn’t going to trust orbital transmissions, plus the lag effect
would always give an actual pilot in the seat a slight advantage, but he saw
value to this new concept and was going to use Daka
as a planetary test bed for it, then it’d be evaluated and used on other worlds
if deemed advantageous.


But setting up relays across an entire planet was no
small feat, nor was building the cities that would eventually cover the planet.
Decades would not be enough. This was going to be a centuries long endeavor
trying to rise to a level of Epsilon Eridani or even Sol, though with every
year that passed those systems were growing stronger and larger themselves.


But you had to start somewhere, and this planet’s
return to allied hands was that start, bloody as it had been. Mark would be
basing here for the foreseeable future but he’d let the engineers handle most
of the construction after he gave them the basic plans. While they did the
tedious work he’d be leading warfleets doing the
harder, more dangerous work of cleansing and claiming additional worlds. Some
of those they’d keep, others they’d leave bare yet monitored. As it was Star
Force had more worlds in its technical possession than they could fill, and
that was becoming a big political rub with a number of races that wanted to
colonize them.


Twice already Star Force had to forcibly evict
squatters, and Mark was glad he wasn’t having to deal with that task. It was
insulting to have to waste time and resources with so-called ‘allies’ when
every world Star Force took from the lizards could mean that another one out
there beyond their reach could be sparred, for while the lizard empire was vast
it was not infinite, and even they had supply limits.


The stupidity of those in the ADZ was not something to
underestimate, but here on Daka he wouldn’t have to
deal with that. Not from general citizenry, and definitely not from any
non-aligned race that they were graciously babysitting. Everyone coming to Daka would be here for a purpose, and that was the kind of
atmosphere that he and others could genuinely think of as home…or so he hoped,
if he did his job right and built the planet up into the aerial mecca he hoped
for.


Mark took off his helmet, holding it in his hands as
he breathed in the toxic air. It had the necessary oxygen he needed, but a lot
of other stuff that didn’t agree with his lungs so much. It’d been a long time
since he’d tasted this air and wondered how much his advanced physique would be
affected, hence this little test.


His lungs didn’t detect any problem in his first few
breaths, but that wasn’t abnormal. It usually took a little time before they
started burning, but the feel of the air was the same as when he’d first come
to Daka. As the minutes passed he continued to look
around at the horizon, seeing the junked lizard cities and their smoke plumes,
then turning around to see the mountains behind him that had a fair number of
concealed hideaways within them, but from here it looked all natural.


The burning sensation started to manifest itself
again, and after only a few minutes. Mark sighed and put his helmet back on,
cycling the air out to clear it completely and return the internal composition
to the desired setting of oxygen and nitrogen.


“So much for being fitter,” he chastised himself with
a bit of chagrin. “I guess some things don’t change with time, short of
terraforming.”


Nostalgia or no, the air was going to have to change,
with giant scrubbers on the to-build list a number of decades down the line. This
was a Star Force planet now and the atmosphere was going to have to agree with
Human lungs eventually, no matter how much of a hassle it was going to be to
filter out all the noxious stuff.


They had time, after all, and Mark was going to see
that this world was built right…and as fast as possible without compromising
that first tenet. Patience was a learned trait for Archons, for faster was
always better, no matter what you were doing.
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May 17, 2825


Shaleth System
(Voku territory)


Inova



 

Cal-com sat on an elevated platform in his private oracle,
reserved only for the Dafchor and select staff as he saw fit to permit entry,
though to date that list held 0 names. This was his personal sanctuary from
which he oversaw most of the operations within the local annex of the Voku empire. On occasion he would lead a mission personally, but
most of those days were now behind him since the other 8 races had been reached
and moderately secured on the far side of lizard territory. 


Shaleth sat in the middle of it, cutting across the
narrowest region in what was now shaped like an hourglass, for the core lizard
worlds sat on one side in an ever-expanding sphere of systems and the conquered
Skarron systems sat on the other, with that region expanding even faster and
further as the lizards seemed to be devoting most of their resources there
against the biggest threat they faced.


It might have been the biggest threat, but it was not
the most dangerous. The Voku were that, with Star Force coming in a close
second and eating away at the middle of lizard territory and bringing them
closer and closer to Shaleth as he and Paul had planned. That day would not be
in the near future for a lot of lizard territory remained, but the advent of
some new technologies for the Humans had increased their pace of conquest,
along with a population surge from their servant Bsidd giving them the raw
numbers of soldiers and workers they had previously lacked.


The lizards could not expand in their direction and
were losing territory all along their borders. On the far side where the Voku
had reached the 8 races that Cal-com had been ordered to protect, he was taking
possession of every lizard system he could in an effort to link the various
locations in a spindly grid. The various servants of the Elders were not
geographically close to one another, but none the less Cal-com knew that he had
to pacify the entire region in order to truly protect them. Allow them to
become isolated and swallowed up in the expanding creep of lizard conquests and
they’d be perpetually at risk.


So the Voku were hacking out another chunk opposite
that of Star Force and diminishing the lizards’ ability to spread in that
direction, poaching their startup colonies before they could get established
and pinching their massive empire at the middle, with Shaleth sitting right in
the center of it in a gesture of defiance, for no matter how hard the lizards
tried they could not retake the system from the Voku and they’d lost hundreds
of thousands of ships trying. It was the link between the two regions and one
that Cal-com had to hold, so he’d poured resources into strengthening it years
ago, now giving him a fortress that the lizards could not touch even with their
steady flow of technological improvements that were making it harder for the
rest of the galaxy to cope with them.


Inside his oracle there were maps upon maps displayed
as if they were artwork above holographic pedestals along with numerous
worktables that had his personal plans laid out in the open. He had no fear of
a security breach here, so he never bothered to lock away his work when he left
the chamber. It had sentries at the entrance permanently, allowing him to let
go any concerns of the immediate area and fully sink himself into planning and
analysis sessions.


Right now he was combing over new intel
reports that had made their way back to him. The 8 races that he had been
tasked with guarding were now taking orders directly from him and given the
mandate the Elders had placed upon him he was actively restructuring their
societies so that they could play a part in their own defense despite their
limited technology. What he was working on was creating an Alliance of sorts,
similar to what Paul had done with Star Force, to secure the vast region that
encompassed all 8 races and hold back lizard expansion into those areas beyond.
He could not do this with the Voku alone, so he had been weaving an intricate
industrial and economic base within the 8 races he commanded that was going to
accommodate the incorporation of other locals who were more than eager to ward
off the coming storm.


His intelligence reports were coming in from an army
of scouts that were probing far beyond the lizard borders, even some going
coreward of their furthest expansion. Cal-com knew Star Force would not go
there because of the distant threat that lurked in the shadows, but the Voku
didn’t fear it for the simple fact that the Elders hadn’t warned them off.
Cal-com needed to know what the lizards were doing and where, with one of his
maps detailing the chunk of territory that had been carved out of this portion
of the Skarron empire.


It was the same Skarron empire
that his people had come into conflict with before, only near their home
territory. The Skarrons’ empire dwarfed that of the lizards, with it exceeding
all current and previous scouting missions, though from captured intel he knew that it extended over into the next galactic
arm, with its mass of holdings in this one merely being colonial expansions.
The lizards were effectively fighting and conquering them here, but Cal-com
figured it was just a matter of time before the real hammer blow fell on them.
When that would occur was the question, though if the Skarrons had other,
larger threats to deal with then the lizards might actually seem like a small
matter that they could deal with at their leisure. 


Cal-com knew that was a mistake, for the lizards’
greatest strength was their ability to spread and spread rapidly. Everything
they were consuming within Skarron territory was just feeding their industrial
engine and from it they were reaching out into neighboring systems that even
the Skarrons hadn’t gotten around to conquering yet. It was those near his
wards that he had been scouting out heavily, with a long list of races ready to
join with the Voku and form the defense pact that he was painstakingly
crafting.


Like his wards, the other races mostly were
inefficient and primitive, with a handful that had or could defend themselves
against the lizards for a fair amount of time. The issue was always the numbers
and the ability of the lizards to keep sending replacements in without end.
Cal-com was going to counter this by using his own troops for most of the
fighting and defensive emplacements, creating little Voku colonies everywhere,
even sitting in the capitols of other races, to establish the backbone of this
pact while the other races supported them militarily where they could, but
largely through the collection and processing of raw materials that they would
then feed to the Voku.


Cal-com could build new ships quicker than the lizards
could given available resources and there was only so
much he could suck in from the home territories via cargo shipments, though
those were having a significant effect already. If he could get this pact
firmly established and funneling resources to him in the amounts he needed,
then he could begin placing more strongholds on the map to counter the lizard
advance. 


That was the game he was playing every day. A huge
effort across thousands of star systems that saw his own hunting fleets
bouncing from location to location to eliminate the soft lizard worlds that his
scouts tagged and to hit and eliminate some not so small ones to keep the flow
of lizards ships away from certain areas. To the untrained eye it would have
seemed an easy assignment given their technological edge, but the galaxy was a
vast place and even this little corner of it was huge. There were only so many
places the Voku could go, with the lizards taking advantage of the fact that
they could go everywhere once their
numbers reached a certain point.


What plans the Elders had for his ward races he did
not know, so Cal-com didn’t meddle with them much other than to eliminate
inefficiencies and get their civilizations geared up towards the resource race
that they’d be thrown at. Beyond that he left their internal development to the
Elders and their timetable, aside from several Voku cities built amongst their
own planets to safeguard them and provide an example of what potential they had
should the Elders find them worthy in the coming millennia.


Conscripting them into the Voku military was not an
option, nor was it one that the Voku had ever used before. Their forces were
comprised of one race and one race alone, unlike Star Force that had shown
Cal-com the benefits of a combined force. The Voku had and would fight
alongside Paul’s people in a similar manner when necessary, but the Voku would
not taint their own civilization by incorporating others. They’d come a long
way together, with the newest elevation of his race being seen as a
well-deserved reward for their loyalty during the long absence of the Elders.
Giving another race access to that would be a cheat that would diminish all the
gains they had made. 


No, the Voku were on a path of their own from here to
infinity. They would help their friends and allies, fight and die alongside
them if necessary, but the Voku would always remain Voku and would never meld
with another race short of an order from the Elders to do so…and from
everything they had taught the Voku, Cal-com knew that was not the path they
wished them to take.


A keen interest to Cal-com also lay in the races
beyond the lizards, with a significant portion of his scouting fleets probing
what lay far beyond the new protected region and into areas where the lizards
had not even been mentioned. His forces had to go pretty far to find advanced
races that were not aware of the storm devouring everything in its path, but
they had found several new threats out there of their own accord, as well as
bastions of strength that he intended to make diplomatic contact with.


As he read through the recent reports he found that
one of them had come to him first, with a diplomatic envoy from an previously
unknown race wanting to have a direct discussion with the Voku’s
leader…and a tech tree that was on par with his own, based off the limited
analysis his scouts had made of their small fleet that had sought them out.


Along with the message came their credentials in the
form of a territory map, linguistic database, and a sufficiently detailed
historical record. They were known as the Preema and their territory sat well
down the length of this galactic arm…with their numbers rivaling that of the
Skarrons. That combined with their level of technology immediately put Cal-com
on guard, and with that spike of trepidation his implants unlocked a new bit of
information the Elders had stored within them.


What followed a burst of knowledge that confused
Cal-com. The Preema were, per his new memories, an isolationistic race that
maintained a very tight hold on a limited region of space, dominating virtually
every system within their geographical boundaries as opposed to the Skarrons
that skipped over most to cheery pick the ones they wanted. Most races did the
same, but the Preema were able to pour so much population into a ‘small’ region
that what happened within it was virtually unknown to outsiders, for no transit
was allowed within or through, making it a gigantic black hole of information. 


The Preema were benign as far as the Elders were
concerned, keeping to their own systems with little concern for others.
‘Private’ was the word that best described the avian race, which made this
unsolicited diplomatic contact far beyond their borders confusing…but also one
that Cal-com knew he had to follow up on. Currently the ships that had brought
the message were holding position at one of the Voku colonies that he’d
recently set up in the gaps between the ward races’ territories. That was where
they had made contact, and that was where they were awaiting a response.


Cal-com read through the whole of their data packet
before issuing any orders, finding buried within it all the records of a brief
conflict with The Nexus. For reasons not mentioned The Nexus had invaded their
territory and, after a war that lasted only a handful of years, given up the
task after being met with too firm of a response. The Preema had not pursued
them beyond their own borders, deciding to only defend their own rather than
try to conquer their attackers, but Cal-com found it interesting none the less.



The Elder had said The Nexus was reckless, and this
was the first evidence of that that Cal-com had seen. He’d been keeping an eye
on the distant empire that existed primarily in the next galactic arm out on
the rim, but had not tasked any scout fleets in that direction, save for their
nearest border with the lizards. He’d sent a few ships there to confirm the
reports Paul had been getting from the H’kar and to measure enemy strength
levels around the lizards’ core systems, but aside from a few delicate
information hacks into the ships passing through H’kar space his forces knew
little of The Nexus besides what was detailed in their public records.


The territory they watched over was larger than what
the Skarrons possessed, but as the Elder had said they were reckless in that
they did not own but a handful of systems within it. It was more a patrol zone
than owned territory, with them dictating to others rather than taking physical
possession or responsibility. They were almost always involved in some war
within their borders, so for them to travel outside them to invade a race that
seemed to keep to themselves on principle was a datapoint
that he was not going to overlook. Something important had happened there, and
more importantly The Nexus had not scouted out the true strength of their
target, otherwise they would not have been so easily thwarted.


The Elder had told him that The Nexus would not last,
and if they were actively pushing beyond their already oversized borders and
picking fights with others then he could see one of them pushing back and
wiping them out. He wasn’t sure if the Preema were capable of that or not, but
The Nexus had been given a break when they did not counterattack…or had they
anticipated that and the invasion been a probing mechanism?


There was conflict there regardless, and given that
Cal-com was an ally of an ally with a member race of The Nexus could
potentially be an issue, but again, the Preema were seeking the Voku out. They
had to have a pretty big reason to do so and since it hadn’t come on the back
of an invasion force he didn’t think it was with hostile intention. Nor were
his forces anywhere near Preema borders, so a warning was probably not at issue
either. Cal-com had put out an open call for allies against the lizards, but
the Preema were so far away from them it didn’t seem likely that they would
take issue with the distant enemy…especially since the lizards’ tech level was
so low as to not pose a significant threat to them. 


Whatever was going on was important, for this was not
a low level race. That meant Cal-com needed to meet with their emissary
personally rather than rely on an intermediary. With language issues being
ever-present with first contact situations the less ambiguity involved in the
process the better. He didn’t want to bring the Preema here, so he decided to
go to them after he finished the review of their data packet. 


Cal-com transferred up to orbit and boarded one of his
conglomerates, taking it and it alone out of the system and across lizard
territory. Between the weaponry and the speed of his ships he had nothing to
fear from the lizards so long as he didn’t enter planetary orbit. Stopping a
conglomerate as it transitioned around a star was something the lizards just
couldn’t do, so even though he was in the middle of enemy territory it did not
matter. Most of the galaxy was empty space, and if you knew how to navigate you
could stay clear of the real ‘territory’ that races possessed, for dots on a
map were one thing, but the actual geography of a star system was mostly unclaimable
space.


And if the lizards happened to have an ambush fleet waiting
along Cal-com’s course he wouldn’t mind a short delay to destroy some more of
their ships. The less they had the less danger they posed to his wards and
allies, despite their building capability. It might look like they had an
infinite supply of ships, but he knew that wasn’t true of anyone. Illusions
factored heavily into life, and the ignorant often took them at face value.
Every lizard ship he killed mattered in the grand scheme of the war even if he
never personally knew the implications of it.
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June 19, 2825


Djaret System (Voku
territory)


Djar



 

Cal-com stood on a neutral platform having been
constructed by the Preema on the surface of the Voku planet to serve as a
meeting place, for neither race could exist in the atmosphere of the other and
facilities on either’s ship were not accommodating to the needs for this
occasion. The Preema had anticipated this and brought the construct with them,
then having landed it within the oxygen-rich atmosphere once Cal-com had given
them permission.


It had been inspected by his troops to ensure there
were no snares or hazards prior to his landing, with him walking up onto the
spherical platform that was bisected with a clear energy shield. His side held
the planet’s native atmosphere while the other held a pocket of the dark brown
tinted air that the Preema breathed. When the allotted time came within 30 seconds
a speck appeared in the sky above Cal-com that resolved itself into a trio of
small craft descending towards the platform, save for the fact that they
weren’t craft, but rather the Preema themselves.


Cal-com didn’t realize that until the first of them came
within the atmospheric shell and its metallic wings folded up along its torso,
then the material molded into the body of the Preema and the front of it split
apart, revealing glowing white flesh that stepped out of the armor and into the
open. The other two landed alongside it but remained within their armor, much
as Cal-com had guards of his own with him, though they were stationed outside
on the planet’s surface and these two were on the platform itself.


Cal-com wore the protective shields that his race
favored over armor, so he had a measure of defense if something in this meeting
were to go the wrong way that the Preema couldn’t see, though they might have
guessed from the small pieces of equipment he wore over his bodysuit.


“I offer our
greetings, Voku,” the Preema said through some form of translation
software, for the words he heard in his own language were slightly delayed from
the sounds the Preema was uttering. “We
are pleased you agreed to meet with us personally.”


“Why are you
here?” Cal-com asked, getting straight to the point.


“It is customary
for us to make introductions when a race of sufficient caliber crosses through
the local region, though our purpose here is twofold. We have heard your
warnings of a primitive but dangerous race slowly approaching us and have
investigated the matter from afar. We know little, but enough to see that the
threat is not in sheer force, but through uncontrollable numbers spreading and
consuming more worlds than anyone can safeguard. If this threat is to eventually
make it to our borders, we would prefer to counter it sooner rather than later,
if possible. We are here to discuss
possible avenues to do so,” the Preema said, sitting down on the ground so
that its head sat just a touch lower than Cal-com’s


The Voku stared into its six green eyes and could feel
the physical power of the flying quadruped. Unlike others he’d come across,
this avian was not fragile. Light perhaps for its size, but far outmassing him with enough musculature that he could tell
it could handle itself in ground combat…and with the way its real wings tucked
in along its sides he wouldn’t have known it could fly had he not seen it for
himself. 


The ears were barely noticeable, mere pinpricks along
the sides of its large head and also six in number. Its skin was truly white,
but also seemed to glow a bit despite the overhead sun. Bioluminescent he
assumed, and the claws on its feet were just as pale, though they seemed less
luminous but razor sharp and the length of Cal-com’s fingers. It had two on
each foot, with the front pair sticking out between the Voku and the Preema’s head as it sat, giving him a good view of the
tattoo-like grooves carved into them. 


“At present we
are simply trying to protect a designated region,” Cal-com explained. “A full victory over the Li’vorkrachnika
appears to be untenable short of eradicating them from the galaxy. We do not
have the strength or numbers for that, and it would be difficult to know that
we’d gotten them all. Their civilization appears to be redundant, and no matter
how small a piece of it survives can result in the regrowth of the whole. We’ve
seen this in small scenarios when a single ship takes possession of a world
then populates it entirely from local resources and personnel that they grow on
site.”


“A worthy
opponent given their lack of technology.”


“A menace that
must not be taken lightly.”


“We do not take
anything lightly, Voku. And we rarely leave our own borders. The fact that we
are here discussing this now should be testament to our seriousness.”


“This enemy is
also devious beyond measure and not afraid to spend lives to test theories or
achieve objectives, no matter how great the loss. This is battle experience
that I have with them and you do not, hence my warning.”


“Your caution is
noted.”


“From what I
know of you, your empire is larger than that of the Li’vorkrachnika, though
condensed into a somewhat small region of this galactic arm.”


“Correct on both
counts.”


“You obviously
have a great deal of resources at your command, more so than even I do. How do
you think to implement them?”


“However is
necessary to keep this race from ever reaching our borders.” 


“You can do that
on your own merits. Why have you sought me out?”


“As you have
said, this enemy is far too widespread to counter directly. You are seeking
allies to contain their spread. So too now are we, and we wish to begin with
those who have already seen success against the Li’vorkrachnika.
Even now there is a race that is pushing them back. True?”


“We are, where
our limited territorial acquisitions have taken root.”


“Our information
spoke of another that you have ties with. There are rumors abound near the
front lines of ones called Human.”


“What you refer
to is a conglomeration of factions led by Humans and is called Star Force. They
are an ally of the Voku, but their territory is on the far side of the
Li’vorkrachnika domain and they will not be able to assist in efforts to
contain their spread on this side.”


“We also hear
that the great Skarron empire is falling to this
enemy. Can you confirm this?”


“The Skarrons
have lost a significant number of systems, but percentage wise it is minimal to
date, though the carnage continues mostly beyond my ability to monitor.”


 “And this small conglomerate ally of yours
succeeds where they have failed?”


“Yes they are,
and I believe they will continue to do so, but the Li’vorkrachnika will spread
to more systems faster than Star Force can take them away. They cannot stop
them, but they are no longer victims of them and appear to be able to conquer
what they will.”


“And what of the
Voku?”


“We are here for
other purposes.”


“Safeguarding
distant allies?”


“Yes we are,”
Cal-com admitted. “And the best way I
have found to do that is by decreeing a border against the Li’vorkrachnika that
we will hold, regardless of whether or not we possess the systems under threat.
It is not a solution, but a stopgap measure that achieves our current goals.
The larger an area we can patrol and protect the better, though our own ship
count is lacking, mostly in terms of reconnaissance. The Li’vorkrachnika can
spread where we are not looking with little cost to themselves, and such easy
victories we cannot allow. We need eyes and ears throughout the galactic arm,
in addition to warfleets to enforce this border.”


“Never-ending
wars are not to be entered into lightly,” the Preema cautioned.


“The
Li’vorkrachnika offer no less. Perpetual fighting or submission, the latter of
which almost always results in annihilation. They rarely coopt other races,
though it has been documented on occasion.”


“Your
information did not specify a homeworld.”


“They may have
one for nostalgia sake, but their redundancy makes it a moot point. We do know
that they have a region of higher density population and infrastructure, from
which the rest of their empire is spreading out. That group of systems is far
from here, and even if we managed to destroy each and every one it would not
end the threat. Already worlds of similar caliber are under construction within
what had once been Skarron territory, and every Li’vorkrachnika world has the
potential to upgrade into such given enough time. They do not have a central
point for us to strike at.”


“Am I to assume
they are not interested in diplomacy?”


“Nor in
surrender. Star Force offers it as a matter of principle in every engagement,
and to date they have never accepted. Those prisoners taken try to do whatever
damage they can and, failing that, attempt to end their own lives. The
Li’vorkrachnika civilization seeks to consume all it encounters. They cannot be
reasoned with, for theirs is a race built and bred for conquest.”


“So we have been
told,” the Preema said satisfactorily. “That
is why we are here now rather than waiting for the situation to worsen. Our
sources have also said that the Li’vorkrachnika have obtained technological
enhancements in recent history, enough to tip the balance in some regional
conflicts. The longer we wait and the more races they conquer the stronger they
will theoretically grow on that front, which is why a strategy must be developed
to counter them above and beyond mere containment, for time appears to be their
ally. Our own people have not discovered a potential solution, so we wish to
consult with those who have fought and are currently fighting with
them…especially those that are succeeding in those conflicts.”


Cal-com studied the Preema for a moment. “You are not here to waste my time with
unnecessary pleasantries.”


“No.”


“You understand
the unusual threat they pose and the challenges in battling it, and like us you
don’t see a solution.”


“Not an obvious
one, but their existence has only recently been brought to our attention. Their
primitive technology makes them beatable, how to go about doing so in a final
solution is the question at hand. If a purge is required then the price is
going to be a steep one to pay in years, but if it has to be done we need to
begin now, for exponential growth will only risk delay long enough for them to
feast off their conquests and raise their technology level enough to take away
our outright dominance. We will need to destroy them
quickly and easily to combat their numbers. Even a small advancement will
diminish our ability to do this. Where the failure mark lies we do not know,
but so long as the days progress we are slowly
approaching it. If the Preema wait until this threat is at our borders, we fear
it will be too late. Hence this is why we have responded to your general
summons and sought you out.”


“How long have
you been aware of the Skarron empire?”


“A very long
time.”


“They have been
an enemy of the Voku for some time. What is your standing with them?”


“None. We know
of them, but have never interacted given the distance between our territories.”


“Theirs was
spreading in your direction prior to the Li’vorkrachnika invasion.”


“Which was why
we took notice of them from afar.”


“I would like to
know how many other strong empires you know of, for I do not believe that
anyone is safe from this menace, and the more systems we can deprive them of,
either through prevention or reconquest, the less difficult
this monumental task will become.”


“We only speak
for ourselves, but we can arrange introductions to others if you so wish. I
would not wager they would involve themselves until the threat is upon their
doorstep. We are more proactive than most.”


“This is a
region of the galaxy that the Voku are new to, so even a simple map would be of
use to us.”


“That we can and
will provide to you before the day is out. But make one thing known…while we
will fight the Li’vorkrachnika out of necessity, we will not be claiming any
territory beyond what we currently possess. That is why we cannot fight this
enemy on our own. Systems purged must be consolidated, else we risk them being
reacquired by the enemy once we move on. We can assist in fighting them, but we
will not become stewards of the galaxy to prevent their spread. Our borders are
fixed and will remain so.”


“Neither can the
Voku afford such expansion,” Cal-com agreed. “A collaboration must be achieved from the current races under threat in
this region before they are exterminated. Those in former Skarron territory are
beyond our reach.”


“Yet to defeat
the Li’vorkrachnika we must purge them from everywhere?”


“Therein lies
the essential problem.”


“To which you
have been addressing it in what manner?”


“We have
selected a region of territory and are seeking to deny the Li’vorkrachnika
access to it. A stepping stone, both to secure those allies within and to block
the spread of the enemy through the region. We detailed as much in the
information packet we sent out.”


“So you did. I
am curious to know if you have other avenues of assault.”


“We also have
roving fleets seeking out and destroying the smaller enemy incursions before
they can develop, as well as disrupting their shipping lanes as often as
possible.”


“You have the
tactics, but no master plan for victory?”


“One often
cannot see the conclusion to a fight when it has barely begun.”


“And it is often
the fights you cannot see the conclusion to that reckless races kill themselves
on.”


“We do not have
a choice in this one. The Li’vorkrachnika will be fought, either on our
timetable or theirs. Recklessness would be doing nothing.”


“Something
without purpose may still be wasteful. This enemy must be fought, but it has to
be fought wisely and by all those affected. You have already set the foundation
for such an alliance, and we will contribute to it so long as it remains
feasible. How, when, where, and what remain to be determined. Are you the sole
commander of your race?”


“I am.”


“Then on behalf
of mine we request a temporary territory allotment on one of your colony worlds
near the Li’vorkrachnika border. A shared world, and one that we will not
retain possession of indefinitely, but we will require a staging base to
operate out of. All we need is available landmass and safe passage through the
system. We’ll take care of the rest as we work out the dynamics of how to
battle this new enemy as a united front.”


“Request
granted. The Yishmur System should suit your needs.
Our planetary colony has an uninhabitable moon that may be breathable by your
standards. We have not yet put down contained infrastructure there. If it is
agreeable to your physiology I would cede it to you for the duration of this
war.”


“Whether the atmosphere
is breathable or not we shall make use of it. I will send a message and our
race will come immediately with the material to reshape it to our garrison
needs. Though this agreement is in its infancy I see no reason to delay. We are
of an accord then?”


“I sent out an
invitation for allies. You have responded. Accord concluded.”


“We take such
matters seriously, and expect no less of the Voku. Do not mistake alacrity for
insincerity.”


“We are of the
same mind,” Cal-com assured the Preema. 


“That you are,”
it said, bowing its head slightly. “I
would ask that you take no offense, but I have an admission to make that many
would find disturbing.”


Cal-com stared at him evenly, though confused. “Offense at what?”


“Preema are
telepathic. I have been watching your mind and comparing your thoughts to your
words. You are genuine, and I needed to ascertain that before any accord could
be forged.”


A thought flashed through Cal-com’s mind and the
Preema flinched in reaction. 


“Is this to be
standard practice?” the Voku asked, trying to shunt all sensitive information
away from his surface thoughts as Paul had taught him to do.


“Only when
duplicity is suspected. These Humans. They have powers that you do not?”


“I will grant
you the need to ascertain our intent, but I cannot allow you to pull secrets
from my mind…nor can I trust in your good will. I am not angered, but I have
responsibilities to maintain. From here on out our interactions will be
technological in nature.”


“As you wish,”
the Preema said passively. “I apologize
for the intrusion, but we had to be sure before committing our fleet regardless
of the alacrity needed.”


“Summon your
ships and build your staging base,” Cal-com said, only allowing a few more
seconds before forcing himself to leave. “And
while you are doing so we will compare lists of potential allies.”


“Agreed,”
the Preema said, standing up and backing into the erect, plied armor that
quickly concealed its glowing visage. “Thank
you for your understanding.”


“If I had the
ability I would have done the same.”


“And if I
didn’t, I would have been perturbed. We will take ourselves out of range and
meet only again in person at times of your request. And should we be on the
same battlefield simultaneously, we will not pry without just cause,” it
said as the two escorts took flight first, then the Preema ambassador followed
with a hefty flap of its long wings that sent it shooting up high into the
atmosphere, ostensibly with an anti-grav component in
the armor.


Cal-com kept his mind frozen as if it were ice until
the Preema were out of sight, then he exchanged glances with his honor guard. 


“That I did not
expect,” he admitted. “We are going
to hold them to their word. They don’t come within physical proximity to me
again unless I invite them to do so.”


“What range do
you want?” the Voku standing next to him asked.


“Out of
sight…out of mind,” he said, throwing one last glance into the sky before
walking off the platform and heading back to his transport. 
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August 2, 2825


Irten System (Gamma
Region)


Ior



 

“Alright, ready for a headache,” Tom-008 said from the
back seat in a Morpheus-class mech as
it walked across the frozen tundra of Ior’s southern
ice cap. 


“I’ll have to take your word for it,” Victoria Jenson
said, not having a lick of psionic ability nor the full understanding of what
the trailblazer was about to do. She was a mechwarrior Regular
and had been assigned to this research project along with her Clan leader for
reasons she didn’t entirely fathom, but he’d said it was important to both Clan
Skystrike and Star Force on the whole, so she’d eagerly accepted the mission
despite the live fire nature.


She was piloting the two seat mech from the front in
one of the manual control harnesses rather than using the mental interface,
which had her standing in front of Tom half naked and strapped into the rig but
just out of arms reach so she couldn’t clobber him in the head accidentally as
she swung her arms about. A lot of the regulars still weren’t as efficient with
the mind reading tech though most of the Archons now used the interface. Theirs
was more advanced because they could speak to the computer directly, whereas
everyone else simply had it monitoring their thoughts and reading impulses. The
system worked, but it wasn’t quite refined enough for Victoria’s tastes, so she
was going with the manual controls for this challenge in order to be in top
form.


They’d been working together in this tandem system for
months now but this was the first real test of Tom’s tech, whereas everything
else had been in computer simulation…and this time the danger was actual, with
the weapons they would be firing and being fired at with being the genuine deal
in order to gain an accurate analysis of effectiveness. Her job was to protect
Tom and do a little damage of her own when practical, making her big mech
essentially a football offensive lineman protecting their quarterback in this
upcoming game, though she and Tom were the only living players on the field.


“You’ll have to, because there’s no way I’m trusting
anyone else with this,” the trailblazer said, readying himself for the mental
overload to come. “Even with Sav, I’m going to barely
be able to keep up. Hit the ‘wake up’ button if you have to, because I’m
probably not going to notice where we are or what we’re doing…and if I do it’ll
be external.”


“I’ll keep us safe,” Victoria promised. “You just do
your thing like always.”


“Not like always,” Tom said regretfully.


“Meaning?”


“New unknown stimuli.”


“Right. So you don’t know how much of a headache
you’ve got coming?”


“Not really, no.”


“Pull down before you fry yourself.”


“You know Archons.”


“Exactly my point. If you’re the only one that can do
this, don’t want to set back the project while you veg.”


“Your concern is underwhelming.”


“Just trying not to flirt. Don’t want to get demoted,”
she said sarcastically.


“Compliment taken,” Tom said, sending a signal out
from the mech. “Get us moving. We’re live.”


Victoria twisted in her control harness and the big
biped mech took an awkward first step as it broke its standstill, but once she
had a bit of momentum she smoothed out the motion and began strolling across
the ice pack, sinking down an appreciable amount but nothing that was going to
trip her up. 


As she did so Tom closed his eyes for a moment then
opened them again barely seeing the status displays before him as his mind was
flooded with information. He was linked directly into the onboard Nexus and
seeing through the weird ‘overmind’ perspective that
the technology afforded. He’d done this numerous times in naval training and
actual battle, but controlling ground units was much more difficult because you
had terrain involved. Space was empty, and with emptiness came lack of detail. 


The detail of the ice pack, the ridges dotting the
immediate area, the atmosphere, the steps of the morpheus, and everything else
involved in the area flooded into his mind and he began filtering it for the
information he wanted, finding the four escort drone mechs standing behind them
and prompting them to catch up and form a box around the morpheus while he
likewise got the six huge Leonardo-class
heavy mechs underway. They were the replacement for the Hoth
line and were the medium sized variety of the hexped
walkers, with the smallest version being the Donatello and the larger two being
the Michelangelo and the Rafael.


A lot of the trailblazers hated to retire the Hoths,
both due to the nostalgic aspect and the amount of heavy modification that had
been made to them over the years. They were no longer the lumbering behemoths
that the first prototypes had been, but like the Star Wars machines that had
inspired the design they had a big weakness…and that was if they were flipped
over they were virtually impossible to right on their own. Adjustments had been
made to allow for a slow means of wiggling their way back over on top of their
collapsed legs, but the process was long and tedious and completely
unacceptable with the revised mandate going forward.


Another reason they’d been hesitant to replace them
was because they worked so well against the lizards, who had nothing in their
arsenal to tip them over with. That said, running the simulations against the
V’kit’no’sat was essentially a cow-tipping affair, and in light of that the
trailblazers knew they had to make a change and had decided sooner was better
than later. The new hexpeds had their legs set on a
ring around their turtle-shell like bodies with there being no top or bottom.
Both compressed halves were identical, so if the leonardos
trailing the morpheus were knocked off their feet or even flipped over their
legs would just pivot around on their ball-like housings and stand the heavy
mech up again with the former underside now being the top.


That wasn’t going to be an issue today, because there
was nothing out on this ice shelf that could flip them, though it was possible
that the ice could collapse beneath their feet in some places that didn’t have
dirt a few meters down. That was a minor concern, for these six heavy walkers
were here simply as carriers, with Tom linking to them from his nexus and
causing their exterior doors to open. 


His mind lit up with contacts and his Sav went to use consuming all the control signals from the
tiny craft inside as they began to spill out onto the ground in metallic
waterfalls on either side of the bottom halves of the headless walkers. When
they hit the ground they floated on tiny anti-grav
cushions with Tom sending them out to wherever he wanted them, not through group
waypoint allotments but by controlling each individual Spark-class drone the same way he piloted a mech. 


His head filled up with processing clutter, which his
well-trained mind sorted out with the help of the Sav.
He’d been pushing his limits over the past year trying to up his number of
simultaneous remote controlled units, but of the 20,000 units he’d brought with
him down to the surface he couldn’t handle more than 12,400 of them. The
remainder he ordered through group tactics into a holding pattern around the leonardos, knowing that their programming wouldn’t allow
them to fire unless they had a ‘manual’ command to do so. 


That was standard Star Force protocol, for while they
used automated commands on naval vessels there was too much clutter on planets
for a computer to handle in the way of potential bystanders and the
trailblazers weren’t going to tolerate so much as one person being wounded in
an accident. Machines could only do what they were programmed to do, and there
was always a limit to that programming no matter how advanced. There had to be
a person at the controls to make sure weapons fired at the proper place at the
proper time, and that was why ground-based drones had never been used in
infantry applications.


It was true that a commando could have been linked to
an individual drone like the fleet controllers in naval engagements, but that
would have left far too few units in the field. A commando could kill hundreds
of lizards in person far more effectively than one of these little sparks, so
the only way this technology was going to be effective in large-scale battles
was if multiple units could be controlled by a single individual…and done so
without cutting corners and getting sloppy.


Tom still preferred using actual troops on the ground,
as did the other trailblazers, but with the number of booby traps the lizards
were setting up to try and kill even one Star Force soldier it was getting more
and more difficult to assault their worlds with zero deaths. Often they had to
pull back and sniff around with Archon scouts rather than diving in and kicking
ass as they’d prefer to do. When you didn’t have expendable troops you had to
fight in different ways, so the idea was to give Star Force some disposable
ground troops to send in and trigger traps or to reinforce units in distress
and have the machines take the brunt of the damage. 


Despite all the advances they’d made in communications
there was still a detectable lag in transmissions coming down from orbit, even
if it was just over 50 miles. That would have been unnoticeable to most people,
but with the mental interface and Tom’s Sav he could
feel it, and when it’d been programmed into simulations he’d realized he needed
to be on site to circumvent that problem. If he didn’t have the lag to deal
with he could control more units, for everything that required him to think
even the slightest bit extra diminished his controlling ability. 


Even now he was using cheats by assigning sparks into
small groups to fire on individual targets and a lot of other things that
helped spare his mind additional stress, but to have the sparks operate on
internal programming would mean mission failure so every movement they made had
to come from him and him alone, which sent his mental processing levels sky
high from the outset as he moved the swarms of little metallic spheres off
across the ice field and out ahead of the mech that he was riding in but barely
aware of in his overmind view. 


He didn’t even realize Victoria was right in front of
him, for while his eyes saw her his mind was too occupied that he might as well
have been in the Bahamas and lying on a beach for all he knew. He was
completely disconnected from what was right in front of him, and even his own
body felt absent for the most part with his mind extending out through the
nexus and into the fighting machines, making them an extension of himself and
far more effective than mere programming could ever hope to be.


He saw hundreds of thousands of enemy contacts pop up
on the battlemap starting 4 kilometers ahead and gave Victoria a new waypoint
via the nexus controls, now unable to speak without dumping several hundred of
the sparks in the process. The morpheus adjusted their
track slightly to the right towards a rise rather than heading through the
shallow valley as planned. The other mechs and walkers followed them as
instructed in a short convoy while Tom sent the sparks out ahead and spread out
the leading elements into skirmisher teams that almost immediately came under
attack from concealed turrets.


Those turrets popped up through the ice, breaking the
natural camouflage and shooting at the sparks with the ‘phaser’ tech the
lizards now used along with a few rocket turrets. Tom felt the sparks get hit
as if they were a part of his own body and moved the skirmisher teams around,
firing the limited weapons each one of them had. One spark was the size of a
jacuzzi, making it small enough to push its way through all but the thickest of
forest, but the anti-grav took up more than 40% of
the interior space in order to give it full time flight capability. Using mechs
with legs saved so much space and power that Star Force preferred using walking
machines, but in order to keep the mental processing power down they needed
simple hovering tech on the sparks, not to mention the advantages that gave
them with rough terrain.


Had Tom tried to mentally walk 200 units he’d have
been overloaded, and driving the same number of walkers on their own
programming meant they could potentially step on someone without him
knowing…which was totally unacceptable. They had to float, but the tradeoff
meant they had less internal space to utilize on other systems like weapons. A
good chunk of their weight also came from armor and shields, leaving only a
small cluster of plasma emitters linked to a single power source for each spark
to fight with.


That meant they were ill suited for taking down
turrets, but the vast majority of the targets ahead of him were infantry-class
drones meant to simulate lizards with a phase rifle or rocket launcher. They
were all little tanks with the appropriate weaponry and no defenses save for a
bit of armor, but small enough that they took up no more room than a standard
variant lizard did, meaning they could swarm you in a very small area just as
the real enemy could. 


Mixed in with them were tanks, also similar in size
and make to the lizard varieties. Those along with the infantry bots were being
controlled by Humans in orbit, meaning that if their internal programming
failed in some way they wouldn’t let Tom exploit it, making adjustments as
necessary but otherwise letting the little bots fight and swarm according to
known lizard tactics. 


And like lizards they had booby traps arrayed before
them, with one of the skirmisher bots being taken out with an explosive
detonation below the ice pack. It sent a huge plume of steam up into the air
marking the position visually for Victoria to see, but from Tom’s perspective
one of his many appendages was lost, though he could see the steam as well
through all the little sensor eyes he now had.


Those sensors were minimal, as was the comm systems in order to keep the sparks small enough to be
effective and not the equivalent of warships in atmosphere. He knew that
increased their ability to be hacked or jammed by an opponent, but the lizards
weren’t going to be doing that and these were just the prototypes. Besides, one
couldn’t have a drone that did everything, so Tom had had to make a choice as
to what specific role he wanted these for…and that had been anti-infantry and
scouting missions.


The tanks and turrets ahead of them were going to make
him pay for that design limitation, but he had five mechs and 6 heavy walkers
to compensate, meaning he wasn’t going to just sit in the rear and direct the
battle. Victoria was going to have to fight in it while he rode piggyback
inside the cockpit.


That was where the danger came in, and if necessary he
could cancel the entire exercise on a whim, but he needed to know how these
sparks worked in actual combat short of using an invasion of a lizard world as
a test bed. That would have been stupid for a number of reasons, but Tom also
wasn’t going to use the lizards as research targets. They may have been enemies
seeking to slaughter everyone else in the galaxy, but they were people too and
he was going to treat them and everyone else with a measure of respect
regardless of whether or not they reciprocated. If he had to kill them it’d be
quick and efficient…and because they chose not to take the out he’d give them,
either through retreat or surrender.


And likewise the little bots on the horizon weren’t
going to hesitate to try and kill the mech he was in. Star Force rarely used
live fire exercises, but with his mental finger on the kill switch Tom knew it
was worth the risk. They had to really fight to see how this would play out,
then they could build better simulations going forward. 


To that end he linked with the leading leonardo and had it target the nearest turret and fire the
small, clear Keema beam weapon that it carried over range, blowing apart the
armored casing and killing the stubby raised bunker with a single, precise hit.

















 


 

5



 


 

When Tom sent the order to fire the weapon he
subsequently lost control of 12 sparks, reacquiring them a split second later
and realizing he was already maxing out. There was no way he was going to be
able to fight with this many so he dialed back and released 600 to automated
functions, giving them a waypoint back to the walkers where they’d join in the
nonfighting formation with the others. He’d pull units up from that pool as he
lost others, but as soon as the heavy fighting started his mental processing
power was going to be even more taxed and he didn’t want to go into it already
stressed to the snapping point.


The ‘snapping point’ typically occurred in one of two
ways. The first was what had just happened, his mind would release sparks to
keep the others functioning properly and units would just drop off his mental
map. The second was that all his controlling functions would lag and he’d get
sloppy, not fully seeing them or what they were doing and losing the crisp,
reflex-like synergy he had with the machines now. That was the worse option and
he’d been training himself into a habit of letting units go rather than
degrading his entire army, but the numbers were off today. 


He should have been able to control this many units
without too much difficulty. The sustained neural interface would give him the
headaches due to prolonged activity, but the simulations he’d run had him
handling this number of sparks before with reliable accuracy, else he wouldn’t
have grabbed so many of them right off. For some reason reality was diminishing
his control capability and he couldn’t put his finger on why. As a piece of his
mind started to reflexively run through possibilities ranging from mechanical
issues to sensory overload a full 1300 sparks went offline and just hovered in
position waiting for instructions.


Mentally kicking himself for that…and losing another
50 in the process…Tom cleared his mind of all other thoughts and put himself
into the battle trance with the sparks coming back online and consuming every
part of his waking mind. He was them and they were him, with his mind pressing
its limits to be able to see so many viewpoints and feather the mental trigger
on so many weapons and navigation options. Normally an Archon in a nexus had to
keep perspective over everything that was happening, but for this controlled experiment
it was just about the combat…targets and kills and nothing else. He needed to
know what he and the system was capable of before scaling back for more
reliable operations.


As he maneuvered the skirmishers around he triggered
more explosives, losing a handful of them but clearing the path for the mass of
others to move through in clusters. There was a band of hidden turrets and
traps stretched across the landscape that had been arranged by another Archon
so Tom didn’t know of their locations, but once a corridor was punched through
it there was a stretch of what appeared to be clear space leading up to the
swarms of infantry bots. 


Suddenly that clear space grew a spread of targets as
more turrets popped up, having ignored the skirmishers and made themselves
visible only when the masses of sparks were above them. They fired into the
hordes with phasers and rockets, hitting many simply by firing without having
to aim and getting multiple units with some of the explosions. The armor on the
sparks was decent, but they were so small that they couldn’t pack much onto
them for lack of available space…and the rockets’ yields were considerably
high, enough to level a building and were only slightly smaller than a lizard
debt pack. 


Tom reacted immediately, pulling the sparks away from
each of the turrets to create a clear zone that would allow the sparks to fire
on them without hitting each other. He raised up the sparks into rows on top of
one another, forming a wall around each turret as they pummeled them with plasma
streaks save for the few he left open for the walkers to target. The clear
Keema beams shot across the distance and tagged them slowly, for the recharge
on the weapon was considerable and only the first walker was in position to
fire. 


He changed that up, having all of the leonardos fan out to get into firing position. Meanwhile a
lot of his sparks were dropping offline from the damage and Tom began pulling a
dozen or so out of the ‘waiting pool’ as needed…then the infantry bots
accelerated across the landscape, coming up over several ridges like a flow of
ants. They charged directly into the skirmishers, firing on them and taking
several down as Tom surged the sparks forward, knowing this was going to
stretch his mental limits. He stopped pulling up reinforcements as units went
offline to the turret damage and waited for the snapping point to come as he
started firing the weapons of more and more sparks.


He was targeting each one of them manually with a bit
of aim assist from their computer programming as well as guiding their
movements, all individually. That allowed him precise attacks as well as
unparalleled unit cohesion for all of the sparks were fighting as if they were
of a single mind…which in this case was literally true, for they were all an
extension of one trailblazer. 


Tom’s mind began to fog up immediately, forcing him to
cut loose another few hundred. That brought the crystal clarity back and
allowed him to cut through the infantry bots with a variety of tactics similar
in nature to naval combat, save these happened at a much faster pace. Damaged
units were cycled off the front lines and into support positions while clusters
were used to separate and flank the enemy formations. They too tried to use
tactics again the sparks rather than just coming at them in a blind horde that
fired on the nearest targets, but they couldn’t coordinate as effectively as
the sparks could, leaving Tom’s forces with a decided strategic advantage.


But they didn’t have a weapons advantage…or at least
not much of one. They did have their armor and shields, but since the enemy was
patterned off the lizards there were far more infantry bots than there were
sparks, not to mention the tanks that were holding back behind a ridgeline.
When the leading edge of the sparks crossed it they moved in, using the terrain
to block the firing lines from the mechs.


When that happened Tom sent Victoria a signal to take
them in, with him bringing the escort drone mechs along with her. They would
need to take the tanks head on, or otherwise their greater armor would allow
them to eat up the sparks. In the future they’d try to develop anti-tank
variants but right now all these could handle was anti-infantry, with massed
attack as the only hope against heavier targets.


That was one of the primary challenges for Tom today,
to see what he could do against them. The sparks were little more than floating
micro turrets that could be taken out with a single tank blast, so it was going
to be in the maneuvering that he gained an advantage rather than through any
shield recharging strategies that the Archons used heavily in naval combat.
Virtually everything Star Force built had that longevity in mind, but Tom was
going to have to go a different way against the tanks his mechs couldn’t take
down. 


He barely noticed as Victoria opened fire on the
closest one, seeing it through the ‘eyes’ of the sparks and not the mech’s
telemetry. He was viewing the other four but not the morpheus,
allowing him to handle more of the drones in lieu of keeping in the loop as to
what Victoria was doing. If his mental control were a hurricane, then the morpheus was the calm center of that storm that he was
completely blind to…which made his copilot even more invaluable in keeping him
alive. 


Tom knew he was being crude with his control, but
right now he was using only three options for each spark. Target and fire,
position change, and altitude change. When he needed a lot of plasma beams on a
tank he’d raise up and stack the sparks into a wall, or form a brick of them
that would push into the infantry bots, flaking off dead sparks and driving
well into their formation in order to disrupt it. He’d send reinforcements up
that corridor so they could fire on the others from the sides, getting more
guns on target and managing the flow of bots that kept increasing with every
minute.


Had these been Regulars,
Knights, and Archons on the ground they would have necessarily turtled up and
worked to kill off those closest to them, weathering the storm through armor
and shields and rotational strategies in order to keep anyone from getting
killed, but since the sparks were just machines Tom could be more aggressive
and abandoned most of the shield recharging formations and just hammered the
opposing infantry. One on one the sparks would win easily, and it was important
for Tom to keep the bots from massing too densely, else their combined
firepower would eat through the sparks quite fast.


To do that he sent clusters shooting out into the
enemy formation like fingers, then spreading them out and sending units right
into the midst of the enemy formations expecting to lose them, but not before
they killed many bots and thinned the lines…at which point he’d surge the
others and wipe them out using traditional cycling strategies to preserve the
rest of his mechanical troops.


It worked well enough that he saw the infantry bots
start to pull back after about 12 minutes of fighting…then the tiny bit of his
brain that was still left to wonder realized it was because the walkers had
just gotten up over the ridge and into firing position. These leonardos were configured mostly as troop transports, but
the defensive weaponry on them was more than sufficient to do damage to armored
targets at range, not to mention some point defense weapons for if the bots
ever got close enough to start chipping away at their legs.


Suddenly there were more targets popping up, which Tom
only noticed due to their proximity to the walkers. He and the mechs were up
with the tanks now, leaving the walkers in the back with the extra sparks
tagging along in preprogrammed navigational mode. He wasn’t seeing through
them, only the walkers, when the hidden doors under the ice opened up and broke
through the cold camouflage and spilled out swarms of the infantry bots right into
the midst of the neutral sparks.


Not one of them fired back, for they couldn’t without
Tom’s control…forcing him to choose between fighting up front or disengaging
his mind from those so he could defend the walkers…who couldn’t very well shoot
down into the swarms of sparks without destroying them as well.


“Damn,” he whispered, losing control of over a
thousand for a second when he uttered the word and lost concentration. It took
him another second to decide to send the neutral sparks off to distant waypoints,
having them run away from the walkers rather than switching control over to
them or abandoning the front lines. They were faster than the infantry bots and
quickly cleared the area, letting the leonardos have
clear firing lines down near and around their feet.


A handful of Sammy turrets opened up on the bots,
killing several with showers of yellow energy spurts that were actually a very
high cyclical rate of the same beam firing tiny bits of bolts. Each turret
bathed an area where the infantry bots were, for Tom couldn’t precisely target
them without abandoning more sparks on the front lines, instead using area of
effect commands and having the onboard computers handle the distribution
patterns.


Instead of running or chasing the sparks the infantry
bots ran under the walkers and fired on them with their tiny phasers, doing no
damage to the armor with the walkers’ shields covering them. Those were
virtually impervious to the small weapons…up until some of the bots began
ramming the legs and detonating against them.


The shield strength dipped in chunks with each
explosion and the phaser bursts only added to it in the hundreds of strikes per
second. Tom forced himself not to calculate how much damage was being done and
how much time he’d have, else he’d lose control of more sparks. He made the
choice to let the walkers fend for themselves and ordered them to group up
closer and share their point defenses as he continued to press the assault
against the main infantry wave. 


There was no victory end to this engagement. They were
meant to fight and that was it, with the results being measured afterwards to
determine weaknesses and efficiencies. His opposition was going to do as much
damage as they could and they’d just found a way to mess up his plans, so
rather than aid them by scrambling to make changes he continued on, letting
them chip away at one of the leonardo’s legs as he kept the most number of
sparks engaged as he could.


 


Meanwhile Victoria was hauling him around in the morpheus kicking the crap out of the tanks with her maulers
and stitching the infantry bots with her anti-air pods whenever she could get
an angle forward. A lot of anti-air defenses, whether they be man-sized or
planetary, did not lower to ground level to avoid being disabled from such
strikes. A big orbital battery tipping over to target things like Skarron
walkers could be a huge boost to a city’s defense, but likewise that battery
tip would bring the sensitive pieces of that weapon into the firing line of the
ground troops.


That was why they were normally covered in a shell of
armor or building that would keep them safe from all but air assets while they
exclusively targeted the same. Some units like the mechs had experimented with
shoulder-mounted pods that could tip over and double as anti-infantry mods, and
that’s exactly what this morpheus had been outfitted
with. The small sammies roasted the infantry bots
with single hits, allowing Victoria to keep the little det
pack bots from getting up to her mech’s legs while their numerous phaser hits
kept chipping away at her mech’s shields. 


She didn’t know what Tom was doing other than what the
battlemap showed her, but there was a beehive of activity all around and she
just did her job and focused on what was affecting her mech and what targets
she could hit without jeopardizing their safety. There were a lot of tanks out
there, in the hundreds, so she chose the ones that were separated from the
others and took them on while the flanking drone mechs stayed alongside or
drifted off slightly to go after other targets, always cycling back around into
formation. 


Tom was controlling them as well and it made her
wonder why she was even here when he could have controlled this mech just as
easily. It would have meant a few less sparks under his control but she didn’t
really see the need for her to be here up until a large group of tanks came
straight for them and the infantry bots shifted, heading kamikaze towards the
drone mechs and firing some unknown weapons mods at them…which amounted to tow
cables wrapping around their legs.


“What the hell?” she said, turning her maulers at the
infantry in addition to the sammies to try and thin
those around the morpheus and prevent any of them getting close enough to fire
the cables, for they all looked the same externally so she couldn’t identify
which they were and pick them off prior to firing their concealed weapons. 


But as it was there were none coming at them anyway.
They were meant to disable the morpheus’s
escorts while the tank formation headed to pick off the quarterback. 


Victoria knew that as long as she kept them moving and
in play that Tom would take care of it, so she didn’t try to head towards the
tethered mechs as the enemy would expect, but rather went the other way and
waded out into the infantry battles expecting the leonardos to pick off the
tanks or the sparks to swarm to their defense…except that the help wasn’t
coming. There was no change in the flow of battle other than the enemy tanks
moving faster than they were and encircling them with the infantry actually
being stepped on as they tried to slow the morpheus
through sheer numbers grouping around its feet. 


She turned the mech’s torso and blasted two tanks with
her maulers, one shot each, then got slammed with a series of blasts in the
mech’s back and the shields nearly breached. Twenty seconds later they did go
down as the tiny little phaser blasts added to the continuous tank hits and the
rear of the mech was exposed, now taking armor damage.


And still there was no help coming to their aid.


“Tom, we’re getting cooked!” Victoria warned, hoping
her voice would bring his attention to them. She waited, fighting it out but still
seeing no response. She was about to ping him on the battlemap but decided to
go the drastic route since this was a training fight and used the emergency
override, pushing a button that momentarily severed Tom’s connection to the
army around them.


“Feel like covering our ass?” she asked as he snapped
back into awareness of his body and what was around him. 


“What happened?” he asked, quickly seeing the status
displays around him and noticing the mess they were in. “Why didn’t you ping
me?” he said, reconnecting to the sparks nearest him as well as the leonardos,
with two of them popping tanks immediately.


“Why didn’t you see it happening?” she countered, then
remained silent as they both had to focus on what they were doing. Tom got them
the reinforcements they needed before their armor was breached, then they
pulled back and recharged their shields before diving back in for the last
round of fireworks before the enemy forces were spent and the battle wore down
to a few handfuls of units.


Eventually the end signal was given by the opposition
and Tom put all his remaining units into standby as he pulled out of the
intense control mode and returned it to a chess game, telling units where to
move and letting them float there on their own.


“I’m sorry. That shouldn’t have happened.”


“How’s your head?”


Tom didn’t respond for a moment, flicking away several
layers of numbness before the pain materialized. “Worse than I thought. I think
I zoned that out too.”


“That was very untrailblazer-like
of you,” Victoria noted. “You guys are usually on top of everything before it
happens.”


“No argument there,” he said with a sigh as he
massaged his forehead with a pair of fingers. “I guess we’re a lot further away
from a working prototype than I thought.”


“You can’t fight like that,” she warned. “You have to
know everything that’s going on or we’re going to get slaughtered.”


Tom smacked the back of his head against his seat in
frustration. “I know. I know.”
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August 11, 2825


Hyperion System
(Zeta Region)


Yert



 

Mina Delari stood on the
stage in front of the crowd of some 238,458 people singing the last song of her
concert, hand reaching toward the sky boxes overhead as a waterfall spilt out
over her, drenching her from head to toe as the chemical it was laced with
dissolved her hair tie, her shirt, shorts, shoes, and every other thing on her
body over the course of the following 15 seconds, leaving her fully nude and
‘exposed,’ as the song was titled, in her signature finish to her performances.



The Human female stood there as the last of the water
washed the scraps of clothing off her and the crowd roared so loud she could
actually feel the stage vibrate. She stood there smiling as she dropped her arm
and posed, letting them get a good look at her as the song music ended and a
finishing theme took its place, signifying the end of the concert and her
farewell to the crow. Mina lingered for more than a minute, then walked back to
a circle on the ground that only she could see and turned to give them one
final pose, this one an X with arms raised and legs spread wide, then columns
of steam rose up from the stage floor obscuring her for several seconds before
dissipating and revealing her to have vanished.


Mina rode the lift down into the floor, stumbling
slightly as it had to accelerate fast to get her clear and the hatch covered,
then it slowed to a stop and she stepped off into the prep area below with
assistants waiting for her. Per usual she didn’t accept any clothes from them,
for once she ended a concert in the nude she remained that way until she got
back home. One of her maturia handlers had told her during sexual training that
if you had ‘it’ don’t be afraid to flaunt it, and she’d taken that advice to
heart over the past two years. 


She did accept a mug of Xerta,
which was one of the current soda pop flavors popular amongst the Axius
colonies that she was a native of. It had only been 6 years ago that she’d
graduated from the maturia without a credit to her name and only a small, basic
quarters module to live in and now she was touring the ADZ in her own private
jumpship. 


Mina took a couple gulps, knowing it would help her
slightly sore throat from getting any worse and looking forward to a day of travel
so she could get some sleep. This was the 18th concert on this planet in the
past 10 days and her voice was nearly spent, but she’d made it through and
would have a bit of respite until her next concert series on Priot, including two on the new tier 3 continent. She’d
never performed for the ‘elite’ before and had actually thought they just
worked round the day without any entertainment facilities but apparently she’d
been wrong. The professional concert circuits were starting to go through the
new regions now that they were getting established and that meant there were
credits to be made, else they wouldn’t have bothered.


Mina’s team escorted her through the stage facilities
with lots of workers pausing to take a few seconds of awe at seeing her naked.
Nudity wasn’t banned in Axius or Star Force, but most people still chose to
wear clothes enough that going in the buff got a lot of attention…then again
she was also in insanely good shape and that never hurt. The floors were clean,
as was the rest of the facility, so she didn’t mind walking around nude and did
so as much for her reputation as for herself. She’d been sexually shy in the
beginning, but now reveled in just being herself and not hiding anything. 


She didn’t get a buzz anymore, just a sense of freedom
that felt refreshing. The bath she’d just had helped too, washing off the
concert’s sweaty sheen and leaving her with dripping blonde hair that she
didn’t bother to ring out. It left a trail on the floor but there were no
carpets so it didn’t matter. It’d dry, she’d dry, all
was good. 


After sucking down half the mug she was led to an
exclusive autograph signing for 500 lucky individuals. She smiled and engaged
in a brief bit of chit chat with them and the press as she speedily got through
all of the signings then bid them and the planet farewell as she was taken out
onto a nearby private landing pad that had thousands of fans standing on nearby
rooftops to see her depart. They roared in the brightly lit night sky when she
emerged, shocking her for a moment at how many of them had found vantage
points. 


Mina waved at them and blew a few kisses before
walking up the ramp and into her dropship. Once inside she retreated up to the
third level while her people finished loading up. There were two other dropships
on the pad that would be packing up their gear and following them up to orbit
but Mina’s left right away. Before it lifted off she was able to walk onto the
clear upper deck and slide into her private jacuzzi that was not so much right
now for most of the high placed onlookers could see down into that exposed part
of her ship through the glass bubble covering it.


She settled in, smiling but not interacting with them
anymore as the warm water soothed her sore feet. The shoes she had to wear in
order to make the dissolve possible didn’t fit well and always left her toes a
bit raw, and that was one small reason why she didn’t put any shoes on
afterward until she got back to this blissful tub. She looked out the bubble at
the surrounding buildings as they finally began to lift off. Her fans
disappeared from view leaving nothing but the tall spires that probably held a
few more with telescopic lenses.


Those last bits of cityscape finally vanished and she
was left with just the stars above her as the dropship headed up through the
atmosphere and into space, giving her a bit of much needed privacy. Her team
knew not to disturb her after a show and would stay away until she called for
them, which wouldn’t be for some time. Per her usual instructions the dropship
took its time climbing to orbit and then over to the position where her
jumpship was waiting, giving her a good two and a half hours to soak and relax
with nothing but starlight and the occasional passing ship or station to keep
her company…and those were too far away for anyone to snoop on her, not that
they were going to see anything new. That was one advantage of getting exposed
on a regular basis. You had nothing to hide, and when you had nothing to hide
there was no need to worry.


It was a kind of freedom that she’d discovered after
her first nervous nude show. She’d done a short one completely in the buff her
first year, which had ironically put her in the spotlight and sent her career
off at a sprint once people finally got a chance to hear her music en mass. A hot body wasn’t enough to get ADZ-wide
recognition, for there were many of them and most of the races didn’t find
Humans attractive anyway, but they did like good songs and that was what she
was good at. The nudity was just an extra and something she did more for
herself than the fans…but if it made their day so much the better. She didn’t
mind sharing her sexuality, visually anyway.


It was in these transition periods from planet to
orbit that she often did a lot of thinking, still with too much adrenaline to
sleep and no more requirements to rigidly constrict her mind. She often
wondered where she went from here. As a minor star in the ADZ she already had
over 4 billion credits to her name and that would easily buy her inclusion in a
tier 2 colony of her choosing for infinity or one of the private luxury
residences in Australia, but neither of those was really a big deal now. She
lived on her jumpship most of the time, traveling from system to system and
racking up the credits for herself and her supporting label. The ship was hers,
as was her team now, though the label still organized her performances and
marketed her music, but they no longer gave her orders.


Not that long ago Mina had worked her ass off to earn
her freedom by graduating from the maturia, and now she’d earned her freedom
from her label, able to do things entirely her own way and being too valuable
as a credit-earning asset to be argued with anymore. She had enough currency to
stop singing and do whatever she wanted, which often made her wonder what she
was doing this for now. There were bigger names than hers, a lot of them, and
the challenge of rising up to that level did appeal to her, but she sensed she
wanted more than that.


And it wasn’t a guy. She could have as many guys as
she wanted, and that kind of ruined the appeal right there. She might be
sexual, but she hadn’t had sex since the maturia and planned to keep it that
way. Too many people she’d followed had gone off course once they’d coupled
with someone, and her maturia training had made it clear that maintaining one’s
individuality was key to achieving self-sufficiency.


That was her primary goal, and anyone who thought
otherwise was just plain stupid. But there was something else nagging at her,
and though she had a well-defined schedule ahead of her plus next year’s
concerts to choreography and a list of other important to-do items, Mina felt
like she was treading water and not really headed anywhere. That thought kept
nagging her as she soaked in the jacuzzi, with her
dipping her head under the water and coming back up into the cooler air with a
sense of aloneness. 


Her team was just below decks, meters away if she
needed them, but it finally dawned on her that they were all here for the job
and not her. They were her friends, for sure, but if she stopped singing they’d
move on to assist others and that’d be the end of that. Mina was around people
constantly, so much so that she’d never really felt alone, but now that her
maturia classmates had gone on to do whatever with their lives she’d been so
busy with building her career she’d never thought about it.


With trillions upon trillions of people in the ADZ she
didn’t matter. If she quit singing and just disappeared a lot of people would
be upset, but they’d move on. No one really knew her as a person, just a
celebrity, and for the first time she really felt the aloneness…and the fear
that came with it. The fear of no safety net and the galaxy being wide open
before you. The openness was more intense than her first nude concert and it
made her feel truly exposed and alive. 


It was scary too, but she wasn’t going to turn away
from it. Even though she had people around her constantly, in truth she was
alone navigating a sea of strangers and she wasn’t going to let her mind veer
from that into the delusions that the masses lived their lives by. Mina clung
to the feeling, essentially placing a wedge in her mind to keep that viewpoint
open as she sat up, bringing her small but chiseled breasts up above the water
line and looking around as the cool air hit her wet flesh. 


There was a sound dampener on the doorway so she
couldn’t hear anything from the rest of the ship, so aside from the sound of
the water and her breathing there was nothing else to hear…which was why she
belatedly realized she liked it so much. It was a sanctum away from the hive
mind of society…but that hive mind was an illusion that she was now able to see
through. Even with people around her she was always alone, and that epiphany
was not something she was going to forget.


Mina settled back down into the water as the tiny
pinprick of light ahead of them began to grow into the silhouette of her
jumpship, but even the sight of it didn’t strike her as ‘home’ anymore. It was
a place she stayed and worked out of, traveled on, but her real home was her
body. Wherever she went she was home within the confines of her skin. 


No wonder she liked disrobing so much. The clothing
was essentially a hitchhiker on her journey through life.


She continued to ponder her new insights as the
jumpship grew outside the clear canopy. It wasn’t as large as the Star Force
models, nor as fast, but the Kefron produced Nightstalker
model was more than sufficient to get her from system to system in a timely
manner and avoid the hassles of having to book transit on the ADZ grid. It was
her private possession, and since Star Force owned all property on planetoids
the only way you could get your own bit of turf was by building it in space.
Stations required permits and were harder to obtain, but buying a ship and
moving about gave you a little island of your own where you could do your own
thing.


There were no monitoring devices in the corridors like
in the Axius colonies. Star Force might respect a person’s privacy in their own
quarters, but public movements and actions were always monitored so they could
track down problems after they happened by going back through the exhaustive
records…and it worked too, with almost no violations whatsoever in the colony
she’d lived in after coming out of the maturia. But there was something about
being away from observation and on your own that was appealing to many people,
hence the extensive ship building industry outside of the Star Force line.


But now Mina realized that even in the Axius colonies
she was still alone. Watched via people and technology, but still alone. It was
a very freeing realization that stayed on her mind as the jumpship grew to fill
almost the entire forward half of the bubble dome over her jacuzzi
and interrupting her bathing in the stars.


Knowing that they had only a minute or so before
landing in the bay, Mina stepped out of the tub and walked down to the lower
level of the dropship and the exiting ramp, dripping a trail of water all the
way through the ship and out onto the jumpship’s bay floor that tracked across
to the entry door before resolving itself down to a random drop here and there
as her body slowly dried off. While her team dealt with unloading and other
measures she headed off into her ship alone, always liking the idea of dripping
as she went.


It was messy, but totally clean at the same time. It
was just water. It would dry so no harm done, but it did seem to mess with the
unspoken rules of society and she liked that, even onboard her own ship where
she could set the rules however she liked…except she couldn’t, because her crew
brought with them their own expectations and culture and whatever else you
wanted to call the hive mind that society operated off of. Mina had always been
slightly put off by it, and now even more so as she seemed to finally make the
mental disconnect and realize what it really was to be an individual in both
mind and body.


She walked through the ship’s corridors to her private
quarters, dunking herself in a shower tub for the autowash’s
scrubbing cycle that scoured off what grime the concert dunking and jacuzzi had
left on her, then she walked into a drying tube that left her with a pine-like
scent when she stepped out and into some silky soft pajamas. From there she
headed over to the ship’s dining area and the chef whipped up an array of small
portioned items that she favored in only a few minutes, giving her an
opportunity to get into bed without much delay.


Mina fell asleep quickly, exhausted from this
planetary stint and having already cycled the adrenaline out of her system.
Dreams would ensue but she wouldn’t remember them when she woke, for she rarely
did…not to mention the circumstances of her waking would wash away any lingering
memory as sheer panic set in.
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Mina woke to a loud bang on her door so intense and
quick she wasn’t sure why she sat bolt upright in bed, thinking for a moment it
was all in her groggy mind’s imagination until the second thud sounded. Then a
third and fourth came in quick succession and she scurried out of bed and over
to the door, pressing the button on the wall that slid the panel open into the
midst of a scuffle between one of her security guards and a non-human…someone
that was definitely not supposed to be on her ship.


She took a step back as they tussled, then the
green-skinned biped that stood a good six and a half feet tall got her guard in
a headlock and began choking him out with a knee into his back to keep him from
wriggling away. Seeing that he was losing, Mina ran out the door and jumped on
the pair of them, wrapping her own thin arms around the Fahmren’s neck and
feeling its skin plates slice into her skin as she pried it back using her
weight and her own knee in its back. 


She succeeded in pulling it off her guard, but was
pancaked as it fell backwacks and something in her
left knee popped under the weight. Unable to move with the Fahmren’s mass on
top of her she was pinned and could do nothing, hoping she’d done enough to
help the guard get free as she still clung to the attacker’s neck.


The next thing she knew her head slammed into the
ground again, knocking her half unconscious. The weight on her chest
disappeared and she heard a plasma blast, feeling a trickle of heat wash over
her before two more sounded and the Fahmren fell to the floor a meter past her
feet...then the guard was standing over her and pulling her to her feet.


“Get back inside,” he ordered, standing over her
protectively as she tried to step on her injured leg and yelped from the pain.
He grabbed her by the arm and yanked her inside, tossing her on the floor as a
red plasma bolt shot down the hallway and they both ducked inside her quarters.
He shut and locked them in, then pulled her out of the way so he could have a
clear line of fire.


“What’s going on?” she shouted, with the guard’s
answer cut off by two huge bangs on the door. Instead he pulled out his stun
pistol and pushed it into her hands. 


“I hope you remember how to use this. That door isn’t
going to last long,” he said, with his prophetic words being followed up with a
glow mark popping up about a meter off the ground as it was hit from the
outside with a plasma blast, quickly followed by many more as they began to
burn their way through into her quarters.


Mina saw that he held some type of rifle she wasn’t
familiar with, ostensibly the same one the Fahmren shot in the hall had been
carrying. “How many are there?”


“At least three…probably more,” he answered as a small
hole was torn in the door and a bit of red leapt across the room and into the
far wall, thankfully below the skylight that led directly into space. Melt that
and the whole room would depressurize and they’d be dead, though in theory it
should be made of material more sturdy than the door. “We’ve been boarded. I
don’t know how or why, but we should have jumped out and didn’t. I can’t reach
the bridge and barely got to you before that bastard did. The rest of security
is down or missing.”


“What do you want me to do?” she asked, wincing
against the pain as she held the stinger pistol at the ready. All Humans had a
decent amount of combat training in the maturia and she had always been a good
shot, but she’d never expected having to put those skills to use onboard her
own ship. 


“Unless there’s somewhere to hide in here that I don’t
know about, we just shoot as many as we can. They’re here for you.”


Mina swallowed hard as a fist-sized chunk of her door
blew out. “I can’t walk on this leg.”


The security guard glanced at the door, then decided
to make a quick change. “Grab my neck, I’ll swing you over to better cover.”


She did as told, making sure not to tip the barrel of
her pistol into his head just in case the trigger got pulled. It wouldn’t kill
him if it fired, but the last thing she needed right now was to stun her only
protection. In truth he and the other six were here to guard her against rabid
fans, but they’d all had far more extensive combat training than her for a
situation like this. Mina just didn’t know if he’d be enough on his own and
hoped the others were still alive elsewhere in the ship.


Swinging from his neck like a child, he walked her
over to the other side of the main room and into a walk-in closet. She grabbed
a hold of one of the shelves to steady her, then he left and headed over to another
portion of the room and fired a shot back in through the door that was now more
holes and smoke than a barrier. The red bolt hit what she didn’t know, for it
was out of her line of sight barely, but anyone coming more than two steps into
the room would be in her firing line. Holding onto the shelf with her left hand
and aiming with her right, she stood ready on one leg to get at least a few
shots off.


A sound of sudden cracking preempted her guard’s
return shots and then all hell broke loose as two more Fahmren came into view,
one falling over as he was shot by her man before he had to duck down on the
other side of her bed for cover. She nailed the other one in the left arm,
causing it to go numb and the next plasma blast to hit the floor as it suddenly
couldn’t aim. Mina fired twice more, knocking it down before her view was
obscured by black uniforms and more green flesh as she was hit in the face and
her weapon knocked from her grasp.


Mina fell to the floor, her knee exploding again in
pain, then suddenly she was spun over and face planted into the carpet as her
arms were bound so tight she felt like her wrists were being cut off. A few
more plasma blasts sounded then all was quiet, which was a very bad sign.


She was yanked up off the ground by her arms that were
now locked behind her back, then she crumpled over again when her leg wouldn’t
hold her. Mina yelled in pain, then was picked up and carried over the shoulder
of one of her attackers out of her quarters with her able to catch a glimpse of
the smoking corpse of her guard on the floor next to the bed.


After that it was a pain-ridden ride through the
hallways, with most of her vision being of the floor and the backside of the
Fahmren hauling her. They took her down several levels, then when the flooring
changed and she recognized they were on the hangar deck she realized with
horror that she was being taken off her ship. Not knowing what else to do she
began bucking and kicking with her good leg, but all it did was make the thing
mad enough that he tossed her down to the ground and grabbed her by the neck,
dragging her forward and out of reach of any of her kicks. 


She could barely breathe in his grip, but she had to
do something. If they were willing to kill her people to get to her then there
was no way of knowing what they’d do to her.


The pressure on her neck disappeared a split second
before several ‘pings’ filled the air, followed by dozens of plasma blasts
crossing over her head. She was laying on her back, hands bundled up between
her and the floor as the red and pink crisscrossed over her head for a moment
before another Fahmren grabbed her and dragged her over to the doorway of a
ship she didn’t recognize…only to get hit in the chest with a pink glob of
energy and fall face forward on top of her.


Mina had no vision and had to twist her head to the
side to get any air as she was once again pinned down, but she knew there was
another firefight going on and those pink blasts weren’t the stinger pistols
that her crew carried. She was left there underneath the body of one of her
attackers for what felt like an eternity until it was rolled off and she was
looking up into the faceplate of a dirty white armored Human that she knew was
from Star Force security.


“Relax,” he said through the external mic as he sized
her up then turned her over so he could get to her bound hands, “you’re safe
now.”


“Thank you,” she said, crying with relief. A moment
later her hands were free and she balled up on the ground, cradling her hurt
leg and not even trying to stand. “How many…are dead?”


“We’re still searching the ship, but I’m staying here
with you and to guard the hangar. Nobody is slipping back out.”


“They killed one of my security team. I don’t know
about everyone else,” she said, letting the tears flow freely and not thinking
she could stop them if she tried.


“If they’re here we’ll find them,” he said, but the
angle of his helmet had his eye line on the surrounding area. “Do you know how
they got onboard your ship?”


“I just woke up…I don’t know anything.”


“Your leg?” the commando asked.


“Something is broke. I can’t put any pressure on it.”


“We’ll get a medtech to you as soon as we can, but
right now you’re just going to have to hold on. We’re sitting in stellar orbit
and had to get to you in a puddle jumper. We’re just a reaction team and I
can’t leave this position to grab a med kit just yet.”


“How many of you are there?” she asked, closing her
eyes and wincing against the pain…which just squeezed out more tears that were
adding to the puddle on the deck beneath her head.


“Two.”


Mina sucked in a quick breath, suddenly feeling at
risk again.


“Relax. They can’t take us down with a few plasma
shots. Not in armor. My teammate will clear the rest of the ship and I’ll be
here to guard you and make sure nobody gets off until reinforcements arrive.
We’ve got a ship headed to our position, ETA about 40 minutes, and no other
hostile vessels in sight. We’re good, so just stay where you are and ride this
out. They’re not getting to you again.”


“Thank you,” she repeated, but kept her eyes open and
scanning as much of the hangar as she could, seeing the ugly transport sitting
in her hangar bay next to her own dropships and the small, gleaming Puddle Jumper-class Star Force ship
sitting just inside the energy field covering the hatch into space. That hatch
should have been closed, making it impossible for anyone to board short of
boring a hole in through the hull. How the hell did the attackers get onboard?


“Caught your concert via relay. You’re damn good at
those vocal spikes.”


Mina laughed, a mixture of anxious breath and tears
being blown out like a grenade explosion. “Thank you,” she said automatically,
but it was obvious that she didn’t care about anything right now except her
current situation.


“Have there been any threats recently?”


“No, nothing,” she said, trying to think and finding
her head still swirling in panic. “Not that they told me.”


“There’s no damage to the exterior of your ship. And
aside from the distress signal we received, there was no indication that this
rendezvous was unplanned. Your ship held in stellar orbit and allowed this one
onboard as far as we can tell. I hate to say it, but unless there was some
technical wizardry going on this looks like an inside job.”


Mina’s eyes became lasers as she turned her head and
looked up at his helmet, knowing in her gut that he was right but not able to
suspect any of her team. 


“We’ll find out one way or another,” the commando
said, “we just don’t usually get hijackings inside a Star Force system when
they know we’ll be all over them. The dumb ones usually try fast hit and runs
before they’re caught, but boarding a ship takes so much time there’s no way to
pull it off under our noses unless you have backup and a very good plan. Doing
it in stellar orbit never happens.”


“Too much maneuvering room,” Mina said, remembering
navigational lessons from the maturia.


“Exactly. Even if your hangar door was open you could
still run and they wouldn’t be able to dock with this ship on the move. You
just sat here and let them come over, and they would have got away with it if
it wasn’t for your distress signal. As it was we got here about 2 minutes
before it would have been too late. We still would have ran their ship down,
but with you as a hostage it would have been a lot harder to deal with. We
don’t give up on a mission, no matter how difficult, but whoever sent that
signal saved you.”


“Can you put me on your ship?” she asked, almost
pleading. “I don’t want to stay here.”


“I need to stay in sight of the door so none of them
can slip back onboard their ship, but if you can hop or crawl over there you’re
welcome to sit inside.”


“Give me a hand up?” she asked, tears still flowing.


With his stun gun in one hand the commando reached
down with his other armored glove and pulled her up by the arm, letting her
balance on her good leg for a moment before letting her go. She took a small
hop, not touching her bad leg to the floor but sending a spike of pain up
through her with the jolt anyway. Mina pushed through it and hopped across the
deck all the way near to the exit into space where the Star Force craft was
sitting, blocking as much of the blinding sunlight behind it as it could and
just to the inside of the warning zone that amounted to a few meters of deck
painted with no-go markings to keep people away from the field so they didn’t
accidentally fall outside the ship.


Feeling a little leery about getting anywhere near it
with her balance being so bad, Mina headed in as straight of a line as she
could over to the open personnel ramp, then let herself collapse to the ground
so she could crawl up it, keeping her bad leg on top as he pulled herself up
the length and over the top bump, finding the bit of Star Force territory to be
immediately welcoming and feeling safe.


She curled up there and waited, crying out more tears
than she knew she had in her until the reinforcement team arrived and the
medtech got to her.



 

Mina woke to find herself in a Star Force med bay as
an armored hand shook her shoulder, snapping her out of the little nap she’d lapsed
into.


“Hey, you awake Starchaser?”
the commando asked, using her professional nickname.


She blinked her eyes open and saw him standing next to
her, still wearing armor but missing the helmet. “Yes.”


“We’ve found some survivors. 3 in total. The rest were
killed by the Kripcha.”


Mina coughed, both in relief and horror. Some had
survived, but only 3? 


“Kripcha?”


“They’re a known fringe unit, more criminal than
mercenary. That’s who the Fahmren belonged to.”


“Why?”


“Not sure yet, but there was a fight on the bridge, we
think prior to their arrival. Everyone was dead, four to poison and a fifth
with a crushed windpipe. We’re guessing that was the rat who betrayed you, and
whoever got the distress signal off got him before they finally succumbed to
the poison.”


“Who was it?” she asked, sitting up and dragging her
numb leg across the bed with her, for it was wrapped up in some kind of healing
cradle that was locking her knee joint in place.


“ID matched to Iryna Chordag. No history of bad behavior or links to the Kripcha, but I’d put my money on him. Without any internal
security cameras there’s no way to be sure, but we’re having an analysis team
go over the ship thoroughly to see if there’s anything else to find.”


“Are you the one that saved me…back on the hangar?”


“Yes I am.”


“Come here please,” she said, motioning him towards
her with two fingers. 


He stepped closer and sat down on the bed next to her.
When he did so she reached out quickly but gently and pulled his head to her,
giving him the biggest kiss of her life before transitioning into a
stranglehold hug overtop his hard armor and feeling like she never wanted to
let go.


“Thank you,” she repeated in a whisper, with more
tears flowing.
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September 16, 2825


Epsilon Eridani
System


Optimus



 

Mina laid out on the wide beach beneath a pair of
sunglasses and nothing else, soaking in the sunlight and trying to burn away
the nerves she’d had ever since the attack. With most of her team dead and her
head a mess, she’d canceled her upcoming concert schedule and disappeared from
society, heading to the tiny Australian piece of Star Force that had been
quickly transforming into the commercial elite. If you had credits you could
probably buy it here, including seclusion, which she desperately needed right
now.


The beach she was on was half full of people, but all
were guests of the resort facility she was living at indefinitely and none were
adoring fans or murdering kidnappers. She’d booked her stay under an alternate
identity and even dyed and cut her hair so she wouldn’t be recognized. As it
was no one here was interested in anyone else, for everyone had bought their
way into the resort to get away from the mass of people out there and didn’t
feel like mingling or meddling. 


Every day Mina would come to the beach, strip down,
and lay out for as many hours as her skin could take without burning trying to
make some sense of what’d happened. She was so lucky that one of her team had
got that distress signal off, otherwise she would have been dead by now, or
maybe worse, and she still couldn’t shake that sense of dread. The brutality of
it all, her injuries aside, had stunned her. 


They’d killed her people just so they could take
her…and for what? Ransom or some perverted pleasure? She didn’t want to think
about it but she couldn’t stop herself, making her days at one of the most
luxurious resorts in all of the ADZ feel decidedly uncomfortable, but every now
and then the sunlight would bake her into a numb drowsiness that would allow
her a few minutes of a blissful nap…only to wake up and have the mental
simulations resume.


Lots of people had offered her assistance afterwards,
but she’d have none of it. Whether they were trying to help or push their own
agendas she didn’t know, but she didn’t feel like talking to anyone or doing
anything other than wrestling with these thoughts and nerves until she could
get a handle on them. 


Try as she did, she hadn’t been able to shake them for
a month now and was worrying that she might never be able to. Not having a clue
what to do, she just kept up her simple routine of coming to the beach, getting
nearly burnt, then retreating back into the indoors for more time alone and
constantly looking over her shoulder at every bend of the corridors. Mina tried
to make herself stop, but she couldn’t help it. Everywhere she went felt like a
trap was about to be sprung…save for out here in the open. Being so exposed
seemed to negate the danger in some way that she didn’t understand, which was
also why she came out here so often. Hiding in plain sight, her subconscious
told her.


Today was no different, and when her body had soaked
up all the radiation it was going to tolerate she forced herself to roll onto
her knees and stand up, grabbing her clothes and pulling on a pair of shorts
and shirt before grabbing her towel and sliding her sandy feet into a pair of
sandals. Forcing herself to look around and see that there was no one following
her, she spun a full 180 before walking up the shallow slope until she got to
the soft walkways where the sand ended.


From there she headed left and walked a while, not
wanting to go inside just yet and following the beach perimeter. Most of this
planet was ocean, with only a tiny bit of landmass on its surface and nearly
all of it having been given over to Australia centuries ago. There were Star
Force cities out in the ocean, some even visible if you looked at the horizon
really close on a clear day, but their denizens were banned from the Australian
territory and didn’t migrate or mingle here save through proper channels that
allowed the Australians to pick and choose who they let in…mainly those with
credits to pay their way.


In compensation the Australians had made sure to make
their accommodations far more luxurious than what Star Force offered, which was
a tall bar to reach, but they achieved it through keeping a low population and
giving everyone more room and resources than was standard in Mainline Star
Force colonies, enticing people to migrate here and their other territorial
possessions to boost their population and power within the ADZ.


This resort and others like it were even higher up the
ladder, specializing in luxuries that Star Force never touched. Had she wanted
to, she could have rented or purchased a set of quarters that was the size of a
starship and had an interior waterpark. Mina didn’t want any part of that
nonsense, so she’d taken one of the other options the resort provided…which for
her was a small treehouse set inside one of their forested parks far away from
everyone else.


There was a tunnel link underground to get to it, but
no ground access on site, meaning unless you climbed a tree you couldn’t get up
to where she was staying, keeping even the idle forest wanderer away from her,
though there were no paths or other treehouses within 500 meters of where she
was staying. But she didn’t want to go back there just yet and stagnate. In
fact she hated that, for her mind would spin even more and bog her down, so she
did the next best thing and kept walking, towel rolled up and pinned under her
arm, and just wandered the spacious grounds.


She walked for so long that the sun eventually started
to set, and with the rays no longer burning into her skin she worked her way to
the northern beach and spread out her towel again as the other guests were
leaving. She stripped down and laid out, forgoing the sunglasses and soaking up
the slightly cool breeze coming in as she watched the sun start to dip below
the horizon.


It felt more dangerous now, but she stayed almost as
if to invite trouble. Part of her mind wanted it to happen now if it was going
to rather than waiting for it to come later. Mina didn’t know if that was
stupid or not, but she really didn’t want to go back to her treehouse so she
made herself stay until the sunlight was gone and the stars came out.


Along with those stars were brighter dots on the ocean
marking the location of distant cities. Behind her there were more lights
breaking through the trees from the surrounding buildings and from the small
security lights on the paths. Those were little more than glowing rocks and
just enough illumination to see where you were stepping. No broad flood lights to
break up the pleasant atmosphere. It was dark and was meant to be dark, but not
so much that you’d go stumbling around not able to see where you were going.


Mina relished the change, wondering why she hadn’t
done this sooner, but her thoughts wouldn’t settle down. She kept replaying
what had happened over and over again, trying to find some mistake she’d made
that could have averted all of that…for the last thing she wanted to be was
helpless, and if she’d made a mistake that was something she could change,
putting her back in control.


But she wasn’t. She’d been caught completely off guard
and had only survived through a sheer stroke of luck. Star Force security had
saved her, but they hadn’t prevented the attack from happening. For as large
and dominant as their grip on the ADZ was, it was obvious that things could
happen under their noses that they had no idea about…bringing her back to the
fact that she was alone despite being around so many people.


But that exhilarating openness and fear had soured into
panic and paranoia. She couldn’t go on like this, but saw no way out. It felt
like she couldn’t bear five more minutes of this jumble of emotions and
conflicting thoughts in her head, but the clock would tick on and she didn’t
die or explode, she just suffered…and in a place where suffering was the last
thing that should be happening. The guests here were happy and relaxed, but no
matter how luxurious her surroundings were her threat was in her head and she
couldn’t shake that no matter where she went.


When a wave of goosebumps hit her toes and traveled
all the way up to her head she sat up, realized how cold it had gotten but she
refused to put her clothes back on…then on impulse stood up and walked down to
the water. She was scared of it, despite the fact that there were energy fields
further out keeping the unwanted debris and critters out, but the
claustrophobic and vulnerable position she’d be in in the water terrified
her...but right now she had to do something, and stupid or not she was going to
make herself freak out even more.


She walked into the edge of the gentle waves until it
got up over her ankles, then sat down in the water and scooted herself out,
arms and legs rigid with fear, and inched her way in deeper and deeper until
the waves lapped up and tickled her chin. Mina sat there shaking, and not from
the water which was warmer than the chilling air. The coiled fear inside of her
was coming to the surface along with the threat the water posed and she kept
expecting someone to push her head under and kill her right there. 


It didn’t happen, but the fear didn’t diminish. She
held herself there and eventually the tears started to flow again…the first
time since the day of the attack. With them her walls came down and she felt
everything fresh again, this time letting herself internally collapse into a
wad of pathetic Human rather than fighting it all. She held her head up so she
could breathe, but her will was gone and she just suffered through a few
minutes until her arms got so tired of fighting the waves that her head dipped
under enough for her to get a mouthful of water.


With that real threat manifesting she surged a little remaining
energy and crawled up the slope until the water was only half a foot deep. She
stayed there on all fours, head down and continuing to cry as the weight of the
galaxy seemed to finally come off her shoulders and she realized just how
messed up she really was. Accepting that and the truth that she had been
denying the past month, Mina sat back on her submerged feet and looked up at
the starry sky wondering why she was here.


Not here as on this planet, but here as in being
alive. What was the point of it all? She was helpless, truly helpless. If
certain people wanted her dead she couldn’t stop them. If a moon fell down on
top of her she couldn’t stop that, or if her food was poisoned. She couldn’t
check everything she ate. Every piece of clothing she wore…though there was an
easy way to fix that. Every room she slept in, every shower she used, every
bottle of water she drank.


Mina just had to admit to herself that she was
constantly vulnerable, and there was no right way to do things to make herself
safe.


Flipping over and pushing her way back up the shore a
bit she laid back in an inch of water and let the waves wash over her as the
tears finally stopped, and with them the thoughts as well. Everyone lived and
acted like life was scripted and they knew what they were doing, but they
didn’t. It was a giant delusion they were playing and clinging to. Pretending
they were safe and that things like credits or family mattered most, but that
was just a part of the delusion and a way to avoid looking at the harsh reality
around them.


Mina didn’t know why she’d been born or what she was
supposed to do here. She’d been winging it since day 1. Star Force had never
told her why, nor pretended to know, telling her that she was alone as were all
of them and that they needed to work together to help each other, with the
maturia lessons being knowledge passed on from others that had come before for
her benefit, but her path was always hers to figure out and that she should use
what she learned as she saw fit.


Those lessons flashed back in her mind now with an
entirely new meaning. There hadn’t been the danger evident back then, confined
within a maturia and knowing nothing of the outside world, but now they rang
truer than ever. The day she left the maturia and entered society there had
been a different vibe, that of the delusions that people lived their lives by
and it had crept into her somewhat. There was an apathy to it, a denial that
bad things were or could be happening. Star Force had everything under control,
and the few situations where something did happen were minor and didn’t affect
you.


Well they had just affected her and now her eyes were
open. She felt like she didn’t deserve to be rescued, like she should have been
taken off her ship and faced whatever it was that was coming her way because
she didn’t see it coming and prepare, but now she felt the opposite. Those
commandos had saved her and given her another chance, stopping something
horrible from happening not by predicting and preventing it, but by reacting
and fighting when it did happen.


And therein lay her answer. She couldn’t stop people
or things from attacking her, and it was possible that she could end up in a
no-win scenario that she couldn’t get out of. All she could do was face what
came her way and fight it however she was able, and she wouldn’t know that
until it happened.


Mina coughed, feeling an ache in her chest that was
more emotional than physical as she seemed to hack out some of the darkness
hanging around inside her. She started coughing so bad she had to sit up and
turn over face down until she cleared her lungs of whatever it was. When she
finished her head felt clearer than clear and she realized she was still live.


Not alive, but live.
If everything was a game she had just nearly lost, and it had felt like she
had, but she hadn’t. She was still in the game and had been wasting time this
entire month. She’d felt like the walking dead but she wasn’t. Never had been.
Just a trick of the mind and her messed up emotions.


Mina slammed a fist down, splashing out a quick lived
hole in the water and cursing herself for being so stupid…but rethinking her
actions since that day she found that she really could find no fault with
herself. Her head had been clouded, and honestly she didn’t know what had just
changed now to clear it. Maybe it was just a cumulation of time or the fear of
the water had kicked something into place, but whatever it was had pulled her
out of a very dark place, and had she still been in it right now she didn’t
know what she could have done differently than she’d been doing over the past
month.


Her head was clear and she needed to keep it that way.
That was her one priority right now. 


Mina splashed at the water with her left hand, feeling
it more than seeing it as her wet body began to thoroughly chill in the breeze.
She relished the feeling, but knew she needed to take care of herself and not
get sick…or sicker, for that cough didn’t come out of nowhere. Fearful that
even moving might cause her head to fog back up again, Mina gradually crawled
up onto the dry sand, moving slowly and letting her head adjust.


Fortunately the dark doors didn’t close back in on her
mind and she decided to take her good luck and run with it, literally. She
stood up and began jogging down the dark beach, not having had a workout since
the attack and remembering all those maturia lessons about running and how it
could be used as a reset of both your body and mind. She felt a little stupid,
running around naked on the beach in the dark, but no one else was out here so
she didn’t care. Running the full length of the beach and making a total of six
circuits back and forth, Mina ran her worries about her mind closing in on her
away for good and ended up back by her towel, dropping to her knees in the sand
and feeling like she’d just dodged a huge bullet.


Those commandos had saved her, and while some people
would say she needed to return the favor by helping someone else in need she
immediately disregarded that. If someone was in need she’d help them because
she could, not because she owed a favor. That was petty thinking. No. She had
been the one that was saved and the emphasis was on her, not someone else. She
may not have earned it, but she was still alive and needed to make use of the
save rather than squander it away.


Now that her head was clear she needed to move, not
away from the resort or even this beach but internally. She needed to heal and
that fog in her head had been preventing that, but now she felt the blissful
movement inside and knew she had to act on it.


Pulling on her clothes and grabbing her towel,
sunglasses, and slipping on her sandals, Mina walked away from the beach and
through the grounds until she got to the tunnel network that led to her
treehouse, climbing the short ladder up to the door that led to a lift chamber.
Once inside she locked the door with the keypad and the emergency barricade
slat, ensuring that no one would disturb her privacy.


Mina walked into the lift and rode the slow ascent up
until she was standing in the middle of her treehouse quarters. Walking around
and locking every door out to the encircling balcony and closing the shutters
on every window, she sealed herself in then hopped into the shower to rinse the
sand and cold off her body. Not lingering there, she dried off after a few
minutes and pulled on some pajamas before diving under the covers of her bed
and pulling herself into a fetal position as she let herself begin to shake a
bit as the lingering paranoia worked its way out of her body and the rest of
the mental toxins she’d been accumulating did likewise.
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When she woke up the next morning her nerves were
settled and her body was, well, more tired than when she’d went to bed the
night before, which she oddly took as a good sign. She felt alive again rather
than in a perpetual stasis, and even the fatigue was welcome so long as it was
real.


Mina ordered room service and had a tray of food
arrive on a conveyor inside one of the cabinets within minutes. She ate a
large, warm breakfast then immediately began packing up. Whatever she was going
to make of her life going forward would be accomplished by action, not sitting
on her ass. She wasn’t going back on tour just yet, but she needed to start
recalibrating herself and that run last night had been a good first step…as
well as showing her just how out of shape she’d gotten over the past month. She
hadn’t put on any weight that she could tell, but Mina had definitely lost some
of her well maintained fitness.


 Accessing the
computer in the treehouse she booked reservations at another Australian
facility on a nearby island then called for a porter to get her bags down to
the dock where she took a private boat over to the exclusive training facility.
No one did training better than Star Force, but then again they never charged
anything for access to facilities either. Everyone could use them and was
encouraged to do so…which was a problem for people like her that needed to
avoid crowds and the attention they drew. Like everything with Australia, if
you had the credits you could buy an upgrade, and the same went with training
facilities.


They had one reclusive one on Optimus, which serviced
not just their own small territory in the system but everyone else as well. If
you wanted to train in private, this is where you came. If you wanted to hire
specialists to put you through your own personal boot camp that was available
as well. Most people, if they wanted to advance their skills in a formalized
way, enrolled in an advanced maturia but Star Force only trained in
‘responsible’ ways and some people wanted to do something more reckless, like
losing 50 pounds in 4 weeks or body building for appearance rather than skill
and power.


Star Force was no nonsense when it came to training
and, basically, everything else. For those individuals who didn’t like that
approach and wanted other ‘variety’ there were corporate options for that if
you had the credits and Australia had surged to the forefront in that
subcategory as well. Though they were very much a part of Star Force they’d
emphasized their differences whenever possible and today Mina was glad for
that, for when her boat arrived she was greeted with a personal attendant that
took her inside the mountain-like complex and directly to her quarters without
having to see or hear from any of the other guests.


Mina had booked the most expensive training suite,
which gave her basically an entire mini facility on the island to herself. It
had a track, pool, obstacle courses, fitness rooms, sparring equipment, and
various challenge scenarios similar to what Mainline Star Force used. She
hadn’t wanted any formalization, so once the attendant dropped her off and made
sure everything was in order, Mina was left to herself and she got to work
right away with a stretching regimen followed by a few swimming laps in the
long pool. 


Those were far more taxing than they should have been,
plus she was having to fight some claustrophobia from being in the water again.
It wasn’t so bad as before and mostly wore off by the
time she finished, but she was thoroughly drained by the time she was done and
that disappointed her. Normally she could have done a lot more, which testified
to just how out of whack she was.


Mina took a crash nap, then ordered some room service
that included a stack of pancakes and colored nutrient drinks. She’d save the
sugary stuff for later after she did a second workout in the day, but while she
digested she took a dip in her own hot tub and tried to work out some of the
soreness from the prior night’s run. 


After an hour there she tried some light weights but
didn’t make more than 10 minutes before she had to quit for the day. Mina had
no energy, but at least her head was still clear. She retreated back into her
quarters for another nap then allowed herself to wander out into the commons
area of the facility and took a perch on a sunroof where she stripped down and
worked on her tan a bit more with a handful of other people doing the same.


They didn’t talk to her and she was glad for that, but
over the following weeks as her energy level slowly came back up to normal Mina
continued to mingle in the commons and even got into a few conversations with
people that seemed not to know who she was. They were here to train as well and
that offered a common topic of conversation. Most people here were Human, but a
handful of them were not and she was curious as to how they trained, especially
one of the Bsidd that stood shorter than she was and looked to be a living
bush.


Turns out he/it was a businessman that owned a
shipping company than ran supplies between the various races on the Alliance
worlds that were not part of Star Force. Apparently there was quite a market
for independent shippers so long as they could undercut the prices on the ADZ
transit grid. The Bsidd said that was easy enough so long as you owned your own
fleet of ships, and therein lay the hard part. One had to have the ships to
generate the credits…but you needed the credits to buy the ships. He/it had
taken more than 80 years of doing other work to save up enough currency for his
first purchase, then from there he’d made a living out of hauling cargo and
expanded his operations as quickly as possible.


He/it was another entrepreneur like herself, self-made
and taking advantage of the possibilities Star Force had sculpted within the
ADZ. No one had to work to live, but if you wanted to prosper you had to work
your ass off to do it. Didn’t matter what race you were, everyone had options.
She knew that more than most people, having grown up in an Axius colony, but it
was reassuring to meet someone else who was in a similar position to her.


Mina didn’t share any details about her recent history,
and the two talked for quite a while about the idiosyncrasies of being wealthy
within the ADZ and the unique perspective and challenges it presented, with her
hearing similar ideas to what she’d already experienced personally and feeling
quite relieved to have a peer, even if in a drastically weird sense. Person or
not, the Bsidd was still a walking bush, so there was only so many similarities
to draw, but in a weird way she could connect with him/it more than the Humans
she encountered in the music business.


Mina actually made a habit of meeting with him and a
few others on a regular basis, or irregular actually, given that they never
planned any get-togethers. They just bumped into each other in the commons at
similar times and she got to get their perspectives on a wide range of topics.
The more she related to them and their stories Mina realized that she needed to
get back on tour sooner rather than later. She was a singer and building her
career, and one common theme amongst all of her new friends was that when they
had trouble they didn’t quit what they were doing, but found themselves along
the way as a byproduct of the struggles.


Mina realized she had begun to feel like singing was a
petty thing after so many people’s deaths, but now she realized it wasn’t. It
was what she did and a big part of who she was. Those commandos hadn’t saved
her so she could wallow away and live half a life. They saved her so she could
continue going on doing what she wanted, and Mina realized that she was just
cycling garbage through her head. Probably stuff she’d picked up from others
accidentally. She’d have to pay closer attention to her own thoughts going
forward to avoid that again. Going with the flow of society was never a good
idea, for there were always more stupid people than wise, regardless of the
efforts Star Force made to give people the tools they needed to learn and grow.


Some people just didn’t want to, and those were now
floating to the bottom of the tier 1 pool after the ADZ-wide restructuring.
Here though, you had to have credits to buy your way in, and in such sums that
you more than likely had to earn them and stupid people didn’t earn anything.
They leached off of others in one form or another, letting Star Force take care
of them and it seemed Star Force didn’t mind. They were now scooting them off
into their own little corner along with the newbs
coming out of the maturias, letting those who earned their way into better
crowds. 


Mina went where the credits were, so often her
followers were amongst the ‘stupid’ but a good number of them were not, and in
fact her upcoming tour…before she’d canceled it…had been going to more of the
tier 2 sites than previously because they were considered higher class and,
frankly, more profitable because those citizens had more credits to spend.
She’d cut her teeth doing free or cheap concerts for anyone who would come, but
now that she was established she was gradually moving up the status ladder and
made a choice to, when she did go back, cut out the lower class performances
regardless of whether it made monetary sense or not. 


She’d never thought about it before, but now that she
was actually hanging around with people that were more or less her peers she
found that she felt more like herself. Even with her old team she never felt
like one of them. They were there to service her as part of their job rather
than being on par with her. When Mina put together her new team she was going
to do it herself, no more label execs assigning people. She liked this feeling
of having peers, and there were many musicians and support staff out there for
her to choose from. There had to people out there of like mind, it was just a
matter of finding them.


Her jumpship was her home after all, and if the rest
of the ADZ was living with their ‘peers’ now and greatly preferring the change
then she should probably give it a try herself. There was no rush getting back
on tour and she could take as long as she needed assembling a new team…which
she could start from here while she continued training. She needed to be in
very good shape if she was going back to stripping on stage, which she used as
her measuring stick to make sure she never lost her self-sufficiency. That was
her true priority, with the public exposure being a way to make sure she never
deluded herself into thinking she was better off than she was like many other
people did who hid behind their clothes.


When she was walking back through the commons area one
evening intending to get in one more short workout before bed she heard
footsteps behind her in the hallway and glanced back, seeing a woman walking
briskly whom she recognized as another of the guests but one that she had never
spoken with. Mina moved aside to let her pass but as she did so the woman
slipped her hand around her arm and latched onto her. In a fluid motion she
pulled Mina into a side alcove and through a doorway.


Her feet caught and she tripped, but the strong arm
kept dragged her along as she fought to push the other way. Suddenly she was
thrust up against a wall and unable to scream, for her vocal chords refused to
utter a sound as the woman pinned her bodily against the cream/white colored
paneling beside a large potted bush.


“You’re in danger,” the woman whispered. “The people
who tried to kidnap you before are in this facility and trying again. I’ve been
assigned to protect you. Understand?”


The woman eased her grip slightly but did not let go,
but Mina’s vocal chords were back under her own control. “Who sent you?”


I’m an Archon,
the woman said inside her mind. “And we need to move now.”


Mina found herself pulled off the wall before she
could respond, but she didn’t fight her. There had always been rumors about the
Archons having special powers, but she hadn’t actually thought someone could
speak mind to mind until just now. That was all the proof she needed, so Mina
started jogging alongside her as the woman pulled her through the room and down
another corridor. They were halfway down it when an alarm sounded twice,
followed by a voice being transmitted everywhere within the training facility.


“All guests please report to your quarters and stay
there for the immediate future. We have a security breach and the facility is
going on lockdown until the situation is resolved. Do not try to leave, just
get out of the hallways and let our security teams
deal with the problem. Stay down, stay put, and stay out of the way.”


“Keep moving,” the Archon said, never having let go of
Mina’s arm. The pair jogged down the hallway then as they came to a set of
closed double doors the Archon pushed her out of the way and into the nook
outside a closed side room just as the doors opened up and two Humans came
through wearing Australian uniforms and carrying weapons.


The Archon moved so fast Mina couldn’t see what
happened, but the two men were on the ground in a flash and their weapons were
removed from them…then Mina was pulled off the ground by an invisible force and
over top of them, landing in the open doors as the woman grabbed her by the arm
again and forced her into another jog.


“Sorry about this,” the woman said, grabbing hold of
Mina by the waist and wrapping her up in a hug a moment before she lost all
coordination. Her body suddenly went twitchy and out of her control, and she
would have fallen had the Archon not been holding her up. By the time her head
came back into alignment and her feet responded the woman had already pulled
her into another room, keeping them on the run.


Mina didn’t ask any of the questions she wanted to,
recognizing the danger of the situation even if she didn’t understand it. She
just kept moving as instructed and within a minute they burst through a small
door and climbed up a twisting stairwell that led to a roof exit. The hot sun
was gone, replaced by evening twilight and a cool breeze as the Archon shut the
door behind them and pushed Mina across the roof towards the edge where several
large trees were just poking up over the edge.


“Trust me,” she said as they got to the edge and Mina
pulled up, then the Archon pushed her off the roof into freefall. 


Mina screamed, but that invisible force pinched her
around the midsection and slowed her fall into a gentle drop that her feet
could have handled if she’d been paying attention. Instead she got dumped to
the ground with a not so soft bump on her head, but at least she hit dirt
rather than pavement.


Above her the Archon jumped, landing beside her in a
crouch that rolled out into a somersault…then the woman was on her feet and
pulling Mina to hers as they got back into a run again, this time heading off
through the forested section of the island. When they came across a trail they
sped up, with Mina running as fast as she could without tripping and the Archon
finally letting go of her arm but staying right on her shoulder the entire
time.
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“Stop here,” the Archon said as they came to a curve
in the trail and stepped off under some curling branches and mostly out of
sight. 


Mina coasted to stop alongside her, breathing hard and
barely able to speak. “Who is…after me?”


“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” the Archon
said, casually standing next to the tree trunk and looking around. “Name’s
Ginsi.”


“Mina.”


“Yes I know,” the Archon said with a smile. 


“What now?”


“I have a few friends nearby. They’ll clean up the
garbage while I keep you out of their hands.”


“How did you know I was here? And how did you know
they were coming for me?”


“I’ve been watching you since a few days after you
arrived on Optimus, and I expected they’d try again. Hijacking a ship is a big
deal, and if they went to that much trouble to get you an infiltration job here
would be a lot easier.”


“I used a fake name,” Mina said in mild protest.


“But paid with your own account.”


Mina squeezed her eyes shut, mentally kicking herself.
In retrospect that was really stupid.


“Relax. You’re not used to doing this sort of stuff,
and the name change was a good idea.”


“And you are?”


“I’m an Archon. I do lots of stuff.”


“Why did I rate an Archon…or anybody watching me?”


“We like to catch the bad guys before they can do bad
things again…and I volunteered for the assignment.”


“Volunteered?”


“I like your music and wanted to meet you. Plus I
didn’t want some Regular screwing up the assignment
and letting them get to you.”


“Regular?”


“Someone who’s not an Archon or a Knight,” Ginsi said
as a chirp sounded from her pocket. She pulled out an earpiece and slid it in
on the right side of her head and listened to the message. “We’ve located their
ship and I need to get to it before they can run.”


“Go ahead. I’ll hide here.”


“Like hell you will. You’re coming with,” Ginsi said,
pulling her by the arm but Mina dug her heels in and wouldn’t budge. “I won’t
let anything happen to you, I promise. Besides, I figured you’d want a little
payback.”


“How?”


The Archon smiled. “Let’s see what we can manage,
shall we?”


Mina hesitated, then gave in to the firm grip on her
arm and the two of them started running through the trees again, this time off
trail as they moved across about 300 meters of forest. There they came up on
another trail but they avoided it, turning and following it a few dozen meters
inside the trees as they headed towards the location Ginsi had been given. The
trail led to a section of the island that was urbanized and had two large
landing pads that were segmented into grids. Most were empty, but a handful of
spots were filled with various dropships and aerial craft.


One of those spots had been filled recently, but was
now missing its ship. A check of the navigational grid indicated it had not
left the island vertically or horizontally, but where it had gone was much closer
to the training facility and had put down in a clearing that was only a short
jog away…ostensibly to stuff Mina in without having to carry an unconscious
body with them any further than necessary. This was meant to be another smash
and grab operation, and the longer they had between the grab and their escape
the harder it would be for them to evade pursuit.


If they’d done it right Mina
would have been gone without anyone missing her and the out of place ship being
little more than a curiosity to the few sets of eyes that had seen it. The
reason why Ginsi hadn’t revealed herself to Mina earlier had been because she
wanted to bait the attackers in so they could capture them in order to find the
source of these hits. The first group, or those that had survived the run-in
with the commandos, had left some clues but didn’t know who had hired them.
Ginsi intended to find a trail here and run it all the way back to the source,
which was the only way that Mina would be safe, for there was no way she was
going to personally guard her indefinitely. Her training was taking a big hit
just being here, but this was a rare enough occurrence that she wasn’t kicking
herself over it. This needed to be done and it was better for an Archon to do
it than a security officer any day.


Ginsi could feel the mind of the ship’s pilot before
the yellow/gray dropship came into view through the trees, with her stopping
Mina behind a large one before they could be seen. 


“Ok, there’s one guy onboard. Human. We go in, take
him down, then wait and see who the cleanup crew misses and comes back here.”


“How? You’re not armed.”


Ginsi raised an eyebrow. “Do you really think I need
to be?”


“Wouldn’t hurt.”


Ginsi smiled then turned her attention off through the
trees. “I like you. Not the scared little girl most people expected.”


“I’m plenty scared, trust me.”


“But you’re not letting it overcome you. That’s the
point. Now come on, follow me in and watch my back. I’ll take this guy down in
under 5 seconds. Time me if you like.”


“Are all Archons this…”


“Impressive?”


“Not the word I was going for.”


“It just gives us something to do when we’re waiting
on the action. Come on, I know what I’m doing.”


“Alright,” Mina said as Ginsi crept forward and she
matched her footsteps as best she could. They wound their way through the trees
until they came out into what was an outdoor exercise platform. Oddly enough it
was in the middle of the forest with only trails connecting to it, which was
probably why it wasn’t being used much. The Archon grabbed her wrist again and
pulled her out of cover with the both of them running across to the side of the
ship and skirting around it until they came to the open boarding hatch. 


Ginsi held up five fingers and gave Mina a wink, then
she grabbed the handle on the side of the doorway and swung herself inside.
Mina followed her hesitantly, then heard sounds of a scuffle before seeing a
body hit the floor in front of her just as she got in through the entry cupola
and turned the corner into the central shaft that ran the length of the small
ship.


“How long was that?” Ginsi asked.


“Under five,” Mina admitted a she stared at the man
lying unconscious on the ground with a trickle of blood flowing from his
forehead. 


“Yeah, forgot to take the ring off,” Ginsi said,
pulled off a relationship ring and tucking it into a pants pocket. 


“I didn’t think Archons had boyfriends.”


“We don’t. But wearing one of these in public avoids
people hitting on you, mostly, and my job here was to protect you, not pick up
dates.”


“Thanks, by the way.”


“You’re welcome.”


“Are you really a fan?”


“I’m not a fangirl over
anything, but I do like your music and your style. You obviously keep yourself
in decent shape, and a lot of other musicians don’t.”


“Living forever has its appeal.”


“Damn straight,” Ginsi said, dropping down onto her
heels and rolling the guy over so she could reach inside one of his pockets and
pull out a datachip. 


“What’s that?”


“Maybe nothing, maybe something. Have a seat, we’ll
stick it out here and see if we can trap anyone else.”


“You mean you trap. I’m just the helpless observer.”


“You came from a maturia, right?”


“An Axius one, yes.”


“Then you’re not helpless either.”


“I can’t do that,” Mina insisted, gesturing towards
their quarry that the Archon was now restraining using a small cord that she’d
pulled out of another pocket in the civilian training garb she was wearing. 


“What did I do?”


“You knocked him out.”


“And you can’t knock someone out?”


“I can’t hit that hard.”


“I’m a lot older than you. I wouldn’t expect you to.
That doesn’t mean you’re helpless.”


“Feels like it,” Mina said, stepping back from the now
restrained man and leaning against the sidewall and lowering her voice as she
glanced out the hatch, not wanting to alert anyone to their trap if they did
come back to the ship. “I couldn’t do anything the first time they attacked,
and those weren’t even Human.”


“It wasn’t exactly a sparring match. They meant to hit
you when you were off guard. Don’t let that convince you you’re helpless. Even
I can be ambushed.”


“I can’t protect myself against this.”


“Some fights are like that, which is why you need
help. I’ve been put into fights that I’d get my ass kicked in, and did get it
kicked in, without help from others. It’s safe to assume that there’s always
someone else out there stronger than you, and if you meet them in battle the
key to victory isn’t in beating them, but surviving to fight another day.
You’re alive, so you won that bout.”


“Doesn’t feel like it.”


“I didn’t say it was fun, but you made it through.
That’s the point.”


“You my counselor now too?” Mina asked.


“Why, you need one?”


“Don’t know what I need. I thought this was over, now
it’s happening again.”


“If we get the intel we need,
we’ll make it the last time.”


“How do you know that? Everywhere I go, even under a
fake name, they can still get to me. I don’t even know who wants me or why.”


“You’re not in this alone. We’re going to pursue this
until it’s over.”


“Don’t you have something better to do? Not that I’m
ungrateful, but there has to be a lot of people out there that need help.”


“There’s always bad guys doing bad things, but not
that many try it in Star Force territory because they know we’ll come after
them and won’t stop until we find them. They’re on our radar now, and that’s
not somewhere they want to be,” Ginsi said, raising a hand before Mina could
reply. “Get ready. Someone is coming. Get by that wall and when I signal you, I
want you to stick your leg out across the doorway and trip them.”


“What!” Mina whispered.


“Just do it,” she said pointing to where she wanted
her as the Archon pulled the body out of view and into the cockpit. “8
seconds.”


Mina didn’t know what she was thinking but she did as
was told, watching Ginsi as she stood up and took position on the other side of
the door. She held up her hand with four fingers, then pulled one down, then
another giving Mina a countdown. When she balled her fist up Mina balanced on
her hands and kicked both legs out sideways, making herself a barricade and
feeling a foot slam into her right calf. Her legs got pushed over and she was
pinned down for a moment as Ginsi’s head fell beside
her as she tackled the guy. 


“Nice job,” she said, rolling off the unconscious
Human.


“He’s out?”


“Yep,” Ginsi said, getting to her feet and kicking the
guy off Mina. 


“What’d you hit him with?”


“A little Archon magic. He’ll be unconscious for at
least an hour.”


“No really, what did you do? It looked like you just
knocked him down.”


“No, you did. I just took him down the rest of the way
and got my hand on his head,” Ginsi said, waving her fingers in the air. “Like
I said, magic.”


“Telepathy or something?”


“Actually yes. I had to touch him to do it, but I was
able to put him to sleep.”


“So why’d you hit the other guy with your fist?”


“They’re trying to kidnap you, and that ticks me off.”


“So you hit him even though all you had to do was just
touch him?”


“Pretty much,” Ginsi said, extending her hand to Mina
and helping her to her feet.


“You beat up people for fun a lot?”


“I beat up people a lot, and it’s usually fun, but
it’s not for the purpose of fun so I’d have to say no.”


Mina laughed in spite of herself. She was still scared
and aware that she was in way over her head, both with these attackers and this
Archon, though Ginsi seemed friendly enough. 


“Like I said, you’re young. I’ve had centuries to get
used to this sort of stuff. You not so much.”


“Are you reading my mind?”


“Don’t need to. Your face is easy enough to read.”


“What’s that mean?”


“You wear your emotions on your sleeve.”


“And that’s a bad thing?”


“For an Archon, kind of. I can’t do it. I want to, but
I’ve put on so much emotional armor that I have trouble taking it off. You’re
totally out there, and even when you’re freaked out its refreshing to see that
kind of openness. I envy you…a bit.”


“Wanna trade? Or can I buy
that emotional armor somewhere?”


“You have to build it yourself, but I can let you
borrow mine for a few seconds if you’d like.”


“What?”


Ginsi held out her hand. “Let me show you.”


“You’re going to put me to sleep too?”


“No.”


“Then what?” Mina asked skeptically, looking at her
hand and recoiling a bit.


“Come on you wuss, just
trust me. I’m trying to help you.”


“By holding hands?”


“I can’t access your mind without physical contact and
I want to show you something.”


“Show me what?”


“What this looks like through my eyes. I think it will
help.”


Mina bit her lip, unsure what to do.


“Do I have to quote your own song lyrics?”


Mina blew out an exasperated breath in surrender, then
reached out and grabbed her hand. “I don’t think this is…” she said, suddenly
having her mind alter. She didn’t understand what was happening, but suddenly
everything looked different. The images she was seeing were all the same, the
sounds were the same, the smells were the same...but they all felt different,
as if in a different context. The dangerous situation she was in suddenly
seemed routine and kind of pathetic with the fear being stripped out of her.


“This is how I see things,” Ginsi explained. “How are
your emotions now?”


“They’re…gone.”


“Not gone. Look closer.”


“They feel gone…and I feel so badass, like I could
take on the galaxy myself.”


“Close,” Ginsi admitted. “And what about your
attackers.”


Mina looked down at the man she’d tripped, no longer
seeing an overpowering monster but rather a poorly trained thug that was all
weapon and little skill. “They don’t seem dangerous.”


“Because I know how to handle them. To you they’re an
unknown, but sharing my, call it knowledge, you can see them in a different
way.”


“This is so cool,” Mina said, genuinely thrilled for
the first time in what felt like years. 


“Think you can trust me now?”


“If you’re inside my head you already know the answer
to that.”


“Say the words please, so you’ll remember them later.”


“I trust you,” Mina said, reveling in this…whatever it
was. She didn’t even have a word for it.


“And just remember, I’m not the top Archon. So this
isn’t as good as it gets,” she said, letting Mina soak in the sensations a bit
more. 


“I’ll take your word for it, because this is nutsy
awesome.”


“Everyone lives in their own little ship otherwise
known as your body and mind. You can customize and upgrade them in an insane
number of ways. Some good, some bad. This is a peek at my mental customization.
Take a good look and remember to trust me.”


“I’ll remember.”


“It’s going to change when I let go. So I need you to
make a memory now that you can choose to trust in later.”


“Meaning what?”


“You feel and see through the customizations you
currently have. Mine are going to disappear from your mind.”


“Five more minutes?” Mina pleased, looking around at
the ship and everything, drinking in the context, for she even knew what all
the little buttons and switches in the cockpit did.


Ginsi laughed and let go of her hand…with the world suddenly
shrinking and becoming a lot less stable. 


“Hold onto as much of it as you can,” Ginsi prodded as
Mina stumbled a step with her emotions ramming back into the forefront of her
mind. Everything around her also felt dull and colorless, with the badass feel
gone. Looking down at the unconscious man she was afraid again, but just a
moment ago she hadn’t been. Which was real and which wasn’t?


“Trust me,” Ginsi said, waving a hand in front of her
eyes to get her to focus. “Remember? Even if you can’t feel it, choose to trust
me based on the memory.”


“I trust you, I trust you,” Mina repeated
unnecessarily. “What do you want me to do?”


“Quit worrying. We’ve got this.”


“But you don’t even know who’s sending them yet?”


Ginsi glared at her, raising her chin slightly but
saying nothing.


“Trust…right. If the badass says so, then that’s good
enough for me.”


“Make it happen, girl. Words are cheap. Put them to
use.”


“How?”


“Start living and let me worry about your security.
Seriously, don’t even think about it. Trust that I’ve got your back.”


“You won’t be with me forever.”


“I’ve got your back on this threat. The rest are yours
to deal with.”


Mina felt something ironic with that statement, but
the memory betrayed her and she couldn’t put her finger on it. Was it one of
hers or something from Ginsi left over? 


“That feels reckless, but ok. I’ll try.”


“Good,” Ginsi said, lightly kicking the guy on the
floor. “Security team is on the way to pick them up. Should be here in a few
minutes, then we’ll get going. Time to get you back on tour.”


“Tour? That takes more than a simple call to set up.”


“Never said it was simple. But it’s what you’re going
to do.”


“Wanna come with?”


“Until we find the source of this threat I’m sticking
with you.”


“Really?”


“It won’t take that long.”


Mina frowned. “Can you sing?”


“Not really. More of a yeller.”


“Yeller?”


“Yeah, like being loud and guttural.”


“That’s not singing.”


“No, but it’s useful in training.”


“It is?”


“Helps to get your combat emotions on your sleeve.”


“I thought you had trouble with that?”


“Combat emotions, no. It’s the rest that are locked
down. When I’m fighting I’m loose and freely flowing.”


“Interesting.”


“How so?”


“Ever stripped in public before?”


Ginsi laughed. “No.”


“Scared?”


“Archons aren’t scared of being naked.”


Mina shrugged. “If you want to get your non-combat
emotions on your sleeve, I’d suggest you start there. Sounds like you just need
to get exposed. If you stick around long enough, come on stage with me and try
it out. People would like to see an Archon naked.”


“I’m sure they would,” she said with a smirk.


“Just a thought,” Mina said, looking down at the
unconscious man. “Can I?”


Ginsi nodded. “Sure.”


Mina took a step towards him and kicked him in the
gut, then stepped back and did it again harder.


“Feel better?”


“Yes, thank you,” Mina said, trying to hold to her
word and not worry anymore. 


“You are an odd one.”


“Me?”


“Yeah you. You’re not what your publicists make you
out to be.”


“Disappointed?” Mina asked sheepishly.


“Not a bit. You’re actually more intelligent than I
thought. Still a youngling, but that will solve itself with time and
experience.”


“How old do I have to be to stop being a youngling?”


“Ha…that’s a good question. Taryn still calls me a
youngling sometimes.”


“Taryn?”


“The trailblazer.”


“What’s a trailblazer?”


Ginsi’s eyes went wide.
“Wow. You really don’t know?”


“No,” Mina said innocently.


“The trailblazers are the first Archons and the ones
responsible for building Star Force along with Director Davis.”


“Oh. Didn’t know they had a special name.”


“Damn, I’ve got a lot to teach you in the next few
days.”


“Or you could just leave me ignorant.”


“Oh no. Ignorance has to be destroyed. Like Death Star
destroyed.”


“What’s a Death Star?”


Ginsi face-palmed as footsteps became audible outside
as the security team arrived. “Tell you what. I’ll help you get up to speed
with what’s going on in the galaxy outside the civilian realm if you let me
soak in your unrestrained emotions and work on loosing mine up.”


“Sounds fair. Boy you like?”


“No,” Ginsi said as a female security officer walked
in on their conversation and she threw the Archon an odd look. “I just need to
be able to relax on cue so I can be more efficient in my downtime between
workouts.”


“That’s what they all say,” the security officer
quipped.


“There’s another one in the cockpit,” Ginsi said,
pointing as two more security officers walked into the ship. “Get them tucked
away then get the ship impounded and searched,” she said, motioning for Mina to
follower her outside. 


She shared a smile with the security officer then
followed the Archon out and the two began walking one of the trails back to the
facility, with Mina having a small spike of fear at not knowing what was out
there but making herself forget about it like Ginsi had told her to.


“Can Archons really get laid only once a year?” she
asked after they were out of earshot.


“Ugh. How many stupid rumors like that are there?”


“Twice a year?” Mina asked.


“Archons don’t date,” Ginsi said simply.


“At all?”


“Nope.”


“Why the hell not?”


“Long story.”


“My ignorance is calling,” Mina said, feeding into the
playful conversation as a way of avoiding the lingering fear as well as toying
with what seemed to be her new friend.


“Fine,” Ginsi said with a bit of mock disgust before
beginning a long conversation explaining the realities of life and debunking
the myths about Archons that had built up in pop culture over the centuries.
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