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May 8, 2635


System: Unknown


Rimward beyond Star Force’s maps



 

Kerrie-057 sat in the command chair of the Ma’kri-class warship as it and two of
its twins raced across interstellar space mere seconds away from beginning
their braking maneuvers against an unknown star. The three Star Force ships
were following a H’kar ship and trusting in their
navigational abilities, for the foursome had passed into the unknown regions of
the galaxy beyond the furthest rimward border of the
lizards and were now arriving at their destination. Beyond the gravity
signature ahead the trailblazer had no information about where they were or
what was waiting for them, and even the V’kit’no’sat had never bothered to push
this far out with a mapping expedition.


Star Force’s map was being updated with each jump the
group made, but when the ships decelerated against the star Kerrie found what
she had expected the least…a completely empty system. There were no gravity
signatures anywhere nearby, and at first she guessed they had to be on the far
side and out of sensing range, with at least one planet’s gravity adding to
that of the star and seeming to disappear behind it.


But there wasn’t, made all the more evident when the H’kar
signaled with new position orders that had them moving around the star to what
appeared to be another jumppoint given that there was nothing there, not a
planet nor station, when they came around and into direct sensor alignment with
the location.


“What are they playing at?” she mumbled, looking at
her sensor holograms closely. The H’kar weren’t the most talkative race by far,
and their escort hadn’t done more than relay them coordinates with each jump,
leaving the trailblazer to guess at where exactly they were going. This system
had been tagged as their ultimate destination in the last transmission…yet
there was nothing here.


Kerrie felt like hitting the comm
and asking what was up, but she decided to play it cool and just wait it
out…then to her second surprise the H’kar ship contacted them, with a hologram
of an exoskeletal monster appearing before her. A
series of words that were a mix of low tones and bird-like chirps sounded, with
the computer providing a text translation below the image.


WE HAVE ARRIVED
AT OUR DESTINATION. PLEASE SEARCH THE FOLLOWING COORDINATES FOR A SMALL GRAVITY
FIELD AND TRANSITION THERE AT SLOW SPEED.


With that brief snippet the hologram of the H’kar
disappeared, replaced by a slew of navigational figures.


“What have we got?” Kerrie asked, looking to her
bridge crew. The Ma’kri wasn’t a full-sized jumpship, rather about a third of
its size and carrying no drones, but the 6.3 kilometer long knife blade was
packed with armor and weaponry that most of the ADZ had never saw before. It
had been designed to mimic a Star Destroyer, giving Star Force an all-in-one
battleship that could roam freely and drop the hammer wherever needed, while
also being a control ship and troop transport when necessary. 


Kerrie only had a handful of troops onboard her three
ships now, with most of the modular cargo bays being full of supplies. She
would have brought only the one ship on this diplomatic mission, but given how
far they were traveling she’d felt it was wiser to bring three. More firepower and
the option of abandoning a ship and transferring the crew over to another if
something catastrophic happened could be a lifesaver when going into the
unknown like this. And they weren’t even a fraction of the way to their
ultimate destination yet, but were supposed to meet up with a carrier that
would take them the rest of the journey.


The Ma’kri were considerably faster than the H’kar
ship, though they didn’t let on as much. The rimward
race had simply asked if they could maintain a certain speed, which Star Force
confirmed without adding how much faster they could actually go. That said,
they weren’t sure that the H’kar weren’t holding back either, but for right now
Kerrie guessed that her ships were the faster and she was interested in seeing
what ride they were supposed to be meeting up with…and where. She’d been
expecting at least an outpost if not full blown inhabited world, but right now
all they had was empty space to greet them.


“Here,” a voice said, followed by a holographic map of
the system popping up beside Kerrie’s chair and expanding outward until it
shrunk to a dot…with another dot beside it 1.7 lightyears away. “Planet-sized
gravity field, barely detectable, but reachable in about 2 days.”


“Inform the H’kar of our estimates,” she ordered, glancing
at the dot sitting out in the middle of nowhere. It could be a rogue planet, in
which case it would make for a good hiding place for an outpost. A gravity well
that far outside a system would go unnoticed without a close scan, for its
effect on her ship was so much smaller than that of the other stars nearby. The
sensitivity of their gravity drives allowed them to detect increasingly fainter
fields as their tech progressed, but this was pushing it. 


After a few moments the H’kar ship jumped out, albeit
very slowly, with Kerrie glancing at her navigator with a raised eyebrow.


“They’re slower by 22%.”


The Archon smirked. “Thought so. We’ll wave as we go
by. Confirm jump formation and let’s get moving,” she said, standing up a bit
disappointed. She’d expected to have some answers by now. 


Heading off to the sanctum to wait out the painfully
slow jump, made that way by the limited gravity on which the ships could brake
against upon arrival, Kerrie continued with her training, being only 3 levels
away from reaching mage but with considerably less progression now that she was
isolated and training alone. 


Kerrie had been in Atlantis with the others in the
advanced training group for the past 3 decades and, while she’d been doing solo
workouts most of her life, doing them here and now felt hollow. The environment
just wasn’t the same, but she wanted mage bad and continued to get in the best
workouts she could manage on her own, knowing that once this mission was over
she’d be heading back to the others.


Not all the trailblazers were there, for some were
still engaged on the lizard front and attending to other missions across the
ADZ, but all of them had been rotating in and out of Atlantis as they picked up
the new psionics and got a bit of time in with the group no matter how short
their stay was. When the H’kar had come to Sol unannounced they’d done so to
deliver a message and information concerning a race called the Sety and their Nexus,
of which the H’kar were a new member, Kerrie had volunteered to respond to
their invite given that she was one of a handful of trailblazers who’d had
extensive experience fighting the lizards.


She hadn’t expected the isolation to hit her so hard,
but adaptation was key to being an Archon and she began to adjust after the
first few days…but without the others it felt akin to running without music.
The movements were the same, but the energetic buzz was missing.


So she buried herself in workouts until it was time to
return to the bridge and hopefully get some answers as to where the H’kar had
been leading them off through the wilds of space. She had no idea what or who
was out here, nor what threat level they posed. The fact that the V’kit’no’sat
had never mapped it also made her worry, because everywhere within their domain
they would have knocked off the major powers. But out here they had no
influence, so what was or could be waiting for them unnerved her considerably.


Kerrie wasn’t worried about this mission per se, or
the H’kar, so long as everything went according to plan…it’s those times when
it didn’t that were the problem, in which case Kerrie’s three ship fleet could
be completely blindsided. The H’kar had said there’d be a transport ship
waiting to carry them on further out, implying that even their own gravity
drives were insufficient for the task, meaning that there was at least one race
out here considerably more advanced than Star Force was, speed wise anyway, and
that made her and the others wonder how many potential sharks there were in the
waters.


The location of their ultimate destination was
approximately 6,400 lightyears away, which would take them across the ‘gap’
between the Orion and Perseus galactic arms and far beyond any system Star
Force had charted to date. That gap wasn’t truly a gap, but a region of space
with a lesser density of star systems, all of which Kerrie’s ships would miss sitting
inside the hull of another carrier ship as it supposedly whisked them away
through the Nexus’s transit grid, with the furthest coreward hub being the tiny
gravity well they were currently en route to. 


According to the H’kar, when the lizards were
consuming their territory system after system they had executed a fighting
withdrawal, moving further and further out towards the rim and discovering that
the lizards didn’t want to chase them. They did follow but at a slow pace along
with the rest of their expansion, not a straight line pursuit setting out for
their destruction as they’d anticipated given the ferocious nature with which
the lizards fought. 


Using this to their advantage the H’kar had stayed
alive and ahead of the lizards, eventually moving far enough out through the
Orion arm until they caught the attention of one of the races within the Nexus,
which the Sety ran. A formal invitation was made after some vetting was done
and the H’kar became members, setting down roots and fleeing no further. When
the lizards’ growth crept out to meet their new worlds they were met with Nexus
troops and repulsed, creating a firm boundary beyond which the aggressive race
could make no progress.


But that hadn’t stopped the lizards from trying. As
they expanded that line in the sand had continued to get wider and wider, with
the Nexus having to defend more and more systems with a greater number of
troops and resources…though the battles were easy affairs. As the H’kar began
to regrow their empire, this time as part of the Nexus, they became the
coreward front line of the large interstellar union and had the responsibility
to hold it against the lizards and several other minor threats within the local
region with appropriate help now and again from others as needed.


Over the years the threat of the lizards had gone from
minor to moderate, with them continuing to spread out and in such great numbers
that there was no way for the Nexus to stop them aside from a huge campaign to
wipe them from existence…but as the H’kar continued to gather intelligence on
their enemy and the true size of their domain was revealed the unworthy
opponents that the lizards were became a nuisance that was too large to
eradicate. Even if they destroyed them in 100 systems they’d expand to 200 more
elsewhere, literally a race of cockroaches they could not stamp out of
existence if they’d wanted to.


The inability of them to be able to negotiate with or
destroy the lizards, combined with their minor threat to the Nexus itself, had
prompted a containment plan set to keep the lizards from expanding into the
Nexus region and surrounding areas. More and more resources were having to be
diverted there, not yet putting a major stress on the Nexus but growing as the
years passed. There were other, more powerful races in both the Orion and
Perseus arms, but the lizards were something new for them to contend with, for
no matter how many battles they fought the inferior race would not quit, nor
could they be destroyed unless you got them all…which wasn’t remotely feasible
given the size of their territory.


As the lizard problem continued to grow the Nexus was
learning more about them and the areas ahead of their lateral expansion, with
the H’kar handling a piece of that assignment. They’d come across contacts that
were associates of Star Force’s string of rimward
reaching colonies, sharing with them information about the Humans, their public
maps and language, and the news of them successfully holding back the
lizards…which drew the attention of the Nexus. With the lizard threat being
something that was devouring system after system, someone who wasn’t falling to
them as even the H’kar had was someone they wanted to get to know, hence the
invitation.


Kerrie didn’t usually like playing ambassador, but in
this case she wanted to see what was out here and what the galactic competition
was like…given that they’d just been invited into a bigger league. The H’kar
didn’t say that they were being offered membership, but rather that the Nexus
wanted to talk concerning their mutual threat. What that meant was unclear, but
Star Force wasn’t going to send anyone less than a trailblazer or Davis to deal
with this, and there was no way they were going to let Davis come this far out
into the middle of nowhere.


The H’kar were impressive enough, given the time
they’d spent in Sol and the data exchange they’d had with Star Force, which
made Kerrie all the more interested in seeing those who were supposedly
superior to them. So far they’d been led on a wild goose chase across the
stars, but when they finally did brake against the tiny gravity well the scope
of the Nexus finally registered with her.


“Oh…my…freaking…hell,” she whispered as the camera
displays showed the ‘planet’ they’d arrived at, except that it wasn’t round…nor
a planet at all. The thousands of starships floating around the area were a
mere afterthought to the Archon, though the size of some of them was impressive
in their own right, but the construct they were looking at had a stubby shaft
in center connecting two large discs made up of radiating struts. Each
‘umbrella’ was curved slightly, making shallow cups with sections missing and
all clearly artificial in construction.


Kerrie tapped a few keys on the holographic display on
her left and got a size grid, seeing that the thing was 800 miles wide on the
central stub, with each pinwheel having a diameter of 12,000 miles. The entire
length of the construct was over 34,000 miles long, making it 4 times the width
of Earth. 


“Hold position until we’re contacted,” she ordered,
seeing the other two Ma’kri decelerating behind them and knowing it’d be
several hours before their H’kar escort caught up. 


“Archon, we’re detecting stellar level magnetic fields
emanating from the…device. They’re directional off the arcs.”


“Mag…” Kerrie said reflexively, then her eyes went
wide as she realized what this was. “Holy shit, that’s how we’re getting out
there.”


“Care to share?” the Captain asked. 


“Ever hear of a magnetic drive?”


“Pie in the sky rumors only. Highly inaccurate to the
point of stupidity.”


“Inaccurate why?” she asked, leading him as she kept
her eyes glued on the visual and holo displays as
more information was being detailed with the computer and analysts chewing on
the sensor feeds. 


“Gravity is constant, but magnetic fields fluctuate.”


“Natural ones,” Kerrie said, pointing at the
planet-sized structure. “But I’d bet you a million credits that one is stable
and the endpoint of a very long
jumpline…correction, those two are stable. One in, one out I’d bet.”


“If I had the credits I’d take that bet. Even if you
could build something like that why would you given the black hole routes?”


“Magnetism is more powerful than gravity,” she
reminded him, still wide eyed like a kid in a candy store. The V’kit’no’sat had
never built mag drives, for they didn’t need to, but they were aware of the
technology and its potential…though nothing like this had ever been cataloged
in the database. “And I’m curious to see just how fast this slingshot can
fire.”


The Captain shook his head. “Can’t be mag drive. There’s
no way you could hit a target that small.”


“Combo with grav drives to
adjust course during drift,” Kerrie said, thinking out loud. 


“Why two? Seems an awful waste to build something that
large in duplicate.”


The trailblazer inclined her head to the side,
granting that he had a point. When jumping into or out from a star there was
only one jumpline available, and the more you got off it the braking line would
veer and produce lateral movement. That meant ships coming and going had to
move through the same region of space, risking a collision. The threat of that
was minimized via beacon signals that traveled ahead and warned of ship’s
incoming so they could drift off the line and allow each other to pass. 


Busy jumplines were dangerous because the final braking
maneuver had to occur in that tiny slice of space, but it was workable by
monitoring the incoming super-accelerated signals from ships in coast phase,
then the ships waiting to jump would wait for an opening, move into position,
then jump on the line for a few minutes before easing off it and into drift
mode. 


The process would work the same, in theory, for a mag
jump…so why build two massive mag fields when one would do?


Before she could start listing off possibilities a
streak of a signal resolved itself in the clear area in front of the upper
‘dish’ that reminded Kerrie of the giant arms on the Ark from Halo, minus the
greenery of the natural environment.


“Son of a bitch,” the Captain muttered, seeing the
incoming ship, then he threw a glance at the Archon. “Doesn’t mean it’s a mag
drive,” he said stubbornly.


“If it’s not,” Kerrie said, seeing that the ship was
longer than a lizard assault pillar and considerably wider, “I want to know
what it is.”


The Archon turned to the comm
officer. “See if you can find someone out there to talk to before it goes Death
Star and uses us for target practice.”
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As it turned out the H’kar ship wasn’t necessary for
the next stage of their journey, though it arrived several hours later as
Kerrie’s three ships were left to wait for the next 3 days until their
transport was ready. During that time they got plenty of questions answered, as
well as were able to monitor a very high amount of traffic coming in through
the Nexus ‘grid point,’ which was a direct link to another similar massive
construct some 1,539 lightyears away. 


The carrier vessel they were waiting for was one of a
number of large transports that operated like jumpships on the grid, carrying
other vessels back and forth exclusively. The thousands of other ships around
the grid point were a mix of those awaiting transit and a defense fleet, none
of which could travel on the grid themselves. 


The massive vessel that the Star Force ships were
assigned to had room for all three plus an additional 23 other vessels, each of
which was tucked away inside what looked like a lagoon. The bulk of the ship
was pointed into a wide, four-spined arrow whose tips
circled around an empty, squashed sphere of space inside of which the ships
were berthed and held steady by an IDF. The three Ma’kri were not the largest
vessels being carried, with four being larger plus a myriad of smaller ships
made up of multiple designs.


There was no interlinking with the carrier ship, so
all the crews had to stay onboard their own ships and wait out the trip as if
they were traveling solo through the jump, which lasted only 8 days. In
comparison, had the Ma’kri attempted to travel that distance on their own,
going through one small jump after another between stars, it would have taken
them approximately 7 months to get that far, assuming they had fuel reserves to
sustain them through that many jumps. 


But when they arrived they were not at their ultimate
destination, rather another grid point. It was identical to the other, each
with two giant emitters creating the magnetic fields that the carriers
amplified and repulsed off from. One for one direction of travel and the other
for the reverse…but also to act as backups in case one had to be taken down for
maintenance or was damaged. Kerrie also learned that unmanned probe ships were
continuously sent through the grid, with them seeing 6 come in and immediately
leave on the other emitter during their short wait.


The probes were unmanned and intended to inform one
end of the link if the other was no longer viable, for a ship that made the
jump couldn’t slow down without the other grid point being active and would
either slam into the construct or miss it and shoot off into the galactic void
unable to stop and essentially be lost in space. If a probe didn’t come through
on schedule all outgoing traffic was halted until another came in, so as to
minimize losses if a grid point was taken down.


If one of the emitters went offline the other could be
used for double duty, but typical procedure had an ‘in’ and an ‘out,’ with
Kerrie’s carrier coming in on the top segment of the opposite grid point, after
which the Ma’kri exited the ship and waited for instructions as where to go
next, for there were three additional grid points within 2 million kilometers,
all situated in deep space outside of any system, keeping the transit grid a
private one for Nexus use. 


It took another 4 days of waiting before another
carrier became available for their use, with the Star Force warships loading up
and shooting off through another linkage, for unlike a gravity well the grid
point’s emitters were monodirectional and could only
fire and receive ships from one destination point. It seemed like an enormous
waste of material to build four different constructs in one location, but the
speed boost was very beneficial for transit once you had them up and running. 


The amount of ships at this location was even larger,
with additional stations spread out in clusters between the grid points,
indicating that the one they had originally started this journey from was on
the edge of the Nexus’s territory. This point was much more robust with
facilities, for the constructs themselves were not housing or commerce units.
Almost all of their interior space was devoted to the sole function of producing
the magnetic fields and self-defense, leaving these other large facilities,
though tiny in comparison, to service the ships coming through the grid. 


It was hard to comprehend, but there were more
stations and ships in this location than there were in the entire Solar System,
and she didn’t doubt that the local population might be the same. There were no
planets or natural objects of any kind to colonize, but there were so many bits
of floating infrastructure and ships that it was truly mind blowing. Fortunately
the Nexus was very organized and the traffic controllers had Kerrie’s fleet
stationed where necessary until their ride was ready, then they loaded up and
were taken on another link in their journey out to the next galactic arm.


The further they went the bigger the grid points got,
with their final point containing 19 different constructs and a sea of
infrastructure, all floating in deep space away from the prying eyes of anyone
else. There they picked up an escort by a Sety ship that was half their size
which led them through a series of grav jumps through
the nearby star systems until they arrived at the capitol of the Nexus.


It wasn’t the Sety homeworld, but a system built
specifically for the interracial community…and like the grid points it was
choked with activity.


Kerrie had never seen anything even remotely like it
before. It was a binary system, with a main central star and a small outer one
in very high orbit. Worked into a complicated set of odd orbits were 39 planets
and 193 moons, all of which were inhabited with layers of infrastructure. There
were no natural environments visible, they’d all been erased in favor of
cityscape, but the various planetoids were colonized by different races with
different architecture, though it looked like approximately the same level of
tech…all higher than what Star Force currently had.


In addition to the planets there were millions of
installations situated in orbit or null space between the planets, but once
again each and every one was neatly arranged with traffic flows moving through
a very scripted routine. The three Star Force ships
followed their escort closely, matching microjumps and other lesser maneuvers
until they arrived at a particular planet and were given a parking orbit.


Though she couldn’t be certain, she suspected that
this one system contained more infrastructure and population than the entire
ADZ…which was mindboggling. Talk about big fish in the little pond. Seeing it
all she wondered what the hell the Nexus had to worry about from the lizards,
because they were truly the superior, like Asgard
superior to Earth in Stargate, only bigger and more
impressive, for some of the ‘stations’ were the size of moons themselves. 


Once getting parked, arrangements were quickly made to
get her down to the planet with a dropship being escorted by fighter-like craft
from orbit all the way down to a city made of angular pillars that reminded her
of Superman’s fortress of solitude. They even looked like ice, though more
blue, and were sticking up at all kinds of angles that belied any visible motif
other than sheer randomness. It wasn’t until the dropship came in closer did
she realize just how big each of the spike/columns were, with most reaching up
some 7-12 miles, with the largest oddballs climbing as high as 20. 


The escorts led the tiny Star Force dropship to one of
the ‘tall’ ones, with the mountain-sized structure having nearly invisible
cutouts until you got close enough to see them, one of which was a landing pad
recessed into the otherwise smooth, crystal-like exterior…though that pad alone
could have held more than 1000 dropships, with several larger Nexus craft
sitting on the deck along with a steady stream of smaller ones coming and going
as Kerrie’s ship landed.


The planet itself was larger than normal, with 1.27
gravity and a mix of nitrogen and oxygen in the atmosphere. Ironically the Sety
breathed the nitrogen, while most of the other races in the Nexus respired
using oxygen. The binary atmosphere worked for both races, which meant that Kerrie
wasn’t going to have to wear special breathing gear, though she did choose to
wear her brown padawan armor, minus the weapons, and blew out a deep breath as
the boarding ramp lowered and she walked down to the deck, feeling the gravity
thicken as she left the dropship’s IDF.


Outside the ship there was a delegation waiting, made
up of six individuals from two different races. Five of them were what Kerrie
recognized from the files the H’kar had given them to be Gfatt. They had huge
arms and one leg, which was more of a tail that fell directly beneath them.
These were wearing an anti-grav harness and floating
above the ground, but she knew they could walk as a tripod with their ape-like
arms doubling as legs if they leaned forward slightly. Their skin was silver
and slick, without so much as a hair or blemish, reminding Kerrie of dolphins
save for the face…which was made of harder spikes jutting out at odd angles.


The other individual was a
H’kar, with its exoskeleton clashing with the smooth motif of the Gfatt. It was
a dark green almost to the point of being black and looked very intimidating,
though from their previous experience she knew they were more turtle than
warrior, though the natural armor meant they’d be a beast to tackle hand to
hand.


“Welcome to Nexvt’ya,” the
H’kar said in passable English. “We are pleased you were able to make the
journey.”


“Thank you,” she said, looking at the Gfatt and making
a modification inside her helmet. “Can
you understand me?”


Her external speaker created a series of words that
were unintelligible by Human standards, and ones that Kerrie had yet been able
to even minorly master with her own vocal chords,
which replicated the Nexus’s basic language.


The Gfatt exchanged glances, then one looked at her
with its three eyes and clasped its hands together. “We did not expect you to be able to speak our language.”


“Computer
translation.”


“Well, it seems
I’m not going to be needed here after all,” the H’kar said, who had spent a
considerable amount of time learning the Human language in order to act as
translator.


“No, stay. There
may be other issues that arise,” the Gfatt said in a tone that indicated
that they were definitely higher up in the pecking order.


“As you wish.”


“Please come
inside, there is much we have to discuss,” the Gfatt said, pointing Kerrie
towards the far interior of the landing bay as more ships continued to come and
go around them, though none in the immediate area. “Do you have any environmental considerations we need to take into
account?”


“The armor is
precautionary and designed for combat. I can breathe the air,” she said,
trying to keep any and all sarcasm out of her voice. The translation program
was new and the simpler she spoke, the less likelihood of it messing up.


The Gfatt exchanged looks. “Are you carrying weapons?”


“No,” she
said, suppressing the urge to declare herself a weapon.


“Weapons are not
permitted on the planet aside from those in the possession of the security
forces, which is why I ask. Your bodily protection is permissible, but
unnecessary. Follow me.”


Kerrie fell into step behind the Gfatt, looking up at
its shoulders as the others formed up into flanking positions with the H’kar
following behind as a tagalong. They walked across the deck and into a large,
cave-like entrance that split into hallways traveling in all directions. They
took one angling down and to the right, with it twisting and turning at various
angles with the segments always being straight and angled at the joints.
Instead of stairs they had grippy, yet shallow ramps
covered in traction nubs that kept wanting to trip Kerrie up.


The Gfatt simply floated over them, with the H’kar
working his way down by ‘foot’ noisily behind her. The clicks of his footfalls
were the only sound other than her light footsteps, with the rest of the
pedestrians they passed by being eerily silent as they floated about. There was
no talking, only a calm tranquility that gave Kerrie the urge to yell just to
break up the monotony, making the clunky H’kar stand out amongst the silent crowd.


Eventually they came to their destination and a large
table that was more of a raised symbol coming out of the floor. It was twisted
and curved, with what would have been chair positions in a mess of different
angles but there were none. All the Gfatt in the room simply floated beside the
work station, with what looked like a giant sandbox on part of the tabletop. 


That ‘sand’ was mutable, with it forming into various
shapes and sizes of objects while other positions worked with recognizable
holograms, not unlike what Star Force used. The ‘sand’ was what drew her
attention, for it was shaped into a landscape with tiny moving structures that
looked like army men…but whom she recognized as lizard mauler variants.


“Stand here
please,” the Gfatt said, pointing to a spot alongside one of the edges of
the sandbox. 


“You’re
obviously studying the lizards,” she said, with the translation program
using their proper name, which she didn’t care to pronounce.


“They are a
growing nuisance that will not go away, though you know better than us given
your history with them.”


“Given your
level of technology how are they a threat to you?” Kerrie had to ask.


“The Nexus is
spread across a wide region of the galaxy. We do not control systems, we
oversee them. Because the Li'vorkrachnika consume approximately 30%
of all systems within their territory they are spread too wide for us to
selectively target. Likewise we cannot defend the systems within the Nexus
region that are not exclusively ours. We can fight the Li’vorkrachnika and win,
but they are striking numerous targets simultaneously, wherein the problem
arises.”


“You aren’t
monitoring your territory?” Kerrie guessed.


“Not the lesser
systems, no. At least not at a sufficient rate to ward off invasion. The
Li’vorkrachnika are taking worlds and developing them before we even become
aware of their presence. They are like unwanted hazmats
sprouting everywhere along the H’kar border region and expanding into others.
When we find them we destroy them, but there are too many systems to monitor
simultaneously.”


Kerrie cringed at ‘hazmats,’
guessing that was the first translational glitch of many to come, then the
sandbox in front of her spat out tiny globules that resolved themselves into
star positions.


“This is a map
of their known invasion area, but for every star system denoted there are 150
others not shown due to stellar density. These are our systems,” the Gfatt
said as a scattering of the tiny bits of sand changed color and glowed red. “As you can see, we don’t hold as many
systems per volume of space as you do. We believe your alliance’s contained
perimeter is an advantage you possess. Do you concur?”


“Actually, I’d
like you to tell me why the Nexus is so spread out? There have got to be
valuable worlds inside your territory worth colonizing. Why keep expanding
outward?”


“We do not seek
to dominate the galaxy, merely keep it tranquil. The larger the region we
inhabit the more we can inhibit the growth of threats. Local conflicts will
always exist, and most of the races within our territory are not part of the
Nexus. They are insignificant and we ignore them unless they should advance to
the point of recognition, either as an ally, neutral, or enemy.”


“You’ve spread
yourselves so wide you can’t focus on a single area?”


“Our militaries
are spread out, dealing with hundreds of conflicts simultaneously. Normally a
threat on the level of the Li’vorkrachnika would have been eliminated early on,
but they appear to have no weak point. Within a region of space where we would
have 6 system strongholds they have 6,000 weak systems. We cannot target and
eradicate them all without devoting an enormous amount of resources to the
effort, of which their threat level doesn’t warrant.”


“So you’re used
to having a high valued target to hit, and since the lizards are more
interested in spreading than consolidating you can’t cripple them with a few
key strikes?”


“They are too
spread out to pinpoint target, and our intelligence reports indicate that they
are spreading out further towards the core. With the more systems they consume
the larger their resource base will become. If they grow large enough they
could threaten our border through sheer numbers, at which time we will pull
forces from other regions to deal with the threat, but for now we are seeking
alternative ways to combat the Li’vorkrachnika in a more economical fashion.”


“You know you
can kill as many as they send, you just don’t know how to defeat them?”


“Short of a
massive campaign to wipe them from the face of the galaxy, no. They seem
destined to either dominate or be eradicated. Normally there is middle ground
to negotiate with, even if through force alone, but the Li’vorkrachnika have
shown a disinterest in survival. They will die by the billions if necessary to
achieve an objective.”


“So I’ve noticed.”


“I am told you
have considerable experience fighting this common enemy.”


“I do.”


“Any insights
you could provide would be greatly valued, as well as information concerning
the battles you’ve fought and won.”


“That I can
offer, but first I need to see more of the Nexus and how you’ve been fighting
them. If I had your resources the lizards would have been defeated long before
now and I don’t see why they’re beating you.”


“They are not
defeating us,” Gfatt countered.


“They are
surviving and expanding, correct?”


“Correct.”


“Then they are
winning and defeating your stated objective.”


“The Nexus
survives fully intact, we have not lost a world. There is no defeat.”


“Maybe this is
translation issue. You are not winning, correct?”


“We have not won
a complete victory, no.”


“Then I need to
see how you are fighting and what you have available in order to point out
where you’re going wrong.”


“Strategic
information is limited to outsiders.”


“Give me as much
as you can, then I will compare and contrast between our battles with the
lizards and yours.”


The Gfatt turned and conversed with another beside it,
with their whisper being too low for her translation software to digest, but a
moment later the original Gfatt altered the sandbox and a slew of new objects
appeared, some being starmaps and others ship
profiles.


“We will extend
internal public information rights to you for the purpose of this conference.
Ask and we shall answer what we are allowed.”


Kerrie looked over the various ships, then pointed to
one of the smaller ones. “Let’s start
here.”
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January 3, 2637


Danba System (lizard
territory)


Vani



 

Liam-090 studied the holograms in the command nexus
aboard his Warship-class jumpship as
he began to mentally link into the Ikrid control sphere and begin issuing
orders to his raiding fleet, which was spread throughout the enemy-occupied
system just on the far side of the ‘neutral zone’ beyond Alpha Region. They
were about to stage a naval attack on the key lizard stronghold in order to
beat down some of the excessive growth the planet was undergoing, and to do the
maximum amount of damage possible Liam needed to adapt his fleet positioning to
what the lizards were showing.


The lag made it tricky, with his own ship being in
null space between the planet and star but close enough that a low speed
microjump would get him there within a few minutes. He needed to be close to
monitor the fleet positions without them being able to see him, for the sensor
dampening hull plates that Star Force now fielded made the long range lizard
sensors virtually useless unless they knew where to focus their attention. 


The reverse was no longer true, for it had been Star
Force that once had difficulty tracking the lizards’ own stealth plating, but
right now their ship hulls were literally gleaming in reflectivity that Liam’s
passive sensors were registering and giving him half a planet’s worth of
orbital signatures to gather information from. He had another jumpship on the
far side, and between the two of them and others relaying the signals, he was
looking at a low detailed position map of everything the lizards had in orbit
around Vani.


Beside him he had two more holograms for the other
inhabited planets in the system, but neither was a tenth of the density of this
one. The others were start up projects, further deepening this system’s
resource base and defenses, but a little orbital bombardment would fix most of
that while the bulk of Liam’s fleet was going after Vani…or
to be more precise, the fleet surrounding it.


They had some 28,000 cruisers or better in orbit,
clumped together into various formations with others moving about in patrol.
The other two planets were virtually barren of orbital defense ships, with
these just being a short microjump away if needed. Liam had 6 jumpships in his
fleet, plus two Ma’kri, and unless the lizards fought extremely stupid there
was no way Star Force was going to beat them. 


They were here to do damage and pull out, a quick poke
to bleed off some of their strength, though depending on how the enemy
responded it might turn out to be three or four pokes. Liam was used to running
circles around them, and if he could do so here he was going to make the trip
pay off as much as possible.


There was a ninth ship that had come in with the Star
Force fleet, an observer from the Gfatt that had been tagging along on two
previous missions studying the lizard threat in this region of the galaxy and
how Star Force was fighting them. Today Liam intended to give them quite a
show, for the ships under his command were all top of the line models, right
down to the support drones that two of his jumpships were carrying.


The trailblazer waited another 20 minutes, patient to
get the positioning right with the bit of movement occurring in orbit. Nothing
much, just a handful of lazy patrols moving about, but every ship counted and
there was no rush. So far their arrival in the system hadn’t been detected, at
least as far as the reaction from the defense fleet was concerned. They’d overbraked to come out of their jumps well out from the
star in the hopes of evading any stellar detection grid the lizards had set up
and it appeared they’d been successful.


The Gfatt had come with them, easily making the
maneuver given their ship’s superior drives. Just how superior was a matter of
question, as was the rest of their technology, but according to Kerrie they
were a mid-level race within the Nexus and extremely formidable when it came to
military engagements. They’d been brought in to deal with the lizards when the
H’kar had been unable to handle them, even with the Nexus upgrades bestowed
upon the new member. 


When the Gfatt hadn’t been able to stop the spread of
the lizards either more attention had been placed on the matter. They were able
to win every battle they fought, but the enemy’s growth rate was something they
were unable to counter without devoting a lot more resources to the ‘low level’
problem. What other threats were high
level Liam didn’t know, but the Gfatt were wisely here to study how the ADZ was
surviving and now thriving against the lizards.


At least as long as the Skarrons kept their attention,
anyway. Right now Star Force was building like crazy to secure their borders
and raids like this one were intended to keep the lizards from doing the same.
At first the Gfatt had not seen the wisdom in harassing the lizards without
taking planets away from them, but after their first observance coupled with an
analysis of Star Force battle history they were beginning to come around to the
idea of just racking up ship kills rather than securing ‘wins.’


How many Liam was going to get today was up in the
air, but seeing the positioning in both holo and
minds’ eye he knew he’d get at least a couple hundred. How the lizards reacted
would determine how much higher that number went. 


With a single thought he sent the ‘go’ command and his
sensor feed vanished as the jumpship accelerated too fast to keep a clear lock.
The signals coming in from the other ships were likewise distorted until they
reemerged into ‘normal’ speeds in middle orbit, with another jumpship coming in
beside them while the others entered at various points around the planet.
Liam’s position was to be the major one drawing attention, with his two coming
out and into view some 45 seconds ahead of the others.


Both jumpships immediately began deploying drones,
fast releasing them on mini slingshot docking arms that allowed them all to get
clear within a minute. Rather than stay with the jumpship they shot off
immediately on multiple trajectories, some in groups, some solo, while the two
jumpships pulled closer together and charged ahead into a ship formation of
some 834 cruisers. No larger enemy ships were present at this location, but as
soon as the jumpships appeared they began redeploying from elsewhere in orbit
along with their flocks of additional cruisers, with many heading to higher
orbit to try and block their escape jumplines.


Both jumpships opened fire with cleansing beams and
bloon launchers, then added point defense maulers as the cruisers swarmed to
them, not intending to survive the engagement but committed to do as much
damage to the two big ships as they could and potentially set up kills when the
others arrived. It wasn’t the sort of play Liam would make, but the lizards
fought a different type of war and it was one version of combat that the
trailblazer had become intimately familiar with…enough so that he could often
predict their movements before they made them.


As the pair of jumpships tore apart the much smaller
and weaker cruisers, their shields were bathed in plasma but were virtually
unaffected by it. Only once the number of incoming hits scaled up drastically
did they begin to weaken, with Liam not ordering the secondary armor deployed
until they finally dipped below 80% and additional groups of enemy ships began
to arrive to reinforce the others.


Across the hull numerous openings appeared, exposing
specialized internal cargo bays from which a flood of
tiny blocks flowed like water out over the hull, using each other as grip
points as the 2 meter wide segments laid out a carpet of ‘replicator’ blocks
across the standard armor and stacked three thick at the thinnest, with several
mountains of blocks positioned over key areas for quick redeployment later
if/when the shields were breached. 


It took a long time for all the tiny blocks to get out
onto the hull, but the shields held up admirably as the secondary armor covered
everything aside from weapons batteries and other key systems that needed line
of sight. Every now and then some enemy plasma would slip through the momentary
gaps in the shield where it had to be opened to let the jumpship’s
own weapons fire through, but those tidbits barely kissed the secondary armor,
a mere prelude to what was to come.


Liam kept the jumpships in the fray, knowing that his
shields would go down and expecting them to. He was here to cause damage and he
couldn’t do as much as he wanted if he played too clean. Likewise the drones he
had deployed were fighting harder than normal, engaging other groups as they
moved in towards the jumpships but not sticking around to join them. They were
skirmishers in this engagement and they needed to keep moving, but didn’t have
the luxury of pulling back and recharging shields else they’d lose part of
their surprise attack effect and give the mass of enemy ships time to
reposition and drop the hammer.


Before that happened they’d have to pull out, which
was why Liam was pushing beyond normal protocol in order to get more kills. It
wasn’t a risk as far as he was concerned, for he knew well what his own ships
and those of the enemy were capable of, and even while he was drawing the
majority of the enemy attention the other ships were coming out of microjumps
at precise positions and engaging smaller fleets while they were isolated, some
of which they were catching en route to the growing main brawl.


Those intercepts were being executed by the Ma’kri,
which were specifically designed to hunt down enemy ships. Liam monitored them
and all others engaged around the planet while letting his captain handle most
of the immediate battle. It was necessary to give him the ability to improvise,
but in order to do that he needed to be aware of everything that was happening
and not get tunnel vision on one particular part of the engagement.


The Ma’kri were big ships, but their design had them
overpowered with engines, meaning they could move their mass around far quicker
in small scale maneuvers than they appeared capable of doing. In addition they
were equipped with three types of weapons, long range to snipe with, short
range to ravage with, and disabler Nami-class
missiles to ‘stun’ with. As Liam glanced at their progress he saw tracking
markers for the big missiles being launched one each at cruisers far outside of
cleansing beam range. 


Each missile was the size of a Skarron fighter and was
equipped with sufficient engines to get it to target and decelerate before
impact, with it landing on or near the ship and emitting an IDF bubble that
surrounded the target. The nami had its own shield
generators, for it had to survive in order to be effective, and the ones they
were currently using were plasma-resistant varieties knowing that they were
going up against the lizards. 


The missiles would track towards their targets, then
suddenly the enemy ships became ballistic and unable to maneuver. Using their
faster and more agile binary drives the Ma’kri would race out to them and make
the kill at close range, hovering over top while the IDF gradually ran out of
capacitor energy, and blow them apart with multiple Ta’lin’yi cannons before
the charge ran out. With the kill made they’d move onto the next one, stunning
one or two at a time and gobbling them up at close range or launching multiple
namis and using the ballistic trajectories they created for easy long range
targeting with their cleansing beam, destroying or disabling the ships quickly
as the Ma’kri moved around orbit like predators.


Liam knew they had to engage small groups or they’d be
overwhelmed, for their shielding and armor wasn’t anything like what the
jumpships had. The Ma’kri were crewed, so they had to take care not to lose
those ships by being overzealous, but they were very good at cleaning up
stragglers and racking up an impressive kill list until they ran out of namis,
after which they were still good in a fight but lost their main function. 


Liam’s attention flicked from the Ma’kri to one of his
drone fleets that was flashing warning symbols, indicating that their defenses
were weakening to the point of breach. Before one of his crew could get to it
he assumed priority command over one of the support drones pacing them and not
firing, for it had no weapons aside from two backup plasma cannons that were
currently powered down. The drone wasn’t meant to fight, but to assist the
other ships, and now it was time to do so.


Liam spotted the two destroyers that were nearest to
getting wrecked and brought the support drone in, which was three times as big
and heavily shielded. He ordered the destroyers closer together, then brought
the support ship down right in between them and extended a bubble shield around
all three, blocking the incoming fire on them while they lowered what was left
of their existing shields while their emitters began to recharge.


With their shields down the support ship shot over a
stream of secondary armor blocks in packets, with them splashing against the
drone hull and spreading over key areas of it. Had they already taken hull
damage the blocks would have filled in and covered over those weak areas, but
right now Liam just wanted the secondary armor there so the destroyer pilots
could use it instantly when their shields did go down.


Before the support ship became vulnerable itself it
lowered the bubble shield and redirected power to its own redundant emitters,
hardening up its skin-tight barrier and moving ahead while blocking a bit more
fire with its bulk before pulling out. It headed back between the other drones
and into a waiting position while the destroyers, now with slightly recharged
shields, continued to fight and would put the secondary armor to use mere
minutes later when the lizard cruisers finally broke through with mounting
plasma storms as more and more reinforcements came into the fight.


Liam kept that support ship and others moving,
sometimes controlling them himself, sometimes letting the remote pilots handle
it, but he made sure to reinforce his drones prior to them taking serious
damage rather than after, extending their battle life and keeping their
weaponry more or less active nonstop, though some lucky shots by the lizards
were taking out a few batteries here and there, which was why you never wanted
a ship with just a single weapon. Too easy to render useless with pinpoint
fire.


Liam kept his chess pieces moving, waiting for the
right moment in several locations, then when it looked like the lizards had
them outnumbered with far too much plasma pouring into his ships for them to
sustain much longer, a few specialized drones that hadn’t been contributing
much firepower to the fight opened up armor panels, revealing concealed storage
compartments while the rest of the nearby Star Force drones pulled back in
close to the support ships, which created large shield walls in front of them
that began soaking up plasma…but that wasn’t their purpose here. 


The shield ships put everything they had into the
walls, dropping the rest of their shields and leaving themselves vulnerable to
flanking shots which the other drones tried to block as the specialized ships
spewed forth a swarm of tiny, self-guiding objects out through the gaps between
the shield walls as they too ducked behind any nearby. 


The seekers were each the size of a small dropship,
but as they flew out towards the closely packed lizard fleet they split up into
smaller pieces, each moving out on their own trajectories but linked together
by a remote timer. Liam held the detonation trigger himself, assuming priority
control and detonating each cluster when it got into prime position. Over the
course of the next 30 seconds the space surrounding the turtled up little
cluster of drones became a fireworks display of explosives that put the old
style nukes to shame in an area of effect attack that resulted in a lot of
damaged ships.


Suddenly the overwhelming enemy numbers switched over
to being targets of opportunity, with the support ships pulling their remaining
shield energy back into defending themselves while the drones shot out on one
final attack run before retreating, hammering the wounded cruisers and making a
lot of easy kills in the face of the incoming reinforcements that were going to
be minutes too late to the party.


Just as Liam issued the recall order to one drone
fleet he got a ping on his battlemap, alerting him to something he had not
expected to happen. The Gfatt warship, sitting high up in orbit and observing
the battle, had just jumped into low orbit and was headed towards one of the
lizards’ massive Atlas-class battle
stations.
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The hourglass-shaped warship moved in towards the
lizard station, being barely a tenth of its size and only half the mass of one
of the Star Force jumpships, with its flat top pointed towards the incoming
plasma storm. No other ships were in the area, with the battle station being
left unguarded as the fleets chased the Star Force ships, and it looked like
the single, oddly shaped warship wasn’t going to stand a chance on its own but
once it got within short weapons range it flipped over, exposing the narrow
band around the center that held most of its weaponry, and unleashed hell at
nearly pointblank range.


Multiple points of light appeared around the
midsection of the Gfatt ship, then they leapt out in series at the lizard
shields in squirt gun fashion, showing that whatever the weaponsfire was it was
partially matter but not plasma. The warship flashed six different attacks
every .68 seconds, creating a rapid fire torrent that built up on the stations’
shields, sapping them of strength and quickly breaching as the Gfatt hourglass
was likewise covered in plasma hits.


Liam watched off and on, still leading his own
battles, but it wasn’t long until the lizard battle station was showing heavy
damage with scores of ships heading to reinforce and, fortuitously, drawing
them away from his fleet. He did a quick mental check, not seeing any advantages
to exploit, and continued the fighting withdrawal as he watched to see how much
damage the Gfatt would do. He hadn’t expected them to fight at all, but
suddenly now they were and he wondered why.


The slugging match wasn’t over quickly, and Liam had
to keep turning his attention elsewhere as he had his hands full making as many
ship kills as he could but he kept watching, hoping the Gfatt hadn’t bitten off
more than they could chew…up until the ship finally pulled out from the
station, which was showing a huge crater in its center but otherwise still
intact and returning showers of green plasma fire, including a few streamers
that were really hammering the Gfatt’s still intact
shields.


The squirt guns ceased as the ship paused several
kilometers out, not firing back at all as the plasma continued to flow,
dampened by the range a bit but still doing damage to the shields when a huge
blast emitted from the warship and sailed into the crater on the station. 


The next thing Liam knew the battle station was breaking
apart into chunks amidst a huge debris-riddled explosion that for a brief
moment appeared like a mini nova down in low orbit.


“That’s one hell of a finishing move,” he commented
dryly as he continued to issue mental commands to the ships he was linked in
with, keeping an eye on the Gfatt in case they needed support, for he really
didn’t want to have to relay the message that the ‘observer’ got itself killed
in combat. 


He needn’t had worried, for the warship ignored the
incoming cruisers and made another microjump back up to high orbit and waited
there, returning to its altitude perch and watching as Liam finished up his
combat assignments one by one and eventually pulled his ships out of orbit,
jumping to a rendezvous spot elsewhere in the system where he began to consolidate
reports from the ships dispatched to the other two planets.


They didn’t arrive until later, but their laggy telemetry did and Liam watched as they quickly and
efficiently pounded several orbital and surface sites, using their drones’ rail
guns on the latter and knocking out several lizard mining colonies that had
been funneling resources over to the main planet. The enemy would rebuild, of
course, but the damage would slow them down a bit and right now that’s all Star
Force was trying to do. 


Some might say what they were doing was recklessly
violent and wasteful, that without even trying to conquer the planet they were
just wasting their time and resources, but Liam had long ago learned that the
lizards thrived off of being left alone. They were builders, and in order to
knock them out of their mojo you had to come in and wreck what they’d built
randomly to keep them scared and cautious, otherwise they’d just creep right up
on your doorstep and then start hammering your door from very short resupply
lines.


That was essentially the problem the Nexus had, for
winning battles wasn’t the problem, it was holding territory. Not their own,
which was more than secure, but the other systems in between that they didn’t
care about or were inhabited by others. The lizards were devouring them and
spreading, steadily growing stronger even without conquering a single Nexus
system. They didn’t have a strong world to be targeted, and even ‘small’ ones
like this, given enough time, would escalate to the point of being formidable
strongholds.


The trick was that one was not more important than
another. Liam didn’t know about their homeworld, but every other planet they’d
come across was built up in the same way using the same tech and strategies, so
if you hit and annihilated one well established planet or system others would
grow to replace it, often multiples ones for every one you took out…and the
larger the lizard territory grew the more that math snowballed.


Every ship they killed here reduced that snowball by a
fraction, which was why Star Force and the Hycre were continually hitting them
near the ADZ and elsewhere where they were weak, denying them more strong
worlds by getting at them before they were built up. They couldn’t get to all
of them, obviously, but the region directly around the ADZ was of high priority
to keep ‘weeded’ while worlds like this a bit further out were prime targets
when and where they had an opportunity.


Even this attack was designed to go after the ships in
orbit so they wouldn’t be available to reinforce other systems when they were
hit. Taking out the reinforcements before you began the assault was another
tactic that Liam, or more accurately Roger, had come up with long ago and
worked well against the lizards so long as you had good intel data, most of
which the Hycre were providing.


Liam was glad the Gfatt had taken out that battle
station, for it was one more chess piece the lizards didn’t have to work with,
though this one was immobile and could only be used to defend this planet
unlike the fleets surrounding it that could go anywhere. Those, after all was
said and done, were reduced by 384 kills with an additional 392 damaged. A good
tally for this mission, with him having only lost 3 drones in the process.


54 more were damaged, but all of those were able to
return to their jumpships and could be repaired later. He didn’t like losing
the 3 and would review the battle records later to determine why they’d been
lost, but overall they’d put yet another nick in the lizards’ empire. Liam
wanted to do more than that and watched the surveillance intel
from the monitoring probes they’d dropped off before leaving, but as predicted
the lizards had restructured their fleets into larger groupings without leaving
any targets of opportunity for him to hit with a second attack…at least not without
losing a chunk of his own fleet.


That wasn’t an option given how many more ships the
lizards had than the ADZ. Each drone they had was worth multiple lizard cruisers,
both in armor and armament, and as that fact continued to snowball with
subsequent upgrades it was imperative that they not get into a trading war, for
the enemy would always have more to throw at them given their production
capability that stretched across thousands of worlds by now. 


No, Star Force had to engage and retreat, engage and
retreat…preserving its own ships while taking out some of the lizards. That was
the only way to fight them, which he hoped the Gfatt were now realizing.


After everyone had reached the rendezvous point and
Liam saw there were no more opportunities for easy strikes he took the time to
contact the Gfatt and ask them why they had hit the station. They responded by
stating that they saw an opportunity and decided to take it, which he thanked
them for, but then he inquired why they weren’t fighting with them the entire
time, to which they said they were merely here to observe.


The two things didn’t jive and he wouldn’t get any
more of an answer from them before they left the system and headed back to the
ADZ, but after they returned to their staging base he pushed the issue with
their commander and learned that similar battle stations in the H’kar region
were never so exposed and that the Gfatt had been targeting them specifically.
Biggest chess pieces in the game, hence they drew the first attention, so far
as the Nexus thought.


It seemed the lizards had been using that to their
advantage and using the battle stations and other large ships as bait, getting
them to drop the hammer on them and potentially losing them in the process, but
doing decent damage to the attacking fleet by having flanking units nearby.
With having to fight long and hard to take out similar stations the Gfatt were
not going to miss the opportunity for a clean kill, despite that fact that the
system in question was far from their borders and no threat to them. 


That gave Liam an inkling as to how the lizards were
countering the Nexus, or rather surviving it and learning from the engagements.
They had plenty of ships and resources, with the ability to grow additional
personnel at will, to throw at an enemy that seemed unwilling to take the fight
directly to them in a wide campaign. They’d hit a target and obliterate it, but
the lizards could always rebuild elsewhere or even in the same location after
they’d left. The Nexus wasn’t yet serious about fighting the lizards because
they were fighting out of a defensive mindset.


Star Force was as well, but only out of necessity.
Liam and Paul had long talked about going after the lizards’ core worlds but
they never had the fleet strength necessary to do it. They were fighting
defensively to preserve the ADZ because they had to, but because they knew and
wanted to eliminate the lizards on the whole they went about their defensive
efforts much differently than the Nexus.


Liam was wondering why, with the long experience the
H’kar had of fighting the lizards, had the Nexus not wised up earlier. Kerrie’s
notes had guessed at troop strengths and that they didn’t have a lot to throw
around the H’kar front, superior as they were, which basically gifted the
lizards a permanent presence there. One had to go all in when fighting them,
gruesome as that might be, because so long as one of them lived they would
continue fighting with no surrender and no mercy.


Star Force had learned that the hard way after
centuries of trying to make inroads against the lizard hive mind. To this day
they still took some prisoners, but they always tried to kill themselves when
it looked like there was no way for them to escape or harm their captors. Those
taken were for specific reasons and often dumped off at another lizard world
when Star Force tired of them, but in general when Star Force attacked it was
to kill the enemy for there was no other way to deal with them when they were
coming at you with the numbers they possessed.


Mercy was a luxury of the dominant, and with the
lizard empire slowly creeping its way around the perimeter of the ADZ it had
become a ‘shoot and move on’ scenario, though the trailblazers still hadn’t given
up the idea of one day breaking the genetic lock that the lizards had on each
other. Until they found a way to free them as they had the Bsidd, the lizards
were a threat round the clock no matter how many of them there were or the
circumstances, and had to be hunted down and destroyed in order to secure
targets.


The raids weren’t meant to secure territory, but
diminish resources. Star Force wasn’t targeting their population but their
ships and infrastructure. Without those their personnel numbers hardly mattered,
so when Liam bombarded a planet he wasn’t interested in killing the people down
there but their equipment…though with the lizards he wasn’t going to hold off
because they were next to or inside the infrastructure. Other races he would,
but with no other options with the lizards he wasn’t going to let them act as
living shields to protect their assets.


That was a hard choice for him and the others to come
by, but at the end of the day it came down to a matter of offense and defense.
If Star Force was attacking someone else they’d use more controlled tactics and
not target population centers, troop ships, etc. They had a respect for life,
even that of the enemy, and would only go all-in if one of their own worlds was
under assault, with any enemy present there essentially declaring their ill
will when they came into the system.


Enemies sitting on their own worlds minding their
business were completely different, and Star Force had dealt with the Skarrons,
and the Hobbits especially, in a different manner. The Humans weren’t going to
become destructive monsters and were smart enough to find ways to defeat the
enemy without outright slaughtering them…but with the lizards there was catch.


The creep factor. All the lizard colonies near the ADZ
hadn’t originally been there. They were recent and growing fast with the pure
intent on expanding further by defeating enemies and consuming their worlds.
The lizards there weren’t minding their own business, they, as a collective
civilization, were bent on conquering others, making all of them active enemies
attacking the ADZ and others even if they hadn’t set foot inside their
territory.


Liam and the others couldn’t respect their worlds and
‘citizenry’ because they were essentially firebases setup on the galactic battlefield,
and in order to fight back they had to look at it as such. No other race that
Star Force knew of held themselves to the same standards of combat as they did,
but when it came to the lizards they knew that if they didn’t fight them all-in
in every engagement that the creep effect would eventually surround and strangle
them, at which point they would, in obvious defense, go all-in…but at that
point it would be too late and the enemy would have the overwhelming advantage.


It was a fine line Liam and the others were walking
and he was ever aware of it, but he’d never cross it and become a butcher. The
needs of the many DID NOT outweigh the needs of the few and he wouldn’t
sacrifice individuals that were noncombatants in order to get a victory. 


But the lizards had no noncombatants and they were all
out for blood and more territory. Liam didn’t like making that assumption for trillions
of individuals but after dealing with so many of them as prisoners and not
finding so much as one who acted differently he’d cautiously put that concern
aside. If he ever found even the slightest deviation in their behavior he’d
reassess everything, but for now, with regards to the lizards, he and the
others were in full blown berserker mode and killing as many of their ships and
colonies as they could.


And it was that fine line that he was working with
that prompted several long conversations with the Gfatt, not just to teach them
some of the tactics they’d learned to fight he lizards but for them to
understand why and how they were doing it, for someone unaware of the situation
it would look like Star Force didn’t care about anything other than
destruction, which was far from the truth and he needed the Gfatt to understand
that…as well as why they too had to take a ‘cleansing’ strategy with regards to
upstart lizard colonies near their worlds and take them out with preemptive
strikes following up an insane amount of recon patrols so they could find them
before they got rooted in place.


The Gfatt weren’t stupid, but they were used to
fighting in a certain way, just as Star Force and most other races were. Star
Force fought the way they did for legit reasons, while others did so out of
tradition and doctrine. Liam knew he wasn’t getting through to the Gfatt
instantly, but their jumping in and destroying a station when they had the
opportunity was a good sign…but also a wary one, for while Star Force was
capable of walking that fine line Liam wasn’t confident that others could and,
faced with the way the lizards fought, would either be overrun or become
bloodthirsty in response.


Liam had 600 years of experience to learn and
understand the bounds of honor, which today was no longer a murky issue for him,
but others would have their own learning curve and couldn’t get to his level of
‘righteousness’ overnight, and he was afraid the example they were setting
would be misunderstood and inspire bad habits in their growing list of allies.


But being the tactician that he was he knew there was
no way to avoid that. He had to be true to the lightside even if the lightside
wasn’t obvious. With enough scrutiny others would be able to see what he was
doing and figure out why, but for those who didn’t look so closely…well, he
couldn’t control them and wasn’t going to restrict himself from actions that
were in the right just because someone else might misunderstand. If they did it
was on them, not him, and the example he set was merely a byproduct of action,
and so long as he was in the right that was enough.
The stupid of the galaxy weren’t going to shackle him into inactivity by their
misunderstood observations. 


But while he had the chance he was going to try to
make the Gfatt understand, and with each subsequent observed mission he hoped
they’d begin to get the gist of it.
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March 8, 2638


Hamma System (lizard
territory)


Inner Zone



 

The Watchman-class
probe was sitting in an off orbit that kept it away from the major jumplines
heading in and out of the system, as were several others that Star Force had
quietly dropped off into position around the star of the otherwise empty
system. There were planets nearby, but all uninhabited and mostly gas giants.
The few that weren’t the lizards hadn’t seen fit to take interest in, leaving
this system one of several ‘stepping stones’ within their territory that they
commonly passed through en route to other locations. 


In lieu of running constant patrols through enemy
systems Star Force had begun dropping the little probes off and coming back
later to pull data dumps from them, allowing them to see a record of all
traffic and activity within a system whereas a patrol would only get a
snapshot. With the lizards expanding to so many systems it was determined that
a heavier surveillance was required, with the added benefit of the ability to belatedly
track convoys and other ship movements.


The probes didn’t have the ability to transmit to the
relay grid and were little more than stealthy little cameras operating off of
passive scans. The stellar radiation reflecting off ship hulls and shields
usually gave enough of a signature to pick up at range, though some stealthier
and smaller vessels could pass through unnoticed, especially if they were using
an irregular jumpline, so the detection grid wasn’t perfect, but it was
clandestine. So far the lizards hadn’t found any of the probes that Star Force
was littering the space around the ADZ with and gathering a large amount of
information on the enemy’s movements…as well as how much other traffic there
was moving around ‘occupied’ space. 


The incoming fleet however were all lizard and too
large and numerous to possibly be missed. They were just passing through headed
coreward, but this was the first location where they would pop up on the
surveillance grid, though a patrol wouldn’t be through for another 8 months to
pick up the data and belatedly register the thousands of jumpships moving through the system.


They would register in three more systems, culminating
in a line headed towards the Skarron border where the lizards were devouring
system after system, but only small targets. The Skarrons were winning the big
fights and claiming the key prizes, but in overall numbers the lizards were
taking 4 systems to every Skarron 1.


Never before had a fleet of this size been registered
or even rumored of, and the approximate track that Star Force recognized and
passed onto the Hycre was headed in the general direction of the Orica System,
former capitol of the Nestafar and by far the largest Skarron stronghold on the
border.



 

“I don’t think so, but it’s possible,” Paul told
Cal-com as he got a message ping on his earpiece. “Just a moment,” he said,
accepting the com from the Star Force warship that had just arrived in the
Achkor System where the trailblazer had been camped out the past 2 months
working on planning sessions with their ally.


Paul’s expression turned hard, with him pointing at
the bigger Voku a few moments later. “Incoming data packet. Pull it up.”


The deep black muscled warrior worked the Voku
controls and accepted an incoming transmission from the Human ship, then passed
the control function over to Paul’s side of the holoprojector
so he could do with it what he wanted. 


“It’s finally happened,” Paul said, bringing up the
Hycre intel report that hadn’t yet hit the grid network and was only now being
sent out through it as the warship connected to and transmitted the fresh data
back to the ADZ, soon to return to reconnaissance/courier duty in concert with
the Hycre. “The lizards dropped the hammer and hit Orica.”


“How many?” Cal-com asked.


“36,783 jumpships,” Paul said, feeling his gut tighten
up. 


The Voku was silent for a moment, then crossed his
massive arms over his chest as he stared at the visuals the Human was bringing
up in holo with his wide crystalline eye. “We knew
they were capable of this.”


“If that fleet came here they’d overrun any system in
the ADZ aside from Sol and Epsilon Eridani, and I’m not totally confident we’d
win those battles in any appreciable way. I don’t think you’d be able to hold
out here either.”


“What of their larger vessels? I see several here.”


“8 invokers, 29 assault pillars…and a new design I’m
not familiar with,” Paul said, pulling up the limited sensor scans the Hycre
had made when they snuck in and observed the combat taking place in Orica. The
ship was about half the size of an assault pillar but much more compact, and in
all the recordings it was not involved in combat, but sitting back with the
jumpships.


“It’s not a warship,” Cal-com said after a few minutes
of analysis. “I would guess it’s a supply depot. Given the density of enemy
infrastructure within the system the lizards will not have the ability to build
initiation colonies on the planets to strike out from. They will have to fight
directly and for a long period of time before they can start harvesting
resources on site. I believe that ship will hold either supplies or a
combination of supplies and ground troops for use when they reach the surface.”


“Possibly,” Paul admitted, “but don’t underestimate
the cleverness of these bastards.”


“I’m not. Given the heavy fighting occurring in space,
in which their major pieces are currently in play, they would not hold back
these if they could contribute firepower that would spare their cruisers such
egregious losses.”


“They don’t mind taking losses, but I agree. And given
the numbers they’ve got here they’re going to strip off the Skarron fleet quite
fast, though I’m not sure how much progress they’ll make on the ground. They’ve
got the numbers to roll them, but this is the highest concentration of walkers
I’ve ever seen and we know they become more potent when grouped together.”


“A worthy battle to study, but it only emphasizes my
previous point. The lizard threat is greater than that of the Skarrons. If they
aren’t countered they will grow to such a number that our technological advantage
will not be able to sustain us. The war to win is the neutral systems, not the
primaries. If we only defend a select number we will survive but the enemy will
continue to grow. My homeworlds will be safe for some
time, given their distance, but I do not see this enemy as ever being content
with what it has. They will continue to expand until they reach Voku space…and
if we wait until then they will be too strong. We have to strike them now.”


“It’s not for lack of wanting, Cal, I just don’t have
the ships yet.”


“Your new friends in the Rim are failing for the same
reason. They can beat the lizards in any battle, but they’re not fighting them
in the ones that count. The lizards know the key to beating superior opponents
is to wait and devour the smaller ones, growing stronger and stronger until
they can do this,” he said, pointing to the visuals of the Skarrons getting
overrun. 


“So we’ve told them, but right now they view the
lizards as a regional threat and not worth the attention we both know they
deserve.”


“Then they are fools.”


“Fools that we’re trying to educate,” Paul added. “But
they’re wise enough to seek the counsel of those with experience. Plus I don’t
know what other threats they’re facing. The Nexus’s assumed territory is
massive and they haven’t been too informative of anything beyond H’kar space
where the lizards are currently present.”


“And what do the H’kar think?”


“They’ve been fighting and losing to the lizards
longer than we have. They know the threat and are relying on the Nexus to keep
them alive.”


“That I know, but do they recognize the need to
attack?”


“They are open to any suggestions and are the ones who
referred the Nexus to us.”


“Loss will tend to educate those who are blind…but it
can also blind those who are weary.”


Paul smiled in vexation, seeing what the Voku was
getting at. “You think they’re just happy to be alive and are catching their
breath?”


“I think that no one is taking this threat seriously.
They are biding their time and not showing their full hand. Even this,” he said,
pointing at the insanely large fleet they had brought out of nowhere to attack
Orica, “I do not believe is their full strength. They are sitting on enough
power to counter any mistakes they make, for they are hiding their strength
from others. They should have overrun you long ago but they did not. Why?
Because they are confident that they can do so later. They probe, they fight,
and even when they lose they learn. They learn the true strength of their
opposition then tailor their eventual response accordingly while masking their
own strength.”


“You have survived,” Cal-com continued, “because you
are growing and adapting to them, otherwise what they have thrown at you to
date would have been enough to cripple you. Your
Sentinels they did not anticipate and it has bought you time, but even now they
probe your lines, learning and planning, meanwhile they attack targets they are
more confident they can take while sweeping up the neutral systems that no one
cares to defend. The loss of races exterminated by them is insulting enough,
but the apathy of their neighbors and their stupidity is unbearable.”


Paul could tell his friend was upset, and he was glad
he wasn’t the only one who realized how dangerously devious the lizards were. 


“If I’m missing something please enlighten me, but
right now all I can do is build and take a handful of worlds away from them
along our borders. What other options do we have?”


“If the lizards weren’t so far away from my home I
could do more,” Cal-com complained. “But with the lizards fighting an enemy the
size and strength of the Skarrons we have an opportunity that we cannot afford
to waste.”


“We’re just not in a position to exploit it…yet.”


“I am doing all I can to build up this system and will
continue to do so, but the resources must be local. We can’t ship what we need
from our home territory, not in the numbers we need, and there are other
threats our people must deal with…but none so
dangerous as this one. Perhaps not now, but in the future the lizards will
become a nemesis we cannot kill, and the longer we survive the larger they will
grow. We have to kill them afar before they can come to our doorstep, but I
have less resources here than you do. I will do my part, but the solution is
not a solo act, but a coordinated offensive.”


“I don’t think the Nexus will get that heavily
involved.”


“But will the H’kar?”


“I don’t know. If we give them something tangible to
work with us on perhaps, but without a plan I don’t think they’re going to be
able to do much more than hang onto what they have.”


“That thinking will kill us all,” Cal-com said, with
no mistaking the foreboding in his voice despite his odd English accent. 


Paul laughed in a huff. “Most people would say you
were crazy, given your position and strength.”


“Others have the luxury of living in the moment and
following the lead of others. You and I must lead, and to do so we have to look
to the distant future for possible threats. Am I wrong about the lizards?”


“Unfortunately no.”


“Then we cannot wait any longer,” the Voku said,
pointing again at the recent intel reports from Orica.



“I don’t know what else we can do at the moment. All
my plans are still in the development stages.”


“We must begin the creation of a united front that
will be able to halt their takeover of the neutral systems. Even now they are
expanding around your ADZ. This cannot be allowed to continue.”


“I don’t see how we can stop it. Star Force is growing
fast, but it will take time for us to get to the size we need to push far
beyond the ADZ.”


Cal-com shook his head firmly. “No. You cannot do this
alone and the Voku cannot support you as much as needed. You must seek out
other allies. Strong ones who will see the threat for what it is and aid you in
order to protect themselves from future harm.”


“If such races exist out there, other than the Nexus,
I don’t know who or where they are.”


“Other than the H’kar forget this Nexus. You must look
elsewhere.”


“Our ships are getting faster, but they’re not that
fast yet. We’re mapping what we can but most of the races we’re finding aren’t
a match for us, let alone the lizards.”


“No, such mapping expeditions would most likely be
futile. We have some contacts that may be of help, but what you need are maps.
Ask this Nexus and any others you have encountered for word of other powerful
races. Find them and coopt them.”


Paul shook his head. “That is not going to work unless
the lizards are a known threat to them.”


“We must have allies. Before the lizards grow so large
they cannot be contained. Now they are vulnerable because of the Skarrons and
the resources they must expend on them. Not for a killing blow, but to contain
their spread.”


“To do that fully we would need allies around their
borders. Neither of us have contacts on the upper side, correct?”


“This is true, but you must seek them out none the
less. Neither of us have sufficient strength to contain them, therefore only a
cooperative effort between dozens of races is viable.”


“I don’t disagree, but I don’t think there are
sufficient powers out there. I’m upgrading lesser ones as we speak, and the
Bsidd are going to be a great help in the distant future, but outside powers
are few and far between. The Nexus would be the biggest help, but as I said
they consider the lizards a small threat. They’re too big to fear them as they
should. They will have to suffer losses until they wise up.”


“The lizards will not give them that, they will be
patient and grow until the Nexus cannot defeat them without contributing their
full might…and at that time it might not even matter. The lizards might not be
able to defeat them, but in turn they will not be able to defeat the lizards.
They are like a sotart, soaking up damage that would
kill others because they can outgrow it.”


Paul frowned, searching his mind for ‘sotart’ and realizing the Voku didn’t know the word for
‘sponge.’ 


“I don’t disagree, I just don’t know where to look.”


“Ask anyway, and I will do the same.”


“Map search it is then. In the meantime let’s see if
we can’t nibble away at the sotart.”



 

Two months later a Voku courier ship arrived back at
their homeworld, delivering a personal message from Cal-com to Yev-jat, another Renimar, who
watched the brief but thorough holographic recording before traveling across
the planet to the most sacred facility the Voku possessed…that being the Elders
temple.


Yev-jat had automatic access
to the exclusive facility, built on the location where the Elder had visited
them not so long ago. It was there that they maintained a gift of a specialized
interstellar comm device that allowed the Elders to
contact them from afar when they so chose. The Voku
were not to contact them unless absolutely necessary, but both Cal-com and Yev-jat agreed that now was one of those times.


The Voku stepped onto a simple pedestal, dropping to a
knee and touching the transmit button on the floor.


“Elders, we seek your counsel. The Humans you sought
us to protect are in peril. We have secured them for the moment but the enemy
they face from the Rim, which call themselves Li’vorkrachnika, pose a threat
not only to the Humans but to the Voku and all those you have tasked us to
protect. They are spreading and fight in a way that we have not seen before. We
believe if we merely defend the enemy will grow too strong and overwhelm us
with sheer resources, but we do not have the strength to strike out and
annihilate them. They will not communicate and it is believed no surrender is
possible. They will fight and spread and grow until they are eradicated, and we
do not possess the strength to undergo such a task at great distance.”


“I ask for instructions. We will do as you command,
but are at a loss as how to proceed in order to safeguard the future.”
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December 7, 2639


Vengor System (beyond
Delta Region)


Bobo



 

Nizzi swam hard, knowing
that the enemies were behind him and the other Ollofan, and that they were
slightly slower on average. That might give him a chance to stay alive and a similar
sentiment was shared by the others around him as the little aquatic race pushed
hard to escape the infantry battle they’d just lost on the seafloor several
miles from the coast where the enemy was establishing another front.


Not that it mattered now. Most of his people were dead
and the planet all but in the hands of the Li’vorkrachnika after only 2 years
of fighting. At first the invaders had landed in a single location with only
three ships, but they were using technology superior to what the Ollofan had
and they’d been unable to remove them. After that it had all gone downhill,
with loss after loss as the enemy received reinforcements out of the void. No
ships arrived to bring them, they literally sprang out of their base with far
more than they could have possibly had on their ships.


That wasn’t the only thing that confounded the Ollofan
about the Li’vorkrachnika, and now it didn’t matter. Nizzi
and the others had tried one last attempt to confront them head on, buying some
time at least for the last transports to load, but it had been a debacle. The number
of swimmers the enemy were grossly underestimated and soon their attack was overwhelmed,
with most of his unit dying while he and a few others swam for their lives.


Nizzi’s little head tails
flailed in the murky waters around him as he clawed at the water with both
hands and feet, pulling himself through it while the enemy used their tails
mainly for propulsion. Their green scales also clashed with the bluish waters,
which the Ollofan’s skin matched, making them look
like an infection on the planet…and that wasn’t far from the truth.


The surviving Ollofan swam and swam until they reached
a tether line outpost, grabbing little handles on it and pushing the activation
buttons that sent each one individually zipping off down the line and being
dragged through the water faster than they could ever have swam. Nizzi held on tight and felt the water pull on him as he
accelerated through the ocean just above the sea floor, breathing a sigh of
relief, or the equivalent, given that he was using his gills right now rather
than his lungs. 


He rode the tether with the others for nearly 90% of
the distance before it suddenly stopped, all power lost, leaving him and the
others stranded short of their destination. He figured the enemy had destroyed
the other end of the line, but at least it had given them a good head start. 


A few aquatic chirps sounded and he swam to meet up
with the others, then as a group of 18 they swam on, following the dead line
until they finally got to one of the last of their intact cities, swimming
inside through portholes in the otherwise smooth surface and passing through
containment shields that separated air from ocean.


Nizzi slapped damp feet down
on the floor and ran with little squishy sounds through the empty halls with
the others en route to the hangar bays, hoping there was still a ship left.
Everyone else that had been here was gone, which was partially a good sign
indicating that they’d had time to leave before getting overrun, but if they
hadn’t left any ships behind then he and the others would have to take to the open
water and try to survive in the wild and avoid attention as long as they could,
with no ultimate hope of rescue. 


When he got to the hangar his chest was tight with
worry, then relief flooded through him as he saw a single ship left. It was old
and looked to have some battle damage, but he could tell from the patchwork
done that it was flyable. He and the others ran to it, with one of them
swinging by the control booth and opening the upper shield door.


The physical barrier retreated, leaving only a shield
holding back the ocean above. When Nizzi and his
fellow soldiers got onboard one of them with flight experience took the
controls and rose the transport up and into the water, heading for the surface
at a slow and ponderous speed, seeing distant enemy water ships on approach to
the city. They wouldn’t reach them in time to stop them, with Nizzi and the others watching the sensors intently as they
rose. 


When they transitioned into the atmosphere they picked
up speed quickly, avoiding the pesky enemy fighters which were luckily nowhere
near their position. The old ship burned hard for space, getting there and
running for the stellar jumppoint that at the moment had no enemy ships. The
Li’vorkrachnika never had many to begin with, but the few they did have were
true terrors. The up side was they couldn’t blockade orbit very well, only able
to track down and kill a few ships if they were close enough.


Luck was on the Ollofans’
side today, for they made it to the jumppoint and accelerated off towards the
star where their people’s jumpships would be waiting to pull the last ships out
of the system. But when they arrived they found only three ships…all enemy
ships. They immediately redirected towards the tiny Ollofan transport, intent
on hunting it down like several others that were now little more than debris
fields showing on the sensors.


“What do we do?”
one of them asked the pilot.


“There are no
jumpships. We have to go back to the planet,” another one said.


“We can’t.”


“We have to jump,”
Nizzi said, watching the enemy ships coming closer on
sensors and realizing they didn’t have a lot of time to decide.


“You’re crazy!”
the little blue guy next to him said, eyes wide.


“If we stay
we’re dead. We have to try,” Nizzi argued, hoping
someone else would have a better idea.


“He’s right. We
have no other options,” the pilot said, looking for the shortest jumpline
out of the system and scratching it immediately, for it was on the other side
of the star and there was no way they’d get there before the enemy got to them.



“We’re not rated
for a jump,” another said.


“It’ll be slow
and inaccurate, but it’s possible,” the pilot argued, looking hard for a
useable jumpline just to get them out of here. It took far longer than he liked
but eventually he got a half decent one not far off and set course for it,
though the distance was going to be problematic. The destination system was
twice again as far as the shortest jumpline, with there being a chance that the
inaccuracy of their navigational system could mean they would miss the
destination star entirely and be lost in space for a long, slow death.


But they were dead if they didn’t try, so he set
course and hoped they’d get to the jumppoint before the enemy did. 


“Go extra slow,”
Nizzi said. “Save
fuel.”


“Right,” the
pilot agreed, beginning to revise his jump calculations. 


“I’ll see how
much food we have,” another said, trodding off. 


Nizzi cursed silently. He
hadn’t even considered that. 


The rest of the Ollofan waited in the cockpit, crammed
inside so they could watch the sensors as they transitioned across stellar
orbit to their jumppoint with the Li’vorkrachnika cruisers racing hard to catch
them, but once again Nizzi’s luck won out and his
ship got to the jumppoint before they did, holding there to align as precisely
as they could, then the underpowered gravity drive launched them out through
the system on a very slow interstellar jump, out of the reach of the enemy.


“3 months, 2
weeks,” the pilot said, studying his readings intently and making a minor
tweak in their trajectory as they passed a planet on their way out, trying to
keep them on the jumpline as much as they could. Once they got out into
interstellar space the gravity would be so low he’d only be able to get a touch
of movement in any direction, and the same went for the backup maneuvering
thrusters. 


“We’re alive,”
another said. “That’s what matters. Let’s
see what’s left in the ship for us to use.”


As it turned out there were more than enough supplies
for the 18 of them. The ship had been stocked with enough foodstuffs to last a
much larger crew, sad to say that not enough of them had survived to need it.
Those with Nizzi would, however, for the normally
quick transition between systems that a jumpship provided was going to take
them forever in their tiny transport, assuming they were able to goose the
accuracy enough to even arrive. The line they were drifting on was decent, but
some heavy thrusts had to be made on several occasions as they got closer to
their destination and found that they were veering off, not because of any new
movement, but of not being able to accurately measure it in the first place.


They had to use quite a bit of fuel to make those
adjustments, but when they got close to their destination and saw that they
would in fact make it a discussion was brought to a head…that being where they
were supposed to go?


None of them knew where the jumpships had gone, for
all they had been told was that they were evacuating, not to where. The enemy,
as far as they knew, had been heading towards their planet for some time with
many other neighbors having falling to their advance. The Ollofan had hoped to
go overlooked, given that they lived underwater, but apparently they too were
targets for the rolling mass of what had been called a galactic plague. 


When they studied the maps they had a whole section of
space ruled out, for that was where they knew the enemy to be. Systems close to
their former home were also ignored, for the Li’vorkrachnika could be there
already and there was no one they knew of that could stand up to them. It was
either run or hope to be ignored. In that regard the Ollofan had not been so
lucky.


And to make matters worse they only had so much fuel
and not a lot of jumplanes short enough for them to try to make, giving them
few options. Eventually they decided to head for a known commerce planet and
beg for help…while hoping that they too hadn’t been overrun. 


That planet was in a system four jumps away, which
would take more than a year for them to get to and exhaust their fuel supply to
the point that they could go no further, or perhaps one small jump after,
meaning they were going to be stranded if no one offered them assistance, and
given the state of the galaxy and the mass evacuations occurring ahead of the
enemy advance there were no guarantees. Problem was Nizzi
and the others had no better options, with only hope to rely on, though they
did have plenty of time to think, stranded on their transport as they limped
their way across the stars.



 

When they finally arrived in the Kattremon
System they nearly missed the star, hitting it off center and propelling
themselves laterally as they braked. Fortunately there was a gas giant nearby
that they were able to pinball off of, and from there to some other nearby
planets bleeding off momentum and keeping them in the system. That extra effort
bled their fuel reserves nearly dry, making them incapable of doing anything
more than some slow microjumps insystem.


Being very grateful to be alive and having dodged yet
another catastrophe, Nizzi’s ship headed to the
commerce planet and arrived in orbit just in time to witness a firefight
ongoing. His little chest tightened up when he saw the enemy ships chasing down
a much larger transport that was shooting back, ineffectively, with him
realizing that with nowhere to run they were going to die. It might be in an
hour or in a week, but they were stranded here and if the enemy had already gotten
to this point there wasn’t going to be any way to evade them.


As all of this weighed on his mind a small black
elongated cube moved into close sensor range and headed for the transport under
attack. The enemy ships immediately ignored their target and went for it, and
to the Ollofan’s amazement the smaller ship attacked
the enemy 1 on 3. At first Nizzi thought it was a
sacrifice play to save the transport, but as the big ship ran off leaving the
little one behind to fight he saw that it was beating the crap out of the
Li’vorkrachnika ships. 


It wasn’t long before one of them had its shields
down, and when it happened a bright beam fired into it and the hull exploded on
contact. Whatever weapon it was repeated the attack many times until the ship
was inoperable, then it turned its attention to the other two that were
hammering it with plasma nonstop, including their potent plasma streamers, yet
the smaller ship’s shields held up until it tore the second enemy ship apart.


Finally the third ship got through the black ship’s
shields and began making hull hits, but it didn’t seem to matter. The resilient
little thing held up and systematically tore apart the enemy that never even
tried to run. Nizzi didn’t understand why nor did he
care, for never had he heard of anyone who could stand against the
Li’vorkrachnika, let alone dominate them in such fashion.


“What just
happened?” he asked in the stunned silence.


“The Li lost,”
another said, equally perplexed. 


“Follow that
ship.”


“Good idea,”
the pilot said, slowly accelerating to follow the very fast ship as it moved
off. They kept track of it on sensors and saw that it eventually made its way
up to a higher orbit where a much larger ship jumped in and it docked with it.
Then they noticed others nearby, some different sizes but all elongated cubes
colored pitch black so that they almost disappeared against the backdrop of
space, save for the reflective sheen from the sunlight. 


During their lazy pursuit they were contacted by
traffic control, cycling through various languages until they found one in
common that they could use, that being Darfar, a
trading nation that the Ollofan had relations with. Through not so good grammar
they identified who they were and their circumstances…with a surprisingly
accommodating response. As it turned out a lot of the ships in the system were
evacuees from neighboring worlds, some a lot further out than the Ollofan had
come from, that were here to parlay acceptance as either individuals or even
entire races into a distant region where the Li’vorkrachnika could not go.


Nizzi’s group was told that
there was an alliance that was successfully holding back the enemy and
protecting a region of space where they were welcoming in those that could not
defend themselves. The ship that they were following belonged to that alliance
and was here to protect the system while facilitating the processing of
evacuees and making arrangements for their inclusion into what they were
calling the Alliance Defense Zone, or ADZ for short. 


The Ollofan didn’t understand ADZ, for it was an
acronym in a language they didn’t speak, but they learned the name regardless
and everything else they could, begging the Star Force ship that was here to
grant them sanctuary. They were given a provisional slot, with them having to
wait in line until sufficient slots became available and transport arrived, but
they were told so long as they agreed to the provided terms they would be
accommodated.


Nizzi didn’t know if that
was the truth or just a pleasant lie to keep everyone from panicking, but as
the months passed by he and the others saw ships come and go, seeing those that
were waiting with them being taken away periodically. As their food supplies
dwindled this Star Force made arrangements with the planet to provide them replacements,
ostensibly in exchange for the protection they were providing if not some other
arrangement, and while being bored out of their minds Nizzi
and the other 17 Ollofan were alive and safe onboard their ship in orbit, which
was far more than he’d thought possible not long ago.


He didn’t know where the rest of his people were, or
if he would ever see them again, but what mattered right now was that he was
alive and needed to find a place in this ADZ where at minimum he could survive,
though some of the stories coming out their way said people weren’t only
surviving but prospering inside the well-defended borders. He wondered how much
truth there was in that, but like always without options they had to take what
was available to them, and he desperately wished that this wasn’t false hope.


Then the day came when their turn in line finally
became pole position and their transport was given instructions to dock with
one of the Alliance’s giant jumpships, this one belonging to a race called the
Hycre and by far the largest ship Nizzi had ever
seen. They were tucked up alongside many other ships, some more damaged than
their own, then they were transported across the system to the star and jumped
out into the unknown, en route to a destination they only knew of in the
information packets they’d been given and the rumors circulating. What this ADZ
was and why they were so welcoming of outsiders was a huge mystery, but it was
one Nizzi and the others were going to have to
explore, for right now this Alliance was their only chance of survival.

















 


 

7



 


 

May 25, 2641


Paxxila System (Delta
Region)


Akali



 

Nizzi’s jumpship took them
across what on the map was a very long distance in only a handful of days,
bringing them out into a star system that was stated as being on the border of
the ADZ. The Ollofan’s ship was dropped off in orbit
around one of the planets there and was directed to move to a set of
coordinates, first high up in orbit, then down to a starport set just above the
atmosphere. During the layoff and then the zigzagging orbital movements Nizzi and the others looked on in awe at the sheer number
of ships and stations in orbit…not to mention their size.


There were huge round ones that looked like artificial
gray moons while others were elongated like giant pillars. The information
broadcasts indicated that those were ‘no go’ zones and defense platforms called
‘Sentinels’ and for the first time Nizzi began to
understand why the Li’vorkrachnika had never made it this far. 


The ADZ defense platforms were huge and spread all
over orbit. The traffic map had a total of 93 spread around the system with 58
here. Some were low orbit, others at higher altitudes near what were tagged as
shipyards. He didn’t know what kind of weapons they had, but just the sight of
them was enough to scare Nizzi into staying away, and
he hoped the same would be said of the enemy.


In addition to those scary stations there were
thousands of warships in system, tagged so everyone flying a ship knew what and
where they were. On top of those were 50 times more transports of varying
sizes, though most belonged to what the IFF was saying was ‘Star Force.’ In
fact, as Nizzi and the others digested the available
information, after getting it translated into Darfar,
which thankfully the local systems supported, they saw that the planet itself
belonged to Star Force with four of five continents being fully cluttered with
infrastructure, but only a few sprouts on the fifth. 


To his delight he also saw that there were water
cities set on the sea floor and surface of 16 different oceans, but that’s not
where they were being diverted. Their instructions were to land at a spaceport
in one of the cities on the smallest continent, which is where their pilot took
them, down through the atmosphere and into the blocky, tall buildings to a wide
open area in between, setting their transport down where instructed then
waiting for someone to tell them what to do next.


That didn’t take long, for there was an attendant at
the foot of their ship within minutes. Nizzi and the
others opened up their boarding ramp and went down to the surface of the alien
world, nervous almost to the point of twitchiness, and made no more easy by the
very dry air they encountered, which irritated their water-loving skin.


“Hello,” a
Human said in Darfar, “and welcome to Akali. There are 18 of you,
correct?”


Nizzi and the others
exchanged glances, then when he saw no one was volunteering to talk he
hop/stepped forward and looked up at the alien that stood nearly twice his
height. 


“Yes, 18. You
speak Darfar?”


The Human smiled, showing very white teeth that made Nizzi flinch back until he realized the gesture was
friendly rather than intimidating. “We
speak many languages, Darfar is one of mine which is
why I’ve been assigned to you for your indoctrination. You’ve been granted
sanctuary status, which means you can live on this planet without compensation
for as long as you like so long as you agree to follow our rules. What they are
and where you’ll be living are things that I will cover, but first let’s get
you inside where we can see some holos. Your ship
will be safe here. Follow me please.”


The Human waved a five fingered hand at the Ollofan,
who exchanged more looks with the others who only understood about half her
words, and gradually followed her across the landing pad after shutting up
their ship. The short blue, fish-like race wore no shoes and found their feet
hurting by the time they got to the far side, but once they entered one of the
nearby buildings the ground smoothed out and no longer rubbed their soles with
the dry, rough textured surface. 


None of them said as word, staying close together so
not to get lost as they passed a lot of different races, though most of the
people they saw were the pinkish/brown skinned Humans. Following their guide Nizzi stayed right beside her and was led into a small
compartment that turned out to be a transit car. All of them moved inside and
sat on the seats lining the walls save for two, who stood along with the Human
as the door closed and they started to move inside the building.


“You’ve been
assigned aquatic quarters, which will be a mix of air and water, including
hallways. You’ll be able to swim between some locations or walk, your choice,
but most of the public areas will be air only. We Humans can swim, but not all
that well, and this colony was built for us. We’ve been growing it and
accepting in newcomers like yourselves, so we’ve done some remodeling. Food is
available in communal areas and you can eat as much as you like, you just can’t
take it with you.”


“What kind of
food?” one of the others asked, with Nizzi
wondering the same thing.


“Many kinds.
Given how many different races we have here, we’ve had to develop foods that
Humans won’t eat but others will, and we’ve gotten quite good at it. On the
small chance that there is nothing of ours that you can tolerate we’ll make
something new, so don’t worry.”


“Thank you,”
Nizzi said, looking up at the woman as the door opened.


“You’re welcome,”
she said, leading them out into a wall of humid air that made Nizzi shudder with relief. 


“There are three
other aquatic races living in this area, so we’ve adjusted the communal areas
to a neutral environmental setting. Your individual quarters you can reset to
your liking,” she continued as an even smaller alien walked by them. It was
about as tall as Nizzi’s shoulders but was quadruped
with a very finny tail. It looked over at him with big black eyes but said
nothing, passing the group of Ollofan by as it headed off somewhere.


“Here we are,”
the Human said as they came out into a much larger chamber, this one with
several ponds in it separated by walkways and kiosks. “This is the center of the quarters habitat.
Food is over there, down that hallway, but it’s in an area outside of this
humidity. That booth there,” she said, pointing a slender finger to the
right, “will give you information about
whatever you desire. The other rooms are entertainment zones, with stores being
located in other areas of the city. This is more or less a lounge and a place
for you to interact and rest outside of your quarters…which are this way.”


The Human led them across the ponds, in which they saw
a few individuals swimming lazily about, one of which actually looked to be a
Human. Two more he saw were lounging on the side of the pool, laying on the dry
land for some reason. What they were doing here he didn’t know, but most of
those he saw were clearly waterborn. He had no idea
what race they were, but intended to stay away from them for now. He just
wanted some place to hide away and get settled, as did the others.


The Human walked down a tall hallway and stopped in
front of an equally tall door with a lighted strip running from top to bottom.


“Touch the light
to open,” she said, pressing a hand against it, with the spot she touched
changing color, “and input your access
code. Right now it’s just 000. You can reset it to your liking later.”


With three touches of her finger the Human opened the
door and motioned for them to go inside. Nizzi
followed the others in, seeing a darkly lit room with a small pool in the
corner.


“It’s small, but
designed for a single person. The water entrance has a door of its own and is
operated in the same way with the same code. There are a few lounging areas
down there that I can’t take you to without a breath mask, but you can explore
on your own later. Over here is a cleansing chamber, sleep area, and personal
information terminal. It’s not as user friendly as the one back in the lounge
and will take some time for you to learn, but you can communicate with anyone
else in the ADZ through it.”


“There are a few
storage areas here,” she said, pointing to some cabinets on the second
level, which was little more than a catwalk along the ceiling at the top of a
ladder. Obviously this room had been designed for a shorter species than the
Humans and seemed to fit the Ollofan well, though the sleeping area was not
wet, which would be bothersome, “and a
holographic display here. Clothing and other small items are available as
needed, but everything else you want has to be bought with credits that you
don’t have. These are what we call luxury items. They are not necessary for
living, but can make it more comfortable.”


“Whether you
choose to pursue those or not is your own choice. Regardless you will be able
to live here without responsibilities for the rest of your lives, though you
will also be able to move elsewhere within the ADZ where possible. There are
many options, but right now I’m guessing you just want to get settled, or maybe
explore a bit?”


Nizzi looked up at her. “What are the rules?”


“We’ll get to
those shortly. First we need to assign quarters. Who wants this one?”


One of the others immediately volunteered, upon which
the attendant assigned him an ID tag. She did the same with Nizzi
and the others, then gave them a little time to explore their individual living
areas before they regrouped in a facility in another building. There they were
asked many questions, medically scanned, given foodstuffs and clothing to
sample with the Humans and some other races making quick adjustments were
needed. It took a few hours, then the attendant took them on a brief tour of
the surrounding buildings and facilties, showing them
the stores and communal areas, which were packed with people, then she took
them back to their quarters and told them they’d meet again the next day.


When Nizzi and the others
went to their quarters they jumped into the water tunnels and explored the
area, seeing that they were just a tiny swim away from each other and an empty
room that appeared to be all theirs. They gathered there and talked, working
out some of their nervousness and mentally marking their territory…though Nadfe got a little too excited and soiled the water with a
few bubbles. 


Nizzi didn’t blame him,
much, for he was also feeling out of sorts. If what the Human said was true
they could stay here and be safe…but in exchange for nothing? That didn’t feel
right and he expected there to be some sort of trap. Some of the others felt
the same way and decided to be very cautious, staying with each other at all
times and near their quarters whenever possible. 


The next few days were spent going through more
‘indoctrination’ in which they learned about the planet and the ways of Star
Force. Many things surprised them, such as the rule saying they couldn’t eat
meat, but that was a small price to pay in exchange for safety…and Nizzi wished the others had made it here. He didn’t know
where they were or how many had made it out of their homeworld, with only those
beside him making up his community now.


That wasn’t new, for they’d been alone on their ship
for a long time, but here and now, with so many other people on this planet, he
felt lonely again, with a deep sadness setting in that didn’t go away. For the
next several months he and the others kept to their quarters, doing nothing
more than hiding away from the galaxy until they had a visitor that arrived in
their quarters area through the water hallways.


It was a Human with no legs, but blue skin almost like
them. She also glowed in spots, including her eyes. The first time Nizzi saw her he was taken aback, not in fear but
amazement. She was a pure breather, he could tell, and clearly dominated the
water with her movements and size. He got the feeling this person was both very
old and wise, but she moved with considerable youth.


Trouble was, she didn’t speak Darfar.
Nizzi and the others had to talk to her via a datapad
that did the translating, for they hadn’t yet learned the native language, nor
planned to. What this person wanted, whose name was Jaavblet,
was to offer the Ollofan different quarters in one of the ocean cities. She
said that it was for water breathers only, save for some Humans of course, and
that she felt they would be more welcome there than here. 


Nizzi was surprised by what
she was saying, for the city in question was one that he and the others had
learned of through the information terminals. It was closed off, meaning they
couldn’t go there nor could any others without invitation…which apparently now
they were getting. However, there was a price to pay.


Jaavblet wanted their help
on a construction project. If they completed it the 18 of them would earn a
permanent upgrade to their status, which would mean larger quarters and a tiny
stipend of credits every cycle. At first the others refused, for they didn’t
want to leave their little home here, but Nizzi
offered a compromise and volunteered to go look at the city and the
construction project so they could know what it was that was being asked of
them.


Jaavblet agreed and Nizzi went with her, wondering what in the galaxy he was
doing as he followed her through the water tunnels and into new areas of the
city where he’d never ventured before, eventually heading lower and lower until
they came to a transit system that Jaavblet led him
to. They both got into a small water car that shot them across the underside of
the city all the way over to the ocean, with the transition being visible
through the clear ceiling of the car as the tunnel they were in disappeared and
the open water became visible…along with all the craft in it.


The edge of the continent was full of underwater
habitats and infrastructure, including ships, but they all were left behind as
the small car shot through the water just above the seafloor, traveling on a
solid rim that was propelling it all the way out to the distant city. It took a
long time to get there, but just before they arrived Jaavblet
pointed out the window and Nizzi saw the construction
project that was ongoing.


It was another underwater city being built, and only
now in the early stages of construction. The water was too hazy to make out
much, but a flurry of lights showed movement all around, both large and small,
as people were working on the project. 


When they got inside the city Jaavblet
showed Nizzi almost identical quarters to what they
were now staying in, along with the upgraded ones they could get upon
completion of the project, then she took him out to the construction site and
showed him how he and his fellow Ollofan could help. What she wanted wasn’t
complicated, with them being little more than couriers carrying small parts
back and forth so the work crews wouldn’t have to leave their positions. It
would require four of them per day, if they wanted to make the deal as a group,
and it didn’t matter which four. They could even switch off during the day if
needed, for it would be a round the clock shift on the 24 hour day.


The planet’s rotation was 38 hours, but they were so
far down under water that the sun didn’t penetrate, so they kept with what was
standard for Star Force. Nizzi figured up the math,
seeing that it would take some work on their part, but by sharing the load it
wouldn’t be too much trouble. Before he made up his mind he asked if he could
try out what it was that they wanted him to do, with Jaavblet
taking him out to the construction site and swimming with him as they navigated
the chaotic area, sure to stay away from the bigger pieces of equipment moving
about.


He was given a small satchel  of parts or tools, he wasn’t sure which, and
swam them out to the place Jaavblet showed him,
giving the other tailed ‘Humans’ the bag and letting them pull out what they
needed. When it was empty she took him back to a refilling point, showed him
which ones to pick up out of which container, then had
him swim back. No fuss, no problem.


Nizzi repeated the process
for a good half hour, doing little more than swimming and getting a workout
while the larger aliens did all the real work. After he saw that it wasn’t much
more than a long series of swims that they were asking of them, he went back to
the others and told them what he’d learned. It took some convincing, but a week
later they relocated and began helping the Star Force Elarioni build the new
city, and in the process became acquainted with the other workers and the
larger aquatic community as a whole. 


No longer did they shy away hiding from the world, but
began making it their home, tentatively at first, then becoming accustomed to
the other races as neighbors and even friends. They would never replace their
own kin, but the loneliness that Nizzi and the others
were plagued by gradually faded, leaving them with a new future free of the
Li’vorkrachnika and other worry, for over time they learned that Star Force was
both huge, powerful, fair, and wise…with the Ollofan immensely grateful and
later proud to become part of the empire and contribute to it in whatever tiny
way they could.
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January 30, 2642


Vasper System (lizard
territory)


Deegan



 

Nem’tran’cov waited inside
the Protovic transport encased in a flexible body armor that was concealing
both his luminous body and the perspiration on his forehead. He and the other
infantry were about to enter combat, not in the defense of one of their own
worlds as his forebears had done countless times, but in taking the offensive
against the Cajdital on one of their worlds. It was to be his first combat
mission aside from the extensive training he’d received, and he
as nervous beyond words.


The Protovic stood armor to armor with the others in
his unit, all veterans. He was the spur of the moment replacement for another
that had been lost, not to combat but to retirement. Thus he was being thrust
into a role that was, honestly, more than he was ready for, but the others
assured him that his training was complete and that he would fit in fine,
relying on their experience and simply following orders as they fought as a
group of 8.


There were far more than 8 in the transport, but those
to which he was assigned were right next to him, waiting for the go signal to
deploy. When it occurred there was no mad rush outside, as he’d expected, but
rather everyone simply walked off the transport and set foot on the extremely
dry ground of the enemy-held world.


Nem’tran’cov lingered a bit,
looking around until he was nudged ahead, then he walked with the others over
to a prefab command post that had recently been set up. As they did so another
transport was offloading tanks and he could see a few Valeries in the air
above, but no sign of the enemy. 


For some reason he’d been expecting to come out
fighting, but as he quickly learned they were in a processing base that was
handling all the incoming troop transports. He and the others would be deployed
out to a number of battlegrounds soon enough, but for now everything was calm
and orderly…which unnerved him even more. He wanted to get into the heat of it
to shake off these nerves and lose his rookie status, but for the moment he was
going to have to wait for another long ride.


His 8 man team was held over for several hours, then
were taken aboard a tiny aerial transport and flown across the flat, dirty
landscape to a mountain ridge several hundred miles away. It was only some 800
meters high, but on this world that counted as mountains and supplied the
little bit of terrain available. This mountain range held several Cajdital
bases, dug into the subsurface, and his team was to probe the area around known
entrances. Nothing major, just a bit of recon that would hopefully be followed
up later with a full assault, but without knowing exactly what was there, the Protovic’s nerves were as troublesome as ever.


The transport set down on the edge of the flat,
offloading the troops in a location that was blind to the known entrances on
the far side where Cajdital tanks had been seen coming and going from. Sliding
in 5th man in line, Nem’tran’cov followed the others
in a slow jog as they moved into the ‘foliage’ that covered the mountains but
was distinctly absent on the large plains. Rather than typical trees, the area
was covered with what looked like spikes rising up at all number of angles and
topping out at some 25 meters tall. 


They bent over enough to obscure the location of the
troops, giving them some badly needed cover…as well as the enemy troops if they
were out and about. It wouldn’t be hard to hide a small personnel entrance in
the mess of spike trees, and if there were any here the Protovic recon team
needed to find them before the main assault occurred on the other side of the
range.



 

“Scouting
reports are in,” the local Protovic commander commented over holo to the distant Calavari firebase, “and we’ve found several small entrances on
the far side. We should be able to force an entry there while you have them
distracted.”


“How many?”
the Archon ranger asked.


“We’ve found
eight in total, but there may very well be twice that number. We’ll have troops
stationed in the area to hunt down any that get out.”


“Delay your
insertion well into the battle,” the Archon suggested. “If they’re small entrances you could be
sending your men into a tricky situation and I don’t have the Archons to spare
to scan ahead.”


“We can handle
it. You have my word,” the Protovic said without insult, for he knew well
how formidable the Archons were.


The ranger nodded. “Very well. Attack will commence in approximately 3 hours. I’ll leave
you to judge when to go in.”


“Agreed. Good
hunting.”


“Likewise,”
the Archon said, turning off the hologram and looking up at the pair of
orange-clad Calavari Knights beside him. “I have a bad feeling about this.”


“You suspect a trap?”


“When the lizards are underground…always. Get the
mechs in motion and our air cover scanning the area.
We’ll fly the troops in after we’ve got our support in place…and I’ll be taking
point.”


The other Calavari huffed. “Could have made credits on
that,” he said, turning around and walking out of the battlefield command
center to ready their men. 


Vlad-195338 remained behind, sifting through the intel reports again as his staff were updating the battlemap
with what the Protovic sent to them along with the commander’s transmission.
The mountain ridge was one of many secondary sites on the planet that had to be
routed out, now that the primary lizard colonies had been destroyed from orbit
then invaded on ground. Most of them had subsurface levels that the rail gun
slugs didn’t reach and cleaning those out was always problematic, but a
facility like this that was entirely underground was going to be even worse.


Still, they had the advantage. Orbit was theirs and
the mix of Protovic and Calavari troops were spread across the planet hunting
down secondary targets and safing the destroyed
colonies for engineers to come down and start tearing apart the rubble. This
wasn’t a torch and run op like so many others in lizard territory and they
meant to keep the planet, which was situated just outside the ADZ and one of
many worlds that had formerly belonged to the Calavari. Several of their ruined
cities still remained, with lizards swarming over them, but most of what had
once been home had been destroyed or deconstructed, leaving a full blown lizard
civilization that they now had to dismantle.


Vlad and a few other Archons were here leading the
Calavari, but no other Star Force divisions were present. It was a joint op
with the Protovic, whose border wasn’t far off, and yet another small step out
from the neutral zone they’d been diligently patrolling and weeding of new
lizard invasions. The Calavari weren’t hard up for room to expand just yet, but
they fervently wanted to reclaim worlds that had been lost, despite the fact
that most of those fighting today hadn’t been born when their original
territory fell. Still, they were determined, and it fit into an overall strategy
that Paul and the Voku commander had brainstormed.


Vlad didn’t know the full extent of it, but he had
been told they were going after a number of systems near to the ADZ that they
intended to keep and see what type of reaction that drew from the lizards, who
were right now heavily engaged with the Skarrons. Orica looked to be soon in
their hands, but the Skarrons were drawing more and more reinforcements from
deep in their coreward territory, with those ships and troops headed straight
towards the lizards…leaving the ADZ virtually forgotten.


The reconnaissance of those battles was something Vlad
found more exciting than the entertainment holos, and
he studied them regularly. Two massive superpowers were literally throwing down
not too far away and Star Force was whistling through the graveyard while they
built and researched like crazy. The V’kit’no’sat pyramid would win them the
war in the long run, but until they delved further into its technological
secrets they had to lay low and avoid attention…which was why taking this world
and others made no sense to Vlad, but he trusted Paul to have something up his
sleeve, which the trailblazer always did, and was content to focus his
attention on the local fights while letting the padawans and now mages handle the
big picture planning.


That focus wasn’t blind delusion, but rather trust. He
knew they’d take care of business on their end and that he had to take care of
the Calavari here. They were Star Force troops, to be sure, and could handle
their own same as Canderous or the mainline troops, but they didn’t have
psionics or the Archons’ unique leadership skills, let alone experience, hence
he and several others had been assigned to lead them into battle, as they
always did, for within their growing empire whenever there was an invasion to
execute you’d find at least one Archon at the lead, if for no other reason than
to troubleshoot problems that might arise.


Vlad had operational command of nearly a third of the
Calavari troops on planet, with a few acolytes at his disposal, but they were
here to guide more than fight, leaving the heavy fighting to the Calavari,
which were more than eager to take territory. They were well trained, but the
lizards were devious and he never liked going after them underground…which was
why he was assigning himself to this mission and leaving one of the acolytes
behind to coordinate other matters until he returned.


After reviewing the new data and current positioning
of his troops across this hemisphere, Vlad went outside and up to the roof of
the command post, which had only been built two days ago to replace the prefab
unit he’d been using before. There were engineers and Kiritak everywhere
building him a small military base even as he worked his troops in and out of
the temporary structures. This location was secure, with constant air and mech
patrols across the flat terrain with no way for the lizards to sneak up on
them, save for tunneling, but he had active scans routinely running on the
subsurface to spot anomalies.


He doubted that any would be able to tunnel this far
out from their nearest base, but already the lizards had shown more hideaways
than he thought they’d have. They either made them as part of their standard
colonization package or they’d expected to get invaded and left plenty of
blinds to retreat into. Vlad wasn’t sure which was the case but they were doing
everything they could to kill at least a few of his troops, and he didn’t want
to lose any of them. So far he hadn’t, for the orbital bombardment had kicked
the crap out of their surface resistance, but he had lost a few mechs with the
pilots recovered when some explosive traps were triggered.


That was a new version of an old tactic, with the new det packs being upgraded and placed in the infrastructure
or even buried just under the ground to ambush troops or mechs with. The yield
was clearly designed for the mechs, but given their armored cockpits the
mechwarriors had survived even when their four-armed monstrosities had a leg
blown off…along with a huge amount of dirt and infrastructure, making it look
like a rail gun impact in the aftermath.


The mechs he had repositioning to the mountain range
were going to sniff out traps like that before the infantry came in, and had
sensor equipment added to them to assist in the task. The range was low, but
it’d give them some warning and allow them to shoot the traps before they were
sprung if they were cautious enough. Another tactic was having the Calavari
Valeries fly low and scan the ground, though if the det
packs were mounted on walls of ruined infrastructure there was a chance they
could get caught in a proximity blast. Some of the triggers were pressure
sensitive, others were heat, and still more were either movement related or
remote controlled. The lizards had a full bag of tricks in play, and if the
Calavari weren’t careful they’d needlessly take casualties.


Same went for the Protovic, yet the Archons weren’t
commanding them. They worked well together, but without direct operational
command Vlad worried about their safety. They were seasoned warriors, but
again, these were the lizards. They adapted to everything you threw at them and
would spend 1000 lives to get one of yours if necessary. They had to be hunted
down and removed from this planet, but when Vlad had the choice between pushing
an offensive and biding his time he’d always do the latter. The lizards weren’t
going to get reinforcements, so time was on Star Force’s side and he intended
to use it.


When Vlad got to the roof of the building he took off
his helmet and took in a deep breath of the dry air, feeling it on his skin as
a light breeze blew in from the southwest. He looked around, seeing his troops
in motion, including a few stars of mechs to the north coming back from patrol.
The spaceport had been the first thing permanently constructed, and even now
there was an almost constant flow of dropships coming down from orbit bringing
additional supplies for the work crews to build with.


Slowly he spun around, looking in all directions and
seeing nothing but barren, dirty plains around his little nest of activity.
Very far off to the south he could just barely make out a bit of variation on
the horizon that was the ruins of a Calavari city. It was scheduled to begin
disassembly within the month, but until then Vlad had troops stationed to
patrol it to make sure none of the lizards slipped in and took up residence.


The nearby mechbay, which
was little more than an open field with a few support structures at this point,
began showing considerable activity as the units he’d ordered to get moving
towards the target began walking over to the dropships in the spaceport and
loading up for the flight out. They’d land well away from the base and walk the
rest of the distance, but it would take far too long to cross on foot from
here. In fact he had so many dropships at his disposal he couldn’t imagine what
it would be like to fight a war without them. They were literally the glue that
held Star Force’s military together, and he didn’t have a clue how many
millions there were in service, but from his experience he knew he could never
have too many in play.


Most of the people he saw outside were workers, with
the Calavari troops waiting inside of prefab buildings or transports. There was
nothing for them to do outside other than make nice targets, so they bided
their time in various ways indoors and left the thousands of Kiritak free to
roam without interference as they quickly put together new infrastructure for
Vlad to use.


Up in the sky there were constant Valerie patrols, both
the original version that the Protovic used and the Star Force upgraded model
that he Calavari preferred. He knew they’d keep his base safe, and the lizards
had long since lost the last of their cruisers. All they had left were wisps
and kirbies, and there was no way even a suicide run
was going to get them past his air cover. 


Everything was buttoned up tight here and proceeding
smoothly, with Vlad about to go the opposite direction and head up the
expedition into the unknown. Where there was danger an Archon would be, if only
to shield others from it, but to be honest Vlad could never just sit by and
watch, even if he wasn’t needed. He was warrior and warriors fought, which put
the Archons at odds with almost every other military philosophy in the galaxy
that had their valuable leaders well protected and hidden from the enemy.


Archons dove straight in, for they weren’t just the
leaders, they were also the strongest…and the place of the strong was in the
front taking the worst of assignments and finding a way to carry the others to
victory, or at least survival when things went bad. That was one reason why
Vlad hated the game of chess, because it had the weak pawns up front as
sacrificial minions.


The ranger put his helmet back on and sealed it in
place, still tasting the outside air but with a bit of a twinge as it passed
through the filters. Time to get moving so he could arrive on site with the
mechs and make sure everything was suitable for the ground troops to come in.


The Archon walked to the edge of the roof and stepped
off, falling several stories and cushioning his landing with his jump pack
while scaring the crap out of a nearby Kiritak.


“Sorry,” he offered, heading off towards the
spaceport.
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The Calavari mechs ceased firing on the main doors of
the lizard base, having burnt a good-sized hole in them that was now beginning
to cool and lose its trim glow, then repositioned off to other locations
leaving one of the four-armed machines in place to cover the entrance as the
infantry began to move forward. Vlad was ahead of them, looking inside with his
psionics as he moved up to the doors and the opening that was a meter up from
the ground. 


After getting a quick glimpse he hopped through,
sidestepping to the left and finding a deserted hangar. There were several
tanks sitting nearby, but Vlad knew they were empty and no threat. He didn’t
like there not being anyone here, for it wasn’t like the lizards to just give
up and run, and his spidey sense began tingling. With
a quick comm to the troops outside he told them to
hold off for the moment, then he moved further inside to scout out the area.


He pulled heavily on his limited Ikrid and Pefbar,
sensing a trap and not sure where it would come from. The tanks alone should
have been put to use strafing whatever troops would come in, and the fact that
the lizards were abandoning them was totally wrong. The Archon ran over to one,
looking inside it with his Pefbar and expecting explosives…but he found none.
He transitioned to the other tanks and likewise found them clean. 


It wasn’t until he moved to the exits of the hangar
did he finally find the traps he feared. The narrow hallway entrances had det packs inside the walls, completely invisible to anyone
passing through, but Vlad could see them with his Pefbar. There were also links
to proximity detectors, tiny pinprick devices in the walls that wouldn’t be
noticed without scrutiny…and the type of scrutiny that would put you in the
blast radius before you saw them. 


Vlad retreated back to one of the tanks and went
inside, grabbing the first loose item he could find and bringing the hand-sized
thingamajig with him over to one of the hallways. He wasn’t sure what the yield
was on these det packs, but he made sure to stay well
back as he chucked the object into the entrance. He guided it as much as he
could telekinetically until it was out of range, then it dropped towards the
floor but never made. The left side of the hallway blew out and shot debris all
the way back to Vlad with some small bits and pieces bouncing off his shields.


“Sneaky bastards,” he commented, getting on the comm and calling the infantry in as he picked up a small
chunk of wall and headed over to another of the hangar exits. He detonated that
one and three others as the first of the Calavari Knights came through the now
mostly cool hole in the main doors. Each of them wore the telltale orange,
four-armed armor and was carrying an array of weapons on their back racks,
along with some that had physical shields made famous by the mainline Knights.


They moved in quickly and held back as Vlad commanded,
then he began to probe deeper into the base, sniffing out more traps and
detonating them. The Calavari knew well how dangerous the lizards could be so
they heeded his warnings and kept back, even as some lizards came out to engage
them then ran, trying to draw them back into ambushes. When that didn’t work
small groups of them ran out, obscuring a single individual carrying a det pack that was trying to get to the Calavari. 


Vlad hit them with Fornax and toppled the suicide
bomber far enough that when he did detonate a few moments later none of the
energy shields on his infantry were taken down…though a few meters more and
that wouldn’t have been the case. 


With plasma fire the Calavari suppressed others
running out at them, some of which tried ambushes out of side doors as they
moved further and further into the subsurface facility. As they did Vlad began
picking up more and more minds nearby, with them eventually getting the
telltale horde rush once they were three levels down. Vlad tried not to fight
too much, worrying about det packs in the mix and
trying to pick them out, and getting one early enough that he was able to snipe
him down before he detonated.


The Calavari meanwhile took to the standard variant
lizards like they were toys, shooting them at range then knocking them around
almost effortlessly in hand to hand. Their size, strength, extra arms, and the
thickness of armor they were able to carry were over powering, with only the det packs a true threat. Vlad kept his troops with him
rather than having them spread out, but as they took levels he had to leave
some behind to hold regions they’d taken, with some of the suicide bombers
getting through in places where Vlad wasn’t.


Fortunately the Calavari took them down before they
got within touching range, diminishing the intensity of the blasts enough that
their shields and armor protected them, though several had to be evacuated with
injuries. Had they been Human troops they would have been dead, but the extra
armor had been enough to save them, and for that Vlad was grateful as he
pressed on, knowing that the faster he killed these bastards the less
opportunity they would have to be devious.


But he couldn’t move too fast, for he had to scan all
the walls in front of him, both for det packs and
minds, for there were also hidden compartments with troops in them. Had he not
been there the Calavari would have walked right by, then the lizards would have
popped out behind them and in front, catching them from both sides. He still
would have put credits on the Calavari winning out, but the more armor damage
they took the greater the chance that others would deliver the finishing blows
later.


The det pack threat didn’t
disappear early, with Vlad having to deal with them up until the very end, but
after some 7 hours of fighting and him thoroughly searching the facility with
his psionics the task was done and the base was now in Calavari hands. He met
up with the Protovic on the far side, with them having come in only a few
levels and engaged in a brutal firefight. Apparently they hadn’t had any
explosives in the walls around the hidden base entrances, but they’d been
committed to doing whatever damage they could, with the last few stragglers
making useless attack runs, sometimes solo, which the Protovic easily mowed
down after taking a few injuries.


With their allies pulling out of the base and leaving,
Vlad ordered some of his troops to remain to babysit the facility to make sure
the lizards didn’t sneak back in, then took the rest and headed back to base
where he would begin planning the next attack and readjusting his troop
disposition accordingly. He had more than enough assets to do the job, but his
primary task was to safeguard the Calavari while retaking the planet. So far
he’d managed to do that, putting aside the injuries, but there had been a few
deaths in other areas of the planet, and more so with the Protovic than the
Calavari.


A few days later when there was a lull in activity he
took a dropship back up to orbit and one of the Star Force jumpships so he
could get a few decent workouts in its sanctum, for while the combat on the
ground was intense at times it was no substitute for training and Vlad was
already feeling squishy after so many days missed. He knew he had to get a few
workouts in here and there to minimize the damage, so he took the opportunity
now, not knowing when he’d get another chance in the future.


The dropship shot him up to orbit, passing by the
Calavari drone fleet. Unlike the standard Star Force drones these were
elongated in typical Calavari design, looking like fat spears and docking with
specialized jumpships that accommodated their shapes into a crate-like lattice
that would expand out from the jumpship hull rather than having a cut out
section premade. It was a variation that allowed the jumpships to be more
compact when empty, but it made them overly fat when full.


The jumpship he went to was one of three varieties and
the largest, with all Calavari ships being built with a small segment of their
training facilities as Archon sanctums on the off chance that they might be
needed, and this was one such occasion given that there were no mainline ships
in the system, only Calavari and Protovic.


It was still a Star Force ship though, and he felt at
home inside it when he finally arrived. The hallways were a bit bigger, but all
Star Force ships were designed to accommodate all the Star Force races,
including the quarters Vlad had been assigned, not to mention the food. He had
to have his own ambrosia stores, for the backup supplies for all the other
races wouldn’t be enough for him and the others over the long haul of this
campaign, but about half of what the Calavari ate he could also digest…with a
few other Human items added to the cargo stores prior to his coming on this
assignment.


As of now there were three races that had specialized
ambrosia within Star Force, the Calavari, the Kiritak, and the Elarioni. The
latter was originally designed for Ariel, and easily applied to the newer Star
Force members. Most of the Elarioni population was still independent, such as
the Kiritas were, but a good faction of them had crossed over and joined Star
Force, establishing their own colonies while maintaining close ties with the
other Elarioni. 


Ambrosia research was currently in play for the Bsidd
and the recently annexed Scionate, but those wouldn’t be widely available for
at least another couple of decades, for Star Force didn’t take any chance with
the concoction that was still lightyears ahead of their current tech level.
Copying the original Zen’zat formula was one thing,
but modifying it for other races was quite another and it required a lot of
work to just make feasible, but like with everything else Star Force did they
chipped away at the problem until they finally got a solution, with it serving
the Calavari and Kiritak well to date.


All of Vlad’s troops were on ambrosia, though most of
the civilian Calavari were not, just like the Human population. The Kiritak all were, given that they were workers
and anyone born into the Kiritak that did not want to be such went back to the
Kiritas or into Axius, leaving the entire Kiritak population as energetic
little busybodies, made all the more so with their ambrosia that was geared
more towards endurance and stamina than the general balance than the Zen’zat variety, which had the same with considerable
‘burst’ added that allowed it to be depleted quite quickly with activity or
specialized psionics that directly consumed it.


The Kiritak didn’t have psionics and they weren’t
physically strong combat troops, with their strength being in their workload
and aversion to sedation. The ambrosia amped that up even more, with the
Kiritak always being assigned to doing something and their personal training
filling up the balance of their time. 


The Calavari were the reverse, with great physical
strength that their ambrosia heavily amped up along with a speed burst, giving
their muscles compounds to increase contraction speed and endurance, letting
the big guys overcome some of their clumsiness, though they were still no match
against a Human when it came to agility.


The Elarioni were the most radical, given that they
were swimmers. Ariel’s compound had simply been a standard transition from the Zen’zat compound to fit her physiology without Star Force
trying to meddle with it. Now that the Elarioni as a race were part of Star
Force that hadn’t changed, with their ambrosia formula most notably upping
their self-sufficiency rates heavily simply by making it easier to attain.


That boost was also the reason why the Kiritak were
growing by leaps and bounds…for their death rate was almost non-existent. 


The Calavari’s sluggishness
was a hindrance to self-sufficiency, making it harder for them to attain but
still feasible with proper training. Some races were simply more energetic than
others by default, which got them closer without trying, but all could attain
self-sufficiency if they wanted to work at it…but unfortunately a lot didn’t.


Vlad’s troops were all self-sufficient, but the
Calavari civilians were not. At present it was estimated that some 12% were,
based on those reaching an age that those without typically would not. Aside
from the medical devices in the pyramid there was no way to test for
self-sufficiency, other than to keep living and not growing old.


Then there were some who attained self-sufficiency
early on and grew tired of the training and chose not to continue. The body
adapted to everything you did and did not do, meaning that if you wanted
greater strength you had to keep using it. It wasn’t an attainment that would
last forever, and necessarily so for that ‘loss’ allowed you to customize your
body in new ways by undoing what you’d previously done.


That’s why stagnation was so dangerous, for you were
undoing your strength but not building up any new ones. Granted, it would take
Vlad a very long time to lose the amount of strength he’d gained from centuries
of training, but getting in a good workout now would start to reverse the
downward slide he was already experiencing, which was why he headed straight to
the tiny sanctum and got to work right away with a good long run.


He was alone in the sanctum, for there were no other
Archons up here at the moment, but that didn’t bother Vlad for he was well
accustomed to solo training. Some others preferred having training partners but
this Archon felt it was a distraction, a healthy one at times, but when you
transitioned from a partner back to solo you often were left with a lackluster
period of time until you readjusted. Because of that Vlad preferred to always
train solo and focus on pressing his own limits rather than comparing himself
to others.


He didn’t need a rabbit to chase, for his motivation
was internal…something that most people in the galaxy lacked. Star Force was
designed to offer incentives everywhere, and it worked, but at the end of the
day you were either a badass or you weren’t, and a badass didn’t need incentive
to do workouts. 


Vlad also preferred the empty sanctum, for while he
got along with the Calavari well they were not up to his level, in any way, and
he preferred the isolation so he didn’t have anything else to compare with.
When with the Calavari he felt totally superior, which he was, but here, in the
sanctum, it was just him and himself…and for the first time since his last
visit did he realize just how rusty his body had gotten.


A rusty Archon could still kick a Calavari’s
ass, but take away that dominance and Vlad was just left with a body that was
desperately in need of workouts. He kept his narrow perspective focused on
himself and got three days’ worth of exhausting workouts in, so much so that he
woke up the last day wobbly legged, but knowing that his duties down on the
planet would offer up plenty of time to rest.


When he boarded the dropship and began the descent he
pulled out a datapad and got up to date on what had been occurring the past 3
days, for he hadn’t been monitoring anything during his training, keeping his
focus squarely where it should be. Now that he was back he was totally invested
in the fighting and the Calavari…plus the Protovic where he could help them
out. In fact they were prepping for an attack on another subsurface lizard
facility, which he knew they’d need an Archon for.


Once he got back to the command center he contacted
them and walked them through the various traps the lizards had in their most
recent fight, then volunteered himself to take point more than a week later.
Before that happened, though, he launched another attack on the remains of a
lizard surface colony, which included subsurface sections, with the Calavari.
After cleaning it out he transitioned back to base for a few hours then headed
over to the Protovic to assist them.


And so it went on, with Vlad bouncing from one fight
to another, knowing that his psionics were badly needed to counter the lizards’
traps. Even though they were beaten, the enemy was going to strike out at the
Calavari and Protovic at every opportunity until they were all dead, meaning
that up until the planet was cleared of them Vlad was going to be needed
constantly, for he didn’t intend to lose any of his people by getting sloppy.


To that end he took point whenever he could, resolving
himself to catch up on his training afterwards, for while his body could
recover lost fitness he couldn’t bring back the dead.
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September 3, 2643


Epsilon Eridani
System


Corneria



 

Kerrie sat in a waiting lounge at the spaceport as her
dropship was finishing loading when a ‘click, click, click’ series of footsteps
approached from behind her. Without needing to look or even use her psionics
she knew it was Mavrel, their H’kar ambassador of
sorts.


“Yes?” she asked without turning from the observation
window where she had her feet propped up on the rim. 


“You are hard to sneak up on,” Mavrel
said in heavily accented English. 


“You should try putting some sound dampening nubs on
your…contact points,” she said, not sure what to call his ‘feet’ because they
were little more than hardened points…all four of them. “Your exoskeleton is
noisy on our hard floors.”


“That is why H’kar have soft floors,” he said, walking
around the long sofa and into the trailblazer’s view. “You are about to
depart?”


“Yes I am. I thought you had already gone.”


“Our fleet will not leave until yours does, so there
is no rush. I wanted to speak with you again.”


“Concerning what?”


“I am still not convinced this plan will work.”


“I thought the Nexus and your leadership approved of
it?”


“They have given their approval, but I do not see the
wisdom in it. I was hoping you could kill those concerns.”


“What is there that we haven’t already discussed?”


“I do not see how we can do enough damage to matter.”


Kerrie sighed. “Someone a long time ago once said that
before you can stop a moving ship you must first slow it down. We aren’t
planning on defeating the Li’vorkrachnika, just diminishing their ability to
spread.”


“And we can do that, but I fail to see how it will
lead to an eventuality that is favorable to us.”


“The Li’vorkrachnika are used to being on the
offensive, hitting where and when they like. We’ve evened that out around the
ADZ and they’re not so tough when we get to pick the battlefield and the amount
of forces we bring to the fight. If we get too defensive we give them the
advantage.”


“Yet our numbers are so few compared to theirs.”


“Our combined tech level is far superior. We should be
able to make ship kills without losing our own.”


“I fail to see how that is possible, though I know you
have a history of doing so.”


“That’s why the Nexus wanted to learn from us,” Kerrie
said pithily.


“Which is why I think they authorized our presence
here. They want to learn more, but I see no chance of doing effective damage to
the enemy.”


“You think this is just a training exercise rather
than real battle?”


“The combat will be real, but the campaign will not.
We have no objective to attain.”


“Kill a lot of the enemy.”


“To what end?” Mavrel said,
clicking his mandibles together over his mouth with a triple tap. 


Kerrie stared at him and probed into his mind, trying
to get a feel for what he was getting at. Inside the hard carapace that covered
his awkward body was a sense of hopelessness, minor at this point given that
his race was protected by the Nexus, but he had no hope of ever defeating the
lizards.


“Some people,” Kerrie began to explain, “only know how
to fight when they can see all the options and know they’re going to win
beforehand. Then there are others who don’t assume to predict the outcome and
only focus on what they need to do in the moment. The first type cannot fight a
superior opponent, the second can and potentially win. A great deal of combat
is based in denying your enemy the fight he wants and making him operate less
efficiently than normal. Over time we can wear them down, but there are no
guarantees. There are never guarantees. That is something you have to get used
to.”


“In my experience, if you go into a fight you are not
confident that you will win you end up wasting troops and resources.”


“For many that would be true, but a real warrior knows
how to probe and disengage. Only fools fully commit blindly.”


“Yet we are taught that once battle begins we must
forcefully apply our full strength or risk defeat through indecisiveness.”


“I would call that reckless. Things can change in
battle in only a few seconds. You have to be able to adapt in the moment.”


“Which is something your empire does well, but it is
not how H’kar fight.”


“Anyone can learn, given enough time. And you’ll have
my fleet and the Voku’s with you to carry the load
until you do learn.”


“Yet ours will be far larger.”


“In the beginning, yes. But that’s also why I’m going.
So I can adapt for you.”


“And we are grateful for your inclusion. I just do not
feel that this endeavor will come to a beneficial conclusion.”


“You never know how a fight will go down before you
start, and anyone who says otherwise is asking the bad luck monkey for an
upset.”


“Mon…kie?”


“A metaphor we use. It’s a fictitious person who
exists to sabotage you with bad luck at every opportunity.”


“You have many metaphors in your language. It has been
difficult to learn.”


“You’ve done well.”


“It was necessary, for we have no means of other
communication.”


“That’s a problem we’ve had to face here as well. So
many different languages end up hindering communication. We operate with two,
one for our empire and the more common one that most races in this region use.
It’s a commerce language but we’re trying to replace it with English over
time.”


“Then it is good that I have learned most of it.”


“How many do the Nexus have?”


“Many, but one that binds us all. I have learned 6 in
total over my years.”


“I can read 14 and speak 5, though I’ve had a lot more
years to learn than you have.”


Mavrel stepped forward and
turned around, sitting down on the couch with his spindly legs sticking forward
like spears…and just as deadly if someone tripped and fell into them.


“I keep forgetting your longevity. Most H’kar do not
live half as long.”


“Why haven’t you attained self-sufficiency?”


“I have learned that word, but there is no
translation. Our lifespans are default. We cannot train as you do. Our bodies
are not built for it.”


“Bullshit,” Kerrie said, staring at him during a brief
pause. “Are you familiar with that term?”


“No.”


“It means what you just said isn’t true in any way,
shape, or form and is reserved for extreme cases of stupidity. You can train,
you just don’t know how.”


“You do not know as much of us as you think you do.”


“We currently have 273 different races in Star Force,
most are wards that we care for, but a lot of them have said basically the same
thing. It took some time and modification on the part of our trainers, but we
found a way for all of them to reach self-sufficiency. It’s just a question of
whether the individual is willing to work to attain it, and then maintain it.
Sadly most are too lazy to do either.”


“We are not lazy. Our energy reserves are low. We have
long, sustained effort at minimal levels or short bursts of intense action, but
we do not have the stamina for your type of training.”


“Humans don’t either, in the beginning. You have to
develop it. Look at me, I wasn’t anywhere near this powerful when I first
joined Star Force. I was a pathetic weakling…still better than the other
pathetic weaklings…but I was so squishy I have trouble even remembering what it
was like. You can’t expect instant results. And now suddenly I think I understand
your problem.”


“What problem?”


“Your concerns about this upcoming campaign. You can’t
handle facing the unknown. You need some tangible results to work towards. You
can’t get your mind set to fight simply to fight…or train simply to train. Tell
me, have none of the H’kar achieved self-sufficiency?”


“We have not.”


“They call me a trailblazer because I will push into
the unknown and learn new things that I can then teach to others, either
directly or by example. I’m starting to think that once you guys start spending
a lot of time with us you’ll advance rather quick.”


“I do not understand.”


“You need a battle plan to follow. Without one you’re
totally lost. You can’t see a way to beat the Li’vorkrachnika and you can’t see
a way to train so you don’t try. If you watch us you’ll see us doing it and
then you’ll have something to pattern off of.”


“Even if you are correct about the battles we will
jointly fight, we will not be witnessing any of your training. We will be on
our own ships.”


“I wouldn’t mind a side project.”


The H’kar shook his pointy head. “I do not wish this.”


“If any of the others do, please tell me.”


“Agreed, but we cannot eat your food,” Mavrel said with some hilarity.


“We’ve made food for countless races, I think we can
manage a few new items.”


“I will pass the offer along, but I do not think you
will receive a response.”


“Don’t your infantry train?”


“Yes.”


“Why haven’t they attained self-sufficiency?”


“Our bodies are not suited for it.”


“Bullshit,” Kerrie said softly.


“It is a fact of our race.”


“I’m never going to accept that.”


“You do not have to.”


Kerrie sighed. “I always enjoy our conversations.
You’re so optimistic.”


“After a long history of lost wars, optimism is not
something the H’kar have much of.”


“Time to change that.”


Mavrel flexed his binary
arm, which was more of a claw, and tapped his leg with both sharp points making
loud clicks. “How you have survived I do not understand.”


“Watch and learn,” Kerrie said as her earpiece
activated and she slid her feet off the window trim and back to the floor. “My
dropship is ready to go. I guess we’ll be talking via hologram from now on.”


“Yes,” he said, and Kerrie sensed a gratitude in that
sentiment. 


“I stink?” she said suddenly, picking up on his
thoughts.


“Apparently this is not the first time you have been
told so. I was not going to say anything, but Human scent is quite foul.”


Kerrie reflexively tilted her head and sniffed near
her armpit…smelling nothing. “I don’t smell anything.”


“Perhaps you are used to your own scent.”


Kerrie frowned at him. “Do other races stink to you,
or just Humans?”


“Some do. Most do not. I believe it is your sweat
glands.”


Kerrie looked at his hard carapace. “Which you have
none of.”


“Of course not. We regulate temperature internally.”


“Well, this stinky Human is going to head to her ship.
Remember to pass along that training offer. I’ll write up workouts you can do
on your own ships if you want.”


“I will tell the others.”


“Alright,” Kerrie said, standing up and walking around
the couch on the opposite side from Mavrel, heading
for the door and taking another whiff of her armpit. She walked out of earshot
then whispered, “I don’t stink.”



 

18 hours later Kerrie was aboard the Majestic Dolphin, a Melee-class command ship, as her crew went through final fleet
checks. She had 22 Warship-class
jumpships with her, full of the latest model naval drones and some of the best
remote pilots Star Force had. There were no ground troops aboard the Majestic Dolphin, which had been packed
full of cargo in their place, for this first hunting mission into lizard
territory was to be naval only. They could bombard planets if they chose, but
they were after ships, and not the big ones. 


They’d take them if they ran across them, but the task
force was primarily interested in hunting cruisers and jumpships. Those are
what the lizards had in legion, and those are the kills Kerrie was going to be
going after…and the more the better.


But she wasn’t going alone. Sitting in high orbit
around Corneria were two Voku conglomerates, but both the number of ‘ships’
they could split into and the drones that Kerrie had paled in comparison to the
H’kar fleet sitting mid orbit. There were six of their ‘Hive’ carriers along
with thousands of their mainline warships of various models. All were upgraded with
low level Nexus tech that gave them a significant advantage over the lizards,
it was their battle tactics that were in question.


Kerrie had learned that they were sluggers, and their
ships were built for just that purpose. Well armed
and armored, but they didn’t know how to retreat or use navigation to their
advantage. They just wanted to walk up to a target and blast away…and against
the lizards that wasn’t going to work. They were devious bastards and turned
the H’kar’s up front combat philosophy against them,
but not without a cost. The lizards had to fight them at close range sooner or
later, which cost them a lot of ships in the process. 


Now that the H’kar had Nexus upgrades the lizards
couldn’t beat them short of spamming them with ships…but then again they didn’t
have to. They just hit the other worlds around them, grabbing up the easy
territory and growing, always growing. Then fielding the spam-level ship
numbers wouldn’t be such a hard thing to do.


But this H’kar fleet was going to take its lead from
Star Force. The Voku were involved because, well, their ships were superior to
both of the others and if you were going on a hunting expedition you wanted as
much firepower and speed as you could get. Kerrie expected them to move as a
single fleet most of the time, perhaps splitting up occasionally but hitting
their targets with overwhelming numbers that would make it difficult for the
lizards to flee. The Voku had already volunteered for stellar ward duty, which
left Kerrie and the H’kar with the job of hitting their planets and tearing
them apart.


That had seemed a little off the wall when Paul had
first suggested it to her, but he and Cal-com had been going over and forming
this plan for years and he quickly explained that while the first few attacks
might be better with the Voku up front, the lizards would learn from survivors
what was happening and choose to run rather than fight and lose…which meant in
order to kill as many as possible you had to have a backdoor guard and the Voku
tech was best suited to that.


That was the plan, anyway. What would actually happen
once they started to dive deep into lizard territory and hit them where they
weren’t expecting was anyone’s guess. Kerrie felt they’d be able to stay mobile
and survive even if something went horribly wrong because they wouldn’t be tied
down to defending or assaulting any planets. That and they had binary drives
and the lizards didn’t, fortunately, though that wasn’t going to last forever.


So it was going to be hit and run for at least the
next two years. Nobody would know where they were going, nor did Kerrie,
because they would decide on the go and be as random and unpredictable as
possible. Paul had likened the hunting fleets, of which this would be the first
of many to come down the road, to what the Black Knight had done to them during
their basic training. 


That had immediately sold Kerrie, for she remembered
well how much of a menace he had been…and a lot of it had been because they
never knew when or where he would pop up. Their Final Challenge had been
different, because they had come to him, otherwise she doubted they would have
ever graduated.


Well, maybe not ‘ever,’ but it would have been a whole
other matter to deal with.


Once the fleet checks were in Kerrie contacted both
the H’kar and Voku, getting confirmation that they were ready to move out. The
three fleets, which in the Voku’s case was only two
enormous ships, all made their way out of planetary orbit to the star and
transitioned over to a jumpline that would head them in the direction of Zeta
Region and eventually what had formerly been Calavari territory. 


Kerrie sent her warships ahead first, then jumped the Majestic Dolphin out a few seconds
behind them, leaving the much larger H’kar fleet to gradually transition
through their jumps with the Voku bringing up the rear. Though they hadn’t let
the H’kar in on the fact, Star Force and the Voku were going to look out for
their new ally and babysit them to the max until they learned the ropes. It was
odd saying that about a race that had been fighting the lizards for longer than
they had, but it had become clear that virtually all opponents the lizards
faced eventually lost out, which Star Force being the shining exception.


That was why the Nexus had wanted to watch and learn
from them, and that’s why they approved the H’kar coming here. Kerrie wanted
them to learn, but more than that she just wanted their firepower in the here
and now. Star Force was building more infrastructure than ships at present, but
they were gradually increasing their fleet numbers to a level that would be
able to sport multiple hunting fleets, but until that happened she had to work
with what she got, even if it was the ‘green’ H’kar.


Their fleet was formidable, but their recent
experience against the lizards showed them to be little more than seasoned newbs. She and the Voku would watch their back as they
learned, then hopefully down the road they could take that experience back to
their territory and apply pressure on the lizards from there.


But that was well into the future, and as she’d
explained to Mavrel nothing was guaranteed. Right now
they just needed to find lizard ships and work on their kill count…then see
where it went from there.
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