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Wixxi ran through the forest following the small trail
that connected their frontier villages as she stared up into the sky where
there was an occasional break in the yellow canopy. Up high there was a ship
was descending, and it was Star Force. At first the Hevmaj though it was right
over their heads, but she didn’t grasp the size of the thing until a few aeroships passed underneath it. They were flying high
already and the little fuzzball had thought they were
going to pass over top of it, but when the reverse happened she realized that
this was something bigger than big and had jumped out of the treehouse she was
in and began running to the nearest village.


Wixxi’s stubby legs moved as
rapidly as possible, hopping over a few puddles on the trail and otherwise
trying to avoid the rocks and roots that had been exposed after the recent
storm. It had dropped so much water that the rivers had flooded…something that
hadn’t happened in more than a century. 


The rain had very rarely used to come to her
continent, with the forests being dry scrubs for the most part, but ever since
the Hevmaj had joined Star Force things had changed rapidly. The rain was
something new, and coming on the heels of several atmospheric adjustments that
were being made. Though Wixxi didn’t fully understand what they were doing,
she’d learned in the maturia that there were large pockets of water beneath the
surface, and that Star Force was tapping those to create subsurface structures.


The water they took out was then being shunted up to
the surface, with the humidity of the planet gradually increasing. That had
produced an escalating climate change that was causing the forests covering her
continent to grow rapidly, and even a few ‘lakes’ had been created. Previously
all surface water had been located on other continents, but now the central
landmass was beginning to become dotted with shimmering pools that many of the
older Hevmaj still couldn’t believe were actually here.


Wixxi continued to run as the giant ship came closer
to the surface, with her guessing it was headed for the large plain that had
been cut out of the forest further to the south. There was no way she could run
all the way there, but in the village there were high observation posts open to
the public and that’s where she intended to go, hopefully being able to see
what was happening before they got too crowded.


It took a few more minutes before she reached the edge
of the village and the thick yellow trees disappeared, with her bare paws
crossing over from dirt to synthetic paving stones. They were impossibly
smooth, yet grippy, and covered the narrow walkways
running between the 14 tree-like buildings that made up this village. Wixxi’s continent wasn’t densely inhabited like the others
were, but rather dotted with tiny villages that allowed the large tracks of
forest to be preserved rather than cut down and replaced with the magnificent
cities that Star Force had taught the Hevmaj to build.


They’d been here all her life, and she’d grown up in
one of their maturia, but now that she’d chosen to live on the frontier Wixxi
had met many older Hevmaj that told her stories of the times before, and it
seemed like most of them had chosen to migrate away from the magnificent cities
and cluster here, where they could live in relative isolation, given that the
Star Force empire was so different from what they’d originally known that they
could never become completely comfortable with the changes, at least not in the
major population centers.


They weren’t naysayers, fortunately, and Wixxi found
that she rather liked the odd Hevmaj. She wasn’t one to work, rather simply
living her life on the spur of the moment and doing what she liked. Most of
that time was spent in the forest, exploring and just soaking in the natural
environment that had been absent from her maturia training. What she would do
tomorrow she didn’t know, nor care. All that concerned her
was the moment, and right now there was something big going on that she wanted
to see.


Wixxi ran through the narrow streets and darted inside
one of the three tallest structures, heading up a stairwell with considerable
effort and coming out on the top level breathless, sucking in heavy puffs of
the argon-rich atmosphere that the Hevmaj breathed. The Star Force people
didn’t, and had to wear masks whenever they went outside. Likewise the Hevmaj,
if any of them were to go into the few oxygen-rich cities, had to wear their
own else they’d take in the poison. Because of this there was a stark divide
between the empire and the Hevmaj. They were part of Star Force, but a
disconnected piece of it that could never fully integrate with the oxygen
breathers.


The same was true of the other races in the Benoid,
all of whom had also joined the empire. They could either breathe their air or
at least exist in it, save for the Vonx, who were
fully aquatic and couldn’t breathe atmosphere at all. Even within the Benoid
the Hevmaj had been necessarily separated from the others, or so Wixxi had been
told, but they’d always kept close ties with the others how and when they
could. The same was true now that they were part of Star Force, yet the
physical limitations of their race always kept them distant.


Which was why it was rare to see one of the Star Force
ships on the surface of the planet. Normally they’d dock with starports in
orbit and transfer supplies there that the Hevmaj ships would bring down, but
this was even more rare, for her continent saw almost
no traffic at all, and the size of the ship was so big that it could have held
the population of the nearest 100 villages with ease.


When Wixxi finally got her breath she pushed her way
through the other 8 Hevmaj and got a place on the window that stretched the
entire length around the tower top, staring out silently with the others as
they saw the giant ship finally touch down in the clearing. She’d come up here
before, using at telescopic viewer to watch the clearing being cut so far away.
She would have walked there to see it in person, but it was very far away. Fortunately, the building
was taller than the forest by quite a bit and allowed enough of an angle to let
her and the others see a great distance, including the tower tops of the nearby
villages that all stuck up above the sea of yellow leaves that carpeted the
landscape like a big, fluffy blanket.


But off in the distance the ship that had landed stood
taller than even the towers, with its size almost fully encompassing the plain
that had been cut by Hevmaj workers. Wixxi was pretty sure that there weren’t
Hevmaj in this ship, and pulling her viewer out of a small pocket on her
utility belt and used it to zoom in enough that she could pick out individual
trees. 


It took a while to find one of the entrances on the
giant ship, but when she did she saw a ramp half lowered and disappearing below
the tree line. Wixxi couldn’t see the ground, but she could see what was coming
off the ship.


They were construction mechs, and there were a lot of
them. She knew what they were based on her maturia training, but she’d never
seen more than a handful in person. Some had been used to build a neighboring
village two years ago, but these were much bigger and pouring out of the giant
ship. Wixxi watched for several minutes before cargo crates and bundled
machinery started to follow, being brought out on anti-grav
sleds. The mechs would be using it to do what, the Hevmaj couldn’t make out.
Until the machinery deployed she couldn’t tell what it was for, and
unfortunately the tree line was in the way. 


She couldn’t see anything below the ramp, and even the
mechs were shorter than the trees…or at least most of them were. A few monster
versions could be seen roaming around the ship, but other than a few meters of
mech Wixxi couldn’t see anything. 


That didn’t matter, for she and the others stayed
there for a quite a while watching the offloading and trying to catch any
glimpse of activity that they could. No one knew what was going on, but
whatever it was it was big.


At least for their little corner of the frontier
continent.



 

Mandy Garrison walked down one of the MCV’s many
ramps, following the last of the mechs out of the atmospheric containment field
that separated the ship’s interior from the oxygen-less atmosphere. The Human
tech wore a fully body suit of light armor that had an attached pack with
enough air to last more than 24 hours. 


The soft, wet ground past the ramp was now a mess of
mud thanks to the mechs, but she didn’t care. Her armor was completely
self-contained so, even as her dark green boots sank into the inch of muddy
water and depressed twice that far, she pushed through and began following the
mech trail not caring about how dirty she got. None of it would reach her skin,
and she’d learned from many past construction missions
that the grime was just part of the job. Once they got this site properly
conditioned the wildness of it would be replaced with Star Force
infrastructure. 


Until then, she and the others got to play in the mud.


Mandy was the only Human on
the MCV, with the rest of the crew and workers being comprised of Kiritak. Now
that the trade route between the Benoid and the ADZ was up and running, a lot
of new faces were showing up in the mini empire, herself included. Regular
jumpship traffic was moving along the route, with citizens now able to book
passage whenever they liked. The trade routes had even moved out past the
Benoid now, with the cluster of systems becoming a central hub with four other
spurs branching off of it out into the surrounding region, establishing a Star
Force presence in the huge tract of stars that was many times the size of the
ADZ and beyond their control.


Key to it all was their military, and the Benoid
already had a sizeable fleet patrolling its 7 systems, plus a handful of
Sentinels in each, but that was just the first few phases of development. Mandy
had been sent here with her crew of Kiritak to begin carving out a subsurface
military base that would be recovered with forest after construction was
complete. Wexfa already had several military bases
located on other continents, both made up of Hevmaj and mainline troops, but in
order to more firmly secure this world there needed to be other bases, some of
which were clandestine. 


This project was for one such facility, and while they
weren’t going to try and disguise the construction site, most of what they
built would be below ground and therefore not visible for others to see. The
location of this future base might become public knowledge, but such things
often faded with time and the remoteness of this continent, which Star Force
intended to keep remote and virtually unpopulated, would make it a different
type of challenge for any invading army to overcome. 


The more varied a planetary defense plan was, the
greater longevity it would allow. Right now the planet was safe, but only with
a couple of layers of protection. This base and others slated to be built in
the coming decades would add another layer, though with resources always being
a limitation this was a significant project that she’d been entrusted with.


Mandy had learned that a lot of races outside of Star
Force only built what they thought they would need, and a lot of times that
proved to be insufficient when the time of crisis came. Star Force built to be
ready for more than they expected, and were always adding additional layers of
defense, even on Earth, as time progressed. It could have been deemed as
wasteful when these resources could have gone to establishing new colonies or
additional habitats for the ever growing Hevmaj population, but when an attack
came you didn’t want to be in the position of wishing for more military
resources.


And those resources had to be built during times when
they seemed extraneous.


The lizard front was still approaching, but its rapid
progress had been reduced down to a creep thanks to Canderous’ activities within
the region. That said, the lizards were still expanding elsewhere and flanking
the protected region that Star Force was securing as much as it reasonably
could. It was never enough, and lizard incursions were still occurring around
the perimeter. Mandy didn’t know if they’d ever get this far, and if they did
it would be after fighting through several other defense forces, but the key to
holding territory was in the creation of strongholds that you could fall back
to if things went poorly for you and good for the enemy.


This planet wasn’t a stronghold yet, though the Hevmaj
and others might think so given the upgrades Star Force had made. The base
Mandy and the Kiritak were about to build would be designed for the Bsidd, who
would eventually be depositing a large amount of troops in the system. When
they did the ‘stronghold’ status would ensue, but they couldn’t come until
enough facilities were constructed, both on planet and in orbit, which was why
Mandy and this MCV had been sent along with 9 others to the system.


The tech hopped out of the mech tracks and got to the
short grass that had yet to be smashed into nonexistence. Staying on it she
paralleled the mechs’ path and followed them out to the various depots they
were creating with stacks of crates and equipment, ending up at the coring machine as it was set in place. The giant slab of
machinery had been cobbled together from multiple sections and now stood like a
thick, square brick that had squashed itself into the mud, but there was an
access staircase on the near side and Mandy jogged across the mech ruts,
getting to it and climbing up before the next one strode past. 


There were no workers outside the ship save for those
in the mechs as of yet, with Mandy being the only person on the ground. It
would stay that way until she gave the order, and she was going to hold off on
the heavy work until they got the site cleaned up a bit. The Kiritak were more
mobile than she was, given their hopping ability, but she wasn’t going to have
them moving around in the muck, which was damn distracting and tiresome.


Mandy got to the control station on the outside of the
slab of machinery and confirmed that the various segments had been locked
together into workable order. With a final check of the area to see if the
mechs had retreated back far enough, which they had, she powered up the
internal reactor and brought the mass to life.


With the press of a button several arms lifted out of
the smooth surface as the machine began to transform, unfurling like a giant
flower and sending various legs out to the sides that dove down into the muck
and created grip points. About four minutes later the base of the machine
lifted off the ground, pulling Mandy up into the air with it as some of the legs
became rigid and inserted into the soil below as pylons, fixing the now
elevated platform in place as various other arms and legs stretched out and
created a perimeter around the dig site.


Energy shields colored to be visible to the workers
snapped into place on the underside while extendable walkways formed outside,
including an addition to the staircase that Mandy had climbed up. Once fully
deployed, the mobile rig was set to begin cutting down into the muck and the
bedrock beneath it. The tech held off on that, needing a crew onboard to handle
the machine so that it didn’t eat out the very ground it stood on, but before
that happened it was time to create some roads.


Mandy left the coring
machine and walked across to several other packaged machines that needed
activating while the mechs unloaded the last of the initial equipment, then
they also went through a transformation, brandishing small scale digging
equipment of their own which they began sinking into the muck at various points
where the Human indicated, scooping it up and carrying it over to several dump
sites around the perimeter, forming a ridge-like mound that started to stretch
around the square edge of the clearing as they continued to add more and more material
to it.


When they got a stretch of nearly half a mile long
cleared out from the area in front of the ramp, Mandy ordered the next set of
crews to come out. Several small hovering craft flew down carrying stacks of
panels which they first deposited at the foot of the ramp. With the rest of the
small convoy holding on the ramp and within, floating in place patiently, a few
Kiritak clad in their own environmental armor unloaded and unfolded the ‘road’
plates, further scraping and smoothing the exposed areas of ground before
laying down the first section, which was 12 meters square after unfolding and
1.3 meters thick.


When that one was set they added three more on the
sides of it, excluding where the ramp now was, with the convoy beginning to
come down and unload more plates as more and more workers were given workspace
to use. They continued to add to the grid, locking them together like legos and creating an offloading plaza that they then began
expanding into much narrower roads that stretched around the perimeter of the
MCV and eventually connected to each piece of machinery that Mandy had went
around and activated.


When a road spur finally connected, the Kiritak
workers would come with it, traveling on the smooth paving stones and avoiding
the mass of muck around them, with the ground water now leaking into the small
trenches alongside and outlining the roads with tiny, muddy moats.


When the roads hit the coring
machine Mandy returned along with the work crew, seeing to it that they got
underway. She didn’t need to issue any orders other than to get to work, so the
tech just watched from a distance, standing on the edge of the loading platform
the road plates had made nearby as several mechs waited beside her. 


With a huge lurch a drilling pylon dove down from the
center of the machine like a spike and ate into the muck beneath. Within a few
moments that material was shot out another arm on the machine where it fell
into an open collection crate that was the equivalent of a huge bucket. Mandy
watched it fill up, then the spout shut off and a mech walked up to remove it
as the mud and dirt, soon to become mixed with rock from below, began flowing
out another arm into more waiting crates so there would be no delay.


The mech behind Mandy picked up an empty crate and
moved it into the open slot while the full one was carried away down the road
then off it and onto the mech tracks that led to the perimeter mound. The
Kiritak at the controls tipped the crate over and dumped the material on top of
what was already there, piling it up higher in a wall that would eventually
encircle the construction site.


Mandy liked how procedure had them build their own
little fort out of the excess material, and this one was going to get some very
high walls before they were done. Those walls would eventually be cannibalized
by factories within the MCV and sorted into various useable materials, nearly
all of which would be shipped elsewhere. Everything in this base was going to
be built from parts shipped in, but the ground they were hollowing out had to
go someplace.


Star Force would find a use for it somewhere on the
planet, in one form or another. That wasn’t Mandy’s concern, she was just here
to dig and build, which right now meant playing in the mud.


As one of the walkers came back by her it stomped on
the road plates, leaving a trail of mud behind and smacking tiny bits of it up
into the air with each step, some of which splattered Mandy’s faceplate. The
energy shield covering it didn’t allow any of it to stick, but the rest of her
green armor was already dotted with brown and she knew it’d get far worse as
the day went on, especially given the rain clouds to the south that were slowly
making their way closer.


The tech sighed. At least on the inside of her armor
she was clean. 
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Garen-248 was reading the display holos
over his desk, noting the update ping that the construction of the Bsidd base
had just begun, when something hit him in the back of the head. He spun around
in his chair and saw a food cube on the floor, as well as sensing a familiar
mind in the doorway. Before even looking at her he telekinetically picked up
the cookie and flew it into his mouth, then left the chair spinning as he stood
up.


“Three second rule still applies, I assume?” he asked
Victoria-243, who was holding and munching on a handful of the snacks.


“Not on a clean floor.”


“I wasn’t expecting you back. What’s up?”


“New assignment. Davis didn’t like what you’ve been
doing so he’s giving you the boot.”


“If you’re going to lie at least make it sound
genuine.”


“You sucking sounds genuine to me,” Victoria said,
stepping forward and giving Garen a friendly hug
while carefully cradling her stash in her hand. She hadn’t seen him in over two
decades. “I’m passing through, just wanted to stop in and say hi.”


“Where to?”


“Taking a fleet up the trade routes to do some
patrolling. No more empire building for me, just pirate hunting and shooting
other types of bad guys. How are you doing?”


“You mean since I took over your job and all the
others? Slow and steady progress.”


“I still think you should have come back with us. The
hard work was over.”


“Some days I agree, but the Benoid is better off for
me staying…and don’t argue that point. I know the Hevmaj better than anyone,
and bringing in less familiar Archons to take the lead would have led to inefficiencies.
We need the Benoid as a stronghold, both militarily and economically to
stabilize this region, and the sooner the better, else the trade routes are
going to get very dicey.”


“They already are, which is why I’m here. I assume
you’ve read the reports?”


“The attempted hijackings? Yes.”


“No, the successful ones.”


Garen frowned. “When did we
lose a ship?”


“Not us, our trading partners. Their ships have been
getting hit after they leave the commerce planets and its diminishing the
incentive of weaker races to do business with us. I’m here to hunt the hunters
and restore peace and justice to the galaxy,” she said sarcastically. “I’ll be
stopping in for resupply from time to time. This is going to be my fleet’s port
of call, so make sure your appropriations adjust adequately.”


“Glad to have you in the neighborhood, but I don’t
like the idea of you sucking up all my replacement drones.”


“I don’t plan on losing many, but I would suggest you
enlarging your prison facilities. I don’t plan to shoot everyone.”


“Bringing some trophies back?”


“Who knows, but I need some place to stash them if I
do. And so far your multi-racial facilities are minimal.”


“We only have one at present, and it barely gets any
guests. Did Davis send you?”


“Steve did, but he said Davis was urging us to push
the trade routes harder. He really wants a connection to the Voku, more so than
branching out first.”


“We’re a long ways from that. What does he expect to
get from them anyway?”


Victoria smiled. “That’s what you get for hiding out
here. Paul and Cal-com are working some master strategy together, and Davis is
in on it. Star Force and the Voku are unofficially joining each other.”


“Why hasn’t that been in any of the updates? I do
monitor the boards you know, even if they are on a stupidly long delay.”


“This isn’t public knowledge yet.”


“We’re Archons.”


“This isn’t known to anyone yet, and is traveling
through word of mouth. We’re kind of still feeling out what a merger would look
like.”


“We?”


“The trailblazers are asking for suggestions.”


Garen huffed. “That’s a
first.”


“Not so much. What they’re talking about is a lot of
low level interaction with the Voku, the sort of stuff they’d never get
involved with. Us lessers
do, so they want to brainstorm. Nothing official, and it’s not like they’re
taking a vote, but they’re quietly asking around and Steve wanted me to have a
chat with you about the Benoid while I’m here.”


Garen looked over his
shoulder and telekinetically dragged two chairs over, sliding one behind his
fellow Archon. “We’re not talking militarily here, I assume,” he said, sitting
down.


Victoria twirled her chair around and straddled it,
resting her arms on the backrest. “Davis wants free flowing commerce and travel
permits between the two empires, but we can’t really do that until we get a
trade route linkage set up. The Voku’s own convoys
are shipping out necessary equipment and personnel, but there’s no civilian
angle as of yet.”


“I didn’t think the Voku had any civilians.”


“They don’t have lazy ass freeloaders, but they do
have independent ventures. It seems only their top tier is dedicated to the
empire round the clock, with the rest supporting it more like a hobby. That
leaves a lot of down time that they fill with other things. And no, that’s not
in the database, just word of mouth I’ve got from Steve. Davis wants the Voku
to be able to access our transportation grid and involve themselves as much as
they like within our society, and if we can do that the Benoid is going to be
on the primary trade route connection.”


“What do the Voku want with this?”


“Their empire is split in two, and rather than try and
colonize a string of worlds across the gap they’ll just use our
infrastructure.”


“So we’re a rail link for them.”


“Will be, eventually. But Davis wants to make it more
personal than that. ‘Teammates’ was the word that was used.”


“Territorial acquisition?”


Victoria shook her head. “I don’t think so. At least
not within our borders, but you never know going forward. That’s why they’re
looking for input from local commanders like you. I assume you’re still going
to stick around here for a while?”


“I don’t like other people playing in my sandbox.”


“Star Force is our sandbox. You’re just sticking to a
small corner of it.”


“Point taken. Other than self-defense, what is Davis
looking to get from the Voku here?”


“Nothing specific. He just wants to open the link up
and see what develops. But we’re all encouraged to make use of any
opportunities that arise to include the Voku where beneficial.”


“So the Benoid is going to become a way station and
you want to set up some stores to take advantage of the traffic?”


“Metaphorically speaking, yes.”


“And you’re here to plow the road for more colonies to
be established.”


“I’m here to mow the weeds. Others will do the
plowing.”


“Are we pulling back the extensions to the other trade
route branches?”


“Not pulling back, but the Voku line is taking
priority. Once we get that established we’ll branch off of it heavily.”


“That’s a change of procedure, and is going to hinder
our ability to get out ahead of the lizard creep rimward
of here.”


“I know. Steve thinks this is the better tradeoff.”


“Warship traffic?”


Victoria nodded. “Once we make a connection and Voku
ships are moving along the route it’ll be a lot more secure than through just
our own efforts. That’ll allow us to build it up faster…”


“…and then we branch out. I get it, but we’re still
going to be losing systems to the lizards that otherwise we could have saved.”


“You think we shouldn’t then?”


“I think the Voku should build our way as well.”


“Not happening. They’re pouring their resources into
what used to be Nestafar territory. Word has it they’re getting ready to hit
Orica.”


“Ambitious bastards.”


“Their new toys are rather impressive. I’m told that
most of them are staying in their home territory, but a few have made their way
out with the reinforcements. They severely outclass us now.”


“What kind of toys are we talking about?”


“They’re still using the transformative tech, but the
components have gotten smaller. The new ships and mechs have been dubbed
‘sandmen.’”


“Weaponry upgrade?”


“They have chimra now.”


Garen frowned. That sounded
familiar.


“Look it up later,” Victoria said. “It’s in the
database.”


“I know I’ve seen that word before,” Garen said impatiently, swinging his chair around and scooting
it across the floor until he got back to his desk. He accessed the secure
Archon files while Victoria rolled her eyes and scooted her chair as well,
pushing it with her feet until she came up beside him. 


“That’s right, ignore your guest.”


Garen typed in the word and
it went straight to the V’kit’no’sat weapon system. It wasn’t one of their
primaries, more like an older model they’d retired, but it was something that
they’d used rather than just cataloged. 


“Tri-beam?” he said, reading the statistics that were
still listed in V’kit’no’sat. The Archons preferred them that way, not always
trusting in a translation.  “That’s hard
to target.”


“But incredibly damaging if you can,” Victoria added.
“So far we haven’t seen them use it in combat, but I’d wager they know what
they’re doing.”


“Where are they getting all this stuff anyway?” Garen wondered, for this was a huge step forward in their
already impressive tech.


“The big shots are still mum on that.”


“Think they found their own V’kit’no’sat leftovers?”


“Not according to the map. They’re way outside the old
borders.”


Garen stared at the database
records a bit longer, getting a good grasp on the weapon system that he must
have come across at least once earlier, then he spun around to face Victoria.
“I can see why Davis wants to make friends.”


“We’re already friends. Steve says that they want us
to become brothers.”


“Sharing brothers?”


“I doubt it. Not like we need it anyway.”


“In the short term we could.”


“Hardly. We already have the blueprints for the
chimra, it’s the prerequisites we lack.”


“They could give us a few and we could glue them onto
the hull,” Garen offered sarcastically.


“I think we’re doing well enough with our own tech,
but if you can get them to sell you some then go for it.”


“How soon until I start seeing Voku on my doorstep?”


“The route they’re using now is more of a straight
line to Achkor, but they’re having to convoy up heavily and only have so many
ships available. If we can link in they can forego most of their military
escorts and begin shipping cargo on our jumpships as well.”


“As strong and fast as they are, why the need for
heavy escorts now? I know they’re brushing up against the Skarron advance but
they shouldn’t have much trouble blowing through systems.”


“Would you send one of ours out without protection
here?”


“Of course not, but I don’t see how a longer detour
will be that much of an advantage to them.”


“I’m not completely sold on that either, but Davis is
and that’s good enough for me.”


“Just wondering, or is Davis wanting me to head up
this route expansion?”


“No, he just wants you to integrate with it as much as
you can when it happens. Offer up any suggestions that come your way.”


“Keeping my ears and eyes open, check. Now tell me,
what big baddies are floating around out there to warrant you getting the
patrol assignment?”


“I spent a lot of time with the Denshur
building up the Benoid too,” she reminded him. “I want to clean up the
neighborhood so I volunteered.”


“Missed me that much, huh?”


“Actually, yeah, but I could have just visited. This
needs done and I already know the region. Seemed like a good fit.”


“How long you staying?”


“A few years at least. There’s no fixed timetable, but
I may end up roaming around the route endpoint as it extends toward the Voku.
We only have their maps to rely on, and there are still a lot of uncharted
systems with who knows what lurking out there.”


“I wasn’t aware of any holes in the map between us and
the Voku?”


Victoria glared at him. “Not as in missing star
systems, but as far as not knowing what’s in them.
Damn, Garen, you sound like a newb.”


The Archon spun back around to his desk without saying
a word, then pulled up a map of the huge region between the Benoid and Voku
space, all of which sat below them on the galactic plane. He zoomed in on the
area in question and gestured towards all of the system tags that highlighted
where each race was located.


“Looks filled in to me.”


“What the hell?” Victoria said, scooting closer and
taking over the controls. She’d just looked at the map three days ago.


“Seems you can’t read a map, newb.”


“Wait a second,” she said, pulling up a panel with map
statistics. A moment later she turned and punched Garen
in the shoulder. “These are unconfirmed.”


“So is most of the galaxy.”


“No, I mean these are traveler logs compiled by races
we’ve had contact with. They’re unreliable.”


“Reliable enough to spot any big threats,” Garen countered.


“Not if those threats keep to themselves or a single
star system.”


“If they keep to themselves they’re not going to be a
threat to us.”


“Unknown means potentially dangerous. We can count on
the Voku charts, but everyone else’s are suspect. Why do you use that map
anyway?”


“Unconfirmed maps are more useful than blank ones,
plus I don’t need them for anything here. The surrounding area has been
confirmed, which you know.”


“Well, I do need to know if I’m chasing thugs in those
areas. Don’t flash your junky maps at me again, boy. You can give a girl all
kinds of wrong ideas.”


“Feel free to update them while you’re out there.
Until then I’ll use what I’ve got instead of pretending it doesn’t exist.”


Victoria just shook her head. “Reckless is he.”


“Don’t quote Star Wars to me.”


“Surprised you caught the reference.”


“After spending all that time with Dennis how could I
not?”


“True…”


“Ok, bottom line. If and when the Voku end up here I
can give them a comfortable stay, but right now I’m not sure how to further
integrate them if they’re only interested in passing through.”


“I don’t think anyone does right now. Davis is just
looking for suggestions.”


“Why does he want us to bond with them anyway…other
than the fact that they could kick our butts right now, technologically
speaking?”


“Steve says they consider them to be worthy of a
deeper alliance. Probably has something to do with Paul.”


“What’s the Grand Admiral up to nowadays?”


“I don’t know. He bounces around so much he’s
practically a ghost. And what was that about making Star Wars references?”


“Don’t you get the feeling that there’s something
bigger going on that we’re not being told about?”


“Yeah…I do.”


“Six years.”


“What?”


“Six years is all that separated me from the
trailblazers.”


“Our class started 4 years after theirs.”


“I know, but most of them are 6 years older than me.
If I’d been the same age then I’d have been one of them.”


“They’re also kicking our butts in the levels, so stop
your whining.”


“I’m just saying, I wish they’d quit keeping secrets
from us.”


“Like that’s ever going to happen,” Victoria scoffed. 
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December 9, 2734


Orica System
(lizard territory)


Inner Zone



 

Gahmorn Pro-zel stood behind
his command station on the oracle of the conglomerate he commanded. It was one
of the older models, as were all of the 178 conglomerates currently under his
command. The few new warships had gone with Cal-com, as they should, leaving him
with the ‘secondary’ forces to deal with this lizard rabble. 


His fleet was still emerging from their braking runs against
the large red star in the binary pair, though this system actually sported
three stars, with the third situated in a high orbit around the central two.
Around them all was 134 planetoids, of which 83 were currently inhabited,
making this one of those rare golden systems that contained a small empire’s
worth of territory in a single location. Originally this had been the Nestafar’s capitol, which the old Human alliance had
massacred in retaliation for the Nestafar’s betrayal
to the lizards. Oddly, Star Force hadn’t been involved in that, yet the system
had been wrecked regardless.


The Nestafar had begun to rebuild, only to have the
Skarrons invade and take it from them…along with the rest of their territory.
Knowing the value of such a location, the insanely vast empire poured
significant resources into Orica to develop it into a stronghold of their own,
only to have the lizards attack and a very long battle ensue that would see the
system fall yet again.


And now it was going to fall to the Voku, but they
intended to keep it and give the system a proper caretaker. Pro-zel’s task was just that, purge this system of the lizards
and begin bringing in support convoys to establish a permanent presence. Orica
was soon to become part of the Voku empire, and
neither the lizards nor the distant Skarrons could do anything about it. ‘Old’
as their tech might be now, the ships and troops under Pro-zel’s
command were still formidable and wholly outclassed those they were about to do
battle with.


As the conglomerates waited around the red star for
the remainder to join them, tiny pieces split off and shot out on microjumps to
scout their targets. The last update they’d received was more than a decade old
and had come from the Hycre, but with the way the lizards built a lot could
have changed in that amount of time.


The first scouting reports came back as the last of
the conglomerates arrived and a sea of lizard ships were waiting out of weapons
range for them to make a move. They weren’t running straight at them to die
easy deaths like many from this race typically did, which was a pity. It looked
like the lizards were going to try and make them earn this system rather than
just going out in a blaze of suicidal glory.


One after another the scout ships reported back
infrastructure and defensive upgrades on the varying planetoids, with another 4
having been colonized since the last report. The largest of them all,
population wise, even had large segments of a ring shipyard sitting in orbit. A
closer evaluation saw that those segments were in fact operational and building
ships even as they were being added to themselves. Pro-zel
found that to be very industrious of them, but he was going to wreck it all the
same.


Both the Voku and the enemy waited patiently as the
scouts zipped around the system gathering intel, for
the lizards couldn’t catch them and Pro-zel wasn’t
going to give attack orders until he knew what he was up against. The awkward
stalemate lasted several hours before the conglomerates finally moved out of
their holding orbits and pushed towards the sea of cruisers nearby.


Those defense ships broke formation and retreated,
giving Pro-zel’s ships clear jumplines that they then
took to the various planetoids, splitting up and beginning their assault in
earnest. With the invading fleet reduced in number at the various locations the
lizards finally launched their counterattacks, with the Voku splitting up their
massive ships into more agile ones and taking the fight to them head on across
54 different worlds. 


As usual it was might versus mass, with the lizards
possessing far more ships than the Voku had brought, but they didn’t have
enough to compensate for the superior technology and tactics of the dominant
race. They had been trained and equipped by the Elders themselves, and there
was no way Pro-zel was going to lose to these
primitive barbarians. 


The orbital battles took quite a while to come to conclusion,
with more than a week of fighting before all the ships and defense stations
across the system had been taken out. Pro-zel had
lost only 4% of his ships in the fighting, and acknowledged Cal-com’s wisdom in
delaying this assault long enough to get a truly overpowering force assembled.
With the Voku fleet mostly intact, they began moving around and taking out
secondary targets, whether they be shipyards or cargo ships, while the first of
the ground troops landed on three different planetoids.


Those troops were also equipped with the ‘old’
technology, but even given the lizards’ deviousness and inclination to build a
mass of subsurface structures they weren’t going to be able to do more than
slow the Voku down, for Pro-zel was spamming these
three targets with his troops rather than spreading them out across the system
piecemeal. He wanted clean, efficient battles rather than true contests. This
wasn’t a mission to test one’s strength, but to clean out the vermin and take
possession of the system.


And to do that Pro-zel had
plenty of time, for there was no amount of reinforcements that the lizards
could reasonably send that would alter the course of events here. The Voku were
going to claim Orica for their own, it was just a matter of how and when. Given
that almost guaranteed eventuality, the Voku commander chose to take the
patient approach and clear out a few planetoids at a time, giving his forces a
base of operations to work out of that wasn’t contested, while simultaneously
sending word back for the supply convoys to start coming.


So long as the Voku had at least one planetoid that
was solely theirs they could begin building, for their fleet would keep the
lizards away even if they were still in the system…and the sooner they got
construction efforts up and running the sooner they could start building their
own defenses. Orica had to become an economic stronghold within the region and
was key to Cal-com’s plans going forward. 


And Pro-zel intended to take
it with the minimum number of troops lost as he could manage. He didn’t like
the lizards lingering nearby, but there was nothing they could do to stop the
Voku, so he might as well put up with their presence for a while if it meant
preserving personnel and equipment for later use down the line. Because old or
not, this tech was still valuable, and would be used in forthcoming assaults in
the surrounding region, for the Voku were going to carve out a piece of the new
‘border’ inside of what used to be Nestafar space and hold it against the
lizards, Skarrons, or anyone else that came Star Force’s way. 


But first the handful of chosen systems had to be
taken from the enemy, then the other surrounding ones had to be cleansed even
if the Voku weren’t going to set down roots there. It was a campaign that mirrored
what was occurring back in their home territory, for per the Elders’ wishes
they were expanding their borders and hacking a huge chunk out of Skarron
territory, not to mention safeguarding other neighboring races that had
previously been beyond their mandate.


Everywhere the Voku were expanding, making this an
exciting and dangerous time for the empire, for there was a lot of work to do,
and when you were pushing against opponents those opponents usually pushed
back. Fortunately Cal-com had given him enough conglomerates for this mission
to be one-sided enough not to be an issue, which had been the point. Orica had
to fall and fall quickly to set up a chain of coming events, the most important
of which was occurring simultaneously to this assault and other smaller ones.


For Cal-com would have been here, overseeing this
massive campaign himself, if he didn’t have somewhere more important to go.
Right now he and a much smaller fleet were traveling far beyond any world seen
by the Voku before and headed for the Shaleth System,
a target that Cal-com had said was chosen by the Elders themselves. 


The Dafchor rarely confided in his senior commanders
as to what the Elders had told him, for his orders were unquestionable, but
Cal-com had explained the importance of this mission to him anyway,
underscoring that while he was taking Orica, a vital piece in the ongoing
strategic puzzle, he would be quietly taking a much more valuable one, from
which he would be operating out of indefinitely. That meant Pro-zel and others would be out of contact with him for some
time until a proper relay network could be established out to Shaleth.


Pro-zel didn’t understand
why the Elders had instructed the Dafchor to take that seemingly insignificant
world, but if they wanted it done then so be it. He and the other senior
commanders could operate independently as long as needed, and Cal-com needed
him here, in Orica, even after the last of the planetoids was cleansed of
lizard presence. Pro-zel was to secure the foothold
then organize the acquisition and defense of the Nestafar Region until he could
receive further orders from the Dafchor, with a huge responsibility being put
on his shoulders.


But that wasn’t anything new, for commanders all
across the Empire were being given tasks that only the elite few would have
been given previously. In a time of great expansion such as this, they were
being called on to handle tasks far beyond their previous scope, and in Pro-zel’s opinion it was about damn time. If the Elders wanted
them to sit and defend territory then he’d do it, but the Voku were a race bred
for action, and it seemed fate had finally gotten around to allowing them their
due.


Not in terms of territory or bounty, but in glory. The
responsibility for such great tasks was what they craved more than anything,
for the more they were asked to do the more valuable they were, and that put
them one step closer to the Elders’ equals rather than being whimpering
children begging for scraps of technology.


Pro-zel doubted they’d ever
progress that far, but he liked the idea of being battlefield allies more than
being inferior servants…and apparently the Elders agreed, else they wouldn’t
have been asking so much of the Voku and giving them so much more technology to
accommodate those requests. 


No matter how you looked at it, this was an age of
change and Pro-zel was eagerly anticipating the days
ahead. These lizards were primitive, but given the scope of their empire and
their ability to build replacements quickly, they were going to be a formidable
challenge going forward, even if this current assault wasn’t.


Or rather the challenge wasn’t in achieving victory,
but in doing so as efficiently as possible to give Cal-com more troops to work
with going forward, and that was a responsibility that Pro-zel
took very seriously, for the Dafchor had also confided in him that there were
tasks ahead that may be impossible to achieve, but that the Elders had
commanded them to try regardless.


That single bit of foresight made everything Pro-zel did now tinge with greater importance, for these
missions were laying the groundwork for the impossible one yet to come.



 

When Cal-com’s fleet arrived in the Shaleth System they found themselves above a huge, dying
star. It was a massive red giant whose internal fuel supply was nearing the end
of days…but given how long stars typically persisted there was no danger of it
‘going out’ any time soon. That said, the radiation levels were considerably
lower than they had once been, meaning the habitable planets in orbit were
becoming less so over time. Already the outer two had been encased in an ice
sheet that had killed off all the vegetation on the planet, with the innermost
third still clinging to a narrow band around the equator, though it had been
reduced to scrub brush in lieu of the massive forests it had once contained.


Cal-com didn’t know the history Shaleth,
he just saw a slowly dying system that still held use for both the Voku and the
lizards, for they had a sizeable colony on the inner planet. Far more so than
it would have appeared to warrant, given that this location wasn’t on any of
their known supply lines, but rather in a little nook of territory equating to
a ‘filler’ system located in between the major ones.


Cal-com suspected that this one had been around far
longer than those his forces were currently assaulting near Star Force
territory, hence the greater size. Never the less, it was his target and he
immediately dispatched one of his three conglomerates to neutralize the small
defense fleet while he took the others and split them up into blockade groups,
intent to keep all enemy presence contained to this location. Let a ship escape
or an interstellar signal be transmitted and he’d lose the anonymity the
Dafchor was hoping for, which was why he also sent a piece of his command
conglomerate straight to the lizard colony.


That piece flew ahead of the rest and dove into the
atmosphere, coming down atop the section of the lizard infrastructure that held
their interstellar transmitter. Three brilliant energy beams leapt out from the
warship, nearly on parallel lines, but they actually converged at a given point
several miles below the craft. At first the three beams hit the lizard defense
shield 200 or so meters apart, but the green, blue, and orange beams refocused
and moved towards each other until they overlapped on the same spot…


When they did the chimra effect occurred and the shield
immediately breached, with the three beams spread out again beneath it and
causing damage to separate locations.


The warship adjusted the targeting on the constant
beams and brought the intersection point down to the transmitter. When it
touched the beams no longer melted the infrastructure on contact, but they
exploded it in such a magnitude of force that the entire assembly was junked
instantly. The warship ceased fired when it was inoperable and flew back up to
orbit, ignoring the ground defense batteries that were only tickling its
shields.


Cal-com observed the attack from afar, intently
monitoring the output from the enemy transmitter. As far as he could tell no
signals had been sent, meaning their surprise attack was going to remain a
secret for some time and he intended to keep it that way. With the blockade
formation patrolling the area around the star, both to intercept ships trying
to flee and to poach any that might come into the system in the coming days,
the Dafchor expected to have a decent amount of time available to him before
the lizards had a chance to respond…which he was going to need.


Once the system was cleared of enemy ships Cal-com
ordered the first conglomerate and pieces of the second to head down to the
surface and begin cleansing the planet. As they did so he took a chunk of his
command conglomerate, which of the three was the only one comprised of the new
technology the Elders had gifted the Voku, and flew to the outermost planet of
the three in the system.


There he found an ice-covered world, but per the
instructions given to him via his implant he searched a specific set of
coordinates with the ship’s sensors until he found structures buried beneath
the ice. He didn’t know what they were…until the implant suddenly released new data
it had been withholding until this moment.


Cal-com suddenly understood why this system was
important. Not only was it centrally located, offering him reach options to the
other servants of the Elders, but it held the remains of another race that had
died out long ago. One that also served the Elders up until they were overcome
by an enemy too powerful for them to hold at bay. 


That knowledge settled a question that had long been
lingering in the core of his mind. Would the Elders intervene if the Voku faced
annihilation?


Apparently they would not. Their servants had to learn
to stand on their own, in victory or defeat. Help them the Elders might, but
they would not carry them.


Then again, the Elders had only recently returned to
the Voku. What they had been doing in the absence Cal-com did not know, but if
this race, who had been called the Yampley, had been
in a similar situation and not been able to survive in their absence as the
Voku had…


The thought sickened Cal-com, for if the Yampley were as loyal as the Voku they did not deserve this
fate. Powerful the Elders might be, but the remains on the planet below only
underscored how vast and dangerous this galaxy truly was. 


That thought made it all the more imperative for him
to get to the other servants before it was too late for them. If he failed,
this would be their fate at the hands of the lizards.


Giving the order without delay, even as the ground
battles on the other planet were just getting underway, Cal-com had his
conglomerate section disintegrate and break up into a number of protective
warships and the Hatomek seed that subsequently
plunged into the ice near to the ruins, burrowing its way down to the surface
and beginning to locate and extract the necessary materials to grow itself into
the world-building machine that would eventually create the defenses to hold
this system against any lizard counterattack.


Cal-com noted with pride how much faster this seed
worked than previous models, for it was constructed from the new technology as
well, and took very little time digging its way into the bedrock and carving
out a dome in the ice above for the Voku workers to begin grounding additional
supplies within.
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February 28, 2735


Numar System (lizard
territory)


Sashneo



 

Tom-008 stood in the nexus onboard the Zeus, personally controlling the
ultra-heavy cleansing beam that the command ship was using in low orbit to
pulverize the lizard infrastructure on the planet below. The defense shields
protecting the numerous colonies covering the planet couldn’t stand up against
the beam for more than a handful of seconds, for it was a major upgrade over
the previous versions, capable of delivering pinpoint destructive energy on a
level that Star Force had never achieved before.


Tom and the other trailblazers knew the days of the
cleansing beam were coming to an end, in light of higher end weapons projects
coming down the research pipe, but that didn’t mean they’d given up on their
current batch of tech. There were always improvements to be made, and the
‘ultras’ were one of them. Beam width was the same as a ‘heavy’ but the
intensity was ratcheted up so much that only a very dense shield could hold up
to it…or a different matrix that the lizards couldn’t yet produce.


Regardless, with the ultra onboard
his command ship Tom was able to bust through lizard defenses that typically
would have delayed a planetary assault such as this for days as orbital
bombardment hammered each of the shields until they fell, then cleansing beams
or rail guns would take out the exposed generators and primary defensive
emplacements, opening up the bases or colonies to a ground attack or further
obliteration from orbit.


Odd as it was, throwing a chunk of mass at an opponent
never got old. The physics were simply undeniable, with the rail gun, a weapon
that dated back to the very beginning of Star Force, slated to always be in the
offensive bag of toys, right up to the day when they finally caught up with the
most advanced tech the V’kit’no’sat had. They’d be highly modified rail guns by then, but the principle was sound and
there was no easy way to kill the momentum they produced.


Ammo resupply was their weakness, and in a situation
like this it made more sense to use the cleansing beams to knock down buildings
along with a few Ka’sevron rounds thrown in by the Ma’kri. In the past Star
Force would have tried to assault the lizard colonies with their buildings
mostly intact, preferring a cleaner battlefield to work on, but the more time
that went on the trailblazers had just gotten in the habit of obliterating them
from orbit, then sending down skilled teams to deal with the rubble fighting
and subsurface hunting.


They didn’t like fighting that way, but the lizards
would never surrender. Even now Tom was issuing periodic calls down to the
various colonies to see if they’d relent, but never once in his life had he
gotten a reply. They were intent on fighting it out to the last scaly minion,
and with this planet covered in numerous colonies and billions of lizards, it
made more sense just to blast them from orbit than to go at it hand to hand, or
even with the mechs and aerial craft. 


Tom punched through another shield plate then fired a
second short cleansing beam lance down and into the shield tower, blasting it
apart with one hit as the internal components were vaporized along the beam’s
path and the rapid expansion burst out laterally and popped the tower in the
blink of an eye. The debris rain around the site was an added bonus, but the
trailblazer turned his mental attention to another colony nearby as the regular
cleansing beams began chewing up the now exposed one. 


There were only so many he could hit with the ship in
its current position, but he wanted to remove their defenses as quickly as
possible to get this small region of the planet knocked down enough that the Zeus could move on to the next while
leaving the drones and Ma’kri in place to really hammer it. He hated fighting
like this, for it was almost exactly how the V’kit’no’sat would have gone about
it, but with the lizards being totally intractable it was the quickest option
to take the planet from them, especially considering that they didn’t intend to
use any of the enemy’s infrastructure.


It would all get tore down and recycled, whether it be
standing or rubble, so there was no disadvantage in taking it apart from orbit.
Tom just hated such destruction, both in the lives and the equipment. When one
conquered a planet the idea was to take over what was there. Wiping out a
civilization was not conquering, that was annihilation. Star Force were
definitely conquerors, but rarely were they annihilators.


The V’kit’no’sat were almost exclusively annihilators.



But the lizards couldn’t be conquered. They couldn’t
be negotiated with. All you could do is fight and kill them…or be killed by
them. That was their choice, and unless Star Force wanted to force them into
imprisonment utilizing stun weapons and such, slaughtering them back was the
only way to fight them.


Star Force had never gone that far, for they always
gave the lizards an out. A chance to surrender, or sometimes retreat. The
outcome was always the same, but it was by the lizards’ choosing, not Tom
decrying they had to die.


But die they would, for the lizard civilization saw
their personnel as expendable tools. They’d just grow more in a different
location, hoping that these here would do at least some damage to the invaders
before they died.


And that was the primary reason Tom and the others
chose to use orbital bombardment to raze the surface…to give the devious
bastards less opportunity to find ways to kill a few of his troops when they
did go down to the planet.


Sashneo was not lightly
populated either. A lot of the higher tier lizard infrastructure wasn’t
present, but in the 221 years since Star Force abandoned this transitional
world they’d filled it with low tech colonies, going for a massed approach
rather than a fortified stronghold. With the fleet Tom had at his disposal,
some 22 Warship-class jumpships and 4
Ma’kri in total, plus the Zeus, he
was going to take the planet regardless of how much they’d built it up, but he
found it odd that this planet had gone down a slightly different track than the
others that Star Force was currently taking back.


Over the past few decades the map had been changing
drastically. A huge swath of what had been lizard-occupied Calavari territory
now gleamed Star Force blue, and ever since the massive pushback at Jafat had failed, barely, the local region had pretty much
been free pickups for anyone that could overwhelm the local defense forces. No
more were there reinforcement fleets perusing about ready to drop the hammer.
Everything was now up for grabs, with Tom and a handful of other trailblazers
pushing to grab up as much territory as they could before the lizards caught
their industrial breath and started reinforcing their systems again.


Simultaneously the Voku were hitting the lizards hard
in what had been Nestafar territory while Kerrie-057, Larissa-048, and the
H’kar were pushing out from Alpha Region and securing another huge swath of
territory that was slated to become property of the Bsidd as their explosive
growth continued…aside from a few planets that would be returned to the
refugees in the ADZ that had previously fled them. 


Wes-049 was making a smaller push up the galactic
plane beyond Delta Region with Axius, with the intent of adding more colonies
in that region to house that growing population, both from internal
reproduction and immigration. Axius was now tops within Star Force in terms of
citizenry, but it was estimated that the Bsidd would pass them by at some
point. Odd as it was, given how this had all begun, Humans were now a tiny
minority within their own empire, despite a population that had recently passed
10 trillion.


Democracy would have put Humans in the backseat, had
it still existed, but a beast such as Star Force was such a high level entity
that it simply could not exist with such a simplistic design. Humans were the
glue that held everything together, because they were better than everyone
else. Not in birthright, though the Ikrid blocks and psionics were immensely
useful, but because the most advanced individuals in every division within Star
Force were Humans, from techs up to Archons. They had individually earned those
positions, and acquitted the enormous responsibility for maintaining and
advancing the empire.


That wasn’t something a popularity contest would
result in. Star Force had to exist based on merit, else it would have collapsed
long ago. 


This next phase of advancement was a huge undertaking,
and as such required an increasing level of skill to pull off, not just in
taking worlds back from the lizards, but in expanding out to the new
acquisitions without allowing Star Force to become too heavy to manage. Some
people believed that a civilization could only expand so far before it lost
coherency in a variety of fashions. Tom knew that wasn’t true, for there were
ways to make it work if you were clever enough, but every empire that grew to
significant size had to know what it was doing, else they’d self-destruct in a
variety of ways. 


That was true of the lizards, Voku, and even more so
the Skarrons. The size of their empire was ghastly huge, and even with the
lizards tearing huge chunks out of it the overall mass was unaffected. It was
simply too huge to kill. Tom didn’t know how that fight would ultimately turn
out, and whatever went down was going to occur on the other side of the ‘no-go’
line so it was probable that Star Force wouldn’t know, unless the Skarrons
pushed the lizards back this far.


Respect was due to anyone who could assemble and
maintain an empire of that size, and with the path that Davis had set Star
Force on, it wasn’t going to back down from those challenges ahead. It was
already proven that they could do things better than everyone else on a ‘small’
level, and now was the time to prove they could do it on a larger scope. V’kit’no’sat
or no, they couldn’t hide and let the galaxy burn around them, and while there
had been some hesitancy on that issue in the past, that was no longer the case.


Star Force was pushing hard into the lizards, using
the window of opportunity that Paul had told Tom and the others about from the
Dragon Forecast Bureau. And in truth, technological advancements aside, the
only way to truly beat the lizards was for Star Force to grow insanely larger.
They couldn’t do that purely with Humans, nor was Star Force really about just
Humans. It was a set of principles, based on the sovereignty of the individual
and not the race, that just happened to have rogue
Zen’zat that came with a slew of genetic abilities that the others didn’t
possess.


But as Tom and the others had learned over time, those
abilities weren’t all encompassing, with other races holding single, or
sometimes multiple abilities that could be used to enhance Star Force above and
beyond what Humans alone could do. The Bsidd were the biggest case in point,
but the Kiritak were the first major addition in that department and were still
quietly forming the backbone of Star Force’s industry.


Add in the hundreds of other races that were part of
Star Force, whether by group or individual, and on the whole they were stronger
than ever. Now they needed to add more systems and more population to the mix.
That, coupled with the continuing tech upgrades coming out of the pyramid and
the way Star Force was now gobbling up lizard territory, had gently shifted the
trailblazers’ focus from holding back the lizards to outright beating the
bastards at their own game.


The no-go line kept a complete victory out of the
question, for in order to defeat the lizards it seemed you had to annihilate
them, and now they’d passed into a region where Star Force wouldn’t go. There
were other races and factions out in the rim, like the Nexus, that were far
more powerful and territorially large than Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat
hadn’t bothered to notice them, so it was hoped that the same would be true of
the Humans’ expansion. But going closer to the core would be akin to waving and
shouting at them through the Skarron empire, so despite
their newfound boldness Star Force was going to keep a safe distance, even
though there would never be any guarantees of anonymity no matter how far they
went rimward.


As Tom finished popping the shield plates over the
last of the lizard colonies within range, he took a moment to run his fingers
through his shock-white hair, rubbing a spot on his head that was still aching
from his last ascension. Paul had brought it out to him a month ago, before Tom
had left on this campaign, and still there was a lingering bit of friedness there. 


He wasn’t complaining though, for the Sav ability was a tier 3, and had he wanted to he could
have controlled all of the cleansing beams on the Zeus and half his drones simultaneously. The processing upgrade had
been one that had long eluded them, save for Bo, but now that they’d finally
cracked the trigger all the trailblazers were getting it and Tom didn’t mind
the discomfort that came along for the ride. It was almost gone anyway, and
more than worth the tradeoff.


He rubbed it a few more times through his genetically
altered hair as he mentally checked on the locations and statuses of his entire
fleet, which were currently assaulting three different positions on the planet.
The flurry of indicators flooded through is mind within .4 seconds, and thanks
to the Sav he comprehended it all with clarity. In
truth he’d gotten good enough with the nexus interface that he’d already
acquired some impressive skills in that regard, but the Sav
had taken everything he’d built up and just multiplied it exponentially.


Incorporating it into his standard training was his
next big challenge, for it literally changed everything as far as what he was
capable of doing, but he’d have time for that later. Right now Sashneo needed his oversight, and he’d have plenty of
breaks to train in over the coming weeks. While his fleet was fully capable of
handling this invasion without him, he knew that him being linked into the
system and making little tweaks here and there could have a cumulative effect
going forward. 


And with billions of lizards down there that needed
killing, there were lots of opportunities for tweaks to be made and deviousness
to be uprooted before it could kill his people. That was the biggest need for
him and other Archons with the fleets across lizard territory…sniffing out
traps and figuring out how best to hit the lizards when they were dug in underground.
This planet wasn’t the biggest one he’d been involved in hitting to date, but
it was the most populated, offering up a little bit more of a challenge.


At this point though, for a trailblazer, this was easy
peasy. It was vitally important, but not a real
stretch of Tom’s skills. From an outside perspective, what was taking place on Sashneo was armageddon.
The operation was so huge it left any civilian awestruck, but after so many
battles his troops had become seasoned fighting the lizards and didn’t hesitate
when given a target of this size. There was an awful lot of work to do here,
but they knew they could handle it, one piece at a time, with Tom handing out
assignments as they moved forward.


Back in the day, when Tom had passed his test for the
A7 program, he never could have comprehended doing something like this, let
alone how routine it had become. 


Then again, he’d never expected to be 700 years old
either. That longevity of growth had to have an effect on people, Archon or
not, but back on Earth when he was a kid such things were out of the societal
viewpoint, deemed nothing more than myth, so it was understandable that he had
no clue a person could rise to this level. Now he was focused on taking care of
business and continuing to climb the improvement ladder, for he and the others
knew the V’kit’no’sat were still well ahead of them.


Back in his basic days he thought he’d comprehended
the threat they posed. Now he realized he hadn’t a clue what they were capable
of, data files or no. And what was even scarier was the fact that while Tom was
a couple centuries away from catching Yoda, there were V’kit’no’sat hundreds of
thousands of years old…and more. 


With his mind still linked in to the battlemap he
looked down on the huge lizard civilization he was set to destroy, realizing
that compared to the level of the V’kit’no’sat, this was still just child’s
play. 
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May 4, 2735


Noop System (beyond
Gamma Region)


Tieor



 

The Mandoshan freighter made its braking maneuver into
the commerce system on an odd jumpline, but odder still was the fact that the
ship’s deceleration track ran to a normal orbital depth, though with a much
higher rate of transition. That indicated gravity drives far superior than what
the Mandoshan built into their ships, but no one noticed, or had the technology
to, for unlike the more impressive star systems, this one had no stellar
tracking grid.


The freighter in question redirected to the only habitable
world in the system without incident, making the microjump at a speed expected
from such a lethargic craft. Hundreds of others of different makes and origins
were transitioning to and from the star every minute, with this freighter just
mixing in with the flow until it reached the planetary monitoring grid and was
picked up by the local traffic control staff.


It was queried as to its destination, then given a
route to take to get down to the atmosphere without bumping into anything else
in the cluttered orbital space. Thousands of habitats orbited the planet, along
with just as many parked ships offloading cargo or personnel into the various
public terminals. The Mandoshan freighter wasn’t headed for any of those, but
had a destination point marked on the planet’s surface in one of the less
respectable spaceports.


It was one of 189 on the planet registered for regular
traffic and saw a fair amount of lower level commerce, so when the freighter in
question dropped into hover mode over the cityscape it had to wait for the
choke point to clear as a pair of Gordin freighters,
twice the Mandoshan’s size, came up out of the half
mile wide opening and made for the clouds overhead.


When given the go ahead from bay control the Mandoshan
freighter eased its more or less circular bulk down through the ‘tight’ opening
and into the enclosed airspace below that stretched out in a radius of several
miles. The covering was little more than a sturdy tent, with no armor or
defensive value other than to keep the weather out, but visually at least it
separated the bay landing pads from the rest of the city.


The freighter eased to the west and came down on the
landing pad assign to it next to four other craft, parking next to a Vrax freighter of similar size, but when the Mandoshan ship
set down it didn’t offload any cargo, just a group of passengers that walked to
a nearby exit where they were met by a single individual that then led them out
of the spaceport and through the city via less than savory routes.


All eight individuals wore grey robes with large hoods
that covered most of their faces, keeping them out of sight as they meandered
through the scattered crowds made up of numerous races. Tieor had no native
population, and had begun as an entertainment resort complex for the wealthy
travelers on an uninhabited world. Over time those operations expanded, and
were still present in one small corner of the planet, but ancillary development
had started up around servicing those high end customers, and now, thousands of
years later, it was the lower end that dominated the planet with their economic
presence dwarfing that of the privileged elite.


Tieor functioned as a way station for some 80 star
systems in the local region and even had connections further out, with it being
on one of the major trade routes connecting the three major powers in the
expanded region, those being the Hershat, Zocktrel, and Worar. That fact
alone attracted a lot of varied races, but the ones beneath these hoods had
never been seen in this part of the galaxy before and preferred to keep it that
way.


The guide was one of Tieor’s
natives, a Donklap, who looked halfway between Ewok
and monkey. He stood shoulder height to most of the robed individuals, but
walked in a very peculiar way, with his arms lunging side to side rather than
swinging front and back like most others. Even that didn’t stand out in the
crowd, for there were other Donklap around, along
with many other races that clashed so much that they all seemed to blend
together into a mix-matched harmony.


The Donklap led the eight
robed individuals to a location not far from the spaceport, bringing them
inside a commercial district and into an alley between establishments. On the
far end of it was a locked loading door for cargo arrivals, which the Donklap had a key for. He slid the two-pronged ‘C’ into the
holes and rotated the mechanism around, popping the door locks and allowing it
to slide into the wall to reveal the interior hall. All eight passengers
slipped inside, then the Donklap shut and locked the
door from the inside before ushering them on into the facility.


They passed several sealed doors, for these had been
welded shut to keep anyone from the stores from accidently stumbling into the
portions of the shared complex that didn’t belong to them. After passing
through several ‘dead’ rooms they came to another locked door, which the Donklap knocked on three times, then stared up at the
security camera above it. He reached a hand up and split his fingers apart in
the secret sign, with the door opening a moment later.


A Protovic stood behind it with weapon in hand,
stepping to the side to let them enter, but making sure no one else slipped
through before he had a chance to shut the door again.


When he did the eight individuals pulled back their hoods
and slipped off their robes, revealing themselves to be a mix of ADZ races. One
was Critel, another two Protovic, a fourth was Bonpar, and the other four were Human…all ex-Star Force
military, coming from Axius to the mainline branch and everything in between. 


“Lieutenant,” the Protovic greeted one of the Humans,
recognizing him but not the others. That wasn’t uncommon, for Brayden’s
Marauders had over 12,000 regulars, with that number growing each decade.


“Le’han’trel,” the Human replied, knowing every one of
the men under his command personally, not counting the affiliates like the Donklap, who were local hires. “Is the client here?”


“Not here as in the base, but he’s in a hotel nearby.
I can arrange for you to meet with him whenever, wherever.”


“Arrange it,” Mason Harkor
said, tossing his cloak bundle onto a nearby table with the others. “Somewhere
private, but not here.”


The Protovic nodded then gestured to one of the six
locals in the room, which doubled as their lounge/comms
center, then rattled off instruction in a language that the Lieutenant couldn’t
identify. A spindly creature that looked to be little more than bone with skin
draped over responded and got on the comm, sending
out a text transmission and nothing that would give anyone information as to
the details or location of their outpost.


It was a legitimate business acquisition, for the
Marauders were renting the facility, but as far as the landlords knew it was
just a warehousing slot allotment, and as long as the demaks,
their local currency, kept flowing in they never bothered to check up on the
tenants. Similar arrangements were common on this part of the planet, and it
gave the Marauders the anonymity they needed, for while mercenaries weren’t
uncommon on Tieor they were something best kept out of sight.


Especially high level mercs
that had better equipment than the local defense force.


“Alright guys, settle in. We’re going to be here at
least a few days.”


“Left, then two rights,” Le’han’trel said, gesturing
to a side door that led into other areas of the fairly large facility that
housed and equipped a force of more than 200 on a regular basis, though at
present less than 50 were currently on site. “Quartermaster is a Kiritak called
Gargi, she’ll set you up.”


“What do we have in the mail bag?” Mason asked when
the other 7 in his strike team had left the room and he had appropriated a
nearby stool to sit on.


Le’han’trel grabbed a datapad off a shelf and tapped
it on, pulling up an inventory list of all the requests coming in to the mercs for work, most of which they would have to turn down.
The Marauders only did defensive work, and didn’t take any contracts that would
conflict with Star Force standards. While they weren’t officially affiliated with
them, the unit had been created by Brayden Yen, a high ranking commando in Clan
Caitlyn that had ‘retired’ to civilian life. 


Upon leaving the military he spent the next 60 years
acquiring the credits he needed through a variety of work, all non-military,
then recruited a handful of other former Star Force commandos to create the
first of what would come to be called the Marauders. Mason was one of those
originals, and spent the next few decades working security assignments in the
undesirable sections of the ADZ where Star Force security had no presence and
where businessmen were willing to pay for personal security.


Over time Brayden collected more exiting Star Force
personnel, citing that he wanted to establish a unit that could go where Star
Force couldn’t, into the darkest corners of the galaxy and root out the
nastiness there, essentially doing the same sort of thing they’d always done,
but doing so on their own volition and own orders. They would be free to act as
they chose, but at the same time wouldn’t have any backup, for they weren’t
part of Star Force anymore.


That changeup on an old priority appealed to a decent
fraction of the retired personnel that Brayden solicited, coupled with the idea
of getting paid for the fighting they did. They’d be serving Star Force
indirectly, but getting rich at the same time. That alone was reason enough for
many who got the invite to join up, and for the others it was Brayden’s future
plans for the unit.


The former commando didn’t want to just hunt down
trash in the dark corners of the ADZ, but he intended to go outside Star Force
territory to the truly wild regions of the galaxy and bring a little
civilization to the chaos. Nothing grandiose, just a mission here or there to
get rid of some scumbag. Star Force had a huge territory, but the galaxy was
far bigger, so after the Marauders were firmly established and making enough
credits in the ADZ to support themselves, and then some, Brayden began pushing
operations beyond the ever moving borders, staying a step or two ahead of Star
Force’s creeping territorial lines…which were now surging head over heels
outward.


The Marauders were still ahead of the curve, for the Noop System was way
beyond the ADZ, but not so far that some of the races here hadn’t established
diplomatic contact with Star Force. It was in that gray zone between known and
unknown that they chose to work, banking on Star Force’s reputation to give
them leverage and credibility while still operating outside their sphere of
influence. This system and others weren’t too unimportant for them to care
about, they simply couldn’t protect everyone, and it was those places that were
beyond Star Force’s help that the Marauders chose to operate within.


“We’ve got four requests for assassinations,”
Le’han’trel began to read off. “Two hijackings of freighters, sixteen requests
for permanent defensive deployments ranging from a personal security guard to
an entire moon, and an assortment of transport missions along with a few odds
and ends. Mostly trash stuff that we’ve told people time and again that we
won’t do, but they still ask anyway.”


“What about the moon?” Mason asked, raising an
eyebrow.


“Not something we’d want. It’s a vice den and they want us to set up to keep any other merc units or law enforcement out.”


“Anything worthwhile?”


“Some small stuff, wouldn’t take more than a squad of
three or four. Fuel costs in getting there would eat up most of the profit
though, because none are local.”


“By local you mean on Tieor?”


“Yes.”


Mason waved his fingers in a ‘give me’ gesture and the
Protovic tossed him the datapad. “Still haven’t got these guys up to speed on
English yet?”


“Passable, but anything complex is better handled in Klixet. Between them all they know 19 other languages, so
I’m not pressing too hard. The earpiece translators we’ve gotten configured to Klixet pretty well, so as long as they can translate into
that we can manage with our clients…mostly. For a few we’ve had races that
barely spoke Klixet, and didn’t know any of the
others. This planet is a mess linguistically.”


“What isn’t out here?” Mason asked as he flagged three
requests that he’d be willing to assign the Marauders to. One would make for a
decent payday, the others would offer a slim profit margin. Normally they would
be booked constantly, but at the moment they had a bit of flexibility and he
intended to handle one of the small ones himself after he was done here. 


“Log these,” he said, tossing the datapad back to the
base chief, which the Marauders referred to as a ‘handler,’ for he handled all
the local assignments and reported directly to the Lieutenant in charge of this
Marauder sector, which was Mason.


“How are things back home?” Le’han’trel asked as he
moved over to one of the suitcase-like computer stations.


“Seems like Star Force is taking a planet a day from
the lizards,” Mason exaggerated. “They’re steamrolling them now, on multiple
fronts.”


“Just not in this direction?”


“Fortunately there are no lizards down here, but no,
this region isn’t a priority yet, and I doubt it will be for some time.”


“Good for business.”


“Bad for the galaxy. We can always move further as
needed, and even a single Star Force ship in this system would do more good
than we can.”


“I know, but we’ve still got bills to pay, my salary
included, and a unit like ours has to go where the trouble is to cover our
considerable overhead…and that’s just the small part that I’m number
crunching.”


“Brayden knows what he’s doing,” Mason assured him.
“He’s got enough resources put back to cover us if business suddenly dries up,
so don’t worry about that.”


“Good to hear. Don’t want to get back to the ADZ and
find out that I’m not getting paid.”


Mason laughed. “No worries there. Your account is kept
separate from the general fund. We won’t be raiding it even if things go
horrifically bad. You thinking of getting out?”


“And do what? Sit on a beach watching the sun rise and
set along with 50 billion other people? No thanks. It may be scummy out here,
but at least it’s not overcrowded. Axius worlds are too jam packed for my
tastes.”


“There are a lot of other options. The Clans, for
example.”


“Thought those were Human only.”


“They’re badass only. Get your skill scores high
enough and they’ll let you in.”


“So I’m assuming you got kicked out then?”


Mason raised a finger and pointed it at the green and
purple skinned Protovic. “Easy there. I’m still your commander.”


“Guess that’s just my question regarding why you
left.”


“I didn’t come from the Clans. I was born on Earth.”


Le’han’trel frowned, with his glowing facial patches
making the gestures stand out more than they would on a Human. “I thought you
served with Clan Sangheili?”


“I did at the end. I spent most of my time in a
mainline unit, then wanted to see something more specialized. The Clans offered
a bit of that, but not enough, so I eventually quit.”


“Quit?”


Mason smiled. “I took a leave of absence to try and
figure out what exactly I wanted to do, traveled around the ADZ, just lost
myself in the crush of people that you were talking about. That was when
Brayden found me and offered up the type of challenge I’d been needing. I was
never going to go truly civie.”


“Good. Thought you lost your head there, and maybe
your self-sufficiency at that. I could have swore I saw
a gray hair or two.”


“Stop listening to rumors. Hairs can malfunction for a
number of reasons, and they often fix themselves over time. It’s not a
tell-tale sign of degradation, and no, you didn’t see any on me.”


The Protovic shrugged. “If you say so. Never could
understand the hairy races.”


“At least we don’t shed skin layers.”


“Yes you do, just in tiny pieces constantly.”


“I guess, but you don’t see us doing it. First time I
saw a Protovic pulling his skin off it nearly made me puke.”


“Why? It’s just a thin layer. Looks the same
underneath.”


“It’s creepy. Like you’re a snake or something.”


“You don’t like snakes?”


“It’s just creepy,” Mason reiterated.


“So glad we could have this bonding moment,”
Le’han’trel said as the affiliate at the comm station
got his attention and the Protovic walked over to confer with him. “Mason,
we’ve got confirmation. Tomorrow morning in a private lounge at what passes for
a restaurant not too far from here. We’ve used that site before, and it offers
some concealed cover for backup if you want it.”


“Translator?”


“I’ve got three that speak their language, or rather a
communal one.”


“Good. We’ll take whoever’s the most reliable.”


“We?”


“You’re coming too.”


“Ok, but why?”


“Does he speak English?”


“Passable.”


“I’d like better than passable. Miscommunication has
cost us one payday already, I don’t want to risk another.”


“Alright, I’ll translate the translator for you. But
I’ll have to go in armor, unless you want a walking glowlamp
drawing attention.”


“You can hide your ugly face, it won’t bother me,”
Mason quipped.


Le’han’trel grimaced. “Next time we’re eating
together, I think I’ll peel my arm just for fun.”


The Lieutenant stared at him for a long moment. “Hide
your beautiful face, then.”


“That’s better,” he said, pointing to the doorway.
“Don’t know when the last time you slept was, but tomorrow here begins in 4
hours, and our contact is set to meet us in just under 9.”


“I’d better catch a crash nap then. Do we have any
donuts on hand?”


“If the rest of your guys haven’t eaten them all up,
sure. If they have there’s more in packaging, but they’ll have to be baked.”


“Always the last one to the food,” Mason grumbled,
getting up off his stool and heading for the cafeteria.
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May 5, 2735


Noop System 


Tieor



 

Mason, Le’han’trel, and a local named Varsa sat in a secluded booth listening to a potential
client explain to them what was happening in a nearby star system. Coming
through double translation, Mason wasn’t sure he was getting the gist of all of
it, but from what he could tell the number of militants had doubled since the
initial offer had been made that had prompted the Lieutenant to come out to
Tieor. They were set up in a confiscated complex that had originally been a
livestock processing plant, but had killed off the surrounding herds and were
using it for their headquarters while they raped and pillaged, literally, the
surrounding cities.


The local defense force had been killed earlier,
having gone up against the militants and been beaten badly over four years ago.
With no resolution to the matter and the militants gradually reaching out to
more and more distant cities, the locals had put together a fund to hire
someone to come in and clean up the mess before it got any worse.


Those mercs they hired, which
were on the very low end of the respectability ladder, took their money and
ran. It had been another two years since that point, with the militant base
expanding and setting up the planet as a haven for more and more offworlders to come to, escalating to the point where they
were running rough shot over most of the planet. The other cities’ civil
defense forces couldn’t stop them for more than a single instance before the
other militants would retaliate by blowing up a building or two, or perhaps
just strafing the streets from the air with one of their aerofighters.


Eventually the entire planet had banded together and
put together the funds necessary to hire a respectable mercenary agency, and
had come all the way to Tieor to do it, which was how they’d found their way to
the Marauders.


Mason had already known this wasn’t going to be a milk
run, and through his double translators he pressed for more specific details.
The Batarank that they were speaking to produced a
series of plastic sheets of paper with information and images on them from a
briefcase it was carrying, and Mason began to sort through it while Le’han’trel
continued with the questioning on his behalf.


The militants were offworlders,
but they didn’t belong to any faction known to the Marauders. They were
collecting more and more personnel, including some tanks that were giving the
locals all kinds of headaches. A few of the militants had been killed by
vigilantes, who were striking back despite the reprisals, but they couldn’t
scratch the tanks nor stop them when they often went in to wreck a local
village. 


They also had four aircraft. Two were shuttles, one
was an orbital dropship, and the other was an aerofighter.
Or at least as far as the Bataranks knew. They’d only seen one operating at a time,
and from the markings it appeared to be the same craft, though Mason wasn’t
going to assume that as confirmed. All in all, there were probably some 2,000+
militants on the ground, but with the more recent updates it seemed that
several new ships had arrived to deposit more in the facility, of which the
Bataranks had no knowledge or counts of.


Mason dismissed their guesses, knowing that he’d need
to do a proper recon before committing any ground troops, but this didn’t sound
like something the Marauders couldn’t handle. Which only left the question of
payment remaining.


That wasn’t a straightforward deal, for there were
numerous currencies that didn’t all transfer between worlds. Eventually
Le’han’trel got it sorted out, using various materials in exchange for the
currency, and gave Mason the approximate credit value, were it back in the ADZ.
It added up to 12% above the posted rates that the Marauders advertised for an
operation of this scale, and as long as there were no additional surprises they
were set to go. 


Normally, additional surprises included a surcharge,
but the type of operation this job had been solicited as hadn’t changed, just
the numbers involved and those were really inconsequential given the team he’d
brought. They needed the money for operating expenses, but beyond that they
weren’t going to try and squeeze more credits out of their clients as others
might do. That was a decision made on principle, but it also worked as a good
marketing rep as word of mouth got around.


A few more questions about the local geography and
weapons capability of the locals, which was almost nonexistent, and Mason
agreed to take the job. The Batarank was visibly relieved when they signed the
operating contract, which was unnecessary in mercenary work, but Brayden wanted
the agreements officialized if for no other reason
than to have a record of what the deal actually was rather than relying on the
clients’ memories in case something didn’t turn out as they’d hoped. It was
rare, but sometimes they’d ask for a small task and expect you to fix other
problems once you were on site, and the contract was good to have on hand to
point out what you were actually getting paid to do.


After a few more unnecessary words that Le’han’trel
didn’t bother to translate for Mason, the Batarank left in a hurry and the
Protovic, clad in a full body suit and face mask underneath his robe-like
garments, turned to the Lieutenant.


“We’re not sticking around to eat, are we?”


Mason glanced around outside the booth. “We’ll linger
a bit. They have anything good here?”


“Not that I can eat.”


“Your problem,” he said, smiling at the faceplate.
“Get us some snacks and whatever Varsa would like,
but nothing that will take more than half an hour.”


“Get you some snacks you mean,” he said, running
through the menu with Varsa. 



 

Two weeks later the Mandoshan freighter arrived in the
Dechma System, following the client’s ship by less
than a day. Mason’s small jumpship was much faster and could have arrived
within 34 hours, but he didn’t want to get there before the client did, which
would make things awkward. This way the Bataranks would know that they’d been
hired and weren’t here on some other action, and he hoped he might be able to
pull some live intel from them during the operation, given that they had eyes
and ears everywhere, and the Marauders needed to eliminate all of the militants
and not leave so much as one around to cause trouble after they left.


That would be sloppy business, and if the Bataranks
were going to scare off more poaching of their planet in the future by hiring
the Marauders, they need a clean and efficient sweep of the malcontents to drum
up the fear in anyone else that might think the planet an easy mark.


The jumpship was called the 17, which simply meant it was the 17th interstellar-capable ship
that the Marauders had acquired. They didn’t name them like Star Force did, and
this one had been bought from the local market to make it blend in with this
region of the galaxy rather than bringing in an ADZ craft that would stand out
like a sore thumb. If they wanted to attract attention and intimidate someone
then that was the way to go, but more often than not the Marauders preferred a
less than auspicious entrance.


That said, the Mandoshan freighter wasn’t really a Mandoshan
freighter anymore. It had been hauled back to the ADZ and gutted, literally,
with everything interior being junked and sold for spare parts while
maintaining the outer shell. That shell had been used to build a new ship
within, using ADZ technology that was far superior to what the locals here
possessed. That meant the Marauders could use the Mandoshan freighter to move
about anonymously, but still have the muscle necessary if they needed to fight
their way out of a situation, or out run one. As far as they knew, their
gravity drives were considerably better than anything the nearest 50 systems
had to offer, meaning they could literally go where they wanted, when they
wanted, without anyone able to follow them.


The Marauders didn’t make use of that function often,
preferring to keep the capabilities of their ships a secret aside from the
‘foreign’ models they threw about every now and then, but this operation was
small scale enough to fit everything they needed in this 620 meter long/wide
freighter, though to make it a proper jumpship nearly a third of the internal
volume had to be dedicated to housing the engines and power core.


Mason had brought a crew of 8 with him to Tieor, then
grabbed another dozen or so personnel that were on station there, including
Le’han’trel, leaving the base in the hands of Krivan,
a junior but trustworthy member of the mercenary organization. With everyone
originating from within Star Force, finding people that could be relied upon
wasn’t a problem, plus they didn’t have local affiliations or history to muddy
the waters like some of their competition did.


When they entered planetary orbit of Numchalla, they took their time and made a thorough scan of
the surface using their own equipment before heading down to the largest spaceport
on the somewhat backwater world. It boasted a population of 23 million, but saw
those Bataranks scattered across numerous cities and villages, leaving them
without any one stronghold to work out of. The city of Yiivala
was the largest, and where their client had informed them that they should land
their ship, for there were only a handful of slips large enough to accommodate
their vessel on the surface.


As they queried the local controller during the
atmospheric descent, they got a panicked message from their client indicating
that the militants were currently in Yiivala and were
demanding payment from the shippers coming and going. Mason replied that they’d
take care of it, then he told the pilot to land them as if nothing were amiss
before heading back to the equipment room via a detour through the lounge and
training area.


“Change of plans,” he told Le’han’trel as he was
working with a set of free weights. “There’s a reception committee at the
spaceport, so gear up. We need to introduce ourselves.”


“Meaning?” the Protovic asked, his face aglow as he
set the weights in their nearby storage rack as several other strike team
members did likewise.


“Our quarry seem to be taxing the shipping traffic
coming through the spaceport.”


“Ah,” he said, understanding. Le’han’trel was glad it
wasn’t an actual reception committee. Those political shenanigans were boring
as hell. 


Mason led the way out and met up with the others in
the equipment room where a few of the mercs were
waiting rather than getting into their armor.


“You want all of us?” one of them asked.


“Better safe than sorry,” Mason said, opening his
locker and pulling out the pieces of the Reen-made
armor that had been custom fitted to his frame years ago. It wasn’t up to Star
Force quality, but since they didn’t sell military equipment to civilians,
others specialized in that market and the Reen had
the best personal equipment available. Despite the fact that they themselves
were huge quadrupeds, they knew how to make adequate armor for Humans and other
bipeds. “And I don’t want any of them getting away, so be ready to run down
multiple targets. Jackson, get the Valerie prepped. Their fighter is in the air
to intimidate the shippers to pay the price.”


“You want that captured or scrapped?” the ex-Star Force
Regular pilot asked. 


“Preferably captured, so we can sell what’s left of
it.”


“I’ll try and be gentle,” he said, pulling on a
different set of armor than he would have worn had he been going in with the
infantry.


Mason clicked the various pieces of armor onto his
body, locking them in place then testing to make sure all the joints were
secured. He pulled the helmet on last, finding the fit reassuring, for he’d
spent hundreds of combat hours in this suit, and hadn’t yet had to replace the
headgear. 


The others dressed in similar armor, all of which was
painted dark blue with red stripes going down the outside of the arms and legs.
Their weapons had also been painted the same color of red, with the plasma
rifles being custom fitted with an extra component slung under the barrel. A
typical modification, but whereas most individuals would have added a rocket
launcher, flame thrower, or some other type of area of effect weapon, the
Marauders had purchased a stun mod that gave them the ability to take down
targets without killing them, though it was nowhere near as effective as the
stun weapons Star Force used, nor could it pass through armor.


That meant most enemies they faced had to shot to be
disabled, with the stun mostly being useful against unarmored opponents.
Reports were that the militants wore a hodgepodge of armor, so it was likely
that they were going to have to be taken down the hard way or forced to
surrender…though without a translator handy during a firefight there wasn’t
going to be much opportunity to offer one, unless they bad guys just threw
their weapons down and their hands up.


Once he was fully equipped he and the others moved to
the internal hangar and three auxiliary exits, one of which was on the top of
the craft. They waited inside until the freighter had set down, then listened
to the communal comm channel for Mason to give the
word.


“I need a target count,” he said, looking at the vid
screen next to the closed hatch that showed what was outside before you opened
the opaque door. “I mark two to port.”


“Got another aft.”


“Three starboard fore.”


Mason waited a moment, then the pilot finally added,
“Someone’s coming up to the ship, heading to the main bay doors.”


“Lower them, but stay out of sight inside. I need a
team topside.”


“On it,” Ray’so’mal said.


“Le’han’trel, take the bay team. I’m flanking.”


“Copy.”



 

Two mercs wearing full armor
minus the helmets, escorted a third individual that wore casual clothes plus a
hip-holstered pistol over to the ship’s lowering ramp as the apparent leader
began speaking rapidly in Klixet, making demands for
the crew to come out and them being given access to inspect the cargo, citing
something about a maintenance fee when a flash of blue armor ran out from the
left side and barreled down the ramp.


Le’han’trel rammed the merc on the left in an unarmed tackle before he could bring
his weapon up, in typical Protovic fashion, then as the other two turned and
backed away from the pair and tried to draw their weapons a slightly delayed
pair of blurs followed him out and took them down, but not before the unarmored
Selofan got a shot off into one of the Marauders. 


The chest shield held up, barely, until physical
contact was made and that ripped through what was left of the cheap energy
barrier and the militant was knocked to the ground. The Marauder rolled off
him, grabbing his pistol as he did so, then another Marauder followed him up
and shot the leader with a stun blast of hazy green energy that left him groggy
but still conscious. A second shot solved that problem, then the other
Marauders coming out of the ship helped wrestle the armored mercs
to the ground and disarm them as a few plasma shots were heard elsewhere around
the bay.



 

Mason was the recipient of those shots, three of which
missed but one hit him in the left pectoral, soaking into his energy shield as
the militant shooting at him from afar turned and ran when he saw two more
armored soldiers following. The Human swore and sprinted after him, ducking into
a side doorway and trying to keep within sight. The pudgy alien was slow, but
he had a head start through unfamiliar terrain.


After two fleeting glances through the confines of the
spaceport Mason lost him, only to see pointing arms from the surrounding crowd
telling him to go left. He didn’t know whether to trust them or not, but he
figured why not and headed off that direction as opposed to just choosing one
at random. 


The hallway went through several curves, then quickly
exited onto a city street where a blue plasma streak shot past him and hit a
bystander. Mason visually tracked it back to the source and sprinted off after
the militant again, this time with clear street to
work with as the crowds backed away from the weaponsfire. 


He might not have been in as good of shape now as he
had been when in Star Force, but he hadn’t lost much of his speed and used it
now to run the bastard down within 20 seconds, not bothering to shoot back
until he got within a couple of meters of the target. A shower of sparks blew
out from the impact point on the militant’s unshielded armor, but apparently the
plasma shot wasn’t enough to get through to the ugly thing’s skin. 


Not wanting to try for a head shot, he sprinted up
closer and jabbed the barrel of his rifle into its back, tipping it forward and
tripping it up on its own feet. Mason jumped into the air as it happened and
came down with a stiffened knee on top of the militant, disorienting and
knocking the breath out of him as the ex-commando made the takedown. 


He put the muzzle of his plasma rifle in the guy’s
face and held it there, giving him the idea that it would be a good idea to
stay down and stay put. The militant complied and Mason held him in place until
his backup caught up to him, then the Marauders pulled out some easy-snap
restraints and took the guy prisoner.


Mason glanced back the way they’d come, remembering
the bystander that had been shot, then he punched the exposed head of the guy
once for the sloppy shot before hauling him to his feet and dragging him back
to the ship when he refused to walk.
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With the floor of the landing bay secured and the main
doors on the 17 open, the pointy end
of the Valerie eased out of the ship, hovering into the clear and staring down
the handful of people that were still in the bay, some of which were now coming
out of the woodwork knowing that the Marauders were here under contract and
feeling safe enough to have a look around now that the short-lived fireworks
were over.


But they weren’t, and as soon as the Valerie got clear
of the ship by a good dozen meters or so it kicked up its anti-grav and gained altitude, picking up the nearby militant
fighter about a mile off as it circled about lazily. That demeanor shifted as
soon as the Marauder got his craft above the retaining walls around the bay and
into view, with it accelerating towards him in a quick curve off its former
heading.


The Valerie’s shields went up, offering more than
enough protection against the plasma weapons of the primitive fighter. The
Valerie itself was armed with plasma, but not all versions were equal and
Jackson knew he could down the fighter with ease. That wasn’t the mission,
however, plus they were over the city right now and he needed to draw it off to
keep from hitting anyone below.


Making it look like he was running, the Marauder
accelerated to the east, holding back from full thrust otherwise he’d outrun
his pursuit. It didn’t take long for both of them to pass over the city’s edge,
for it wasn’t that large, and a few kilometers was all the distance he needed
before the grassy plains took over. As soon as both fighters were in the clear
the Marauder stopped playing impotent and executed a tight, sweeping turn that
the opponent tried to mimic…and failed.


Two full rotations around and the merc
was on the militant’s tail. He popped a golden ball of plasma against the hull,
confirming that it had no shields as it melted/exploded a small section just
behind the cockpit. The pilot kept the yield on the plasma low and peppered a
few more key spots as the enemy fighter tried to evade, but with the superior
design of the Valerie the Marauder was able to keep with it and, so long as he
was patient, was able to line up all the shots he wanted.


Eventually one of the small probing shots hit the
engines and the fighter dropped from the sky during a loop low to the ground.
He’d waited for that moment to fire the last shot, hoping to knock it down when
it only had about 30 meters of altitude to fall from. The stubby ship hit nose
first, digging a short trench into the grass before the momentum flipped it
over in a somersault that crunched various edges in, like the fighter was being
punched into a wad of metal, but no explosions resulted and the craft finally
came to a rest amidst some small brush fires, more or less intact.


“Bird is down,” the pilot reported. “Need a recovery
team asap.”


Jackson brought the Valerie into a low hover and
drifted it around a square patrol pattern as he waited, looking to see if the
pilot would come out or not, as well as to keep anyone else from venturing out
to the crash site from the city or the tiny dwellings nearby.


Too easy.



 

Two weeks later Mason was on the perimeter of the
militant stronghold with two other former commandos, neither of which he’d
served with previously in Star Force, but the way they trained their people
made it easy for them to link up without any prior knowledge of each other.
These two were both Human, with Frank having been Axius and Zaeb
mainline. The pair had been with Mason on numerous missions, mostly those that
required a bit more muscle than usual, and he liked keeping them close, for as
a trio they were virtually impossible to stop.


Frank carried an auxiliary shield generator in a
backpack, while Zaeb and Mason were packing extra
weapons. No explosives, for they wanted a clean strike, and their plasma rifles
were more than adequate to burn through any doors that needed removing.


The trio of ex-commandos moved along a ditch,
splashing through the bit of mud in the center in the dead of night and moving
up to a bridge that held a guard station. The depression was deep enough to cover
them from view and the station was on the exterior side of the trench, focused
on incoming traffic without any windows to the inside. Mason had checked on
that from afar during the reconnaissance run the previous day, for ever since
the Marauders had started picking off the scattered militants across the planet
they’d begun retreating here and turtling up.


Not concerned with the sounds of their footfalls, the
trio ran through the ditch along a now empty grazing field. No one was out and
about the exterior perimeter, and even if they were it would have been on the
other side of the fence that tracked the inside of the little-used waterway.
They needed to get to target quickly, and the longer they lingered the better
the chance of someone spotting them out of pure luck, hence the running.


Most of the base defenses were well inside the
perimeter, waiting for someone to cross the bridge or come over the fence and
through the fields by foot. Taking the guard station would do little to hamper
the defenses, in fact, it was basically a decoy setup, for if anyone hit it the
rest of the base would immediately know and go on alert. That made it a
sacrificial lure designed to pull the Marauders in, but Mason was going to take
it anyway. 


He was in the lead as they came up on the bridge, then
stopped short of one of the two support beams that came up out of the dirt to
hold up the short structure. Pulling his plasma rifle out he hesitated for a
moment, letting the other two catch up from the few steps behind him that they’d
been running to avoid a lucky shot from taking out all three. He pointed up the
side of the ditch, with Frank jumping into the lead and scaling it on all
fours.


When he got to the top he pulled out a pistol and
moved up to the base of the structure, looking around as the other two climbed
up more slowly using just their legs and a balancing hand. There were no lights
on this side, save for what was on the bridge, and they didn’t shine on
anything other than the road. The ambient glow brightened the area a bit, but
the sky was hazy and the trio appeared as nothing more than weak shadows as
they circling around and came in the guard station’s front side.


Frank sprinted across the opening, firing a plasma
shot through one of the windows with it blowing apart the glass and turning it
into shrapnel that bounced off the militants’ armor, startling them out of
their relaxed poses as they drew their weapons to try and target the enemy as
he shot from left to right across their view.


With their attention drawn that way Mason stepped out
on the left and held position, firing multiple blasts from his rifle into the
pair of guards before they had a chance to readjust their aim. His shots were
precise, and he nailed one of them with three hits to the abdomen, burning
through the armor and hitting flesh. That militant went down, but Mason had to
duck below the wall and out of the wide window as the other shot towards him,
holding his ground for a moment while the doorway into the second room of the
station opened up and more guards flooded out.


Mason rolled to his left, making room for Zaeb to crawl up next to him, then when Frank came back
into view on the other side and drew a flurry of plasma lances through the
opposite set of windows, the pair popped up and scattered the militants as they
fired into the group of 6. 


Frank didn’t stop to snipe, rather heading directly
for the doorless entryway and barreling inside. The
auxiliary shield generator deployed around him, cutting off his own return fire
while creating a bubble-shield that had been scaled down to minimum distance.
It absorbed the hailstorm of blue streaks all the way up to the group, where
Frank jumped into their midst and went at them hand to hand.


Mason and Zaeb moved in
then, firing through the window and knocking down the militants with clean
shots while their opponents were distracted. Their armor gave them longevity,
but the three Marauders knew what they were doing and cut them down so fast it
seemed like they hadn’t been wearing any at all. 


“Clear,” Frank reported after ducking into the back
room.


Mason picked up two of their weapons and tossed them
behind a counter to start making a pile as Zaeb
dragged the bodies outside. They didn’t have time to take prisoners, and the
pair that weren’t dead were soon going to be from their wounds, so Mason didn’t
pay any attention to them other than to keep them away from their weapons while
Frank began moving a desk aside and exposing a panel on the floor that the dumb
militants hadn’t even realized was there.


The Marauder shot the attachments off in lieu of the
tools to remove them that he didn’t have, then he pried the panel up with his
armored fingers, exposing the maintenance walkway that traveled all the way
into the facility along with the power and sewage lines…directly under the
defenses the militants had set up on the exterior. 


Mason commed the others and
the trio held the guard station until they arrived, coming up the road in a
tank of their own and parking it just on the outside of the bridge. It was wheeled,
for the design was far cheaper and more useful for the Marauders than buying
the anti-grav variety, though they did have a few of
them in their inventory for special occasions. This one was preceding a line of
infantry equipped in the same Reen-manufactured
armor, all of whom clustered inside the guard station and waited to see if the
militants would come out to them.


They didn’t, sitting back behind their turrets and in
their tanks waiting for the Marauders to come to them where they were strongest.
Mason didn’t intend for their tank to be used yet, for it was just a visual
distraction at this point, but eventually they’d need it to deal with the
militant versions, which were little more than dangerous toys in comparison.


The 18 other infantry he took with him down into the
maintenance walkway, which was barely wide enough for one of them to slip
through with all the piping and technical accoutrements dangling in the way.
Moving single file they jogged as best they could through it for more than 3 kilometers
before they got to where the schematics said was the junction with the
outermost buildings in the facility. 


They didn’t come up there, but rather moved further
through the network of underground tunnels until they came to the nexus point
that branched off in three directions. They split up there and set a countdown
timer, giving them all 6 minutes to get in position. Mason took Frank and Zaeb with him, while Le’han’trel led one of the other
teams. The Protovic had the hardest assignment in this assault, that being
hitting the barracks, or rather what the militants had converted into one.


Mason’s trio had picked up Navo and Willis, and the
five of them moved through the tunnel until they came up underneath another
sealed panel. They waited until the countdown expired, then blew the panel
latches off with plasma fire before pushing the stubborn thing up a few inches,
finding that there was something on top of it. 


Using his well-trained muscle, Mason wedged himself
between it and Frank’s backpack, stepping on the fellow Marauder to use him as
a stool and prying the panel up enough to get an arm out, seeing nothing but
boxes around him. 


He pushed his head and torso through, then used the
rim of the depression for the leverage he needed and dumped whatever was on top
of him aside, allowing him to crawl out and get his weapon back from below as
Navo handed it to him coming up. Mason took it and pushed another box stack to
the side, making walking room and moving through a forest of supplies until
they got into the clear, with no one else in what appeared to be a storage
room. 


He waited until the other four caught up, then he blew
apart the lock on the door and the squad got moving through the facility enroute to one of the fortified buildings they’d scouted
from afar earlier. They had to cross out into the open once, hopping from
building to building whereas most of the other structures were all
interconnected, but they did so fast enough either not to get noticed or to
draw any return fire as they busted their way into a populated building that
held a number of prisoners/slaves draw from the local population.


There were only two guards on them, which were taken
down quickly enough, but by that time the cat was out of the bag and the
militants knew they had infiltrators in the base. Not taking any chances, Mason
and the others stunned every unarmored person they came across, whether they be
militant or not, intending to sort it out later and to keep those they were
here to rescue from running about wildly and getting shot in the crossfire.


One pair they found in an isolated room appeared to be
mating, and as Mason stunned them both he cursed the stupidity of it. The alarm
had already gone up, and this idiot was busy getting laid. He didn’t know if
the other was a victim or not, but the one had half a militant uniform on and
Mason didn’t really want to look any closer. He grabbed the rifle from nearby
and carried it with him out of the room, disposing of it by chucking it behind
a potted plant that had since died due to lack of watering.


He and the others worked their way through the large
building, finding only one more guard stationed at the opposite entrance. After
taking him down with ease, they pulled back and moved to an adjacent building
through a connective walkway, hearing the first sounds of a distant firefight
that should have been Jarod’s team.


Mason sprinted ahead, and now that their prisoner camp
had been ‘rescued’ the rest of this mission was just hunting down the army of
militants and taking them out in one form or another, with most of these guys
going to have to be killed given their armament and the fact that there were
only 19 of his men here to work through well over 1,500 of them. How many Mason
didn’t know for sure, but the numbers didn’t intimidate him. These were scum
and had the skills to match, and he’d fought far harder training simulations
than this. 


So long as his people kept their heads and watched
each other’s backs they’d be fine. Between their equipment and experience
advantage, not to mention their unit coordination, they could take out as many
of the enemy as needed so long as they didn’t let them draw them out into the
open.


Mason wasn’t green enough to let that happen, and he
knew the faster they made kills the less chance there would be of the militants
mounting any type of cohesive counterattack, which was why he and the other
four ran into the next firefight without bothering to find cover, coming out
into a foyer behind a group of 20+ targets that were firing the opposite direction.



The Lieutenant barreled in first, knowing his job was
to disrupt and set up shots for the others, so he didn’t shoot more than one
initial shot, then used his rifle along with his arms and legs to batter the
militants aside, knocking some down and others out of their cover for the
opposite team to shoot while his own squad pounded the armor of those on the
ground trying to get up until they stayed down.


It took more than a minute to kill them all, and some
of his men took glancing armor hits, but their personal shields, coupled with
Frank using his auxiliary to block a lot more shots, had kept the militant
plasma off them long enough for the firefight to snowball in their favor,
leaving the 11 of them standing over the bodies and kicking aside the enemy’s
weapons just in case they weren’t fully dead yet.


“Anyone hit?” Mason asked, just in case.


“Nice flank,” Jarod said in thanks. 


“Take that way,” the Lieutenant said, thumbing to the
right indicating the next adjacent building. “Running sweeps, don’t slow down
and give these guys a chance to think.”


“On it,” Jarod acknowledged, taking his team that way
while Mason moved on to the left with his squad. 
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Mason ran in tight formation with the other four Marauders,
all tucked around Frank in the center with his auxiliary shield extended to
cover them as they charged the militant bunker on the exterior of the facility.
It had only been made recently, more piled dirt than anything, but it held a
pair of plasma turrets and a fair amount of infantry, with open tarmac
surrounding it in a sea that very easily could become a kill zone.


Most of the militants in the rest of the base were
dead or incapacitated, but there were plenty of holdouts that had found some
type of advantage and they were camping out there. Mason would have offered a
call to surrender, except that he didn’t want to give away their position to
this group before starting their run, for even a single second of
invulnerability could make the difference between them getting to the bunker or
not. 


So far this one had been sitting totally uninvolved in
the fighting, and the Lieutenant wanted to hit it before they could go on full
alert…and he didn’t want to wait for the tank to work its way around to this
side of the base. Currently it was on its way in and blasting the crap out of
the militant versions, and more importantly keeping them off his infantry.


Picking their spot early on in what they thought might
be a blind spot, the five Marauders started running behind cover so they hit
the open area on the move and headed straight towards the bunker on an angle
that put them directly in line with one of the window slats.


They’d made it nearly a third of the way across before
someone bothered to notice them, firing a rifle shot that hit and splashed
against the bubble shield before the main turret on that side swiveled to the
right and took aim.


Mason and the others held tight, knowing that the
shield could take at least two good hits before popping, then they’d be down to
their weak armor shields, all of which were at full power, but none of them
could take a square hit from the tripod turret and remain intact. Their armor
would protect them from whatever plasma made it through, but a second hit would
almost certainly breach through the dark blue plates.


But the ex-commandos were quick, and before the turret
could fire off a second blast they were on the bunker and the five of them
broke apart, running out from under the energy shield and jumping through the
window holes as Frank slid underneath the turret barrel, running into the short
wall below and reaching up to grab the weapon. As he did so, locking it in
place where it couldn’t shoot anyone, he reached up his left hand with a pistol
and fired a shot inside where he had a clean line of sight between the other
Marauders.


Mason had dove through head first, barreling into two
of the infantry stacked inside that were just now getting to the open-air
windows. Playing bowling ball, he knocked them down and tripped a third while Zaeb followed him through, staying on his feet with a more
gentle leg slide, and shot one of the standing militants beyond him twice in
the gut before turning his rifle on those the Lieutenant had knocked down.


A shot from Frank finished off the standing militant
while Navo and Willis entered through a different side of the bunker, with the Critel taking Mason’s roll of cannonball and diving
through, further messing up any cohesion the defenders might have had. Both
Marauder’s shields went down, either from plasma shots or the physical impacts,
but their armor underneath was sturdy enough to take a few more hits while they
fought a quick, pitched battle inside the small bunker with the four of them
going hand to hand and getting in what shots they could, while Frank stayed on
the outside firing in from the window wall.


Between their quicker reflexes, better equipment, and
familiarity of fighting with one another, the Marauders came out on top in the
fight, taking down all 13 of the militants with only a shoulder wound to Willis
to show for it. The plasma damage had burned through and seriously
incapacitated his right arm, but he was still able to stay on his feet and
fight one-handed, finishing off one of the last militants with an overhead
smash of his fist followed by an angry uppercut from his knee that knocked the
helmet clear off the red-skinned alien.


Mason shot his exposed cranium with a stun blast, then
began policing the bodies as Willis groaned and sat down on a nearby gunnery
chair.


“You hit?” Zaeb asked.


“Oh…yeah,” Willis said. “I think I’m done for today.”


Mason circled around behind the man, flinching when he
saw the charred hole in his shoulder that was only starting to seep with blood.
Everything else within the inch-deep cavity had been cauterized on contact with
the plasma. He pointed the others away, with them dealing with the dead and
wounded while keeping an eye on the outside as Mason pulled open a small pocket
on his armor’s thin backpack and took out a tube of healing gel.


“Hold still,” he said, popping the cap open and
spraying the sticky foam into his shoulder. Star Force might not sell weapons,
but they were good about making their top line healing technology available for
public purchase, and he would have lost several people in past years had the
Marauders not stocked up loads of it. They valued their personnel as much as
Star Force did, though the same couldn’t be said of other mercenary units
operating in the region.


“Thanks,” Willis said as the pain number kicked in,
reducing his agony to an uncomfortable ache in his now invisible shoulder, as
far as his senses were concerned. 


“You’ve got to head back now. This is bad.”


“How the hell did they hit the same spot three or four
times?” he complained, knowing the statistical improbability of that in a
chaotic firefight. 


“It happened,” Mason said, getting on the comm.


“I’ll get him out,” Zaeb
offered. “Go finish off these bastards.”


Mason clapped the Marauder on the shoulder as he
passed him by, heading for the windows since there were no doors on the crude structure.
“Tank’s on its way.”


Navo slid out ahead of him, with the pair joining
Frank as they ran off back into the buildings, checking with the other strike
teams and seeing what targets were left, as well as the external spotters
they’d left on the perimeter. If any of the militants tried to get away they’d
run them down, one way or another. This mission had to be a clean sweep, and
Mason wasn’t about to have to report back to their client that they’d gotten almost all of the militants.


With the primary bunker covering the access road now
out of commission, all that remained were small barricades that held a few
militants hoping to hold out or just clinging to whatever cover they could.
Mason headed for the nearest one of those, with the trio immediately taking
fire down a long hall that led to a park-like lounge.


“Not that way,” he said, backtracking and quickly
consulting what passed for a battlemap on his helmet’s HUD, which had the
facility’s blueprints on hand for easy reference but with no active position
markers for the rest of his troops. Without the secure comm
tech that Star Force possessed, and didn’t sell, an enemy could pick out the
locator beacons and cause considerable trouble for any units using such a
system, hence the Reen and other suppliers didn’t
bother to manufacture them. Nor did anyone outside the ADZ, as far as the
Marauders knew, though they were looking for such a system to use against
technologically primitive opponents.


“Stay here and get their attention,” he told Navo as
he thumbed Frank a different direction. They looped around to another approach,
a shorter one, then with Navo taking badly aimed shots down the hall the pair
rushed the barricades from the side, again getting a few steps of
invulnerability thanks to the distraction, with Frank’s auxiliary shield
soaking up the rest of the damage. 


Mason jump-kicked over the barricade and knocked down
one of the four militants while Frank simply ran up and began shooting, again
using the cover to his advantage while Mason went hand to hand. The combination
worked well, with them downing two of the militants before Mason took a shot to
his chest that melted the top layer of his armor.


A blue streak past his right arm hit the enemy as Navo
sprinted up to them, then another from Frank in the exact same spot on the
militant dropped him, leaving only one for the three of them to deal with.


That militant immediately dropped its weapon and sunk
to its knees, yelling something in a language that none of them could
understand, but it was obvious that he was surrendering.


Mason kicked aside its rifle and pulled out another
set of easy-snap restraints, securing the militant’s hands behind its back then
yanking its helmet off. A quick stun shot from Frank sent it into dreamland and
Mason dropped the body back to the ground. They couldn’t play babysitters right
now, but they’d be back for him later and the cuffs would be an easy clue that
this one wasn’t dead.


They checked the others, finding one still alive but
unconscious, so they pulled his helmet off and stunned him too before they got
moving again, hunting down the last bits of resistance they could find and
coordinating with the other teams until the militant facility was theirs. 



 

“Tell him no,” Mason said to Le’han’trel, who was
working through one of their hired translators as the Marauders were having a
discussion with the Batarank security teams that
they’d called in to help search the complex. Any possessions of the militants
that they’d brought to the planet and not stolen from the locals were, by
contract, the rightful claim of the Marauders, so the mercs
had been escorting the search teams around for that reason in addition to their
own protection, just in case a militant or two had been hiding out somewhere
and chose to make a last stand of defiance.


There had been three that they discovered, all of
which were out of armor and either base support or fighters that had been
caught off guard and couldn’t get to their armory in time, which the Marauders
had already emptied and loaded up on some trucks to take back to the ship. They
had four altogether, tucked inside the 17s
bay along with the tank, Valerie, and some other craft they hadn’t needed to
use, and had found on previous occasions that it was better to haul their own
loot out rather than to have to rely on the locals to assist them, for on
occasion there were arguments and the Marauders didn’t like giving other people
leverage on them.


And today was one of those days.


There was a flurry of words between the translator and
the Batarank representative, who wasn’t the same one
that had hired them. That often caused complications, but in this case it was
the local government who had done the contracting, so technically it was the
same party they were dealing with. 


“They insist,” Le’han’trel said from behind his helmet
faceplate, “that the prisoners face justice.”


“Meaning they want to kill them?”


“I think that’s a safe bet…or worse,” he added as an
unpleasant afterthought ran through his head.


“If there’s any killing to be done it’s at our
discretion,” Mason said. “Remind them of that fact.”


The Protovic issued the translation to the translator,
who intentionally kept his own voice as neutral as possible, as per standing
Marauder orders. If there was to be any intonation it would come from the mercs themselves, which Le’han’trel
added by removing his helmet and staring the shorter Batarank
down with his almost tattoo-like glowing facial patches giving him an
intimidating visage as the translation was carried out.


There was a back and forth that followed, with Mason
out of the loop as Le’han’trel handled whatever was going down. Eventually the
client backed down, or at the very least he stopped talking, which Mason
assumed meant he was capitulating.


“Care to clue me in?” he asked when the talking had
stopped.


“We need to pack up and go sooner rather than later,”
the Protovic suggested. “They refused to give us the remainder of our payment
until the prisoners were turned over to them. I informed them that if they
didn’t make the payment we’d take it ourselves, in a manner of our choosing. I
think I called his bluff, but I wouldn’t want to give them extra time to get
brave…or stupid. I think local politics are also coming in to play, with some
of these idiots thinking they can gain traction by making an example of the
militants.”


“Remind him that our contract gives us the right to do
with the prisoners as we wish and that we expect payment before we leave the
spaceport, then walk away with me.”


Le’han’trel did as he was told, then when the translator
issued the order the three of them turned and walked across the building they
were in that had been used by the Marauders to store captured gear that the Bataranks were now inspecting to make sure it wasn’t native
to the planet. Outside was one of the trucks being loaded up, but there was
still enough odds and ends to fill two more, which they’d have to wait on since
they were already headed back to the ship with some of the prisoners. 


There were 78 in total, most of which were wounded,
some badly enough they might not survive anyway, but Mason wasn’t going to let
them remain here to suffer further injustices. One didn’t right the other, and
the Marauders were about preventing such things. If they couldn’t stop them
from happening then they’d avenge them, but that never involved torture or
reprisals of the sort that many ‘peaceful’ civilizations resorted to when they
had a chance for some payback against their former victimizers. 


The galaxy was a very harsh place, especially outside
the ADZ, but the Marauders were never going to succumb to such barbarism, under
any circumstances. They may have left Star Force for a variety of reasons, but
the righteousness of their warfare principles was something that would forever
linger on with them and the others that no longer served. The difference with
Brayden’s mercenaries was that they still continued to embrace righteousness
rather than leaving it as an ignored internal conscious. The galaxy was harsh
indeed, but they intended to fight that harshness in their own way, and no
matter what these militants did, they weren’t going to leave them behind to be
torn to bits by the locals. 


Leaving the impression that the Marauders were in
charge, which they were, considering their military might exceeded that of the
militants which the Bataranks couldn’t handle, Mason
and Le’han’trel began roaming the few locations in the base where they still
hand people, informing them of the situation and goosing them on a bit. He
didn’t know if the Bataranks would try and force the
issue, counting on the good will of the Marauders as a weak point for them to
leverage, but if they had to play bad guy briefly then so be it. They’d hold
them to the contract whether they liked it or not, even if they had to loot the
local facilities themselves to get their payment.


One thing Mason had learned out here was that weakness
invited predation, and the last thing a mercenary unit wanted was clients to
think they had the option of not paying up after the fact. They’d already
received a 25% down payment, but future clients had to understand that they
were not to be trifled with, so they couldn’t let one get by without paying,
even if it meant going to extreme measures to get it.


He didn’t know how much of the Marauder’s reputation
had reached the Bataranks, but if they pushed this
then they were going to get a lesson one way or another. Best option right now
was to spirit away the prisoners quickly before they had a chance to plan
something, but they still had to wait on the trucks, so he commed
the ship and had the Valerie take to the air…a little added disincentive for
the locals to get too arrogant in their new position.


Either way this went down, the Marauders would not be
taking a second contract with these people. Anyone who even hinted at not
paying was scratched off their list automatically, and these guys had just
crossed that line. 


Fortunately the empty trucks returned within the hour
and Mason was able to cram the last of the booty in along with the remaining
prisoners, who were the least injured of them all and could suffer through the
cramped positions, which had them laying like logs on top of each other bound
up in order to make them all fit. They deserved that small measure of
discomfort anyway, but Mason wasn’t going to wait around for another truck
regardless. He and the other Marauders didn’t have room to board it for the
ride back, so they formed a double file column behind and followed on foot,
getting a bonus workout run in with the truck going slow enough not to leave
them behind.


It also made for a show of strength, for they were
wearing their armor and carrying their weapons as they headed back to the
spaceport, making it clear that no one was going to stop the truck and take the
prisoners away from them. The others had made it back fine without more than a
pair of infantry riding along as escort, but with this being the last one the
extra show of force was a good, inadvertent addition, not to mention the
Valerie that was casually circling above.


It was too far for them to run the whole way, being
some 90 kilometers distant, so Mason had them running in formation until an
empty truck was able to return. When it did they loaded up and drove off at
normal speeds, getting through the Batarank streets
without incident, for the locals made way for them well ahead of their route,
probably due to the local broadcasts, for there were cameras everywhere now
that they were out of the base that would now return to being a livestock
processing facility. 


Part of Mason wanted to leave it in rubble, but that
wasn’t part of the mission. Despite leaving Star Force, neither he nor any of
the other Marauders could bring themselves to eat meat, and a facility that was
purposed with slaughtering herds and processing their bodies into foodstuffs
was an outright abomination, but there was only so much the Marauders could do
to tidy up the galaxy, and their efforts on this planet were now done.


That was something about this job that Mason hated,
but that he’d had to force himself to get used to without it becoming apathy.
No matter how many injustices they attended to, there were always more just
sitting on their doorstep. He had to keep his mind partially numb to it or
otherwise it would have driven him insane, and more than a few ex-Marauders
couldn’t take it, having to return to the ADZ where things were more civilized.



Mason told himself he was out here to seek out
problems and fix them, and even one taken care of was better than none if he
hid away in the ADZ. He had to pick and choose when to intervene, while never
allowing himself to stop caring about those within sight that he couldn’t save.


When they got back to the spaceport they ran the
trucks up into the bay of their ship and sealed up the main door, putting a
final stamp on the proclamation that the militants would be going with them,
after which Mason found the local representative and asked for the remainder of
their payment.


There was no refusal, fortunately, and the Lieutenant
made a quick inspection of the cargo crates that had the various goods they’d
agreed to in the contract. The 17
opened its bay door up once more and the mercenaries took their payment
onboard, along with the Valerie that finally came back in once the deal was
concluded, then the ship took to the sky, saying goodbye and good riddance to
the planet.
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July 7, 2735


Noop System 


Tieor



 

The Marauder’s small jumpship returned back to their
primary staging base on the commerce planet after taking a detour to a nearby
star system where Mason offloaded their prisoners. The merc
unit had a long-standing agreement with the locals on Tryion,
who operated a respectable prison facility that the Marauders typically dumped
their captives into. They’d be kept there for several years minimum, but after
deposit the Marauders had no further say in their fate. 


They might run into them again down the road, but that
was just part of the business. And more often than not, anyone that surrendered
to or was captured by the Marauders didn’t want to have anything to do with
them again and spread the word to others, which only added to the mercs’ rep in this region. Regardless, the unit couldn’t be
tasked with housing prisoners, so the ability to offload them somewhere they
knew they wouldn’t be mistreated was more than worth the occasional freebie
mission than ran on Tryion.


It was a poor world that couldn’t afford mercs so the agreement was mutually beneficial to both
parties, but especially so to the Marauders. They didn’t want to be forced into
fighting engagements where they didn’t have the ability to take prisoners.
Brayden had stated up front that they were never to become a ‘kill only’
organization, so securing a means to offload captives was a priority for the
Marauders.


That meant that after dropping this load off on Tryion Mason didn’t have to devote men to guard them,
foodstuffs and medical supplies to sustain them, and keep in the back of his
mind the possibility of them getting loose and doing damage to his crew or
ship. The mercs could handle short stints like that,
but not never-ending ones, with the second leg of their return trip to the
commerce world being relaxed and boring downtime that some of them used to
rest, others to do some training in the limited facilities onboard ship.


They made the slow jump back to the planet as was
protocol, to not give away the full strength of their engines to onlookers, but
as soon as they braked against the gravity well and the comm
signals and sensors began to register normally they knew there was trouble. 


“What the fuck?” the helmsman said, getting dozens of
warning beacons from across orbit. “Get the Lieutenant, now!”


“What’s wrong?” another bridge officer asked.


“Just get him…go! Don’t ask questions.”


“Going,” the Protovic said, leaving the helmsman alone
on the bridge. A little over a minute later he returned at a run along with
Mason and a few others.


“What do we got?”


“Major trouble. Looks like there’s someone attacking
the planet.”


“What the hell,” Mason said, walking over to a side
station and pulling up the sensor feeds. “Who?”


“Best I can tell it’s a hodgepodge fleet, and they’re
not broadcasting any ID. We’re not close to any of them now. They don’t seem to
care about the jumplines. They’re clustered around four orbitals and making
hits on selective ships in orbit. Where do you want me to put her?”


“Keep your eyes on them and keep your distance until
we figure out what’s up,” Mason said, his eyes on his own display screen. “Get
a comm link to base and check on their status.”


One of the other Marauders slid into the comm station and made the connection as the others lingered
around, waiting to see what the Lieutenant would have them do. He didn’t say anything,
studying the information feeds crisscrossing the planet and pulling up every
news report, emergency bulletin, and military chatter that they’d broken the
codes for earlier. Mason realized that there was also a ground war going on,
with Lethol already having been taken and two other
major cities currently under assault.


“Base,” the Marauder at the comm
station announced, tossing a headset over to the Lieutenant.


He slid it on as he continued to study his screen.
“Mason here. Report.”


“I’m very glad you’re back,” Krivan
said genuinely. “Tieor has gone berserk. 18 days ago this fleet shows up in
orbit and takes a manufacturing orbital. Didn’t even try anything fancy, just
blew their way in the front door. Planetary defense force intervened and
promptly got their asses kicked, though they did take down a few of their ships
in the process. They’ve owned orbit since then.”


“Who are they?”


“No one knows. A mix of races, a lot of them local,
and they’re all using different equipment. Different uniforms too. Best guess
would be a mercenary coalition, based on the way they fight, but none of the
pieces has been identified. Either they’ve been real quiet around here or they’re from pretty far away.”


“Is the base secure?”


“Other than some looters snooping around, we’re fine.
The major fighting hasn’t gotten here yet, but the local population is causing
almost as much damage as the invaders. It’s a mix of panic and opportunists,
with every criminal band and drunken nobody out tearing shit up and grabbing
hold of whatever they can. They know the defense force can’t patrol the streets
and fight the invading army…and they’re getting the crap kicked out of them
anyway. One city is down, and we expect another three will be in their hands
within two days.”


“How many are currently under assault? I’m digging
through what news reports I can now.”


“Allow me,” Krivan said,
transferring the Marauder’s database up to the 17. “I’ve been having our guys pull recon runs across the planet
while canceling current assignments. The defense force has put out a call to
all merc units and anyone with combat training to
help in the ground fighting. I haven’t given them an answer, but price wasn’t
an issue. They’ll pay pretty much anything within reason.”


“How many troops do these guys have?” Mason said,
running through the Marauder numbers and seeing that this enemy was fighting
not just in two more cities, but had fingers out into 18 currently. There were
more than 2,000 the size of Chrandor, which is where
the Marauder base was located, and it looked like this army was hitting the
largest and/or most strategically important locations first.


“We have current estimates at over 50,000 infantry,
but more troops ships continue to arrive on a regular basis, so we have no idea
how large this is actually going to get.”


“What the hell is going on…”
Mason whispered, getting up to speed quickly thanks to the professional sitrep he was reading rather than sorting through the
civilian grid mess. 


“Lieutenant, are we getting involved or should I start
packing up shop?”


“How many other merc units
have responded?”


“A lot of the smaller ones, but they don’t have
anywhere to run to anyway since they’re based on planet. A couple of the big
names have sent piecemeal forces in, but the rest are like us and waiting to
see what’s going on before they commit to anything.”


“How much longer do you think the defense force is
going to hold out?”


“They’re not holding onto anything right now. It’s all
a fighting retreat.”


“I mean how long before they’re all dead and they’ve
only got mercs and police left to fight with?”


“Maybe a few more weeks. I don’t know, they’re not
being stupid about it and standing their ground pointlessly. They’re just
outmatched.”


“Equipment?”


“Everything we know is in the report I sent you, and
it’s largely unimpressive…but better than what the locals have by far. Decent
personal armor, no shields that we can tell, and enough tank and air support to
shut down any large groupings of the defense force infantry.”


“What happened to their toys?”


“Targeted and taken out in the first two days, many
still sitting in their bays in other cities. Whoever this is, they’re not
hitting targets blindly. They planned this out well in advance.”


“What’s the status of our spaceport?”


“I’ve locked it down with a few of our people
supplementing the locals. The looters haven’t been able to get to it, but it’s
been busy with traffic seeing that it’s one of the few reliable ones left on
the planet.”


“Good work. Make us a hole, we’re coming down.”


“Already got a slot reserved for you. Not sure how the
enemy fleet is going to respond though, they’ve been picking and choosing what
ships to go after. Nothing predictable to my eye.”


“If our people aren’t geared up, get them so. We’ll be
there shortly.”


“Good luck,” Krivan offered
before Mason deactivated the headset and tossed it back to the merc at the comms station.


“Caught the last part of that,” Le’han’trel said,
appearing behind Mason. “Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?”


“What am I thinking?” he said, continuing to read
through the detailed reports. “Take us down,” he added to the helmsman.


“That we can’t do anything about their navy, but we
could make a big impact on the ground.”


“Depends how many more troops they keep bringing in.”


“And it’s possibly the biggest payday we’ve ever
seen.”


Mason half smiled. “That thought had occurred to me.”


“And?”


“And I also know that if this force takes the planet,
it’s going to destabilize the entire region. That means a lot of trouble, and
our previous clientele list is going to dry up real fast…save for jobs probably
fighting against these guys at some point or another.”


“You think they’re after more than a full planet?”


“I have no idea, but so much cargo goes through this
system that it will wreck the economies of at least a dozen other worlds if
Tieor falls.”


“Chaos usually means good business for mercs.”


“For the unscrupulous ones maybe, but remember that
our clients have to have funds to pay us with, and if their cash flow gets
disrupted their ability to hire will disappear when their bank accounts run
dry.”


“Point,” Le’han’trel conceded. “So, you want in on
this?”


“We’re going to take on some small missions just for
the payday, but there’s no way we can handle an invasion this size on our own,
even if the local defense force doesn’t totally fold.”


“If you call in other units from the surrounding
systems we can make one hell of a dent.”


“That I’m not doing,” Mason said firmly. “This is
Brayden’s Marauders, and Brayden will have to make that call.”


“That’s a long delay.”


“Which is why I’m recalling every unit under my
command to have them standing by just in case he does give the go ahead. Damn
it, get base back again,” he said, motioning for the headset. Once the merc keyed up the transmission, he tossed it back to Mason.
“How many ships do we have insystem, and have any been sent out with word of
what’s going on?”


“We’ve still got the 13 parked in the spaceport, and the 29 came back with Nevil’s squad, but no one has gone out to spread
the word, at least not from us.”


“Get the 29
prepped for takeoff with a minimal crew as a courier. Have every bit of data
you’ve collected onboard and I’ll add a final message once we hit planetside.
Headquarters has to know what’s going on.”


“They’ll be ready before then,” Krivan
promised.


Mason took the head set off and tossed it back to the comms station as the planet grew rapidly larger on the vid
screen in front of them. “How do we look?”


“No one is heading for us yet,” the helmsman said
noncommittally. 


“Get us down quickly, but not too quick. We don’t want
to make ourselves a priority target.”


“Speedy turtle, copy.”


Mason tapped Le’han’trel on the shoulder as he rushed
past him, with the Protovic dropping into step beside as he headed back to
where most of his team was situated, with him and the others in his wake making
a few detours to round up the others and bring them all into the main lounge, cramped
as it was with the full complement them in there.


“Listen up,” Mason said as the last few scurried in.
“Tieor is under attack by an invading fleet of unknown origin. They’ve already
taken orbit and are kicking the crap out of the defense force on the ground,
with several cities already under their control or soon to be. Our base is
secure for the moment, and while we’re sending a courier back to Brayden to see
what he wants to do about this we are going to take the local government’s generous offer for assistance and do
some trimming around the edges. It’ll be some quick credits, for these guys
aren’t all that well equipped, but they’re continuing to get more troops in
from orbit so there’s no knowing how far this will escalate.”


“Things look fairly bad now, but as most of you know,
taking a planet is a long, tedious process and it looks like that’s what these
guys are here to do. We’re going to slow them down a bit, make some profit,
then let Brayden figure out the rest. Those of you with wounds I want back in
base holding our little piece of real estate. The rest of you armor up
immediately. Once we set down in the spaceport we’re taking the shuttles and
heading out immediately. I doubt there’ll be much haggling over the contract
given present circumstances, and I expect to have it signed and confirmed
before we arrive at the periphery of the fighting.”


Mason took a deep breath and let it out slowly in an
audible sigh. “This is bigger than anything the Marauders have tackled to date,
but nothing compared to what we’ve gone up against versus the lizards or
Skarrons. I don’t want any sloppiness in the transition, because I expect we
all have a bit of rust to shake off. Life as a merc
is a lot less strenuous, and we’re going to have to dust off our old skills to
make this mission a go. We’re going up against an army again, so don’t
underestimate the opposition. They’re primitive compared to us, but they’re not
just randomly hitting Tieor. They’re doing so with a well-executed plan thus
far, and we’re going to disrupt it as much as we can. Expect reprisals, and if
I say to pull out don’t hesitate.”


“They also have tank and air support, so we’re going
to have to be cautious. We’re not devoting ours this early, so this will just
be infantry ops. I’m leading the first mission to see what these guys are made
of, and until we get a proper name we’re referring to them as ‘Tangos.’ Once I
get a feel for the Tangos we’ll send out multiple strike teams, but I’m taking
an initial team of 20 out, with volunteers getting first dibs…and since the
guys on the ground aren’t up to speed yet, you guys get first call. If you
don’t feel up to this then don’t step up. I need sharp guys for this first
mission, given that we don’t know what we’re up against yet.”


“Gear up regardless. Unless you’re in your bunk I want
you ready to fight at a moment’s notice. I don’t know how this is all going to
play out, so we’ve got to be ready to adjust and adapt quickly. Also, there are
going to be other mercenary units out there fighting alongside the Tieor
troops. We’ll try to avoid them as much as we can, but don’t put it past some
of our competitors to stab us in the back if they get the chance, so keep your
eyes open and our base secure. Going forward there are no guarantees.”


Mason made eye contact with several of the varied
races around him, seeing looks of anticipation and gravity. These were all
seasoned vets that knew the score, and like himself they were ready for a
bigger challenge than usual…especially if they were going to get paid a lot to
do it.


“Alright, get going,” he said, with a clap of his
hands, prompting everyone to start moving in a controlled hustle out of the
lounge, save for Willis who was sitting on the couch with the hole in his
shoulder still plugged up with healing packs. 


“You stay put,” Mason said as he left, pointing a
finger at him for emphasis. Next order of business was securing a contract with
the locals, so he headed back to the bridge to give the defense force the good
news and to settle on a price.
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July 18, 2735


Noop System 


Tieor



 

“What?” Mason half-yelled into his helmet as he ran
through Tieor’s streets. He and two other Marauders
were heading to a breach point in the city of Machna
that had just come under attack, but the Tangos had caught them out of position
by finding some subsurface tunnels to skirt the perimeter defenses. No one else
had caught it yet, and the Lieutenant knew that they were the only ones that
could plug the hole in time. For all he knew, they could be sending an army in
through the shafts, but if they could catch them confined they could bottle
them up. He had other Marauders closing in, but his trio was the closest.


“Dropships coming down,” another Marauder told him,
situated back in ‘safety’ and coordinating all of their disparate positions
throughout the chaotic city as the populace began to flee, making running
through the streets problematic, even in armor, for Mason was constantly having
to avoid or bump out of the way the locals scrambling about. “Big ones, headed
for the outskirts of the city. Looks like they’ve got a lot more troops heading
your way.”


“Who the hell are these guys?”


“Don’t know, boss, but you’ve got a few minutes before
they hit dirt.”


“Copy,” Mason said, knocking aside a Vichni as the fat alien jumped out in front of him from a
nearby building. The merc half twisted to make it a
moving hit, for every second he delayed the enemy consolidated its strength
inside the city.


Not much further up he came to a cross street of
smaller width and turned hard left, running into a group of Donklap
and half jumping over them with his legs hitting their short heads. He turned
the fall into a crude somersault, landing on his armor’s pack and turning over
onto his feet. A moment’s delay and he was back up into a run after making sure
none of his weapons had fallen off their attachment hooks in the tumble.


The other two Marauders were still with him a few
strides back when they got to the tunnel cupola, which was ominously empty. The
subsurface transit system moved throughout the city, but didn’t pass beyond it,
meaning the Tangos had found a service link or something to make their way into
it. With no people moving about, it meant they were down there and had killed
or scared off everyone.


Mason pulled his rifle off his back rack hook and
primed it, finally flicking on his energy shields now that there were no
pedestrians around to run into as he got to the stairs and dropped to a knee as
he slung the side of his body around to the right and scoped out the descent.


A yellow plasma orb flashed by his head, with him
firing a blue lance back almost on reflex into the knot of troops stationed
below behind some trash cans and other impromptu barricades they’d rearranged.
With just that second of a glance he knew they were holing up to protect more
troops coming through, which meant they had to act quickly.


Mason fired off three more shots, causing two of the
Tangos to duck down while one kept firing at him, finally grazing his shoulder
and draining some energy off his shield.


“Blow through!” he ordered just before the other two
Marauders caught up to him. At his word they didn’t slow and made the turn at a
run, barreling down the stairs and firing as they went. 


Mason stood up and followed them down the moment they
were past, with all three fanning out laterally so they could fire without
blocking each other. They all took hits, but between their shields and speed
they got on top of the defenders within a few seconds, firing into them at
pointblank range before switching over to hand to hand and knocking the dozen
or so of them aside with fist, foot, and rifle butts.


It was a risky ploy, but Mason knew from experience
that if they waited it would only get worse. The Lieutenant smashed one of the
unfamiliar bipeds back into a support pillar, with its thick, armored arms
flailing wildly with the hit as it spun off the stone to the floor. A green
plasma streak hit it on the way down, then two more from the other Marauders
burnt through the rest of its armor before Mason was back to hand to hand,
flipping another over and onto the ground before squeezing off a single shot
against one that Vick had knocked back.


The mess of brown armor around them dropped to the
ground over the next half minute, with the red stripes on the blue Marauder
armor gaining a host of melty dots alongside them,
but all three mercs had avoided any penetrations and
sought to avoid any further chance by going around and pumping shots into the
fallen Tangos, dead or not, just to make sure. They had about 10 seconds to
work through them before another two came up from below and opened fire.


The mercs broke up and ran
to the sides of the landing at the base of the stairs, with Mason diving over a
trash can and coming up out of a combat roll firing. A few crisscrossing,
well-aimed shots downed those two Tangos before they could do much damage,
though Mason’s left thigh now sported a new melt mark just above the knee.


“Down!” he yelled over the comm
as he ran forward and over the next set of stairs.


“On your six,” another voice said, with Mason glancing
back and seeing four more Marauders at the top of the stairs coming in to back
them up.


Mason didn’t wait on them, leading his pair and them
down further into the tunnel junction and immediately seeing the Tango’s entry
point, along with another three coming out of a wall panel on the other side of
the monorail line that crossed left to right. He fired on the first of them
immediately, veering right to expose the firing lines of those behind him as
yellow plasma came back his way. He was able to dodge the first few shots, then
a fireworks display of blue lances shot out past his left side and took down
the Tangos after a few seconds of repeated hits to their chest armor.


A fourth was just coming out of what looked like a
maintenance crawlspace, so Mason shot him twice before running up to the
position and pulling him out the rest of the way, dumping him on the ground for
the others to finish shooting as the Lieutenant put his barrel into the shaft
and fired repeatedly down it at whoever else was in there.


“Blow it,” he ordered, knowing that one of the men
behind him had some small explosives in his pack. Mason and most of the others
didn’t, carrying ammo resupply for what they expected to be an extended firefight,
but they’d learned long ago that a few ‘boom booms’ could come in handy now and
then.


A yellow orb flew out of the shaft and hit Mason in
the helmet, partially deflecting off his regenerating shields, but the rest got
through and melted his faceplate, giving him a distortion over his left eye as
he ducked to the side and away from the shaft. Two other Marauders stepped up
and fired inside, then the other came forward with a pair of grenades and
chucked them in.


“Back!” he said as Mason and the others scrambled
away. A few seconds later they detonated and blew out half of the wall in a
plume of dusty debris. 


“Check it,” Mason ordered, still to the side and
inspecting his helmet from the inside with an armored finger pressing against
the melt point to see if it had broken through the material or not. Fortunately
it hadn’t, but there wasn’t much material left and he figured another solid
shot would make it through to his face.


“Back!” he heard again, turning his face away as
another large explosion burst out in all directions, covering him with small
bits of debris as the Marauder added another grenade.


“Sealed,” he heard through the dust, then a gust of
fresh air from above pushed the grey fog aside and he could see the mess of
wall and machinery blocking what had once been the maintenance shaft.


“Put an eye on it,” Mason ordered as he headed back to
the stairs.


One of the Marauders pulled a small camera out of his
pack and stepped up on a trash can so he could reach the ceiling, where he
glued it in place focused on the grenade damage. He activated the telemetry and
checked that the controller was getting the feed. Once confirmation was made he
hopped down and ran off after the others, leaving the live feed to monitor the
debris in case it was dug out and the Tangos tried to come through again in
lieu of leaving a man behind to watch over it.


“Lieutenant, get to a building top now,” the
controller said. 


“What’s wrong?” Mason asked, looking around and
spotting the tallest building near him and heading towards it as the rest of
the Marauders split up.


“I need visual confirmation of the landing ships.”


“On my way,” the ex-commando said, finding the local’s
equivalent of a stairwell and climbing up the emergency ladder shaft that ran
next to the lift. He didn’t want to bother with it, not knowing how many other
people were cramming inside or how long he’d have to wait, so he climbed the
plate-like steps until he came to the top cupola that ended in a phone
booth-like structure on the roof. He ran outside and looked around, guessing as
to the direction the landing craft would be based on the current fighting going
on in the southeast quadrant.


Sure enough that’s where the ships were, three of them
in total and spaced at least a couple miles from the perimeter defense lines
where the Tangos were currently engaging the defense forces and mercs stupid enough to line up in their path. The Tangos
spreading out and trying to flank those more or less stationary positions were
what the Marauders were going after, supplementing the defenders without
getting themselves involved in more than they could handle with the few dozen
infantry he had deployed.


He didn’t recognize the design of the ships, but two
were clearly troop transports. The third, however, was a grounding craft,
carrying underneath it something that Mason hadn’t seen in a very long time,
and the sight of the white sphere sent a shiver down his spine.


“Confirmed, control. That’s a Skarron Type-5 walker.”


“How the hell did these guys get their hands on one of
those?”


“I don’t know, but we don’t have anything here that
can take that down, and neither do the locals.”


“What do you want to do?”


“Keep our fighters the hell away from that thing. In
fact, don’t let any of our units get within spitting distance. We’ll work on
their infantry…and see where this goes.”



 

Trayven walked into
Brayden’s office, knocking on the open door to get his attention. The Colonel
of the Marauders looked up from the datapad that had the report from Tieor on
it, with him going over the military aspects of this unidentified army for the
umpteenth time. 


“Are the ships loaded?”


“Not yet, we’re still waiting on a couple of
transports,” Trayven said, holding up a datachip. “We just got another courier from Tieor.”


“Bad news?” Brayden guessed, gesturing for his ops
commander to toss it to him. It’d been several weeks since the first courier
arrived, but to send another so quickly meant something had to have changed or
they wouldn’t have wasted the ship.


“See for yourself.”


Brayden inserted the chip onto his datapad and saw a
number of files on it, but first among them was labeled ‘Skarron Walker.’ He
immediately opened it up and saw Mason’s brief notes indicating that a pair of
Type-5 walkers were being operated by the invading army with no sign of Skarron
or Hobbit involvement. Regardless, they were trashing what heavy weapons the
local defense force had and were shutting down the airspace around them with
just their plasma cannons…and Brayden knew that their own plasma weapons would
be next to useless against that armor.


“Shit,” he pronounced, pulling up the auxiliary files
that held a multitude of data on both the walkers and the rest of the invading
army’s movements and reinforcements.


“My thoughts exactly.”


“Get every rail gun and missile mount we have loaded
up, plus all the small scale explosive ordinance.”


Trayven’s eyes widened.
“We’re actually going after those walkers?”


“We’ll charge extra,” Brayden quipped, his eyes still
glued to the updated report.


“Don’t you think that’s more than we can handle?”


Finally looking up from the datapad, the Colonel
sighed. “I honestly don’t know. But if we can bag even one of them I want the
Marauders to have it on our rep. I have no illusions about single-handedly
saving Tieor, but there’s fighting to be done on a scale we haven’t seen since
we left Star Force, and a lot of credits to be made in the process. I don’t
know how this is going to play out, but we need to be there and no other merc unit is going to be able to touch those walkers. They’re
ours for the taking, if we can.”


“Alright, I’ll get the weapons mods switched out
before we leave.”


“And send a courier,” Brayden added, “with all the
information we have on Tieor and these walkers to the nearest Star Force
colony.”


Traven turned around, already halfway out the door.
“You think they’ll intervene?”


“No, we’re too far out for them to worry about. But
there’s not supposed to be any Skarron influence in this region whatsoever, and
I doubt they just sell their toys to the highest bidder. I don’t know what’s
going on, but anything Skarron-related Star Force needs to have the intel on, especially if this is somehow connected to a push
into this region.”


“I hope not, or we’re out of a job.”


“We move when the lines do,” Brayden reminded him.
“Get the message sent and our ships loaded, preferably within the day.”


“Give me 8 hours on both and we’ll be good to go.”


The Colonel nodded, satisfied, and turned his
attention back to the new reports, studying where and how the invaders were
kicking the crap out of the planetary defense forces…and where the Marauders
might do the most damage when the bulk of them finally got there.



 

“Archon,” a voice said softly from behind Jenna-732 as
she sat in the small cafeteria along with a few hundred other personnel in the
clandestine base on the surface of a volcanic world beyond the ADZ that was
part of the combined Clan Ninja Monkey/Clan Cloud circuit. 


The Mage turned around, still chewing on a sugar
stick. “Whaaat?”


“We’ve received a bit of intelligence from a mercenary
unit concerning the Skarrons.”


Jenna swallowed. “What system?”


“The Noop System.”


She frowned, looking at her Padawan. “I’m not familiar
with it.”


Levi-12733 shrugged. 


“Neither was I until I looked it up. We only have
basic data from survey records, but it’s located 128
lightyears from here and more than 400 from what we know to be the Skarron
border. Furthermore, the mercenaries appear to be a unit comprised of former
Star Force personnel, some of which have seen combat with the Skarrons. They’ve
sent data indicating the presence of two Type-5 Skarron walkers involved in a
planetary invasion by an unknown force, but without any Skarron or Aronsic
present.”


“What mercenaries?”


“They’re called Brayden’s Marauders, and they operate
out of the ADZ with the bulk of their activities occurring beyond Star Force’s
reach.”


“So who has the walkers?” Levi asked.


“The Marauders say the invaders have not identified
themselves, but are a conglomeration of various units unknown to them…and to
us. I had an analyst run through their profiles, and we can’t identify them
either.”


“It’s a big galaxy,” Jenna reminded him. “But I’ve
never known the Skarrons to share to their military equipment.”


“Or to work with intermediaries,” Levi added.


“Which is why I brought it to your attention, given
that you’re about to depart.”


Jenna raised an eyebrow, looking at her apprentice.
“Feel up to a road trip?”
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