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May 19, 3101


Shangri-La
System (Cygnus Arm) 


Inner Zone



 

Count Jeyron stood on the bridge of the Mammoth-class cargo ship that he’d spent
the last 2 years and four months on, for the most part, as this supply convoy
of 284 jumpships made its way up the tether from the ADZ. They’d stopped off at
a few ports along the way…Lothlorien, Mandalore, Dakara…but most of the
breadcrumbs of systems leading out from the ADZ and into the Perseus galactic
Arm they’d skipped over, either flying through them or bypassing those star
systems entirely.


They weren’t all arrayed on a straight line, meant
rather to be quiet outposts that most people wouldn’t notice. They weren’t a
secret to the locals, but there was no map in the ADZ that had them included,
save for the ones the Archons and the Monarchs had, and up until he’d been
assigned this mission by Davis he hadn’t even known about the Tether’s
existence. He’d been a Baron for some 83 years without hearing so much as a
whiff of a rumor, which he attributed to the Director’s ability to keep secrets…and
this one was a doozy. 


Star Force had quietly stretched a string of oases
across the local Orion arm and into The Nexus’s domain, then hopscotched across
it with even greater distances between Tether outposts. They’d actually
established a link across the entire Nexus, through the Perseus Arm, and out
into the very big Cygnus Arm that made up the fat edge of the galaxy.


Cygnus was more than twice the width of the Orion Arm
and even bigger than Perseus. It stretched out through thick star clusters and
technically even contained the much thinner dispersion of stars that bled off
into the galactic void. There was no fixed edge to the galaxy, and those border
systems were technically still part of it, though their relative location to
each other would make travel impossible unless you had very strong and accurate
gravity drives.


Star Force hadn’t made it out there, not even close
yet, but the fact that they had not only left the Orion Arm but were all the
way out in Cygnus had astonished Jeyron when he’d been let in on the secret,
along with the destination system that they’d recently colonized that he was
going to be tasked with grooming and growing even further.


Then the bombshell of the V’kit’no’sat had been
dropped on him and suddenly Star Force’s history and actions up until this
point had crystalized into understanding and trepidation. If the dinosaurs ever
came back they’d wipe Star Force out, not quickly, but assuredly. Meaning that
unless they wanted to die when that happened they’d need someplace to retreat
to that was off the V’kit’no’sat maps.


The system that the Count was looking at now was one
of those systems. The primary, as it was now. It wasn’t part of the Tether so
much as it was the first of the new territory that Star Force had built the
Tether to connect the ADZ with. The goal had always been to reach Cygnus, and
now that they had they’d been doing more reconnaissance and scouting missions
than they’d done before establishing that line of breadcrumbs across the
galaxy. They’d essentially mapped a corridor out here, now they were doing a
much more thorough survey of this region.


Which was still a drop in the bucket compared to how
much raw territory there was. The Nexus had no public maps with information
this far out, and Star Force hadn’t made contact with any of the local races so
they were essentially flying blind as they sent out hundreds of scouting
missions to add to their map while looking for a place to put down their first
permanent colony.


Not that the breadcrumbs weren’t permanent, but they
were never intended to be built up as large or as fast as the primaries. If
Star Force lost its industrial muscle on Earth and the ADZ entirely, it was
going to need something to fall back on for ship production. And small yards
weren’t going to cut it.


Luckily Star Force had quickly stumbled onto a region
that was virtually uninhabited. For all they knew it bordered a major power
that they’d end up being enemies with, but right now it was essentially a dead
zone full of systems but no races that could leave their own worlds. Nearly all
of the systems were uninhabited and they were continuing their mapping missions
to expand the perimeter of that area…in which Shangri-La had been found.


That was the name given to it upon discovery, and even
while the mapping expeditions hadn’t progressed as far out as he and even the
Director would have liked yet, they knew they could not pass on this system.
They’d colonized it like the Tether systems immediately, then had been sending
additional support to further build it up to a manageable starting point. An
Archon had been in charge thus far, but now there were enough pieces in play to
warrant a Monarch be sent to put down the firm roots that the Director wanted,
and Jeyron had been his choice.


With the promotion to Count he’d been sent out here
along with another supply convoy, taking the long road that bypassed The
Nexus’s transport grid. They’d used traditional grav jumps between stars and a
handful of black holes, following the trail blazed by others until they’d
arrived at this destination point moments ago with the map being updated with
current sensor readings and transmissions from the limited infrastructure
already in place.


That gave them laggy connection to the battlemap, but
it instantly filled up with new facilities built in both orbit and on the
ground of the single planet that had been colonized…out of 306 total, not
counting moons. Of those 306 planets situated around a giant white star, 57 of
them were habitable and 16 marginal. The rest were airless but none the less
had good amounts of gravity, including a few that topped 2g. That meant there
was a wealth of raw materials buried in them, not to mention the fact that Star
Force didn’t need atmospheres to colonize planets.


This one system was the equivalent of dozens, if not
hundreds of others back in the ADZ, all confined into orbits around a single
star. This was where Star Force had to put down roots, and it wouldn’t need to
look beyond this location for some time, for there was plenty of worlds right
here to build up to a level that even Sol or Epsilon Eridani couldn’t begin to
reach.


But that was far down the road. This system had
potential…and that was about it right now. The colony had a population of
394,000 prior to this convoy arriving, which would add another 126,000. Not the
smallest starting point in Star Force history, but without even a million
people to work with this was considerably smaller than Jeyron’s last
assignment.


Though his mandate here was far bigger than anything
back in the ADZ and he had to make it work, for literally everyone’s lives
could be riding on it someday in the future. Shangri-La was to be the invisible
backup to the ADZ, and right now it could barely throw spitwads militarily. He
was going to have to change that, and do it almost entirely with local
resources. More convoys would be coming regularly, but with the massive
distance involved both he and Davis knew this had to be an independent
operation. The convoys were just a shot in the arm to get the process started.
After that Jeyron would be the lone Monarch out here, with orders to build an
empire within a single star system…the most important star system on the Star
Force maps.


He’d asked the Director why a Duke wasn’t assigned, and
he said that if Jeyron was able to pull this off he would have gained the
experience and skills necessary to warrant that title. So he had assigned a
Duke to this, in the sense that this is what it took to become one aside from
going through the Clans, but he also pointed out the fact that managing such a
small colony at this point would be a waste of a Duke’s skills. They were
needed on much larger fronts organizing existing infrastructure and
populations, not building new ones from scratch.


And right now, seeing the updates flowing in via the
battlemap transmissions, he heartily agreed. For there was nothing here worth
mentioning.


A single city had been established on planet A, which
hadn’t even been assigned a name yet. The city itself was more than just a
startup and had been here a while, so he was glad he didn’t have to start entirely from scratch, but there were
only a few auxiliaries on this planet and a few other locations around the
system. Mining sites and such, without even the smallest of shipyards having
been built yet.


That was like a gut punch to a Monarch, for without a
shipyard you might as well have been back in the Stone Age. He’d hoped the
Archon in charge would have built, or at least started to build one by the time
Jeyron got here, but no such site was being listed on the battlemap…though
there was a large new section of the city on planet A that hadn’t been there
before.


Jeyron used a console to zoom in on that area as the
ship continued to soak up more battlemap signals across the system-wide
lag…which would be even worse considering the size of that star’s gravity well.
Planets orbited at distances that would have put them outside other star
systems, giving this one a very large volume of space to move around within.
Fortunately the battlemap signals were constantly transmitting, though he
wouldn’t be able to retrieve specific information without querying for it and
that would require and out and back from the comms systems.


But right now he had position and status data on every
facility and ship, noting a decent grouping of military vessels in orbit of the
planet. 6 Warship-class jumpships
full of drones were already here, with another two having arrived in this
convoy. They would have absolutely nothing to do in this deserted region of the
Cygnus arm, if the scouting reports held true, but there was no way Davis was
going to let this system be established without immediate defenses.


The Archons he was bringing with him told him that it
wasn’t a big deal so long as they had a sanctum to train in. Boredom didn’t
exist for them, and a lack of missions and fighting just meant more time to
increase their skills. That was a very positive spin on it, and in their case
he actually believed them, based on his somewhat limited knowledge of Archon
customs and culture, but the fact was this was out in the middle of nowhere so
far away from home that they were essentially lost in space save for a few
convoys coming now and then. 


But that’s why a Monarch had been assigned. Operating
independently was what they were good at. And if he really was going to someday
warrant the Duke’s title he was going to have to prove it here first…and by the
time he did this system would no longer be nowhere. It’d be somewhere, the somewhere in Cygnus, from which everything
else in this doomsday territorial expansion would flow.


The cargo ship he was riding on sat in stellar orbit
and waited for the rest of the convoy to arrive before they transitioned over
to planet A…which would be getting a new name as soon as Jeyron got around to
it. He wanted something special, so he was going to wait and give it some
thought. He should have been doing that on the trip out but he’d expected
someone to have assigned one by now and he hadn’t planned on undoing whatever
moniker it had already gotten.


But it seemed that this system was an entirely blank
slate for him to get around to naming. One of the few perks that was usually
reserved for mapping expeditions or Archons, and he had a whole list of planets
here that he got to label as he liked. 


Putting that on his eventual to-do list, Jeyron stayed
on the bridge and got a better view of planet A when they microjumped into
orbit. He’d seen records of it previously, but watching it here in realtime was
an entirely different experience. This was live, not some data file, and if he
didn’t do his job everyone out here could be put into jeopardy. Not because he
was indispensable, obviously. This colony had gotten along fine without him to
this point, but taking it forward was his responsibility and there was no way
of knowing when someone out here might come sniffing around and find them.


And if they were a superpower like The Nexus, well,
Jeyron would have little to defend this system with…and the number of planets
alone would be reason enough for someone to take it from them if they found it.


Calling for help would be pointless, for they’d be
dead before a message could make its way back to the ADZ. No, the defense of
this system would lay, for the moment, in the Archons and warships sent here to
watch over it, but in the long run it would come down to what defenses and
ships that Jeyron could build from local resources. Archons would come from the
Earth and always would, but commandos, naval officers, pilots, techs, etc could
be ‘grown’ locally out of the population. Maturias would be established and
freedom of movement would be retained via the sporadic convoys, so no one would
be stuck here if they truly wanted to leave…but by the same note volunteers
would still be coming in to supplement this system’s population.


Fast forward centuries and you’d have a large enough
population that you’d see people staying here rather than leaving, meaning that
this little piece of the Star Force empire was going to be almost entirely self-contained,
and it was up to Jeyron to design, build, and manage it. That was a monstrous
task and one that he was kind of glad was going to take a while, because he was
going to have to learn as he went, as all Monarchs did, though the Director had
given him some notes for him to make use of going forward. Notes from Davis
himself that he’d compiled over the years that Jeyron had virtually memorized
on the trip out here.


“Count, there’s an incoming message for you,” Captain
Jihadia said, startling Jeyron out of his daze. 


“Go ahead and put it on the main display. It can’t be
my mistress all the way out here,” he said with a sarcastic wink.


Jihadia snorted a quick laugh, then the holographic
image of an Archon striker appeared out of armor, but with the telltale
identification stripe on his uniform that Jeyron could just barely make out.


“Welcome to Shangri-La, Count Jeyron,” the man said
with a polite bow.


“Klevin, I presume?”


“I am. I’ve gotten this system up and running, but it
needs a Monarch’s touch and I’m glad you’re finally here.”


“Situation report?”


“Still empty space around us. Scouting teams have
found a few more native civilizations, all pre-grav drive tech. If there are
any significant powers out here they’re not right on our doorstep.”


Jeyron visibly sighed. “That’s a relief.”


“Quite so.”


The Count winced, trying to find a non-accusing way of
asking this. “I didn’t notice any shipyard construction yet?”


“Priorities,” the Archon said apologetically. “Getting
the base industry established was more important, thus I had resources focused
on giving you as many building blocks as possible. We’ve got enough ships at
the moment, so a full shipyard was unnecessary.”


“Support craft?”


“Dropships are being built in a surface shop within
the city.”


“Ah,” Jeyron said with some pleasure. So they hadn’t
built a proper shipyard, but they did have a tiny one for the smaller craft up
and running. That was most welcome news. “I had hoped for as much. I trust I
can leave the security of the system in your hands while I get to work?”


“Always. We’ll watch your back while you build.”


“If so much as a piece of debris floats within 10
lightyears of this system I want to know immediately, I just don’t want to make
a habit of checking surveillance reports myself.”


“I’ll make you aware of anything that pops up, but
thus far it’s pretty dead out here.”


“I hope for our sake it stays that way. I can’t turn
this place into Epsilon Eridani overnight.”


“I’ll give you a week.”


“Gracious of you,” the Count replied with equal sarcasm.
“Though I suppose I should also inform you now that a detachment from Clan
Sangheili is within the convoy. They have orders to establish a separate
presence here, a pure startup of their own. I don’t know where that leaves your
chain of command.”


“Sangheili? Interesting, but not a problem. I’d been
told you were in full command?”


“I am, but you know how the Clans like to do their own
thing.”


“And Sangheili likes to be the first to jump the gun
whenever possible,” the Archon said with some chagrin. 


“And you are what Clan?”


“Clan Joanna. The rest of the Archons here are a mix
with no official Clan function on this mission. May I ask who made the
addition?”


“The Director added it at the last minute before we
left.”


“Well then, no arguing that. He must have something
good in mind.”


“He always does. They have a padawan with them. Will
she take lead or will you retain it? I can work either way, I just didn’t want
to make assumptions.”


“A padawan? No mage?”


“No, but she’s already completed her apprenticeship.”


“Baby mage then,” Klevin mewed. “If her duties are
Clan specific then I’ll maintain operational command. If not we’ll figure it
out. We don’t actually bicker about that sort of thing.”


“Arm wrestle?”


“No,” the Archon said, shaking his head slowly. “I’m
glad there’s someone here now that’s stronger than me. It’ll give me a
challenging sparring partner.”


“If anyone other than an Archon said that I’d assume
it was innuendo, but with you guys I know better.”


The Archon smiled. “Sorry, Count. We won’t be helping
you boost the population numbers…though others are doing an admirable job of it
right now.”


“A population surge request?”


“No, I gave none. They’ve volunteered themselves to
it.”


Jeyron cringed. “It’s that boring out here, isn’t it?”


“I can’t speak to that. My work is essentially the
same everywhere I go.”


“Diminished workforce?” Jeyron asked, knowing that if
a lot of the female population were pregnant they’d be incapacitated for at
least a short period of time.


“Yes, but nothing too worrisome. Filling out the
maturias sooner rather than later seemed more prudent, so I didn’t interfere.
Most of the women are being responsible about it and taking breaks in between
pregnancies, so we’re not losing whole chunks of population. They’re
coordinating an alteration pattern on their own.”


“Wise of them.”


“They’re Star Force. Should you expect less?”


“Perhaps not, but I’m also used to dealing with raw
civilians who are less…insightful in their mating habits.”


“We don’t have any raw civilians out here…save for the
younglings.”


“How far along is the first maturia?”


“They’re 8 years old.”


The Count nodded. “A good start then.”


“I assume I can officially relinquish master builder
activities?”


Jeyron smiled. “I officially relieve you, Archon. You
can get back to full training now.”


Klevin bowed gratefully. “Much appreciated. I’ll meet
you at the spaceport when you land and give you a proper tour.”


“Looking forward to it,” the Count said as the
transmission cut off…then he noticed the Captain giving him an odd look. “What?”


“Mating habits?”


“Sounds more professional than fucking.”


“Sounds like something you shouldn’t need to worry
about.”


The Count shrugged. “Population statistics are
something we have to keep our eye on.”


“Is that what your interest in me has been then?”


“Unless your trim figure is somehow hiding it, I don’t
think you’ve chosen to go that route, so the answer is no. This trip has been
unbelievably boring and you’re the one thing that has made it bearable, so
thank you for that, Captain. I don’t know how you crewers handle these doldrums
on a regular basis.”


“Some of us prefer solitudes, and the Archons don’t
seem to have your boredom problem.”


“Training is useful, but for a Monarch we need to be
active in a practical way.”


“So ‘mating’ with me was just to keep you busy?” she
asked with a rueful smile.


“Busy no. Break up the boredom occasionally…yes.”


“How flattering,” she said, neither offended or
amused. “It seems you’ll have a lot more prospects to keep your attention down
in the colony.”


“Afraid not. I’m going to be too busy doing real work.
I only let myself relax when I have nothing else to do.”


“So now I’m ‘relaxation?’ A promotion of sorts, I’d
imagine.”


“And I was?” the Count asked, curious. 


“A feather in the cap,” she said honestly. “Never
bagged a Monarch before,” she said with a devious smile.


Jeyron made a ‘tsk, tsk, tsk’ sound as he slowly shook
his head, looking at her petite and trim figure as she sat in her Captain’s
chair. “Oh the perks this job would have if only I were corrupt.”


“Which is why Monarchs are virtually impossible to
nail. You’re quite the score for me.”


“If that’s what alleviates your boredom,” he said as
he stood up and made ready to leave the bridge and the ship. “Have a dropship
readied. I’ll be taking my leave of you and your ship now. Make sure to keep
that feather properly fluffed and cockily displayed.”


“It’s been a pleasure,” she said honestly.


“Likewise, Captain. Likewise,” the Count said, leaving
the bridge to gather his belongings and head down to his new planet that the
cargo fleet would be departing as soon as it had unloaded. 


Another bridge crewer threw the Captain a glance after
the Count had left. “He doesn’t know about the scoreboard?” she asked.


Jihadia shook her head. “No. I took it down before I
plucked that feather. It’s going back up as soon as he’s gone.”


The crew member smiled. “A Monarch, huh? Didn’t think
any of us would actually get one of those. They’re as hard as getting an
Archon.”


“Archons are impossible,” the Captain stated flatly.
“Anyone who claims to have done one of them is lying.”


“What if they did them before they became an Archon?”


Jihadia looked at her navigational officer, not ever
having considered that possibility before. “Technically that wouldn’t count as
an Archon, but it’d still be scoreboard worthy.”

















 


 

2



 


 

March 31, 3102


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Tess



 

Tavarini reached down with his armored mandibles and
picked up yet another lizard body, throwing it over the railing to the pile
below to clear the small area of cover behind a bulkhead on the walkway the
Bsidd were holding. The last assault had nearly choked them out, leaving them
with too many bodies and not enough room to put them. The next wave would be on
them any second and he needed to get behind cover as much as possible, hence he
and the others were chucking the warm corpses wherever they could.


The walkway they were on was small, barely 8 meters
wide, but it had a lot of nooks and openings into other areas, with a railing
beside the bulkhead that opened to another larger promenade below. It didn’t
connect to the upper level directly, and this damn lizard shipyard ring was a
maze of connecting tunnels, ramps, and ladders. Almost all of the fighting was
being conducted in small groups at extreme close range, with the lizards
literally crowding out every available open space with a flood of bodies
running at you and firing at pointblank range.


Their rifles and pistols were annoying, but it was the
det packs that were the biggest concern. They’d cornered many Bsidd over the past
two months and blasted through their armor. A handful had died, but most had to
be evacuated with mangled bodies. This type of fighting was different than he
was used to, but at least the lizards couldn’t throw hundreds of phaser shots
against your shields at once…but the downside was that you didn’t have anywhere
to run when one of the little bomb carriers found his way through the others
and ran up in your face.


Hence every square meter of clear floor was precious,
and as he grabbed another lizard body…or rather the upper half of one that had
been cut in two with a plasma rod…he chucked it over the side ignoring the
blood splatters on his armor. His shields were down on his mandibles for the
moment, and the purple battle plates were already covered in lizard gore. It
was something he’d gotten used to, barely even noticing now as his mind was
focused on the next engagement.


A ping on his battlemap told him that was going to be
on them soon enough. Star Force had already managed to conquer and secure a small
slice of the shipyard ring, but they were having to defend it on both sides
across miles of interior terrain, both up and down, as the lizards poured
combat troops up the elevator shafts from the planet’s surface and continued to
send them against the invading troops.


The promenade below was a battleground that had
already been fought on and won, with the entrances, the main ones anyway,
having been welded shut so they didn’t have to leave guards. As it was, the
Bsidd army was spread out across this front so much that it almost seemed like
there were hundreds of battles going on rather than just one, with each
corridor, level, and section having its own unique history that was seeing the
typical Star Force victories be pushed back by the corpse clutter.


Worse yet, the little lizards could crawl over each
other far better than the larger Bsidd could do, so they had a movement
advantage. Not to mention being able to crawl through maintenance shafts and
other small passageways. Most of the Bsidd soldiers were Betas, but some of the
smaller Epsilons had been dispatched to look for and hunt down lizards slipping
through in odd places. They could never come in sufficient numbers to be a
major threat, but the Bsidd couldn’t afford to have wounded personnel getting
ambushed behind the front lines or a det pack carrier running up from behind
them.


It was a mess, but they were working their way through
it. This was lizard territory, for sure, but Tavarini was glad there weren’t
wide open fields for their tanks and aircraft to operate on. Det packs aside,
the Bsidd were the largest, most heavily armored units in play and he liked
that change from their ‘standard’ battles…as if there was ever such a thing
with the lizards.


Movement on his right caught his attention and he saw
green lizard bodies wearing black vests moving on top of the piles ahead of
them down the corridor. They weren’t wounded crawling for safety, but incoming
troops slipping over the tops of the piles like they were surfing a wave on the
ocean. Their rifles were strapped to their backs and they were running on all
fours, something he’d rarely seen lizards do before this invasion, but it was
obvious that the movement was all too natural for them.


A pink phaser blast shot by him, missing one of his
mandibles by a few inches as he reengaged shields across his entire body save
for the treads on his shoe bumps and the weapon muzzles attached to a few of
his numerous mandibles. Most of his body looked like a collection of thick sticks,
upon which he could run or crawl or jump as he liked, but they were all covered
in armor with some holding the tread for his ‘boots’ while others were free to
grasp or hit with. A few others were covered in weapons that were physically
attached to his armor since he didn’t have anything even remotely like fingers,
though he could grasp things better than most Humans given how many mandibles
he could apply to a given object.


He pointed one of his rifle mandibles down the
corridor as he put most of his odd body behind the bulkhead, twitching the end of
his limb inside the device that activated the trigger. A blue plasma lance shot
out and hit one of the many lizards surging towards them. It crumpled onto the
pile as the lizards behind it simply rushed over the new terrain. They couldn’t
get too many through this chokepoint, but then again only two or three Bsidd
could get into firing position on them, so that evened out a bit. Holding
position was easy, for the lizards couldn’t engage them in hand to hand without
getting cut to shreds with their plasma rods…unless they had a det pack, in
which case all the lizards had to do was get close enough to take down their
shields and do some damage to their armor.


That had already happened twice today, with several jagged
cuts on his purple body plates marking shrapnel damage, though they hadn’t
gotten close enough to him to do more than force him back while his shields
recharged. He’d had to give up some ground after that, but they’d taken it back
and then some, though the gains were little more than dozens of meters with
their orders being to hold the general area and adjust as needed while other
units were probing behind enemy lines.


What units those were he didn’t know, nor had seen,
for he’d been so busy here he couldn’t think of much else and he hoped there
would be a relief team coming within a few hours so he could cycle back, get
some food and water, maybe a little sleep. That wasn’t happening right now, so
he stubbornly held his ground and shot a couple more lizards before he got a ‘hold’
order on his helmet.


He complied, even as the lizards were nearly on top of
them, then saw a fast moving dot on his battlemap approaching them from behind.
By the time he recognized the icon the dark blue armor of an Archon mage flashed
past his position, brushing up against a couple of his mandibles as she shot by
the bulkhead…then pile of lizard bodies exploded backwards under some type of
invisible attack, throwing the dead and living back on top of each other.


Two white beams of light flashed into existence and
suddenly the Archon was chopping apart lizard bodies in a frenzy and pushing
her way through the mess and out of sight ahead.


The hold fire order was rescinded, along with a ‘don’t
follow me’ command. 


Tavarini looked at his fellow Bsidd curiously, then
the two of them came out of cover and ran forward a few steps to give them
better firing lines on the surviving lizards that were trying to crawl their
way out of the pile.



 

Ginsi flashed past the Bsidd, getting on the other
side of friendly lines and brandishing her pair of death sabers. She’d been
told that the term ‘lightsaber’ had been strictly banned, though that’s exactly
what they looked like, only flat to the point of invisible when viewed on the
side. Problem was they weren’t actually swords and couldn’t parry anything. If
she crossed the two she carried together they’d pass right through each other,
and anything else would either be cut by them or disrupt the intense energy
field that comprised the cutting devices. 


Since they weren’t true swords they needed another
name, and it had only been with reluctance that Star Force had even developed
the weapons. They’d evolved out of the Bsidd plasma rods, and then the Archon
plasma swords…both of which had such a low ammo count that they were almost a
waste of time against hundreds of thousands of lizards, though both of those
could still be used as blunt object weapons when they were depleted of charge. 


The death sabers could not, which was why Ginsi was
carrying a special pack with no gear in it whatsoever. It was the same size and
approximate shape, not to mention a bit heavy, but it made up for that drawback
in longevity. She could still run, jump and tumble with it, but the tethers
that ran down her arms and ended at her wrists connected to the base of the two
sabers she held and fed them with continuous power. Disconnect the weapons from
it and she’d get a couple hundred dead lizards and that was it.


These weren’t stun weapons, and there was only one
purpose for them…cutting apart lizards fast and efficiently with one hit kills.
It was a badly needed upgrade to their fighting arsenal, but one that didn’t
allow for taking prisoners or limited combat. In an environment like this,
close quarters with a lot of bodies all around you, it made for a very potent
weapon system when paired with an Archon mage.


Which had turned Ginsi into a killing machine. 


She wasn’t fighting with troops backing her, she was
going solo, same as several other Archons in different locations. Her mission
was to probe beyond the defense lines and just rack up a body count. With her
psionics, and especially the addition of her new Jumat that Taryn had been
gracious enough to give her ahead of schedule, there was nothing the lizards
could do to stop her short of detonating a really big bomb in her face. 


Her armor could take a det pack and survive it, so she
wasn’t holding back and aggressively pushed past the Bsidd postion, cutting her
way down a long corridor that eventually led to a larger promenade that was
used to haul cargo to and from various sections like a highway.


And it was filled with lizards waiting in orderly and
blocky groupings that were being dispatched piecemeal into adjacent exits that
would filter their way through to the thousands of tiny combat fields they were
engaging the Star Force troops on.


Ginsi let slip a wry grin, no longer thinking of the
lizards as people, just targets. She’d been careful to avoid thinking like that
before, but after so many engagements with them and not even a single lizard in
the history of the war ever surrendering to Star Force, she’d let go that
safety restraint. They still offered them multiple opportunities to surrender,
and would continue to do so, but in a situation like this where they were actively
fighting and they were spamming Star Force lines with millions of infantry…the
best way she could protect her Regulars was by becoming a slayer, and gruesome
as it was, Ginsi didn’t mind at all.


These were bad guys, and taking them down fast and efficiently
wasn’t a problem with these death sabers…so long as she hit killing blows. It
was either take them out or not strike, for there was no point in maiming them
or lopping off a hand just for fun. These were threats that needed to be taken
out, with pain and punishment nowhere in her mental vocabulary. 


It was a very fine line to walk, mentally, but Ginsi
didn’t have trouble with it. The death sabers were definitely a weapon that
could be used to torture, but neither Star Force nor her would ever use it that
way…and that’s why it was reserved specifically for high ranking Archons. Those
who could walk that fine line between being a slayer and a butcher, and could
do so with such lethal efficiency that the lizards would have no way to stop
them.


Ginsi launched herself into the first row of the
lizards as they pulled their rifles off their backs and fired at her, swiping
both glowing white sticks through two of their chests and cutting both in half
as she passed them by, then with the help of her Pefbar she put herself into a
controlled twirl that saw another 5 of them taken out Darth Maul fashion as her
shields flared with phaser hits that suddenly began hitting friendly targets as
she redirected and dashed a different way.


Point to point she jumped/ran, slashing and making
clean kills each time while covering the artificial ground with pools of blood
that the living lizards trampled through trying to get at her. None of them
fled, all of them stayed and fought, pumping shot after shot into her shields
whenever they could get the chance. A part of that was admirable, most of it
was just stupid, but that’s what the lizard empire was and these people were
born locked into it, apparently without the will to break free…and definitely
no option to do so logistically, for even if they wanted to get away they’d
never have anywhere to go, save for those rare times they met Star Force on the
battlefield and were offered a way out.


The fact that none of them took it meant these lizards
weren’t victims, and were fully committed to a combined will and mission. Dying
for the cause didn’t concern them. Making themselves useful was their only
priority, and even if they only landed a single phaser hit against Ginsi they
were accomplishing that…though there was no way she was going to let them wear
down her defenses so far that they’d actually get a chance to kill her.


Not bothering to count, though a bit interested in
what the number had become, Ginsi continued to slay lizards and the more
concentrated groups like this that she encountered the better, for there were
billions of additional lizards on their way up the connecting columns from the
planet’s surface, and it looked like the ground war was going to be fought on
this spacebound ring long before they ever set foot on the surface.


And without heavy weapons or aircraft to counter her,
it was only going to be a question of how many she could kill and how fast. 
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August 18, 3104


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Tess



 

Paul dropped down from an opening in the ceiling, one
he’d just quietly cut with a very hot finger, and fell down into a mass of
lizards, hitting them with a Fornax field as he punched aside a couple leading
into a twirl of his death sabers. He lit them and started jumping from one area
to another and mowing down all the infantry as they desperately tried to target
him with their phaser rifles. A few hits were absorbed by his shields but they
couldn’t land even a tenth of their shots…and it wasn’t because he was messing
with their minds. Once he landed, his Fornax disappeared and he took them all
hand to hand, though dropping an Ubven field on top of them would have been
much easier.


He hadn’t done that, nor was he using any of his
psionics now that he was on the ground. He did what was necessary with blade
and muscle alone, not even engaging the powered nature of the light Archon
armor he was wearing. It was originally gold, but after nearly 8 hours of
fighting there was little of it showing beneath the blood splatters. His
shields kept most of it off, but he’d taken on such large groupings that some
of them had managed to peel that defensive layer off him a few times, resulting
in a bloodbath as the precision cuts left the lizards’ dismembered body parts
spurting blood as Paul passed through them.


This group was about six or seven hundred strong, but
they didn’t prove a challenge…nor did they flee. They all just stayed put and
kept shooting him, despite the fact they had no chance of stopping him. It was
mindless slaughter and the lizards were forcing it upon him, but when he got
finished with this group and was then going to be on his way back for a rest
and a new power pack something inside him snapped.


When he got to the last three lizards he slashed two
clean in half with a single move, each arm holding a blade that passed through
two lizards’ midsections and cleaving them as well as a couple of wrists in the
process. Rather than jump through them to the last lizard Paul checked up,
yanking the rifle out of the lizard’s hands and tossing it aside. 


The standard variant snarled and ran to the side,
picking up another and aiming at Paul. The Archon let him fire twice, then he
also ripped it out of his grip with his telepathy. 


The lizard did not run, instead scrambling around to
find another weapon in the bloody mess that was now the floor. This time Paul
wicked it away from his hands before he could get to it, then he froze the
lizard in place with a telekinetic grip around its waist. 


“Why do you keep
fighting and dying?” Paul asked in lizard. “You can live. You can all live if you would just surrender. Why are you
forcing us to kill you?” he demanded, though he already knew his reasons.
After so many deaths by his own hand today his nerves were on edge, for enemies
they might be, but he did not like killing them, especially when they were this
helpless.


The lizard squirmed around, trying to wiggle out of
the Human’s invisible grasp.


“Answer me!”
Paul yelled, retracting his helmet with an energy shield still covering his
head just in case he’d missed another threat. He stared into the lizard’s pitch
black eyes with his own twinkling grey orbs. “This world holds billions of you. Do we really have to kill you all to
take it?”


The lizard snarled something in its own language that
translated as an insult but Paul didn’t let it go, nor did he kill it, he just
held it still and stared it down. Several minutes passed before he spoke again.


“Why are you
doing this?”


“I may not kill
you, but one of us will eventually,” the lizard finally answered.


“We are here to
stop you from killing everyone in the galaxy,” Paul said icily. “We don’t want your deaths.”


“Your words are
meaningless, Star Force. You will die like the rest of our enemies, no matter
how many of us it takes.”


“Do you care
nothing of being in the right?” Paul asked, sensing that he didn’t
understand the concept. “Are you certain
that we’re the enemy?”


“You kill us.
You are the enemy.”


“We only kill
you because you force us to. Surrender and you will live.”


“We will not
submit to you or anyone else. One may die, but the collective will survive.”


“You don’t care
about dying?”


The lizard didn’t answer, just trying to extricate
himself from the invisible hold, and Paul sensed that this conversation was
over, so he shoved him back a few meters and dumped him on the floor. He
tripped, with his tail catching on a corpse and flipping him over.


“Not today,”
Paul said, turning around casually and walking away. A few seconds later a
phaser hit struck the shield covering his head, but he ignored it. Several more
impacted his shields before he got to a doorway and disappeared around a
corner. A few seconds later the lizard came after him, getting another line of
sight on the Human, but before he could fire at his back both he and the weapon
were picked up off the ground and thrown back out the door.


The lizard immediately got back up and in pursuit, but
when he got around the corner the Human was gone. A short chase followed, but
he could find no trace of the slayer that had killed everyone else in his unit
but had left him alive. Eventually he retreated, falling back to find another
lizard unit to incorporate himself with and to receive new orders. Unless he
had a mission that required solo action, there was no benefit to operating
alone. Better to pool his strength with the others, which was the only way to
take down the heavily armored enemy infantry.



 

Paul made his way back to friendly lines…which was
kilometers away through the interior of the ring. When he got there he bypassed
the sentries and heavy defense posts as usual, but instead of checking into one
of the relief areas onboard that held Star Force facilities, some prefab, some
custom constructions, he headed to one of the protected hangar bays and boarded
a dropship. He had it deliver him back to the nearby parked Excalibur and went straight into one of
the most remote parts on the ship.


It was in the sanctum, a little corner of it that was
reserved for high ranking Archons. There was a special meditation chamber there
that had several different themes to it, with Paul heading for the one that was
based on Dagobah. 


The entrance was open, with only an energy shield
separating the artificial corridor from the interior. He stepped through hit,
having to push a bit to allow him passage, for it was keeping the dense fog
contained within the ‘natural’ environment of the little park. As soon as he
got inside he did an about face, immediately stepping back outside the energy
barrier. He hit the release for his armor and had it peel apart across his
chest, arms, and legs with the helmet disappearing behind his neck. 


Walking out of the metallic scarecrow he went back
inside, this time feeling the warm fog hit his face as soon as he entered. He
stood there for a moment, breathing it in and trying to get it to wash through
his senses. When it didn’t fully work he felt a pang of panic, but locked down
on it. Dropping to a knee, his sweat soaked uniform picked up a bit of mud from
the contact as he ran through a mental reset that he’d had to do a long time
ago.


After a few minutes that worked, but it wasn’t enough.
He needed to disconnect, think outside the box as he often did here, but even
though his armor hadn’t let any of the lizard blood through to his skin he
still felt covered in gore. The bastards were making Star Force fight like they
did in order to stop them, and even though he knew that wasn’t entirely correct
there was enough of it that was true to unsettle his stomach. They were taking
planets from them, but he still felt like they were losing, in ideology anyway,
and he had to find a way around this.


But as he thought it through he came to the same
conclusions he always did…if the lizards wouldn’t surrender and they wouldn’t
stop attacking people then they had to be destroyed. Unlike other races, if
they took them prisoner anyway they’d just kill themselves, so there was no
indoctrination/imprisonation option with them, nor was there an option of
taking their younglings away from them. Lizards didn’t learn their cultural
core through experience, but rather through genetic knowledge placed into their
coding before they were even born.


So there were no untainted younglings to rescue.
Lizards were produced as a product from genetic seeds. They were engineered to
be this way, and even if Star Force could find a way to fix that genetic code
to undo the inhibitors it would do no good for those alive and the planets not
under their control. Star Force could create a new lizard civilization, in
theory, one day but it wouldn’t change a damn thing. The current one would
still have to be fought or destroyed, meaning that this blood bath had to
happen or these bastards would continue to conquer and destroy all the weaker
races they came across until they consumed the galaxy…or ran into the
V’kit’no’sat.


But by that time they’d have grown so large that it
almost wouldn’t matter. Not for the little guys out there. Paul and the others
had to take these bastards out now before they could kill more, but they were
forcing Star Force to make it a blood bath and something in Paul’s gut didn’t
like the feel of that. In the past he hadn’t like it either, but when they were
a greater threat it seemed appropriate given the circumstances.


Now though, these lizards honestly didn’t stand a
chance against him aside from some fluke. He could kill them so easily, in so
many ways, that there was literally no point in fighting. It was an automatic
loss for them, but they were forcing him to kill them anyway, wasting their
lives by the trillions in this war.


Paul had killed so many over the past couple years on
this ring that he had no idea how many he was personally responsible for, but
he may very well have been in 7 or 8 digit range by now. And while he wasn’t in
much danger he couldn’t say the same for his troops. They were hard to kill and
this station was confined compared to ground combat, but there were still
casualties mounting. In order to protect them he had to kill as many of the
lizards as he could, and right now he should be back down there, resting up for
a bit then going back out again, but something inside him was throwing up a red
flag.


So he’d come here, and now he couldn’t get his head
clear. And not because of something unique to today, but he was realizing that he
had been blind to something for a very long time. He didn’t know what it was, but
he could feel a little corner in his mind starting to peel back, one that
suggested he had a sheet of fog over his mind and now that he’d noticed it he
couldn’t let it go.


The little peak he was getting made him feel like he
was mentally suffocating and hadn’t even realized it previously. He had to get
a clean ‘breath’ in, but right now he just knelt on the ground unable to
mentally figure out how to do that with the lizard gore all over his state of
mind.


On impulse he stood up and began stripping off his
uniform. Shirt, shoes, pants…everything went in a pile on the muddy ground and
he walked off through the fog feeling his toes sinking into the grime.


But it was a cleansing grime, a ‘holy’ grime, and Paul
felt his mind slacken just a touch more. He got the feeling he needed to run
away as far as he could, so to that end he headed past the partially submerged
X-wing to the back side of the chamber…which had holographic walls and cleverly
designed terrain to give the feeling that you were on a wide open planet. He
could see through it with his Pefbar but he never turned it on in here, wanting
to drink up as much ambiance as possible.


Paul found a little pond, barely an offshoot of a
larger one, with holographic frogs, snakes, and other wildlife surrounding it.
The sounds of the swampy forest were all around him as he sat down on the edge
of the pond, barely bigger than a hot tub, and slid in feet first underneath a
thick root. He had to wedge himself through the small gap, but when he got
underneath it he found it was deeper than he’d expected. He went all the way
under and held himself there, hiding from the planet, the fleet, and even the
other Archons on this ship. 


He mentally made himself so small he disappeared, and
even through this chamber was shielded against telepathy he engaged his Kgat,
making his mental signature vanish had there been any telepaths within the
chamber. Paul let himself go anonymous, disappearing from anywhere and
everywhere while sinking into a seated position on the muck at the bottom of
the dirty water hole with a cage of roots over his head.


The trailblazer held his breath, but it wasn’t much of
an effort. His focus was on disconnecting from anything and everything, even to
the point that he wasn’t planning on going back to the fight, the war, or even
the ADZ. There was no tomorrow, no duties, missions, or have-tos of any kind.
All there was was this moment, and everything that had an influence over him,
directly or indirect, he released. No one in the universe mattered right now,
it was just him and his little pond on Dagobah. He even let himself forget he
was on a ship, soaking in his surroundings on the mysterious world from Star
Wars lore.


Before his lungs ran out of oxygen he slowly came to
the surface, the top of his head poking out of the water until his nose cleared
the waterline. It bumped against a root and he held there very still for a
moment, eyes closed as he felt the air on his wet forehead that was dripping
rivulets off his bangs. He was silent, but the forest around him was not. Wisps
of fog flowed past him, interfering with his vision and sometimes completely
eclipsing his sight…which finally sold his mind on the disconnected thing.


Paul was a Jedi in the swamps of Dagobah, and suddenly
a flow of relief surged through him as his mind finally released restraints he
didn’t even know he’d been running with. One after another flicked off like
dominoes, and for the first in in who knew how long did he truly breathe in a
breath of clean air.


The lizard gore was gone and he was himself again…just
himself, and that pile of clothes that was now well out of sight might as well
be a Jedi robe for all he knew. Nothing unauthentic was now here to prick his
mind out of the illusion, and that gave him the clarity to realize that something
had to change. He didn’t run the same mental calculations again, knowing how
they’d come out, but he chose to pursue the gut feeling and let it soak into
him, with it becoming ever more clear that Star Force wasn’t on the path it
needed to be. He wasn’t on the proper Jedi path, and he didn’t know what it
was, but for the moment, here on Dagobah, he was himself again.


Paul stayed under those roots in the water for a long
time, thinking without analyzing and getting a better sense of who he was
rather than what the situation demanded of him until a very soft pitter patter
of feet walked up in front of his position, almost inaudible amongst the sounds
of the forest, until a slender, pale pair of feet stood a meter in front of his
face with the genetically altered bright red and orange toenails of a Clan
Angry Chipmunk Archon he immediately recognized despite not being able to see
above her ankles through the roots.
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Those feet slid into the water, followed by the rest
of Riona’s slender, pale body as a small wave washed over Paul’s face. She
didn’t say a word, vocally anyway, and repositioned herself in the mucky little
hot tub alongside him, pulling a strand of wet hair out of her eyes. They both
held still and silent for nearly a minute, with a wry smile on Paul’s face.
Eventually she tapped him on the head with a finger, telling him to drop his
Kgat.


Paul let go of the mental invisibility psionic, which
blocked him from sensing or receiving from anyone else as well as hiding
himself.


So who are we hiding
from? she asked, eyes peeling and looking around the perimeter of their
little puddle rather than at him as if there were a real threat.


The galaxy,
he replied after a long pause.


Cozy spot. You
come here a lot?


Do you usually
make house calls naked?


This is a house?
Doesn’t look like it. More like a slimy mud hole.


Is there
something you need?


Riona smiled, finally turning her eyes to look at his,
with both of their mouths still under the water line. I was going to ask you the same thing.


Because I came
back to the ship?


Word is you’re
pissed. What’s going on?


Paul frowned. Who
said that?


A few Archons
you passed on the way out. They said you were raging so hard they could feel it
in your aura.


Paul turned inward for a moment, searching his
memories. If I was I didn’t even notice.


Hence the raging
part. 


And you thought
a naked you would cheer me up?


No, I saw your
armor and clothes laying back there so I decided to follow suit. What are we
doing here?


I needed to get
away from everyone.


So why do we
need to get away? she pressed, amending his ‘I’ into ‘we.’


To clear my
head. 


And that means
getting naked and dunking yourself in a mud hole?


Oddly yes. This
is the cleanest place I could think of, but even it took some time before I
felt like myself again. 


What’s wrong,
Paul?


Something I need
to figure out for myself, he said half apologetically. 


Alright, she
said, not taking offense. Paul felt the water move as she repositioned herself,
then her face was in his and she kissed him underneath the waterline.


What are you
doing? he asked when she pulled back.


You can either
tell me what’s going on or we’re going to make out, she said, kissing him
again. 


Sweet, he
said, pushing her back slightly with his arm. But I don’t take well to threats, he added sarcastically.


No threat,
she said, kissing him a third time and holding it for several seconds, but you came here to relax and I’m going to
help you do it.


Riona, he
said as she kissed him again, but he didn’t feel like pushing her away too
strongly.


Talk, she
insisted. 


Sometimes people
just need some space.


There’s no one
here. We’ve got all the space we need, she said, ignoring his attempts to
put her off and kissing him again.


This time when she released the lip lock he slid an
arm up in between them so she couldn’t do it again, but in a flash his arm was
grabbed and pulled aside with the water surging up over his eyes as Riona got
up on him and wrapped her arms and legs around him, pushing them face to face
with her nose buried in the skin beneath his right ear.


No Paul, she
said firmly. You’re not pushing me away
this time. Either you talk or we’re making out. And if that doesn’t bother you
I’m going to fuck you after that. We don’t have sex because there’s no purpose
in it, but I have one now and believe me when I say I will do you in a
heartbeat if I have to.


This is extortion,
Paul complained. 


Yep, she
said, kissing the side of his neck, but this time she didn’t stop, only taking
a few small breaks for a breath of air. He didn’t stop her, but he didn’t say
anything either, calling her bluff.


Riona mentally shrugged, then repositioned her hold on
him and pushed him all the way underneath the water so she could straighten him
out and get herself in the proper alignment. When she started rubbing against
him and felt a response Paul finally grabbed her with his telekinesis and
stopped her from moving.


Something is
wrong, he admitted. 


Riona surged her Rentar and broke his hold, but rather
to pursue her sexual agenda she pulled him back up into a sitting position and
they both got their noses above water. 


Spill, boy, she
said, still wrapping him up in a four limbed hold.


We can’t keep
going on like this.


Who exactly?


Me…and the rest
of Star Force. 


Riona stared at him closely, then went a bit bolder
and hacked into his nervous system so she could get a better look at his mental
state. She didn’t push in too deep as to be offensive, but just enough to get a
feel for where he was at right now.


Too much gore?


The lizards are
making us fight their way, and we can’t keep doing that.


What else can we
do?


That’s the
problem. I don’t have an answer for that.


So you came here
to think?


Yes.


And you think
better naked in a mud hole?


This place is
meant to feel like Dagobah. Feel like the Force, clean, holy even. When I took
my armor off I still felt gore covered. I had to chuck the uniform and immerse
myself until my head washed clear.


But you’re still
not alright.


I was ok by
myself.


If I can knock
you off center either I’m a lot hotter than I thought or you’re a lot
weaker…and I know neither one is true. 


I was able to
find my center by disconnecting with everything, but if I go back out there,
back to the fighting like I know I have to, I’m going to have to numb up. We
have to fight them, but doing it this way is wrong. Not because they’re in the
right, but because this isn’t the way we should be fighting. There are so many
of them that have to be killed, with even more being grown to replace those we
take out. They’re making us fight a blood bath and it’s just too damn easy. I
can kill them so easily that it doesn’t feel right. If I was in danger it would
be different, but I know that, despite how devious they are, unless they get
lucky or I make a mistake they can’t stop me. I’m in total control and yet
they’re making me go Sith and slaughter them.


Riona kissed him again, but this time on the forehead
in an endearing way. Paul, you couldn’t
be Sith if you tried. 


This isn’t
right, Riona. My gut says so and my logic says otherwise. The two aren’t
matching up and that is the real problem. I don’t have the luxury of putting
this off, because as long as I’m not down there fighting someone else is, and
I’ll not have them die when I could easily have prevented it. And we can’t
stall the invasion, for every day it lasts more people out there, people we may
never even meet are getting killed. One more cruiser might not make a bit of
difference here, but out there, if they’re like we were in the beginning, a
single cruiser could conquer a planet. We can’t put this off, but I had to come
up here and get my head clear before I go back down. It’s clear now, or was
until you came in, but I know as soon as I leave I’ll have to numb up. I don’t
want to do that, but I can’t find any other options.


I’ve gotten gore
head too, you know. I think we all have at some point. Especially since we
started using the death sabers…and no, that wasn’t a bad idea. It makes us a
lot more efficient.


How do you deal
with it?


I take a break
and reset. Then I’m good to go.


How?


You don’t know?


Obviously not.


I mean about me.
Or are you blind to it too?


I don’t know up
from down right now, so please fill me in.


I’m not in
command. I command virtually all of Star Force when needed, but all the second
gen take the lead from you guys. I can trust them, and especially you, to do
the right thing. If you’re leading us in this fight then I know we’re in the
right, even if it gets bloody, and I do my part. 


What if I lead
you down the wrong path?


You’d never do
that willingly, and it’s not like I don’t have a mind of my own. I’ve just got
a different perspective than you. 


And what do you
see?


I see a threat
that has to be eliminated. I don’t like the methods we have to use, but
ultimately they’re choosing it. They can surrender whenever they want.


I know, I know.
I’ve been around this logic loop hundreds of thousands of times. But my gut is
saying otherwise. I’d been ignoring it until just now, when the gore got too
much that I couldn’t ignore it subconsciously. A red flag was thrown and I
won’t ignore that. Something is wrong and I can’t figure out what it is.


I think I know
part of the problem. When was the last time you were kissed?


A moment ago.


Don’t be coy. 


You know we
don’t make a habit of it.


You misinterpret
me. When was the last time you were kissed?


Paul frowned. Now
I honestly don’t know what you mean.


Riona opened up a bit of her mind to him and moved her
lips to his mouth and kissing him gently, making the emotion clear. It wasn’t a
buzz, but rather a comfort. A release from fighting and a…reward? 


You’re so far in
you can’t even see it, she said, pulling back and bumping noses with him. You don’t have to lead every second of every
day. You can take a break. Take a moment to rest. 


I don’t have
that luxury and you know it. Roger and Liam can handle a lot, but I’ve…


You’re the top
dog.


Not exactly…


Yes you are. You
all swap duties, Morgan has the highest rank, but at the end of the day you’re
a little bit better than them. 


Is that really
what you think?


No, it’s what
you think. If you really considered them peers you’d let them lead for a bit,
but you think that if they haven’t found a solution to something then it’s up
to you to do it. You always put yourself head of the line, first in the fight,
at the tip of the spear. I am a lot of the time, but then in times like this
I’m not at the tip, I get to hide behind the tip and not take the full brunt of
the stress. You’re always on the tip because you won’t let yourself go anywhere
else. I don’t know if the others are the same way or not, but I know you better
than I know any of them. You came here to get some perspective, but you haven’t
taken it all the way.


What am I
missing?


You have to have
someone to take the load off you. Putting it aside for you to pick up again
later isn’t enough. You’re not fully letting it go.


I won’t let
someone die while I take a vacation.


That’s the
problem. You don’t trust the rest of us to be able to take the lead. If you did
you wouldn’t have a problem bailing out now and then. That’s how I can handle
the gore. I don’t have to worry about our course of action all the time. I can
just trust in the mission that you’ve given me and lose myself in the
moment…then walk away from it without having to second guess myself. It’s a
nasty situation, what we have to do, but the lizards are creating it. I’m
surviving it. You’re worrying about leading us into those battles.


It’s my job.


There’s more
than one trailblazer, and far more than one Archon.


But none of us
have found another way. Until someone does…


You don’t have
that luxury. You have to get your head right now.


I don’t know how
to do that out there…and I can’t hide in here.


Yes you can. You
just need some help.


Yeah, I could
use some help. Do you have any to give?


Cry.


Cry? Paul
asked disingenuously. 


I’ve got two
shoulders for you to pick from. I’d let you use a breast too, but there’s not
much there to lean on.


How is crying
going to help?


Let go of
responsibility for a moment. The galaxy is beating the crap out of you, you’re
not doing it to yourself. You act like everything that happens is your own
doing. This invasion isn’t your choice, we have to stop the lizards or other
bad things happen. You can do whatever you want, but you’ve been forced into
this along with the rest of us. If we had a better way of stopping the lizards
we’d be doing it already. This is what we have to do, what we’ve been forced to
do, and it’s tearing you apart bit by bit inside. 


And how does
crying change that?


Because you stop
fighting it. When you’re in combat mode you numb up stuff, hold back, press
forward. You don’t fully register injuries, and you don’t see the big picture.
Sometimes you just need to let go and cry, feel the pain and nastiness and how
badly you’ve gotten your ass kicked. And it’s a lot easier to do that when you
have a comforting body to sink into…and no, I’m not talking about sex. That’s
just another distraction. For the record, I used to have a huge crush on you.


Really?


Yeah, and I
wasn’t the only one. But now I don’t, and that’s no slight against you. You’re
just as hot as you’ve always been, and it wouldn’t be hard at all to get off on
you if I still did that sort of thing. And I would have, just so you know, if
you hadn’t started talking.


It took me a
moment to figure that out.


Don’t make a
promise unless you plan to carry it out. No, I don’t go all fireworks seeing
you naked. I know you too well for that illusion to kick in. You’re a brother,
but without the societal social boundaries kicking in. Glad we got rid of
those, by the way, even if we don’t apply it. No, the sexual attraction is just
a biological function now, but it still can have a use. Come here, she said,
despite the fact that they were already on top of each other, but somehow she
managed to get a bit closer and share more skin contact than they had before
with her wrapping around his body at an odd angle that kept their parts from
lining up.


Just let go,
she asked him. Let your guard down. Trust
me with your security, with the responsibilities, with the threats and the
thinking. Sink into me and just feel the bad things that have happened to you
and others. Don’t hold them at arms’ length any more, steeling yourself to get
through the mission. There is no mission here, it’s out there, with other
people carrying it out. Right now it’s just you and me and this holy mud hole.
Let go of everything and just feel…and cry. Doesn’t matter if the tears come or
not, but sometimes the way to fighting an internal problem isn’t to fight it at
all. You just need to face it. You don’t usually have that luxury because other
people are depending on you, but right now they’re not. We’ve got these lizards
beat, you know that, so let go and let everyone else handle this right now.
Just let me hold you and let yourself enjoy it.


And if you’re a
bit more than a sister to me?


Then compliment
taken, but it doesn’t matter. If I accidentally pop you off it doesn’t matter.
You’ll level out eventually, then it’ll just be you and me and no distractions.
Your body feels good to me, just touching and holding you. The galaxy is a
messy, nasty, crude place, but you’re not. You’re a shining beacon of light,
every bit of you from your hair down to your toes. I feel good just being here
with you, this close, away from everything else. If I can do the same for you
indulge in it. 


Paul felt himself choke up and it surprised him, then
he noticed his hands started to shake under the water. At first he though
something was brushing up against his fingers, but then he felt the shakes for
what they were. 


He had been holding back a lot, and now it was
starting to creep its way to the surface.


Don’t fight it,
Riona urged him. It’s a form of detox,
just let it play out. I’ll be here as long as you need and then some. Hold onto
me or just veg out, either way I’m keeping you in a death grip. 


Paul wasn’t sure what to do, but after a few moments
hesitation the ‘detox’ seemed to continue on its own without permission. He
didn’t know if he should stop it so he held himself in check, thinking until
his walls started to crumble and he just decided to trust Riona and indulge in
it. She did feel good to his touch, and that comfort seemed to loosen him up
even more when he stopped resisting it. She did turn him on, but after a few
minutes that faded into a warm, passionate glow that, like she said, had no
fireworks in it.


I love you,
she said when his tears started to flow and she found herself reciprocating,
able to feel his pain and stress bleeding off through their mental link.
Immediately she realized she’d set herself up for an ‘I know’ response, but
Paul said nothing, which only underscored how much he’d been burying inside
himself all these years. There’d been rough times for Riona in the past, but
she was beginning to realize there was a lot more to being a trailblazer than
she thought, and she didn’t envy him this part.


As promised, she kept her death grip on him throughout
the release process…then a bit longer for good measure, along with the fact
that she didn’t envy leaving their sacred embrace and returning to the ugly
galaxy either. She’d needed this moment too, and stretching it out a few
minutes longer wasn’t going to inconvenience anyone else. They had time, and
the war could wait a few more minutes.
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December 1, 3105


Tor System
(Ninja Monkey territory)


Red Dragon



 

Morgan walked into her private command center and
tiredly sat down on the cushioned pedestal in the center. She’d just gotten
back from a very long campaign in the Firebird System pushing back a lizard
advance and finally securing a planet there that the enemy had been stubbornly
holding onto for decades. Now the system was fully Ninja Monkey territory and
stellar orbit had been secured, meaning she could get to work developing the
infrastructure there to add its wealth of natural resources to her little,
isolated empire without worry of internal ambush. 


Having engaged in a lengthy training session to purge
the combat-induced stagnation out of her body on the way back, she was likewise
not going to take the traditional ‘rest’ that she encouraged the others in her
Clan to soak up. No, she had work to do…always had work to do, and she wasn’t
going to waste time sleeping when her body could be relaxing here while her
mind was still working to tie up loose ends and push new agendas.


She was getting no help from Star Force at all, which
had been the original agreement, but she found that she was having to do a lot
of the stuff that Davis did back in the day, especially now since Falconi had
been reassigned. His promotion to Duke took him elsewhere within the empire and
Morgan had been assigned a new Marquis…a very green one, literally, for he was
a Protovic. The bioluminescent patches on his body constantly reminded Morgan
of his lack of experience and she was badly missing Falconi, though she knew in
time he’d adjust, for running a Clan wasn’t the same thing as operating a
planet or system within Star Force’s integrated economy.


Here you had to keep everything self-contained, and
you didn’t even have the luxury of trading with other Clans for basic
necessities as a fallback. That was a stipulation that Morgan had heartily
agreed to, wanting to do this completely on their own, though there had been
some swapping going on over the years, with the original shared Ninja Monkey
capitol of Everlast being traded away to Clan Cortana in exchange for a
combination of tech and raw materials. The rest of the Ninja Monkey
possessions, save for their little slice of Antarctica, had also been exchanged
for badly needed resources now that Morgan had a total of 17 systems under her
control and some 38 habitable planets to colonize.


She didn’t need the other possessions, nor did she
want her people spread out so far. Her Clan had staked its claim along the
coreward border and held it firm. This was their home now, so consolidating
their population and resources had only made since, but now that the big pieces
had been traded away everything they needed had to be produced internally,
including the new Dre’mo’don-equipped drones. They were running short on the
necessary arc elements and Ninja Monkey production facilities for such things
were barely out of their infancy.


Falconi had gotten the Clan squared away and capable
of producing a least a little bit of everything on their own, but Morgan needed
to push her industrial capability as far and as fast as possible, for she had
plenty of willing volunteers requesting to join her Clan. Not all would
qualify, and even those that did might not last under her rigid work schedule,
but for as many washed out or decided to leave to pursue another course, more
were always waiting in the queue lines for her to select them.


And she was doing so personally most of the time.
Falconi had been handling that, but now that she had Yivati trying hard just to
keep up with everything demanded of him Morgan had been pulling some of the
duties her way to try and keep him from imploding under the stress. Clan Ninja
Monkey wasn’t the largest of the Clans, but it was rumored to be the most
intense. They had long lists of goals and timetables to achieve them on,
military production requirements heightened by the fact that they were in a war
zone, and numerous colonies to establish and grow with too few people to man
the construction crews. 


Morgan had been running her Clan nearly her entire
life, and this change of venue had been ongoing for almost 300 years now, but
there was always so much to do. Never a respite. For she wouldn’t allow one.
They needed to grow larger and stronger and ‘tomorrow’ wasn’t acceptable for
that. It had to happen now, for the lizards were attacking her Clan whenever
and wherever they thought they saw weakness, forcing her into losing ships,
resources, and time to hold them at bay…and then there was the desire and need
to take more systems away from them.


Her new Marquis had been thrown in over his head,
intentionally she thought, and Morgan didn’t like her Clan being used like
this, but Davis knew what he was doing most of the time. If he thought Yivati
could handle the pressure then she hoped he’d adjust quickly, because carrying
him until he got up to speed was wearing her out more than normal.


As her top ranked Archon body rested in a sluggish
seated position, Morgan used the telepathic interface and brought up dozens of
display maps, screens, diagrams, and lists that she had been working on
previously. Picking up where she left off, the trailblazer continued work on
colony development plans, designing her worlds rather than leaving that to the
Marquis or some of her Administrators. 


Everything flowed from her, even when Falconi was
here, and she’d been implementing a more united grouping of star systems than
was traditional for Star Force. Typically a system was stimulated with outside
cargo shipments to get it squared away and self-sufficient, then allowed to
develop on its own merits going forward. Morgan wasn’t patient enough for that,
so there was an unbelievably high amount of cargo being transported between her
17 systems, utilizing their strengths to cover each other’s weaknesses in the
here and now rather than going for balanced economies straight off. 


Red Dragon was the only world that was truly
self-sufficient, and it was the current Clan capitol now that they’d abdicated
Everlast. Morgan was hardly ever here in person, linked into the interstellar
comm system and issuing orders from afar as she went to put out the various
fires herself, along with leading the crusades pushing further into lizard
territory along the border. She hadn’t gone deep into it, but had stretched out
her holdings in a plane along the border line, setting Ninja Monkey territory as
a barrier the lizards had to either take down or bypass to get at the other
Star Force worlds. 


With detection systems and comm relays set up in
uninhabited systems in between her own, she had a detection grid that could
alert the rest of Star Force if a lizard fleet moved through her territory to
hit them directly, but to date that had never occurred and the lizards seemed
curiously interested in hitting her territory in an aggressive manner despite
the fact that they were losing handily everywhere else Star Force was engaging
them. Even now their core worlds were under assault, finally, after all this time,
yet still here they were, pressing back on her expansion and challenging her
ability to hold onto the planets she’d taken.


Part of Morgan missed the really big battles that were
going down, but these were personal and hard enough to win as it was. She trusted
the others to get the job done out there while she pushed the long term
objectives here…which was, and had always been, preparing for the day the
V’kit’no’sat came back. Hopefully they had millennia more to work with, for she
was painfully aware how unready they were now. Her Clan was growing, fast and
hard, forged under the pressures of constant battles and never having a moment
of peace. 


She kept the internal pressure up on her people on
purpose, wanting to see who would break and who wouldn’t. It was done in a fair
and honest way, with everyone knowing just how hard being a member of Clan
Ninja Monkey was going to be and the fact that they might not last a month
here. So long as people were informed and warned prior to inclusion she didn’t
mind pressing them. They could always opt out, but if they didn’t and they
stayed, they’d be part of a very elite faction within Star Force.


But even with 17 systems, all of which were painfully
undeveloped, including Tor, her Clan was a small piece of the greater whole and
vastly inferior to the Bsidd. Morgan practically drooled with envy at the sheer
power and size that faction had become under Larissa’s direction. Their growth
rate was astonishing, even now that the rest of the empire wasn’t funneling
resources to them, and the bulk of the troops guarding the ADZ and pressing
into lizard territory were Bsidd. 


Humans had become the shock troops, going where the
fighting was the toughest, but the Bsidd now made up the majority of Star
Force’s overall combat troops. Morgan didn’t begrudge them that status…she just
wanted the Ninja Monkeys to rise enough to even be in the discussion. Right now
their role was small, guarding a bit of the coreward border and doing their own
thing while hundreds of other agendas and missions were taking place across
Star Force territory. There were 99 other Clans out there, not to mention
dozens of factions larger than her personal holdings on the starmap.


But she’d put her people up against any others head to
head with equal numbers…that went for her combat troops down to her techs. Her
Clan had no civilian population. Everyone here was working on something to
better the Clan overall and that environment wasn’t unique to the Ninja
Monkeys, but it was the strongest here. Many people had stated in various
public records that they’d worked their asses off to qualify for Clan
membership with the intent on coming here because they were sick of the
‘civilian’ atmosphere within the rest of Star Force and they wanted to be part
of a united community. They wanted to be part of a team with a purpose.


And no Clan had a more obvious purpose than Morgan’s
Clan.


Maybe Davis had seen something in Yivati that had
warranted his inclusion here, but Morgan could vouch that Falconi had not been
twiddling his thumbs bored and needing a greater challenge. In fact the system
Davis had assigned him, while being larger and far older than Tor, was not as
taxing a position as Ninja Monkey Marquis had been. He’d told Morgan that
himself after the fact, making them both wonder why Davis had made the change.


He’d helped her build this new chapter in her Clan’s
history, and she missed his expertise badly right now. Yivati was not an
adequate replacement at the moment. Not even close.


But at the end of the day this was her Clan and was
run her way. People moving in and out wasn’t uncommon in the Clans, though it
was a bit odd at the higher ranks. That had changed once the new mandate had
come out, with a lot of people spending time in the ‘pressure cookers’ to test
and develop their higher end skills before transitioning back into Mainline or
Axius to a more normal posting.


Axius…that was another faction that Morgan was envious
of. Their integrated racial units were something that she’d been studying for a
long time, stealing what ideas she could in her military and civilian
alignments. Culture wasn’t an issue here, for all Ninja Monkeys ended up with
the same one given time. No, it was a matter of biologically fitting races
together into the most efficient packages. 


Scionate worked well with Archons because they were
just as fast, if not faster over ground. An Archon could run as fast as they
liked and a Scionate unit could keep pace whereas Bsidd or Calavari were
downright sloths. That said, when you needed to hold a position the Bsidd were
very difficult to dislodge, and they themselves had different variants that
could be reorganized into numerous configurations. They were an army within an
army, and one that Morgan was still learning and experimenting with, for she
had a small chunk of her Clan made up of Bsidd recruits. 


Then you had the fliers…Lacvamat, Hammid, and Triari
on the military front, then throw in a dozen others that could be incorporated
into tech or support roles. They were difficult to understand, in a tactical
sense, with the book still being written and new tech developed to allow them
to be efficient and effective rather than just tagalongs. Right now Morgan had
a solid group of Hammids that she was using as battlefield scouts and couriers,
and they too could keep up with an Archon on the run, but in a fight they did
poorly in comparison.


Then again a Human under water wasn’t all that
effective either. Elarioni were far superior, save that they lacked the
psionics that made Morgan a female version of Poseidon. Humans, and especially
Archons, could do everything. They’d learned tricks and how to train for even
the stuff they weren’t well built for, but Morgan knew that while that was a
necessity she didn’t dare do the same with the other races. She had to incorporate
their specialties while letting other Clans work on finding secondary
applications for them.


Morgan wasn’t going to have any fliers swimming, even
though there was some progress on that front elsewhere. And there was no point
whatsoever in having an Irondel trained as a Commando. They were the size of a
football and just as easy to kick. On their scale they definitely could fight,
but so many of the other races in the galaxy were larger than them that there
was little point in her Clan employing them in that regard.


What they were good at was fighting in mechs, or at
least specialized mechs. Because of their smaller size an identical mech to
what a Human piloted could be outfitted with stronger weapons, heavier armor,
or whatever else the extra volume that wasn’t necessary for the pilot to exist
within could be retasked for. That was one advantage she was exploring, though
she also knew that making specialized mechs could be a problem. Better to make
modifications to a Human mech to allow an Irondel to pilot it rather than make
a mech that a Human could not fit into if needed.


That said she was still looking into the possibility
of making stronger mechs for the smaller pilots, along with some other
applications that turned the little squirrel-like race into an advantage for
her Clan rather than baggage they had to carry.


That was one founding principle that she had set down
long ago. No one was carried here. If they couldn’t keep up they’d be washed
out, not in a mean way, because they’d go back into some other part of Star
Force that they were more suited for. They’d even have a chance to come back
later if they improved their skills, so Ninja Monkey culture hadn’t become a
nail biting endeavor with people worried about washing out. No, Morgan had specifically
seen to it that everyone knew and understood that this was a test of their
current abilities, not their potential. If someone wanted to be here badly
enough all they had to do was devote the years necessary to prep work, and even
if they failed in their first opportunity they’d be able to keep improving
until they were good enough to remain here under the increased standards and
schedule.


Her people were the best and not because they were
vicious with each other. They were supportive of one another, but they would
not cheat to keep someone here that didn’t belong. They’d expose weaknesses as
Morgan had asked them to, with those weak links being given a set of standards
to train to with an automatic return ticket if they completed that personal mission
elsewhere within the empire.


And Morgan wasn’t one to talk without doing, which was
why she was always in motion, even when resting, as she was now. Fighting on
the front didn’t allow for her to carry out all the administrative duties
required of her and she had a lot of catching up to do. She get through a few
hours of it here and now before she finally got some food and sleep, then in
the morning she’d be back here after her first round of workouts. 


There was no one here to distract her, so even ten
minutes snagged from her demanding schedule could be of use. To that end she
worked now, planning out the development of one of her colonies’ cities that
had only just begun to establish a spaceport. Her plans for it were years in
the future, but she wanted them in place in case the fighting heated up and she
didn’t have a chance to get back to it later. Administrators could design and
build cities independently, but Morgan wasn’t going to leave anything to chance
within her territory.


Every bit of it was going to be by her design, and her
new Marquis and existing staff were here to assist her in fleshing out the Clan
as she liked, not doing it for her. Every unit, every building, every ship that
the Ninja Monkeys had determined how much territory she could take from the
lizards and hold, and Morgan was insistent on squeezing any and all advantages
out of the limited resources and personnel that she had.


Her Clan was badly outmatched by the V’kit’no’sat, and
she couldn’t stand to see the Ninja Monkeys progress slower than they were
capable of. They’d been very fortunate to go unnoticed thus far, and there were
no promises for tomorrow. She had to get her Clan to the point where it could
at least hold its own in a fight, and they were far from that now…against the
V’kit’no’sat anyway.


The lizards were another story, and truthfully she was
using them to hone her Clan for the real war to come. That was the only way
Morgan could stand to see the wall of lizard systems in front of her and not go
after them all. She had to keep the big picture in mind as much as that galled
her…and she was grateful that Davis had given her permission to take down as
many of them as she could, so she didn’t actually have to hold back with
regards to her Clan.


But she was a trailblazer, and all it would take was
one call and she’d have a fleet of Mainline or Bsidd on her doorstep and she
could gut punch the lizard empire before her that was growing stronger and more
bold by the day. Her Clan wasn’t holding back, but she still was, as was Star
Force on the whole. She wished that wasn’t necessary, but Morgan knew they
couldn’t chase the lizards much further toward the galactic core. If they
tipped the V’kit’no’sat off to their presence now it’d be over before the
fighting even began.


They weren’t ready, and damn it all, the lizards had to be ignored on the other side of
the line, but that didn’t meant she couldn’t use them as target practice for
her Clan. Every one of them they killed diminished their strength and could
potentially save some system out of their reach, so Morgan didn’t have any
qualms about poking them in systems that she couldn’t take just yet.


And the lizards were obligingly poking back, giving
her people the challenge needed to continue the transformation process into a
Clan that could one day stand against the V’kit’no’sat.


Sadly, that day was far away and Morgan could feel
their vulnerability as if it were an illness they were all stricken with…which
was why she worked constantly to combat and kill that illness. No one in Clan
Ninja Monkey worked harder or longer hours than Morgan did, and her people knew
it. She didn’t do it for them, but leading by example did have its benefits. 


She just hoped that one of those would include her
Marquis living up to her example, and doing so sooner rather than later. 
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February 9, 3106


Solar System


Mars



 

Po-1003886 came back from his workout fresh and lively
even though the newly minted ranger was dead tired. He’d leveled up to the
third tier of Archons four days ago and had been on a high ever since then,
proudly cleaning out his wardrobe of the acolyte silver stripes and replacing
his uniforms with the ones that bore the ranger green. He put on one of those
after a quick shower, then stopped by the cafeteria for all of two minutes to
grab a quick bite and a couple of sugar sticks to take with him as he headed
for the meeting he’d been anticipating.


His dead legs didn’t bother him, aching from a very
long run that he’d probably pushed a little too far. He had a habit of doing
that, but it was the only way he learned his current limits. He’d adjust now
that he had data to work with and find a way to approach higher level workouts
without tanking, as he always did. Right now though his future as an Archon was
about to be determined in a big way, and he wasn’t the only one. Several others
that had also just made ranger were gathering here as well, and when he walked
into the amphitheater he saw several dozen of them already sitting in the seats
while a few people were waiting up on the stage.


Po took a seat and chewed on his last sugar stick,
feeling his adrenaline spiking more than it did in combat. Ever since becoming
an Archon he’d been working out of this facility on Mars, as a base at least.
He’d had some field assignments, including one all the way down in Gamma
Region, but he’d always cycled back here same as the other adepts and acolytes
did, for this was Clan Null’s headquarters…with the name being a joke more than
anything, but the trailblazers seemed to like doing that sort of thing with
labeling.


All adepts and acolytes belonged to the Nulls, with
had their headquarters here on Mars and a super-sized sanctum to accommodate
them all. A good portion of those Archons were here in training and
participating in the internal trials…which were beyond intense, far more so
than anything he’d gone through in basic as a trainee. He knew the more
advanced Archon trials were mind boggling, but to date he hadn’t been able to
participate and get his butt kicked in any of them given the fact that he
wasn’t part of a Clan yet. 


Today that would change, for him and the other new
rangers still coming into the chamber. While a Clan placement wasn’t permanent
most Archons never switched teams, unless there was a good reason to do so. Po
had heard that there was a fair amount of rangers moving from one Clan to
another, but with strikers and on up they were pretty much set. Each Clan had
taken a different development route, had different membership standards and
focuses, and was in itself unique…with the competition between them being
fierce. 


“That looks like all of you,” Terry-201118 said as the
last person walked in. The Archon mage remotely closed the door and walked out
from behind the control pedestal, looking at all of the new rangers from the
edge of the stage. “You know why you’re here. Time to choose a Clan and
transition to the next stage. The kid gloves are coming off and your inclusion
in the Nulls is now over. If on the odd chance that someone does not wish to
join a Clan, or are unable to do so, the training facility on Earth for
neutrals will become your new home. This facility no longer is. This is your
second graduation, and now it’s time to step up and play with the big dogs.”


The mage gestured and another person on stage, a
handler of some sort, took up position behind the pedestal and began operating
the amphitheater’s controls. All 100 symbols of the various Clans appeared in
hologram behind Terry and moved out to both sides, eventually ringing the
circular chamber up near the ceiling and enlarging until they created a halo
that crowned the entire room.


“Membership requirements vary for each Clan, and on
the information before you, you will see those which are open to you joining
them at your current skill levels. Some look for overall marks, others want
specialists,” he said as an individual holographic panel lit up in front of Po,
as well as every other person in the chamber. It had his data on it, and he
wondered how they knew what seat he was sitting in…then again, there weren’t
that many of them here, so maybe the assistant just matched up faces.


“On occasion a Clan will make a specific bid for an
individual they feel is noteworthy. If they want you badly enough they’ll leave
a message, otherwise they’re looking for recruits that meet their entry
standards…and be aware, you have to maintain those standards to stay in the
Clan. Keep that in mind when you’re choosing, for you don’t want to join one
then wash out within the year. Your schedules are going to alter, so if you’re
locked into a specific training pattern you might be forced to change it, and
that could created a plateau or even a backslide until you adjust.”


“The Clans are a pressure cooker for all their
personnel, from Archons down to techs. You’ve got to keep up with whatever
training pace they want, and most of you will be in over your heads from day
one. Make sure the Clan is a good fit for you, because you don’t want to waste
months or years on a bad match. Those of you with options, study them
carefully, those of you with few…be glad there’s an opening,” he said with a
bit of sarcasm. 


Po looked at his data even as he listened, finding
that out of the standards for all the Clans he didn’t qualify for most of them.
His ranger ranking wasn’t the issue. No Clan put a higher mark than Ranger 1 as
a requirement for entry, because this was the point when Archons were meant to
join Clans, but what they were looking at was subcategory scores, rates of
advancement, etc. Po was a bit slow with regards to leveling up, at least
compared to the average, and it looked like that disqualified him from some 13
Clans.


He adjusted the hologram again, touching the little
energy spheres that doubled as buttons below the main screen to sift through
the data. His commando scores were his lowest of the 5 divisions, meaning they
were currently at Ranger 1. That eliminated him from some 39 Clans. 


The same came from swimming scores, aerial, naval, and
mechs. Clans that were looking for specialists didn’t want him, meaning he only
had generic options available to him. That left him with 23 options to choose
from, and he looked through them closely.


“Take your time and think this through, but you do
have to choose now if you want to head out immediately. When you leave this
room you either leave for your new Clan indoctrination center or you head to
Earth and figure things out in the neutrals sanctum. I’d recommend you don’t go
that route unless you have a good reason to. If you’re worrying about your
decision and think you need a lot more time to consider it…well, you don’t.
This isn’t overly complicated, it just needs some serious thought, and an hour
or so here is more than enough. Look through your options and make your choice.
If you have any questions or concerns, that’s what I’m here for…in addition to
bidding you farewell.”


When the leader of Clan Null stopped speaking Po took
that as a sign to put his full attention on his choices. None of the Clans had
sent him a person message, which was understandable. None of his scores stood
out above the rest. He was a ‘grinder,’ which meant an Archon that often had to
try something multiple times before they accomplished it. He’d get knocked down
then get back up again, working his way through challenges and training through
an undeniable will rather than an aptitude for certain skills.


Of the 23 Clans that he could choose to join, only 4
of them were focused on balance. The others all had specialties, some more than
one, but allowed bottom of the barrel types like him to join and try to carve
out a niche for themselves in their primary training programs or to fill out
their secondaries. The part of Po that craved challenges wanted him to dive
head first into one of those ultra intense training programs and fight his way
into a position of prominence…which for a ranger meant just keeping his head
above water and being one of the guys.


Clan Sephiroth, headed by trailblazer Logan-036, was a
Clan that prided itself on its Commando training, especially its swords
subcategory. But unlike Clan Saber, which Po did not qualify for, all he needed
to join their program was the base Ranger 1 prerequisite, nothing more. He knew
the training would be insane, but the Sephiroths were ‘grinder friendly’
whereas the Sabers were not…at least not in their Commando division. 


All Archons trained in all 5 areas, but each Clan
apparently had training programs specifically designed to press certain skills.
He assumed the other skills would be maintained and advanced in his spare time,
how much he would get he didn’t know. For Clan Sephiroth it was stated that for
their Commando specialty training there would be a 12 year focus on that
discipline at the outset, meaning that Po’s skills, if he managed to keep up,
would not progress in the other 4 disciplines much at all, but would shoot up his
Commando ranking, in theory.


He didn’t like that. Grinder as he was, he wanted to
keep leveling up all areas simultaneously and not get any weak spots that would
hold his overall Archon ranking back. Out of the 23 Clans there were only 13
that allowed for balanced slots, but 11 of them required more than just Ranger
1 average. His 5 division scores were M3, C1, A2, S1, N3…with the ‘S’ referring
to aquatics rather than using another ‘A’ that would make it confusing. 


He’d been looking at these base numbers all of his
Archon life, and these stats indicated that he was a balanced Archon. Some of
the rangers around him in the room he recognized, some he didn’t, but one in
particular sitting two rows down and one bank to the right he knew had an A18
rating. He was a damn good pilot, but one of his other scores had to be level 1
since Archon rankings were determined by your weakest division rather than your
strongest or average.


But the Clans were looking at your average with
regards to balanced training programs. His was an even 2.0 and most of them
wanted at least a 3.5 for entry. A couple were at 2.5, with only two that
allowed the bottom of the barrel entries. Those were Clan Westley and Clan
Noisy Cricket. Clan Westley was notorious for taking any Archons, no matter
what their skill levels, and training them up into higher ranks. Their upper
tier wasn’t as good, but their lower tier was the top rated within all the
Clans and it was rumored that once their ‘special projects’ put in enough
centuries of training that they’d have one of the deepest Clans skill wise, for
it didn’t matter how long it took you to attain the skills, and a Mage 1 was a
Mage 1 no matter if they were 500 years old or 1000. 


Clan Noisy Cricket had a naval focus, but had allowed
for bottom of the barrel entry as well. Four Clans that focused on balanced
approaches wouldn’t take Po in that regard, but they would take him in either a
naval or mech training program. It seemed that while they wanted balance, it
didn’t require it in all their individuals, but rather the Clan overall.


Po’s face scrunched up with debate. He could enter one
of the balanced Clans and focus on his Mech or Naval skills and then hope to
branch out into a fully balanced training program later when his skills met
their minimum requirements. He wasn’t sure how long their base training was…so
he pulled it up and frowned. The shortest of them was 8 years.


He didn’t like that. Ever since he’d entered basic
training he’d been wanting to keep all his skills close to one another, and
while he could veer away from that philosophy, even temporarily, he didn’t feel
like doing it. That meant he had two options…unless he wanted to go neutral. 


“A question,” he said aloud when someone else had
finished asking theirs. “If we go neutral, are these the same requirements for
entry at a later date or specifically for those of us coming out of the Nulls?”


“There are three Clans that operate with Null-only
requirements. All the rest don’t care where you are in your progression.”


“So if my scores aren’t high enough for a Clan I want
to go into, I can go neutral and train until I raise them up enough?”


“Correct…but your training would be mostly on your
own. There are advisors in the neutral sanctum to help you, but there is no
regimented programs like you’re accustomed to. Definitely nothing like what the
Clans have.”


Po nodded and returned his gaze to his options.
Whatever Clan he went with he was going to stick to. He didn’t like the idea of
switching around. If there was a reason for it, sure, but otherwise he was
going to stay loyal to whomever took him in and he didn’t want to be hasty
about this. Maybe going neutral was the best option for a grinder like him?


But then there was Clan Westley who specialized in
bringing the slower Archons along faster, or at least as fast, as others. While
they weren’t passing up on standout individuals, they were focused on taking
lower end Archons and turning them into an asset for the Clan. It was a bit of
a knock reputation wise, and he really wished one of the balanced Clans would
take his 2.0 average, but his progression had been too slow and steady for
them. In fact, he was too balanced for them. They expected more variation, for
a purely balanced Archon would have had a rating of 1.0 which made no sense
whatsoever. 


“Remember,” Terry said, looking directly at Po, “this
is a competition, for you to join a Clan as well as for the Clans measuring
against each other. Pride is on the line, as well as resources for some of the
larger trials. Find the niche you want, then be prepared to work your ass off
for it like you’ve never done before. If you wash out of a Clan, and it does
happen, you can take another slot in another Clan that you qualify for or you
can go neutral. This is not easy street here. You’re going to have to crawl and
claw to maintain your placement until you get your levels up considerably
higher. Some of you won’t stabilize in a Clan for 50 years. Metal Gear Commando
indoctrination typically runs that long.”


Po heard someone whistle, and Terry nodded. “Choose
wisely, and make sure it’s a choice you can live with, succeed or fail. You
know by now that Archons don’t make it the first time at everything, and if
anyone has training scores to the contrary please point them out, for not even
the trailblazers have that clean of a record. When you take on hard challenges
you’re going to fail, then learn from the experience. Do you want to go that
route or choose a lesser challenge that you can probably succeed at and cement
your place within a Clan? It’s up to you, and neither is the preferred way. How
you progress in your training is a personal choice and it needs to fit you.”


That stuck with Po, and as he looked at his two
primary choices he realized he didn’t want to dive into a huge challenge and
struggle to keep going. He wanted to keep grinding his way up the ranks as he’d
been doing, and Clan Westley’s basic program was three times as long and
rumored to be considerably difficult…but it was a way to really get a second
chance for the ‘slackers’ within the Archons, though that term didn’t really
apply to any of them.


Po wasn’t in a hurry to advance, he just wanted to
keep improving and help out Star Force when and where he could. He wanted to be
an Archon, not always racing to catch up or outdo others. The higher the
ranking one achieved, the less one would stay with their basic training peers.
Archons advanced at different rates, some trained while others did field work.
Everything got complicated and divergent, with the only important thing being
what path would Po walk and how would he go about doing it.


If this was going to be his way, then he’d walk in the
door with the lowest threshold to maintain his balanced training…and that meant
Clan Noisy Cricket. He wasn’t going to be a star recruit or on a primary
training program, but he would work his ass off to earn his Clan appointment
and devote his loyalty to them. Being an anonymous Archon amongst all the
others and just going about and doing his thing on his timetable appealed to
Po, and the more he thought about it the more he realized this was the choice
for him.


He thought it through a couple extra times to make
sure, then he selected the training slot he qualified for within the Noisy
Crickets and locked in his selection. His display accepted the anointment with
a symbol of a tiny pistol emblazoned over a silhouette of a cricket in the
background and spun it in place for several seconds, with a text prompt appearing
below it that told him to report to hangar bay 8 in 2 hours and 43 minutes with
his duffle of personal belongings packed and ready to head to another star
system. 


Po stood up, nodded to Archon Terry, and took his
leave as several other rangers had already done. Apparently there was no
additional fanfare, and he appreciated that. This was all business, and the
importance of the moment wasn’t lost on Po. He was transitioning into a whole
new realm within Star Force and he was eager to get at it, with the quick
departure being a good thing. He didn’t want to linger here any longer now that
he had a course charted for him. He wanted to get to the Fiora System and Clan
Noisy Cricket’s capitol of Blade Waltz that it shared with six other Clans, not
knowing exactly what awaited him but eager to find out.
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August 1, 3106


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Tess



 

A Falcon-class
dropship flew across the gap between the troop jumpship that had brought it
here along with another contingent of reinforcements, coming in to a captured
hangar bay on the lizard ring that Star Force had been making use of for more
than a year now. So far they’d managed to take control of a little less than a
third of the massive shipyard that encircled the entire planet, including
seizing and blocking off 139 of the 487 columns that connected down to the
surface. 


Those were no longer sending troops up to fight them,
meaning the controlled areas of the ring were safely Star Force territory now,
and with a sizeable warfleet outside guarding the ring from naval attack the
only way the lizards could hit them was sending ground troops up the remaining columns
they controlled, for the ground-based anti-orbital weapons couldn’t reach the
ring itself, and to date they hadn’t fired on any of the connecting columns.


That meant the ground war that was grinding on inside
the ring would continue, for Star Force wasn’t going to destroy it either, and
if the lizards should start shooting out the supporting columns the gravity
drives on the ring itself would be more than enough to keep them aloft in its
nearly geosynchronous orbit. The lizards apparently understood this to be true
as well, for they were continually spamming millions of troops up the columns
they controlled and sending them in massive waves against the Star Force
lines…both of them, for the controlled segment had two ends that were miles
wide and high, making for ample locations to hit and get hit at.


Those two front ‘lines’ were constantly moving forward
with hunter teams moving out beyond them and taking down lizards, then the
fortified positions would surge forward here and there, sometimes no more than
a few dozen meters, and resettle to survive the next surge of troops. As it
was, clearing out the dead lizard bodies was becoming a chore, with Star Force
having brought in incinerator factories and set them up inside the ring in
order to dispose of them all…with Archons checking to make sure the bodies were
actually dead before they got reduced to ash.


It was necessary to do that in order to keep the
corridors and chambers mostly clear, for the lizards kept pouring
reinforcements at them in suicidal fashion, hoping to wear them down or,
perhaps, just to stall their advance. Regardless, Star Force had a huge ground
war on its hands that was painstakingly making progress. More troops were being
brought in from the ADZ, some to replace others rotating out, but a lot were
here to increase the number of combat troops to facilitate a quicker rate of
progress.


Along with those Regulars came this one dropship
carrying a special assault team. When it landed on the hangar deck there was
already a circus of activity, with Bsidd unloading by the hundreds and filing
off to receive orders and placements without everyone bunching up into a
chaotic crowd. Star Force had handlers there to direct everyone and keep the
hangar deck orderly and processing quickly, with unloaded dropships heading
back out to return to the jumpship and pick up more troops and the supplies
necessary to sustain them within the ring.


When that dropship opened up, a murmur spread amongst
the deck staff as well as the Bsidd troops. Everyone nearby paused what they
were doing and looked as a group walked out, packed together tightly in a
column two wide but with a casual gait that wasn’t symmetrical. They were not
Bsidd, but rather Humans…the giant variety. They were Knights, all of them, but
they weren’t wearing their traditional white armor. These were wearing black
with gold trim, save for one in the front pair leading the others. He wore all
black armor.


“Damn,” one of the Commandoes on the deck whispered.
“Those are all Arc Knights.”


“I’ve never seen them together before. Always alone
working with other troops.”


“They’re not all Arc Knights,” an Archon striker said,
stepping up behind them as they watched the group go where they pleased,
bypassing all the handlers and heading straight to an individual waiting for
them at a side door. It was another Archon, this one wearing golden armor, and
her presence alone caused another stir, for while there were many titans on the
ring they were hardly ever seen.


“Trailblazer Megan,” one of the Commandoes said,
seeing her ID pop up on his helmet’s HUD. 


“That’s not who I meant. Do you see the one Knight
that doesn’t have gold trim?” he asked quickly before the group left the hangar
entirely.


“In the front?”


“Yes. He isn’t an Arc Knight. He’s the Black Knight.”


“What’s that?”


“A legend to all Archons. He was the first Knight,
from all the way back when Star Force began, and he tormented the trailblazers
and second generation Archons in their basic training. He beat the crap out of
them, just like his replacement did to me. We all hated and feared the Black
Knight, and that one, the original one, is the only Knight permitted to wear
the all black armor. His name is Vermaire, and he trains the Arc Knights
personally.”


“Shit. I’d never heard any of that.”


“Are they here to train then?” another Commando asked
aghast.


“No,” the striker said with a rueful smile concealed
beneath his helmet. “I have a feeling the trailblazers want this ring captured
more quickly, hence all the reinforcements…and those you just saw are the big
guns they’re bringing in.”


“Damn,” the Commando said again as the last one of the
Arc Knights disappeared from view as they left the hangar. 


“You have no idea,” the striker promised as the normal
flow of offloading resumed.



 

On the opposite end of the Star Force zone Paul and
Riona were beyond the front lines, pressed deep into lizard territory and
finding their hands full. They’d stumbled into one of the massive staging areas
and decided to dive in head first, using a combination of battlemeld abilities,
Jumat, and their death sabers to chew enough of a hole to stand in as more and
more lizards pushed themselves into the chamber in an attempt to overwhelm them
with bodies, even if they couldn’t shoot them, with the lizards grabbing for
their arms and legs in an attempt to slow them down with no regard for the
lethality of the glowing white blades.


Linked in battlemeld as the two titans were they
didn’t need to worry about hitting each other with the death sabers, which
would kill their shield strength with a single hit. The weapons held their
‘blades’ by continually recharging that area with additional energy. As much
bled off as necessary to cut through a tiny sliver of a target, so it appeared
that the blades were solid so long as the substance wasn’t too tough. Hit a
shield and all that energy would release into it if needed, and either it or
the blade would go down.


If that happened it would take a few seconds for the
blade to regenerate, pulling extra power from the pack they wore on their
backs, but that much energy delivered into their shields would bite a chunk out
of them for sure, and they were getting nicked down enough as it was with
numerous phaser blasts they couldn’t avoid. The entire crowd of lizards had
weapons, and they didn’t seem to care if they shot each other with them so long
as they ended up doing damage to the Archons.


There were tens of thousands in this chamber,
originally built to construct ribs for jumpships and necessarily huge in
design. That’s why it was being used as a primary staging ground from which
teams were being dispatched at a nearly constant rate to probe the front lines
until they thought they found a weak point, after which many more would be sent
in like a firehose spewing infantry in an attempt to put out the fire that was
the invading Star Force troops. 


Paul and Riona were in over their head, but they knew
they could work their way out of it. In the mean time they would be killing far
more here than they would hunting down loose groupings elsewhere and killing
the most possible was the goal, with both of them using their battlemeld link
to remind themselves of their purpose here and not get overloaded with the gore.


And it was working, for Riona stood out to Paul like a
beacon of civilization amongst the lizard hoards, and vice versa. Not only were
they more powerful working together, but they kept each other sane as they
became the slayers that they needed to be in order to take some of the burden
off the Regulars and keep them from dying from these never ending infantry
waves. 


Just then Riona spotted a det pack approaching, with
Paul switching off his death sabers as he stepped over to her and wrapped her
up in a hug, layering his bioshields around her as she telekinetically picked
up the lizard and threw it back through the air over the others. Realizing what
was happening in an instant, the lizard detonated itself after only getting a
few meters away.


The blast killed hundreds of lizards around the
detonation point and knocked both Paul and Riona away, with the two tumbling
along with the dead bodies…but they rolled out of it and split again, alive and
still with some mechanical shields remaining thanks to their linked bioshields
taking most of the hit.


With a whole area of lizards now dead and lying on the
ground, those behind them suddenly had open lines of fire and dozens of phaser
blasts lit up the area. The two Archons took hits, but jumped up high into the
air and let the blasts track underneath them, some taking out friendly targets
before they landed again and began dashing towards one side of the blast area,
getting tripped up a bit by all the bodies.


Riona’s shields went down before they made the edge,
with Paul telekinetically picking her up and throwing her like a ball into the
lizards ahead. Her armored body hit them and knocked more than 20 over as the
others focused their phaser shots on him until he slipped in amongst the hoard
and got back to cutting them up at point blank range, once again with the nearest
lizards blocking the firing lines of the others in the staging area.


And the process repeated. Riona got to her feet and
reengaged her blades with a bit of bioshield covering her armor to give her
primary shields a chance to recharge. She took a few melting hits anyway, but
it was going to take an awful lot to get through the Archon battle plates,
which over the years had gotten strong and stronger. Had the lizards been using
plasma she could have attacked them with no shields at all and gotten about the
same result, but even with their upgraded rifles they weren’t going to get
through to her flesh without them standing and pounding on her for several
minutes.


Neither Archon was going to give them that opportunity
for they were constantly on the move, even if it only be a few steps here and
there. The fought so closely together at some points that it looked like they
were going to hit each other, but battlemeld meant they were of one mind and
essentially one body, knowing where the other’s limbs were and where they were
going at all times, allowing them to fight at an insanely efficient level in
close quarters.


The lizards that were diving at their legs were a real
nuisance though, with Paul having to kick or peel off several multiple times.
One dove down and wrapped up his left leg now and he sliced it in half with his
left blade. It squealed in pain, but the arms didn’t release for a second or
two, allowing another to jump in in its place with similar results.


They did slow him down enough that three others jumped
towards his head, but a telekinetic block stopped them dead in the air, acting
like little blast shields floating around him, then he summoned a Jumat blast in
his right arm and held it up, blasting them all back and into the others as he
kicked the upper torso of a lizard off his right leg.


Piece by piece the master and apprentice killed the
lizards, leaving such a body count behind that the incoming reinforcements were
having a hard time reaching them over the mounds that were building. Every now
and then a det pack would go off changing the landscape, but the sea of blood
always flowed back in. Paul and Riona were walking in it with every step, now
half an inch deep and being added to by the corpse piles that the living
lizards were scrambling over to get to the Archons. 


It was mindless killing, but Paul would rather take it
on himself to do rather than leave it to the Regulars who might get injured or
killed in the process. The more he fought these battles the more he hated the
lizards. Their civilization was impressive in some ways, but he had long lost
any appreciation for them in that regard. They were barbarians, pure and
simple, and didn’t give a damn about the lives being lost. Their people were
expendable, and apparently even these infantry thought so. There wasn’t a
discord amongst the grunts and the leaders, they were all on the same suicidal
page.


After hours of fighting in that chamber something
changed…the wall of lizards coming at them ended, with only a few stragglers
left. Those stupidly still came at them, having no chance at all of succeeding
but apparently wanting to go down fighting. The Archons obliged and cut them
down quickly, then stood still breathing heavily as they searched with their
eyes and minds for more targets.


There were none. The entire chamber was empty of the
living save for a few nearby on the ground that would exit that category soon.
Most of the blows the death sabers landed were spot on, but occasionally they
only maimed a target until they bled out. Paul would have finished them off
sooner than that, but both he and Riona, having been battlemeld linked for
hours, just stood there looking at the literal hills of chopped up bodies
surrounding them and stretching across the entire length of the chamber. 


They were now standing in several inches of blood,
splashing around like water with severed arms and legs and heads of lizards
scattered around. Now that their minds were coming out of threat aversion mode
both of them were stunned at the sight of it all. It made them both sick to
look at, but they were so numbed up by now that they avoided puking in their
helmets. Focusing so that didn’t happen as their adrenaline began to taper off,
they both just stood still and looked around, feeling each other and helping
one another to snap out of the funk they were in.


After more than a minute Paul finally shook himself
loose of the spectacle and walked over to a few of the lizards that were
immobile on the floor but still alive. He mentally linked to them and numbed
out their pain, then put a few final slashes through their necks and saved them
the final agonizing minutes. Riona did likewise with a few others, then their
Ikrid radar was clear as far out as they could stretch it. They were totally alone
behind enemy lines because…there was no one left to kill.


Theyboth walked towards one another, flicking aside a
few corpse pieces so they had somewhere flat to stand, then they both retracted
their helmets. The stench was bad and would only get worse in the days to come
but they didn’t hide from it. They leaned on each other in a loose hug and
touched their foreheads together. No tears came, but both were emotionally
spent. With the area clear of threats they took the moment to collect
themselves rather than numbing it out. Better to do it here and now than wait
until they were back, because they could not let themselves become jaded. 


Other elite Archons were now pairing up in a similar
manner to help them handle the load, staying linked to one another during the
fighting for both combat and emotional support. Paul and Riona had gone on many
of these missions now, usually at least one every two or three days, but none
had been as gruesome as this one. Everything around them, every cut in those
bodies had been their doing. They’d created all this, and damn the lizards for
forcing them to do it.


The two Archons took several minutes, taking solace
within each other’s minds and focusing on the skin to skin touch to override
the oppression of everything around them and put it into context. Once they had
themselves grounded again and their heartbeats and breathing had returned to
normal they broke contact and their helmets reformed around their heads…then
they began hiking across the mounds of dead and through the shallow lake of
blood until they got to and had to clear away more bodies from an exit.


After that they left the gore behind in lizard
territory, knowing that they’d have to get a cleaning crew on it as soon as
their lines pressed this far forward, because the lizards didn’t bother
cleaning up their dead. Paul and Riona made sure to not pass back by this way
again until it was cleaned up. They’d had to create it in the first place, and
now that they were turning their backs on that travesty they weren’t going to
lay eyes on it again, for sanity sake.
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October 12, 3106


Solar System


Earth



 

Wilson walked up the circular stairway into Davis’s
office, finding him in the middle of a holocom with a Hycre so he turned the
corner on the railing and headed for the empty opposite side of the office.
Never in his memory had Davis put anything here, leaving it open space with
only the staircase and his desk breaking up the observation platform that he
ran Star Force out of. Wilson headed over to the curved window opposite the
Director and looked out at the not so busy cityscape below.


There was a fair amount of air traffic, but not nearly
as much as there had been back in the day when Atlantis was the primary
spaceport on the planet. Now it was hallowed ground with the busy commerce
centers located elsewhere, though a stream of dropships and assorted craft were
coming and going nonstop to service the capitol within the capitol. This had
always been the nerve center of the empire, but now it lacked the added energy
of a tourist resort.


Wilson waited patiently until the conversation ended
and the hologram disappeared before he left his vantage point and headed back
over to Davis’s desk.


“I didn’t realize there were any Hycre in the system.”


“There’s a single jumpship here on special permission.
There are some future plans of theirs that they needed to discuss with me in
person.”


“Anything I need to know about?”


“Mostly economic. Now that their war with the lizards
is all but at an end they’re retooling and want a bigger role in the Star Force
economy.”


“Last I checked the war was far from over.”


“For them it is. Their systems are secure and while
they’re still patrolling and intercepting an occasional ship, they’re not
actively hunting or attacking lizard worlds as their border gets pushed further
away. They don’t have the weaponry for it anyway, and we’re not upgrading them
again.”


“Did they ask?”


“No. They helped us long ago, we’ve repaid the favor.
They’re moving forward with their own agenda now that they see we’ve got the
lizards beat and that they can’t really contribute much to that going forward.
The H’kar are in a different position, with their original territory still in
lizard hands, but the climate within the ADZ has been developing into one of
apathy regarding the lizard threat now that it’s away from our borders. We’re
the ones that are doing the fighting, so everyone else is doing other stuff.”


“Begging for some of that prime lizard territory?”


“The Hycre…no. They can’t really use it anyway, and
we’re not keeping too strict a hold on the gas giants. They are negotiating
deals for some of the prime ones, but overall their proposals are more goods
oriented. They want to integrate further with Star Force without actually
joining and we’re hammering out the details. They’ll be here for another week
at least and we’re done for the day. What’s on your mind?”


“I’ve finished my theoretical retooling.”


Davis’s mood perked up slightly. “And?”


“We have some options.”


“I’ve got time,” Davis said as he sat back down in his
chair. “Lay it out for me.”


Wilson sat as well. “As Star Force grows we have an
increasingly difficult task of command and control, which we’ve dealt with by
developing and maintaining a core group of trustworthy individuals, whether
they be Archons, Monarchs, Administrators, etc. Everything functions off of
them, and remove that spine and you’d see the empire fall apart. Not
immediately, since the factions and systems are redundant and somewhat
self-sufficient, but we are the glue that holds it all together and the larger
our territory gets the more glue we need.”


“Agreed.”


“The question has been whether that glue needs to be
Human. The answer is no. It needs to be Star Force. Already you have a few
non-Human Monarchs, so there’s no issue there, but with regards to the Archons
it’s not so simple a matter because of their psionics. Ask yourself this
though…could you ever see a very skillful Calavari becoming a trailblazer?”


Davis frowned. “We aren’t producing any more
trailblazers, Calavari or Human.”


“Kara says otherwise. Special circumstances elevated
her into their ranks, more or less. Assume something drastic happened and it
involved a Calavari.”


“They would tell me whether or not they wanted him. I
wouldn’t make that decision.”


“What would they judge him by?”


“Skill, obviously. Trustworthiness. Experience would
also be a factor, I imagine.”


“You’re missing one.”


Davis raised an eyebrow.


“Brotherhood. That’s what bonds them together more
than anything else. The things you mentions are prerequisites, but it’s the
bond they have that’s the real glue with them and allows them to function
without a chain of command. The rest of the empire has a structure, but they
don’t. We don’t. You run things because you’re best at it, I’m best at training,
but we never get into a bickerment over who gives orders.”


“Bickerment?”


Wilson smiled. “A term I coined long ago. There’s a
difference between arguing and bickering.”


“So there is. Bickerment then. I’ll add that to my
vocabulary list.”


“You and I are a team, without any constraints
whatsoever. Originally I was your employee, but that didn’t last long.”


“You’re saying we don’t dare mess with that core
bond?”


“We’re also all Human, and that factors in as well. We
also all went through the process of building Star Force…and therein lies the
key. We are Star Force, and we’re not going to be replaced. We can add a few
worthy individuals to our ranks, but there’s no way anyone else has claim to
our personal club. We built it, we earned it, and we’re the gatekeepers. Humans
aren’t the gatekeepers, we are, and that’s a distinction that needs to be
highlighted.”


“Noted.”


“So the real question becomes the lower elite ranks.
You’ve already established protocol for the Monarchs…which is?”


“I hand pick them all, mostly from existing
Administrators, though a few from other placements.”


“All experienced?”


“To a degree, yes.”


“That’s not how we choose Archons. We take them fresh
off a testing package.”


Davis nodded. “Should that change?”


Wilson shook his head. “No, not at all. The process is
very refined now. No need to tamper with it…for Humans anyway.”


“If you’re going where I think you’re going with this,
you don’t want non-Humans in the Archon basic training?”


“I don’t want them in Archon training at all.”


“That’s a much simpler thing to say, so I assume there
is a caveat?”


“Brotherhood develops in many ways. To make it the
most potent you have to all be the same. Same race, same skills, same
challenges. No one without the full psionic package can be Archons. We can etch
that in stone right now.”


“Consider it etched then. What else?”


“The Protovic are close to Human physiology, no one
else is. A few are similar, but the only real Archon question is them. If we
give them, one day, full psionics, could they also be Archons?”


“I’m guessing no, but I’d like to hear your reasons
for it.”


“For one they’re more rigid, due to their exoskeleton,
and don’t have the flexibility range. That and other small differences are
present, and aside from physically changing them into Human there’s no point in
trying to make them Human. Archons are Human, pure and simple. That doesn’t
mean the Protovic can’t be valuable to the empire, but they’re not Archons.”


“Which brings us back to your trailblazer question.”


“If they accepted a Protovic into their midst, how
would they do it? I used Calavari because it’s a more drastic example, but
either will suffice.”


“Either way they’d have to be able to hold their
ground in a fight,” Davis said, thinking hard. “Strategic skills…heavy dose of
sarcasm.”


“Would they expect them to match them exactly?”


“I think Paul would say that Grand Admiral Thrawn
answers that question.”


Wilson laughed. “I was considering using that example.
Odd how they got both of us to literally memorize those bits of fiction.”


“They’re useful metaphors,” Davis agreed. “Thrawn
wasn’t Human.”


“No, and he had a slightly different way of
commanding, but he still got the job done. I think that’s the bottom line.”


“So if an individual can meet Archon standards,
however they get around to it…”


Wilson shook his head firmly. “No.”


“No?”


“We’re not going to hold back individuals trying to
fit them into Human standards. We have some very good Calavari that have been
serving as Commandos in the Human Mainline armies for centuries. They’re
operating off of Human standards and ranked lower than their combat potential
because they fight in different ways. At the time this wasn’t a problem because
all of Mainline was Human. Now we have Mainline factions of Calavari, Bsidd,
etc and there’s no need to integrate units except where advantageous. Those
units that are hybrids function far better because each piece is suited to its
role rather than being crunched down into a one form fits all.”


“How does this affect the Archons?”


“It’s simple. We allow them to have sidekicks.”


Davis looked at Wilson for a few seconds as he tried
to wrap his head around that idea. “What exactly are you inferring?”


“If we create psionics, we create them specifically
for the races and not to match what Humans have. They can become equals on the
battlefield, in theory, doing it their own way. They won’t be Archons, won’t be
part of that core group, from the beginning…but they could be adopted into it
later as sidekicks.”


“Define ‘sidekick’ then.”


“Think of Archons like brothers and sisters, with
sidekicks being cousins.”


“Ah,” Davis said, almost in a sigh, as it finally
clicked. “A strong bond but not quite what exists between Archons. Yet
battlefield comradery and the potential to advance up to our level if they
proved themselves worthy.”


“You’re already doing that with the Monarchs.”


“Their field involves giving orders, which can be
accomplished by any race. Physical combat is far different.”


“And I’ve already covered that, in theory,” Wilson
said as he fished a data chip out of his pocket and tossed it to Davis. “My
ideas of how to upgrade all the races we have someday. Not on the whole, but
for select individuals. There won’t be a training program like the Archons,
it’ll work more like the Arc Commandoes in that select individuals will be
chosen based on experience and merit. They’ll work with the Archons and operate
within that chain of command. Each will exist as part of Clan and organize in
that fashion, with their skills being utilized for what they can and can’t do
rather than trying to make them conform to Archon standards…which I’ll remind
you, are designed to master all 5 divisions.”


“I don’t think we really master aquatics,” Davis pointed out, “but we’re at least average compared
to the Elarioni.”


“We can do it all, and so can the Protovic. Not as
well, but they can. Most of the other races are more slanted towards
specialties. Specialists can’t be Archons. Archons have to do it all.”


“Sidekicks can be specialists?”


“Yes, and depending on how they’re psionically
upgraded that may change in certain areas.”


“And the current blue Protovic?”


“You mean the new blue or the old blue?”


“New blue.”


“Theirs is a racial program, which seems to be working
out well so far. We’ll have to wait and see what happens when they get some
depth. I don’t think we need to mess with their abilities anytime soon. Leave
them alone, with maybe a few bits of tinkering down the road. Let them be what
they can be and forget about being Archons. If they have the merit to lead the
empire, it’ll be as Protovic.”


“They’re not getting my job,” Davis scoffed. 


“Nor should they. My point is Archons are Human for
numerous reasons, and not just psionics. True equality comes on the
battlefield, whether it be combat or economic, and not in the route you take to
get there.”


“We always have been fond of doing what works. This
would be no different.”


“It’s going to take a lot of trial and error to get
the other races pegged down, even without giving them psionics. I haven’t
trained them like Archons, and I’ll need to get to know how their bodies and
psyches work better before I try to develop a really deep elite program for
them. Their current training programs are solid, don’t get me wrong, but
they’re not built for someone meant to hold so much responsibility, let alone
problem solving, like the Archons are. I’ve got a lot of work to do if you want
to head down this road, and it’ll change every time we can add a psionic or
other ability.”


“Other ability?”


“We kind of use the word ‘psionic’ to refer to
superpowers…and even that isn’t a strict definition.”


“Guilty as charged.”


“Getting some of the air breathing aquatics races
liquid breathing upgrades would be one example.”


Davis paused for a moment.


“I don’t think we can do that with our bodies though,”
Wilson added. “Too much tissue change.”


“I wonder. The V’kit’no’sat didn’t include that in our
genome or theirs, and I wonder if that’s because the backup oxygen is for more
than just being under water.”


“They didn’t use Zen’zat for underwater operations
anyway.”


“Not that we know of, but their armor still had an
aquatics module. So it’s possible they were used in that sense on occasion.”


“I’ve never seen any files detailing that.”


“Neither have I. We’re too slow in the water compared
to the swimmers to be worth deploying save for emergency situations. Unaugmented
anyway,” Davis said as he slipped the datachip into a slot on his desk and
pulled up the reports Wilson had compiled for him, seeing that, as usual, Star
Force’s head trainer had been excessively thorough. “Who do you want to start
with?”


“I’m assuming we’re nowhere near developing any custom
psionics?”


“The timetable on that has gotten considerably hazy,
but assume no for the foreseeable future.”


“Then I want 100 Calavari here, on Earth, in Atlantis
so I can personally develop this program. We’ll need some considerable
remodeling first, though.”


Davis nodded. “You still don’t trust the Archon
trainees to anyone else?”


“I want to be able to troubleshoot if needed, but most
of the duties can be handled by others. That and I want to be the face they
know from the outset. I won’t lose touch completely, but I can free up a lot of
spare time if needed for this.”


“How do you plan on choosing the candidates?”


“These aren’t candidates. This is an advanced training
group, pure and simple. I need to learn the Calavari better before I design the
real one. I just need experienced, intuitive individuals that I can press and
study. I need to know how they think and respond under pressure, and to do that
I need to poke and prod them in very specific ways.”


“Will a seafloor expansion suffice? We’re kind of
lacking in internal space as it is.”


“So long as I don’t have to hop on a dropship to move
from one group to another.”


“I’ll have them build you a private transit system to
an adjacent facility. We have several nearby that can be repurposed easily and
they’ll function as part of the city if the link is fast enough, which it will
be.”


“Adequate. How soon can I get my experiments?”


Davis bit his lip. “I can rush the conversion inside
of a year. Finding and recalling the volunteers might take longer. Do you want
to handle that as well or should I just ask the Archons to do it?”


“If this were the actual first class I’d do it, but
since I’m not sure what to look for in Calavari they’d probably be better
judges. Just ask the ones that have worked with them extensively. The others
probably know less than I do about them at this point.”


“Done deal.”


Wilson nodded. “I don’t know how long this will
actually take.”


“No rush. No rush at all. Just another puzzle piece we
need to get in motion.”


“We have a lot of those, don’t we?”


“The bigger the empire, the more pieces.”


“About that…I have another request. A side project
that’s long overdue.”


“Yes?”


“I need to run the Archons through psionic armor
challenges. For that I’ll need an army trained to use them…which I’ll have to
develop if no one else gets around to it. It’s been on the Archons’ to-do list
for some time, but they’ve never implemented it as far as I know.”


“Gun shy?”


“Might be. Either way, it’s better something that I
handle than them. Same reason they can’t create their own challenges…at least
not ones as good as I can. You can’t think like yourself and your enemy at the
same time.”


“Terrorize them as you like.”


“That’ll actually be a bigger logistical project than
the Calavari.”


“Recruit what personnel and resources that you
need…although I would make one recommendation.”


“Which is?”


“Involve Vermaire. From an Archon’s point of view,
nothing is more intimidating than a Black Knight immune to your powers, and
Vermaire knows the trailblazers well enough to figure out how to hurt them.”


“Vermaire isn’t here.”


“He’s not?” Davis said, raising an eyebrow. 


“They came and got him not long ago. Said they needed
him and his best Arc Knights on the front.”


“I didn’t realize that. He rarely leaves Earth.”


“They asked and he went. I don’t know much more than
that.”


“Do you know where he went?”


“To the core world that the 2s are assaulting.”
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January 6, 3108


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Tess



 

“Are we sure about this?” Riona asked, looking down
the narrow chasm that was the innards of one of the connecting columns that ran
from the shipyard ring down to the planet’s surface. It was pitch black save
for the bit of light spilling in from the wall panel they’d cut through,
because it wasn’t meant to be traveled in. It was null space around the
numerous lift shafts with equipment bundles and a very irregular geometry.


“You can stay here if you want,” Paul answered her as
the other Archons caught up with them.


“Not what I asked,” she clarified.


“They won’t know we’re coming. The tough part is what
happens when we get on the ground.”


“That’s easy,” Ginsi said, nudging past Riona and
glancing down the dark shaft. “We kick ass.”


“It’s a one way trip unless we can take down all the
anti-orbital batteries within range,” she said, scoffing at the upstart mage
who nearly equaled her in Commando skill scores. “And that’s a lot of ground to
cover.”


“That’s why we’re going,” Ginsi said, glancing back at
the other high level Archons behind them. 


“If ego were a weapon you’d be invincible,” Riona said
grimly.


Paul snickered at that then glanced over at the dark
blue armored mage. “We’re letting you tag along, youngling. Try to keep up and
not get killed.”


“Will do, boss,” she said, looking down the chasm
again. “Can I go first?”


Paul reached an arm out and lazily threw her back into
the group. “No.”


“We go first,” Megan said as she and Jack came to the
front. 


“Right,” Ginsi said sarcastically, making way for her
betters. All of them wore equipment packs of various makes, with only a few
Archons equipped with death sabers. The rest had ammunition for convention
weapons while others carried specialized gear and supplies. Riona wasn’t wrong
about this being a long mission, with some 46 sites that they had to pluck the
anti-orbital batteries out of before Star Force could even send a single ship
down to the surface…and even if they did managed to get them all, there’d only
be a very small column of ‘safe’ airspace to travel through with the curve of
the planet blocking the other big guns’ firing lines.


“I’ve got point,” Jack said, stepping off the edge and
slowly falling down a few inches in freefall. The ring wasn’t quite in geosync
orbit, so there was just a touch of gravitational pull exceeding their lateral
velocity, all of which meant there was a very small noticeable gravity effect
up this high, though it’d increase the further down the miles of crawlspaces
they had to travel…with the only way back up being the lifts that had been shut
down and blocked off, unless you wanted to crawl up the walls using the
adhesive panels in your armor for 26,000 miles.


“Keep within Ikrid range at all times,” Megan said as she
gave Jack a tap on the shoulder and pushed him down a bit quicker. When he
dropped below the edge of the floor she knelt down and put herself into a
handstand that she walked out over the edge, then used her hands to pull
herself down the wall and get some speed going herself. 


Paul offered Riona a battlemeld prompt and she
accepted it, unnecessary for a mission like this but it was a friendly way of
declaring they were going to be sticking together on the way down. The two of
them let Megan and Jack get a little bit of a lead, then they both dove head
first over the edge, arcing down and towards the far wall where they bounced
off it and began ricocheting their way down until they got themselves
straightened out.


“After you,” Ginsi said to the other Archons,
preferring to stay put and be last car on the train. A line of golden armor
passed her by, leaving the only mage to follow in their wake. She was glad
they’d included her, especially given that her Commando skills exceeded some of
theirs, for she would have been royally pissed if she’d missed this mission. 


Three trailblazers, 34 titans, and one mage on a
secret mission behind enemy lines facing off with everything the planet could
throw at them in a race to get the orbital guns down before the lizards
realized they were there or decided to start taking down the support columns to
prevent them from doing something like this with the lift systems. It was a
ballsy move on their part, and frankly they were going to need her help to pull
this off.


Not that she’d be all that helpful given the combined skillset that she was traveling
with, but she definitely wasn’t going to fall behind and could contribute to
the group enough to warrant her inclusion. Ginsi was just a little surprised
the Archons felt the same way.


When the last bit of golden armor disappeared Ginsi
sat down on the edge and slid off head first, pulling on the edge to get her
some speed as she scanned the darkness ahead with her Pefbar and Ikrid, seeing
that the others weren’t wasting any time. She also got an Ikrid ping sent like
a chain through the others marking an obstruction ahead. The leaders would pick
them out and let everyone else know where to avoid, with Ginsi simply having to
stay up and make sure she didn’t hit anything on the way down.


She had a straight line of descent several hundred
meters before an outcropping forced a detour of a few meters to the right.
Further down there was another few, until they got to a clumping of cables that
only had a small pass through. It was wide enough for a tank, but given how
large this null space was that was about as thin of a bottleneck as the
schematics said there was going to be.


Which was why they were constantly speeding themselves
up by grabbing on handholds as they passed and slinging themselves forward. When
Ginsi suddenly was falling behind a bit she got a battlemeld prompt from the
Archon closest to her and they bonded for a moment, just long enough to extend
a Bataf column to her. The energy field linked them like a rope and it pulled
her forward with a surge of speed while simultaneously slowing down the titan.
Ginsi caught up quickly while he managed to speed himself back up with what she
guessed where tugs from others up ahead.


Ginsi used a telekinetic ‘crashbag’ to shove her off
one wall and over to another, grabbing a stubby outcropping and using it to
swing herself forward a bit faster. She couldn’t get much speed from it now
since she was falling quickly, but up ahead she managed to find another bit of
terrain in the form of a support strut along the wall and veered over to get
her foot on the far side of it and push off, accelerating her a bit further and
closer to the 3 Archons ahead of her as one of them shot forward again, with
the other two following shortly thereafter.


Another battlemeld request came and she had to take
it, getting yanked ahead to even more speed as another diversion order got
bounced back from mind to mind and she telekinetically wedged herself off
another wall to avoid a cross beam that would have hurt like a mother if she’d
hit it, for she guessed they were doing better than 50 miles an hour now and
most of that was not due to gravity, making her wonder how the trailblazers
were getting the speed necessary to pull the rest of them along.


Maybe the ‘youngling’ comment was well deserved after
all.



 

8 hours later…




 

Ginsi braked herself against another Bataf conduit
from below, counteracting the continual tug of gravity that was trying to speed
them up faster than they reasonably could go. There was no air in the null
spaces this far above the planet, so that meant there was nothing to slow them
down if they didn’t do it themselves and there was only so much speed they
could handle. Fortunately they were passed the tricky section up top near the
shipyard ring, with the connections now being little more than evenly spaced
gaps with occasional supports jutting out in their way. Hit one of those and
they’d be squashed, armor and all, so the trailblazers were holding back on
gaining any more speed as they spotted the obstructions ahead and maneuvered
the group around them.


But they couldn’t be using psionics, the support
struts were flashing by so fast Ginsi only saw a split second blur on her
Pefbar. They had to be using schematics to navigate by and hoping that the
lizards were as meticulous with their construction as Star Force was. Miles
were whipping by so fast it felt like they weren’t even moving at all. The
walls appeared a bit foggy, but other than that they were just smooth
obstructions on either side that Ginsi knew she could not touch at any cost.
The friction would eat through her armor like a chainsaw and send her bouncing
from one wall to the other in a death spiral, and shields wouldn’t do much to
delay that death.


Fortunately her psionics operated differently than
matter. Her telekinesis was able to give her the ability to push against the
moving walls without it dragging her backwards and sending her out of control,
which she needed when the Bataf adjustments came, for they always threw off her
orientation no matter how precisely aligned she thought she was with those
below her. 


But everyone in this group was a professional and they
worked the quiet danger without incident, flying a predictable pattern around
the various lift shaft tubes and avoiding the support struts as they continued
to fall miles after miles. The danger was real, but it seemed so quiet and
nobody was talking on comms or telepathically…at least not to her. She worried
that she might fall asleep and bump a wall, for this was boring as hell once
you got past the first hour.


But this was the mission and she was game to see it
through no matter how the challenges presented themselves. Focus was something
that an Archon was used to maintaining in all variety of situations…and in this
one, if you slipped up even once you were probably going to end up dead. And if
you went careening into others you’d take them with you.


Which was probably another reason why it was good that
she was at the back…from their point of view.



 

13 hours into their fall and the Ikrid orders came for
them to start slowing down, with them nearing the atmosphere and Ginsi knowing
that if they began to hit that the turbulence would put them into the walls.
Not waiting on the others, Ginsi pushed both arms out to either side and
created crashbags off each, touching the walls with her energy fields and
trying to force the contact down ahead of her at an angle. She pushed the
fields out, forcing herself to go higher with the process and feeling the first
tinglings of gravity in half a day, indicating that she was succeeding in
bleeding off at least a little speed.


Apparently it wasn’t enough, for she got three
different battlemeld prompts from below and accepted them all before she had a
chance to crash into anyone. Suddenly she was in a tripod of Bataf links
holding her still and slowing her down, leaving her with nothing to do but hold
onto the links. They were making it easy on her, but like she said earlier she
intended to pull her own weight so she kept her telekinetic vice operating as
much as she could manage while multitasking, lessening her weight for the
others to push on or pulling them up, depending on how you looked at it.


She wasn’t connected with all the Archons, just those
closest to her, but through the mind links she could feel that the others had
different battlemelds overlapping. That was something she’d never tried before,
but she could sense through the ripple of one mind to another that all 38 of
them were Bataf connected to one another and slowing as a fixed group to avoid
bumping into each other. 


Impressive as that was, they weren’t going to bleed
off this much speed very fast. It was going to take time, and she hoped they’d
got their altitude guesses correct, for the battlemap signals weren’t
penetrating the column to orient themselves off of. 



 

With the wind whipping by her inside the pitch black
null space, Ginsi finally got the signal from the others to split. She’d
already started spotting protrusions on her own Pefbar and from those she could
guess at their speed, but the irregularity was coming back again as they got
close to the surface and the structure altered into what would be a very wide
base, but one bottoming out well below ground level. The lift shafts didn’t run
that deep, but supporting so much weight in such a ‘flimsy’ structure required
some significant engineering chops and a rooting ‘boot’ to match. 


That meant more stuff in the way, but Ginsi and the
others were glad to get to do something more than just falling. At these slower
speeds Ginsi was able to touch the walls and bounce off them, dancing down the
null space and following the others as the trailblazers charted their course
through the obstructions. They remained that way, doing their dark acrobatic
dance until she got the signal to start hard braking.


The mage flipped over, using the rushing air to move
her over to the side wall where she dug her heels into it as she pressed
against the opposite wall with a Lachka field and wedged herself into some
traction…though it looked like she was skating a trail of sparks on the wall.


The others decelerated in a variety of means, though
slower than Ginsi. She didn’t want to run up on top of them and need help
again, so she opted for the more extreme deceleration. Eventually the others
below her stopped altogether, with her accepting a final Bataf to kill the rest
of her speed and allow her to grab onto the wall and hang Spiderman style along
with the others below her.


Ginsi waited there until a shaft of light blared into
existence. No one moved at first, allowing their eyes to start readjusting to
the light, then slowly they began crawling down to that level with the light
getting brighter they closer they got to the opening. 


When Ginsi got to that level she was on the wrong
wall, so she jumped across and grabbed hold of the other, then crawled over
beneath the doorway thankful that no one else was sticking around to help her.
The null space continued to fall away beneath her, traveling down to a dead end
block according to the schematics, but it was below street level and not where
they wanted to go.


The mage grabbed hold of the bottom edge of the hole
they’d cut in the wall and pulled herself up and into it, coming out on her
knees as she looked into the bright daylight as the 37 battlemap icons ahead of
her were disappearing fast. She stood up and walked into the lizard city,
taking a few seconds to soak in the view and the startled looks on the lizards
nearby, most of whom were not armed.


Those that were fired at the Archons, but neither they
nor Ginsi shot back. She ignored them and took off running, following the line
of her peers and needing to match their speed. Now she was in her element and
they would not be leaving her behind.


With several pink phaser shots missing her and a
couple actually making contact with her shields, Ginsi sprinted off through the
city, wondering exactly how much damage 38 of the most elite Archons in Star
Force could cause, and how the lizards would adapt to try and stop them.
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February 18, 3108


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Tess



 

Paul, Riona, and two other titans clung to the
underside of a lizard transport, out of sight from above and not caring what
the lizards on the ground saw as they flew across kilometers of enemy cityscape
towards their next target, remote controlling the mind of the pilot as they had
been doing for weeks to cross the expanses required to get to all the
anti-orbital batteries within range of the column they’d come down.


So far this one hadn’t been spotted and shot down and
they’d been able to cover a lot of ground while the rest of their 38 man team
continued on to separate targets. There were too many for them all to hit
together, so they’d split up to maximize time after the first one went down
with surprising ease. It’d taken some improvising on site, but the lizards had
plenty of stuff to use for demolitions if you knew where to look. Damaging the
battery enough that they couldn’t get it repaired within 2 months meant a lot
of fireworks, but Paul’s team had gotten good at it now, despite the fact that
two buildings had been brought down on their heads as the lizards tried to kill
or pin them inside the structures.


They knew what they were doing and were fortifying the
anti-orbital batteries heavily but they were so big it was almost impossible to
cover all the cracks, especially when psionics allowed minds to be distracted
and wiped. The Archons, now that they were within the globe-spanning city, were
damn near impossible to find and even harder to lock down, with them running or
hitching rides across the landscape and easily disappearing again so long as
they chose to run and not engage. Their targets were the orbital batteries, not
the inhabitants, for which they didn’t have the ammo for anyway.


Paul and Riona had been living on the streets and in the
undercity ever since they’d gotten to ground, relying on their supplies to
sustain them and knowing they were on the clock. There were lots of defense
batteries on the ground, not to mention shield generators that could throw up
very heavy barriers overhead in an instant, but there were only so many weapons
batteries that could reach orbit…and even those couldn’t reach all the way up
to the ring shipyard. The Star Force fleet was safely out of range there, but
when they came lower to assault the planet they’d come within range and have to
slug it out, punching through the shields first to get to the guns…and taking a
lot of ship casualties in the process.


And some of these anti-orbital batteries were the new
cleansing beam models that packed more firepower and a decent range upgrade.
The Archons had to clear a column of ‘safe’ passage around the column that
spread out approximately 800 miles in radius, for that was the guessed range
that the lizard cleansing beams had and the closest a ship could jump into the
planet was directly outside the atmosphere. Unfortunately that was far enough
away from the surface that you were high enough for multiple batteries
otherwise denied line of sight by the planetary curve to still target you. A
cone of safety directly over your landing site was enough to cover aerial
traffic, but that wasn’t going to be enough to get dropships down to the
planet.


As of now there was enough of a cone of safety that
Paul could call down a command ship and sit it over the landing site if he
wanted to. It could weather the few hits on the way down, but then it’d have to
contend with the short range weaponry coming from the surface. If they needed
evac he could have the Excalibur come
down and batter one of the city shields to the point it broke, but his ship
would get chewed up in the process and he didn’t want to bring a fleet of
drones in at this close range at all.


The plan was to park them in low orbit, outside the
short range lizard weapons and out of the anti-orbital batteries maximum
range…but that required eliminating those close enough to cause them a world of
hurt. Once that was accomplished, Paul would order an orbital bombardment to
take out shield generators, short range weaponry, hangars, barracks,
hatcheries, and anything else needing blown up before sending the ground troops
down to clean up and start pressing the war across land to the other
anti-orbital guns.


At least that was the plan in traditional invasions,
but with so many high level Archons here they were going to keep hitting them
in small teams ahead of the main force so long as the lizards didn’t find a way
to counter them…and Paul knew that was always a threat, so they had to hurry
and get all these close guns down and an LZ established before they adapted.
The rest of the guns spread across the planet would be extras, but these had to
go down now or extraction was going to get messy.


With Paul driving through the eyes of their pilot, he
brought the blocky transport down onto a street a few kilometers away from
their next target. The four titans dropped off and down to the street, then
started running into obscurity as the crowds of lizards around them went into a
panic. Paul knew that as long as they kept moving they’d have an advantage, but
let the lizards know exactly where they were and they’d start running kamikaze
wisps down on top of them…again.


Keeping that in mind, the foursome headed over ground
for a couple of minutes before taking to the undercity and approaching the gun
from there, out of the view of aerial reconnaissance and losing themselves in
the lizard infrastructure.



 

After ‘interviewing’ a number of lizards they found
out that several buildings and sublevels around the massive turret had been
booby-trapped with explosives so the lizards could take them down the moment
they spotted the Archons in them. Paul got the locations of those buildings and
brought his four man team to one of them…for they needed to sneak off with some
of those explosives themselves. The trick was not being seen, for the lizards
would just detonate them in your face. 


It was an old trick that they’d been using for what
felt like years, though it’d been less than 2 months since they’d arrived on
the planet. Being an intense situation nonstop, it had ground out into an
endless flow of adrenaline, fatigue, and quick bits of sleep when you could
manage it. How the other teams were doing now he didn’t know, for they were out
of contact range, but his trio of Archons were holding up well and Paul was far
from tapping out. It was rough, but they were getting the job done and not
having to slaughter lizards to do it.


They were killing some, but the objective was to evade
and the massed bloodbaths that Paul and Riona had been having to endure were a
welcome absence. Most of the lizards dying here were from friendly fire, for
they didn’t evacuate the buildings they’d booby-trapped, else they tip their
hand.


When they finally went into the turret they’d have to
do some fighting, but smuggling in the explosives was going to take a few hours
and a lot of skill. If luck was against them that timetable would stretch out
even further, but they’d get them inside eventually. Diversionary attacks would
have to be made, but right now assembling the needed ordinance was the task,
and as long as the lizards were providing factory-grade explosives they might
as well take advantage of that rather than trying to MacGyver their own out of
fuel cells and whatever else they could get their hands on from the local
synthetic jungle that they were ensconced within. 


When they got near the building in question Paul had
the other three screen for him using mind tricks and diversions, allowing him
to enter unnoticed and track down one of the bombs in the structure. He didn’t
approach it directly, for there were guards in the area and he needed to knock
them out first, but thankfully he could do that at range and even through the
walls with his telepathy…so long as there wasn’t a security camera trained on
them. Spotting those was the more challenging evasion, though so long as he had
time to look around at his leisure with his Pefbar he could find and avoid
them. 


Luckily the lizards hadn’t put cameras on the bombs
themselves. Those they were trying to hide from view and stuck them within the
infrastructure as much as possible. When Paul finally got to one inside the
building foundations he didn’t approach it, rather hiding behind a bulkhead and
‘touching’ it with his psionics just in case it did go off. Between the
bulkhead and his armor he might be able to survive that, and he wanted the
cushion just in case something went wrong.


Halfway through his inspection of the device he heard
a faint screeching sound causing him to twitch. He recognized it instantly, and
barely a second later Riona’s mental voice contacted him in lieu of a comm
signal that might be tracked. 


The big gun just
opened fire.


On what?


Not sure, but
it’s depressed pretty far. 


Which direction?


Towards the
column. You think…


Get eyes on it
now.



 

Riona didn’t hesitate, breaking from her cover within
a nearby building that was not rigged with explosives and making her way to the
roof, knocking unconscious a few lizards along the way that happened to see
her. Climbing 128 levels took some time, but when she got to the top she
stepped out near a cupola and kept her back pressed against it so her
silhouette wouldn’t stand out. It was transitioning over into night, with the
suns no longer visible on the horizon but with a pink/orange sky trailing them
still visible in the dimming light.


A much larger flash of brilliant pink cast shadows
across the roof, with Riona circling around the cupola until she could see the turret.
Another deep pink phaser beam shot out parallel to the ground and streaked over
the building tops into the distance. The column was so far away it didn’t even
register in the dark light near the surface, but there was a reflective stump
reaching up and thinning into the sky where the sunlight was still reaching it.
That disappearing line intersected with a thick yellow/tan ring that stretched
across the entire sky in an arc, looking about a fifth the thickness of Earth’s
moon. 


Riona stared at the darkness beneath the visible
column and zoomed in with her helmet’s optics as far as she could. The view
changed into a myriad of lights around the column, bathing it in pinks coming
from different directions, some of which seemed to be coming up from directly
underneath it, along with a few other colors that she recognized as rocket
plumes. The nearby turret screeched again and its pink lance was visible as it
intersected the column, but Riona was too far away to see the effect.


She jacked up her comm signal, knowing that it might
be tracked to her so she set to transmit to Derrick-633 so that he could then
relay it to Paul using the dampened signal strength that wouldn’t reach all the
way up to her through the layers of lizard infrastructure. 


“Paul, have a look,” she said, sending him her
visuals. 


“Damn it,” he said with a snarl. “I need you to boost
for an orbital link.”


“I’ll keep my head down,” she said, visually scanning
the nearby sky for ships as she reset to act as his transmitter with a signal
strong enough that they could not keep the lizards from being able to detect
it. “Link established.”


“Admiral?” Paul asked, waiting a few heartbeats.


“I assume you’re seeing what we’re seeing?”


“Confirm they’re attacking the column.”


“Confirmed. Looks like they intend to sever it at the
base before we can send any more troops down it.”


“Any change in combat on the ring?”


“Negative. I don’t think they expect it to all come
down.”


“Make sure of that and get someone working the gravity
drives to compensate for when the column gets chopped off.”


“You think it’ll hold?”


“I hope so, or 26,000 miles of pain are going to come
falling down who knows where. The lizards can’t hit it further up so this is
their only point of attack. Compensate for the weight and keep your fingers
crossed.”


“Do want an evac team standing by?”


“Negative. My team is scattered going after different
targets and we’re all under the fire canopy. If it does fall I’ll get back to
you, but for now just wait it out and make sure someone is riding those gravity
drive controls nonstop from here on out.”


“I’ll take care of it,” Admiral Hestin promised.


“And evacuate the connecting point in case it rips a
chunk of the ring off with it.”


“Sending the order now.”


“Ground team going dark,” Paul said as he cut transmission
with orbit but stayed on with Riona. “Get back down here.”


“Coming,” she said, taking a few more seconds to look
at the column. It hadn’t moved so much as a twitch yet, but if/when the lizards
did blow through the base she didn’t know what would happen.


With another phaser screech sounding and the
corresponding pink bath of light flooding over the rooftop, Riona circled
around the stairwell cupola and headed back into the building. She expected
some sort of lizard response to be on her position soon and she needed to get away
from this building now. 
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