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August 18, 3327


Teelmot System
(lizard territory)


Bargon



 

Sander-33091 jumped across a narrow ravine, clawing
with his armored legs on the far embankment as he came up a bit short. The mage
scrambled up the side and stayed low to the ground, taking a knee and
telekinetically helping two others jump across. Their leaps were almost as good
as his, but with the psionic help both of them landed beside him on the sandy
hunk of rock and continued on running without delay.


Sander got to his feet and chased after them,
eventually passing the pair of Protovic Mavericks and retaking the lead on the
trail as he scanned the skies for more lizard wisps. They’d already taken down
14 of them using their psionics, but both Sander and Jarron
had melted spots in their armor where their shields hadn’t fully held up
against the phaser strikes.


The trio was making good speed over ground, far faster
than the lizard infantry that had tried to pursue them, but the problem
inherent at this moment was the lack of air cover, for there were very few Star
Force troops on this planet. Rather than coming in with overwhelming force,
Star Force was deploying more and more low key invasions that required more
skill than firepower to successfully take a world and this one was no exception.


With only a handful of lizard colonies here, a single
warship had been dispatched along with three troop ships, the mechs from which
were busy hammering one colony’s defenses while Sander and his two sidekicks
had come out of a subterranean facility that they’d just finished
scouting…except they’d come out in a location they hadn’t planned, for there
had been far more lizards underground than above, and he was counting the
entire planet.


It was supposed to be a three man cleanout crew
instead of using thousands of Scionate troops that didn’t fight so well in
tight confines underground. They also had an Axius unit with them that was
better suited to the task, but Sander had expected to take on the biggest
challenges for himself and had gotten in over his head on this one. With so
many det packs going off in close quarters, the trio
had to get out of that underground facility by the quickest route possible and
by the time they did their dropship pickup couldn’t get to them, for a swarm of
wisps had come up out of hidden bunkers and laid claim to the area.


Sander couldn’t call off fighters from the current
engagements to cover them, so with very few reserves to work with the trio was
moving overland and as far away from the base as they could while the few
pilots they had available were trying to work out a retrieval plan. The faster
and farther the Archon and Mavericks ran the better off they’d be, so they were
covering ground as quickly as possible though the rough desert/scrub terrain
was making it difficult in spots.


The two Protovic wore armor identical to the Archon
version he had, save for theirs was multicolored red/black that clashed with
his monotone dark blue. That was so people would recognize the Mavericks for
who and what they were more than for function’s sake. All Star Force armor was
built around an agile frame, just with slight modifications per the mission
profile. Given that Mavericks had the same mission profile as Archons it had
seemed appropriate to give them the same style of armor, albeit with a
different color scheme.


And these two had had to earn it time and again
following Sander around on missions. They were here to help him out and learn
in the process, acting as the JV version of Archons and having one new psionic
given to them. Both were yellows, the first tier of the Protovic ranking system
past ‘final form,’ and while that didn’t incur any special powers it did note
an incredible amount of skill and experience. Tiers 2 and 3 hadn’t yet been
reached by any Protovic due to their difficulty level, and it wasn’t because
they weren’t trying. The Trailblazers had simply made them stupidly hard to
achieve.


The Maverick program selected special individuals that
had already achieved final form, drawing out of the pink Blues those who
demonstrated Archon-like tendencies, most notably the ability to think outside
the box. Those that qualified were sent to a separate training program that
Wilson had designed along with Brad, crafting the new ‘Mavericks’ that
functioned as Archon sidekicks with their own smaller batch of psionics to give
them an advantage over most other races.


The only addition to the standard skillset was the
addition of a Protovic version of Rensiek, the heating ability that kept the
Protovic from freezing in cold climates as well as having the ability to light
things on fire with the touch of a very hot hand. It was speculated that over
time a few more abilities would be given to the Mavericks, though giving them
any V’kit’no’sat psionics had been a long standing point of contention. Thus
far though, Sander thought it had been a good idea…and both of his sidekicks
had proven their merit on multiple occasions.


As they were now, keeping up with him over the rough
terrain as another stupid wisp came at them alone. He telepathically told the
two Mavericks to take it on their own, saving his own skills as backup as they
continued to run hard to put more distance between themselves and the lizard
base. 


A line of phaser blasts stitched by them as the wisp
spun up with its nose going into the sky then rotating on around to point straight
down as the lizard pilot flew into the ground with a loud screeching crunch…thanks
to a telepathic haze covering its thoughts as if it were blind, into which a
sensation was adding directing the pilot to head for the ground. It didn’t know
where it was going, but the prompts the two Mavericks were working together to
achieve directed the pilot through trickery, baiting him into killing himself.


The Protovic telepathy wasn’t that good, so they’d
been developing lots of cheats to copy what the Archons did. In this case it
was tricking the lizard pilot to fly where they wanted him to rather than by
taking control of its mind, which they couldn’t even do alone at this range.
One of them had to blanket him with mental static while the other offered a way
out of the mess that led to the fighter’s crash when the pilot took the only
available route to him…from his point of view.


It wasn’t a nice thing to do, but when someone was
trying to kill you that wasn’t a big concern.


Well done,
Sander said telepathically. Hopefully
they keep throwing them at us in singles.


Why are they
still doing it? Linnar asked as he vaulted over a
boulder rather than run around it a few steps. That leap got him ahead of the
Archon but he slowed a touch and fell back in line shoulder to shoulder with
him. 


Not sure. Think
we’re far enough away?


Do it, Jarron said as all three of them kept running.


Sander opened up his comm
system, sending a powerful and very obvious signal up to orbit. Stealth wasn’t
useful now, for the wisps could see them skittering across the surface easy
enough. Why they didn’t send larger groups after them he wasn’t sure, though
after the first bunch they’d brought down it would make sense for them not to waste
anymore…yet they had just sent this one to its easy death.


He’d probably never know the reason, so he tucked the
small question away in his memory as a blob of energy fell from the sky behind
them and mushroomed on top of the base, the sight of which got to them before
the shockwave did. Sander gave them a heads up and all three skidded to a sliding
halt as they hit the ground, face planting as the concussion ripple ripped
through the atmosphere from the bloon strike. 


In the past such a tactic hadn’t been an option, but
given that Star Force had stuck with the tech like a mynock
on a power cable over the centuries they’d been able to upgrade the bloon
launchers considerably…including the ability to send some varieties down into
atmosphere without them falling apart from the friction. This one had been
specifically designed for orbital bombardment and Sander had commed the ship earlier to get into position as they were
running away from the facility. It had to be situated just outside the
atmosphere, and as the Archon looked up above the mushroom cloud he could see
the small Warship-class jumpship in
holding orbit overhead…which meant it was riding its gravity drives to stay in
position with no lateral movement that a powerless orbit would entail.


A few seconds later the ripple hit them and all three
suits of armor were tossed across the ground with them digging their armored
fingers in and scratching huge lines across the dry dirt until they settled
again. Wind whipped around chaotically as the atmosphere began to compensate,
but Sander was able to stand up again shortly and survey the damage from afar.
He couldn’t see the crater that had been blasted into the ground and hopefully
opening up the top of the base, but he could see the wisps that were still in
the sky…and far too many of them.


“Looks like we’re not going back in on foot,” he
commented as the two Mavericks stood up and dusted their armor off with a few
thigh and chest hits. Neither had had their shields up so they could get as
close to the ground as possible. They’d needed the traction, whereas the shield
would have been a slippery buffer and they didn’t have the mental skillset yet
to raise and lower specific portions telepathically. “Too many fighters left.”


“That had to take some
of them down,” Jarron said earnestly.


“Orbital count says 17. No, we’re going to have to go
back in once we clear that cover. It’ll be a few days at least.”


“Think they’ll seal over that hole?” Linnar asked.


“Probably. But we can punch through their patches or
dig some more tunnels of our own. There’s a lot less dirt covering it than
before,” he said as he got a waypoint some 6 more miles out that a dropship
pilot thought he could pluck them out from. Sander acknowledged the signal and
highlighted the location on his HUD. “Pickup is 6 miles out. Let’s get going.”



 

“How’s it look?” Jarron’s
glowing blue/yellow face said as he walked into the small planning room onboard
the Archer that Sander liked to use
rather than the bridge to oversee planetary operations. It was quieter, not to
mention not having to deal with ship’s duties. He could trust the Captain to
oversee those while he focused on the larger picture…which was decidedly small
compared to the past operations he’d been on against the lizards, but this was
only the third solo mission for him.


“The mechs are cleaning up perimeter opposition at
city 3 and sweeper teams say city 2 is now clear above ground. I’m going to
need you to go down and look for subsurface activity.”


“My telepathy doesn’t have enough range for that.”


“I don’t need you to scout, just help confirm the
sweeps and guide them underground.”


“With the Scionate?”


“Mostly. I can send a pair of Protovic to help, but
I’ll need the rest of the Axius unit when we hit 3.”


“Alright. Is Linnar coming
with me?”


“No, he’s taking a Scionate squad out to some possible
auxiliaries. Left about 20 minutes ago. You shower slow.”


“Did you even shower?”


“Not yet. I wanted to analyze that crater we made. It
punched through some of their stealth coating and combined with our battlemap
mapping we’ve got a decent floor plan for I’d guess half the facility. When we
tackle it I want the Scionate as backup. It’s going to get tight down there
with the rubble and all those bodies. If we had trouble, they’re going to have
more.”


“So Axius then.”


“The three of us are going to take lead, Axius follows
up and the Scionate sweep and hold. We’re not going to get to it for a few
weeks, minimum.”


“Still think it’s their primary base?”


“Sure of it.”


“So why not hit it first?”


“It’s not going anywhere, and the more visible units
we can delete the less they’ll have to flank us with later.”


“Did they build it knowing we were coming?”


“Looks like.”


“Why waste the resources? Why are they even bothering
to keep building when they know we’re on the way to annihilate them?”


“They don’t quit,” Sander lectured, knowing how junior
his two Mavericks were despite their age. “If they don’t have anything else to
work towards wouldn’t you want to fortify as much as you could to make it as
hard as possible for us to kill them?”


“Then why build surface cities at all?”


“Why don’t we build everything underground?”


Jarron considered that. “I
honestly don’t know.”


“We build shield generators instead.”


“So do the lizards.”


“Not here.”


“Maximizing resources then?”


“That’d be my guess. Before we leave we’re going to
have to do a very thorough planetary survey to make sure they don’t have any
sleeper bases out there. It could be this is just a diversion and they’re
hoping we pass them by.”


“To what end? They don’t care about survival.”


“We’ve seen it happen a few times. Hoping to ambush
us, I’d guess. They work all kinds of angles.”


“Alright then. Off to 2,” the Protovic said, wearing
the simple black with red stripe uniform that mimicked the Archons’ as well.
“Are we going to get a training block in sometime soon?”


“Doesn’t look like it. Just have to squeeze in bits
and pieces when we can.”


“Plenty of time when the fighting is over,” he agreed,
heading back out with the door swishing shut behind him.


Sander turned his attention back to the holo table
that showed all the activity on the planet in realtime as well as having links
to filed recordings and reports. He was the only Archon in the system, but he
had several veteran commanders in both his mech and commando units that he knew
he could rely on. Sending the Mavericks with them only enhanced their combat
potential, and the Protovic had learned a while back that they weren’t here to
lead so much as to offer their assistance. 


It was a key distinction that some of them had to be
schooled on, given all the Archon copying motifs with their program. They were
trained to fill the void, leadership wise, if an Archon wasn’t there, but so
many of Star Force’s personnel were experts at what they did that they didn’t
need babysitting. Archons knew better than to give orders just for the sake of
it, but it was an acquired skill for the Mavericks and the more little missions
like this he sent them on without his presence the more comfortable they became
with their roles. 


By now, after 12 years working together, they were
both solid and reliable. They still had a lot to learn, but they were an asset
rather than a hindrance, and when Archons were scarce, spread out across
hundreds of different simultaneous assaults into lizard territory, having that
pair along with him was a luxury that he did not want to give up. He’d canceled
orders to reassign them twice now, wanting to keep them with him in order to
maximize efficiency. Sander had vouched for his team’s skills enough to get
this low key assignment with very little investment of troops and some people
thought he was making it harder on himself than he should, but had he not
offered such a low ‘bid’ he’d probably be backing up someone else’s assault
right now.


Which was fine, but the faster Star Force gobbled up
lizard holdings the better and they were really pushing for bulk victories
nowadays. The tech advantage, experience advantage, ship count…in just about
every category Star Force stomped on the lizards and the most heavily defended
and populated worlds were already bagged, leaving a large amount of medium to
mediocre systems left to pick up, but those systems were still spreading into
others and new worlds were falling to the lizards where Star Force just
couldn’t get to them in time to help out. Hence the need for this push.


Sander was making this mission work and hadn’t lost a
man yet, and if he did he’d personally count it as a failure. The assault on
the underground base was going to be the toughest, but if he led the way and
was patient he knew they could clean out the lizards there and lay claim to the
planet, after which they’d pack up and tag the world for a recycling team, then
get assigned to another invasion.


He’d worked with so many units over the past 50 years
the only consistency he was getting was with his Mavericks. He hadn’t had them
that long, but now that he’d ‘broken them in’ he really didn’t want to lose
them. They weren’t as capable as a padawan apprentice, but having two of them
made up for that in some ways.


When this invasion was over he was going to keep them
with him through at least a few more. After that who knew. Their mission was to
assist Archons and give them the additional psionic support when Archons
themselves were limited in number. These two weren’t ready to lead invasions of
their own yet, but give them time and they might get there. But until then
there was a lot of ground to cover and a lot of lizards to kill, for no matter
how desperate and hopeless their situation was they still would not surrender
or relent one iota. 


That made them dangerous, even in these small numbers,
and if Sander wasn’t careful he could lose people. The Mavericks weren’t good
enough to avoid that, but they were doing well in their limited roles across
Star Force territory based on the reports. Building experience took time, and
for their sake there were still plenty of lizard worlds to invade to gain
experience from. Sander wondered what was going to happen when they ran out of
them someday, but he didn’t spend too much time thinking about that. There was
so much to do and so much still at stake that such things were best left up to
the trailblazers. 


They had to think ahead, centuries ahead even, but for
a mage like himself he had the luxury of focusing on the mission and everything
it entailed. That was enough of a challenge for Sander. Troubleshooting other
things could wait until he got some free time on his hands. 

















 


 

2



 


 

March 7, 3329


Terson System
(Occupation Zone)


Meer (Sety
world)



 

Eileen Donovan followed the navigational beacons as
she entered planetary orbit with her small jumpship. Purchased only four
decades ago, it was an independent model of Star Force manufacture that had
cost her family half its savings and was nearly a mile long. That made it small
for most jumpships, but it had the speed needed to travel between stars and any
independent business had to have that flexibility. Utilizing the Star Force
transportation network was costly, but doable. However, she greatly preferred
carrying her own ships from star to star as her family continued to extend its
business interests.


That business was ad hock, everything from shipping to
manufacturing to mercenary work. She was one of the rare few Humans that hadn’t
grown up in Star Force, rather she’d been born in space onboard a freighter and
had spent her childhood working along with her parents in the family business
that stretched over 19 ships and 174 members. No one outside the family was
trusted, and the more new blood they could get in the larger they could
grow…hence getting the women pregnant was a major priority.


It was one that she didn’t share, which had drawn her
some ire, but her skills had proven good enough that she was pretty much left
alone to attend to business. Eileen had learned everything on the job, picking
up naturally what older family members had learned from their parents all the
way back to their originators. Hank Donovan and Lena Burgan had both been in
the same maturia class on a Star Force world called Neytosan,
then worked in the huge megacorporation/empire for several decades while developing
and maintaining their self-sufficiency before eventually acquiring enough
credits to go it on their own.


When they chose to have children they kept their
existence a secret from Star Force, living on ships and moving from place to
place without any real home. Those children had then had children of their own
and the family business had grown out to 6 generations now, of which she was
the oldest in the newer generation, soon to be surpassed by the start of the
7th as her brother’s mate was about to give birth in a few months.  


If absolutely necessary Eileen could do so as well,
finding some guy to hook up with and adding a member to the Donovan ranks, but
she was more interested in finding new trade deals and establishing relations
with the powerful new races that had begun to enter Star Force territory and
set up shop on empty worlds reclaimed from the lizards. The one before her now
was a possession of the Sety, rulers of a distant empire that for some reason
felt they wanted a foothold in the Star Force realm. They’d been sending out
feelers through the community that they were open for business and Eileen
wasn’t one to sit and let others take advantage of opportunities, prompting her
to divert a shipping run to come out here and chase down some leads. 


Technically this was still a Star Force system, but
despite the single seda in high planetary orbit everything else being built
here was independent. The Sety were busy developing numerous contracts and one
of those was the establishment of a facility on the surface that was operated
by outsiders. Not Star Force, but by the merchant community to which the Donovans belonged. Deals were to be made, or so the rumors
went, and Eileen intended to find out what there was here that they could get
involved with and hopefully make a tidy profit…for fuel didn’t generate itself,
and despite the efficiency of the Star Force gravity drives this jumpship still
ate up a lot of the stuff.


Following the tracking grid as directed, Eileen parked
the jumpship in a prescribed orbital slot then took one of 12 smaller ships
attached to it in surface nooks that the shields would cover during transport
and headed down to the surface of Meer, a world covered in a mix of grasslands
and forest. Her destination was in one of the largest grasslands, with the
makeshift city visible from orbit as she descended into the thick atmosphere
heading to the marked spaceport.


Her craft was half dropship and half aerial fighter,
equipped with weapons and most definitely not a Star Force design. The craftsmanship
suffered a bit because of that, but they didn’t have any choice. Star Force
didn’t sell weapons, and if the Donovans wanted to
operate outside of Star Force territory from time to time they had to protect
themselves. Even here there were Star Force drones in orbit sitting silent and
intimidating everyone that even thought about misbehaving and disrupting the
lax flow of traffic, but Eileen knew that the only way to be sure about your
security was to have the ability to blow away anyone who tried to come after
you, whether or not Star Force would intervene on your behalf.


And her ship certainly could do that. It was a Reen
interceptor, build for speed, modest cargo capacity, and carried enough armor
and plasma weaponry to discourage anyone from thinking the ship was a mark. The
engines were underpowered for straight line travel but its agility more than
made up for that, giving her the ability to fly loops around most of the
competition, blow them away, then continue on at whatever pace she liked. 


That had only happened once to her, out beyond Star
Force territory in Epsilon Region, and she’d been very glad for her family’s
prudence. Now she took the light gunship everywhere with her, even when one of
the shuttles would have been more appropriate given their larger cargo holds.


Querying the spaceport she got a berth assigned to
her, which she then paid for on landing. It was a small fee, but necessary to
keep the port in operation. Star Force didn’t charge for such things, but
independent operators had to keep the credits flowing else they’d shut down and
it seemed this city was indeed operating off of those protocols despite their
very powerful and rich benefactors that were busy building in other regions of
the planet.


Eileen took two cousins with her, both of which were
armed with hip lachar holsters while she carried a larger plasma rifle slung
across her back in a light harness that she could reach into rather easily. It
was an overpowered weapon that gave her a lot of credibility on sight, but her
cousins were much better marksman with their weapons. If a door needed to go
down though, she’d be the one to do it.


The first order of business on a world like this was
to be seen and mingle, to which end they found a rare bar and claimed a booth,
ordering drinks that they couldn’t get in Star Force. Alcohol was labeled as
contraband for them, though drinking it wasn’t penalized. If you were caught
with it they’d take it and any production equipment that people had the
ingenuity to cook up out of spare parts, making it sort of game that some
people played with security. They could drink it themselves and give it out to
others so long as they didn’t get caught, and when they often did they’d have
to start over again. The only penalties that would incur were if you tried to
sell it…then that was a business
violation, which Star Force cracked down hard on.


But this wasn’t a Star Force world, despite the system
being under their protection. If the Sety wanted to allow alcohol then it was
their problem, and Eileen put an order in for several cases after tasting the
local brew, to be delivered to her ship the next day. The Donovans
weren’t heavy drinkers, but onboard their ships Star Force had no say in the
matter. They were independent and liked to do things their own way…though there
were some things even they didn’t dare do, and looking at the food menu it
seemed the Sety weren’t going to cross them on meat restrictions. Star Force
was notorious for going after anyone who served, let alone produced meat,
whether they were in their territory or not, and it seemed the Sety weren’t
immune to that stipulation either.


Eileen admitted there was some sense to that. Drinking
alcohol didn’t harm anyone except yourself…unless you did something stupid
while buzzed…but to eat meat someone had to die. She didn’t really care about
the vermin that some backwater worlds they’d visited served up. They tasted
good enough, though it was said that her great, great, great grandparents could
never touch the stuff. An aftereffect of their maturia training, it was
thought, but when outside Star Force territory the rest of the Donovans sampled some local meats, if only to hammer in
their independence from the massive empire that supported freedom in many
respects, but had so many restrictions in others it almost seemed to be an
oxymoron. 


After about half an hour of mingling and sipping their
drinks so not to get too tipsy, the trio was approached by an individual of a
race she didn’t recognize, though it wasn’t a Sety. She knew what their
tree-like profiles looked like, but this was something else entirely. At least
it still spoke English though, which was the Star Force trade language that the
Sety had apparently embraced here.


“Am I right in assuming you are yet more entrepreneurs
visiting Meer?” the high-necked biped asked. 


“You are,” Eileen said evenly.


The alien bowed. “Then allow me to introduce myself. I
am Keeshab, a local merchant interested in
establishing a variety of trade contacts throughout the local region and Star
Force territory in general.”


“What race are you?” Harry asked, sitting across from
Eileen while Mitt was on her right.


“I am a Shaff. We are a
mid-level race within The Nexus, but I am here operating independently of any
official contracts.”


“We like independents,” Eileen said with a touch of a
smile. “What do you trade in?”


“Rare goods. Properties that may be common here can be
valued higher in The Nexus and vice versa.”


“Are you a supplier or a buyer?”


“Both.”


“Contact info?”


The Shaff slid two of its
long fingers into a hip pocket and drew out a small bit of plastic and handed
it to her. Eileen flipped it over, seeing that there were markings on both
sides, but none of it was familiar to her.


“What’s this?”


“It’s the access log to the commerce system used here.
I’m told it is a bit different from what Star Force uses, but inset that chip
and it’ll direct you to my operations from any terminal on the planet.”


“Even in the Sety cities?”


“I’m afraid I’m not permitted there, nor are you, I
presume?”


“Haven’t asked.”


“They’re keeping their construction under tight
security, and if they operate similarly to what they’ve done in The Nexus they
will keep a corner of this world to themselves while turning the rest of it
into an economic center. I got here ahead of much of the competition and
invested heavily to stake my claim. My instincts say this is going to become a
hot spot. If not I’ll be the fool, but so far I haven’t seen anything to
dissuade my prediction.”


“Word is getting out,” Eileen confirmed, “and as to
your item list, we…” she cut off as multiple heads in the bar were suddenly
redirected to the main vid screen covering the wall opposite her booth.


Keeshab turned as well,
cursing in a language she couldn’t understand as the news vid was covering a
breaking story from the Hamoriti Preserve. Vids were being shown of an attack
by a large fleet against several Star Force ships and stations as a voice in
English was narrating.


“…damage was incurred but the assaults were quickly
repulsed by both Star Force and a conglomeration of allied vessels. However no
major combat broke out between the system defenders and the Revcor
fleet. What you see here was a diversionary attack while the main body pushed
past perimeter defenses and headed straight towards the Hamoriti herd where it
was resting in stellar orbit…”


Eileen watched with disbelief as the hundreds of ships
actually attacked one of the Uriti, the smallest of the 7 present, with such a
savage ferocity she was sure it was going to be destroyed despite the common
knowledge that the giant space beasts simply couldn’t die. Small divots in its
skin were vaporized, forming a debris cloud that mushroomed out from the
continuous attacks, then suddenly the snake-like one burst through the cloud
and the Revcor ships started exploding.


She and the others watched entranced with horror as
the massive energy discharges began firing off from multiple Uriti against the
suicidal ships. Within 40 seconds every last one of them were annihilated…not
just destroyed, but pulverized beyond any recognition down into rubble the size
of gravel at best, leaving behind an expanding nebula to mark the battle site.


“What were they thinking?” Mitt asked, breaking the
silence.


“We’ll never know now,” the Shaff
said as a replay began to cycle with additional commentary being added.
“There’s no one left to ask. I hope that doesn’t cause them to go on a rampage.
We’re only 113 lightyears from the border.”


As if in response to his statement the news announcer
addressed that very matter. 


“…all reports indicate that after the attack the
Hamoriti remained on station. They are not, repeat, not taking any action that
would suggest they are now hostile. Namishta, the one
that suffered the brunt of the attack, is showing slight surface damage. It too
is remaining on station and is not appearing hostile. There are no reports yet
if it or the others are responding to Star Force orders, but as of now no other
ship or facility within the system has come to harm. Survivors from the handful
of ships that engaged the system guardians are being recovered, so hopefully
some answers as to this tragic attack will be revealed…”


“Those things are far too dangerous to keep around,”
Eileen commented, with her words obviously directed at Star Force in the
negative.


“The one that was attacked,” Keeshab
said, pointing at the screen to the little blue one, “was loose and on the
rampage in Li’vorkrachnika territory for hundreds of years without The Nexus
ever being told about it until after the fact. If it had wandered into our
territory untold numbers of people would have been killed. Who knows how many
Li’vorkrachnika died. Those numbers were never made public, if anyone knows,
but we were given some images from those days when the decision to remove the
Hamoriti from the Sety homeworld was announced. We didn’t even know there was
the beast buried beneath the surface, potentially endangering so many people.
Having them in the Preserve, dangerous as it may be, is far more preferable to
any other known alternative.”


“So they say,” Eileen commented neutrally. “That may
change if Namishta takes offense at getting shot up.”


“If it does rampage again nothing has been lost, only
with a respite between damage gained.”


“I don’t think anyone around here would agree if it
starts smashing up nearby systems.”


“Perhaps not, but when viewing the greater perspective
much has been gained by that Preserve, dangerous as it may be. And as far as
the Sety go, they are no fools. If they have invested resources in this planet
knowing how close they are to the Hamoriti, then they are confident that Star
Force can contain them there.”


“Wisdom or hope?” Eileen asked.


“I think this should prove a decent test.”


“I still don’t get why those people just committed
suicide,” Mitt insisted. “Not to mention wasting all those ships.”


“It makes me sick to watch,” Harry said gravely. 


“I’m afraid such news will be repeated endlessly,” the
Shaff almost apologized. “Our contact is made. If you
would like to inquire as to any business arrangements, I am at your
convenience, but for now I will leave you to your current business.”


Eileen waved casually as he departed for the far
corner of the bar where he joined, or rejoined, a table of other varied races
as another individual was looking like it was about to approach them given the
recent departure.


“Looks like I was right.”


“About?”


“This being a hot spot.”


“If one of those things gets here it’ll get really
hot,” Mitt warned.


“Don’t worry, we’ll keep clear of those beasts easy
enough. It’s the people that live on planets that have to worry.”


“Promise me we’re never going into that Preserve,”
Harry almost pleaded.


“I promise,” Eileen said as the short alien had
finally given up his ploy of ordering another drink and was walking directly
towards them. “We’re keeping clear of it no matter what opportunities we might
be passing up. I prefer lucrative and safe to lucrative and dead any day of the
week.”
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March 21, 3329


Solar System


Earth



 

Riley braced himself behind a bioshield as Rio
unleashed a torrent of plasma from his palm, sending it into the fellow
trailblazer like a burning firehose that quickly ate through Riley’s defenses.
The rest of the white-hot plasma passed through, impacting the technological
shield that was covering his chest just before the attack stopped. With a wince
Riley stood up, shaking off the fried feeling he got from the feedback every
time his bioshields were breached and shook his head.


“What the hell did you do?”


“Tuned it,” Rio said, holding his place inside the
training chamber build specifically for him, given that he was the only Archon
that had achieved Choratrik, or any of the elusive tier 4s, for which he was
still searching his dreams for with no luck. “The more I use it the better my
sense of the controls. There are ways to adjust the stream besides intensity. I
was able to tweak it to get through bioshields better.”


“I assume there’s a way to tweak the bioshields to
stop your tweak?”


“That’s the theory, but I’m not all that good with the
Nakane…aside from throwing up the barriers. Riona has
been doing some work on it though.”


“That’s far more potent than our rifles.”


“I know,” Rio said, grinning. “And I’m getting more
powerful. Tissue analysis says my organs are adapting to the training. They’re
not just a one size fits all psionic after all.”


“How low on juice are you?”


“That took a lot. I’d guess about a fifth of my
reserves,” he said, taking the moment to pull a small vial out of a box that
sat beyond the line marking the perimeter of the shield walls that would
protect the chamber from any errant plasma blasts. Rio undid the lid and gulped
down the contents, cringing at the cherry taste.


“Gotta get a different
flavor,” he said, wiping a drop off his mouth and tossing the vial back outside
the line where it neatly slid into his pack with a telekinetic assist.


“Not ambrosia?”


Rio shook his head. “No, but it does draw on some of
it too. Most of this is the physical component of the plasma plus some power
crystals that allow for the rapid heating. My body forms them naturally over
time, but with the supplements I have about a 10 minute turnaround. Not very
useful in a quick fight, but it gives me some longevity in the field,” he said,
waving Riley forward.


The other trailblazer took off his shield vest and
tossed it outside the boundary as well, then walked toward his peer cautiously,
hands set in front of him and ready to repulse an attack.


“Any useful applications?”


“Not really. It’s sort of my backup,” Rio said before
stepping forward and throwing a punch that began a series of blows and counter
blows as the two Archons sparred for a few minutes until Riley got a handhold
on Rio and flipped him out of the small ring, but still well inside the shield
boundaries. They were dormant at the moment anyway, activating only if needed,
but Rio wasn’t going to use his bioplasma again without giving Riley a heads
up…and right now they both needed a good workout to loosen up, for Rio had just
gotten back from a field assignment below Gamma Region hunting down some clever
pirates that had been poaching non-Star Force shipping traffic moving to and
from Voku territory.


The trailblazer got to his feet and gave his friend a
silent nod as he walked back towards him. 


“Burn yourself yet?” Riley asked as he backstepped a bit, drifting to his left.


“No, but I’ve had to make myself stop worrying about
it.”


“Come close?”


“Woke up once to a smoking bed. That transition from
dream state restrictions to waking impulses can get a bit blurry.”


“Good for toasting marshmallows?”


“I hate burnt marshmallows. What a waste,” he said,
diving back at Riley and opening up another exchange of blows. Neither Archon
was swinging hard enough to do damage, making it more of a fast-paced chess
game where one was trying to get leverage or an opportunity to disrupt their
other. This time Rio won out, managing to knock Riley’s arms a bit wider than
he’d hoped to swing them and ramming his shoulder into the man’s chest,
knocking him back a few steps as Rio held his ground.


“That’s better,” Riley scoffed. “Thought you’d gotten
a little weak with all the field work and plasma tuning.”


“Not all of us can camp out here and train nonstop,”
Rio said as he took a step back and began to circle around where Riley stood.
“Some of us have to do what the second gen can’t.”


Riley smiled. “True dat.”


“You sound like Paul.”


“Hey now,” Riley objected with a frown. “No low
blows.”


“You’re practically turning Saber blue,” Rio pressed,
knowing that was a sore spot with him. Clan Olympus was an impressive Clan in
its own right, but when compared against the equally impressive other 99 Clans
they didn’t fare so well, having taken a rounded approach to their various
disciplines that left them bottom of the barrel more often than not. Riley had
tried to counter that by boosting his mech division above the rest of his
little empire, but even though it was the second weakest division in Paul’s
arsenal Clan Olympus couldn’t best them in a single challenge. 


Not even one.


And it had begun to be something of a legend amongst
the trailblazers, noting the statistical improbability of such a thing when the
highest ranking members of both Clans were off fighting the lizards and leaving
the challenges to the junior members. To make it worse, Riley had poured even
more resources and effort into breaking the Saber streak over them with no luck
whatsoever. Every time Saber went up against Olympus in a mech challenge
somehow Saber would always beat them, even when it looked to be Olympus’s day.


“Now you’re going to get it, buddy,” Riley said,
pointing a warning finger at him just as the door to the sealed chamber opened
and both Archons put a pause on the beatdown about to come as Aaron walked in.


“What’s up?” Rio asked, knowing that while second gen
might interrupt the trailblazers for not so good reasons Aaron never would,
meaning this was either something bad or really good.


The newly arrived ViLord looked at Riley. “We just got
word from the Preserve. There was an attack against the Uriti by the Revcor.”


Riley frowned heavily. “What?”


“They attacked the Uriti,” Aaron clarified, knowing
how stupid that sounded. “They attacked some of our ships that tried to enforce
the perimeter and sent the rest of their fleet straight into the herd…and were
subsequently wiped out. They focused on Nami and she took some light damage.”


“What the hell?” Rio said, exchanging glances with
Riley. “Who are the Revcor?”


“They have an empire out beyond the Preema,” Riley
said as he thought hard. “They’re amongst the very large group of people who
don’t like us controlling the Uriti, but why attack them and not us? There’s no
reason to attack the Uriti unless you’re trying to commit suicide.”


“Davis wants to talk to you as soon as possible,”
Aaron added warily.


“If there’s blowback from this it might already have
went down,” Riley said with a snarl. “I knew I shouldn’t have left.”


“What are you worried about?” Rio asked, shrugging.
“The Uriti didn’t die, obviously, and everyone just got an idea of how powerful
they really are. I’m assuming they didn’t go rogue?” he asked, looking at
Aaron. “Please tell me they didn’t go rogue.”


“The Uriti haven’t left and are still responding to
orders.”


Rio blew out a relieved breath. “See, nothing to worry
about.”


“There’s plenty to worry about,” Riley said, walking
past Aaron towards the door.


“Such as?”


“With people that stupid you never know what they’ll
do next,” he said with disgust as he left.


“Did we lose anyone?” Rio asked Aaron.


“No, just some drones and a chunk out of a warship.”


“Do you really think someone was just being stupid and
miscalculated the danger?”


“I don’t know. I’ve been keeping tabs on the Preserve
but I don’t fully understand the dynamics of the politics going on there.”


“Same here.”


“But if Davis is worried, then so am I.”


“Worried or in a hurry?”


“Probably both. The signal lag for something like this
has to be driving him crazy. He needs to be in both places at once.”


“Aren’t there still Dukes there?”


“Out of their league by the looks of it.”


“Did they attack a control ship?”


“No,” Aaron said, his voice grim. “And that’s what
worries me the most.”



 

Riley stood in Davis’s office, having gone straight
there from the advanced training group’s exclusive wing of Atlantis, and
watched the holographic replay of events in the Preserve with an eye on the
simultaneous data notations that had been added by analysts after the fact and
scrolling down the side of the virtual display.


 “Son of a
bitch,” he said, pointing a finger at the damage statistics for Nami. “This was
no kamikaze run. It was a weapons test.”


“Meaning?” Davis asked with an even sterner look on
his face.


“Nami barely got scratched, but it should have been a
bigger scratch. I’ve run through the Chixzon data on the two dead Uriti enough
times to be able to guess at damage statistics and these are off. We never got
a standardized weapon profile on the Revcor, but I
know this energy signature. Mixed in with the rest of their weaponsfire is a neulon beam, and it did almost no damage at all.”


“An ineffective weapons test?” 


Riley nodded. “The Ancients tried the same thing a
long time ago, which is why I remember it. I’m surprised Nefron didn’t spot it
yet. Why are there no notes from him?”


“He wasn’t in the system at the time. He’s doing his
work wandering around to stay out of sight and told me to route all immediate
inquiries to the wranglers because he might be out of regular communications
reception.”


“What is he up to?”


“I don’t know for certain. He’s got several projects
he’s working on and he’s keeping them close to the vest until he has results,
which he forwards on to me. Regardless, he’s probably found out about this by
now and his analysis will be forthcoming. But since I’ve got you here, start
speculating further.”


“Someone is worried about us using the Uriti and is
trying to design a weapon capable of destroying them,” Riley said, stating the
obvious. “And they didn’t mind getting a lot of people killed in the process.”


“A small sacrifice,” Davis noted, bringing up the
files he had on the Revcor, limited as they were and
mostly obtained from the Preema, “for a civilization of their size. One that
could be repeated multiple times.”


“We’re not going to allow them back into our territory
again, so it’ll be harder for them to make another run. Do you want us to hit
them back?”


Davis shook his head. “Not worth the effort right now.
If we have any future relations with them I’ll make sure they pay for this, but
as it is they’re too far away to devote resources to. See to it that they get
what’s coming to them if they poke their nose back around here.”


“Consider that done.”


“Odd…” Davis said, trailing off.


“Which part?”


“The part about a weapons test needing to be observed.
All the ships were destroyed in the attack, and I’m betting that wasn’t an
accident.”


“Meaning they had other ships nearby watching? We
haven’t attributed any stealth tech to them yet.”


“Why bother when you have others who can watch and
report for you?” Davis said, his voice growing cold. “And why worry about
reprisals if you can get a distant empire to attack for you.”


Riley raised an eyebrow. “A hired hit?”


“Possibly…and with a side benefit if they irked the
Uriti enough to stop obeying us.”


“And let them smash us up?”


“They are the biggest weapons around, and they have no
knowledge of our depths of control over them aside from what we tell them. And
from the Uriti’s point of view, don’t all our ships look the same?”


“No, they don’t. Not the control ships anyway.”


“But do the observers know that?”


“If they can’t possess the Uriti then no one will?”


“This neulon beam. How was
it supposed to do damage?”


“The Chixzon notes didn’t specify other than the fact
that it didn’t work. What the Ancients were thinking they didn’t know or didn’t
feel it was important enough to include in Nefron’s
memories.”


“What if it’s not a damaging weapon?”


Riley considered that. “Something that affects them
mentally?”


“Like a stun. The Ancients eventually won the war by
neutralizing rather than killing the Uriti, and if someone is following in
their footsteps…”


Riley shook his head. “Not their footsteps, otherwise
they’d know this didn’t work, but they might be traveling parallel paths. If it
was an attempt at a neutralizer it completely failed. Nami’s
vitals didn’t alter in any visible way, and Kacie was linked in with them the
entire time pulling and recording data.”


“Whatever they were trying, they were trying
something,” Davis insisted. “And they might try again.”


“Unless they come up with something that’s actually
effective we might as well let them.”


“I think we’re being encouraged to believe this was a
heroic and foolhardy attempt to kill a Uriti that went
unbelievably wrong…all of which is meant to cover for the real reason they
attacked. If it is meant for data collection, I don’t think they’ll use the
same tactic a second time.”


“They’ll try to get close to the Uriti another way,”
Riley said, biting his lip. “Stealth tech, maybe a fast single ship running the
blockade. An ambush set up on the circuit ahead of their arriving. Hell, maybe
even an intercept in interstellar space. If you’re bold enough there are lots
of things to try. I just don’t see an end game here.”


“Because you’re got Chixzon knowledge they don’t. If
they’re not taking us at our word…”


“…they’re experimenting, which means they’ll deduce
everything off of confirmed data. That’s a hell of a high price to pay, not to
mention ticking us off in the process.”


“Which is why it’s even more possible that the Revcor were hired out by someone else.”


“Or they might think they’re too far away from us to
worry about a reprisal, but I think your theory is more likely. How do you
think the others are going to react to this?”


“Subdued. They’ve been able to witness a far more
convincing weapons test than we ever provided them and our control over the
Uriti has been confirmed to the point where they’re not going to go on a
rampage if someone pokes them. With that in mind I think they’re going to be
more wary of us.”


“So no need for me to go back with nothing to do?”


Davis shook his head. “Waiting for another attack that
may not come is pointless. Our fleet couldn’t stop this one from getting through,
and even if you were there I doubt that would have changed. Even with
forewarning, could you have blockaded all those ships?”


“Best I could do is try to intercept them before they
got within range. It’d be tricky, but possible.”


“And without knowing they were coming?”


“Unless they got sloppy or I got lucky, the answer is
no.”


“Then we proceed as usual with the exception that the Revcor are banned from Star Force territory.”


“I don’t like sitting and waiting, but I agree. There
are no other leads to follow yet.”


“I’ll inform the Preserve to treat this as
inconsequential. That’ll send a message to the observers that…” Davis said as a
ping stopped him midsentence. Another priority message had come in from the
same source, prompting a look of worry on both men as Davis opened it. A second
message so soon could only mean trouble.


A hologram of Kacie-2512 appeared from the waist up
with her arms crossed over her chest in an annoyed look with the special
gauntlet that she wore just visible sticking out from under the sleeve of her
uniform.


“Alright, you’re not going to believe this, but I’m
going to have to amend my prior report concerning the Uriti. There has been a
deviation in their behavior, specifically in Bahamut. The rest are nominal and Nami’s wounds are already beginning to heal over rapidly
using internal reserves. I can see why the Hadarak are so damn hard to kill.
The rate of tissue regeneration is insane.”


“Anyway, that’s not the point. I’ve sent a message to
Nefron to get his ass over here. He’s out taking samples or something elsewhere
in the Preserve. But I know Riley is going to want to come back too, plus I
figured you wanted to know as soon as possible.”


“Spit it out already,” Riley grumbled.


“When I was checking the status of Nami again and monitoring
her healing rate live I was linked into all of them and got a response from
Bahamut. It was telepathic only, but with a clarity that I find quite damn
alarming. The thing can practically speak our language without actually using
any words.”


“Oh, and that isn’t the most surprising thing,” Kacie
continued, laying on a heavy dose of sarcasm. “Bahamut asked about the ships we
lost and if there was anything he could do to help…and no, this is not a joke
and I am not making this up. Bahamut can talk to us just fine if he damn well
pleases, but apparently we haven’t been interesting enough until now. I told
him thanks for asking but there wasn’t anything that he could do to help and I
don’t know if that pissed him off or just made us uninteresting again, for when
I tried to press the conversation further he went back to ignoring me.”


“So will the Uriti experts please get back here pronto. The babysitter is in a little over her head.”
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April 3, 3329


Krachnika System
(occupation zone)


Michra



 

Thrawn stood by as the growth pod was opened and the
new Li’vorkrachnika took its first violent breaths. One of the standard
variants attempting to restrain it was knocked two meters back as three more
stepped in to provide more muscle, eventually calming the new mastermind until
it relaxed enough to realize who and what it was, then it began ordering the
underlings off it with a flurry of gestures as it coughed out gel from its
airways. They stepped back but stayed close, in obvious defiance of its orders,
as Thrawn walked forward asserting his dominance as the minions spread apart
for him.


“Welcome
brother. Do you know who I am?”


“You are not a
templar,” it spoke for the first time in its life, but thanks to the
genetic memory and time spent in the growth pod the words flowed well enough.


“No, I am not.
There are no templar here.”


“Why are there
two of us on the same planet?”


“Things have
changed greatly, and I did not want to alter your genetic memory too far. Try
to think. Who am I?”


The new mastermind looked at him curiously, then a
twitch of recognition occurred as a memory clicked. 


“You are the
source of my template.”


“Good,”
Thrawn mewed. “Very good.”


“Why am I here?”
it reiterated.


“Because I
require assistance. Our enemy is too great a foe for me to combat alone,”
he said, forcing it to remember rather than give a name.


“The templar…no,”
it said, pressing a damp hand against its head. “You’re speaking of the empire at the galactic core. But what of the
templar? My memories are conflicted.”


“As are mine.
You must use your wisdom to discern the truth. He did not want it forced upon
you.”


“Who did not
want it forced?”


Thrawn half turned as a figured walked out of the
shadows behind him. The new mastermind flinched on reflex, then his more recent
memories kicked in.


“You are Paul.”


“Yes I am,”
the Human said, walking through the standard variants as they too split apart
to make way. 


“You are
enemy…yet master?”


“Former enemy,”
Thrawn corrected. “It will take time for
you to sort through all of your memories, just as it did me long ago. You are
here because it is time for us to grow larger than I can efficiently manage on
my own.”


The mastermind looked around, quickly spotting the
other growth pods. “How many of us have
you created?”


“Six.”


“What is my
assignment?”


“Training,”
Paul answered. “Your skills must be both
tested and further developed before you can be trusted with the necessary tasks.”


“My loyalty is
without question.”


“To whom?”


“To the…to our
people. The templars have betrayed us?” he asked, looking at Thrawn.


“I believe so.
Paul has opened my mind to a great many possibilities, many of which we cannot
ascertain in the near future. We have to retool, and your genetic template has
been altered minimally. We are making greater changes to the minions but we do
not have a course plotted for us. We are experimenting and adapting, but he has
forbidden us to use certain techniques.”


“To force us to
adapt further,” the new mastermind said, displaying his quick wits. “My body is sound. When shall I begin these
tests?”


“Now,” Paul
said, spinning around on the heel of his casual shoe, for he wore no armor. “Come with me.”


The new mastermind did as instructed, still trying and
quickly succeeding in sorting out his memories…but there was a lot to process
and this had been the first birthing of the new template, with Thrawn certain
that there would need to be alterations made going forward. To that end a small
chip had been implanted in each of the six masterminds that would monitor and
transmit their status to the facility computer to give the scientists the data
they would need to assess and adapt the coding for any future batches.


They walked a short distance through familiar
architecture until they came to a transit tunnel that wasn’t supposed to be in
a hatchery. The mastermind looked over the entrance carefully, then turned to
look down at Paul. The Human didn’t move, nor did he looked intimidated by the
size difference. The mastermind took this as a sign of confidence, as well as a
test, for part of his memories told him that the Humans were dangerous enemies
that needed to be killed immediately, and that the Archons were so dangerous
that there was no sacrifice too great to eliminate one.


A part of him wanted to strike at the armorless Archon now, but beyond his knowledge of their
biological abilities he did not want to for on some level he respected, even
trusted, this particular Human and identified him with the same deference as
the templar…which were now not to be trusted.


“Files have been
provided for your study,” Paul said, monitoring the mental ping pong. “Once you step inside this chamber you will
be transported to the testing facility. It is all automated, but I will warn
you that the challenges are extremely difficult. You will fail. How you fail
and how you respond to failure will be analyzed. Beyond that you will receive
no more instruction beyond the memories you possess.”


The mastermind didn’t respond, but not out of spite or
fear. If he was to be given no more instructions then there was nothing to be
discussed further. He sniffed the air to clear a little more fluid out of his
airways then stepped inside the chamber with the doors sealing behind him and
eclipsing Paul’s view. 


The Archon turned around and headed back to the growth
pods, nodding to Thrawn who then signaled the minions to open another, with the
pair repeating the process for the remaining five and sending them on their way
into the testing program. When the last of them was off Thrawn expressed a
concern that he figured the Archon was already aware of.


“They were too
compliant. Did you sense deception?”


“No. I think the
internal conflict was distracting them.”


“I have had a
great deal of time to reason matters out. They are being forced to
instantaneously. I understand your reasoning as to why
this is necessary, but in the future it would be more expedient simply to give
them the necessary knowledge.”


“Agreed. But so long as we’re confiscating enemy populations they need
the same experience as you…or as close as we can get to it.”


“Transitional?”


“To begin with.
I assume they can adapt to other functions over time?”


“I do not know.
Ask me about the minions and I can tell you much of
them, but I have only had experience with my own kind in the most rudimentary
of forms. The adaptational abilities of the minions are channeled. I do not
know for certain as to my own status.”


“Your presence
here says it is possible,” Paul pointed out the obvious.


“If not for your
cunning I would have been dead before I could learn. I hope we do not have to
waste these six if they revert to previous instructions regarding imprisonment.
We need to strip those out of the coding.”


“A superior
intellect will persevere. If they are not superior we need to know.”


“And if they do
kill themselves?”


“I have the
ability to revive them.”


“Without claws?”


Paul smiled. “As
you said, I can be cunning at times.”


“An
understatement,” Thrawn said as the two turned to walk away from the doors
through which the last of the masterminds had passed. 


“I learned
through similar methods,” Paul admitted. “Sometimes the way to show someone the truth is to let them discover it
for themselves. Putting them in a position to do so is the key.”


“Who taught you?”


“A man by the
name of Wilson. He taught all the trailblazers.”


“He is your
superior?”


“No. Just
cunning enough to point us in the right direction. Once we understood the basic
principles we carried on independently for the most part. But those initial
lessons have served us well over the centuries.”


“Have you
patterned these tests off of the same?”


“I’ve had to
condense it down greatly, plus the circumstances are different. The genetic
knowledge you possess is a great advantage, and while that helps to accelerate
the process this is not a copy of my own training. Just a short test that will
simultaneously give them a few lessons that your memories cannot.”


“They only have
pieces of my memory. And still, even if they had the full amount one cannot
synthesize experience.”


“The templars
believed otherwise.”


“I know
differently. Minions behave per reality, not expectation. The templars never
dealt with them, they always worked through us, as far as I know. I probably
know the minions better than any of them do. Genetic coding is the basis for a
Li’vorkrachnika, but it does not determine the quality of one. That depends on
the individual.”


“You sound like
you’re echoing me, but I sense that this is something you concluded long before
your surrender.”


“Most tasks do
not lend themselves to accumulation of skill when combat is involved, but many
of the builders are not the equal of their peers. Neither experience nor
longevity can account for this discrepancy, thus I concluded it was an
individualistic trait unwritten into our genetic code. Until I came into
contact with you I did not guess as to the depths of this anomaly, but now it
is becoming clear that the genetic template is nothing more than a structural
tool. We cannot create people as we wish. Machines yes, and even biological
machines if desired, but a machine cannot think as a person can, and people are
always unpredictable.”


“You want to
augment the genetics to increase control.”


“I want to take
what the templars used to bind us to their will and sculpt it into a weapon,
but I do not have the experience required. I am asking for your help.”


“To what end?”
Paul asked as they arrived back in the growth pod chamber that was once again
empty save for the workers cleaning up and recycling the used pods. 


“Default loyalty
without enslavement. The choice will be theirs, but if they make none they will
follow the genetic pathways where I desire them to go. Those willful enough to
chart their own path can also choose the same path if it is warranted. I do not
think Star Force methods will work well for us. If we fully convert to your
ways it will take away our greatest strength.”


“That’s why I
never annexed you in the first place,” Paul admitted.


“You’ve already
concluded this?”


“I do have the
advantage of searching your mind, as well as theirs,” he said with a
gesture at the standard variants. 


“What course
would you recommend?”


“Create an
option for the dissenters, both to be fair to them and to draw them out. Those
that are loyal need to be fully loyal and not corrupted with pretenders.”


“A choice is
meaningless if you cannot act on it,” he said, understanding the careful
balance he had to maintain. “Creating
troops in a war zone creates complications.”


“Do you really
want to send unexperienced troops into combat?”


“Against lesser
foes, yes, to expedite conquest.”


“And against
tough opponents?”


“I assume you
will say that creating an individual whose only purpose is to die while
damaging the enemy is dishonorable…but what if there is no other way? Is it
still dishonorable?”


“I’ve had a long
time to think on such things, and I’ve determined that it isn’t in the death
itself that dishonor lies, but in the betrayal.”


“And if one
chooses to sacrifice themself? If you were faced with a hopeless scenario, but
you could at least kill one of your enemy before you die, would you not try to
do so, even if it meant you dealt the lethal blow to yourself in the process?”


“You fear
becoming hesitant,” Paul said, monitoring his thoughts. “You want to use every resource you have at
your disposal to fight, holding nothing back.”


“The very fiber
of my being cries for this, and I do not believe it is only the genetic
predisposition. It is who I am, yet I also fear fighting the wrong fight. I
would have killed you long ago if I had the chance, and that would have been a
defeat rather than a victory. I do not like being unaware of what my mission
is. State it clearly and I will attack it with my full power…except that I
cannot any longer. You have opened my eyes to too much.”


“You wish you
could go back to the way you were?”


“Only in my
certainty of purpose. If this grand enemy of yours is so powerful, how can I
even begin to harm them without using dishonorable means? If they are to kill
us all, why can I not take as many of them with us as possible?”


“Do not mistake
my demeanor as lacking in aggression,” Paul cautioned. “We are aggressive, but one trap that
intelligent people have to overcome is in figuring out where and when to apply
that aggression. Apply it in the wrong place at the wrong time and you fail
missions…or worse yet you become the enemy. The more you learn, the more
opportunities you have to be aggressive, and one oddity of combat is that you
often can fight more aggressively with less options than with many.”


“I do not
understand your last meaning.”


“If you only
have three weapons to use instead of ten, and those other seven have
questionable uses, you can fight to your maximum with the three while you would
have to be hesitant if you had access to all ten.”


An epiphany struck Thrawn. “You craft the battlefield so you only have honorable options.”


“Usually, but
there are still some situations that just plain suck that we have to navigate
our way through, sometimes clumsily.”


“You have never
used a biological weapon against the Li’vorkrachnika for that reason?”


“Yes. It could
kill our enemies as well as people that were not. By only wielding weapons
where we can see the people we are about to kill we eliminate the possibility
of unknowingly killing others.”


“Then it is in
the weapons crafting that we must make alterations.”


“You can save
yourself a lot of headaches with careful planning and forethought,” Paul
agreed. “And one does not want to get in
the habit of not attacking the enemy. That too causes problems.”


“By encouraging
apathy.”


Paul’s eyebrows came up slightly. “Yes, it does. I didn’t think you were aware
of the concept.”


“By analyzing my
own loyalty drives in concert with studying your philosophy I have been able to
identify common threads that have assisted with undoing the templars’
influence over me. Lack of concern with the misuse of my minions is a form of
apathy and a betrayal of my duty to my people. One sacrificing himself to
destroy an enemy is far different than one’s life being wasted only because it
is easy to replace.”


“How much waste
occurred?”


“Too much. As
you so accurately said, the type of tools you have creates or eliminates
options. A lot of times lives were sacrificed in non-combat situations where a
delay or better tool would have accomplished the same ends.”


“If you must be
unjust in order to fight injustice, you accomplish nothing.”


“Yet you have not
answered my question of sacrifice.”


“Your question
is structured wrong, for you can never know for sure if the situation is
hopeless. Hypothetically speaking, if you’re going to die and can take down
your enemy with you by striking the killing blow on you both, that may or may
not be a betrayal. For someone who has lived as long as me, the idea of killing
myself is a betrayal, but the idea of letting my killer live when I can take
him down with me is also a betrayal of my mission. Neither choice is a good
one, so you decide what to do in the moment when it happens.”


“You suggest
that by forcing or encouraging you to kill yourself would be a victory for the
enemy?”


“It could be,”
Paul said hesitantly. “It could also be
an act of defiance against your enemy. The bigger problem is the idea of a
no-win scenario. I’ve been in many before in training, and some of them I
actually won. I didn’t think it was possible at the time, but I can’t see
everything from my perspective and sometimes there are factors in play that I
am not aware of. What if I was in your proposed situation and a rescue was only
a minute away. I don’t know that, but if I stall my enemy that long he will be
killed and I will survive. If I kill myself then, I am a fool.”


“So you would
risk your enemy surviving when you fell on the chance of a fortuitous escape?”


“Knowing myself,
I might. It’s engrained into my being to never give up, and usually the idea of
killing yourself is giving up the hope of defeating your enemy and surviving.”


“I see the wisdom
in your logic, but what of us? If the true enemy comes we will be so outmatched,
what are we to do if not use our guile to strike at the enemy where they do not
expect it?”


Paul looked up at Thrawn’s
dark eyes in all seriousness. “You take
it as a personal insult to your intelligence that you can’t find a way to
strike at them with your honor intact. If you truly are that inferior then you
don’t deserve to win.”


Thrawn’s nostrils huffed in
an unpleasant gesture, but Paul could sense he’d struck the right nerve.


“You are always
aggressive, but deceptively so. You turn desperation into spite.”


“A trick I
learned a long time ago from the Black Knight,” Paul admitted with a sly
smile. “He taught us how to lose, and
once we had that lesson bashed into our skulls we hardly ever did again.”


“You taught me
that lesson well.”


“And now the new
masterminds will learn it…though at an even faster pace.”
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October 24, 3329


Lethim System
(occupation zone)


Harsdre



 

Mathew-25339 led the Clan Saber fleet from one of four
Warship-class jumpships attached to
this invasion, but thankfully none of them had been necessary. The mastermind’s
marker had successfully been infiltrated onto the planet and now the last of
the lizard evacuation ships were leaving, carrying the unwitting prisoners back
to the Krachnika System where they’d be integrated
into the overall population and learn as much of the truth as was allowed. The
Archon didn’t know what that was. A lot of what happened on the friendly lizard
world was kept a secret and even Paul hadn’t been telling his own Clan
everything, but Mathew knew more than most did.


This system was now under Clan Saber jurisdiction,
meaning that it was their responsibility for security and cleanup. There was a
full planet and a few partial moons of infrastructure to clear away and only so
many Star Force recycling teams to do the job. The Clans were handling many
systems on their own to try and get the occupation zone wiped clean of the
previous lizard infestation as fast as possible, but the truth was that even
after the last battle was fought it would be centuries later before it was all
cleaned up.


All of which meant that since Clan Saber had taken it
upon itself to conquer, hold, and recycle this system’s infrastructure, it
would add it to the occupation zone territory rather than to its own. It was
work that needed to be done, hence the Clans were chipping in along with
numerous other factions to assist Mainline in the tasks, but it also meant that
no one else was going to be coming into the system to help, and given the
remoteness of the location no one would be passing through either. It was a
quiet little inconsequential piece of lizard territory that Saber had
graciously offered to take care of.


In other cases that would have been typical. The Clans
did what needed to be done even if they didn’t get something material out of
it, but in this case Paul had other plans and he’d entrusted Mathew to keep an
eye on them for him, which meant he’d be relocating to the surface base soon.
One of the warships would stay in orbit while the others were reassigned to
other systems, giving him enough naval firepower to cover most contingencies.
If a situation arose where he needed more he could call for reinforcements from
a number of nearby systems that the Sabers were likewise responsible for, but
this was the only one yet to use an alternative recycling method.


When the ground teams confirmed that the last of the
lizards had been removed, Mathew waited for all of their ships to leave before
he contacted the junior fleet commander that he would be working with for the
duration of this assignment. His crew and ground team already knew the secret
that was being kept from the rest of the Clan and Star Force as a whole, so
when he contacted the jumpship that served as the temporary flagship of the
reclamation fleet he did so without worry about eavesdropping, routing the call
through his bridge command chair.


A hologram of a lizard administrator appeared before
him, but Mathew knew he wouldn’t have to bother with the translation equipment
on this one.


“The system is evacuated. You may begin landing
operations. I’ll meet with you personally on the surface once the command
center is completed.”


“Specify a landing zone,” the lizard requested in a
neutral tone, speaking more than passable English. 


“You may choose your own so long as it is within
serviceable range of the command center.”


“We will begin landing within 3 hours. Contact me when
you wish me to report in person.”


“Carry on,” Mathew said, ending the brief and
admittedly weird conversation.



 

Three days later the Archon took a dropship down to
the prefabricated command center that doubled as a small city capable of
housing some 2800 individuals, but for his purposes it was only housing 32, all
of which were Human save for a pair of Kiritas that were well experienced with
recycling missions. All were Clan Saber and would be living within the command
center for the foreseeable future, but they wouldn’t be alone.


When Mathew sent the signal a flurry of lizard Kirbies
flew over and landed on the paved cargo pad, but no one came out save for one
tall administrator that Mathew walked out to meet. 


“We are awaiting your orders,” it said amicably, but
with a coolness that Mathew sensed was misinterpretation rather than emotion.
Lizard speech was a bit odd, as was that of every other race, but this one’s
emotions registered as nothing but eagerness and loyalty. He wanted to get to
work and didn’t register the Archon or the Star Force personnel as threats. 


That’s exactly what Paul had told him should be the
norm, but he hadn’t fully believed him given the enormous amount of combat
experience he had against the lizards…but then again, this one wasn’t normal,
made all the obvious by its blue skin that stood out in stark contrast to the
standard green. Looking beyond the administrator, Mathew could see ranks of
standard variant lizards waiting in the holds of the Kirbies, all of which were
just as blue and hopefully so predisposed. 


“I’ll need an interface team along with yourself set
up to give me oversite and necessary command and control, though I don’t
anticipate much use for the latter if you perform as expected. I’ll need round
the clock teams even if I’m not there to utilize them. You are free to roam the
facilities and the planet as needed so long as I have someone who can contact
you at a moment’s notice. Your people will be given empty quarters to
reconfigure as needed while I retain some for our own purposes. Foodstuffs will
be separate. I’m told you’ve brought everything you need to sustain
yourselves?”


“We have, and we can build any structures needed.”


“I want the hatchery set up here and only here.”


“That won’t be a problem initially, but this facility
isn’t large enough to field the numbers that we will require in coming years.”


“We can arrange an annex as needed. I need to be on
hand to monitor the new population.”


“You’re here to study us as well?”


“Yes. I’m to oversee this mission as well as collect
data on your effectiveness. That is not meant to suggest we think you
incapable,” he added, sensing a shift in the lizard’s thoughts, “but your kind
are so new we need as much data as we can get.”


“We serve the Clan, and I will assist you in whatever
manner is required.”


“You can start with setting up operations here. Leave
a quarter of the landing pad open for our uses, but you can pile as many ships
and cargo on the rest as you want. Follow me and I’ll show you where to set up
shop.”


The administrator turned around and made a hand
gesture, after which several dozen blue lizards ran out to catch up to him,
forming into three lines that trailed in his wake as the lone Archon led them
inside the facility with their blue skin making for a sharp contrast with the
predominantly white architecture.


He led them through the facility on a short tour with
the administrator leaving a few lizards behind at various points. When Mathew
and him eventually ended up at the command center where several other Humans
were they made themselves acquainted, with the administrator being interested
in learning each of the Humans’ duties and positions so he could better
interface with them. As Mathew’s staff worked over operational details and
procedures he noticed on the security monitors within the facility that there
were lines of lizards moving to and fro carrying cargo and tools like a string
of ants.


Once the initial briefing was over he told the
administrator to work uninterrupted and he did as instructed, leaving the
Archon to wander around the complex observing the lizards as they were already
beginning to construct their own architecture within the Star Force chambers
and even their smaller quarters…and unlike their usual yellow/tan color scheme,
which their orbital fleet fielded, the equipment and building materials being
brought in were displaying a variation of blue that looked almost aquatic in
nature. It was so vivid that it almost glowed, with Mathew noting that it gave
the lizard tech a bit more elegance than normal while clearly marking it and
the lizards as Clan Saber.


Paul had told him new ships would be forthcoming, but
apparently the rest of their apparatus had already gone through the necessary
conversions, and by the look of it there was were subtle alterations to the
standard lizard tech. Mathew hadn’t been told anything about that, but he could
spot several differences. 


Whatever Paul was playing at here, he hoped he knew
what he was doing.



 

Riley was onboard the Zeus, back in the Preserve again, without him, Nefron, or anyone
else getting a peep out of the Uriti. Part of him wanted to think that Kacie
had just been punking him, but he knew she wouldn’t
have done that…let alone dared to do it. The fact that the Uriti could have
been communicating with them all along and had simply been choosing not to was
both exciting and unbelievably frustrating. They were simply ignoring him while
at the same time following every command given to them.


He assumed it was due to the way in which the two
forms of communication were occurring. The orders probably seemed like Uriti
business and his other attempts to be nothing more than inconsequential
chatter. There was something about that to be admired, but it was making his
return here completely useless…without even another attack for him to smash.


So it was completely out of left field when he was
woken in the middle of the night as the gauntlet he wore sent a telepathic
communication to him from one of the
Uriti.


It wasn’t a word, but the meaning was clear. 


Why?


Greg was stunned by the intensity of the mind on the
other end, not knowing which one it was as he hurriedly tried to ascertain the
subject matter. He quickly got out of bed and over to his personal terminal,
getting an update of system affairs within a few seconds and seeing nothing out
of the ordinary.


Not wanting to lose the opportunity when he had it, he
responded with a question of his own asking for context. What was the Uriti
referring to?


Images flashed into his mind and he realized they were
the vantage point from the Uriti as they ran through the various training
exercises. That was something Riley could easily explain.


The not using words part was both a hindrance and
helpful, but Riley was able to get the message across that it was to improve
and strengthen the Uriti, but the question came back to him again.


Why?


Answering that question could come in many forms…some
potentially dangerous if it involved the Chixzon and what had happened to them.
Tell the Uriti of their origin from Hadarak and would they try to get back to
the core to find them? Better to not give up that fact just yet.


As he tried to mentally construct an answer before
transmitting it he was able to figure out who was talking to him. It was Elise,
referred to by the Chixzon as Kekran, and the third
additional Uriti in The Nine’s set. It had been unknown and unguarded, thus
high on the priority list to retrieve. It had been much further away than two
found in lizard space, but it had been the 6th to enter the Preserve and was
still somewhat a newcomer to the current herd of 7. 


Elise had gone through a decent amount of training,
but he guessed she was wondering why the others were doing this so fervently.
Sometimes for Humans, or other Star Force races, it took a while before the
training bug bit you and you really started to feel the fitness and
advancements taking shape. If that’s what was going on here he needed to frame
his response in a different way.


Without going into specifics, he got the point across
that there were enemies that wanted to kill the Uriti and that Star Force
wanted to make them as strong as possible so when they came to kill them they
would be able to fight back and survive…hoping that was something the Uriti
would be able to comprehend.


Suddenly there was a pounding in his head as another
Uriti added its telepathic link and demanded an answer.


Who are they?
Where can we find and kill them?


“Oh shit,” Riley said, looking at the ceiling of his
quarters as he belatedly identified the second Uriti as Bahamut. 


He sent a response of ‘many’ along with the idea that
the Preserve was a place for the Uriti to train and grow stronger and that
going out to the enemy now would be to their advantage. Then he added in the
fact that there were other Uriti out there that Star Force was finding and bringing
here, going a stretch further to suggest that the more of them there were
together the more powerful they would be.


Riley was knocked off his feet and fell into a half
standing position with two feet and one hand on the floor as he was bent over
with now all seven Uriti in his head wanting to know where the others were. The
sense of anger, longing, and loyalty was so powerful Riley found himself
shaking as the emotions flowed through him. He wanted to disconnect but told
himself to weather the storm for he didn’t know if or when they’d communicate
with him again.


He sent back the limited idea of their previous
capture and them being hidden across the galaxy, then added Star Force’s search
and transportation of them to the Preserve, along with the speed component of
how slow the Uriti were compared to their own ships and that they could get the
Uriti here far faster than if they traveled on their own, hoping that would
help to discourage them from going looking for them on their own. 


Again, the question came back to him from two or three
of them…there were so many minds talking to him that it was hard to
differentiate.


Why?


This time it was directed at Star Force’s search. Why
were they collecting the lost and imprisoned Uriti?


The answer to that came so simply that Riley didn’t
even think about how to structure it. With what was the telepathic equivalent
of a beam of light, everything that defined Star Force flowed from him to them
in a spark of confidence and brashness.


Because we’re
the good guys.


Following that there was a wave of gratitude coming
from all seven, then just as suddenly as they appeared in his mind they were
all gone, leaving Riley breathing hard as he stood up and tried to steady his
frayed nerves. 


On an impulse he took off his gauntlet and tossed it
on his bed, taking an extra few steps away from it as if it was poison as he
sat down at his terminal and opened a comm. There was no answer for several
minutes, with Riley waiting on it as he cradled his head in his hands trying to
get himself back under full control.


Eventually a holograph of Nefron appeared, looking
down on him from above the terminal. 


“What’s wrong?” the Chixzon asked.


“I found a flaw in your gauntlet design,” Riley said,
looking up at him with the unsteadiness in his eyes evident. 


“You made contact with one of the Uriti…direct
contact?”


“No. One of them made contact with me, and the subject
matter got the others interested and they all started talking at once.”


Nefron’s eyes narrowed. “Are
you damaged?”


“I’m not well, but I’m recovering. If we get more
Uriti here…”


“We need limited channels. More than one if tolerable,
or maybe a limitation on data transfer. What did they want?”


“They want the other Uriti with them…and they want to
fight their enemies.”


“What did you tell them?”


“I left the Chixzon out of it, but they’ve already
been attacked once and I suggested that there were others far more powerful
that want them dead and they need to stay here and train to get stronger.”


“The empire in the core?”


“Yeah. They’ll kill them if they find them…along with
all of us.”


“I can’t help if you don’t tell me who they are.”


“You are helping. We need an outside viewpoint, and if
we let you know what they are you’ll lose it.”


“Logical. I’ll suppress my curiosity on the condition
that you make use of my skills. I don’t want to be killed by someone I don’t
even see coming.”


“You know we’re not wasting you, so just shut up and
get that inhibitor working…and warn the others. I’m going to crash for a
while.”


“Take your time. I’ll handle it.”


“And remember your telepathy is weaker than ours, so
don’t go chatting with them.”


“Noted,” the Chixzon said with a touch of irreverence.
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June 13, 3337


Lethim System
(occupation zone)


Harsdre



 

After completing his morning workouts Mathew took to his
normal rounds, which at this point in the mission was little more than
observing the lizards at work. After a quick check in at the command center he
headed over to the hatchery and watched another small batch of standard
variants draw their first breath. Rather than growing them in huge numbers at
periodic times the administrator was having them staggered so new personnel
would be added daily. That did help Mathew, in that he could observe all of
them for anomalies, but today was just like any other day.


A violent reaction when tasting the air for the first
time, the others restraining them until they got their whereabouts, then they
would be taken to a quality control facility where they’d undergo a few days of
testing. That had been an addition Paul had made, whereas normally lizards
could go into the field the same day they were ‘born’ given the genetic memory
given to them and the physical maturity achieved while they were in the growth
pods.


So far there was a 93% success rate in the first
testing, with the remaining 7% all passing through after no more than a week.
It seemed some took a little longer to get their bearings, though all of them
had exactly the same genetic code. In that way they were all clones, but
individual differences were one of the main things Paul wanted to know about
and Mathew was always keen to spot anything that differed from standard
behaviors.


During the testing phase the lizards were offered a
choice as to whether or not they wanted to attend to their duties immediately
or go through additional training. So far only 3 lizards out of some 308,000
had chosen training, with those 3 having become very special additions that
Paul had sent out of the system to another facility, to do what exactly Mathew
didn’t know. His task and knowledge centered around this operation…and while he
didn’t have a lot to do he had been thoroughly blown away at the work being
done here.


Within Star Force it was commonly known that the
Kiritas were the most prolific workers, capable of doing redundant tasks with
ease and a speed that made them the fastest builders, miners, and cargo
handlers by far. Whereas other races would grow bored with the repetitive tasks
they never seemed to. It was like asking a runner if they got tired of taking
steps, and that ability to churn out results so readily and reliably was what
prompted the creation of the Kiritak…a different division within Star Force
from the Kiritas faction that was focused solely on resource production and
logistics.


But these lizards were giving them a run for their
money, and given the fact that most of the population here had been grown from
genetic samples, this operation was far exceeding what the Kiritas could have
done with an equal number of initial workers. The egg layers could produce
alarmingly fast, but their infants didn’t come ready and able to work. They had
to go through the maturia process and that took time. They might be better than
the lizards because of that, but the ability for these guys to be put to use
almost immediately after leaving their pods was something that continued to
impress Mathew.


After his stint at the hatchery the Archon went
outside and hopped on a speeder, riding the hovering bike out across the open
spaces between facilities so he could view the ongoing work. There were lizard
buildings everywhere, but set up in a distinctively Star Force pattern. Mathew
rose up and flew over some of them, seeing lines of the blue lizards walking or
running to and from the buildings in predictable patterns. They never deviated.
Always stayed glued to their tasks. And it wasn’t due to a mindlessness, rather
a pure loyalty to the mission. 


Mathew had assumed otherwise in the beginning, but
after spending several years amongst the lizards he’d learned differently. They
operated, thought, and just about breathed as a team. Not a typical Star Force
team where the strength of the individual was the basic building blocks of a
mutually beneficial alliance, but rather a necessary bond between them that had to be there, otherwise these lizards
could not function.


It was a glaring weakness, but so long as they were
humming along as a unit it was also a staggering advantage. He hadn’t seen any
of these in combat, so he wasn’t sure what alterations had been made in their
coding for that, but as far as the recycling and construction work going on
here, they all functioned as a cell in a giant organism. These lizards were a unit rather than a collection of
individuals, and Mathew had finally grown to understand what Paul had meant by
that when he’d first assigned him here.


The Achilles heel of Star Force was the experience
factor. It took time to mint an Archon, let alone a ViLord, and while they were
wholly superior to just about everyone else, for work like this the lizards
could be effective in this unit function while bypassing that experience
requirement entirely. They had everything they needed for their assigned tasks
in their genetic memory, and while they would grow better at what they did over
time, there was no learning curve required.


Which was probably why lizards in the past fought in
pack tactics. Losing them was almost meaningless when you could spam produce
more of them at will. Mathew knew Paul wasn’t going to go for anything like
that, but where construction was concerned he almost wished there was a
downloadable memory packet that Humans could use. It would save a lot of time
if you could just plug in the knowledge, or perhaps even be born with it.
Humans already had some genetic knowledge, such as knowing how to swallow or
breath, but the lizards had taken it to a whole other level and given the
usefulness of it being displayed here, he didn’t know why such a method wasn’t
being used for other applications.


And maybe that’s exactly what Paul was looking into,
using these lizards for study in addition to the reclamation of this planet.
When they finished here eventually the planet would have no structures on it
whatsoever. Those built for the project would be removed and the system would
stay empty until otherwise assigned a purpose. Where these lizards would go he
didn’t know, and by the time they finished there were going to be millions of
them here.


Mathew passed through the residential buildings,
flying over the heads of workers changing shifts, then turned to the east,
passing over some empty regions that saw nothing but traffic and a few
construction sites up to the bioharvest facilities. Unlike the original
lizards, there was no meat production here nor were there any traditional
lizard foods. Everything here was Star Force designed but produced with lizard
tech. The food was edible by Humans and others but tailored specifically to the
lizards. There was no ambrosia for them yet, but Mathew had a feeling it would
be forthcoming if for no other reason than to see how the lizards’ work rate
increased with it. 


The Archon landed on top of one of the buildings and
found an entry hatch next to the landing pad where a few dropships were sitting
while being loaded up with cargo crates. They weren’t Star Force dropships but
a new design built by the lizards that was somewhere between a Kirby and a fat
rock. They were not aerodynamic, but they did hold a lot of cargo and had
decent armor and shields. For now they were being used to take the raw produce
and haul it over to foodstuff production factories instead of utilizing a rail
line or other permanent construction. 


Mathew had inquired about that and the administrators,
of which there were several now, told him it was because the ‘droplets’ could
be taken out of the system and used for other tasks both there and here,
whereas a rail line would have to be destroyed along with the rest of the
construction here. The less they had to deconstruct the better, and they’d been
instructed to make as much of the infrastructure as they could mobile.


That meant Paul had more plans for these guys than
just this project. Maybe they’d be sent to another system to do the exact same
thing, but Mathew had a suspicion that Paul was up to something far more
ambitious.


When the Archon went down inside the massive building
he roamed the levels that had fields of plants growing inside sealed chambers.
No one was allowed inside due to the altered atmospheres that prodded the
plants to grow faster and larger than normal while also giving greater yields.
Most of those in this building were either corn or jupitla,
both of which were grain crops. The corn stalks were barely shoulder height on
him, but each one had between 3 and 5 ears of corn on it, each of which was
thick and long.


Genetic modification of plants was an easy thing, and
whereas corn crops used to be getting bigger and bigger before Star Force
created the bioharvest facilities, they were now shorter so that they could
stack more fields inside the same building, thought the jupitla
was a far better fit, barely rising 18 inches in height and producing a series
of beans on the ramrod straight stalks. Mathew passed by banks of fields, three
of which were pancaked on top of each other and equal to his height.


When he passed into another section of the facility he
saw one set of jupitla fields being harvested. It was
third down the stack with the upper two already being empty and pushed up near
the ceiling on this level, with the ‘open’ one having its atmosphere still
self-contained but the height of the clear chamber being increased enough for a
harvester machine to move through it. The debris from the stalks was then sent
out one tube-like shoot while the beans were sent to another. 


Mathew watched as the field was quickly harvested,
then the machine was extracted through an airlock and the field height was
diminished again. It was then elevated up with the others and the field below
it grew its glass-like box in height as the harvester entered and began to
repeat the process.


Mathew followed the tubes into an adjacent facility
where the grain was filtered to remove excess material and then deposited into
the crates that were being shipped up to the rooftop to be loaded onto the
droplets, whose name had come from directly from Paul. It fit, so he didn’t
mind, but it was also a bit of a joke. The main point was to make the ships
their own Saber version rather than using the old style Kirbies, and in that
regard they had succeeded along with the rest of the lizard equipment and
facilities here. All built by them but styled to fit Paul’s Clan without giving
them any advanced tech.


Then again there wasn’t a lot required here.
Harvesting of grain plants was pretty basic stuff, and even the recycling
process wasn’t overly complicated. Mathew walked through the area where the
excess plant material was collected and a portion of it was harvested for
additional uses beyond food, then the rest was sent to an incinerator where the
resultant ash was sent to the teams prepping new fields. It’d be combined with
the thin soil base along with other supplements to replace the material the
crops had sucked out of it, then seeds would be added with planting machines
and the atmosphere would be jacked up in pressure, CO2, and humidity creating
an environment in which the plants thrived, along with as much light as they
required, all produced internally so there was no reliance on natural sunlight.


It was all standard tech that Star Force had been
using for centuries, now modified to produce what the lizards needed, and as
Mathew walked through the facility he got the feeling that it was both lizard
and Star Force despite being around nothing but the aqua-colored infrastructure
and the blue lizard workers.


On his way back up to the roof he sensed a Human mind
approaching, not expecting anyone else to be here. When he focused on it he
knew it wasn’t anyone he was familiar with and for a moment thought it was
Paul, but it didn’t feel quite like him. The individual made contact and gave
him a ‘come to me’ thought, with Mathew redirecting towards the Human.


When the two finally entered the same hallway Mathew
was taken aback, seeing not Paul but another trailblazer.


“Mathew,” Jason-025 said as if he’d caught him doing
something he shouldn’t be, “what exactly is Paul up to here?”



 

Paul was back in the Krachnika
System by the time Jason’s command ship caught up to his, with his friend
simply saying they needed to have a talk face to face. He expected it could be
a number of things when he transferred over to the Sanguine Blade and met his best friend/twin in his personal
quarters, oddly enough, instead of the hangar bay.


Jason let the door close before he spoke, raising an
eyebrow at him. “What the hell are you doing with the lizards?”


Paul sighed. “Busted, huh?”


“Blue Saber lizards working as a recycling team?”


“Oh,” Paul said, cheering up slightly. “You haven’t
found any of the good stuff then.”


Jason did a doubletake, then
couldn’t help but snicker a bit. “Alright, time to come clean. What are you up
to?”


“Working a new angle,” he said, jumping over an
armrest and landing in a big comfy chair as Jason sat on the edge of his bed. 


“I thought we weren’t going to annex the lizards.”


Paul raised a cautionary finger. “We’re not. Doing
that would be a mistake, I think. Have you kept up on the Uriti reports?”


“Yeah.”


“Far more powerful when working together, as well as
displaying a herd mentality that the Chixzon never bothered to discover.”


“You think lizard individuality is a bad thing?”


“I think if we go individual first, like we have with
every other race we’ve annexed, it’s going to be a detrimental factor.”


“The Lacvamat,” Jason pointed out.


Paul shook his head. “Still individual based in a
group setting. What I’m working here is the idea of treating the group as an individual.”


Jason readjusted his butt on the edge of the bed as
his mind chewed on that. “Dog pack?”


“That doesn’t even come close. This is something new,
I think, and I’ve been working with Thrawn on modifying their genetic
structure. The blue lizards you found are the experimental version we’ve
developed for Clan Saber. There are others that he is working with.”


“You’re letting them reproduce en
mass again?”


“Somewhat, but the focus is still on bringing in
existing populations. I don’t want to just keep them as prisoners, and that’s
what will happen if we don’t create a future for them. They can’t join Axius.
Their temperament resists the individual nature of Star Force. I’m trying to
modify the existing lizard civilization into something tolerable.”


“While getting your own batch?”


“They’re being useful.”


“Obviously,” Jason said with a disbelieving smirk. “I
saw your production stats. They’re working like Kiritas.”


“Better, actually, when you factor in the reproduction
rates. They’re growing the workers locally rather than shipping them in.”


“No maturias?”


“Nope. Skipping that entirely.”


“Just for recycling and construction?”


“We’re not working the combat angle,” Paul said,
guessing as to his concern. “I’m not trusting them with our level of tech, just
helping them modify what they’ve got now. And there’s no way I’m sending
someone into combat underequipped.”


“For a while I thought you were going to show them the
ways of the Force, then send them past the border line to fight their kin.”


“Thrawn would have liked that,” Paul admitted, “but he
sees the bigger picture now.”


“Meaning what?”


“The V’kit’no’sat…and don’t give me that look. He can
be trusted.”


“Not to rat us out to the other lizards?” Jason said
with an elevated voice, then he held up a hand in apology. “I know you’re not
stupid, I’m just not up to speed. Please explain how this isn’t reckless.”


“Sure…as soon as you let me in on your little
project.”


“Which one?” he scoffed.


“The one I can’t seem to get any data on.”


Jason smiled. “Fair enough. I was going to let you
know anyway once I got a good prototype. Been using the Uriti files to try and
modify the star forge tech for a number of applications. I’m pretty sure they
get stronger inside a star and that the V’kit’no’sat chased some Hadarak inside
one. The files don’t say that, but I think that’s why they know they can’t go
there. I think they got their asses kicked because of a combination of speed
limitations and enhanced abilities due to either the energy or the gravity.”


“And you’re using this speculation to do what?”


“For starters, making a very hot Hoth.”
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Paul’s eyes widened. “And you accused me of being
reckless.”


Jason held up a hand. “It’s not as crazy as it
sounds.”


“It’s a star. You go in it, it kills you.”


“Not if you’re a Uriti. We
just have to figure out how to mimic their biology.”


“Alright,” Paul said, crossing his hands over his
chest as he lounged in the big chair. “Impress me.”


“Where better to hide something than a star? Say you
have a keepsake, a big bucket of credits, some
experimental tech…whatever. Put it in a pod and lower it into a star. You lose most
sensor contact with it unless there is a tether link, like the shield columns
the star forges use. They maintain communications and what not while whatever
you have down there isn’t visible to the outside world. If you want to build a
badass warship without anyone seeing it, why not construct it inside a star?”


“You’re bouncing around a bit.”


“You liked that idea though.”


“It’s still crazy.”


“Not if we can get the shielding set up properly. The
Uriti both absorb and reflect the radiation, while the pressure and gravity
feed them…that’s my theory anyway, and it’s based on a lot of speculation, but
for our needs we don’t even need to know for sure. We simply have to build a
bottle that can survive inside a star and feed off the energy to sustain
itself.”


“The fishing line kind of gives away whatever you’re
hiding.”


“Unless you cut the line. Communications go out both
ways, no sensors, no nothing. Like an old school submarine only without the
sonar. You poke your head out and someone could be waiting to chop it off, but
they can’t come in after you.”


“Depth charges?”


“If you’re shallow sure, but that’s easy enough to
work around. The trick is using a clock. Tell whoever is down there, or even if
it’s purely automation, to rise back to the surface at a specific time and
date…”


“…and pick up your bottle of goodies,” Paul finished.
“And if we sensor stealth it right, even V’kit’no’sat sensors won’t be able to
pick it up in that maelstrom. Dangerous, but potentially useful so long as a
glitch doesn’t get you all fried.”


“There’s more. How about using relay buoys to do the
matter sorting of a star forge then transmitting the useful stuff via slingshot
out to a higher central facility.”


“Thought of that. There’s no point when the star forge
can put out multiple tendrils simultaneously.”


“I’m thinking of something a lot lower, something that
can essentially hide in the upper levels of a star and peek out into orbit,
throwing material to a collection station or…” Jason said, letting that possibility
hang in the air.


Paul’s eyebrows raised. “A fire hose.”


“It’d be tough to aim at a target, but I think it
might have a chance against a Uriti or any ship dumb
enough to stand their ground nearby.”


The Saber leader frowned. “Uriti bathe in stars, how
is throwing a little of that water on them going to hurt them?”


“Not from the energy in the matter, but from the
matter itself. Like a sandblaster railgun. If we can accelerate it to
sufficient levels I think it would damage them. They may have pressure to deal
with in a star, but they don’t have collisions with material anywhere near
railgun speed.”


“I wouldn’t put any credits on that. Besides, we
already know how to kill them if we have to.”


“Won’t work on the Hadarak, but that’s not my main
point. Think fire hose again, sitting just inside the star and able to send a
solar flare-caliber shot of star stuff out at any target within range. Not very
useful to go hunting with, but if you need a strong point to retreat to, the
surrounding stellar haze is going to act as very effective shielding.”


“And?”


“And,” Jason continued, “what if the fire hose becomes
a squirt gun? A mobile squirt gun.”


“Ouch.”


“Think it through.”


Paul did just that, using his Sav-enhanced
mind with all its tactical experience to sort out whether this was a good idea
or bad.


“Fireflies,” he finally said, giving it a partial
stamp of approval. “Limited use, but very effective in select mission profiles.
Not sure about the mining aspects though.”


“Lower altitude allows for deeper penetration.”


Paul looked at him quizzically. “How many have you
built?”


“36…with two collection stations.”


“And?”


“The ability to reposition the drone collectors to
various locations is allowing for hot spot hunting. Collection numbers are
somewhere in the 300% to 1200% range.”


Paul whistled. 


“You want one, I know,” Jason said with a smile. “Now,
back to your project. Be forthcoming and I’ll share.”


“Ask.”


“What’s your endgame?”


“For the independents…to give them a purpose and a new
identity without incorporating them into the empire. For the Saber lizards…to
turn their pack mentality away from barbarism and into a useful tool.”


“People aren’t tools.”


“Voluntary tools. With the option to opt out of the
unit structure whenever they wish.”


“Ring the bell?”


“Something like that. The ones I’ve got now live to
serve the Clan and the dissenters aren’t being overlooked or killed anymore.
Those I’m funneling out into other programs, but eventually they’ll have a path
to full freedom.”


“Into Star Force?”


“Are we going to turn away one now?”


Jason chewed on his lip as he thought. “It’s never
occurred to me that one would come asking for asylum.”


“And for good reason. But are we ever going to turn
away someone simply because of their race?”


“If they’re legit, no. These guys can’t reproduce on
their own either, so there wouldn’t be a need for lizard maturias in Axius.”


“I plan to keep them in Saber if at all possible, but
as you said, they’re people, not tools, but if they feel more comfortable
playing the role of a tool where they don’t have to think, only obey, I can use
that focus to our advantage.”


“Like how?”


“Non-combat applications for now. Instead of assigning
an individual to a mission I can assign a team of lizards, whether it be
recycling, construction, mining, fabrication…whatever.
The unit is an individual quantity and the people in it are parts, not a whole.
With anyone else it would probably be limiting, but the lizards seem to thrive
in that kind of environment.”


“And you want your Clan to end up like that?”


“An addition to the rest, but yes.”


“Why? Other than the obvious worker functions.”


“Aren’t those enough?”


“Not for you. What else are you getting at?”


“It’s the growth rate. Specifically the ability to
seed planets.”


Jason’s eyes narrowed. “What do you expect is coming?”


“We can’t kill the lizards because they spread too
fast to track down. I want that same inability to kill for Clan Saber. While
the rest of us do the fighting the lizards can be spreading and building bases
for us to retreat into.”


“This is about the V’kit’no’sat.”


“Yes it is. They’re going to get here at some point. I
can feel it. And we are still not ready.”


Jason scratched the side of his head as he stared down
at the floor. “Combat applications?”


“Scouts.”


“No spamming as a last resort?”


“Thrawn would. But you know as well as I do it won’t
work against the V’kit’no’sat.”


“Not unless you gave them better weapons.”


Paul cracked a smile, but Jason just frowned harder.
“What?”


“I’m running things by Thrawn and he’s having his
lizards try and figure out ways to fight such a superior opponent. I’m nixing
the dishonorable methods and forcing him to come up with other forms of
deviousness.”


“They are good at that. Are you giving them our tech
to play with or just going to steal their ideas?”


“The independents don’t get our tech. The Saber
lizards are another matter. In the long run they might get it, but not now.”


“Who do the Sabers take orders from?”


“Me and the other Archons. We’ve taken the place of
the templars in their genetic structuring.”


“Your doing?”


“Thrawn’s actually. All the
newly grown lizards, independent and Saber, have the same structure.”


“Wait a second, you’re saying all the lizards will
obey your orders willingly?”


“The originals won’t be too eager about it, but
they’ll follow Thrawn and the other masterminds, and they follow me so…”


“What other masterminds?”


“We grew some.”


Jason’s jaw dropped slightly. “Damn it, Paul. Would it
kill you to keep me in the loop?”


“I still don’t know how all of this is going to work
out yet, and until I have a firm structure in place I didn’t feel like sharing.
And it’s not like you shared your stellar squirt guns before you built and
tested them either.”


“I haven’t built any of your ‘fireflies’ yet, that’s
just an idea floating around.”


“Still, we all keep secrets…for a while.”


“And you don’t want help with this one?”


“Everyone is pretty set on the lizards not being
annexed. After all the fighting we’ve done and are still doing with them that’s
understandable, but it’s different with me because I actually got one to
surrender and he brought a lot of his buddies over with him, and still is.”


“We’ve noticed,” Jason reminded him. “You’re saving us
a lot of time, equipment, and maybe a few lives by getting those systems to
voluntarily evacuate. That alone is enough to make us take interest.”


Paul shook his head. “This might still blow up in my
face, and if that happens I want the collateral damage to be isolated to Clan
Saber.”


“Blow up how? Other than Thrawn running off to tell
the V’kit’no’sat where we are.”


“Scruples can’t be codified.”


“You don’t want people following orders just to follow
orders?”


“I have to find a balance within their pack mentality.
They need to be able to determine right from wrong, but they are so comfortable
and efficient with having to not do that. They let administrators and
masterminds and templars do their thinking for them and it allows them to focus
on their roles.”


“We do the same.”


“Not to this extent, which is why they have an
advantage. They can literally go to work or into combat a day after they’re
born. How much of right and wrong can they understand from genetic memories and
how much do they have to sort out through experience and feel?”


“You’re afraid of the weapon damaging someone by
accident, by a situation where you’re not there to give them the right orders.”


“Yeah I am, but I also know that there is no guarantee
in the rest of Star Force either. There are bad people out there that
occasionally do bad things before we shut them down, but we’ve got the
individualized model pretty ironed out. This unit-based thing is brand new for
me and the old model Thrawn is used to won’t do. We’re both covering new ground
and I want to keep this in my pocket while I figure out whether or not it’ll
actually work.”


“And if it doesn’t, what happens to all the new
lizards you’re growing?”


“Like you said, they can’t reproduce on their own.
Unless they obtain self-sufficiency they’ll die out eventually.”


“How close are they to that?”


“Thrawn’s got them extended
well beyond previous lifespans, and not just because he isn’t spending their
lives recklessly anymore. They’ll do workouts if ordered, but they don’t
understand what they’re doing.”


“That kills efficiency.”


“I know. It’s something else I’ve got to work on.”


“But you’re wanting this to work pretty bad?”


Paul tilted his head to the side sarcastically.
“Having more population than Clan Star Fox is worth noting.”


“Oh geez,” Jason said, holding his head in his hands.
“Randy is going to hate you.”


“If I can
make it work,” Paul added, emphasizing the ‘if’ with a telepathic resonance. 


“If you do,
are you going to share?”


“You want some lizards too?” Paul asked, not having
considered that.


“Not really, but if you turn them all badass that
might change.”


“I’m not even sure how that would work. Clan only? Or
add them to Mainline?”


“Mainline already has the Kiritak, no reason they
couldn’t add a lizard element. I can tell you don’t like that option.”


“No I don’t,” Paul admitted. 


“Feeling protective of them?”


“There’s a dangerous line here between teammate and
slave that I’m not sure others will be able to distinguish between.”


“Give us some credit, please,” Jason said, but Paul
firmly shook his head.


“No. Everything I’m working off of here is an
improvement on what the lizards previously had. Even if it sucks they’re better
off than before. Implementing a formal program for Star Force means it has to
be airtight. Good enough won’t do. I don’t know how to incorporate the lizard
unit structure into that, and I don’t want to strip them of their greatest strength
to make sure their individual sovereignty isn’t violated. That’s why I have to
keep this to Saber for now and the foreseeable future. This is off in left
field and the rest of Star Force isn’t…and I can’t bring it in yet because I
don’t fully understand it.”


“But do you want some help out in left field, is what
I’m asking.”


“I already have help, and it’s Thrawn.”


“You two close enough that I’d be a third wheel?”


“He trusts me, and that trust has been a long time in
earning, but I’ve still got a lot to work on with him. No one else can do
that.”


“What about these other masterminds you mentioned?”


“They’re partially patterned off of his memories, but
they’re different. They didn’t know the templars even though they think they
did. Thrawn outranks them, which is new, but they also follow me and the other
Archons in Clan Saber. Thrawn is pretty much just following me and I don’t
insult him by sending orders for him through anyone else.”


“Ok, you keep Thrawn close, but is there anything else
you want or need help with?”


“It is very hard to fight these guys and work with
them at the same time. Those elements of Saber involved in the fighting are
kept separate from those few working with the friendly lizards. I know not to
trust them, but at the same time I’m beginning to trust them. I’d rather those
fighting on the front keep their singular perspective.”


“Not all of us are fighting on the front,” Jason
pointed out. “Let’s make this simple. Do you need help with any part of this?”


Paul sighed. “Probably. But I can’t tell you exactly
what.”


“That’s the biggest sign that you do need help. Let’s
work this from another angle. What are you hoping to achieve?”


“Harness their strength and turn it honorable.”


“To what end? They’re ill-suited for fighting the
V’kit’no’sat and turning them against other lizards is a blood bath that you
don’t want.”


“And yet if I don’t, how many other planets out there
are going to get slaughtered because I’m keeping Thrawn in here?”


Jason’s eyes narrowed. “So you are thinking about turning
them loose across the border?”


“No…and yes. Logic is in favor of both alternatives
and I can’t nail it down to one. I’m working the angles I can because if I
don’t they’re just going to sit on their worlds and stagnate to death or get so
bored they turn on us because they have nothing else to do. They need a purpose, Jason. More so even than
we do. It’s what they live and breathe. It’s like a guy so infatuated with a
girl that if he loses her he’s such a wreck he doesn’t even want to eat
anymore. He has no hope, no future, even though it’s right in front of his
face.”


“Their loyalty to their purpose is also their
strength?”


“Yes,” Paul said, glad he could see the paradox. “How
do I mitigate it without mitigating it?”


“By asking for help,” Jason said, standing up. “That
decides it. We’re having a brainstorming session.”


“We?” Paul asked skeptically. 


“Yeah, we. Arrange for a vacation, kiss Thrawn
goodbye, then you’re coming back to the ADZ with me and we’re going to throw
some more minds at this.”


“Who exactly?”


“The 2s. Randy especially might have some ideas.”


Paul facepalmed for a
moment, closing his eyes and pinching the brim of his nose, but he couldn’t
come up with a reason to argue with Jason so he decided to just go with it.
“Alright, worth a try.”


“Long overdue try. Go get packing. There’s no need to
waste time.”


Paul stood up and spread his arms wide. “Done.”


Jason smiled. “Don’t you need to talk to Thrawn
first?”


“He’s on our comm grid, so
I’ll just send him a message.”


“He’s on our comm grid?”


“Limited access.”


Jason rolled his eyes, but then had to laugh despite
the silliness of that statement. “You’re right. I’m used to thinking of them as
enemies so much that that seemed like a tremendously stupid thing to do. I
guess we need you to bring us up to speed with these friendly lizards as we
help you think a way around your paradox.”


“We can’t let them win,” Paul said in a suddenly
serious tone. “We can’t let them dictate how we fight.”


“And this is our chance to prove them wrong?”


Paul nodded. “It’s them again the galaxy, conquer or
die. We beat these guys by breaking their mythology as much as their bones.”


Jason smiled. “I think I’m going to quote that
sometime in the future.”


“Be my guest.”


“And you’re thinking if you fail to make a place for
them in Clan Saber, they’ll win the philosophical battle?”


“We’re supposed to be superior. If the lizards have to
sacrifice their strength to join us…well, it’s just another dishonorable
sacrifice, isn’t it?”


A grim determination set into Jason as he finally saw
the battle Paul had been fighting all this time.


He nodded at his friend. “Challenge accepted.”
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October 17, 3337


Degar System (Uriti
Preserve)


Stellar orbit



 

The Knights of Quenar came onboard the Zeus with Riley waiting for them in a
special cargo bay built for just such a purpose. Now that Nefron wasn’t the
only one who could control the Uriti the need for paranoid security around him
and this ship had ended, but there was no way any of the KoQ were getting
onboard a Star Force ship without going through a mist scan…just in case they
wanted to sneak someone or something else onboard at the same time.


However, they were bringing someone else with them,
and openly so, with the smaller biped traveling in cuffs between the two
upright quadrupeds. They’d told Riley they were bringing a prisoner with them
to turn over to him, but hadn’t gone into detail beyond that.


The trio walked up to where he waited and an invisible
force shoved the Jartool forward enough that it
tripped and landed on a knee, tipping forward until Riley telekinetically
caught it and kept it from face planting with his hands bound behind its back.


“This is the one responsible. One of many. But he
should have the answers you seek.”


“To what question?” Riley inquired as he looked down
on the lumpy silver skin of the Jartool…a race with a
presence in the Preserve but not one of the major powers.


“Who wanted to test fire a weapon against the Uriti.”


“Which time? There have been three attempts.”


“All of them,” the KoQ said smugly, then preferring to
remain silent.


Riley bypassed the typical conversation and dove into
the alien’s mind, navigating around the unfamiliar language and tapping into
visuals and themes. He poked around until he stumbled across a thread that he
followed to the source…a massive conspiracy against the Preserve project that
intended to either procure or destroy the Uriti.


It wasn’t laid out in summary form, so Riley had a lot
of digging to do and the KoQ were patient enough to give him time. The Jartool, whose name was Emon,
didn’t resist or talk. Curiosity had Riley try and find the reason for that,
leading to the treatment he’d received by the KoQ…in addition to the people
they’d killed getting to Emon. That alone solidified
Riley’s resolve to cut them out of as much of the Preserve operations as he
could, for these guys would seemingly do whatever they deemed necessary to
accomplish their stated goals.


Riley continued further into the Jartool’s
mind, ticking off every faction that was involved in the conspiracy and some of
the attempts they’d made to gain leverage here, some which had not been
detected by Star Force, though they’d been unsuccessful anyway. The two
subsequent attacks on the Uriti after the large fleet initially dove to their
deaths had been small ones, accomplished by a single ship, and were testing
different weapon systems for effectiveness before they were quickly
obliterated. The Jartool had been one of several
races recording from a distance and transmitting the data out to…


It seemed the conspiracy also had a base within Star
Force territory, in the occupation zone, and right under a surveillance
satellite that had been tricked into not registering their presence. How they’d
managed to achieve that this Emon didn’t know, but
figuring it out was top item on the trailblazer’s to-do list. 


“They have a base nearby,” Riley finally said,
addressing the KoQ as the Jartool simply stared at
the floor knowing there was nothing he could do to resist. He didn’t know the
full telepathic power of the Archon, but it was apparently known that they
could read memories and this one had no idea how to even resist such a thing.
The KoQ’s methods of information retrieval had
been…different, but at least they confirmed that they did not possess
telepathy. What they did have was basically an information hack that accessed
the main through mechanical means, and this one had suffered through it for
quite some time before being brought here.


“Shall we eliminate it?”


“No, I’ll handle this personally. I need to do it our
way. Your methods are not acceptable to the stability of this region…or
otherwise.”


“We did not expect, nor require your approval,” the
KoQ reprimanded him slightly. “We will, however, follow your lead in this
matter.”


“I’ll be keeping this one,” Riley said, referring to
the prisoner.


“You may have him.”


Riley pointed to his cuffs, but before he could
telekinetically break them free they disconnected and flew into one of the KoQ’s open hands. The Jartool
pulled his thick arms around in front of him and massaged his wrists, as well a
spot on his upper right arm that Riley could see with his Pefbar that contained
a bruise over a cracked bone.


“We will be available should you require our
assistance,” the other KoQ said as the pair turned around and headed back to
the airlock, leaving Riley with Emon.


Riley guessed they didn’t know what system the base
was in, but it wasn’t going to be hard for them to follow his command ship when
he went after them. Their information retrieval methods might be formidable,
but there was no way a machine could navigate a mind like he could, and he was
fairly sure the KoQ knew that as well, which was why they’d brought this one to
him rather than just disposing of him when they were finished like they had
with several other Jartool when this one had been
captured. 


It seemed the Preserve was filled with unscrupulous
factions that would be just as eager to help you as stab you in the back
depending on the circumstances. At least for the moment the Uriti didn’t seem
to be in that group, and Riley was starting to get a feel for how to talk to
them, picking up on which subjects would get a response and which wouldn’t. Yet
in some ways he still felt he understood them less than the KoQ, whose minds
didn’t register to his telepathy at all.


When they were gone he looked at the Jartool, knowing he didn’t speak much English, but that
didn’t mean he couldn’t communicate with him. 


“Come with me,” he said, sending the appropriate
mental impetus to bypass the language barrier along with a wave of his hand. Emon followed him and the trailblazer led him out of the
reception area and through the ship. The Jartool
looked around oddly, with Riley watching his thoughts and fears continuously as
he gave him complete freedom of movement. He could take control of his mind at
will, but unless the alien chose to do some harm there was no reason to keep
him restrained. 


As they walked through the corridors a crewer ran up to Riley and handed him a device he’d
telepathically requested. He palmed it and kept walking, eventually coming to a
set of quarters. He led Emon inside and closed the
door behind them, with the Jartool fearing that
another beating was coming his way.


“Translator,” Riley said, holding it up in front of
him before carefully attaching it to the side of Emon’s
head over the small crater that served as an ear. The headband wrapped around
in a tiny ring to keep it on, making it appear a bit ornate, and the gold
coloration seemed to fit with his silver skin appropriately enough, though
Riley wasn’t concerned about appearance, only function. 


“Can you understand me now?” Riley asked, checking to
make sure the language download had been the correct one and if their limited
files on the Jartool were enough to facilitate
communication, for there was more than just simple switching of words involved
in accurate translation.


“Yes.”


“I saw into your mind earlier. I know what you are
planning, and I saw some of what the Knights of Quenar did to you. You do not
have to worry about that kind of treatment here. We do not torture prisoners.”


“What do you want from me?” the device said overtop
his own words with a slight delay.


“Not much. You’ll wait here until we arrange
transport, then you’re going back to your people.”


“The people on my ship are all dead.”


“We don’t control the Knights of Quenar any more than
we control you. Your fight with them is your own. They gave you to me to do
with as I please, and I’m letting you go. Whether or not you come to understand
it, we’re not the bad guys. We’re not going to use the Uriti as weapons against
any of you. We’re going to keep them right here safe and sound, but we can’t do
that if you keep attacking them. Sooner or later you might actually hurt one.”


“Yet you maintain the option of changing that position.”


“True enough, but we won’t. You can’t know that, but I
do. All we can do to convince you is by building up a record of behavior for
you to analyze, and given the length of time the Uriti have been around we’re
very short on years to do that. Ultimately though, we don’t take orders from
you and we’re going to do what we like. If you interfere with us, expect there
to be repercussions. For starters, the Jartool are no
longer welcome in this Preserve or Star Force territory. Same goes for the
other races working with you. You will leave and stay out…else you’ll be dealt
with, either by us or our allies. And as you already know, the Knights of
Quenar are not concerned with your wellbeing. Only the security of the Uriti.”


“So you use them to enforce while you remain
blameless?”


“They’re not taking orders from us, or vice versa, but
they are a threat you have to take into consideration, even if we kicked them
out of the Preserve too. With their cloaking technology they can come and go at
will with few of us being able to detect them. And then you’ve got us to deal
with. While we are honorable, we are not soft. Hopefully that’s not something
you have to personally learn the hard way, though those at your base are going
to get a lesson in reality. If they refuse to surrender there is going to be a
fight, and one that we will win.”


“There are many that oppose you. Do not think it will
be that easy. And do not think that having the Knights of Quenar as an ally is
that great of an advantage. Their presence here adds fire to many races they
have crossed.”


Riley sighed. “I wondered about that.”


“Do not expect people to not try and find a way to
protect themselves against the Uriti. Asking them to remain helpless is not a
request that will be honored.”


“That I can understand, but I can’t let you keep
experimenting by attacking them either. And getting your own people killed in
the process is…wrong.”


“They were not my people.”


“We care about all people, including the Uriti.”


The Jartool’s face screwed
up in either disgust or disbelief. “They are weapons, not people.”


“They are people, albeit it very strange and powerful,
but people who have been altered into weapons by the Chixzon. We are rescuing
them from the fate of being living weapons as much as we are doing this to
protect the galaxy from them, which is why we will not permit you or anyone
else to attack them.”


“You haven’t stopped anyone yet.”


“We’ve stopped a few, and a few got through. Those
that get through have repercussions, and a lot of races are getting banned
because of this. We’ll deal with the fallout from that as it happens, but we’re
not going to keep people around here that are knowingly trying to stab us in
the back.”


“Then we are at an impasse, because the races
assembled here cannot allow you to continue on your present course.”


“For curiosity’s sake, what would you prefer happened?
Shared control? The Uriti released to go on a rampage? You all get a free shot
at them and die trying to kill one of them?”


“They have to be killed or rendered inert once again.”


“That’s what you were doing,” he said as another Jartool memory strand clicked in. “Trying to find a way to
neutralize them.”


“Dead is preferred, but we must have some way to
defend ourselves.”


“The Ancients never found a way to effectively kill
them. What makes you think you will?”


“We have to try.”


“No, you don’t. Not until one breaks free of our
control and leaves this Preserve. It’ll take a very long time to travel to your
worlds. Ours are the ones that are at greatest risk if we lose control.”


“You can carry them elsewhere at far greater speed.”


“We don’t have that much control over them. The sedate
ones we brought here were kept sedate for that very reason.”


“A problem that you may overcome with time.”


“You still think they’re too powerful to risk anyone
having control over?”


“We do.”


Riley nodded. “If our situations were reversed, we’d
be concerned too. But I can guarantee we wouldn’t be running suicide missions
to do weapons testing.”


“You would still try to find a counter to them?”


“Yeah, we would.”


“So it is our methods you disagree with?”


“If you ever possess a weapon to kill Uriti, we’re not
going to come and take it away from you…unless you come here and use it first.
As I said, we’re not going to use them as weapons, so what defenses you have
against them aren’t our concern unless you bring them into the Preserve.”


“We cannot develop them if we cannot test them.”


Riley caught a whiff of another thought, and the Jartool reflexively pushed it down as soon as he thought
it. The stupidity of that was obvious, but he couldn’t help it, for ostensibly
the KoQ or Riley had already plucked out all his secrets, but in truth this was
something Riley hadn’t seen before.


The trailblazer chose to visibly ignore it, but inside
him was a growing pit of fury.


“None the less, you will not be permitted to. Abide by
our restrictions or not. We deal fairly. The Knights of Quenar are another
matter. Cross them at your own peril.”


“I already have.”


“And we will not be adding to that. Remain in this
room until otherwise instructed. Food and other necessities will be provided
until you depart,” Riley said, spinning around and heading for the door.


“Thank you,” Emon said
reluctantly.


Riley half turned back. “We don’t torture prisoners.
Ever.”


“But you are releasing me?”


“There’s no need to hold you,” he said as he opened
the door and walked out, looking at the Knight that had been waiting there per
instructions. When the door closed he looked up at him.


“He doesn’t leave, but be nice about it. Our ‘allies’
worked him over pretty good and I don’t want to add to it.”


“The Knights of Quenar?”


“Yeah. On your list of potential good guys, scratch
them off.”


“Add to the enemy list?” the Knight asked with a grim
resolve.


“Not yet, but they may get there eventually,” he said,
tapping the man on his armored shoulder as he walked away.



 

“We’ve got a problem,” he said when he eventually met
up with Nefron in his private work area. 


“We’ve got several. Which are you referring to?”


“Well, I’m taking this ship and calling for a fleet to
help take out a base the opposition has quietly hidden inside our territory not
far from here, but that’s not the real problem. I caught a bit of memory from
the prisoner the Knights of Quenar gifted me. They’re intent on finding a way, any way, to stop a Uriti. Including
creating their own Chixzon.”


Nefron’s eyes burnt green.
“How do they know?”


“My guess would be a leak from one of The Nine, but
right now that doesn’t matter. They’re going to go Protovic hunting, and I’m
pretty damn sure there are plenty of them out there to find that we and our allies
haven’t got to yet. Assuming they can trigger the transformation, how helpful
would your twin brother be?”


“You should know the answer to that. The risk is of
forced memory retrieval.”


“Will they be able to control a
Uriti if he isn’t willing?”


“Unlikely, but as you now know there is a way to do
it. If they got hold of one of our gauntlets and reverse engineered it along
with captured memories…we have a problem I did not previously anticipate. It is
imperative that we don’t lose one.”


“And?” Riley asked, sensing something more in Nefron’s thoughts.


“You could read my mind, thus prevent me from any
obvious duplicity. Had that not been the case I could have manipulated you into
doing my will. If they create a Chixzon, they could unwittingly unleash them on
the galaxy once again. I’ve anticipated that happening eventually, but I need
more time.”


“Time for what?”


“To get Star Force to a level where we can beat them.”


Riley frowned. “What exactly are you working on?”


“A lot of things, and I’m a lot less worried about
your coreward threat than I am the revival of the Chixzon. For all we know it
could have happened already in another part of the galaxy.”


“What exactly
are you working on?”


“Immunities…to a lot of their standard tricks. They
can’t use the Uriti again, not against us, so their attack will have to come in
another way. A subtle way. You’re set up to fight against naval fleets, not
biology.”


“We have regenerators.”


Nefron shook his rock-like head. “They work off of
your genetic profile, repairing it per instructions that can be altered. Change
your genetics to something self-destructive and the regenerators are useless,
correct?”


“Yeah,” Riley said reluctantly.


“Which is why you need me to out think them, and I
need as much of a head start as I can get.”
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November 19, 3337


Entor System (ADZ)


Arbiter (Clan
Sangheili capitol)



 

Paul walked with Jason through the main plaza of the
capitol city, getting the distinctive feel of Star Force infrastructure but
with a telltale Clan slant. The Sangheili color scheme was white/chrome, which
wasn’t all that different from Star Force norms, but where it was a base in
other facilities spread across the ADZ it was much more flamboyant here. A
sterile flamboyance, with everything looking as if dust and grime could not
exist, coupled with a lot of light coming from objects within the plaza rather
than the walls, ceiling, or floor as most Star Force facilities were. 


It was odd, for as much time as Paul and Jason had
spent together over the years he’d rarely visited one of his worlds, and vice
versa. They usually met up onboard ships in war zones or at Earth. Paul had
only been here once before, and that was only in orbit. He was definitely sure
he’d never seen the giant statue of the original Arbiter from Halo in the center
of the plaza. A lot of the illumination for the mile wide indoor/outdoor
chamber was coming from the pair of covenant energy swords that it held in a
combat pose that well represented his friend’s Clan. 


When they walked near the giant feet Jason motioned
for him to get closer, at which time Paul realized there was an internal
structure to the statue…as well as the faint traces of familiar minds at the
top.


“You didn’t.”


“Of course I did,” Jason scoffed as he and Paul ducked
in the secret access door and began to climb a ladder that would take them
several stories up to the top where the private den was located. Paul followed
him up, making him the last of the ten 2s in the small but cozy retreat.


“About time you two got here,” Megan said from the couch
where she was laying with her feet well above her head. “How slow did you
walk?”


“Nice view,” Paul commented, seeing that the walls
were clear all around them, similar to the way Davis’s office was structured,
except that this was one-way material. Nobody could see in from the outside,
but they could see everywhere in the plaza all the way up to the dome that
covered it in holographic sky. The air outside was barely breathable, hence a
true exterior structure just wouldn’t work here. Plus no one wanted rain, acid
or otherwise.


“Time to get brainstorming,” Brian said, putting down
a datapad he’d been reading.


“Not just yet,” Randy said, throwing Paul an annoyed
look that the other trailblazer responded to with a knowing smile. “First we
have to get in the proper frame of mind.”


“He’s right,” Emily said, pointing in Megan’s
direction. “Everybody get your butt on the couches. We’ve got some Halo to play
first.”



 

Morgan was in her personal sanctum working against
robotic opponents the size of mechs when the alert sounded. She ducked out of
the way of a massive metal hand and telepathically shut down the challenge,
pulling a brief feed through the same mental interlink set into the walls and
ceiling. It was a defensive alert, stating that the system was under attack by
the lizards. More information than that she couldn’t get without a terminal
interface or a physical connection to the planetary computer systems. 


The ViLord sprinted across the acres of training area
and telekinetically pulled her jacket top to her from the spot on the floor
near the door where she’d left it. As she ran out she pulled it on over her
sweaty jog bra and zipped it halfway up to her neck, leaving a slit to help her
cool down from her workout fury that she developed when probing her limits.


It took several minutes to get out of her sanctum and
over to the command center, with her bypassing the Clan Ninja Monkey staff and
going straight to her command chair-style nexus set in the middle of the giant
room rather than tucked off into a side nook. When she sat down force fields
rose around her to quiet but not completely negate surrounding sounds while
also dimming the light. Others could see and hear her, but her chair zone was
faded out a bit to give her some privacy while in the crowded room. Her staff
fed her updates and already compiled reports through the mental interlink,
getting her up to speed faster than talking would have ever allowed.


She was on her capitol of Sliced Banana in the DK
System, the strongest system she had in her 39 system empire on the border with
the coreward lizards. Morgan had been growing her territory steadily, but not
aggressively. Taking time to develop her Clan’s population without having to
accept slackers. When she decided to take a world the lizards couldn’t hold it
against her, but they did try some probing attacks on the periphery of her
stretched out knot of systems on occasion. More often than not they were just
fortifying the nearest ones because they knew she’d be coming after them.


While she didn’t take systems all that often, Morgan
raided them all the time. Knocking down their ship counts and industrial
facilities, hampering their ability to grow while giving her people more
experience to learn from. Gone were the days where Clan Ninja Monkey and the
lizards were going at each other in an even fight. She’d had the advantage for
so long now it hadn’t even dawned on her that they’d be stupid enough to mount
a straight up attack against any of her systems…let alone her capitol, but here
they were, in far greater numbers than could have originated in the surrounding
systems. 


They’d brought in reinforcements from another region,
and while it wasn’t enough to take this system from her, it was still going to
be a messy fight. 


“About time you guys got off your ass and took us
seriously,” she whispered as she mentally linked into the orbit defenses and
began rearranging things to her liking based on the enemy fleet disposition.
They were being harassed in near the star and she was getting delayed reports,
but all of them indicated that they were heading here. The lizards probably
expected to lose this fleet to her, but they were going to send it at her
strongest defenses and see if they could give her a bloody nose.


With a flurry of orders she got her planet geared up
for battle and aware of the lizards’ probable suicidal intentions, then watched
as her people harassed and picked off ships from the formation flanks as they
moved around the star to the jumpline for her capitol, as expected. When they
finally got into planetary orbit Morgan was ready for them, with all hell
unleashing when they unceremoniously dove down into the low orbit defenses and
attacked them and her primary shipyard for all they were worth.



 

When Davis got the attack report it set him back, not
because of the fact that it had happened, but because of the sheer audacity of
it. Here they were, sweeping up lizard systems in the rimward half of lizard
territory, and their enemy had the gall to launch a major attack against Star
Force territory. It shouldn’t have surprised him, but it finally dawned on him
that the lizards had completely abandoned their rimward worlds.


They were just expendable now, and had been expended
to keep Star Force busy while the lizards built behind the line where they had
to now at least suspect he wouldn’t cross. It was a glaring weakness for anyone
who saw it. The mighty empire afraid to go any further towards the core. 


And he got the distinct feeling that the lizards were
now sufficiently rebuilt enough to call his bluff.


Four days ago he’d received a report from Clan RaSeru
that they’d also been attacked, though not in these numbers. It’d been a strong
hit against one of their outer colonies, but the lizards had gone straight for
Morgan’s capitol and her primary shipyards…which they’d managed to damage
considerably. They weren’t out of commission, and the Ninja Monkeys had
destroyed the entire invading fleet, but Davis got the feeling that there was
going to be a lot more attacks coming their way to probe their lines and see
how Star Force would respond.


But what could he do? The further they went toward the
core the closer they got to the V’kit’no’sat, and as it was they weren’t
exactly hiding. Star Force stood out in the local region and wasn’t silent
about most things…then add in the now infamy of housing the Uriti and they were
practically waving their arms and shouting at the V’kit’no’sat to come and get
them. Their only saving grace was they were so far away they couldn’t hear or
see, but the closer Davis reached into the core the greater the chance of that
changing.


The galaxy was just too damn big, and he had a hard
time as it was trying to control everything that Star Force had more or less
exercised domain over. A lot of it was unoccupied or unaligned worlds that he’d
chosen to shield from the lizards, and it needed reinforcing…a lot of
reinforcing, so it wasn’t like Star Force was just sitting and watching the
lizards conquer a piece of the galaxy. 


Yet the idea of having a line over which the bad guys
could operate with impunity was morally unacceptable, which was why he had
allowed Morgan and others to blur that line, but the lizards were now onto his
game, at least partially, and he was pretty sure they were now taunting him to
come after them.


He had the manpower to do it. Even before the rimward
front was wrapped up he could mount a major campaign and drive a knife into the
‘safe’ lizard territory. Part of him wanted to, but he knew it would be
fruitless in terms of stopping them permanently. They could just keep spreading
further and further coreward, and if Star Force was going to stop heading that
direction it might as well be here and now. Davis just hated not being able to
go after his enemies when they were at his fingertips.


That was the Archon in him, but the geography of the
situation spoke for itself. Star Force was expanding in 5 directions, not 6,
and was already tickling the upper and lower edges of the galactic plane. It
was obvious to anyone with access to an even remotely accurate map with time
scaling to see that Star Force wasn’t moving in towards the core like they once
were, and that begged the question of why.


Davis wasn’t going to tell the public the real reason,
and while Star Force troops were concentrating their efforts rimward not too
many people questioned the coreward border. Fighting a war in multiple
directions was difficult, so consolidating one’s strength and hitting a
‘smaller’ area, laughable as that was with the scope involved, made sense. Then
add the various entrepreneurs that were fighting on the coreward border making
it seem as volatile as anywhere and Star Force didn’t have an internal problem
with questions as of yet, but to outsiders it had to scream that there was some
reason why they wouldn’t keep pushing further into enemy territory.


What Davis was trying to do by establishing the wall
was monumentous…securing so many system in an
effective manner and essentially shielding everyone rimward from the lizards’
expansion was not something that anyone could argue was inaction on Star
Force’s part, but it still begged the question of why the line instead of going
after them wherever they showed their scaly heads.


This was the Achilles heel to Star Force’s strategy,
and it was just something that Davis was going to have to live with.
Establishing the line and holding it firm would save uncountable numbers of
lives, but having the enemy that close and not going after them just felt wrong.
He kept constantly rechecking his logic for fear of making a bad choice, but
each and every time it always came back to the same thing.


Star Force couldn’t risk revealing themselves to the
V’kit’no’sat any further. If they came back then everything they had fought and
gained against the lizards would be undone. Hell, they might even reclaim their
previous territory if Star Force was wiped out or forced to retreat, because
Davis knew the V’kit’no’sat weren’t going to stick around and colonize the
‘frontier’ as they thought of it. 


So the only way this would work was if Davis bit his
lip and focused on holding the line and eradicating the lizard threat on this
side of it. He’d relegated himself to that task previously, but now this
obvious taunting by the lizards was making him reconsider yet again.


He’d discussed this with the trailblazers numerous
times and they didn’t have any better options. They didn’t like it either, but
Star Force had to mark its territory somewhere and pushing the line any further
coreward didn’t make any strategic sense. It wouldn’t end the threat, so the
only reasonable thing to do if you couldn’t get to all the lizards was to block
off a section of territory and keep them out of it…and Davis had chosen the
entire outer rim. That should have satisfied him, but it didn’t. He needed to
do more, but think through it again as he would, he’d end up with the same
inevitable conclusion.


They couldn’t keep pushing coreward.


And if they couldn’t do that, and the lizards
suspected it, what were they trying to accomplish with these attacks? It was a
goad, obviously, but to what end?


He thought about that for a while as he skimmed
through the reports a second time, trying to glean their intent, then a
possibility struck him. If they didn’t actually intend to mount a campaign
against Star Force that they thought could succeed…and without the Trinx
supplying them with tech their long term plans to do so had already bitten the
dust…then they were probing for a reaction.


A reaction to see if Star Force really would stay
behind the line. These attacks were a test of it.


And they’d keep coming. They had enough troops and
ships that they could waste them when they chose to, and he had a feeling they
were going to keep throwing more and more troops at Star Force’s defenses,
looking for a weakness they didn’t expect to find while trying to provoke him
to jump the border and go after them. 


And that told Davis one thing. They didn’t want Star
Force to.


If you’re afraid of the dog biting you, you don’t stay
away from him. You get your hand near then pull back. If he doesn’t bite, you
get it nearer and nearer and nearer, testing to see if he really won’t bite. If
he never does then you can relax around him, and in the case of the lizards
that meant…


“The Skarrons,” he said aloud as he jumped up out of
his chair and began pacing the perimeter of his office. 


Of course. It was so obvious now. The lizards knew
they couldn’t beat Star Force, especially without the Trinx, and ever since
they’d evacuated their templars into the coreward half of their empire they’d
probably stopped planning to fight. They needed to survive and expand,
conquering weaker opponents and growing their strength. They’d done that while
fighting the Skarrons, but as Star Force had learned they’d only been focusing
on one region within the Skarron empire and exploiting
a political rift within them. So long as they didn’t go after any of the other
regions the Skarrons seemed fit to let the one under attack fend for itself.


But the lizards were only going to play that game for
so long. Davis was almost sure that they were about to take on the whole of the
Skarron empire in a very grim and bitter war that they might well lose if Star
Force decided to hit them at the same time, hence they needed to know whether
or not that would happen.


“So you hit us now to see if we’ll attack. If we don’t
come after you you’ll keep it up. Keep probing and taunting and waiting for us
to break with protocol. If we don’t you’ll maintain the ruse while you launch
your full strength against the Skarrons, leaving your industrial muscle
vulnerable to us should we strike. You’re bluffing again, and damn you, it’s a
bluff I can’t risk to call,” he said, punching the window with a warbling thud
as the safety glass bent ever so slightly.


Star Force couldn’t go after the lizards, but the
Preema could and had been doing so effectively until they’d chickened out and
decided to mount their own line of defense. The Voku also could but had
priorities dictated to them by the Zak’de’ron and had
plenty on their plate already. Star Force was the dominate power in the region,
and the downside of that was that there wasn’t anyone of equal or greater
strength to turn to in order to get the job done…meaning the lizards were going
to operate with impunity and could shift most of their assets to the Skarron
front without reprisal. 


For centuries Star Force had been winning and winning
big against the lizards as they took system after system away from them, but in
the bigger picture Davis felt like they were actually losing, and all because
of a distant threat that may or may not take notice of them staying their hand
and forcing Davis to let the lizards go so long as they stayed on the other
side of that stupid line.


There was no way around that logic, but that didn’t
mean he wouldn’t spend hours upon hours in the future thinking about it and
trying to find a solution that was currently escaping him and the rest of Star
Force’s leaders from trailblazers to monarchs. No one knew a way to go after
the lizards without potentially exposing themselves to the V’kit’no’sat, and
until they found one their hated enemy was going to be able to play on the
other side of the line without interference, waving and taunting back at them
as much as they liked.


For Davis and Star Force couldn’t go there, and no one
else who was willing was powerful enough, and those powerful enough simply
weren’t willing to take the fight to the enemy if they didn’t absolutely have
to. 
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December 23, 3337


Entor System (ADZ)


Arbiter (Clan
Sangheili capitol)



 

“Oh my god,” Emily said, bolting out of her chair in
their secret den inside the stature. “We are so fucking stupid.”


“Oh?” Jack asked.


“‘Oh shit’ is more like it. We’ve been going at this
all wrong.”


“Enlighten us,” Jason prompted as the 9 trailblazers
all turned from their individual projects and looked at their standing, and
somewhat flustered, peer.


“Canderous. Why the hell didn’t any of us see this
before?”


“You want to integrate them into Canderous?” Paul
asked as he thought that through.


“No, Silly. Think. What’s notorious about Canderous?”


“The most difficult maturias,” Randy said automatically.


Emily pointed at him. “Exactly. We didn’t think we
could push younglings any harder than that, and Canderous has the largest
dropout rate of any faction. They lose like, what, 15% of their population to
emigration after graduation?”


“Thirteen,” Paul corrected. “What are you getting at?”


“We didn’t think we could press anyone harder than
that. That we had to let people develop at a slow rate and while some might be
able to go faster we couldn’t sacrifice anyone by pushing the group too hard.
Allow individuals a chance to excel beyond their peers, yes, but not as a
group. Canderous is the hardest maturia group we’ve been able to successfully
create, and I think we’re all in agreement that we can’t push the line any more
with them?”


“They’ve pulled back a bit in spots,” Ivan added. “If
there’s improvement to be made there it’s in refinements, not a toughening of
the program.”


“Bingo,” Emily said as if the word was a weapon.
“Right there. That’s what we’ve all been missing. We can’t go past that line
without the risk of damaging those we’re trying to train. We’ve maxed out and,
frankly, have given up on younglings being much use in anything. We all know
that longevity and consistent training is required to gain true strength, so
getting the younglings off on the proper path is what matters, not the speed of
that path. Canderous pushes the speed to its limit and has it fairly well
defined, so we’ve completely ignored trying to surpass it.”


“Genetic memory,” Randy said, catching an inkling of
what she was getting at.


“We don’t use it because it’s not the Star Force
way…and yet all of us have genetic memory. We just haven’t fiddled with what we
started with. Our psionics operate on genetic memory, a little bit anyway, so
that we can use them right away, and they’re not natural. So why haven’t we
messed with giving people knowledge from birth?”


“Knowledge given and knowledge gained are not the same
thing,” Paul said thoughtfully. 


“People need to learn some things for themself,” Jason echoed.


“And that’s exactly where we’ve been blind. Yes,
people need to learn for themselves, but do they all have to have the same
starting point?”


“Emily, you’re a freaking genius,” Dan said, standing
up as well as soon as it clicked for him.


“If I was I would have figured this out a month ago.”


“Emily,” Paul said slowly. “I’m still not fully
getting you.”


“Probably because you’re too close to the problem.”


“Then lay it out for me.”


Emily raised a hand towards Paul as she suddenly
lifted him into the air out of his chair with her Lachka. He didn’t flash his
Rentar, not sure what she was doing, but then her hand produced a Jumat blast
that knocked him over the back of the chair as she let go of her hold, dumping
him onto the floor. 


When he caught himself and started to get up she came
flying into view and punched him to the ground, then the two wrestled around a
bit until Paul as able to throw her off him. She skidded to a halt on the
carpet a meter away but didn’t reengage, merely raising an eyebrow at him.


“I’m assuming that wasn’t a love tap?” Paul scoffed as
he locked eyes with her, ready to defend himself a second time if need be.


“The Black Knight,” she said, giving him another clue.


“Enough, you two,” Megan said as she flipped over the
back of the couch and interposed herself between them. “Get a room.”


“Damn it,” Jason said, finally getting it. “You are a
genius.”


“Guys…” Paul complained, standing up off the ground
along with Emily as Megan kept them both at arms’ length. 


“We don’t choose where we’re born,” Dan said. “We’re
inserted randomly into this universe. The maturia process is the safe way to
help those just arriving develop, but we all know from experience that the
Black Knight taught us some very important lessons in a very unsafe way. Sometimes people need to be
thrown in over their heads in order to learn how to swim, but we don’t do that
because some people might drown. Yet that’s what we got in basic.”


“Yeah, we just had the regenerators handy to patch us
up whenever he broke something,” Brian added.


“More than that, we weren’t given instructions about
what to do with him. We just had to do it. Keep up or get our ass kicked. We
learned to succeed and persevere because we were put into a very
pressure-filled environment and rose to the challenge. If you want to be Archons
that’s what you have to endure, but that won’t work for civies.
They’ll break. And basic occurs after the maturia training.”


“The Clans,” Megan said, also catching on.


“Pressure cookers,” Emily finally explained, but still
looking at Paul. “People measure up or get kicked out, which is why we have no
maturias. Everyone is recruited in…but that’s not the way it has to be.”


“Learn by doing rather than training,” Paul said,
finally getting the gist of Emily’s physical lesson. She didn’t tell him to
defend himself, he simply saw the need and responded. No instructions, just
adaptation.


And adaptation is what the lizards were exceedingly
good at.


He looked at her sarcastically. “Can I kiss you?”


Emily pointed at him and Megan backed off with her
hands raised, getting out of the way. 


“I’m calling your bluff on that one, buddy,” Emily
said as she walked over to Paul and gripped his head in her hands and laid a
not so short full kiss on him before backing off a step. “You’re welcome.”


“Ok,” Jason said with a clap of his hands. “Are we all
caught up then, Luke and Leia included?”


“He’ll take that as a compliment,” Megan scoffed.


“Win, win,” Paul said with a lingering smile as he
looked at Emily, “though Riona kisses better.”


“Hey, hey,” Megan said, stepping back between them as
Emily took a step towards him with a balled fist. “Enough already.”


“Ingrate,” Emily said, abandoning her approach and
taking a seat on the back of the nearest couch. 


“Let’s just spell this out so we know we’re all on the
same page,” Brian insisted. “Emily, you want to incorporate the lizards into
the Clans as their birth entry point and have them opt out rather than in?”


“Yep,” she answered pithily.


“They can handle the pressure cooker,” Randy continued
thoughtfully, “where the other races cannot, because of their genetic memory.
They can be put to work instantly with no training and learn by doing.”


“Are we seriously suggesting no training?” Jack asked,
“because that’s pretty much treason right there.”


“And that’s why I didn’t think of it,” Paul admitted.
“We didn’t learn to survive and beat the Black Knight with training, we learned
and adapted through combat. I think Morgan would appreciate this approach.”


“Uh, uh,” Ivan said quickly. “This is our baby. Our 10
Clans. Leave Morgan’s out of it.”


“We’ve got a shit load of work to do on this,” Randy
added in agreement. “Even if we wanted to share it with the other Clans we need
to do the tinkering ourselves.”


“All 10 Clans?” Jason asked, seeing nods of agreement.



“Not just the Clans,” Kip said, a few mental steps
ahead of the others thanks to him staying out of the playful banter and
thinking hard. “The 10 of us. We drop our current assignments and focus this
hard…together. Paul’s getting more and more lizard prisoners as the years go by
and that’s only going to increase as we clean up the remaining systems on this
side of the line, and I’d prefer to get as many of them surrendering as
possible. We need a program to put them into rather than just stuffing them
away on a few planets for holding purposes.”


“He’s right,” Emily agreed. “This is too big to leave
dangling. Paul’s already got some leg work done, but we need to kick this into
high gear.”


“Clan lizards would be new births, not converts,” Paul
pointed out. “I’ve got the two separated right now, but this idea won’t help
the prisoners.”


“You can’t teach everything with memory,” Kip reminded
them all. “You’re going to get capable younglings, nothing more. In order for
them to advance to higher levels they’re going to have to train. We can have
the current lizards go through that training as well.”


“Are we talking combat for these guys?” Ivan asked.


“Support?” Megan floated.


“Have you put any of them into armor yet?” Brian asked
Paul.


“No, but Thrawn has been developing some of their own.
I haven’t let them use Star Force tech at all.”


“Afraid of them spiriting it off to their cousins?”
Randy asked.


“Afraid of a lot of things, but mainly just wanting to
keep them separate from us.”


“Why?” Dan challenged. “We assimilated the Veliquesh.
The lizards aren’t any worse than them.”


“They had younglings,” Jason answered for him. “The
lizards use genetic samples. There was never any need to conquer the lizards in
order to assimilate them.”


“If we do this,” Kip said thoughtfully, “it will gain
us a power we’ve never had before. The Kiritas gave us so much strength, but
they still rely on maturias to reproduce. The lizards don’t. There are dozens
of ways we can use this, but I think the bigger reason to do it, the emotional
one at least, is…”


“…to prove them wrong,” Megan said with finality. “The
lizards don’t have to be darkside. We can bring them
into the light.”


“So we are annexing them?” Jack asked to make sure.


“Star Force isn’t,” Emily said with a coy smile. “The
Clans are.”


“And to maintain our pressure cooker,” Kip added, “when they’re born we put them to work immediately. In fact,
we don’t grow any of them without a specific need. Population on demand.”


“That could go very wrong,” Randy noted, “if anyone
other than us was overseeing it. But looking at it as an entry point, we create
the lizards out of a need and they individually choose whether or not to
fulfill that role. If they decline we move them out of the Clans and into Axius
or elsewhere, respecting their individual sovereignty, but the default will be
to the mission. Team and unit first. You said they wanted to fight,” he
recalled, looking at Paul. “That stagnation was a problem for them. This will
alleviate that if we stop treating them like everyone else and make a new niche
within Star Force that doesn’t utilize maturias or an individual first concept.
It’ll be unit first with an individual opt out.”


Jack nodded, holding up a finger to keep Paul from
answering first. “How many people have we met that just wanted to contribute?
Whether it be fighting or building or just carrying someone’s bag. We tell them
training first and they do it, taking years if not centuries before they really
get into the fight. They have to earn their way to it, and I like that system,
but if we had been born now and not given everything to do from the inception
of Star Force, how would we feel?”


“We’d want to be on the front lines immediately,” Dan
admitted, “doing things that mattered rather than training.”


“And if the lizards are even more prone to this
mindset than we are,” Jack continued, “then perhaps it is in their best
interests if we put them to work immediately and allow the few individuals who
would prefer something else to leave to seek it out rather than trapping the
lot of them in a workable system that really isn’t suited to them.”


“It’s what we thought Canderous would be back in the
day,” Emily added, “and could never achieve.”


“But how do we incorporate younglings into combat
units?” Randy pointed out the obvious flaw. “Work details are one thing, but if
they really want to fight how much can we have them do without losing people.
We can’t let the bloodbath tactics remain.”


“Agreed,” Kip echoed.


“I’ve already been working on that a bit,” Paul said,
very glad that Jason had insisted on making this a group project, “and I think
recon work would best be suited to that aspect, though training certain lizards
in the traditional ways needs to happen. They can’t get strong enough on field
work alone.”


“Elite units,” Randy said dismissively, “but the
strength for the Clans here is going to be their ability to take a single ship
to a distant planet and populate it with millions of effective workers and
soldiers within a decade. Even the Kiritas can’t reproduce trained people that
fast.”


“Let them fight the little threats,” Megan suggested.
“We’ll handle the big ones.”


“What’s your greatest concern?” Kip asked Paul when he
noted a slightly displeased look on his face.


“Scruples,” he answered immediately. 


“Because of the genetic memory?”


“And the unit mentality. If one goes to the darkside, with the lemmings follow?”


Randy nodded. “You really should have called me in
sooner. I’ve already dealt with a lot of this with the Kiritas.”


“And?”


“Archons lead for a reason, and amongst other things,
it’s to be the torch bearers of civilization. It’s easier for others to do the
right thing when they have someone to follow. Take the Archons away from the
other factions and you would see a deleterious effect on them as well. The
trick is, they’re established enough now that our influence would continue to
linger even if we were all suddenly gone. And with so little population
turnover now, in the upper levels anyway, the lessons we’ve taught and the
examples we’ve made will stick with them throughout their lifetimes.”


“Longevity is our insurance policy?” Megan asked.


“Followers follow,” Randy said with a shrug. “Get them
in the habit of doing the right thing and they’ll keep doing it until they’re
dragged off another direction. Usually it’s the younglings that have no prior
history that are the most affected. If we give the lizards the leadership of
the Archons they will follow us, pattern after us, learn from us, and pass it
on to others even when we are not there. We’ll have to counter various things,
just like we have in all factions. The attrition of morals occurs everywhere
the light doesn’t shine, but get enough people to soak it in and they’ll be
able to sustain themselves through brief periods of darkness.”


“Moral glow rods?” Emily asked with a chuckle.


“Temporarily charged,” Randy added unabashed. The
metaphor was sound. 


“Charged off the beacons of light,” Kip said with a
nod. “And given the lizards’ group nature, if we can convert them they might
hold to it better than others would.”


“But they’ll be a hard sell,” Jason cautioned. “Those
surrendering especially.”


“You think we didn’t have a hard time with the
Kiritas?” Randy asked. “We won’t have to worry about people starving to death
this time. Try teaching people to do the right thing when they need to steal,
cheat, and kill just to try and stay alive.”


“I think we can all agree,” Emily said, raising her
arms to encompass everyone, “that Paul was an idiot for not including us
earlier.”


“I can second that,” Jason said, drawing a sigh of
regret from Paul.


“But he has created a good foothold for us to work off
of,” Emily added. “Him turning Thrawn is what started
all this, and his little projects since then are showing good, piecemeal
results. That said, this is not going to be an easy or quick fix. We’re
probably going to have to tinker with the variants, maybe even make some new
ones, and solve a lot of problems that haven’t even been discovered yet. But
we’re a team and we work best as one. This is a very big challenge and one
worthy of our combined skills, so let’s dig into this and make it happen before
we run out of lizards to recruit. Every one of them we save is a victory for
us.”


“I’m more interested in the potential of the new
ones,” Kip differed, “but you make a good point. There are multiple levels here
to consider, which is why we need all of us working and managing this. We’re
also going to need a lot of star systems.”


“Where are we going to work this from?” Jack asked.


“Heart of the storm,” Megan said. “Krachnika.”


Jason nodded. “We’ll need more than that, but that’s
where we need to start setting up shop.”


“Time to start packing,” Dan said, heading for the
exit with Ivan and Randy following a step behind.


“I’ll handle Davis,” Emily volunteered, referring to
the need for more star systems.


“You going to kiss him too?” Megan jibbed. 


Emily glared at her, but before she could respond Paul
walked up behind her and wrapped her up in a hug, then gently kissed her on the
cheek.


“Thanks,” he whispered in her ear. 


“You really should have told us about this before,”
she said, not struggling against his embrace.


“Yeah, I know, but we are keeping this secret from the
other Clans, right?”


“Totally,” Megan agreed as she and the others started
to head for the door too.


“No reason they need to know until we get something
worked out,” Emily answered as Paul let her go, “but amongst us we don’t need
to keep secrets.”


“On that note,” Paul said with a devious smile, “has
Jason told you about his…”


“Hey!” he objected, turning around just as he got to
the door and glaring at Paul. “Not cool.”


“His what?” Emily insisted, with Randy and Megan
turning around as well.
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