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February 20, 3108


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Tess



 

Jack-020 stood atop a tall lizard building, looking
out across the planet’s cityscape in the dim morning light at the shipyard
column he had in his helmet’s enhanced view. What he saw was almost comical,
though he wasn’t laughing. The base of the column had been severed with a chunk
a few dozen kilometers long missing out of it where it had formerly touched the
ground. 


Now it hung from the air, perfectly still, but not
standing on anything. The weight was being supported from the ring in orbit,
some 26,000 miles overhead, and the fact that the column hadn’t broken into
pieces or pulled out from its connection at the top surprised Jack. Apparently
the lizard construction was more robust than he gave it credit for. 


He’d checked the orbital telemetry being fed down to
them via the battlemap without having to break comm silence and noted that the
numbers for the ring’s gravity drive output had been added to the feed. Right
now they were running a lot harder than normal to support the weight of the
column and that’d have to be dealt with eventually, but for now they weren’t
worried about running out of fuel and Jack was fairly certain the column wasn’t
going to fall down on top of their heads in the near future…thankfully.


Which meant it was time to get back to the mission of
knocking out more anti-orbital batteries. Whether they proceeded with a full
ground invasion to take out the others or sniped at the edges with orbital
bombard, the more he and his small team of Archons could take out the wider the
beginning window would be for fleet operations, and he knew naval hated being
boxed in so tightly. And while Star Force did have a range advantage on the
lizards, sitting in orbit and firing down on a single target would take far too
long to do the damage needed with the strength of the lizards’ current shield
generators, which on this planet were more massive than any they’d encountered
before.


Star Force could get away with the slow bombardment
using long range Keema on smaller lizard worlds, but if they tried that here
they’d literally be at it more than a century, if not indefinitely, because if
they took too long to lay out the damage the lizards could rebuild what they
were losing.


So that meant the fleet had to get in closer and bring
its other weaponry into the game, specifically the Dre’mo’dons, and to use them
through atmosphere would mean they’d have to get real close. The key to not
losing any of them was in not exposing them to anti-orbital fire, at least not
from the big guns. The secondary surface defenses they could handle, but in
order to get them down that low they had to run the gauntlet until a
sufficiently wide enough safe zone had been established, and they were far from
that.


Add in that the lizards had just taken down their only
other means of getting to the surface and Jack began to wonder if the other
columns around the planet had also been destroyed. He didn’t think the lizards
would help Star Force out by taking down the ones they still controlled, but
the rest could certainly have become targets. Searching his battlemap telemetry
he saw no highlights at those locations like there was here, so he assumed they
were still intact. Though why the lizards would leave them up confused him. If
this was just a big stalling effort, why not take them down all at once?


Jack kept wondering if the lizards had a plan up their
sleeves…like getting a whole score of reinforcements coming into the system. So
far that hadn’t happened, and the full remaining Star Force invasion fleet was
still here guarding the system, but sooner or later they’d have to make a
choice. Stay here and continue to excessively cover the ground troops as they
did their thing, or move on to help assault other systems as planned. 


This core invasion was going to take decades at the
minimum, Jack knew, but they couldn’t get in a rush and leave themselves
exposed to counterattack. Then again they couldn’t wait too long either, with
Roger and Liam’s assault fleets still chipping away at two other systems. They
were wearing their fleets down and killing a lot of cruisers over the course of
time, but neither had risked a full on attack yet. Not until Paul got to them
with his enhanced fleet.


But to do that he’d have to leave this one, and he
wasn’t going to do that until the ring was fully taken and the ground assault
firmly underway. All three of the trailblazers here, himself along with Megan
and Paul, were trying to draw out any possible lizard counterattack before his
moving on, but none had yet came. He didn’t know if that was because there wouldn’t
be one or it just hadn’t manifested itself yet, but it was something constantly
on his mind…with the lizards’ hesitancy to chop off the bottom of the other
columns making him wonder if they didn’t want to do any more damage to the ring
than necessary if they had hopes of reclaiming it and the system.


Not that it was a fragile thing. Each column was miles
wide and took a hell of a lot of firepower to chop off at the base, with this
one taking hours to have been severed as it was, but destroying the ring itself
was damn near impossible. There was simply too much mass for the fleet’s
weaponry to chew through, and frankly it would be a waste of power to do it. They
could crash the ring down into the planet, with considerable effort, and that
would be far more economical than using their weapons to slowly nibble away at
it, for it did stretch around the entire
planet, but it would make a hell of a mess of the surface and Star Force wasn’t
interested in fighting that way.


Why make a mess
when you can just steal the ring from them in the first place?


That was their thinking anyway, and since the troops
they’d be facing on the ground would be the ones forcing their way up into the
ring via the column lifts it didn’t really matter. They’d have to kill them one
place or another, so it might as well be the ring, for they were still ignoring
all offers of surrender. 


Never can make
it easy on us, can you? Always have to make us earn it the hardest way possible.


So be it. A surrender would be much cleaner, but Star
Force would take the lizards down whatever way they needed, and picking them
apart piece by piece had been the method employed thus far, and there was no
need to change it now…though the idea of a Death Star to just blow up the
entire planet was enticing. Fortunately even the V’kit’no’sat didn’t have that
kind of a weapon, and by Jack’s thinking no one would. The amount of power
required to crack a planet in two was mindboggling and not deployable, unless
you could drag a small star over and have it go supernova in orbit.


Planets were typically durable, fat balls that could
get their surface messed up but otherwise would remain the same, and this rock
was no different. But Jack and the others weren’t going to mess this one up
much. Just a little redecorating via the fleet, then a good scrubbing with the
ground teams to clear one sector of lizard city after another. 


Jack glanced at the ring in orbit above, always
visible day or night and always the same section, for it was spinning with them
and locked into position via the columns. Typically Star Force would spend a
very long time cleaning up a conquered planet, and while that was somewhat
about erasing the lizard presence entirely it also had a very big logistics
value. Why go off and mine raw materials when you have concentrations of
valuable ones right here in the lizard infrastructure? These were already
refined, processed, and fabricated, meaning recycling these materials would be
a hell of a lot easier than mining new ones.


This was the most densely carpeted lizard planet Star
Force had ever tried to take, meaning it had a lot of recycling ahead of it,
but fortunately they had a little asset in orbit to use for that. While they
might not be able to use the ring to build new Star Force ships, with a little
tinkering it would become one giant scrap yard, and if they could leave even
one column intact it would save millions of dropship flights to get the
material up to orbit.


This one could be repaired, Jack thought, so long as it
didn’t fall off. They weren’t going to be building any new 26,000 mile bridges
up to the facility, so it was either use what was here or fly the bits and
pieces up via a flock of the tiny Star Force transports. 


Which was another reason why they had to get more of
these anti-orbital guns taken down…so the lizards couldn’t chop off more of
this column if they felt like it later. 


“Work, work, work,” Jack whispered, headed back inside
the enemy building and sneaking his way down into the undercity where the rest
of his team waited.



 

Paul and his team got to the surface as a squadron of
skeets roared past, killing a few wisps that were sniffing around down amongst
the buildings where the anti-air fire couldn’t target them. The grey skeets
flashed past so fast they were a blur of metal and mauler cannons, then they
were gone and the incoming icons of a dropship pulsed on his HUD, still several
kilometers distant. 


He responded by throwing down a waypoint in the street
just ahead of them, then the four Archons spread out chasing lizards away and
looking for any that were armed. The few that were they either shot or rendered
unconscious from range while the Sparrow-class
dropship landed. It was the smallest one Star Force had, only able to carry as
many people or cargo as a truck, but there were only four people in Paul’s team
and the rest of the Archons on planet were being picked up separately at their
various positions that were hundreds of miles apart.


Riona got to the dropship first and waited for the
rest of them before getting onboard. When Paul got there last of all the door
quickly closed and the pilot’s waited until it was fully shut before lifting
off and flying up through the city buildings and back into the cover of the
roaming fighter squadrons.


Paul walked a few steps through the small craft and up
into the cockpit compartment, finding a pair of pilots. While the dropships
could easily be flown individually, it was always better to have two sets of
eyes and hands in play…especially in a combat zone.


“Thanks for the lift.”


“Not a problem,” the lead pilot said as she gestured
out the forward ‘window,’ though it was actually just a holographic display
over top of armor plates protecting them from the exterior. “The Excalibur has our back.”


As the dropship rose up above the buildings that
beautiful Star Force grey donut sat miles away in the distance, but it was so
large to be easily visible and pumping out plenty of firepower against the
surrounding cityscape and airborne targets while the handful of dropships sped
off to pick up the Archon teams.


“So it does,” Paul said, resting hand on her shoulder
in thanks.


She smiled, then glanced at her uniform and the dried
blood smear he left on it.


“Sorry,” he said, forgetting that it was even on his
armored hands. 


She brushed it off and shrugged. “You guys sure are
dirty.”


“This is nothing,” Riona commented dryly, and Paul
knew what she meant. If they’d been coming back from a ‘slayer’ mission their
armor would have been dripping in lizard blood.


The dropship quickly flew them to the huge command
ship sitting a couple of kilometers over the tallest buildings with the chopped
off shipyard column situated in the backdrop not far off. The shields lowered
over one of the hangar bays to let the sparrow inside, then Paul and his team
got out on the deck to wait for the others, seeing that one group had beat them
there.


One by one all the dropships came in, followed by the
skeet squadrons that had been covering them, and Paul was grateful that his
head count came up full. None of his invasion team had been lost or injured, by
the looks of them.


“You bringing the fleet down now?” Megan asked as she
walked over to him, with Jack a few seconds behind her.


“No. I think we could all use a good sleep, then we
can get to work on this.”


“You want to give the lizards that much time?”


“Normally no, but I’d rather have the three of us
involved than not.”


Riona lightly punched Paul in the shoulder as she
walked by, letting him know she was heading off. 


“I agree,” Jack said, forming their little triumvirate
as the other Archons all dispersed. “Let’s get some rest and pound them when
we’re fresh. They’re not going to do much rebuilding before then.”


“You don’t think the fleet can start picking off
targets without us?”


“I’d rather I be riding the controls when the
anti-orbital guns are involved.”


“Same here,” Jack said. “It takes some finesse.”


“I thought it was point and shoot,” Megan said
deadpan…then finally cracked a smile that was visible as she retracted her
helmet. “Alright, I get your point. I don’t want to lose any drones or hull
plates either. Mind if we kick it here for a while?” she asked Paul.


“You’re always welcome on my ship, but the Mario Kart
will have to wait. I need to crash.”


“Ditto.”


“You think we’re going to pull that off again?”


Paul looked at Jack and shook his head. “I don’t know.
They lizards had a hard time stopping us, but they’re going to have time to
think up something new. If we can take those things out navally, that’s my
first pick.”


“Going to need a lot of shields to withstand that.”


“We’ve got plenty of command ships.”


“Until you take off,” Megan commented.


“The only place I’m going right now is to bed. We’ll
continue this in…10 hours?”


“Make it twelve,” Jack said, allowing himself a yawn.
“I’m going to get something to eat first then zonk out.”


“Twelve then,” Megan confirmed with the three of them
heading for the hangar exit, then splitting up to walk to different parts of
the ship. Paul headed straight back to his quarters, knowing the other two
would eventually end up in temporary versions. The ship always had some set up
and ready for visitors, so they wouldn’t have to do anything other than open
the door and drop into bed.


But that wasn’t quite what Paul did. When he got into
his quarters he split and walked out of his armor, then sat down at his
personal comm terminal and got some quick updates on the fleet and the combat
still going on within the ring. There were still a large segment that the
lizards controlled, but Star Force now owned more than three fourths of it with
more ground being gained by the day.


Everything seemed to be normal up there, and the Excalibur had already left the surface
and ran back to orbit while he was walking from the bay to here. It’d had to
run through some anti-orbital phaser and cleansing beam hits on the way up, for
Paul’s team had only been able to take out enough guns to create a clear zone
near the surface, but the command ship’s shields were strong enough to weather
the onslaught briefly. Tomorrow Paul would bring in a lot more command ships
and start some fancy maneuvers while they pounded one of those barriers from
low near the surface where the curve of the planet would block a lot of the
others, but for right now his ship was safely back in orbit and its weakened shields
recharging. He sent the Admiral a quick thank you message, then logged out of
the terminal and headed for the shower.


He got a good, fast scrubbing that he’d badly needed
after so many weeks living in his armor, then walked out towards his closet and
grabbed some soft and oh so comfortable clothes, pulling those on and heading
for bed. 


Paul laid down face first, feeling the blissful
softness of the bed and its covering blanket and just laid there like a dead
body for a few minutes, running through some mental release tricks he’d learned
long ago, and got himself out of battle mode. With his body now allowing itself
to feel the stress and fatigue, he rolled over onto his side and slipped his
bare feet underneath the covers and out of the frosty chill that the air
conditioning was blissfully providing, then curled up into a comfortable pose
and let himself sink into a deep sleep, not worrying about anything else
besides attending to what his body and mind needed.



 

When he woke up it wasn’t to an alarm, which he’d set
on his way into the shower, but to his normal habits. He’d slept 6 and a half
hours in what felt like 2 minutes, which told him how bad the fatigue really
was. After some of his extremely intense workouts or long slayer missions he’d
be out 8-12 hours, so this wasn’t so bad. There hadn’t been a lot of combat
involved, just a lot of sporadic running, sneaking around, and staying
alive…with a little blowing things up thrown in.


Blowing out a deep breath, Paul rolled over in bed and
got comfortable again, slipping back into a normal sleep mode and resting until
his alarm would finally wake him up. Then it’d be time to get back to work and
start expanding on the hole they’d just made in the lizards’ anti-orbital
defense grid.
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June 3, 3108


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Tess



 

Casper Jenson ran off his dropship along with a host
of other personnel when it set down on the planet’s makeshift landing pad…which
was little more than a cleared off section of lizard cityscape that had been
blasted away. Nearby some proper ‘floor’ panels had been spread out with prefab
structures going up on them, but right now it was a mixture of dirt and rubble
that the mechwarrior was having to run across towards the section of the giant
assembly area where a massive transport had just landed ahead of them and was
already offloading mechs.


His was coming out in 5 pieces, each compacted down
into a drone-like cubical rectangle to save space. Each section had limited
flight capability, designed for long hauls but with little maneuverability.
That was alright, because he wasn’t a pilot. He was a mechwarrior, and short
flights were nothing more than travel time from one battlefield to another. 


But he wasn’t flying anywhere at the moment,
thankfully, as he flinched from the sound of a Keema battery firing overhead.
Several actually, in a chorus that could only mean one thing. As he ran he
glanced upwards, seeing the dozens of naval ‘donuts’ sitting in the upper
atmosphere that were apparently continuing to bombard distant targets. They
were taking out the largest threats, the anti-orbital batteries and shield
generators, plus some of the secondary surface to air weaponry, leaving the
mechs to clean up the smaller stuff and watch the backs of the ground troops.


As well as knocking over buildings if needed. The Tier
1 mechs wouldn’t be much good at that, for all the lizard structures in this
area were huge, but the mech he was getting was a massive Tier 4, the largest
that Star Force had built to date, with each of the individual segments being
bigger than Tier 1 mechs all by themselves. 


There were plenty of Tier 1s around, neos mostly along
with some support madcats and other models that were somewhat out of date. The
maneuverability of the neos was just too much to pass up, though the ‘driving’
mechs had their uses in specific missions. Most mechs Star Force had nowadays
were ‘wearable’ in that they responded to your body’s movements, whether they
be physical or mentally calculated, instead of having a computer control the mech’s
steps and balance.


Staying clear of the areas where other mechs were
operating so he didn’t get stepped on, Casper headed over to the area where the
five pieces of his mech were floating over the ground with a small tech team
outpost beneath. He conferred with them on the status and loadout, then a
staircase stretched down from one of the pieces to the top of the prefab
outpost. He ran up it, climbing inside the dense segment and into the command
shell.


He slid into the loose harness in the center after
slipping his boots and shirt off. He preferred more skin contact than others
did, which was an old tradition for mechwarriors that had held up through to
the ‘neural’ age. He wasn’t an Archon and didn’t have their telepathic skills
to interface with his mech, but Star Force technology had advanced to the point
where he didn’t have to, allowing him to pull on a headband-like halo that
would access his mind directly.


The harness was auxiliary, but Casper was one of those
who had found that a combination of neural and physical commands worked best
for them, so he got himself latched in properly and checked the status of all
systems before closing the hatch and retracting the gangway. He kept the 5
pieces hovering in place, then moved them back from the outpost enough not to
crush it as he studied the battlemap.


The landing area was secure with a ring of mechs
around it, some of which were chopping down more buildings to eliminate zones
of attack for infantry, but there was another reason for that. The rubble would
be compressed down into the undercity beneath them, cutting off access to it
and burying the upper levels, creating a new ‘ground’ that the enemy couldn’t
sneak up at them through. Cleaning out everything down to the rock of the
planet wasn’t feasible during an initial foothold operation, for the lizard
subsurface structures were usually extensive and the rumors coming back to him
had said it was even worse on this planet, the first core world Star Force had
invaded.


But that was alright. The packed ground beneath him
would block out the undercity and the landing zone would remain safe, leaving
him and others to work on pushing that safe zone out further while other teams
were busy fighting off waves of lizards coming at them. Suicidal as always,
they’d been moving across the planet to the single landing zone and engaging
Star Force whenever and wherever they could. There was no natural geography
left, meaning that everything was urban fighting and on the lizards’ turf,
making things even more complex for the mechs until they redecorated enough to
get themselves comfortable.


Aside from the Tier 1 mechs in play, which were
essentially infantry as far as the hierarchy in war machines were concerned,
there were also quite a few walkers around the base. The hexpeds were the
upgrade versions of what used to be the Hoths, and were the only combat walkers
still used, with the difference being that these had more than two legs, hence
they were referred to as ‘walkers’ more often than ‘mechs.’ They had even less
mobility, but were very hardened targets and carried with them impressive
firepower. They were basically mobile siege devices, with the largest variety
essentially being a grounded warship moving about on six legs.


There were also some anti-air walkers and other
supports, but for straight up combat the heavy walkers were it, while
everything else was biped mechs that started with the ‘infantry’ Tier 1s and
expanded upward.


There were a handful of Voltrons roaming about, which
were basically bigger versions of the neos. They were Tier 2s and came in
either segments or full units nowadays, thanks to the really big ground
transports currently in play. The non-modular ones held the most combat
capability, but without the flexibility or quicker aerial movements of the
segmented ones. They could still fly, but it was like putting a big boulder on
a string and having a cloud carry it across the surface. Not graceful at all,
and all combat systems had to be powered down to utilize it.


The Voltrons could fly and, in a limited fashion,
fight while in the air in pieces, but put them together and they became just as
ungainly, hence most Voltrons were the segmented models…though if you were in a
really tough scrape you wanted the singles around for sure. 


Above them were the massive Tier 3s, all of which were
computer controlled ‘driven’ varieties. The Mk.3 madcats dominated the third
tier, but like always Star Force had created many different models at all
levels, so you’d see variations here and there. At this current deployment
there were no Tier 3 mechs in play, not yet at least, but there were several
Tier 4s out there already.


Structured similar to the Voltrons, Casper’s five
segments began transforming on his command and a huge bipedal mech was formed.
It could be ‘driven’ or body controlled, for its movements were so slow you
could fight it effectively either way, but Casper preferred manual body
movements and only put it on autopilot when he needed to. When the legs and
arms formed they had heavy gauntlets on each, then a head appeared that was
atypical of the neos that had nothing more than a short neck stump. Otherwise
the Megazord-class mech looked like a
huge, beefed up neo.


With all five pieces assembled, Casper began walking
the mobile mountain across the crushed surface and into the less paved regions,
pushing through a half broken building like he was walking through snow as he
headed out to the ‘trees’ that were other abandoned buildings. Infantry had
already cleared them, but they weren’t using explosives. It was up to the
Megazords to take them down, so Casper took to his assigned waypoints and the
buildings that needed to be leveled and started hitting them with punches,
elbows, and shoulder strikes with the lizard structures crumbling under each
hit almost as if they were made of paper.


They weren’t armored, for sure, and the size of the
Megazord would have made the Skarrons proud, so the impacts occurring had a
huge amount of mass behind them, with the Tier 4 mech itself suffering nothing
more than some surface scrapes in the process. 


Casper continued leveling buildings and giving Star
Force more room to maneuver…or at least it would after smaller mechs and
construction equipment got the rubble crushed down into a new foundation, but
after a few hours he got a call to combat along with two of the others. All
three mechs abandoned what they were doing and walked further inside the
makeshift base and over to a tall prefab structure that was built to house the
accoutrements for the mechs.


Casper let the other two go first, then he stepped in
and grabbed a huge sword and even larger shield, carrying both items in the
mech’s mechanical hands as he followed the other two Megazords off down one of
the city roads, having to punch their way through some tight spots and having
little trouble doing it. They had a long walk, but they were so large that even
a casual stroll propelled them along rapidly for an urban environment.
Eventually the three came to the edge of an area where there was mech combat
ongoing, with a formation of Tier 1s moving in and out of streets as they
contended with some very heavy surface defenses that contained anti-air and
anti-mech turrets.


And beyond those were even more stretched across the
landscape. Behind them the orbital bombardment had taken out a lot of targets,
but now that their firepower was fixing on the big anti-orbital guns only and
would remain the case until enough of the sky could be declared safe for the
drone fleets to get low enough to pulverize the threats, the ground team either
had to wait months or deal with it themselves.


And the Megazords were their way of dealing with it in
a quick and decisive fashion, especially when employed together. 


The Godzilla-sized mechs walked right up to the enemy
turrets with their physical shields blocking fire in front of them and slashed
down with their massive swords, cutting through buildings with a single swipe
or having to hammer away at energy shields for a bit before they eventually
succumbed. One by one the turrets went down and this roadblock was eliminated,
then the Tier 1 mechs moved in and continued to hunt smaller targets and make
ready for the true infantry teams to come in and sweep each building, with so
many of the structures it looked like an urban forest so widespread and dense
that the lizards could hide out here forever.


But they couldn’t. The battlemap was a mess of free
fire zones and no-go zones, making sure that none of the big mechs endangered
the ground troops and that the lizards couldn’t hide behind enemy lines and
spring an ambush later. Casper was asked to take down a civilian building while
he was there and chopped it down to size in a short period of time. Why? He
didn’t know, but he trusted the ground commander who’d requested it and didn’t
ask for any further explanation.


He was one of the giants roaming the cluttered
landscape and couldn’t get involved with the actions of the ants below him, so
he focused on his tasks and let the ants handle their work themselves while
being there to take a big whack when and where requested. It was a team effort,
and one that was only going to be ramping up in coming months. 


Before he was done for the day he was directed to hack
out a new landing zone on the perimeter, and into that rubble field a flurry of
armored transports came down. Another group of Tier 1s poured out and the
originals on site took their place on the ships, being carried back either to
orbit or the main site for resupply and rest. 


War was a round the clock operation and Star Force
wasn’t going to waste a minute, and given the size and density of this planet’s
civilization that was probably a good idea, for they had a hell of a lot of
chopping to do to get this planet under control and the enemy threat
neutralized. 


Even in a Megazord you had to take it one blow at a
time and trust in the plan, otherwise you’d be overwhelmed with the sheer
impossibility of it all. But little by little they’d get it done, and some day
down the road, years from now, this planet would belong to Star Force.


Right now though, Casper had a few more buildings to
smash before he headed back to base and someone else took his place playing
demolisher.



 

Paul had waited the additional months after
establishing a foothold on the planet until combat on the shipyard ring finally
came to a close. They’d been killing billions of lizards up there for years
now, but the enemy had eventually run out of ring and the last column
connection had been blocked off. With no more reinforcements arriving the last
of the opposition had been killed off and the column sealed, leaving the
shipyard fully in Star Force’s hands.


When that happened Paul knew it was time to go. He
still worried about a lizard counterattack on this system, but so far none had
come and he couldn’t wait any longer. Some more regular fleets had arrived to
supplement the system’s defenses and guard the ground troops as they made an
ever increasing bid to eradicate the lizards from the planet, so Paul felt
comfortable taking two thirds of his surviving fleet out of planetary and stellar
orbit and assembling them at an exiting jumppoint. Megan and Jack would be
staying behind to oversee the further conquest of this system but Paul had to
leave with the bulk of the advanced fleet he’d been given.


Knowing that the system was in good hands short of a
massive reinforcement effort, he assembled his jumpships with their drones
tucked safely onboard and jumped out, heading across several other lizard
systems and knowing that they would probably relay their presence ahead of
their progress via the lizards’ interstellar comm system but this time it
didn’t matter, for there were already Star Force warships at their destination
system.


They didn’t control stellar orbit, so rather than
fight a large scale battle there Paul had his fleet make a very slow final jump
and come out in middle orbit far from the star in the center of the Jenspat
System where Roger had been whittling away at the lizard fleet for years. It
was also a core world with an equally large defense fleet that had subsequently
been reduced by over a third despite the ongoing construction taking place.
Convoys were still coming and going, bringing in raw materials and taking out
finished products, new ships, and more ground troops. None of them were heading
to the system Paul had left, but obviously the lizards were still reinforcing
something somewhere, as Roger had been informing him all along via a relay seda
that had been sitting in this system and keeping the three naval masterminds in
delayed, yet constant contact with one another.


It took a long time for Paul’s fleet to come out of
its jump and get assembled, with some of Roger’s ships waiting for them and
driving off any lizards that finally found their way out to their arrival
point. No massive response took place, for the lizards didn’t seem to be trying
too hard to kill Roger’s ships, mainly buying time to keep their shipyard rings
active, for this system had two planets with rings, and they desperately needed
to keep the supply chain flowing. So long as Roger didn’t make any massive
assaults against infrastructure or try to blockade the star the lizard fleets
held position and had taken on a defensive posture aside from some constant light
probing actions against the invaders.


But now it was time to change that, so once Paul’s fleet
got assembled he coordinated with Roger and moved down into stellar orbit and
hit the lizard fleet there straight on. No subtlety or tricks, just a direct
assault that had him and his Dre’mo’don-heavy drones cutting like a buzz saw
through the enemy that Roger had done a good job of reducing in number. That,
combined with the increased ship count thanks to Paul’s fleet, gave Star Force
an advantage it wasn’t going to squander.


To their credit the lizards didn’t blink, nor did they
just sit back and watch. They reinforced the star, deciding to make their stand
there and try to overwhelm the combined Star Force fleets. It was really their
only play, for if they didn’t go all in and stellar orbit was taken, their
convoys should shut down and this system would be off the grid anyway, after
which point all they could do was hope to take some of the Star Force ships
with them as they were eventually destroyed.


To the rest of the lizard empire the system would have
been lost as soon as it was cut off and the two rings were no longer accessible
to the trade routes. Time now was on Star Force’s side, with a blockade
equaling a win, so the lizards went for one final hammer blow and met Roger’s
and Paul’s fleet at the star and engaged in the largest fleet action to date. 


The battle lasted more than two weeks with neither
side pulling back. Paul lost more than a quarter of his drones, but the rest of
his fleet was still standing, many damaged, but still standing afterwards.
Roger’s fleet was also hurt, but between the two of them there was more than
enough firepower left to roam the system and start trashing any and all lizard
infrastructure they could find, starting with the battlestations and working
their way on from there.


They plucked the defenses from the two shipyard rings
then left them be, with Roger’s fleet taking up a blockade mentality and simply
sitting on the system to deny the shipyards access to outside resources rather
than trying to destroy them. The huge ground invasion in Menchet was sucking up
a lot of ground troops as it was and Star Force wasn’t going to open up another
just yet. Until they did Roger was going to keep this system under his thumb
and pick away at their planetary defense where he saw fit, with a second lizard
core system now off their industrial grid.


Meanwhile Paul took his reduced fleet away to strike
at the third system under siege and reinforce Liam, fulfilling their original
battle plan and taking that core world off the grid as well. All three systems
still had billions, if not trillions of lizards inside them and decades of hard
fighting left to correct that problem, but they were no longer of any use to
the rest of the lizard empire, and with four ring shipyards no longer pumping
out ships for their use the power rating of the rimward half of lizard
territory took a significant hit, though was far from out of the game.


It would take years more for Star Force to rebuild
their assault fleets enough to hit another core world, but the massive
reinforcements that Paul, Liam, and Roger knew would be a pain in the ass never
manifested. It seemed the lizards were in damage control mode even though
nearly all their core worlds were still untouched. They could see the writing
on the wall, though, and there was something elsewhere they were more
interested in supporting, with their obvious intention being to keep their core
worlds pumping out ships and troops until Star Force got around to shutting
them down one by one.


That would take decades, if not centuries, to
accomplish, but the scales were already beginning to tip and the snowball
effect wasn’t going to be too far behind.
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June 3, 3119


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Tess



 

Dak Lenson drove his construction mech across the
shaved bedrock, the two massive feet of the machine stomping down on a powder
of crushed pebbles that covered the solid stone. Above him the sky was visible
over a ring of mountain ranges surrounding the huge reclamation site…except
they weren’t mountain ranges. Up at their peaks was actually ground level with
Star Force having dug down, not into the planet, but into the undercity the lizards
had built in order to completely erase their footprint from this world.


That was a huge
undertaking, but Dak was just one of millions of personnel that had been
brought in to the system to start chipping away at that task, despite the fact
that on the other half of the planet the war was still ongoing.


That bothered him a bit on arrival, but he’d been here
four years and hadn’t seen a single lizard that entire time. The army was
gradually taking more territory and leaving even more lizard cityscape for the
construction crews to disassemble, and while there was still danger it was commonly
known that the enemy no longer had any starships to travel with and the
airspace was locked down around the border regions. Taking out these bastards
was apparently extremely hard work, with portions of low orbit still
inaccessible due to big guns on the planet’s surface, but with every day that
passed the lizards were getting ground down and the inevitable was coming. 


It could be another decade before this planet was
finally clear, so Dak didn’t complain about his own task. It was tedious, but
nothing compared to the headache the troops were having to endure. 


He drove his mech down a familiar path now, carrying a
box that was actually made up of two giant hands. When he got to his
destination he reached the box out over a platform and rotated the wrists on
the mech, cracking the box and letting the infrastructure debris fall down into
the energy field. That kept it from hitting and breaking the apparatus on
impact, as well as funneling it over to a conveyor. Dak turned his mech around
and passed several others, heading back to the constantly moving debris line to
pick up another load as the pieces of crushed building that he had deposited on
the moving road sped off into the distance.


From the air they appeared to move slowly, a tiny
rivulet of material traveling down a line that intersected with others, each
time combining their recycling streams into larger ‘rivers’ that traveled
hundreds of miles across the landscape through valleys already carved out of
the lizard infrastructure. Those exposed areas of bedrock were spreading out
off a vein-like network as the mashed materials eventually flowed to the base
of one of the shipyard ring’s columns. 


It, like all the others, had been chopped off by the
lizards before Star Force could make use of them. Luckily none of them had
fallen down to the planet, held aloft by their tenuous connections to the ring
itself, but this one had been repaired, somewhat, with several visible
structural components propping up and reconnecting the column to the
substantial foot that extended much further down into the bedrock than had been
excavated. 


Now it shown as a wide base that narrowed up to the
point where it had been above ground and broke, with those support struts
making the connection and housing rebuilt lift tubes that connected the
shipyard ring, through the column, to angled lifters that extended down to the
flat bedrock where the rivers of material fed into them.


The pieces that Dak had delivered were shunted up
those lifters like an escalator, then were shoved into one of the lift tubes
and hit a null gravity field with energy shield segmentors that then pushed the
material in batches up the tubes, giving them enough acceleration to continue
on a ballistic path upwards without any further assistance.


The mix/mash of junk began a long journey up the
26,000 miles of column, now configured for one way transit only, eventually
being caught and slowed by receptor segmentors on the other end of the column.
The debris transitioned into the ring at slow speeds and was separated out into
new rivers being sent in numerous directions within the facility. Most went to
within 100 miles in either direction where the pieces were dumped into a
sorting facility. 


From there more rivulets of material were sent out,
each by their kind, to recycling facilities that Star Force had rebuilt the
ring for. Some of the native machinery had been repurposed while others had to
be constructed on site, the materials for which came from previous recycling
activities. Dead as the planet was becoming, it was also a treasure trove to
any serious mining operation and the ring operated as the perfect place to
begin processing it all in a way that wouldn’t take more than a millennia to
complete.


This wasn’t Star Force’s first reclamation project,
but it was by far the densest lizard infrastructure encountered to date and the
planet was covered in it, making for a huge endeavor…but Star Force had a
pension for huge infrastructure projects, so this was right up their alley and
as long as the lizards were eventually removed from the planet without incident
they would have as many centuries as needed to finish it all. 


When those sorted materials reached their destination
they were disassembled and processed, resulting in a much more efficient mining
process than mining ore would have garnered. The junk material wasn’t present
here, meaning that nearly all of the material being sent up to orbit was
valuable in one fashion or another, even if it did appear to just be junk.
Using the ‘lego’ method, Star Force pulled it apart and put it back together
again, first sending the pure processed materials off through the ring on even
more rivers…though this time they were carrying neat cubes rather than rubble.


Those precious materials arrived in warehouses and were
stacked up with plenty of room for more to come while a smaller flow left the
warehouse as crews came to pick up what they needed to feed the factories
within the ring. The cubes of raw material were sent down even more artificial
rivers to even more remote sections of the ring hundreds of miles away through
the innards of the structure, eventually arriving at small parts factories that
built the bigger ‘lego’ pieces that the shipyards required.


And those shipyards that Star Force had set up within
the ring, full Star Force shipyards, were using those materials to build the
equipment being used on the surface of the planet. The more material came up,
the more harvesting mechs and ‘river’ conduits they could produce, along with
flocks of dropships, speeders, trucks and trains, small arms, toothbrushes,
etc. Some special materials were having to be shipped in for select items,
namely arc elements and solari, and there were constant, yet small convoys
coming in from the ADZ bringing those in to supplement the mass of material
that the lizard legacy was graciously providing them, from which a small Star
Forge was also being to be constructed to directly supply the rare materials in
coming years.


On the ring that the lizards had used to make warships
to attack and kill others, an increasing number of Star Force drones were being
produced as more and more Star Force-grade shipyard nooks were being built
across the ring. Those drones were going to replace others lost and refill the
fleets that had taken the first three lizard core worlds, easing the strain on
the ADZ in building enough to pursue yet more invasions.


They weren’t ready yet, not even close, but every year
that went by the captured ring was growing more powerful. Right now it was
barely operating on life support, but over time that would change and the very
instrument of industrial oppression that the lizards had so carefully crafted
for their own use was being turned against them. And the very infrastructure
that the lizards had built to house and grow their power on the planet below
was going to be used to fuel that endeavor. 


The rings in the other two systems were also being
converted, even as some of them were still engaged in internal combat. Some
might think that was reckless, but based on the history of the capture of the
first lizard ring, Star Force knew what it needed to do and wanted a head start
on the conversion so that when they did get a ground reclamation site
established they could hit essentially hit the ground running.


But Tess was the forbearer in what was going to become
standard protocol. The rings would not be destroyed. Not dropped down on the
planets to cause massive destruction as many people had argued, especially those
civilians in the ADZ that came from races destroyed or forced to flee the
lizard advance. Many couldn’t understand why the planets were being taken with
such kid gloves, and that sentiment had only doubled since the assaults on the
three core worlds were made public. 


What they didn’t understand, along with a lot of other
things, was that civilization wasn’t something that you abandoned during war
then picked back up afterwards. Star Force fought the way it did because that’s
the way Star Force chose to fight, and they didn’t feel like dropping bombs and
just blasting everything to rubble. They were going to fight the lizards head
on, offering surrenders constantly, and always keeping their deaths to be their choice. 


Stripping away planetary defenses then just ‘nuking’
it was a whole lot of destruction after only asking perhaps one person if they
wanted to surrender. Taking the planet piece by piece gave people who weren’t
in charge the chance to surrender directly when the fighting got to them.


And it didn’t matter that never in the history of Star
Force had a lizard surrendered. They were going to give them the chance because
each of them was a different person than they’d encountered before. No one
expected any different results, but they weren’t making assumptions. Sovereignty
of the individual meant you might predict what someone would choose to do, but
you never let someone else choose for them. 


Killing everything in sight was always an option, as
were different methods, but therein lay the trap. True civilization did not
become uncivilized to save itself, for in doing so it would destroy that which
it was trying to save. Without honor there was no civilization, no matter how
many cities or ships you built, and the lizards had shown time and again that
they had no honor. Fighting their way would mean abandoning honor, which was
why Star Force would never do it and they were going to keep painstakingly slaying
the lizards the hard way.


They didn’t use chemical or biological weapons because,
one, they were nasty and, two, they didn’t offer the option of surrender.
Sending an Archon in with death sabers to kill thousands wasn’t pretty, but it
was honorable. Facing the enemy one, two, or ten at a time offered the enemy a
chance to run away, throw down their weapons, or just say ‘I quit.’ Star Force
could kill a lot of lizards and had gotten very good and experienced at doing
so, but it was always because the lizards would not yield and if they were not
stopped they’d go on to kill others.


Bombing a planet into rubble and sending in ground
troops to kill all the inhabitants still ended up with billions, if not
trillions of dead lizards, and from the outside it looked to accomplish the
same thing, but in truth they were vastly different ways to conduct warfare. 


And Star Force not taking the darkside route, not employing
the same tactics, not decrying that every single lizard must die was also a way
of insulting their enemy. Star Force was going to remain Star Force and, in
defeating the lizards, show up their misguided and ill-advised philosophy and
tactics. The fact that they’d defended the ADZ against them initially, then had
taken thousands of star systems from them was a major blow to the
‘inevitability’ of lizard dominance, now multiplied exponentially with the fall
of the first core world.


And taking that world’s shipyard ring intact, a very
real symbol of the lizards’ power and superiority over the other races of the
galaxy, and using it to transform the rubble of their planet into the means of
further conquering their empire was an irony that was altogether typical
Archon.


They weren’t just defeating the lizards, they were
mockingly schooling them in the process.


That wasn’t lost on Dak and the other construction
crews, who were paying attention to the war front in this system and others
closely. They weren’t too worried about their security, knowing that Star Force
had the situation well in hand, and that wasn’t just a Human perspective. The
vast majority of the construction crews were Kiritak and Bsidd, and they had
similar thoughts concerning their role here and the irony of it all.


So as Dak went back to another pile of debris and
dipped both mechanical hands into it like scooping up a clump of prickly snow,
he realized that what his mech was holding had been lizard material that would
soon be recycled into Star Force material. They weren’t just taking out the
trash and dumping it in a star, they were correcting a massive wrong. Taking
the infrastructure of a murdering race and turning it into the infrastructure
of a protective beacon of light in the galaxy.


That gave the mountains of lizard undercity around
them different meaning, even as larger mechs were walking up the banks of those
piles to tear up more exposed levels and add to the loose material that Dak was
picking up. He and the others were but an army of ants chewing away at what
looked like an insurmountable challenge, but then again that’s what most races
thought of the lizards themselves. That they couldn’t be beaten, and even when
you did manage to best them in one system they simply spread out to 10 new
ones. It couldn’t be done, many had said, and still said, but here they were,
bit by bit chipping away at the lizard empire and doing it in an honorable and
civilized fashion.


Dak and the other ants would do their part, day in and
day out, knowing not to look at the big picture, daunting as it was. No, all
they had to do was worry about their individual tasks and let the Monarchs and
Archons worry about coordinating and planning everything. That’s what they did,
and had done from the beginning, and they hadn’t led Humanity astray, let alone
the other races and individuals that had joined the Star Force empire.


And with each addition came more ants, and every year
that passed saw those ants reproducing in even greater numbers. More and more
people like Dak had grown up within Star Force, grown wise, strong, and
experienced, contributing their tiny individual power into the greater whole
and trusting in their leadership implicitly.


For as Dak was literally seeing around him, an army of
ants large enough could move mountains, and give Star Force enough time to grow
even larger and those mountains would become little more than warmup exercises.
If people thought the lizards were intractable, they were going to find a new
definition to the word once this war was won and Star Force had time to put
down firm roots, for it wasn’t going anywhere, and this light of civilization
was going to shine so bright that the entire galaxy would see it.


Dak glanced up from his controls as his mech was
walking in line with a full load and looked out across the thousands of others
mechs around him, knowing this was but a tiny dot on the planet now covered
with Star Force worker ants and took pride in that fact. They were tearing down
the corrupt and building up the light, one scoop of debris at a time, and daring
the races of the galaxy to say it couldn’t be done one more time.
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April 2, 3137


Anchess System
(ADZ)


Mothere



 

Paget passed through the airlock on the ground floor
of his residential building, waiting impatiently for it to cycle out the nitrogen/oxygen
air and replace it with the ammonia/oxygen that would allow him to breathe
properly without his suit. It took forever, as usual, but the doors eventually
parted and allowed the Gnar to walk out and begin heading down the hallways
seeing a mix of armored and unarmored kin in passing. 


He didn’t remove his armor until he got back to his
domicile, then pulled off the various pieces and removed his mask, setting it
all in a specialized nook and hooking up the tank to the refiller. Paget
stretched his stubby arms out, feeling the fresh air on his purple, wrinkly
flesh but it did little good to improve his mood. He’d just gotten finished
with another futile attempt to negotiate with Star Force regarding the
acquisition of new planets in what they called the ‘lizard occupation
zone’…except there were no more lizards in it. There was no one in it. But they
were stubbornly denying anyone else access, and those bold enough to try to put
down colonies in the region were forcibly removed when they were discovered,
not to mention hit with severe economic and sometimes territorial penalties.


The Gnar knew not to trifle with them, but since there
were only a few ammonia-based atmospheres in the galaxy it made no sense not
for them to allow Paget’s people to colonize them! No other race could breathe
the air, and aside from returning their original homeworld to them, Star Force
was keeping the Gnar out of all the others…including two that used to be their
own possessions!


The rest of the territory that the Gnar had lost to
the lizards were worlds where they had to wear armor and live indoors, much
like here. They didn’t even own the full planet, only 3/8ths of it, and it was
what was known as an ‘Alliance World.’ The Gnar had fled to several worlds like
this within the ADZ long before Paget had been born, then negotiated, traded,
or bought other regions to expand their territorial base while constantly
having to live under Star Force mandates. Technically they didn’t run the
Gnar’s territory, but they were meddlesome whenever one of their rules was
being violated. 


As it was, only the Gnar homeworld was free of their
stench, which was located in the occupation zone and that meant that all the
surrounding systems were off limits to further colonization! How could they
grow again if Star Force wouldn’t let them have any of the worlds that they
weren’t using? What right did they have to dictate to the Gnar what they could
or could not do!


Paget had argued this and many other points to no
avail. The Star Force city in the border zone between planetary regions was
where he had just come from, sitting there like a watchdog over the Gnar and
the other races on this planet, and few people actually liked going there. He
had gone out of duty, but the obstinate behavior of their representatives was
intolerable! Yes, they defeated the lizards and good for them for doing so. The
Gnar were willing to pay to acquire one of the ammonia worlds, even some of the
inhabitable ones nearby their homeworld. Damn it all, they were even willing to
pay to reclaim some of their former colonies on non-ammonia worlds that the
lizards had taken from them, but Star Force would not sell to them.


This wasn’t uncommon, for most other races were in the
same position. Homeworlds had been returned to most, without charge, but
everything else Star Force was holding on to save for those races that were
playing by their rules and ingratiating themselves whenever possible. The Reen
were the worst offenders and to date had acquired 13 star systems in what had
used to be Calavari territory!


Paget kicked aside a datapad lying on his floor in
frustration, seeing it bounce off a wall and spin around on the smooth, hard
floor for a few seconds before becoming still. The sound brought his broodmates
running, but he calmed them down with a twitch of his lumpy head and headed for
his private room, not interested in talking with any of them or his children,
though he did request they send him some food.


While they ran off to work on that he sealed himself
away from the noise of his growing family and sat down behind his comm
terminal. While he was a high ranking official within the Gnar and one of the
most senior on this planet, room here was scarce and even his ‘luxurious’
domicile was small compared to what his station deserved. He had 6 broodmates
and 38 offspring at this point, but for a Gnar that was barely a good start at
a proper family. Try as they might, the old traditions were hard to maintain on
this cramped world and Yavit, his homeworld, was not much better off. 


Those living there were maintaining the old
traditions, but every city that had been rebuilt was full to capacity and new
constructions were consuming up the available landspace as fast as the
population was growing…leaving no room to repatriate Gnar from offworld. Paget
was here because he was assigned to function as an intermediary with Star
Force, who would not be allowed a foothold on Yavit for an embassy even if they
asked, which they hadn’t.


Paget’s duty was here…and here he would stay until he
completed it. If he failed he wasn’t going to the homeworld and he’d be forced
to live out his remaining days cramped up here as the Gnar population had to be
forcefully restricted. That was a huge insult to his people, but logistics were
finite. He’d arranged several land purchases in his career over the past 73
years, one region on this world and some bits and pieces on others. It had been
costly, but those bargains had given the Gnar a little more breathing
room…which they quickly consumed.


He knew everyone was having population growth
problems, save for Star Force, but it made no sense why they couldn’t expand to
the empty worlds the lizards had left
behind. No sense at all!


And it wasn’t an issue of price. Star Force wasn’t
entertaining any bargains unless a race impressed them, and the Gnar had long
been an adversary. It was true, they relied on Star Force markets more heavily
than he wanted to admit, but the Gnar were mostly independent with their own
economy and industry. Trade with other races was fair to heavy, but with all
prices concerned they had to use the Star Force transit network for most of
their shipping. 


They had not allied themselves with Star Force though.
No formal trade deals or bargains of any kind. What business they did with them
was simply as customers…aside from the deals Paget was trying to strike now. He
was trying every angle he could to get a hold on another planet, let alone a
system. If and when he did he could move there and live like a king or go back
to his homeworld and live far better there than he was here, though most Gnar
on Mothere had to make due with far less.


Paget logged into his secure system and filed his
report. Failure again, though it wasn’t a surprise to anyone. Star Force could
not be manipulated, they’d learned long ago. They held to their own reasoning,
and while somewhat unfair they were at least notoriously consistent. It was
said it was just a matter of finding that special deal that would suit both
parties, but even when the Gnar were willing to pay a ransom for a single
planet Star Force would not even discuss the matter other than to politely say ‘no’…and
that cocky politeness was infuriating on its own.


Paget found something on his desk to grab and throw
into a wall, not caring what it was. He hated Star Force, as well as his
inability to find a way to give them what they wanted in exchange. For it
seemed they wanted nothing at all, and had the military power to hang onto
those empty worlds for as long as they chose.


Some would say they deserved it for doing the
impossible, but that didn’t help Paget. The ADZ was packed full of people, with
the Gnar only being a small sliver of that whole. They had to expand at some
point, whether Star Force liked it or not, else there would be a catastrophe in
the making…or a revolution, if only that were possible. Paget would have
pursued that agenda if possible, desperately wanting to, but he knew as well as
everyone else how dominant they were. There was no way to beat them, militarily,
economic, or otherwise, and the few small groups that had been so arrogant as
to try had been quickly and hilariously slapped down.


That was where Gnar had gotten one of his small
territorial acquisitions from. The Traxloni had openly rebelled, and as a
result had a third of their territory confiscated. They’d been lucky that Star
Force hadn’t outright annexed them as they had done others, but they were so
small and pathetic it probably hadn’t been worth their time. 


And they could do the same thing to the Gnar in the
ADZ too if they chose, but Paget knew them well enough to not have to worry
about that. Don’t cross them and there was no danger, but he had to find some
way to get his people, or at least himself, out of this population time bomb. 


By the time his food was ready he hadn’t had any
epiphanies as to how to do that, so he ate with that not improving his mood
much, but at least his stomach was no longer empty.



 

Two weeks later he traveled back to the neutral zone
between regions and to a different Star Force city, against his liking, but he
needed to meet with a contact that preferred to operate out of the Star Force
facilities, citing they were ‘cleaner.’ Paget almost blew him off for that
reason, but at this point any leads on available new territory were too
important to pass up so he accepted the solicitation and went to meet with him
in one of the many public courtyards.


His contact was a Critel, but one not working for
their government. He identified himself as Crojack and requested a less public
location to talk within, with the pair agreeing to relocate to nearby
restaurant where they could get a private booth. Crojack ordered an expensive
beverage but Paget declined, not wanting to bother with adjusting his mask to
accept liquids, and he wasn’t here for social niceties anyway.


“What it is that you have to offer?” Paget asked
directly, and in English, given that that was annoyingly the widely accepted
trade language within the ADZ. His version included a synthesizer in his mask
that gave his words a more intimidating resonance that was by no means an
accident of technology.


“A large financial risk with potentially great
reward…in the way of new territory to colonize.”


“Such things are hard to come by in the ADZ,” Paget
floated warily, expecting to get nothing out of this, but having to pursue all
leads regardless, “and Star Force is locking down all former lizard territories
aside from those going to their allies and pets.”


The Critel inclined his head dubiously. “They did give
the Gnar not only a world, but a full system.”


“That was ours to begin with,” Paget all but hissed.


“The lizards may have never colonized it, but they did
drive you from it and you never returned on your own.”


“We couldn’t until they were gone.”


“Then the lizards possessed it by defacto. Star Force
took it from them and gave it to you.”


“If you’re here to sound the trumpet to the generosity
of those hoarders then this conversation is already over.”


Crojack held up a hand to forego any such theatrics.
“I merely point out the truth. We work with Star Force well, so long as we remember
their motivations. They deal fairly, without exception, though it does take
some thinking to be able to see that in all cases.”


“Who are ‘you’ exactly?”


“We are an organization of…entrepreneurs who have a
host of business acquisitions. We collectively call ourselves the Hradeiti.
Perhaps you’ve heard of us.”


“Vaguely,” Paget said, remembering a few rumors of a
powerful faction that had been working through shadow corporations and across
many different races’ borders.


“We like to keep a low profile, but we’ve had some up
front dealings with Star Force in the past. Including acquiring a single world
in a system they control in what used to be Nestafar space. From there we’ve
been doing a great deal of scouting, particularly along the lizard border that
oddly Star Force won’t touch. We haven’t been able to determine why, though we
have asked them directly…and received a direct reply.”


“They won’t go any further coreward,” Paget said,
already having heard that.


“Yes, odd as that is. Perhaps they’re being prudent
and not trying to expand too fast, but they have assured us that that border is
essentially fixed and they do not intend to go any further. Not even if they
should be able to conquer every lizard system from here to the rim.”


“I highly doubt the truth of that.”


Crojack shrugged. “Perhaps, perhaps not. The
indication is clear that they’re not pushing in that direction any time soon,
but will keep the lizards from encroaching on this side of it…and all without
charging us denizens for that protection, I’ll remind you.”


“Do you have a point in this?”


“Yes, I do. My organization is building an army and
navy and require financial and material backers. We’re not asking the Gnar
devote soldiers or ships, though if you were of a mind to we could have a
different discussion. No, we’re seeking financial assistance to build up a
significant enough force that we can take a system away from the lizards.”


It was a good thing Paget hadn’t gotten a drink, for
he would have choked on it at hearing that.


“Are you insane?”


“Savvy, we think. We’re gathering the resources and
personnel to do just that, costly and risky as it will be. But if we succeed we
will have access to new worlds that will be divvied up amongst our investors.”


A server came to their boost and dinged, with Crojack
opening the privacy door and accepting his drink. He took a sip and closed the
translucent panel again.


“The lizards are technologically stronger than ever
before. How do you expect to take a system from them now?”


“We have cleansing beams.”


Paget was taken aback. “How?”


Crojack shook his head. “You don’t need to know that.
But I can assure you we have the blueprints and are currently producing said
weapons to outfit our new ships with.”


“And you think Star Force will let you use them?”


“Actually, we’ve already informed them and got their
blessing.”


“What!”


Crojack nodded. “We acquired the designs through a,
shall we say, black marketer and developed them to an adequate level with our
own prototypes, at which point we reported the transaction to Star Force,
showed them what we’d built, and asked for their counsel. With our information
they tracked down the technological leak and sealed it off. That’s beside the
point, but while they are still adamant about no one getting that technology
from them or their allies they gave us an opening. It was a gamble, but we had
hoped for as much.”


“Do they know what you plan to do with it?”


“Yes, we fully informed them. They laid down a strict
set of rules and the penalties that would incur for even the slightest
violation…but that’s just normal for them. You know how they work. We have
their permission to use them against the lizards and no one else. Aside from
the single system we possess and anything beyond the border, we’re not even
allowed to move those warships through ADZ space, nor conduct operations with
or against any other race. Like I said, they were strict on the provisions, but
they gave us a window of opportunity.”


“To attack the lizards? More like an opportunity for
suicide.”


“They pretty much said the same, but they’re willing
to let us try. They also said we will get no help from them whatsoever…unless
we succeed. They said any system within 50 lightyears of the border, if we’re
able to take it, will be extended into their protective bubble.”


Paget couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


“I know, it sounds crazy, but it’s true. They may not
be going after the lizards in that region, but it seems like they’re in favor
of someone else doing so. We don’t stand a good chance, but if we can mount a
large enough force and take a system quickly, before the lizards can call for
reinforcements, it will be ours and Star Force will keep lizard reinforcements
from coming in and smashing us.”


“What’s their definition of take?” Paget asked, still
not believing this.


“Full naval control and a stable foothold on at least
one planet. Enough to know that we will eventually take it if no reinforcements
arrive.”


“That’s a huge task in and of itself.”


“But doable if we pick the right system, and we’ve
already been scouting out the region.”


“How did your ships not get destroyed?”


“We’re careful, and our gravity drives are Star Force
models. They still won’t sell weapons, but we can put the two together
ourselves. We have three targets in mind that are soft enough that we think we
might have a chance at, but we need backers, the right backers, to build enough
of a military force to take it and take it quickly. That is the biggest risk,
but the reward would be immense.”


“How many pieces will the planet be cut into?”


“We will be dividing surface area into 32 regions,
water or not. With sufficient backing from the Gnar, I can offer you one of
those and up to 5 if you’re feeling very generous.”


“Water does us little good.”


“We haven’t settled on a target yet, but we’re not
counting water regions. Those we’re retaining unless someone specifically wants
one. But remember, it’s not just the surface. It’s orbit as well.”


“I’m well aware of that. Who are the other backers?”


“For the moment I’m keeping that to myself, and none
of what I’ve told you is public knowledge. I’ve come here because I know the
Gnar have had bad blood with Star Force and you’re anxious for new territory
that they won’t trade to you. While Star Force has promised to extend their
protective envelope out within that 50 lightyear region, they will have no
presence there other than orbital defense assets if they so choose to locate
them there. This will not be an Alliance World. There will be no economic tug
of war. It’s a chance to get away from Star Force entirely…defense
considerations aside.”


“Surely they made you agreed to a code of conduct?”


“They did, which we will enforce, but they will have
no infrastructure present. This will be entirely our world to do with as we
please, and to share with who we please.”


“If you can take it, and that’s a big if.”


“Yes it is. I’m not disputing that. We’ll have one
chance to take the system, and must come in with overwhelming numbers. If we
fail, we’ll not have enough backing to try again…unless you guys get even more
desperate for new territory.”


“A one shot operation then?”


“Indeed. Is that something the Gnar would be
interested in considering?”


“How much time do I have to think on it?”


“Plenty. We can’t build a military overnight. This
will take decades to plan and prepare.”


“It’s worth looking into, though at first glance I’m
not comfortable with the odds. Cleansing beams or not.”


“Fair enough. We’re not optimistic either. It’s a
challenge to overcome, but we think it’s doable with enough resources and
insight.”


“Let me run this by my homeworld, along with any
additional information you can provide.”


“There is none…as of yet. We don’t want to advertise
this unless we succeed.”


“And if you do you’ll try for another system?”


“Only if our wishes come true.”


“And Star Force has sanctioned this?”


“More like not interfering with it.”


“They truly expect it to fail?”


“They’ve said as much.”


“And if our military wanted to assist?”


“We can’t supply cleansing beams, but we can
potentially incorporate you if you’re willing to adhere to our rules. A sloppy
assault is a failed one. We have to be professional about this, so we can’t
take chances. That said we’ll incorporate everything of benefit that we can.”


Paget signaled for the menu and ordered a drink for
himself, cautiously feeling optimistic. “Tell me more of this world you’ve
already secured.”
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March 3, 3139


Utia System
(Occupation Zone)


Ventress



 

The Gnar convoy of 18 small jumpships ended their slow
microjumps into planetary orbit, seeing only a single, but sizeable starport in
orbit. Further off, three additional planets were full of Star Force
infrastructure, yet this planet was mostly barren. The starport was of standard
Star Force make, as were pieces of the cities on the planet below, but the
ships in orbit and the rest of the infrastructure was a mix/mash of different
tech cobbled together in seemingly random fashion.


Paget hoped that wasn’t a bad sign. He was wagering
everything on this endeavor, not just his people’s resources and a good chunk
of their treasury, but if this scheme didn’t pay off his position within the
governmental ranks of the Gnar would be over. The potential return on
investment was too good for him to pass up though, so here he was, far from
even his cramped home on Mothere, intent on making a personal inspection of the
Hradeiti operations. It was too late to back out now, but for his own sanity he
needed to see that this wasn’t a colossal blunder.


He wasn’t impressed with what he saw from orbit as the
convoy was guided into a parking slot near the starport. There they waited for
necessary docks to open up before the shuttles could start hauling over their
cargo, and it wasn’t until they’d orbited around to the far side of the planet
that he noticed a very large region had been colonized.


Using the jumpship’s sensors, which weren’t great for
surveillance but adequate for navigation, he saw several large cities in
addition to huge swaths of construction. What they were building wasn’t
obvious, but he guessed there had to be millions of people down there. The Gnar
had done a full investigation of the Hradeiti before they’d agreed to this
deal, but none of the reports that Paget had read mentioned anything about
this…then again, maybe they’d never actually come out here to do any checking.


Relying on secondhand information again. Why the
intelligence division had to be so sloppy he could never understand.


Eventually a much smaller ship disconnected with the
starport and freed up a dock, to which one of the Gnar jumpships began
disgorging cargo ships to in a long line of continuous slow motion. It took
some time before that line began to return with empty holds to cycle back and
get more cargo crates. Paget knew unloading took forever, but at this rate he’d
be here long enough to birth another 10 infants!


Deciding not to wait, he contacted the Hradeiti to
demand a guide and access to the surface for his inspection. Surprisingly he
got an immediate response along with a set of coordinates and an offer for
pickup if he didn’t have a dropship available. He declined the second part and
took to the planet in his own craft, eventually landing in the largest city on
the planet and being met at the spaceport by a Calavari dressed in a uniform he
didn’t recognize.


“Welcome, Gnar,” he said without sarcasm. “My name is
Numshet. On behalf of the Hradeiti I am here to give you a tour of our
facilities and to answer any questions you may have.”


Paget had to stare up at the Calavari, who was nearly
3 times his own height. “My fleet is offloading the materials promised. What
exactly are they going to be used for? I saw no shipyard.”


“Unfortunately no. We haven’t progressed to that point
as of yet. Our current battle fleet is being constructed via contractors in
other systems. We’re taking Star Force commercial vessels with strong gravity
drives and refitting them into warships. We will do the task ourselves in time,
but right now it is more economical to work through them while we utilize
surface based shipyards to construct our own smaller vessels,” he said as he
lead the Gnar into the city.


“What size are we talking about?”


“Destroyers and smaller.”


“You use Star Force ship designations?”


Numshet nodded. “The core of the Hradeiti military is
made up of former Star Force soldiers.”


Paget stopped in his tracks. “You mean to say this is
all a clandestine Star Force operation?”


“No, not at all. We’re all ex-Star Force.”


“You personally?”


“Yes. I served some 14 years in the Calavari military
as a naval officer. We never got paid, and I prefer credits, so I went looking
for opportunities to put my skills to better use. I was in the employ of the Tennichoo
mercenary unit for two years before being offered a position here. I haven’t
regretted the decision.”


“Are you currently fighting? The Hradeiti I mean.”


“Yes we are. Attacking the lizards with an
inexperienced army would be suicide. Right now Hradeiti units are engaging in
mercenary work far from here where life is more lawless than Star Force will
allow. I just returned two months ago from such a tour.”


“And the results?”


“We’re picking up some extra credits in addition to
gaining battle experience, for both our personnel and getting the chance to
field test and tune our equipment. It’s a worthwhile endeavor.”


“Who are you fighting for?”


“A range of small client worlds without the resources
to support their own militaries. Most of the assignments are not complicated,
but we’ve been picking a few out that are to better test our capabilities. It’s
a work in progress, and those of us who’ve seen combat with the lizards know
our troops aren’t ready yet. They’re getting there, but there’s a lot to do before
we’re going to go up against that buzz saw. The lizards adapt so fast that we
have to be equally as nimble, in both movement and thought. They are a
formidable opponent, else others would have attempted this already.”


“What Human commands the Hradeiti?” Paget asked,
assuming despite assurances that this was indeed a Star Force offshoot that
they were actually getting other races to pay for!


Numshet shook his head. “None. We have no Humans in
the Hradeiti.”


“Really?”


“Yes.”


“Is that a rule?”


“It is, actually, and one of the demands Star Force
insisted upon. No Humans are allowed to join.”


“For what reason? They think this enterprise is doomed
to fail?”


“No, though they’ve pretty much said as much. But
those of us who’ve been in Star Force’s military know that’s also a way of
challenging us into getting ourselves ready. Leave it up to corporate types and
they’d have us charging in there and get slaughtered. No, the Hradeiti are not
going about this clumsily and recruiting as many civilian and ex-Star Force personnel
as we can get. But we’re not allowed to recruit or accept Humans. And that’s a
permanent stipulation.”


“But why not? I don’t care for them, but it seems an
odd thing to insist upon.”


“They insisted on a lot of things, all of which point
us into having to do this on our own up until the point where we actually beat
the lizards. Then Star Force will help us maintain what we’ve taken…so long as
it’s within a 50 lightyear border zone. I think the suggestion is that if we
manage to do this, and repeat it regularly, that we might venture beyond those
50 lightyears, at which point we will be operating totally on our own.”


“But why not just move laterally to stay within it?”


“We probably will, but if there’s a valuable target
just on the other side of the line we might consider taking it. Personally I
think they like the idea of others going after the lizards. The Preema already
are to great effect, not to mention the Voku. Adding in smaller allies to the
fight isn’t such a stretch of the imagination. The 50 lightyear border allows
us a foothold to grow, then if we choose we can venture out truly on our own.”


“I have heard little of these Preema. What do you know
of them?”


“Very powerful and very far away. They want to kill
the lizards before they can get to their doorstep. I’ve never seen one in
person, nor have many others. They are engaging on the far side of the
occupation zone and further in towards the core.”


“Is that why Star Force isn’t pushing that direction?”


“Even when I was in the military I didn’t know the
full answer for that. I can say that they’ve got their hands full and then some
with all the systems rimward of here. The lizard empire has already been split
in two, so it makes sense to apply all their strength on one half of it,
especially when that half has their homeworld.”


“But these systems are far closer.”


“But not as critical.”


“Do you think this border is temporary then?”


“We’ve been told it is firm.”


“I don’t understand then.”


“Nor do most people, but it has given us a sense of normalcy.
There are two Clans fighting on the border and taking a handful of worlds, so
it’s not entirely fixed, and they’ve been given permission to push out as they
can. It may be that this border is being used for training purposes. I don’t
have any other answers to give to you about it, save to say that there is an
opportunity here and will be in the next century to come. Beyond that I do not
know what will happen. Star Force says the border is fixed, and they’re not
known to be liars.”


“If they were they’d lose their pristine credibility.
So they let you and others do their dirty work for them?”


Numshet laughed in a booming voice as they stepped
into a lift car. “We are nothing compared to them. They could sneeze and take
out a star system by accident. No, there is no comparison. But they do like
seeing others improve and take on tasks for themselves, so them giving us this
opportunity makes sense. They don’t trust many, but they’re giving us a chance
to prove ourselves and we are not going to waste it.”


“Who is in charge then?”


“We have an executive council, but the leader of the
military is Bra’shom. He’s ex-Star Force as well, and has an extensive history
of fighting the lizards. He’s not a naval specialist. We’ve got a few of those
too, thankfully.”


“You don’t count yourself?”


“I only served a few years. Bra’shom fought with Star
Force for over 300 years.”


“Why the change then?”


Numshet shrugged. “You’d have to ask him. We all have
our reasons.”


“Is he also Calavari?”


“No, he’s Scionate.”


Paget hesitated as the lift doors opened again and the
Calavari began to walk out. “Scionate?”


“Yes,” Numshet said, stopping and looking back.


“Aren’t they overly aggressive?”


“Perfect for fighting lizards, wouldn’t you say?”


“And unstable.”


“Not if they fought in Star Force, they’re not. Many
people say the same about the Calavari,” he noted as Paget finally followed him
out and they passed more people in the corridors than before. As stated, they
were a mix of races but without a single Human in sight.


“Perhaps. But if some of my people are to offer their
combat skills, how will they be integrated. We do not have your…size.”


“Any troops wishing to join the assault must first
become Hradeiti. We will not be fighting a joint action. Too many command
issues and inefficiencies. Make no mistake, this is not a sure thing. If we
don’t do everything exactly right we fail and probably die in the attempt. And
even if we do fight well, there’s no guarantee that we will win…which is why we
have to come in with a superior numerical force just to have a chance. If Gnar
wish to join we can make use of them in naval and aerial roles, but not ground
troops.”


“That is probably wise.”


“Wise we must be, which is why the executive council
is trying to get as many ex-Star Force personnel as possible, not just in the
military but in all aspects. Half the council is also ex-Star Force.”


“What other backers have you acquired?”


“We have numerous corporations and 19 races, including
the Gnar. We’re hoping to double that number in the coming years.”


“What’s the largest race?”


“The Reen.”


“What do they want here? Haven’t they got enough
worlds already,” he grumbled.


“I don’t think there is ever ‘enough’ when you have
growing populations. They are contributing a fair amount of resources to us,
nothing over the top as far as what they’re capable of though. They’re treating
this as an experiment. If we come through with the first system, they’ve
promised far more support. Others have said the same. If we can start taking
planets we’re going to be in the position to turn this into a very lucrative
business.”


“Land for sale…and worlds that most of our ancestors
would have passed on, this rock included.”


“Admittedly this world isn’t pretty to look at. No
native lifeforms, harsh climate, but the air is breathable and we’ve got some
large lakes. The rest of the planet is pure land and room for us to establish
the type of infrastructure we need to fuel this crusade. It’s a home and base
of operations, and like Star Force taught so many of us, if you live inside closed
cities the outside environment doesn’t really matter, now does it?”


“A lesson everyone in the ADZ has learned given our
shortages. How did you come by acquiring this world anyway?”


“I do not know that. I was recruited after the
transaction had been made.”


“You never asked?”


“There are mixed rumors, but it seems that most people
do not know.”


“Isn’t that odd if most of you are ex-Star Force? I
thought you liked to keep things in the open.”


Numshet laughed again. “That’s an outsider’s point of
view. Star Force has many secrets. The difference is they don’t lie to us about
them, they simply don’t say anything at all.”


“A lie of omission?”


“No. Keeping your mouth shut isn’t lying. And there
are a lot of things they won’t say.”


“Such as?”


“Like why this border is firm. They’ve just stated
that it is and pointed out a few benefits of it.”


“What else have they not been open about?”


“Ever hear of an Arc Knight?”


“No. What is that?”


“Something that doesn’t appear in the public
databases, but they’re rumored within the military. I saw one once, just for a
moment in passing, so I know they’re real.”


“What are they?”


“Elite Knights, but whose existence is kept a secret.
No denials that they exist and no corroborations. It’s a subject that won’t be
officially discussed, and there are rumors of a great many other ‘things’ in
Star Force that are present but not acknowledged. You only hear about them if
you’re on the inside, but they never pop up in the databases. They’re secrets,
not lies, and if you’re not specifically looking for them you’ll never know
they exist.”


“This is common?”


“Hard to say, given that even we don’t know other than
by personal experience. Lots of rumors, I only know of this one to be true.
Someone probably knows why the border is firm as well but I don’t, and you
can’t go look it up in the database. Hence it stays a secret to the masses.”


“Still a form of lying.”


“I can understand why outsiders would say that,”
Numshet said, taking mild offense. “Until you’ve been in Star Force you don’t,
and won’t, understand it.”


“And the Hradeiti have patterned themselves off of
it?”


“Trying to, but we don’t have their tech level.”


“I was told you have cleansing beams?”


“That we do, and that is the only reason why we stand
a chance against the lizards, but there is so much more tech that they don’t
sell to the public that we really need. Like armor. We’re building our own and
upgrading it as fast as we can, but it isn’t Star Force grade. We also need
naval drones, but we’re having a hard time creating the command and control
systems.”


“Why is that important?”


“So we don’t die when our ships get blown up in
combat.”


“Sacrifices are necessary in warfare.”


“We appreciate the contributions the Gnar are making, but
do not tell us how to fight,” the Calavari said with mild disdain. “You are
putting your money on the line, not your lives, and if we do not handle this
wisely you’ll lose your credits too. We know what we’re doing, and what we have
to do. The more we can hold to Star Force combat philosophy the better equipped
we will be to handle this. We will not be using tactics and methodologies of
other races. Sacrifice is not a virtue within Star Force, nor is it in the
Hradeiti.”


“That’s a naïve philosophy that Star Force clings to,
but beside the point. You have to make this work, and as long as you do I will
not argue your methods.”


“Thank you,” Numshet said sarcastically as they came
to a rail car. They both stepped inside the small clear pod and the Calavari
input a destination solution. Within a moment they were passing through the
dark tube and the two were alone, with the car lit by only a group of small
interior lights within the hard, clear bubble.


“My people have invested heavily in this endeavor. We
will lose a lot if it fails.”


“The same is true of others. And we have no intention
of failing.”


“Has a target been chosen yet?”


“No. And it would be pointless to do so now. We have
to wait until we are ready to fight, then see what worlds are the weakest. The
lizards are continuing to build defenses as we speak and things change from
year to year. We won’t know where we’re going until we’re ready to go. And
there are a great many options to choose from.”


Suddenly the car shot out through the exterior wall of
a building and was traveling on a suspended rail through the city so that it
looked like they were flying and Paget could see both above and below them with
a nearly unobstructed view.


“We’ve built a lot thus far,” Numshet commented, “but
we’ve still got a long way to go.”


The Gnar nodded, impressed at what he was seeing up
close and starting to feel better about the chances of this operation actually
succeeding. “How soon until you get a proper shipyard?”


“Within the decade, I’m told. When that happens we
won’t be expending so many credits on custom work. We’ll have our own work
crews recruited by then and save a lot of credits in the process.”


“Where are we headed?”


“To the Executive Council. They wanted to speak with
you personally.”


“Why?” he asked, surprised.


“We want our investors to understand what we’re doing
and why. Star Force-inspired openness. This isn’t a con nor an ill-advised
endeavor. We’re serious, they’re serious, and the more people know that the
more investors we’ll get.”


“So long as you don’t reduce the cut the Gnar will
get.”


“Slots for the first world are already filled. Future
investors will be getting smaller divisions of slots the Hradeiti are holding
for themselves or on future worlds, assuming we can take the first.”


“That’s a big assumption,” Paget pointed out.


“Yes it is, but we like challenges,” the Calavari
reminded him. “We may be ex-Star Force, but that part hasn’t changed a bit.”
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November 29, 3148


Utia System
(Occupation Zone)


Ventress



 

A Scionate wearing a Star Force-style uniform walked
into the Executive Council’s small meeting chamber. More of a workroom than
audience hall, it was where they conducted most of their business and ran the
Hradeiti, organizing the continual influx of personnel and adding them to the
planet’s working population. There wasn’t much of a civilian element present,
for the planet had been devoted to a singular purpose and everyone allowed here
was devoted to carrying it out. 


Bra’shom didn’t envy them that task, but he did
relieve them of the duties for the military portion of the project. That was
the most important element, and the Executive Council made sure that he was
getting everything and everyone he needed to build and sustain the military.
That was their role, along with diplomacy and dealing with clients and
investors. The ongoing mercenary work was being arranged by the council then
handed off to the military to complete, and the two aspects of the Hradeiti had
a good working relationship, which was a prerequisite for attempting an
endeavor such as this. Let politics creep in and they’d be doomed.


Fortunately the councilors knew this as well and kept
such things at arm’s reach and confined to outsiders, both of which were kept
away from Bra’shom so he could focus on what was needed without distraction.


“Good news or bad news?” a Critel councilor asked.


“I cannot speak to our fortunes,” the Scionate said as
he walked the few steps across the small room to stand before their V-shaped
bank of seats with them surrounding him on three sides, “but I am hesitant to
say that I believe we are entering our operational window. I do not suggest we
go now, but I am here to report that if we did we would have a chance at
success against the weakest of the lizard targets.”


“You feel the navy is sufficient?” a Protovic asked.


“Our coordination is adequate. I still worry about the
jamming of our drones, but given the hybrid structure we’ve developed I believe
that we would still be capable of fighting. It wouldn’t doom us, and we still
have the laser backups. Short range line of sight would enable us to instruct
the drones to attack specific targets. Our efficiency would take a hit not
being able to selectively choose, but such jamming would not be a deathblow.
We’ve simmed several such scenarios.”


“I was speaking more to the size of the fleet.”


“I can always use more ships, but right now I’ve got
enough if we pull back our mercenary teams. I do not suggest we do that, but it
is time we start looking for a suitable target.”


“You’re that confident?” another Critel asked.


“Yes. But it has more to do with configuring our
forces for a specific target rather than us being ready to go right now. We
might be able to take a number of worlds right now, but I need to know which
one in order to specialize future ship acquisitions and ground attack
equipment. If we keep building in general fashion it will take us longer to get
to what I consider sufficient strength to overwhelm. Right now it’d be a fair
fight, and we can’t let it be a fair fight or we’ll lose most of our forces in
the effort. We not only have to take a world, we have to have the forces to
defend it and move on to the next. We will not sacrifice what we’ve built to
attain a target knowingly, but once we engage we will go for broke.”


“I understand the distinction,” the Calavari councilor
noted. “What kind of specializations are you referring to?”


“Specifically what type of orbital defenses the
lizards have. How much orbital bombardment will be necessary. I do not want to
use the cleansing beams, or rather I do not want to rely on them. I intend to
use mass weapons to take down surface shields in a region.”


“Railguns?”


“More like throwing an asteroid field at the surface.
We cannot afford to waste ships slugging it out with anti-orbital batteries.
Star Force has more options than us in that regard. I need to know how many
anti-orbital batteries we need to take out to secure a surface site and how
strong their shield strength is in order to determine how many asteroids we
need to collect or construct. We have a few launchers already, but if we need
to build more I need to know how many more to order constructed. Too few or too
many will waste our resources and precious time. The lizards are growing
stronger and we need to take at least one world to secure our future in this
endeavor. The longer we delay the more difficult it will become, and you all
know that the lizards’ growth rate is exponential.”


“Your timing is impeccable,” a Gardeen said, tilting
its head fin forward in a deferential gesture. “I’ve just secured confirmation
from Star Force that the Mevis System is a legitimate target.”


Bra’shom’s eyes narrowed. “Why am I not familiar with
that system?”


“Because sometime in the past 3 years the lizards
decided to start a new colony on it.”


The Scionate gestured to the councilor on his left and
the Critel brought up a starmap. The whole of the lizard boarder along the ADZ
came into view in the center of the V and Bra’shom stepped back as the pinprick
of stars surrounded him. Ninja Monkey territory shown as a tiny swath across
the center of the border, but a single dot highlighted far from there and much
further down the galactic plane.


“We got a scouting update passed on from an
independent trader going off the main route from Shirpon to Velcor,” the
Gardeen explained, referring to a Calavari commerce system and one of the few
races within lizard territory that hadn’t been targeted. They occupied an
otherwise toxic world and thus the lizards hadn’t seen fit to eliminate them.
They’d been keeping a low profile since the surrounding systems had been
conquered and many speculated as to whether or not they had an arrangement with
the lizards. Regardless, they produced a number of compounds that were rare in
the ADZ and a healthy trade route had sprung up connecting back to Star Force
territory…all made possible by independent traders and others brave enough to
run the border and lucky enough not to get picked up by a lizard patrol.


They avoided inhabited lizard systems, taking several
possible routes around the hot spots and adding distance to their journey in
exchange for anonymity, but one point on one of those routes was now blocked in
so much as the lizards now had a presence, if not a stellar blockade, in the
Velcor System.


“A single surface colony seen at extreme distance. The
trader didn’t stick around long, but they did detect two cruisers in the system
in addition to surface activity on the only marginally habitable planet. Desert
climate, adequate atmosphere. We dispatched a proper survey ship and it
recently reported back this.”


The starmap altered to a single system view with side
panels with tactical data and surface highlights. Bra’shom saw three different
colonies on the planet’s surface, as well as a small shipyard in orbit.
Protecting the system was a fleet of some 83 cruisers…too many to have been
produced locally. They’d obviously sent in additional ships to prop up the
system defense, but that number was so low it wouldn’t do much to bother Star
Force.


“Why was I not made aware of this earlier?”


“We were not sure if it was a valid target, so I
wanted to run it by my contacts in Star Force first before I bothered you with
it. They have said it is a legitimate target, but cautioned that this might be
a trap.”


“Will they still back us if we secure a surface
foothold?”


“If we can eliminate the defense fleet first, yes. I
got confirmation of that two days ago.”


“Then why didn’t you contact me two days ago?”


“We know most of our veteran troops are currently on
assignment and it’ll take time to recall them. Sending our other forces now to
take advantage of this opportunity would be reckless, so we assumed we had time
to discuss this and the repercussions until we met with you again. Now you have
and we’re informing you. Please take no slight in this, we are simply concerned
that this opportunity may be too good to be true.”


“We’re worried that we might jump in to find a fleet
of 1000 or more ships,” the Protovic said. “This close to the Star Force
border, less than 100 cruisers is too low to be secure. Do you concur?”


“Yes I do, though it may not matter. The lizards are
unaware of what we’re doing here, I assume. So long as we seize the system
sufficient to Star Force’s requirements our mission will be accomplished.
Whatever the lizards are attempting to do will be irrelevant.”


“What of the lag time between our conquest and Star
Force arriving to defend it?”


“We won’t need the full fleet at these current
numbers. As fast as lizards build, we have to jump on this immediately. How
recent is this scouting report?”


“28 days old,” the Gardeen reported. 


“This is too good an opportunity to pass up. We must
move now.”


The Calavari frowned. “Are you certain?”


Bra’shom nodded his large head firmly. “If the lizards
are going to further reinforce, we would be better off taking them now than
waiting. The number of ships they can pull in is far greater than what we’re
capable of doing. If we can take this system, consider it a warmup for a proper
assault on another. A stepping stone to our full plans coming to fruition, and
a quick way to pay off existing investments and garner publicity. It won’t be
the grand invasion we’ve been planning, if we’re lucky, but we cannot pass on
this or delay…otherwise it will become a larger battle.”


“And if they land a large fleet there before you
arrive with, arguably, our second string of troops?”


“Then we withdraw. We can send a scout ship in first,
wait in a nearby empty system for the results, then move in if conditions are
favorable. That will diminish the window for reinforcement to days. Star Force
must be notified though, so they can add the system to their defense zone and
have a fleet nearby in case the lizards counterpunch quickly.”


“Are they going to put a permanent fleet on guard for
us?” a Critel asked.


“I do not know for certain,” the Gardeen said,
glancing at Bra’shom. “They simply assured me of protection if we reach the
requirements.”


“They’ll have to,” Bra’shom said with a nod. “I would
not worry about them so long as they are notified. They will hold up their end
of the bargain.”


“Are you certain of this?” an Irondel asked from his
elevated platform. “We have built up so much that we cannot risk this on a
gamble.”


“Trust me,” Bra’shom insisted. “If this data is genuine,
we can go now and pick this world from the lizards at little cost to us. Even
if they have a larger fleet arrive, they will not have anti-orbital batteries
covering the planet. This data indicates only two, and we can set down our
troops outside their range and began an assault overland. We can secure a
foothold with ease, and so long as we are successfully advancing on a lizard
city and not getting our asses kicked, Star Force will sanction the endeavor
and back us up. I cannot urge you more. This is a limited window of
opportunity. Our troops are ready. We must go now.”


“Then I’m sorry we didn’t bring this to your attention
immediately,” the Gardeen apologized. “Go and make this happen,” he said, exchanging
confirmation glances with the other councilors. 


“Contact Star Force and make sure they’re aware of
what we’re doing,” Bra’shom insisted. 


“We’ll take care of it,” the Calavari promised. “Take
whatever preparations you need and go. Waste no further time discussing with
us.”


Bra’shom nodded and spun around, trotting out the door
and quickly making his way through the command building.


“I am glad we are ready to seize this opportunity,”
the Irondel stated. “He is right. This will score us our first victory even if
it is a cheap one. It will not be a full test of an invasion.”


“Do not minimize it,” the Calavari cautioned.
“Whenever you engage the lizards in combat you must be wary.”


“I will trust you on that,” the Irondel deferred,
seeing as how the Calavari was the only councilor with battle experience
against them, “but it is not a fully protected planet.”


“And we are not Star Force. We need to attack now, but
this will be a tough fight. We will probably lose people.”


“Even if we send every available ship?”


“The lizards do not surrender. They will ram us if
needed to do damage, and we do not have dampening shields.”


“But we do have drones,” a Critel argued.


“Yes, but the lizards are crafty. I believe our blood
will be shed in orbit before we even get to ground. When that is the case,
never minimize the assault. We know a more inhabited world will be far tougher,
but this is for real. Not another mercenary mission. This is the war Star Force
has been fighting since its inception. We’re just starting with a tiny corner
of it. Be grateful, but do not underestimate the enemy. To us or our investors.
If we are to err, let it be in overestimation.”


“Wise words,” the Protovic agreed. “Now let’s get this
underway and prove ourselves to Star Force. If this is enough for them to count
it, then they are surely not underestimating the threat.”


“I’ll handle the contact,” the Gardeen offered. “The
rest of you see that Bra’shom is expedited as much as possible.”


“Do we tell the investors beforehand?”


“No,” the Calavari said quickly, drawing a few looks
from the others. “This is a Hradeiti operation, and let’s keep it in-house this
first time out. If we succeed we can show them the vids afterwards.”


“And if we fail?” a Critel asked.


“We won’t. But we may get a bloody nose. We need to
learn from actual combat with the lizards using our tech and our troops what it
takes to beat them before we start advertising to the ADZ that we can do this.
Star Force can beat them, the Hradeiti are unproven. Let’s not make any
proclamations or predictions this first time out.”


“And our mercenary teams?” the Irondel asked.


“Let them finish their assignments and return as
scheduled.”


“I agree,” the Protovic concurred. “We need to be
cautious about this. Keeping it in-house until we know what the outcome would
be is the prudent course.”


“No point in bragging before an ass kicking,” the
Gardeen said sarcastically. “So let’s not jinx ourselves. Quiet we will be
until we get Bra’shom’s post battle report.”


The councilors nodded, coming to a consensus. 


“I’m off then. Let’s make this happen,” the Gardeen
said enthusiastically as everyone rose from their seats/pedestals…then a few
sat back down as the others left when they realized their work required these
consoles.


They were all eager and untested as Hradeiti, even
those who had come from Star Force. This was an entirely new ball game, and no
one knew for sure how it was going to play out without the Archons leading the
way. They had to prove themselves, and as the time now rapidly approached, no
one knew for sure what was going to happen.
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February 17, 3149


Velcor System
(lizard territory)


Inner Zone



 

The Hradeiti assault fleet jumped into the system
without incident, finding the situation the same as what the scout sent ahead
of them had returned to the rendezvous point with. There was one inhabited
planet with a fleet of 85 cruisers sitting in orbit, two more than the initial
survey, but that was probably due to surface yards having completed two of the
ships under construction.


85 cruisers wasn’t anything to disregard, but Bra’shom
knew it could have been much worse as he watched the high orbit transmissions
from the current scout around the planet as it broadcast intel back towards the
star where the rest of the fleet was still arriving. He didn’t know how they’d
react. Come out to the star and try to attack them there? Stay in planetary
orbit and fight just above the atmosphere? Go in atmosphere and retreat back to
the surface? The lizards could do a number of things, but as soon as the fleet
made its way around the star and into view of the enemy sensors, assuming they
didn’t have any stealthed monitoring satellites with eyes on them now, they
were going to see that they were heavily outnumbered.


The Scionate paced around the bridge of his flagship,
monitoring the crew and various displays, though it was really just his way of
impatiently waiting for his full fleet to arrive at the jumppoint. His
battleship and three other identical converted cargo jumpships had led the
fleet into the system ahead of the 168 naval jumpships carrying the rest of
their attack fleet. Most of those had arrived by now, with only a handful left
that would be followed up by the supply ships and those carrying the ground
forces.


He was proud of the Hradeiti fleet they’d built, and
even though most of the more experienced ships/units were not here he was
confident that those that were could get the job done with a wide margin of
error so long as a relief lizard fleet didn’t jump in on top of them.


Right now the jumpships were unloading their warships,
most of which were crewed, but 18 of those jumpships were carrying remotely controlled
vessels of Hradeiti construction. They had no internal living spaces
whatsoever, making them expendable if need be, but the rest of the warships had
people onboard and ranged from corvettes up to cruisers. The drones were all
cutters in hull shape, but they carried weapons equivalent to their destroyers.
Only the battleships were capable of jumping between systems on their own,
meaning that if the relatively unarmed jumpships were lost a lot of people
would be stranded here.


For that reason Bra’shom couldn’t leave the bigger
ships behind at the star and push in for a quick attack on the planet. The
lizards were going to know they were coming, and he hated giving them that head
start. They were dangerous enough improvising on the spur of the moment. Give
them time to see his fleet and prepare a strategy against the unknown
vessels…the very thought of it made him cringe. He might be ex-Star Force, same
as a chunk of the senior officers on his ships, but the vessels themselves were
not. Almost all of them were conversions of other vessels, many of which had
not been warships to begin with.


Others were, though they’d had to be modified to get
them up to a respectable caliber of both weapons and defenses. Not enough
armor, shields, and countermeasures was typical of warships sold in the ADZ.
They were all engines and weapons, useful in going after pirates or defending
convoys with just their presence. There were no full scales wars going on
within the ADZ, so there was a considerable lack of shipbuilding savvy outside
of Star Force that the Hradeiti had to compensate for.


They’d purchased the ships from various manufacturers,
then had others rebuild them to their liking up until they had gotten a working
shipyard capable of doing that themselves. Right now that still incomplete
shipyard had taken over producing the drone warships in its own right, which
were coming in quite handy on the frontier mercenary missions that they were
currently testing them and their troops in…though those were all small scale
engagements. Nothing even close to 85 lizard cruisers.


The two control ships for the drones were converted
jumpships, both armed to make them combat capable and heavily armored to allow
them to take quite a beating, but they didn’t have the kinetic stopping power
of dampening shields. That was a Star Force tech that hadn’t been shared with
the ADZ despite it not being a weapon. The shields that were available to the
public were solid, multi-purpose models and every ship in the Hradeiti fleet
had been outfitted with them for just that reason, but if you had to stop a
kamikaze cruiser you needed dampening shields, meaning Bra’shom had a very real
concern about losing crews if the lizards turned and rammed something other
than the drones.


The key here was to beat the lizards in this first
engagement before they could learn enough about the Hradeiti ships to exploit
their shortcomings. No Star Force ships had entered the system with them, but
for some reason he didn’t doubt that they’d be here when needed…if they could
secure orbit and a foothold on the planet. The Hradeiti hadn’t been told where
the help would be coming from or in what form, but he knew Star Force wouldn’t
go back on their deal. How soon they’d get here after confirmation was made was
the question mark, so the fleet commander knew he might have to hold off lizard
reinforcements for a short period of time on their own if those reinforcements
were already on the way here for scheduled operations rather than in response
to a distress call.


The system did NOT have an interstellar communications
system, meaning that a ship would have to be sent out to alert others and
Bra’shom intended not to let any of their jumpships get away. If a cruiser
wanted to make the slow trip that was one thing, but their big, fast carrier
ships could not be allowed to get escape.


But where were they now? The scout in high orbit
wasn’t showing them on this side of the planet. Were they sitting on the other
side or somewhere else within the system? Or were they off to other locations
and not needed to be sitting and babysitting this planet? Were they even now
bringing more cruisers back here to supplement the defense fleet?


That last option concerned him, but if they truly
weren’t here then there would be no distress call going out in any effective
way. 


When the last of his naval fleet arrived he left a few
ships at the jumppoint to defend the incoming cargo and army ships and
immediately took the rest of his 2,384 ships out from the star in an orderly
microjump into middle orbit around the planet and well above the cruiser
formation that was obstinately not moving. Even when it was obvious that they
were outmatched they didn’t alter from their parking orbit, which concerned
Bra’shom. Did they have some larger plan in the works? Or did they just want to
see who it was coming into their system.


His ships were unknown models to them. Was it possible
that other races with similar vessels were dealing with the lizards? If they
weren’t sure the Hradeiti were enemies that could explain their lack of
movement. 


The Scionate felt the odds of that were low, but he
couldn’t understand why the lizards were just sitting there. 


He kept his fleet on station until all of them came
out of their microjumps, then he got his formations arrayed as he liked, with
the battleships leading the way and the drones pacing them ready to be shot on
ahead if needed, but otherwise being held back so they wouldn’t be targeted
initially given that they were the smallest of the fleet’s ships.


Then the lizards moved. 


All of them, almost in synchronous movement, dipped
down and headed for the atmosphere.


Damn them. So
much for reckless charges to the death. 


They’d guessed correctly. Bra’shom’s fleet wasn’t
built for atmosphere. They could head down after them but their maneuvering
capabilities were going to be hampered considerably, not to mention the fact
that their hovering rates were average to bad and they’d be eating up a lot of
fuel just to hold still, let alone trying to maneuver and chase down the lizard
ships that were much better in atmosphere.


Then we make
them come to us.


Of the three cities on the planet, only two were
covered by the pair of anti-orbital batteries. Bra’shom put his fleet into a
descending trajectory to get them into low orbit hover at an angle to the third
city that would leave the big guns around the curve of the planet and out of
range. If they came down directly over the city they’d be just within the
firing arc, but offset themselves and the planet itself would shield them from
the phaser fire that he knew his fleet could not stand up against. If he had to
take down a lizard city shield, even a small one, before they could directly
attack an anti-orbital gun, that gun would tear through too many of his ships
to be worth the effort.


But so long as he had a city that he could bombard
without taking return fire he was going to make the most of the opportunity…and
see if the lizard cruisers would just sit out of range and watch him slowly
destroy it.


The asteroid chuckers had not accompanied the fleet.
Those ships and their painstakingly accumulated ammunition had been left behind
at Ventress and saved for when they’d need to punch a hole in an anti-orbital
grid. Here that wasn’t necessary, so they were going to use the cleansing beams
to sting the defense shield enough until it gave way and they could pummel the
city with impunity.


Or not quite. As his ships set up and began firing
their fire pale white lances down at the planet on a steep angle, missile
plumes sprouted up around the city’s edge and a wave of long range weapons
could be seen tracking their way.


Bra’shom wasn’t worried. Against other ADZ warships
those would be a serious problem, but the Hradeiti had painstakingly outfitted
all of their ships with ample anti-air defenses for just this reason, not to
mention the need to defend themselves when they were in atmosphere against the
lizards’ wisp aircraft.


Bra’shom had to wait for the missiles to cross some
179 miles before his ships’ defenses were within range. The lachars bit out at
the missiles and chewed them up gratifyingly, not allowing a single weapon
through to one of the other battleships that seemed to be their singular
target.


“Well done,” he told his bridge crew. “First test
passed. Now let’s get that shield down,” he said as another round of missiles
came at them, a much larger one this time, but it to failed to get through the
fleet’s overlapping cover fire. 


“Here they come,” a Critel officer announced, with
Bra’shom noting as well that the sensors were indicating that the lizard
cruisers were no longer staying near the planet’s surface. They were
redirecting back to orbit in order to meet the attackers before the city’s
shield could go down. When they got closer another wave of missiles shot off,
with the intercept time going to be just after the lizards got to the ships.


“First priority is those missiles. Do not let them
through,” he underscored. “Cease bombardment and focus all cleansing beams on
the leading lizard cruisers. We have to take them out fast or we’ll lose ships.
Bring the drones up to flanking positions and order them in to cover for
retreating ships. Full cycling protocols, people. I don’t want any ship losses
that can be avoided. We have a numerical advantage, so let’s make use of it.”


Even as he said the words he knew they were still in
jeopardy. Not in losing the fight, but in getting their nose bloodied. And from
their incoming tracts it looked like the battleships were going to be the
primary targets.


Go for the big
ones first? Fine with me. Come right into our guns and we’ll get this over with
quickly, he thought, though his gut disagreed with him. By the time his
brain recognized the problem it was too late to do anything.


The missiles the lizards had fired were now blocked by
the leading lizard cruisers, which allowed them to get more than half of them
to their targets before the warships blew past the battleships, firing as they
went, then disengaged and began running back down to the planet.


The missiles slammed into one and only one of the
battleships, not Bra’shom’s flagship, but the one situated to his left. He
watched in horror as the lizards’ phaser shots weakened its shields enough for
the missiles to punch on through and blast into the armor plates. Some of the
cruisers, even now under heavy fire, circled back around and closed to
pointblank range to finish off what the missiles had left. Those six cruisers
were destroyed, along with two others that didn’t escape the mass of cleansing
beam and lachar fire coming from the Hradeiti fleet.


More cruisers were damaged, but still mobile and
retreated down into the safety of the atmosphere despite a few ranged cleansing
beam shots hitting home before the distances grew too great to target
accurately as they flew in an evasive path.


The Scionate snarled with contempt, cursing the
lizards as well as his own overconfidence. One of his four battleships now sat,
mostly intact, but with craters blown into it from all angles. More than a
third of its mass was missing and now debris floating into nearby ships, but
the overall shape of the ship was still there, now looking like a zombified
version of its former self, with no active weaponry nor a connective comm
signal.


“Organize search teams,” Bra’shom growled. “If someone
is still alive on that ship I want them off there now! Meanwhile commence
orbital bombardment again and redeploy the fleet into formation Gamma 7.
They’re not pulling that move on us again.”


The Scionate paced around the bridge, waiting as his
orders were carried out and the pale white lances began connecting with the
distant spot on the planet’s surface again. More missiles came, but no cruisers
with them, leading them into an overwhelming anti-air response that didn’t
allow any to get through. The lizards were probably firing them off rather than
losing them when the shield collapsed, which it did less than 12 minutes later
under the sustained assault. 


Lizard shields had gotten considerably stronger over
the years, but even with his vastly inferior fleet compared to Star Force
standards, they were more than the defenses could hold out against. When the
circular plate went down they immediately targeted the shield tower, ensuring
that it was destroyed and would not be regenerating another charge. After that
they hit the largest buildings and as many smaller targets that they could
given their accuracy limits. 


After that they just pounded the location
repetitively, hoping massed shots would compensate for lack of pinpoint
accuracy and eventually hit everything in the city that needed destroying.
Without explosives the damage was more needle strikes shooting through
buildings and carving out holes, meaning the structures would still be there
afterwards, more or less, unless Bra’shom wanted to stay up here and waste so
much energy that even the buildings would be ground down into the orbital
equivalent of sand.


As much as his ire would have approved of that he knew
they couldn’t waste ammunition…even in the form of reactor power that fed the
cleansing beams. There were two other cities that needed destroying and they
both were under the protective umbrella of those anti-orbital batteries that
could wreck half of his fleet before they got through the shield and took it
out. 


He almost regretted leaving the asteroid chuckers
behind, but knew what he had to do. Landing ground troops was the best way to
take out those guns, after which the fleet could pound the two cities into dust
at their leisure, but he still had the enemy cruisers in atmosphere. He had to
get rid of them before this system would be secure, and right now they didn’t
seem inclined to rush up and fight it out.


Damn them.
They didn’t control orbit until those ships were neutralized, and he didn’t
dare risk landing ground troops with them in play. One cruiser could wreck their
ground forces in short order if left unchecked. So what was he going to do?


He really didn’t have a choice. Time was on the side
of the lizards. Eventually one of their ships would arrive, bringing with it
additional resources, reinforcements, or just the ability to jump out and rouse
a call for help. The initiative was with the invaders, but so was the
responsibility of finishing this fight before it could escalate. A stalemate
was a loss, so Bra’shom had to act.


He wasn’t going to waste his ships against that gun.
Better to retreat and admit defeat than spend the lives of his crew like that,
not to mention the waste of ships.


No, they had to take the gun via the ground, and to go
to ground his troops were going to need naval cover…


“Bring in the troop ships,” he ordered. “It looks like
we’re taking this fight in atmosphere whether we like it or not.”
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Chamsen sat in the tiny cockpit of the hovertank he’d
been training in for the past 3 years, rolling in formation with six others as
they raced across the desert landscape, keeping the dunes between them and the
lizard cruiser sitting almost on the ground outside the target city. It was
staying low enough that that anti-orbital gun could cover it, so that if the
naval fleet eased up over the curve of the planet to shoot it they’d have to
face the big gun too.


That was a stalemate as far as the naval battle went,
but with that cruiser parked there they were going to have a damn near
impossible time fighting their way past it on the ground. Knowing this the
fleet commander had ordered an unusual attack, which Chamsen and his tanks were
getting in position for while about half the fleet crawled over land to stay
below the anti-orbital gun’s firing depression.


They were going to have a low ceiling to work with…a
very low ceiling, but it was the only way to remove the cruiser ahead of
Chamsen’s tanks, not to mention the others that had parked themselves around
the perimeter. Plenty of dunes were providing them cover, meaning that the
fleet was going to have to get very close in order to get open firing lines on
them.


As was prudent, the naval drones were going in first
with the manned ships following up, but there was also a large contingent of
wisps and lizard tanks to deal with as well. It would take a while, but they
could take down a warship if left to chip away at it long enough. Not to
mention the limited perimeter defense turrets…all of which were sitting
underneath a high, flat shield that was blocking the city against orbital
bombardment. 


A few minutes ago a missile attack was conducted,
probing the lizard city and seeing that they did have anti-air capability, for
the missiles were knocked down before they hit any buildings. That meant the
Hradeiti fighters couldn’t go in there just yet. This was a mess of an assault,
but the Calavari didn’t know any better way to go about doing this without Star
Force backup…which they weren’t going to get. The Hradeiti had to do this on
their own, and he just hoped they hadn’t bitten off more than they could
swallow on this one. 


When one of the drones came around the side of a dune
that shallowed out, it immediately drew pink phaser fire from two nearby
cruisers as it responded with a single cleansing beam and a series of lachars,
the latter of which glowed bright red. Following it was another drone, then a
larger destroyer, and that was all that Chamsen could see before his tank
formation ducked behind another mountainous dune and turned to the right
following a bit of a valley as the big ships began slugging it out at nearly
pointblank range all along a 10 kilometer line.


The 6 tanks were outside the northern end of that
line, heading towards a washout that would lead them directly to the city’s
nearest point. Fortunately there was no wall around it, meaning all they had to
do to get into the buildings was to drive right up to them. But there were
plenty of defenders in the way, so while the big ships occupied each other’s
attention the tanks snuck around and got a firing line on one of the perimeter
turrets that was pumping phaser shots into a warship somewhere off to the far
right.


Chamsen flew his tank out wide of the sandy hill,
making room for the others to get firing lines on it as well. He held his
weapon secured until they all got into the open, then together they shot dual
heavy lachars at the turret, hitting it with 12 red beams within the first
second and blowing armor plates off like it’d been hit with a shotgun. The
second salvo silenced the weapon, but the tanks didn’t stop there. They blasted
it until the turret was visibly junk, then they pulled back into the cover of
the dunes before a cruiser could take a shot at them and moved on further
through the sandy canyons looking for their next opportunity for a sniping
attack further away from the brawl that was attracting all of the lizard
cruisers, the rest of which were abandoning their positions on the other side
of the city and flying directly over it to come down on the Hradeiti warships.



 

By the time Bra’shom’s battleship pushed its way through
the tip of a sand dune in order to stay below the firing ceiling of the
anti-orbital gun the fight was already old and with multiple ships from both
sides laying broken on the sand. The bigger cleansing beams his flagship
carried leapt out immediately, drilling two pale white daggers into the side of
an already damaged lizard cruiser and cutting a swath through it as one popped
out the far side and tattooed one of the city buildings beyond.


A giant pink beam passed within 20 meters of the top
of the battleship, missing it and streaking off into the distance behind the
fleet as the big gun tried to get a glancing shot in. Fortunately it wasn’t as
big of a gun as the ones he’d seen in action in the past, and wasn’t situated
on top of a huge tower. This one was lower to the ground with several buildings
actually interfering with its lowest firing lines. Depress as it could, the
battleship was still under its firing line and Bra’shom was glad his crew were
holding to that navigational mark meticulously.


Seeing all the devastation and ongoing carnage playing
out before him, the Scionate figured they had the lizard cruisers beat. They
were getting hit hard in the process, but they had numbers and the city defense
turrets weren’t adding a lot to the fight. It looked like this is where the
lizards were planning to make their last stand, and…


Suddenly Bra’shom saw one of the lizard cruisers dart
forward, digging into the sand to the left of his battleship but he knew it
wasn’t a crash course. The ship got hit by several lachars while the cleansing
beam gunners were focusing on a pair of cruisers ahead that were pounding away
at the forward shields. That let it get through all the way underneath the
bigger ship, wedging itself between hull and sand and breaching the battleship’s
shields with the contact.


The phaser beams now started hitting armor from the
pair in front even as one of the cruisers lost half its weaponry as a cleansing
beam cut a critical power conduit. Bra’shom wasn’t worried about those ships,
but he was scared as hell to have that cruiser underneath them. If it had a
self-destruct it could…


Suddenly the battleship began to gain altitude, and
before Bra’shom could order full thrust down the cruiser pushed it up enough
that another thick pink beam leapt out from the city and punched straight into
the forward hull, burning through the armor there in a flash and cutting a
tunnel half the length of the ship that blew out with the vaporized material
into the surrounding decks.


The bridge was about 30 meters away from the beam
trace, which was too close. The whole leftside wall exploded and Bra’shom got
slammed in the rear as it blew him and the rest of the bridge crew to the far
was in a load of shrapnel and heat that killed them all within a matter of
seconds.



 

Commander Tyree was standing on the bridge of another
battleship a couple kilometers to the south of the flagship when he saw it rise
up above the combat ceiling and get slammed by the anti-orbital battery at
maximum depression. It took him a moment to realize that there was a lizard
ship underneath, crumpled and half buried in the battleship’s hull, but it had
obviously pushed the warship up into the firing line.


“Damn them,” the red/green Protovic swore, immediately
punching buttons on his chair’s control console and assuming command of the
fleet. With that he opened a comm channel to all ships while sending out his
own placement orders and reconfiguring the alignment as he saw fit. Bra’shom
hadn’t been an idiot, but Tyree had learned to fight differently and if they
were going to get the fleet through this they had to take a different approach.



“All ships, beware the cruisers diving beneath you.
They just killed our flagship by moving it up into range of the city’s big gun.
Drag bottom on the sand and push all gravity drives down if they do manage to
undercut you. Crush them into the ground. If you drift up you’re good as dead
anyway, so don’t worry about the damage to your ships. Smash them no matter
what it takes.”


“Helm, we’re going in. Follow the course I give you
and please be accurate,” he said as he ordered six of the remaining drones into
flanking positions, being flown by pilots in orbit, while the rest of the fleet
continued slugging it out. “Scrape bottom on approach, I don’t care how much
armor you grind off.”


“Are you sure about this?” the helmsman asked, seeing
the course just given him. 


“I trained directly with Archons,” the Commander said
with all confidence. “I know what I’m doing.”


“Yes, sir,” the Calavari said as he surged the
battleship forward and slightly north, dipping it down to drag on the ground
while the drones shot ahead of it and targeted the nearest cruisers. The
battleship poured all its firepower into one of them, taking down its shields
with a couple of cleansing beam hits then ignoring it at the last moment as a
course correction brought the bow around to face the city directly. Speed
poured on and the battleship traced a line through the sand heading directly
for the outer buildings.


The lizards saw it almost immediately, but the drones
fired on and, in two cases, physically blocked the cruisers via collisions,
getting slightly on top of them and using their engines to bury the front edges
of their ships down into the sand, pinning them in place long enough for the
battleship to slide between the outer buildings, ramming the edges of two
further in as the gap became too narrow. 


The shields held up for a few seconds, carving out
furrows in the lizard towers before the armor itself began to grind against
them, with it holding up far better than the lizard building materials. The
battleship forced its way into the city while staying low enough to avoid the
big gun’s firing line as waves of wisps suddenly appeared and started firing
down on the ship from above.


Tyree didn’t call for air cover, knowing that they’d
be hit with the city’s anti-air turrets as soon as they got in range. No, this
was a task for the big ships…and right now they only had 2 battleships left.


Punching their way through building gaps too narrow to
hold the big vessel, the Commander forced his way up to the fat turret that
held the anti-orbital gun, parking the front of his ship almost in contact with
it and giving one of his cleansing beams a direct firing line at it while the
wisps, tanks, and ground-based turrets chewed away at his armored hull plates.


The cleansing beam shot out, melting through the
turret’s armor plates and cutting its way inside while tracking to the left a
few meters. The beam cut out, going through its recharge cycle, then picked up
exactly where it left off and extending the cutting line a bit further. Again
and again it fired while the rest of the battleship’s weaponry shot any and all
vessels within range, including a pair of cruisers that flew up over the
buildings but underneath the protective energy shield to take out the
battleship before it could finish off the gun, but numerous cleansing beams
angled up to tag them as they made themselves easy targets for the creeping
Hradeiti fleet outside the perimeter. 


One of those fell on top of the battleship, albeit not
intentionally. It slammed down on top, damaging both ships but not moving the
larger vessel more than a few meters down and doing nothing to stop the forward
cleansing beam from continuing to fire. A few minutes later and Commander Tyree
gave the all clear long past when his gut told him the gun was dead, not
wanting to make a mistake.


He ordered the battleship to rise to test his theory
before anyone else did, and the big vessel had to apply a lot of power to shove
the cruiser off of it, which fell into and pancaked a nearby building leaving
the Hradeiti ship with a huge chunk bitten out of the top of it. 


Gaining enough altitude to clear the buildings but
still staying below the shield cap, the Protovic ordered all weaponry to pound
the turret and the exposed firing mechanism on top even as a few more cruisers
headed towards them. If it could get off a single shot he had to prevent it
from killing any of the other ships, and his battleship was already thoroughly
trashed. Take out the gun and this battle was going to shift suddenly, making
it the primary task even as the pink phaser lances cut into his shieldless ship
from multiple sides.


The gun didn’t fire, didn’t toast his battleship, with
Tyree knowing he had succeeded but needed to take out another target.


“Helm, get us to the shield tower. Take it out with
whatever weapons we have left, and be prepared to ram it if necessary,” he said
as multiple thumps were heard from behind the bridge. “I think we’re going down
regardless.”


As he said that a couple of destroyers flew in behind
them, targeting the cruisers and leading a flow of other Hradeiti ships into
the city now that they didn’t have to worry about the big gun. Fortunately the
shields covering the shield tower itself weren’t too difficult for the pair of
big cleansing beams that the battleship fortunately still had functioning to
take down, then the rest of their weaponry and some missile streaks from a
frigate punched into the side of the tower and suddenly the shield above them
disappeared. 


“All ships, get some altitude. Primary target is the
cruisers. Swarm them with cleansing beams.”


He turned to look at his helmsman. “Keep us on the
deck. If we go up I have a bad feeling we’re coming back down real fast. Find some
place we can land soft.”


“Outside the city?”


“If you can get us there. Gunners, take down
everything you can on the way. We’ve accomplished our mission, everything else
from now on is bonus.”


“Sorry, Tyree,” a Calavari voice said over the comm.
“We’re not going anywhere.”


The Commander frowned and looked at the display screen
that was now only operating off of battlemap relay, for most of his ship’s
sensors were destroyed. He saw their only remaining battleship come racing
across the top of the lizard city and tag a nearby cruiser that was doing its
best to finish off Tyree’s ride. 


The other battleship knocked it down, pancaking
another building where it landed, then flew in and took position directly
overhead its sister ship, blocking most of the incoming fire while the
surrounding buildings helped do likewise. 


“Don’t waste your ship trying to save this one,” he
complained. “We’re already toast.”


“You’re still in the air and I intend to keep you that
way, toast or not.”


“Stupid Calavari.”


“Stupid Protovic. Now shut up and let me save you.”


Tyree cracked a grin that his fellow battleship
captain couldn’t see. “Kill the cruisers, will ya?”


“We can do both,” he said, with the cleansing beams
continuing to fly and the cruisers now falling like flies under the combined
firepower of the fleet as it got back to low altitude and no longer had
buildings or dunes blocking their firing lines.


Then he saw it. They both did. A cruiser that was
about dead was making a kamikaze run against their position and there was no
time to shoot it down. Two more cleansing beams hit it from above but that
didn’t stall its momentum as it slid in underneath the intact battleship and
rammed Tyree’s already critical ship.


He cringed, waiting for the explosion and getting an
earthquake in its place. Most of the bridge instrumentation went out, then a
second quake hit that was far worse, knocking him out and down from his chair
onto the floor where he smashed his head as the battleship hit the surface.


Tyree got to a knee and looked around, feeling warm
blood on his head but still being very much alive.


“Find out what sections of the ship are intact and
evacuate there. Unless we have to we need to avoid going out into the city.
We’ll be target practice.”


“Intercomms are down.”


“Get the handheld backups. Poll every piece of the
ship and find out where we have people and damage,” he ordered, crawling over
to the side of his chair and popping a panel out on the bottom of it. Inside
was survival gear, including a short range comm device of his own. He reached
past it and got a medkit, attending to his own wound while the crew on the
bridge were dealing with others more heavily wounded than him.


“I hate lizards,” he whispered as he opened the kit
and got a healing patch applied to his forehead.
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February 19, 3149


Velcor System
(lizard territory)


Adrak



 

Commander Tyree, now onboard a destroyer, had brought
in a portion of the other half of the fleet that had remained in orbit while
sending those ships flight worth from the fight back into space to keep them
from running out of fuel. That included their lone battleship, though Tyree
wasn’t going to dispossess Commander Vantrech even if that ship had been
suitable for this next assault. It was too big to fit under the defense shield
that the lizards had lowered to its minimum height, which was now smashing flat
some of the surrounding sand dunes and almost making the third lizard city a
sunken pit.


But there were gaps in the perimeter. Too small for a
battleship, but without any lizard cruisers in contention or swarms of wisps to
counter them, the naval warships had the upper hand so long as they stayed
below the firing depression of the city’s main gun. The second city, which was
even now under assault by ground troops…or rather what was left of it after
they got through 10 hours of point blank bombardment…was still not fully clear
as far as airspace was concerned. Landing ships had to come down far from the
city and come over land to get into the safe zone, for the final anti-orbital
gun still reached out to cover it at the higher altitudes.


Unlike Star Force shields, lizard varieties of this
small size were always flat circles placed overtop their cities. That gave them
far more strength than domed shields, but left ground assaults with easy access
to the buildings. The lizards counted on their own ground forces and wisp
swarms to cover that approach, along with cruisers to keep any attacking fleet
in orbit where they belonged, but so long as the Hradeiti were already on the
ground Commander Tyree figured they might as well hit the lizard base from
there as well rather than mount a traditional army attack to take down the
shield and big gun.


The lizards obviously knew what they were doing and
had lowered their shield height as far as they could, meaning the warships
would have to shoot their way through it to get into the city. That would take
a lot of time and if they raised up just enough in altitude they’d get smashed
by the anti-orbital gun. Some of the dunes would insure that happened, for the
only way over them was to climb into range. That left specific approaches that
could be used, some with holes where the dunes didn’t meet the shield, so
that’s where this small contingent of warships was going while Commander Vantrech
oversaw the rest of the fleet back up in orbit.


Tyree wasn’t bringing any troop ships with him, not
wanting to split the ground forces and increase the danger to them. If they
managed to take down this city’s defenses they could have the fleet in orbit
come down to bombardment height and lay waste to it, then move in with the
troops later to clean up. 


With a few drones leading the way to draw out
ambushes, Tyree took his 22 ship task force slowly over land, skimming dunes
and being patient as they gradually approached the city traveling in a single
file line that curved to and fro in order to keep the minimum altitude as they
traversed the dunes. When the first drone eventually came into sight of the
curved valley that cut under the depressed shield it immediately came under a
mass of pink phaser fire.


Tyree frowned, then saw a cluster of tanks sitting at
the entrance as the remote pilots fired back in a one-sided slugging match, but
he called off the drone and cycled another one in its place before they managed
to get its shields down and do some damage. It took some time for them to swap
out without gaining altitude, and both of them had to drag in the sand to
accomplish it, but the second drone lowered its shields first to not drain them,
then popped them back up just before it came within sight of the remaining
tanks and finished them off quickly. 


“Send it in and keep your distance. The lizards are
renowned for traps,” he cautioned.


A minute later, when the drone dipped under the edge
of the shield over top the burnt out tanks their debris exploded…into a wash so
big that the drone disappeared and the surrounding dunes blew apart like sand
clouds.


“Damn it,” Tyree whispered, glad he’d insisted on
sending a drone in first. “That was no tank.”


“No, sir,” one of the bridge crew confirmed. “Looks
like explosives planted below ground. A lot of them.”


“Is the drone gone?”


“We’re getting some telemetry, but it’s now immobile
and not responding to commands.”


“And blocking the entrance?” he guessed.


“More or less. The dunes have moved now.”


Tyree couldn’t see that on the visuals, for the dust
cloud was still covering everything, but on sensors he could see the change.


“Target these coordinates,” he said, manually placing
a waypoint on the limited battlemap that the Hradeiti used, “and blast away
some more of that sand.”


“With what, sir? We don’t have any missiles. Nor do
the drones.”


“Use the cleansing beams and lachars.”


“That’ll take forever.”


“Just widen the gap a bit.”


“Yes, sir,” the weapons officer said, giving orders to
the next drone in line to begin firing on the sand to the left of the now dead
one. 


The beam cut into the sand easily, making a small
‘poof’ on entry, but it sliced right through and out the other side without
moving a lot of the material. That small hit up close was a decent amount, but
nothing that a missile or other explosive would have managed. More shots were
fired, with added lachar strikes of much weaker power, adding to the dust cloud
but not doing much for moving the sand around.


“Aim lower. Direct the sand by undercutting its
support.”


The beams drifted to the bottom and began slicing into
and carving out a ditch, into which a whole section of sand suddenly slid down
like an avalanche.


“Better. Keep at it until we get another 10 meters
width, then get ready to send the drone in.”


The remote pilot did as ordered, then the firing
ceased when a bit of the dune had been removed and the dust cloud was now a
permanent resident given that the shield was blocking out most wind from
dispersing it. 


“Send the drone in and backside that debris. Push it
out and clear the passage.”


“That’s going to be a tight fit.”


“Wiggle her in if you have to.”


A moment later the drone began taking fire from the
inside as it approached the gap and pressed into the sand so it didn’t scrape
the debris. 


“Shields are about to go down.”


“Understood. Plow the road even if we lose this
one…but don’t give them a second blocker.”


Tyree held his breath, not expecting the lizards to have
any more explosives at that spot and knowing the defense turrets couldn’t take
down a warship very quickly, even one with its shields down. Before long the
junked drone began moving out, visible only on sensors, with the intact drone
shoving it from behind and plowing a furrow in the sand until it came clear of
the opening.


“Move it aside. Bury it in a dune if you have to,” he
said, waiting for that order to be carried out to his satisfaction. “Rotate
that drone back and give me another forward, then we follow it in. Rest of the
ships after us in tight staggered formation. Light up the sand ahead of us with
lachars probing for more explosives. We can’t get caught like that again.”


And then they were moving to the head of the line as
another drone shot to scout position and ducked under the shield. Tyree’s
destroyer followed, plowing up a bit more sand as it squeezed its larger mass
through, then the buildings of the lizard city were visible kilometers ahead on
sensors, though the dust cloud in here was still omnipresent. A few streaks of
pink were lighting it up, with sensors indicating the scattered perimeter
defense turrets as the source.


“Take out those turrets then blast us a course to that
big gun. I don’t care how long it takes or how many buildings need to go down.
We’ve got them in their blind spot now.”


Scooting less than 100 meters under the shield plane,
his destroyer fanned out to the left, zapping the sand in front of it to probe
for more booby traps, to allow the following ships to form a line that would
allow them all to get into firing position. Once in, all the ships began
cutting apart specific buildings to give them adequate maneuvering room up to
one of the center streets in the much larger city that would lead directly to
the big gun.


Once they were through to that Tyree sent a drone on
ahead. It took out a couple more interior turrets that were better suited to
defend against mechs than ships, then started chipping away at the big gun from
where it couldn’t shoot back. The roadway wasn’t big enough to fit another
ship, and Tyree didn’t want to get his fleet pinned in any more than they
already were. Eventually the big gun came down, literally, as a chunk of it
fell off the southern side as the support frame was melted away by a cleansing
beam hit, opening up some interior shots that ended any question as to the
gun’s functionality. 


That drone then pulled back as another one was already
nearing the shield generator. It was more heavily defended, but the attackers
had time and the one drone was enough to gradually chip through the lateral
shields and get to the armored plates…after which it was just a matter of time
until the entire shield plate failed and the city was now open to the air, with
a gust of wind coming now and brushing the dust cloud away and returning
visuals of the city to the bottom feeding warships.


“Everyone get altitude and start junking cityscape.
Orbital fleet, come down to bombardment range and help us toast these bastards.
This planet is ours. Let’s get to work cleaning up and the less the ground
troops have to do the better. Just leave them someplace to walk afterwards.”



 

Six days later Commander Tyree was onboard a cruiser
that he’d claimed as his flagship, happy to have completed the assault but
sorely missing the crews that had been lost, especially Bra’shom. After all
he’d done to build up this military it wasn’t fair for him having been taken
out in the first battle, but that’s the way the lizards played. Give them any
room to backstab you they would, often in ways you didn’t expect, and forcing
the battleship up into big gun range had been an inspired tactic, but one that
wouldn’t have worked had the battleship crew been quicker witted.


They should have pancaked the cruiser with their more
powerful gravity drives, for they were the larger ship and the drives were of
Star Force jumpship manufacture, hence top of the line. But they’d hesitated,
perhaps not even sure what was going on, and in that moment of indecision the
lizards had landed the fleet commander a fatal blow.


Saddened by that and the fact that such a small lizard
fleet had given them so much trouble, Tyree had a wariness about him amidst the
joy of actually taking a world from the lizards…for he knew their estimates of
their own abilities had been greatly overstated. Like him, many of the Hradeiti
had been in the Star Force military previously, but for some of them that had
been a long time ago. He’d left some 28 years earlier, then been serving in
active mercenary units since then, keeping his edge sharp while it looked like
others had gotten complacent and forgotten just how dangerous the lizards
actually were.


Had the Hradeiti engaged one of the worlds that had
originally been their targets…they may well have lost the entire fleet.


That was a silver lining to the losses here, and one
that Tyree was going to make sure the Hradeiti did not waste, regardless of
whether or not he would retain fleet command in Bra’shom’s absence.


“Incoming ships,” his sensor officer called our
warily. “They’re registering as lizard.”


“Where?” he asked, the pit of his stomach sinking as
the orbital map showed microjumps ending near the stellar jumpline but well
away from the planet. They were lizard cruisers, already at least 20 of them,
with more still incoming.


“All ships form up around my position and enter combat
matrix 7. Drones to the front and overlap firepower as much as possible. Do NOT
individually engage or we’re going to be hurt badly. Get in position quickly
and make them come to us.”


The bad feeling he was getting only got worse as more
and more cruisers arrived, all holding position near the jumppoint until they
numbered some 238 strong. There had to be jumpships near the star that had offloaded
them, but they hadn’t delivered them all the way to the planet. Either by
design or accident. 


Just as well. He didn’t want to have their weaponry
added to this mix. They were going to have a nasty fight on their hands even
though they outnumbered them 4 to 1. 


When the lizards started moving towards the Hradeiti
fleet they came in a tightly packed swarm, longer than it was wide, with the
obvious intent on making a strafing run and taking out a handful of ships
instantly, and he had a gut feeling they would be going for their only
remaining battleship or the two drone controlling-jumpships.


But before they could get into firing range a ship
winked into existence alongside them, as if in formation but slightly trailing
to the starboard. Then another showed up beside it. Neither had microjumped in,
they just suddenly appeared on sensors. 


Two more did the same to port, and suddenly the lizard
formation broke apart and turned on the contacts as weaponsfire broke out
against the much larger quartet of ships.


“All ships hold fleet position and center on my
flagship, engage with cleansing beams when we come into range. Helm, move us
forward casually. Let’s not draw too much attention.”


“Sir?” another officer said, not fully understanding.
“Who is that?”


Tyree raised an eyeridge. “You don’t recognize those
jumpships?”


“No, sir.”


“Anyone care to enlighten him?” Tyree asked mirthfully
as his fleet began gaining altitude while staying in formation, heading towards
the brawl that had the lizard cruisers swarming like bees around the four ships
that were undoubtedly going to tear them to shreds, perhaps even before the
Hradeiti got to them.


“Those are Ma’kri-class
jumpships,” a Duramitte said with both awe and respect, having served in Axius
for a number of years. The lizard-like grey biped flicked a silver tongue in an
odd gesture of respect that Tyree was only starting to get used to. “Star Force
was here all along watching us.”


“Where’d they come from?”


“The Ma’kri are rumored to have stealth mechanisms.”


“Consider that confirmed,” Tyree said with pleasure as
the lizard ship count dipped below the halfway point. It seemed they were far
more interested in doing damage to Star Force than they were the Hradeiti. 


“Are we going to help them?” someone else asked.


“We’re on our way, but if my guess is right they’ll be
finished before we get there.”


“We can go faster.”


“Yes we can, and as much as I’d like to rack up some
more lizard ship kills, do you think it’s worth the risk of them turning on us
and taking out a ship or two before they all were destroyed?”


“I suppose not.”


“We’ll help them if this drags on, but I don’t
anticipate it will for much longer and the lizards know they can’t outrun those
ships. If they turn on us at the end be ready to kill them quickly, but otherwise
we’re going to let Star Force do its thing…with our thanks.”


The lizards weren’t completely destroyed by the time
the Hradeiti fleet entered firing range, so they got off a few cleansing beam
strikes and knocked out two cruisers in killsteal fashion, but when Tyree
opened a comm channel to the Star Force ships after the fact they oddly didn’t
respond. Just as he was beginning to frown and wonder if there was something
wrong with his ship’s comm systems the four Ma’kri accelerated quickly away from
the debris and dropped off the sensors save for a pair of tiny specs that
disappeared with distance.


“Are they angry with us?” the comm officer asked.


“We did make a mess of this,” Tyree admitted, “but I
think they’re sending us a message. This is our assault, not theirs. We’ve
staked our foothold and they’re abiding by the terms of the agreement to defend
this system against outside aggression, but we’ve still got troops on the
planet and lizards to mop up and they’re not going to hold our hands doing it.”


“Orders, sir?”


“We finish what we started and wipe every last lizard
off this planet. Then we send a courier back to Ventress and inform them that
we have a new planet for them to divvy up…after we collect some of that lizard
tech for study.”
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February 19, 3151


Velcor System
(Hradeiti territory)


Adrak



 

Paget rode into orbit on the first Gnar transport,
seeing to his disgruntlement that they hadn’t been the first to arrival at the
newly created ‘Communal World.’ It had been given that name intentionally to
differentiate from the ‘Alliance Worlds’ that Star Force had set up and on one
of which Paget had been living for a long time. The Hradeiti were in sole
possession of this planet and star system, and per their business arrangement
with their investors a piece of Adrak now belonged to the Gnar. 


It wasn’t a large piece, given the size of the planet,
but in and of itself it was sizeable. Resources beneath the surface had yet to
be determined, but there was plenty of land available to begin colonizing…land
that had not been available on the Alliance Worlds anymore. The Gnar colonies
there had filled every last square kilometer of their territory right up to the
Star Force border strips that would not be present on this planet.


There were some very narrow neutral zones, barely 2
kilometers wide, that would separate Gnar territory from their neighbors, but
there would be no Star Force cities there. In fact, there would be no Star
Force presence on the planet whatsoever, which Paget took as a refreshing change.
They did have one of their seda stations in orbit and a small but visible
defense fleet in the system…which was the only reason the Gnar and other
investors were willing to take the risk of crossing the old border and going
ahead to colonize their investment earnings.


The world was one form of barren after another, but it
was empty and that was the main point. The Gnar needed territory to expand
into, and while this wasn’t a huge addition it was the first new annexation
that they’d been able to make in some time while other races more favorable to
Star Force had been growing steadily with new planets given to them on a slow,
but regular basis. 


But now the ‘not so favored’ had a route to gaining
more territory, with the first fruits of the Hradeiti’s labor now visible for
all others to see, and the Gnar taking a much more heavy investment in the
organization before that new fame drew others in to stake their claim. This was
only the first of what would be many lizard worlds taken, and the Gnar wanted an
ever increasing share of future conquests.


But for now Paget had a new home to build, with plenty
of room for his broodmates and whomever he wished to invite here. The
construction would take time, of course, but he was in full control of this new
colony and would not be living under the crush of overpopulation here. He was
already planning ahead with immigration quotas that would draw off some of the
existing Gnar population from their crowded worlds without bringing the problem
to his new doorstep, as well as negotiating with the Hradeiti to acquire mining
rights for other locations in this star system.


He was going to hit the ground running, so to speak,
and it seemed other races were attempting to do the same thing. Tiny surface
bases were already springing up across the planet in addition to the single
working colony that the Hradeiti had already established, though even it was
still in its infant stages. Only the Star Force seda was fully intact and
operational, and Paget knew they had to have hauled it here from somewhere else
rather than building it on site. Star Force had some impressive construction
rates, but not even they could have constructed that large of a station in so
little time since this world fell. 


Which meant this was also a race to see who could
outshine the others, gain hold of what would be the developing economy, and try
to tap into the trade routes that were already running beyond lizard borders.
If many of them linked here then this location could become a very important
one, and the Gnar wanted to be at the forefront of that if at all possible. And
if not, they still wanted their piece of the action…so long as it didn’t
involve direct military engagements.


The Hradeiti would be taking all the military risks
and casualties, while Star Force would be defending this system like all others
in the ADZ along this border. That meant with the hard work of keeping the
lizards at bay not an issue, the Gnar and others could focus on the
opportunities presented here…and the massive cost of their investment in the
Hradeiti looked to be an ongoing blessing rather than a risky business venture.


Whatever would happen with future Hradeiti assaults,
the Gnar and others still had their first tidbits of new territory to absorb,
with the legitimacy that brought with it fueling the Hradeiti into a much
larger organization practically overnight.



 

Fleet Admiral Tyree was summoned to the Executive
Council’s chambers as was occasionally the norm now that he was back on
Ventress, with the fleet once again in building mode. Both he and the other
surviving commanders from the Velcor invasion had unanimously agreed that they
were not ready to take on a larger lizard target, but with all the new
investments and recruits pouring in there was talk of potential targets already
arising and the upgrading and strengthening of the fleet was being rushed as
much as realistically possible.


He wasn’t letting them get reckless, but the need for
building a proper fleet was painfully obvious. Good against mercenaries was one
thing. Good against the lizards…that was something else entirely. The Hradeiti
had their first victory against them, but Tyree had made sure the Executive
Council was fully aware of how ill prepared they were to take on a larger
lizard force.


But they weren’t backing down, rather rising to meet
the challenge, though they had a long way to go before they were truly battle
ready.


“Fleet Admiral,” the single Lacvamat councilor greeted
him as he arrived.


“Councilors,” Tyree greeted as he noticed a few extra
bodies in the chamber. Two Calavari and a short Bsidd. He was used to seeing
the really big ones, though this one was obviously an Alpha, their middle sized
variety that typically didn’t serve in their military.


“You’ve been inquiring about the possibility of acquiring
some higher level ex-Star Force recruits,” a Critel said, then gestured towards
the three newcomers. “Fortuitously there have been some very high marks within
the volunteer lists. May I present Admiral Nashtek, Knight Renkor, and
Administrator Tikkito.”


“Formerly,” Nashtek corrected. “When we left Star
Force those ranks were left behind.”


“Why did you leave?” Tyree asked, knowing there were
many different reasons, having been in the same position himself previously.


“A chance to become trailblazers in our own right,
even if on a much smaller scale.”


“I would not go so far,” Renkor said, looking down at
the shorter Calavari. 


“I meant no disrespect. I merely seek a different
challenge.”


“I too,” Renkor agreed. “I can teach your people much
of assaulting lizard cities. The ones you took were weak. Others will not be.
You cannot rely solely on naval power to defeat them.”


“That I am keenly aware of,” Tyree said with a bit of
dark sarcasm.


“If their anti-orbital batteries had been more
advanced, the depression rate would have been enough to prevent anything from
approaching over 150 meters at the lowest point. That will block your use of
naval ships on lateral approach. You must get your ground forced under that
line and into the cities directly.”


“Fortunately our ground troops were not thoroughly
tested,” Tyree admitted, “but we did lose a fair number of them in the cleanup
efforts after bombardment. Many lizards survived, and they were quite vicious
and inventive maneuvering around in the rubble.”


“Coordinating with other Star Force Calavari is easy,”
Renkor all but boasted. “Training your rabble into a proper assault force will
be a significant challenge. I am here for that challenge.”


“Fair enough,” the Protovic agreed, purposely not
taking offense at the rather candid remark. He hadn’t had much to do with the
ground troops’ training, but he knew they were in bad need of improvement
considering that most of them were not Star Force trained…aside from basic
combat skills drilled into them in their maturias. But some of the recruits
were not from Star Force at all and lacked even that minimum skillset. “And
you?”


Tyree had addressed the Bsidd, who shifted its
multi-appendaged body around like a bush with the wind blowing through the
branches.  


“I am here on a temporary basis. One day I will return
to Star Force. That is who I am and where I belong. But I also see the
opportunity to gain field experience with the Hradeiti that I will not get
within the well-polished Star Force structure. The Hradeiti are raw and badly
in need of proper organization. If I can succeed here it will be because I have
upgraded my skillset considerably.”


“And what exactly do you plan to do here?”


“You are gaining a lot of new material and resources.
The larger you get the harder it will be to manage it all. If you are going to
develop a proper military, you will need a proper logistical division
supporting it.”


The Protovic poked a glowing finger at the Executive
Council. “I thought that was their job?”


A Calavari councilor huffed a not displeased response.
“We have managed. He will excel. There are no egos involved here, Fleet
Admiral. We know we cannot afford any weaknesses going forward. This council
will deal with the diplomatic angle and keep the functioning core of the Hradeiti
insulated from it. Allow this endeavor to become political and we are all
doomed. Fail to advance and acquire a requisite skill level…and the lizards
will slaughter us when we attempt to take a larger target. We know we have no
room for slackers, and a Star Force Administrator makes us slackers in
comparison.”


“Are you on loan then?” Tyree asked the Bsidd.


“No. I quit Star Force of my own choice. They are not
sanctioning my being here. But I know that they will accept me back if and when
I choose to return. They value skill, and I seek to enhance mine with the
experience here.”


“That’s almost cheating.”


The Bsidd regarded him quizzically. “How so?”


“We were told not to allow any Humans. Having a
temporary loan of a Star Force Administrator feels like that’s crossing the
line.”


“I am not Human,” Tikkito pointed out the obvious.


“But you haven’t permanently left Star Force.”


“I have, as far as they know. My intentions regarding
rejoining them are my own. I did not broach the subject when leaving.”


“Are you sure they’ll take you back?”


“Perhaps not at my previous position, but my skillset
will be the better for it and I do not mind having to demonstrate my mettle
again.”


“As you wish,” Tyree said, deferring his future to his
own accord, “I for one am glad to have the three of you here. Especially you,”
he said, pointing to Tikkito, “because I need a full fleet retooling.”


“Define ‘retooling.’”


“We need more drones and a better way to employ them.
The lizard ships are better than ours, more so than I feared. Either that’s
because we underestimated our own strength or because the lizards are subtly
increasing theirs. We’ve also got some lizard debris we’re working on, but so
far we haven’t been able to crack any big secrets. Don’t suppose you’ve found
any scientists for us yet?” he asked the council.


“None of sufficient merit, no,” the Irondel councilor
said.


“So it doesn’t look like we’ll be stealing any
insights from their tech just yet,” Tyree continued. “So we gotta make do with
what we have. And we have to build more drones, better drones, and build them
faster. I can’t use our warships in the way originally planned. They’re sitting
ducks.”


“Why do you not have a proper control ship?” the
Calavari Admiral asked.


“Range,” Tyree admitted. “Our control signals can’t
reliably reach far enough to avoid jamming, so we have to keep the controllers much
closer nearby. We’ve been using some relays to bounce signals off our smaller
ships nearby to cheat that range, but it still requires a manned presence in
case of intentional jamming.”


“If you have more drones, then the smaller relay ships
will become more obvious targets.”


“Which is why we also need to redesign larger drones
to appear to be identical to our manned ships…same way the lizards use a fleet
of identical cruisers. They won’t know where the remote control signals are
coming from, because they and the drones will be constantly transmitting
signals, even if they’re filled with nothing but romantic vids.”


“It sounds like you already have a plan of action
then?”


“More like a wish list,” Tyree said, turning to the
Bsidd. “Which is why we badly need your guidance.”


“I agree that a proper control system placed onboard a
heavily armored jumpship is the goal to attain.”


Tyree spread his hands wide. “If you can do that,
please do, but if not we need another method to accommodate our next attack,
which is years away, but we don’t want to wait a century while we build. Our
investors will need more than that, despite our promises of no guarantees on
return of investment.”


“I can put you on a path to whatever goals you wish to
reach,” the Bsidd hedged. “But you must determine how you want to fight, not
what you’re willing to skim with. You cannot go into battle against the lizards
with a ‘just enough’ mentality. You have to have triple redundancies and then a
backup plan after that. This cannot be done cheaply, with credits or time, and
even if done properly you may still be killed.”


“That we all know.”


“Then allow me to give you what you truly need, over
the course of time, no matter how long that may be. I promise I will not delay
once a proper goal has been reached.”


Tyree exchanged glances with the councilors, who
nodded in reluctant confirmation. They didn’t want to massively delay the next
assault, but if it was best for the long term success of the Hradeiti then they
were willing to grind their teeth and suffer through it…so long as there was an
end game.


“Well then. It seems we need to go back into planning
mode. Admiral, are you comfortable with taking a subordinate position? I know
your skills probably exceed mine.”


“I am new here, and you already led your fleet to
victory once. I do not seek full command. Nor do you need to refer to me by my
previous title.”


“That victory cost us our fleet commander, so I
technically wasn’t leading the whole time,” Tyree pointed out. “And as for your
title, you’re going to need a new one then. Within our current structure there
is only one Admiral, that being myself, due to the small size of our fleet.
We’ve withheld from granting titles that do not benefit experience, which is
why there are currently only two Captains. In your case, however, I think an
intermediary rank should be created,” he said, glancing at the Council, “of
Commodore until such a time as we have enough ships to warrant a second
Admiral.”


“Agreed,” a Council said after a few seconds of silent
conference. 


“Well then, Commodore. Welcome to the Hradeiti.”


“I look forward to assisting you with building the
fleet.”


“As do I. Renkor, I’m appointing you to my personal
staff for the time being with the rank of Commander. There are presently three
others with an equal title, but you and I are going to be reworking everything
as we brainstorm better ways of fighting the lizards on the ground, so consider
it temporary. We don’t have any other former Knights, and though it may rub
some people the wrong way you’ll have eventual command once we shake everything
out.”


The Calavari nodded, but said nothing in reply.


“As for you, Tikkito, you’ll also be on my staff, but
at the same time be coordinating with the Council. Odd as that may be, your
duties will affect both of us and therefore you’ll be something of a
go-between.”


“Acceptable, so long as I have the freedom to make the
decisions required.”


“We haven’t had a position suitable for your skills
yet, so we’ll have to create one on the spot. I think Quartermaster will
suffice?” he asked, checking with the Council again and getting nods in return.


“Quartermaster I am, then.”


“Good. Now, are there other recruits for me to sift
through?”


“A long list,” a Critel answered. “We did not want to
admit them before you conferred with these three. At present, there are too
many applicants for us to accept, therefore we did not make any choices on our
own other than these obvious ones.”


“Alright then,” Tyree said, clapping his glowing hands
in front of him once. “Let’s get to work. My command ‘den’ is this way.”


“You’re dismissed,” the Lacvamat councilor said
jokingly as the four of them were already on their way out the door.



 

Davis pulled up the recent report of the Hradeiti
along with the others regarding the non-Star Force races in the ADZ. There was
always something happening there, movement occurring beneath the public
awareness, but never visible in an overt way. They couldn’t challenge Star
Force militarily or economically, but they were always trying to find an angle
to increase their powerbase at Star Force’s expense or by infighting with each
other. The blatant wars had ended long ago when Star Force cracked down on such
behavior by their ‘guests’ but the sentiments still ran hot and were worthy of
keeping an eye on.


The Hradeiti had now become a lightning rod for those
undercurrents. Offering them an opportunity to show freely despite Star Force’s
involvement in the protection of the newly conquered system. Without that they
wouldn’t have dared take a lizard planet, let alone put down business assets
there, but with the security assured and Star Force’s gleaming record regarding
such things the rats were coming out of their holes and setting up shop for a
resumption of their power games now that they had an avenue of expansion that
didn’t rely on staying within Star Force’s good graces.


As for the Hradeiti themselves, they were an
experiment. Seeing what a non-Star Force race could do against the lizards. It
hadn’t been Davis’s idea, though the protection of their systems within the 50
lightyear radius of his border had been his brainchild. It was a way of helping
them to get their footing, but if they should ever push beyond that line they
would be totally on their own.


If that might happen, and Davis knew it was a big if,
then they’d have an ally eating into the lizard systems on the other side of
the no-go line, and that concept had interested him enough to allow this
reckless enterprise to continue with his blessing. The Hradeiti had been sloppy
and lost a good number of ships and people in their assault, but he knew that
their having ex-Star Force personnel among them had undoubtedly kept them from
completely falling apart. Star Force could easily have taken any system along
that border if Davis wanted them to, but if the coreward half of the lizard
empire was to be pushed back it was not going to occur by them.


Nor would it be by the Preema, which had apparently
wised up to the fact that the lizards were expanding into Skarron territory and
elsewhere faster than the Preema were able to cleanse them from the other
systems. Combined with the Skarrons’ inability to hold the majority of their
lines without Preema assistance, it had led their powerful ally to implement a
no-go line of their own. They were burning back the lizard systems to a new
border that would keep them well away from Preema territory, but they’d given
up on the hope of ever eliminating them all. 


That said, the help the Preema had been giving Star
Force and the Voku had been invaluable and saved them centuries of fighting,
despite their earlier bailing in the assaults on the core worlds. Even now the
Voku were hitting one themselves, along with a small advanced warfleet
commanded by Paul, but the Preema were keeping well away and going after the
smaller lizard worlds and making it clear that the enemy would not be allowed
to encroach on the spinward border. 


Maybe if they kept on burning out every lizard colony
that popped up there the lizards might get the message and focus on other
areas…though Davis wasn’t going to put any credits on that.


In comparison, the Hradeiti was nothing more than a
blip on the radar, and one so small they weren’t even worth noting, but Davis
knew that small blips had the potential to grow and he was going to keep an eye
on this one. He’d provided them with the shelter they needed to hold the
planets they took, if they were able to take them, now it was just a matter of
waiting and seeing what they made of it.


He didn’t expect much of them, but their competence to
this point had urged him to give them a chance and see what they made of it.
Their first step had been shaky, but they’d pulled through and were now drawing
the support of the ADZ in numerous forms. That wasn’t necessarily a good thing,
but the report he was reading indicated that they’d acquired the services of
one Tikkito, a Bsidd that Davis was familiar with. He’d never met him before,
but he was on a list of potential Monarchs that the Director was monitoring.
Him leaving Star Force had scratched him from that list, but it would be
interesting to see how he handled this situation. 


And with his involvement, the Hradeiti might just have
a chance of building themselves into something less clumsy. Time would tell at
this point, but no matter how many ex-Star Force personnel they acquired Davis
was going to give them no help. They were not going to become an offshoot of
the empire. If they wanted to hit lizard systems, then they were going to have
to go through the growing pains and figure out how to make it work on their
own. Davis hated to see people throwing away lives and ships out of ignorance,
but what happened beyond their borders was largely out of his control, and
already mercenary groups were seeking out the range of Star Force’s reach in an
effort to exceed it.


Better to have the focus for the ADZ’s efforts nearby
and under his scrutiny than them leaving to potentially harass native
populations when Star Force wasn’t there to insure there was no bad behavior on
their part. And while it hadn’t been his idea, Davis found the concept of them
taking worlds from the lizards useful in two ways. It hurt the lizards a tiny
bit, and Davis didn’t have to worry about the attacks wiping out the indigenous
populations…because the lizards always fought to the death no matter what.


If there were reports of torture going on Davis would
intervene immediately and shut the Hradeiti down by force, but other than that
he was going to take a step back and let them succeed or fail on their own merits.
If they wanted to be stupid and assault too strong of a world and got
themselves all killed…well, Davis might want to stop that from happening, but
he knew that any ally they ‘grew’ on the border had to be smart enough to fend
for itself, and that wouldn’t happen if Star Force had them on a leash and kept
tugging them away from danger.


The Hradeiti had asked for a chance, so he was giving
them that…as well as being able to keep an eye on ADZ activity that would be
drawn directly under his ability to monitor. He didn’t want to watch as people
got slaughtered trying to attack the lizards, but so long as all these people
were volunteers and not forced into this in any way, and they had a safe haven
to run back to, then he was going to permit it and see what happened.


Though he always had the ability to send his fleets in
to stop it if things truly got out of control…though he hadn’t told the
Hradeiti that. 
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