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April 2, 3098


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Middle Zone



 

The Ma’kri decelerated heavily against the twin stars,
using both their combined gravities to pull it out of its jump far from the
blockade of cruisers choking the preferred zones around the pair. The Star
Force ship came to a stop 138 million miles from the center of the system and
far from the three inhabited planets, hopefully dropping undetected into the
overpopulated system and engaging its cloaking shield immediately upon entry.


The star’s light bouncing off the hull plates
disappeared into a black silhouette, but the Ma’kri immediately repositioned
just in case their entry blink had been detected. Coming into the system saw
any approaching ship ramming into the solar radiation and bouncing it back
faster than light could normally travel, so if the lizard sensors were set up
to measure it they could get an indication of which jumpline a ship was
entering on.


With the Ma’kri moving laterally and getting off its
jumpline it all but assured that the lizards would lose it even if they did see
its blink. Moving anonymously through the empty spaces within the system the
Ma’kri began passively scanning the cluttered regions…groupings of ships
stationed around constructs situated in stellar orbits, parking zones around
the pair of stars, and the three inhabited planets, one of which was circled by
a ring shipyard and a beehive of ship traffic.


Each of the three worlds were packed with lizard
cities so dense that they were literally built on top of one another with
little or no land space left on the surface. Huge pillars reached up from the
ground on the primary to the near geosync orbit of
the shipyard ring, providing some structural support to keep it from drifting
out of alignment as well as numerous lifts to carry materials and personnel up
and down far faster than dropships or starships could accommodate. 


Around their base were huge pits sunk into the ground
that were likewise covered by cities. The result of old mining projects, the
new infrastructure was built over top of now subterranean mines that probably
were laced with even more lizard cities, but the Ma’kri couldn’t get any data
on that without active scanning and getting a whole lot closer. Right now it
was just here to scout and survey the system ahead of the invasion that was
coming, getting Star Force updated intel that would
allow their trailblazer warlords to tweak their assault plans accordingly.


If the ship was discovered it could run, for it was
faster than anything the lizards had. It couldn’t fight its way out though, for
there were so many ships here the computers were having a hard time counting
them all. The swarm-like fleets were overlapping and making it impossible to
get firm numbers, so the Ma’kri kept changing positions to get different perspectives
and hoped for somewhat accurate numbers to report back.


It kept clear of the planets and anything lizard,
bouncing around in the doldrums and having to execute heavy thrust on odd
angles to do it, but that was far better than risking detection. While they
might be absorbing most electromagnetic and other energy types, they were not
expelling any. That meant if they passed in front of the distant stars their
black spot would stand out instantly. Less so for the background starlight, but
even that could be used to detect them if the lizards were close and keen
enough to make use of it. 


But if the lizards weren’t looking and the Ma’kri kept
its distance it should be able to complete its mission without incident, though
there were never any guarantees. It had been the only ship sent in, and the
Ma’kri had been chosen because of its smaller size and knifeblade profile,
which diminished its arrival blink considerably compared to the much larger
jumpships Star Force built. One of those could have come in and dispatched a
dozen scout drones to look around, though those weren’t typically built with
cloaking shields. They were a move obvious means of gathering intel and right
now this one needed to be clandestine so the lizards wouldn’t know that this
system was the next to get hit.


The Star Force invasion corridor wasn’t right on their
doorstep yet, with more than 120 lightyears of systems left for them to conquer
before they got right up next to the core worlds…but the trailblazers didn’t
want to be predictable, so they were going to hop over that last little line of
defense and go straight for the big targets, hopefully catching the lizards at
least a little off guard.


From what the Ma’kri was seeing though, that wouldn’t
be an issue. This system was so well fortified that it might not even need
support if it came under attack, but at the least allowing the trailblazers to
enter the system knowing where the enemy ships and battlestations were was an
advantage that this scouting party was intending on providing them.


This system has been scouted before, a long time ago,
but since then a great many things had changed. The third inhabited planet had
filled out considerably, and the first bits of a second ring were being
assembled around it. Barely in its infancy and without more than some long
structural supports, a few ribs sat in orbit with no connecting pillars down to
the ground…and yet, there were no construction crews working on it. The cargo
shipments coming in from the outer rocky worlds were going straight to the
completed ring, with construction on the other apparently having been halted.


Building even one of the massive constructs was mind
blowing, and with Star Force getting close and close to the lizard homeworld it
seemed their plans for the second shipyard in this system had been scrapped in
favor of building more ships.


That had been the rumor…that the core worlds were
fortifying themselves with exterior resources rather than spending them on the
defense of their other systems that Star Force and their allies had been
hacking apart with regularity for more than a century. There were so many of
them to go through that even their defeats were buying the lizard core worlds
time…and apparently time well spent, for in addition to the millions of
starships present in the system there were thousands of new battlestations
spread across planetary orbits and even out into the null zones.


The Ma’kri made sure to get a closer look at those,
seeing that they were of varying sizes, but the smallest of them were 54 miles
long and 14 miles wide, cylinder-shaped, and covered with weapons, shield
generators, thick armored plates, and even a few systems that the passive
sensors couldn’t identify. The larger battle stations were bigger than the
largest Star Force sedas, with several being truly Death Star size and
qualifying as small moons, though mass wise they were but an afterthought
compared to the shipyard ring. It was approximately 22 miles wide, with
variations at different points, and stretched around the primary planet standing
as a testament to the industrial muscle the lizards commanded and their ability
and audacity to take on extremely long term projects.


And for as long as it took to build that ring, and how
many planets had to be strip mined to provide the resources, they were now churning
out starships at an amazing rate, not to mention more battlestations that were
attached to the ring like berries on a branch. The Ma’kri wasn’t going to be
here long enough to measure construction rates, but judging by the number of
slips on the ring the lizards could be producing thousands of ships per day so
long as they had a steady influx of resources.


It was suspected that the lizards were using core taps
to get mining resources from the planet that the shipyard was around. Dig down
deep enough and you’d hit the magma layer and could, with proper technology,
continuously suck it into processing stations that could filter out the wanted
materials and send the rest back into the slurry. Though that wasn’t visible
from the surface, there were several facilities within proximity to the
connecting columns that Star Force had guessed were the top port access tubes
that connected to the ultra-deep mines, and judging by those the planet was
covered with magma siphons.


Take too much material out and you could have planet
destabilizing issues, but if the lizards were also dumping waste material back
down as well as worthless ore from outer planets in the system then the
equilibrium could be maintained and a cracking of the planetary crust could be
avoided…and based off the huge chunks of the outer rocky worlds that were
missing the scout crew assumed that was just the case, especially when one of
those chunks was tucked up against the ring next to one of the big slips that
were building the battlestations.


As the survey continued they spotted more and more
chunks of planet that had been moved to the ring, and they were almost sure
they were waste material being funneled back down to the planet, for most of
the incoming cargo was in tradition form. An almost continuous stream of
jumpships were coming into all the planet from stellar orbit to deliver what
was assumed to be processed materials that the shipyard would then use to
construct more starships, including more jumpships, which paled in comparison
to the size of the ring itself. 


Their larger slips were also visible, with dozens of
tiny cruiser slips tucked in around them and dotting the entire surface of the
ring all the way around, both facing in towards the planet and facing out. None
of the surface area was wasted, with the miles of internal structure presumed
to contain the factories necessary for making the parts for the ships out of
the raw materials being delivered.


And the convoys bringing in those resources were the
reason for the swarms of ships guarding stellar orbit. Blockade those and the
shipyard would wither, reduced to only those materials this system could
provide, and by the looks of it the lion’s share of them were coming from the
rest of the lizards’ empire…and that was saying something, considering how much
material had to be coming up those support columns round the clock. 


Star Force, in all its infrastructural glory, had
nothing even approaching this. This one system alone had to have been built up
over millennia, tediously and cautiously, into the ship building powerhouse
that it was today…and to think that the lizards had 47 worlds with ring
shipyards like these, that Star Force knew of anyway. 


But it wasn’t just the shipyards and defensive fleets
that were the draw here, for the Ma’kri was also interested in the three
planets’ cities. Within them was housed a massive population, and given the
part of it that was visible from a distance there were distinctive buildings
that by now were known to Star Force to hold specific industries. Spaceports on
the surface were active nonstop, and a lot of these were exporting. Given the
surrounding structures the Ma’kri assumed they were troop ships, or at least
personnel transports, sending out reinforcements to somewhere.


Those ships were tracked back to the stars where they
were docked with waiting jumpships that then left in convoy clusters. Their
exiting jumplines were noted, but where they were going was unknown. In recent
decades it was assumed that the non-core systems were basically left to fend
for their own defense while sending resources back to the core worlds, so where
these ships were going was a curious mystery. 


That said, judging from the visible surface
infrastructure, one of the three worlds was geared heavily towards producing
more lizards. There were so many hatcheries they appeared like grains of sand
dumped across stretches of continents…whose surrounding bodies of water had
long since been sucked up. Those lower areas now contained more cities with a Coruscant-like covering to the planets, save these had a
predominantly yellow-tan coloration. 


It screamed artificial, with whatever native wildlife
or plants having long since been eradicated. Why the lizards hadn’t colonized
the airless worlds further out in the system seemed like a contradiction, until
you realized they were probably saving them for deconstruction later. The sheer
magnitude of the plans at work here was chilling, as well as the fact that Star
Force was about to come in and bust it all up.


How they would do that the Ma’kri crew didn’t know,
for the shipyard ring and the battlestations were so massive it would take
forever to chew them apart. There was a rumor about the H’kar having taken down
a shipyard ring long ago in a very bloody attack that left them with little
more than a victory. The story went that the ring had been severed then pulled
down to the planet’s surface in a chain reaction that had brought the whole
thing down segment by segment…but after several days’ worth of passive scanning
the crew noticed large slits in the ring. They were fully connected, but the
various slips that were normally scattered about didn’t sit on any of those
lines.


Further passive scanning and some deduction brought
about the realization that these were disconnect points, probably instituted as
a defense mechanism against a similar tactic to what the H’kar had used. If
Star Force managed to cut and push a piece of the ring down to the planet and
crash it into the cities below the ring could disconnect from it to minimize
the damage, leaving only a tiny bit missing out of the giant ring rather than all
of it being destroyed.


That revelation was also chilling, for the lizards had
to have instituted that change within the past few centuries, and given the
number of the noticeable slits it was not a simple upgrade to make. The
lizards’ ability to adapt was showing even on this scale, and it was becoming
clear that any invasion of this system was going to be very costly, either in
terms of casualties or the sheer size of an invading fleet that Star Force
would need. 


Making those plans wasn’t the Ma’kri’s
job, only gathering intelligence was, and it did so carefully and quietly for
some two weeks, getting good passive pulls on the shipyards and the three
planets before heading out to the smaller sites around the dead worlds and a
pair of asteroid fields. From there they headed in as close as they dared to
the pair of stars, one white and one blue, to get as good a ship count as they
could, taking a full lap around the system to do it, then they picked a very
odd jumpline and got as much gravity as they could without alerting those
fleets to their presence.


They dropped the cloaking field a moment before they
made the jump, switching back over to shields to protect them as they slingshotted their way out of the system and hoping the
lizards didn’t see them leave. If they did their ship placements might change
and their data stale a bit, but the bigger pieces weren’t going to move and the
majority of the puzzle was set.


The big question was the ship count, not only in this
system but in others…and what if one of the others sent its fleets to augment
these? The core systems were not that far apart from one another, and given
enough jumpships to haul the cruisers they could reinforce one another in short
order, making any assault potentially be up against a number of ships that
couldn’t be calculated. Given those uncertainties, in addition to the sheer
size of the fleet and defensive infrastructure here, the Ma’kri crew knew this
would be the most difficult campaign Star Force had ever undertaken, making the
fight in the Gvaris System look like a warmup
exercise. 


The Ma’kri ended its jump in a dead system with no
planets whatsoever. Just a single red dwarf star and no one there to give them
trouble. From there they made a slow jump into a non-core lizard system that
itself was built up considerably, though without a ring shipyard and a much
smaller stellar defense fleet. It was still more than enough to kill the Ma’kri
if it got close, so the ship came out further away from the star than typical
and made a run around orbit to get to their jumpline with a detachment of
lizard ships futilely pursing while others were headed to the most likely
jumppoints to try and intercept.


The Ma’kri beat them to its jumpline, but had to move
further out on it to do so. In close to the star the cloaking shield didn’t
work, for there was too much stellar radiation to absorb, but they didn’t need
it in this case. With thousands of ships waiting lower on the jumpline for them
the Ma’kri just ran up higher and got in position, making a slower than wanted
jump out but not having any real difficulty in evading them.


That was because, with all of the advancements the
lizards were continually making in their technology across the board, Star
Force engines were far and away superior to what the lizards used, and the
Ma’kri had been designed with the strongest engine/mass ratio for a jumpship.
They could pretty much go where they wanted when they wanted and the lizards
would be hard pressed to stop them, but the crew knew better than to take
chances and accepted the slower jump rather than risk diving into a lower
stellar orbit to try and grab enough gravity for a standard one.


The point of this mission wasn’t speed, but in getting
the data back to the trailblazers. A little delay was far better than risking a
lucky intercept so prudence was exercised, even if the ship and its pilot were
more than capable of outmaneuvering the lizards at closer range.


Another two jumps got them clear of lizard territory
and into the occupation zone that Star Force and the Voku had emptied and were
now patrolling to make sure no one reentered, which was a task in and of itself
so large that both empires were having to dispatch fleets of ships just to that
end. There were hundreds of Ma’kri out there on solitary missions, jumping from
one system to the other dropped surveillance drones and picking up data from
others…all to keep squatters off the territory that the big powers that fought
so hard to evict the lizards from.


What would become of it later on wasn’t known, but
after the centuries of hard work to clear out those tracts of space the hardest
of all lay ahead of them, and while the Ma’kri crew wanted to see how it all
went down, they were more than glad to stick to reconnaissance missions,
knowing they weren’t outfitted for a heavy slugging match.


And the fight that was about to come was going to take
‘slugging’ to a whole new level.
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June 2, 3098


Trenchet System
(Occupation Zone)


Rennpret



 

“Well, looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us,”
Jack-020 said as he looked over the holographic map of the Menchet
System with his fellow 2s. “Those battlestations look nasty.”


“Too bad the scout didn’t get any active scans,”
Megan-026 said with a frown. “I’d like to know exactly what weaponry they’re
packing and how thick that armor is.”


“Ditto,” Paul said as he conversed with his campaign
leaders in a private planning chamber onboard the Excalibur as their assault fleet was parked around the now empty
planet of Rennpret, one that had been cleansed of
lizards less than three years ago and sat just on the good side of the boundary
line between the empty occupation zone and lizard territory. “First priority
goes to the star guards though, and I suggest we take them without tackling any
of the battlestations first off.”


“They have some in position,” Jack noted.


Paul zoomed the map in with a few telepathic inputs to
the control node buried within the holoprojector,
then pointed a finger at the dots that represented the string of lizard
battlestations in orbit around the pair of stars. “Not where they should be.
They’re too far out. We can jump in behind them and force a fight in closer to
the stars. If the lizards choose to fall back to them we just sit and blockade
the system. My bet is they’ll fight it out.”


“Given the amount of trade going through this system,
I’m inclined to agree,” Megan added. “A stalemate works in our advantage.”


“Until they call for reinforcements and spam us out of
existence.”


Paul shook his head in the negative. “I know what
you’re thinking, and you’re right…if they can get them into the system. Group
their convoys as close together as they like, it’ll still take days to get the
amount of ships they need into the system and if we’re smart we can sit on the
known jumplines and poach a lot of them on the way in. Unless they take some
detours, we know where they will be coming from.”


“You’re right,” Megan agreed. “The fight is going to
be over stellar orbit. If we can take and hold it, it’s downhill for the
lizards after that.”


“If we don’t lose too many ships doing it,” Jack
pointed out. “We’re not going to get any reinforcements so we’ve got to nail
this first time out.”


“We’ve got this, barring any surprises,” Paul said,
rubbing his smooth chin as his eyes were on the detailed map that he zoomed
back out again to get a better perspective of everything in the crowded system.



“The battlestations don’t count?”


“We’ve known they were there for some time, we just
didn’t know they’d grown.”


“What if they’re mobile?” Jack asked.


Paul raised an eyebrow. “Then that’s an additional
wrinkle.”


“We need an active scan,” Megan insisted.


“I know, but we’ll tip our hand if we do.”


“This isn’t exactly going to be subtle.”


“Like Jack said, we only get one shot at this and we
need as many clean, easy kills as we can get. Letting them reinforce before we
get there is a bad idea.”


“If they do then we just switch targets.”


“Or…” Jack added. “We sent a scout to pull an active
scan in a system that’s not our target. Where do we have confirmation of
existing battlestations?”


Paul’s mind altered the hologram again, pulling out to
a regional view of the entire lizard core with half a dozen systems being
highlighted, all of which were around the edge of the rough sphere. The last
time they’d pulled a scouting mission to their homeworld had been before the
battlestations had been implemented. 


“We could, but we’d have to delay…and I don’t like the
idea of letting them know we’re sniffing around. If our scouts have been
successful in keeping quiet, I’d rather blindside them entirely.”


“Unless we’re the ones that get blindsided.”


Paul raised a finger in the air. “Let’s assume they’re
mobile. How are they going to use them?”


“Blockers,” Megan guessed. 


“Distractions for our heavy hitters,” Jack added. “We
pay them attention or they unload on us. Either way it keeps their cruiser
swarms alive for longer.”


“Kamikaze?”


Megan bit her lip. “Depends how mobile they are.”


“Not for a kill,” Jack said, tilting his head to the
side as he thought with the glow of the hologram reflecting off his face in the
mostly dark room, “but they can bump us aside. Maneuver us around as they like
or just break up our formations. If used properly, and if those things are even
remotely mobile, they’re going to complicate things.”


“Starting to wish we’d brought a few Sentinels with
us.”


Paul shook his head. “No, we need to stay mobile. We
can avoid these battlestations unless the cruiser swarms fall back to them for
protection. That’s not their normal procedure and we can slowly snipe them from
range if they do, so I think they’d be more of a bait into a trap than a real
nuisance. They’re prepped for a slugging war, but that’s not what we’re going
to give them. This is a numbers game, so we’re going to whittle them down as quick as we can without making ourselves too vulnerable…and
like Megan said, if they pull back to defensive positions we starve their
shipyards out, so they have to fight.”


“So their best bet is to get us to do something stupid
and bite off more than we can chew,” Jack said, zooming the map back in on
stellar orbit. “Which we’re not going to do, so that leaves them with giving us
more than we can handle. To do that they have to go on the offensive. You think
they’ll pull the fleets guarding the shipyards away to overwhelm us early on?”


“I’ll make sure they regret that decision if they do,”
Megan said icily.


“In which case we’ll just bounce around the system and
not fully engage,” Paul added. “We’ve got the engine power they don’t, and
we’re going to use it effectively. That means more taking advantage of
opportunities than a straight up fight, but it can be done.”


“Reminds me of one of those awful naval challenges
when we were cadets,” Jack mentioned. 


Megan laughed. “You mean before or after we taught
them how to train us?”


“After. They threw something at us that even they
didn’t know how to tackle and let us figure it out. We wrote the book for
everyone else coming through, and I think that’s what you want us to do now?”


“The lizards are used to standard Star Force tactics,”
Paul said with a nod. “Those battlestations are designed to interfere with how
we normally fight large fleet operations. But we’re not going to fight large
scale this time, not tactically anyway. We can do that, they can’t, so we’re
going rebel alliance on this. Hit them where you can and pull out, don’t get
goaded into a slugging match.”


“Until we hit the big stuff later,” Megan amended.


“Right. Our priority target is the cruiser swarms.
Take them out and the big guns are easy to snipe down from range. If the
battlestations are mobile that’ll delay the process, but this is all workable
so long as we don’t lose our heads. We’re the stronger fleet here, but we can’t
fight like it. We have to fight like we’re weaker and can’t handle big
engagements.”


“One problem,” Megan noted. “If we do it this way, and
it takes a lot of time, will we draw enough reinforcements here or will Liam
and Roger get dumped on?”


“Good question. I don’t know, but we will have a head
start on them. Hopefully the call for reinforcements will go out before they
can analyze our tactics.”


“How many transmitters do they have?” Jack asked,
bringing up the target system again.


“They’re out of reach,” Paul said as 8 positions
spread over three planets were highlighted. The lizard interstellar
communications tech had gotten better over time, but it was still line of sight
and made use of surface facilities rather than spacebound
transmitters…which meant the rotation of each planet brought the transmitters
in and out of alignment with their target systems periodically.


“I agree,” Megan said. “We’d have to take out all of
them and we’d lose far too many ships punching through their planetary defense
networks. That’s not our job here anyways.”


“A comm blackout would rally
more reinforcements.”


Paul altered the hologram again, bringing up the known
range of their transmitters and seeing how many nearby systems they could get a
message out to. “Damn.”


“18,” Jack said after counting. 


“How many jammers do we have?” Megan asked.


“13.”


“Too many systems packed together,” Paul said, noting
the density of the lizard core where they’d colonized virtually everywhere they
could, including planets that elsewhere they’d typically skip over. 


“How much delay could we give them?”


“Some, but we don’t want to tip our hand to those
right away. We need to completely black out a system, and right now there are
too many relays in play. We gotta knock some out
first.”


“Alright,” Jack agreed, “saving those for later. So
they’re going to know they’re getting hit. How bad can they hurt us if they
wanted to?”


“They could theoretically send reinforcements through
dozens of different jumplines so we couldn’t poach them all. The real wildcard
is how many ships do we have left. If they’ve hurt our numbers initially then
their reinforcements could smother us even if we knocked down half of all that
came in before they could leave their jumpships.”


“It all comes down to that first fight,” Megan said,
looking at her two peers. 


“That it does,” Paul agreed, returning her look. 


“It’s curious,” Jack said, changing subjects. “Where
are their chess pieces?”


“Probably sent to somewhere they’ll be more
effective,” Megan answered. “Skarron territory I’d assume. They know cruisers
are their only effective way of battling us.”


“Only known way,” Jack amended. “I think they’re
trying out these battlestations for number 2.”


“And a few other things,” Paul said, zooming into
planetary orbit around Tess, which was a shortened version of the only known
moniker for the planet, which was a long winded lizard name of Tesstraveskinamentenr. No one else had ever known this
system, at least within recorded history, so there was no original name to go
by and most lizard identifiers were unnecessarily long…though to be fair, they
renamed every world they took and that amounted to a huge list of names, not
all of which could be short. 


“What are those?” Jack asked as he looked at several
large space stations situated away from the shipyard ring but obscured within
the orbital traffic and auxiliary facilities. 


“I think they’re storage sheds that might be holding a
surprise or two for us.”


“They’re definitely big enough,” Megan commented as
she got a scaling from the map. “Big enough to hold an invoker.”


Paul shook his head. “There are extendable slips for
those on the rings, and there’s no reason to shut one up here. They’ve got
something else inside, maybe cargo, or maybe something they don’t want anyone
else to see.”


“How many of them are there?”


Paul had already gone through this data an hour
earlier, but he’d never counted. Using the map functions he quickly tallied up
all the facilities around the planets, then discovered a few more out in null
space. “289.”


“Nuts,” Megan said, her face scrunching up. 


“Like I said,” Paul emphasized. “We’ve got this
barring surprises.”


“They’re not defended well,” Jack added.


“Could mean they’re not a priority, or that could just
be them hiding them in plain sight. Only one way to find out at this point.”


“Yeah, go in there and crack one open. Permission to
add that to my to-do list?” Megan asked.


“If you have an opportunity go for it,” Paul obliged.
“Just don’t waste resources if they don’t feel like letting you.”


“I’ll be discrete,” she promised with a smile. Her
section of the battle plan called for her to keep the lizard defenders spread
out across the system by potentially hitting valuable targets if they all
mushroomed into low stellar orbit. To accomplish that she’d be commanding
legions of mages who would then be commanding their own task groups. This was a
huge operation, and one that Paul hadn’t wanted to carry out himself. Likewise,
Liam and Roger also had a few other trailblazers with them to assist with the
massive coordination necessary to free up the naval specialists to guide the
overall battle flow and adapt faster than the lizards could.


“Well,” Jack added, “they’ve been preparing for this
for so long I’d be disappointed if they didn’t try something new.”


“We know the lizards better than anyone,” Paul said,
looking at each of them in turn. “They’re not going to go down easy, and if I
were them I’d have already evacuated most of the leadership to the Skarron
zone.”


“Leaving these systems to do what? Make us pay for
taking them?”


“That and to keep pumping out ships as fast as they
can.”


“The Voku are
seeing a lot of convoys jumping the gap.”


“Plus how many more they’re not picking up on,” Paul
said with that ‘supreme intellect’ look he rarely flashed out except when in Admiral
mode. “The rats are abandoning ship, but they’re too
savvy to let all this go to waste. Even if they only get a fourth of the
jumpships across to the Skarron zone those ships will make a huge difference
over there and I’d bet they’re getting far more than that through.”


“Making end runs high and low?” Megan asked.


“I would.”


“So you’re saying they’re going to be real touchy
about us blockading the system?” Jack wondered.


“They have to keep feeding the factories and sending
out convoys, otherwise all this,” he said, pointing at the system map, “is a
waste. They know we’ll destroy it all. I’d bet they’re playing big picture
here, and there is no usefulness whatsoever in holding out if they lose the
ability to export. They will just out of spite, but they need these shipyards
operational for as long as possible.”


“So you think they’re going to call our bluff and hit
us with everything they’ve got to keep the spacelanes open?” Megan asked.


Paul shook his head. “It all depends on what we bring
to bear and how they choose to adapt, but make no mistake, they’re seeing this
system and even their homeworld as expendable now. If they’re holding on to
some sentimentality I’ll be extremely disappointed. That’s not the enemy we
know.”


“Yet you’re assuming they know we won’t go coreward
after we finish out here?”


“I think we’ve pretty much broadcast that. They might
not know our reasons, but the line in the sand has been cut pretty cleanly by
now. If I were them I wouldn’t depend on that, and I don’t think they are. Word
is they’re spreading out farther and faster than normal, skipping over systems
they’d normally take in order to get distance. They know we’re not pursuing
them there now, but they’re going to get so large a footprint that we won’t be
able to track them all down even if we do.”


“They’re playing multiple contingencies?” Jack asked.


“Wouldn’t you?”


“Honestly, I would have hit the ADZ just as a massive
middle finger to us.”


“Unless you had some other path to victory in the
works.”


“Like what?” Megan asked.


“Getting far away from us and rebuilding.”


“Like the next galactic arm?”


Paul nodded. “Exactly. The Skarron empire
practically gave them a roadmap away from here and plowed the way of any real
threats. They know what they have to do to beat them and that’s far better than
facing us or pushing out into the unknown…which they’re doing anyway. I think
they’re going for Skarron territory hardest because it’s their way to put
distance between us and them. We’re not cherry picking like they are and
cleaning out everything in our path. That slowness combined with their
expansion will put them out of our reach, then they can find a quiet region to
build up their forces again.”


“Long term in the extreme,” Megan declared.


“I learned long ago not to underestimate them,” Paul
said with a smirk. 


“But?”


“They’re still stupid.”


Jack laughed. “To anyone else that would be a
contradiction, but I fully understand what you mean.”


“Tactics war?” Megan guessed.


“Experienced savvy units versus spamming weak,
inexperienced ones. We may not be able to eradicate the lizards, but we are
going to beat them so long as we don’t screw up…surprises or no. We can always
pull back and adjust, so don’t get too locked in on any objectives.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” Jack promised. “We’ve got
our work cut out for us this time.”


“Good thing we like challenges,” Megan responded,
putting her fist into the hologram. “2 tough.”


Jack followed suit. “2 smart.”


Paul finished the knuckle triangle. “2 beat.”


“Let’s get to it then,” Megan said as she withdrew her
arm and headed for the door enroute to the hangar.


“See you on the other side,” Jack said, heading back
to his command ship as well.


Paul let them go, shutting down the hologram and
following them out a few steps behind. When he got through the door he glanced
at the titan waiting for him off to the side in the hallway with her back
leaned up against the wall.


“Big kids all done?” she asked sarcastically.


“That we are,” Paul answered as he looked at her new
blue locks. “Nice hair.”


“An homage,” Riona said as she fell into step with
him. “We ready to kick ass?”


“You got my back?”


“Always.”


“Then we’re ready. Most cruiser kills gets a box of
donuts.”
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Menchet System
(lizard core)
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Riona stood in an auxiliary command nexus onboard the Excalibur several decks above the bridge
where Paul was stationed, but she could feel his presence within the ship’s
battlemap systems even though his telepathic presence was mixed in with the
rest of the crew. She could contact him that way if needed, but so long as both
he and she were plugged into the system they might as well have been standing
next to each other, for within the command and control systems that guided both
the ship and the entire Star Force fleet they were easily visible to one
another.


There were a host of other remote pilots onboard the
command ship, but her and Paul were the only senior Archons. The rest of the
mages and scattering of titans were spread out across the fleet, most of which
were onboard the warships that were carrying the drones to the battle that was
just now breaking out. Should the lizards find a way of actually jamming their
battlemap systems…which would be nearly catastrophic…they needed to have
Archons onboard the various ships so they could use the shorter range backup
systems, even line of sight lasers if needed, to keep in control of the drone
fleet.


Ship Captains and Admirals could do that with the help
of their crews, but they didn’t have the same experience levels as the Archons,
let alone the few that actually had Sav. It’d been
determined that the ability was going to be gained when one made titan with
Jumat and Ubven being reserved until one made the next level up that was going
to be called ‘ViLord.’ The latter tier 3 psionic trigger had finally been
discovered by Vortison after pouring through the biomonitor data from Rio when
he’d gone through his ascension. Thanks to his growing understanding of
genetics under Nefron’s tutelage he’d been able to
find the needle in the haystack that he’d been missing before, so that now made
three tier 3s that they were able to share out of the four currently possessed.



Jason’s Kex trigger was
still elusive, but the decision had been made to give new ViLords all tier 3
abilities going forward. Right now that meant two additional ones to the Sav that titans already possessed, but Vortison said he was
hopeful to be able to find the triggers for the rest before the Archons even
stumbled upon the abilities themselves. Riona wasn’t too sure about that, but
would be glad to get the full set…something that no Zen’zat to date had even
come close to achieving, though the Archons definitely weren’t following the
V’kit’no’sat rules and happily cheating whenever they could.


At present there were no ViLords, with Morgan narrowly
holding the top spot with a level 354 titan ranking. She, like the other Archon
veterans, had been given Ubven ahead of time and now stood on par with the rest
of the trailblazers and a lucky few second gen like Riona who had also been
gifted with abilities ahead of her rank, which in her case was the addition of
Jumat…which she absolutely loved and now fully understood the new ranking name,
which indicated a proficiency in melee combat that the Jumat was oh so good
for.


That left the non-privileged titans as the only ones
that had Sav, but most mages were so used to using
the command nexus system that they were far more skilled and had a telepathic
advantage over the more mundane neural interfaces that the naval Regulars used.
They were also visible within the battlemap system if Riona wanted to find
them, but only the ‘biggies’ were constantly visible, with Paul being the only
one at present given that the Excalibur
was in the process of decelerating from its interstellar jump into the lizard
system at extremely low orbit around the pair of stars at a position that the
scout had determined was not heavily defended.


Within a handful of seconds the command ship slowed
down enough that sensors began to function and the swarms of lizard ships
nearby started to become visible, which she knew would be coming after them as
soon as they could, but they had succeeded in hitting a small pocket of space
that would give them some maneuvering room prior to the melee to come. They
needed that time to set up to cover the incoming fleet, which immediately
involved the four Godzilla-class
transports that were following the Excalibur
dangerously close during the jump.


They came out in single file spaced only a pair of
seconds apart. Any deviation in the mathematics of the jump would have seen
them ramming into one another, but the jump deceleration had been spot on and
the massive transports that dwarfed the Excalibur
successfully arrived right behind them and, as per previous orders, immediately
fanned out in four cardinal directions as the Excalibur dove closer to the star to move off their entry
jumppoint…which it then sent a signal back to the next ships in line to
indicate that it was clear and no alteration would be necessary.


The next ships were some 30 seconds back and spaced a
bit more carefully, knowing that the arrival point was going to clog up fast,
but the Godzillas had been designed and sent specifically at the head of the
fleet to do one thing and one thing only…release the Warship-class jumpships that they were carrying in racks and get
them into the system far faster than had they made individual jumps single file
into the jumppoint.


As soon as they got some distance on each other the
massive ships broke apart with a flower petal-like dispersion. Each Godzilla
carried 22 warships and had been designed for quick release through three
waves, the first of which detached within 20 seconds and got free enough to
accelerate further away on their own, clearing the way for the second layer to
peel off, then finally the third, leaving a collapsing skeleton of the giant
ship reducing itself down into a much smaller vessel that immediately fell back
behind the Excalibur as that command
ship guarded their rendezvous point.


With the warships fanning out into a more or less
spherical defense screen they began releasing their own drones from their
racks, putting several thousand of the advanced starships into play within minutes
as the first of the lizard cruiser swarms began to close on the jumppoint that
was now starting to spit out more warships that belong to Riona’s
task force…which was the Excalibur
and a chunk of Paul’s third of the invasion fleet. She handled the ship they
were on to free him up, then would coordinate the mages in charge of yet
smaller task groups, though at the moment she was letting Paul handle the
starting moves and just watching until he gave her something to do with so few
ships yet in the system.


The titan didn’t have to wait long, for with a thought
Paul gave her an immediate mission priority. Even though the Excalibur stayed put to cover the
Godzillas with a smattering of drones pulled in from the deploying warships,
within the battlemap Riona sat in whatever virtual perspective she wanted and
mentally went with 16 warships and their drones in pursuit of an approaching
lizard fleet tendril that was further away than three others. For whatever
reason Paul wanted her to tackle that one and she wasn’t going to argue the
point, sinking her Sav-enhanced mind into the task of
repositioning every ship in her group where she wanted it and handing out
orders to the three mages in it, ship Captains, and even some specific ones to
individual support ships.


She micromanaged ahead of time as much as she could,
then when her hastily formed battle group came within weapons range she had to
trust in those under her command to handle the duties. She could control a lot
of ships and weapon systems simultaneously, but battles of this scale quickly
became chaotic and overloaded a person with detail…but for Star Force they
never got that far because the commanders shared duties and spread out the work
load, as Paul had done by assigning her to this task.


Likewise she let the three mages guide the chunks of
this battlegroup as she kept an eye on the larger strategic picture while
mostly tuning out what was happening back at the jumppoint and pouring her
attention where it mattered most. The lizard fleet tendril was stretched out,
with the leading elements trying to get to the jumppoint as quickly as
possible. That left her with wider spacings between
the enemy ships than they needed to really pound Star Force’s advanced shields
and she took advantage of that right away, sending some priority target
markings to the battlegroup and letting her subordinates decide exactly how to
handle the attack.


The mages likewise did the same, deferring to their
ship Captains who then deferred even smaller details down to their remote pilots
so a gunner didn’t have to worry about anything other than shooting the target
assigned to him, while Riona didn’t have to worry about aiming any batteries or
maneuvering ships around to get a better line of sight on targets. She could
mentally click a target or fleet move orders with a variety of priorities and
her people would carry them out more efficiently than any computer system,
given the fact that they could adapt and improvise using their skills and
experience.


The lizards, on the other hand, just threw themselves
into the chaos. Riona could see some coordination between them, and they no
doubt had commanders and probably even masterminds organizing the mess of
ships, otherwise they would have literally been running into each other in such
large numbers, but when the fighting started she could sense the chaos and its
effects in their fleet movements. The coordination lessened into a mob
mentality, pursing a single target or order and leaving the fighting to the
individual ships. They adapted on that level rather than with fleet tactics…which
just let Riona cut them to shreds.


She rotated ships in and out, getting shield-weakened
ones away from harm by looking at the surrounding area and anticipating lizard
moves. It was all very simple, but in a mess this big there was so much to
watch and do that you could easily get blindsided by the simplest of attacks if
your attention was elsewhere.


Riona wasn’t overloaded, not on an engagement this
small, and neither were her mages with the lizard ships coming in piecemeal.
That density increased until some of them tried to make a run around her glob
of ships and get in to the jumppoint, but she saw the maneuver coming even
before they got parallel to the jumpships, which were sitting mid formation and
sniping targets at range with their heavy Keema batteries and bloon launchers.


She diverted a slew of drones out to intercept the
blockade runners and successfully got them there in time, though a few managed
to ram her drones. Just as she was issuing a recall order for a couple of them
the part of her mind that she’d left free to observe what was going on with the
rest of the fleet back at the jumppoint she saw a massive flare of shield
energy behind them that she recognized as a dampening umbrella.


Riona was glad for the stop, but the fact that the
lizards were already trying long range kamikaze runs against them was
chilling…and that one had been a jumpship, blocked by a Star Force jumpship
specialized not for carrying drones, but for being able to drop a huge
interdiction field that would chop down massive amounts of momentum. Paul must
have gotten it into place as soon as it came out of the convoy, and it had just
saved at least one of their warships, if not several that would have been
caught in the debris wake had there been a collision at those insane speeds and
that high mass.


Glad that Paul was a step ahead of the lizards
already, Riona kept the bulk of her attention on her own engagements and truly
forgot that her body was back at the jumppoint inside the Excalibur. Her point of view was fixed inside her own battlegroup
as she constantly adjusted their formation to counter the incoming waves of
ships. The mages would add their own tweaks to her orders without contradicting
them and in effect make her own tactics more effective in doing so…right down
to the gunners and helmsman that did the same within their very narrow-focused
tasks. The overall effect was immensely damaging to the lizards’ chaotic
attacks, but their numbers continued to climb higher and higher, even as they
were having to navigate around their own ship debris to get at the Star Force
fleet.


Managing that debris was one of Riona’s
primary tasks, with her giving specific orders to the support drones in her
battlegroup to get to and push it into various positions, some being sent back
into the approaching lizard ship flows as slow moving islands that they’d have
to divert around and lose some of their grouping over…and the more they could
spread out the enemy ships, even if just in a handful of situations, the less
firepower they could get on the Star Force shields, whose recharge rate was so
impressive that a single cruiser could be firing on a Star Force destroyer and
take more than an hour of continuous damage to even bring the shield
down…whereas the destroyer could take out the cruiser with three quick
Dre’mo’don blasts. 


The lizards had to mass against them or they were just
wasting ships, so Riona’s primary mission here was to
cause them to get into positions where they wasted ships…but even as she
watched what was coming towards her battlegroup she could see what was on the
horizon as Paul had sent scouts out into the rest of the system and that data
was feeding back to her mind via a short delay.


The defense fleets around the planets weren’t holding
idle and they were already sending ships their way, with the intent obviously
being to smash this incursion before it could get any larger. Neither Megan nor
Jack’s command ships were here yet, let alone their portions of the fleet, meaning
there was no one to backdoor the lizards and make them pay for lessening their
defenses…though at this point Riona figured they probably didn’t care. They
just had to stop Star Force from securing a foothold to bring in the rest of
their fleet.


Then Riona noted that another battlegroup was sent out,
for it went flashing past her position making a small jump under the command of
a mage that was actually in one of the warships, unlike Riona who was only here
in mind’s eye and was restricted by lag range, so Paul couldn’t send her out to
take advantage of the opportunity.


No, she was stuck within an operating range from the Excalibur, which wasn’t going to be an
issue here because she got an automated prompt from Paul that went out across
the entire fleet that indicated they were going into ‘Alamo’ mode. Riona knew
that meant they had to hold this position at all costs, but a quick personal
message from Paul indicated that he didn’t want her group just sitting here and
shooting ships as they came in.


She agreed, knowing that the situation would snowball
out of control if they let them group into insane numbers, so she had her fleet
abandon its current battle and fight its way clear of the growing debris field
to the point where they could make their own short microjumps in clear space
and flank the approaching swarms. There were so many ships that they couldn’t
microjump in close, forcing them to move under relatively slow speeds like
flood waters choking out a narrow river. 


Riona’s battlegroup hit one
of those big river tendrils from the side further out, destroying ships and
forcing them to fight her there…which would decrease the flow going in to the
jumppoint slightly and give them less incoming firepower to soak up.


It also meant that her battlegroup was going to get
overwhelmed quickly if the lizards chose to divert enough to pounce on them,
but their reaction speed wasn’t great and Riona had a couple of minutes to do a
lot of damage before she saw the shift coming from ‘up river.’


Rather than stand and fight, she ordered another quick
pullback to clear space and sent her group even further up the flow and hit
them again, making the pursuing ships choose between chasing them or letting
them keep ambushing their fleet from the flank. 


The enemy chose the latter and had the pursuing ships
turn back towards the jumppoint, deciding to weather the ambush with almost all
the ships that Riona was firing on ignoring the attacks and pushing on ahead.
Gritting her teeth she resolved herself to the now obvious mission.


She was getting free shots and had to take as many
ships out as she could, for they wanted to shut down the jumppoint and ambush
the incoming Star Force ships if possible, and right now they were sending so
many ships towards them that it looked like they were not going to be able to
hold them back without losing a massive amount of drones, and maybe not even
then.


Riona knew she had to change the game, so she
dispatched her few support ships to go after the lizard debris that was
drifting past their position. Latching on and slowing it down, then hauling it
out into the traffic. She was going to build a damn with it if she could and
disrupt the flow, and her battlegroup was providing her with plenty of stones
to work with, for their Dre’mo’don were literally cutting the cruisers in half
on impact and the smaller drones were shredding others with repetitive Bri’mart
conical blasts as they tried to fly past.


Riona had her fleet stretched out into a long line
and, like an assembly line, chewed the closest ships to bits with the support
ships grabbing chunks at the end of the line under her personal command and
started building her floating asteroid field that was already starting to
bottleneck a bit of the enemy flow. There were so many ships getting past
though, without even taking a shot, that she knew Paul was going to have his
hands full. If they could just hold out long enough to get their entire fleet
here it would be a different story, but right now it was a race for time and
position, with Riona easily able to destroy the ships passing her position but with
too few guns to take them all out.


Like a school of yellow/tan fish ignoring a predator,
they zipped by en mass and poured down onto the
defense lines around the jumppoint with Riona unable to watch much of what was
happening with her focus being on killing every possible ship that she could to
lighten the load on Paul.
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Ouch, Megan
said when her command ship came out of its jump into a small open area that had
Star Force ships continuously moving out to clear the path for more to come in.
Meanwhile there were entire portions of black sky and the double stars obscured
by yellow/tan clouds of ships.


No kidding,
Paul replied through the battlemap system along with a waypoint. Get at it.


Happy to,
Megan said, immediately diverting her heavily armored donut straight ‘down’ as
Paul tagged a few warships and their drones to go with her along with the
incoming ships in her task force that would be following along. She knew
instantly that there was not going to be any end runs going on right now, for
the situation was so dire that holding the jumppoint was the only priority that
mattered. If not, the rest of their fleet would get ambushed as they came in,
with all the lizards having to do was park their cruisers just outside the
jumppoint and let the incoming speeds provide all the destructive power
required through collisions.


Keeping them from doing so were large Star Force
formations stretching back along the jumpline from the jumppoint, around which
the lizards were trying to circumvent. The waypoint Paul had given her wasn’t
there though, rather it was a staging point for a quickly transmitted battle
plan.


Mentally linking with her growing number of ships,
Megan took them away from the jumppoint and into one of the few remaining clear
areas, for the lizard swarm was beginning to creep around and would soon
encompass the entire area, hitting them from all sides as even more continued
to pour in from their parking positions around the pair of stars and a lesser
stream coming in from the planets. She should have been going after those with
prodding attacks, but it seemed their arrival had drawn more attention than
expected…or the lizards had just gotten lucky and had the bulk of their fleet
randomly positioned near to the incoming jumppoint. 


It was clear to Megan what the lizards were attempting
to do, aside from poaching the jumpline…they wanted to encircle the jumppoint
so that the Star Force ships would get bottled up and block each other’s firing
lines. To be most effective they needed to spread out in a tight blanket and
use their weaponry to shoot down the cruisers as fast as possible, not stand in
line and take turns getting focused on and damaged before cycling back behind
the front lines. They needed everyone on the front lines, and Megan was about
to make a new one for them.


Moving her command ship to the head of her little
formation she took the brunt of the incoming firepower as she ordered the
drones to tuck in behind while the warships held the flanks as they pushed out
from the jumppoint and curled back around to form a corner on the incoming
swarms that was to their advantage, bottling them up a bit rather than the
reverse. Megan dove her command ship into the fray and punched straight into
the cloud of ships while leaving the rest of her task force to form the new
front and hold it.


She knew her ship couldn’t stand up for long against
that many ships at pointblank range, not to mention the slow speed collisions
occurring against her shields, but the command ship was fresh and that afforded
her the luxury of such recklessness. Plowing into the hoard of ships that had
not yet come under Star Force fire, she cut a path through them with every
weapon system on the ship activated and shooting in all directions now that
there were no friendly ships nearby. Setting a curving course that would bring
the ship back out of the swarm, Megan rammed as many ships as were shot down
and left a trail of debris in the lizard backlines that was a far cry from what
was accumulating around the jumppoint and interfering with both fleets’
abilities to fight.


Paul was having his hands full keeping that debris
away from the jumppoint, but now the lizards would have their own navigational
hazards to worry about before they even came within firing range on a Star
Force ship…not to mention the brief disruption in ship flow that would get to
Paul soon. 


When Megan’s ship came out of the swarm and into
mostly clear space its shields were down and she had a trail of lizard cruisers
chasing after her that she led back into her waiting drone fleet. They didn’t
seem to care, wanting to get as many hits into her hull as possible and she was
willing to make the exchange in order to draw them out to their quick deaths. 


The drones parted to let the command ship through, which
then took up position behind them and the warships as it continued to snipe
with Keema batteries as the shield emitters recharged. As they did Megan’s mind
was with her drones, tweaking their positioning and giving them priority
targets within the edge of the swarm that was pushing out to try and flank them
again. The enemy desperately wanted to encircle them, but had to do so in
significant numbers or else they were just giving up easy kills.


That was the trick of it all, and Megan kept working
them into situations where they got stretched out and her drones could rip them
apart with more aggressive assaults while the bulk of her line was in cycling
mode to keep ships from being destroyed. The lizards knew well the tactic by
now but had no real way to counter it. If they dived the retreating wounded
ships the nearby drones would turn on them and take them out before they could
get to their targets, meaning the only way to beat the cycling strategy was to
cause more damage than it could counter.


And the best way to do that was to flank the ships so
they didn’t have much of a backline to retreat in to. 


It dicey, because Megan needed her ships spread out to
do maximum damage, but with lines thick enough to accommodate the cycles else
she’d be wasting drones. Fortunately she had the perfect point of view to
orchestrate the battle from while the lizards seemed to be fighting in an
almost chaotic frenzy that she was often able to manipulate to her own
advantage through baits and faints.


But for every small victory she had there were more
lizard ships arriving, with it becoming clear that this was the battle for the
system and everything else after this point would be secondary…though if the
lizards did enough damage here and now there wouldn’t be enough ships left to
take on rest of the system’s defenses. This was the lizards’ best chance of
success and they were taking it before all the Star Force ships could arrive
and really put the hurt on them.



 

“Oh shit,” Jack said as his command ship arrived and
he got his first look at the scene. Coming in third in line with his task force
he’d expected to come in hot, but the sheer carnage around the jumppoint was
beyond anything he had seen before. There was literally a dome of debris
encircling them, and it wasn’t all lizard ships. 


As soon as he arrived he got waypoints from Paul and
didn’t bother distracting him with any chitchat. He could tell the situation
was dire and there was no time to delay. A third of their fleet was still in
transit and a tendril of the lizard fleet had broken through and was nearly in
to the jumppoint with only a scattering of drones and a pair of warships
engaging them in a losing effort not far away.


One of Paul’s waypoints was there and it was obviously
the highest priority, so Jack diverted his command ship directly to it while
sending the next few warships to come in behind him to plug the other holes in
their lines. As he did so he saw/felt Megan’s presence within the massive space
battle and took that to be a bad sign, for she was supposed to be drawing ships
away by making feints against the shipyard ring. If she was still here then
their plans had been shot to hell and they were in a scrap just to keep their
heads above water.


Which was exactly where an Archon wanted to be, on the
front lines in the thick of it, where they could make the most difference.


First priority was to get to those warships and ensure
that they weren’t destroyed. Drones were crewless but the big controlling
jumpships were not. Heavily armed and armored as they were, they could and
would go down under enough pressure and these two didn’t have the luxury of
pulling back to survive, for they were nearly backed up to the jumppoint itself
and falling back there would put them in danger of collision while running out
to clear space through one of the remaining gaps in the shroud of ships around
them would leave the jumppoint exposed for the lizards to intentionally do just
that. 


Jack drove the Middle
Claw directly into the swarm of ships surrounding and pounding on the two
warships while their drones held the backline to keep the lizards from slipping
past, taking a moment to transmit an incoming audio clip that every fleet
controller on those ships would hear, using a familiar movie quote from the
X-men character Wolverine whom his Clan was named after to let them know that
help was on the way and who it was coming to their aid.


A few seconds later his command ship rammed the lines
of lizard cruisers, plowing into them with altered shields to accommodate such
a task as he ordered the two warships closer together and put the Middle Claw directly over top of both of
them, giving them some blocking mass and using his far superior weaponry to
chew apart the lizard swarm around them as some of the drones now coming off
the warships following him up arrived to bolster the lines. Jack pulled some of
them forward and positioned them around the two heavily damaged warships to aid
in the covering fire.


He held position there for the few minutes necessary
to cut through the bulk of that lizard swarm tendril and preserve the pair of
warships until enough of his own task force had gotten in to the system to make
them obsolete. Jack ordered them back to the small holding area where the other
badly damaged and noncombat ships were clustered, then took his growing task force
out of the battle entirely, save for the few holes that still needed plugging,
and began pooling his ships outside the brawl but in a position where he could
look down on it with the backdrop of the two stars making for an eerily silent,
yet epic cinematic.


Needing to wait for enough ships to arrive, he didn’t
like sitting out here and just watching but he trusted Paul enough to not argue
with the battle plan as more and more of his warships caught up and redirected
out to him before they even released their drones. There was so much debris in
the area now that both sides were having a hard time navigating around it and
finding each other to shoot, with the lizards more than happy to simply push
that debris into the jumppoint using their own cruisers to nudge it forward or
to make sacrificial microjumps at extreme short range to plow it forward in
shotgun style.


As soon as the rest of Jack’s task force arrived they
could leave the debris field behind and start fighting this invasion the way
they wanted, but until then they had to hold this position and protect the
incoming ships.


But then something happened that changed their plans
and Jack immediately jumped part of his fleet away from the battle, racing out
far from the stars to a group of lizard ships that had just made their own
microjump further out. The first few ships were being followed by a new swarm
that was so far away from the battle it made no sense at all…except that they
were continuing to drift on their momentum and brake against multiple gravity
wells in order to get to a null point where no planet, moon, or even asteroid
existed.


They were trying to get to the jumpline far out from
the jumppoint and mine it with the hulls of their ships.


Jack immediately transmitted a signal back along the jumpline
to the incoming ships telling them to alter their arrival path. They didn’t
have much wiggle room off the jumpline, but with two stars to push off of they
had more options than normal. The message indicated which direction from the
line he wanted them to veer, with them having to make a second hard maneuver at
the end of their jump to hit the designated jumppoint else they’d fly into the
waiting lizard fleet around the perimeter. 


Normally they could have told them to brake harder and
come out further away from the star, but the entire convoy had had to pass
through a lizard occupied system to get here, though they’d timed it so that
the rotation of the planet would give them a few hours head start before the
lizard interstellar transmitters could come into alignment and send a warning
ahead.


To make better time the entire convoy was coming in at
almost maximum sustainable speed, which was part of the reason why they were
exiting so close to the star, in addition to the strategic value of that
position. That meant they literally couldn’t brake much harder and were locked
into this jumppoint. Had the lizards not surrounded the jumppoint he could have
had them go off it and dip closer to the star in a curving brake line, but that
wasn’t an option. A little wiggle was all they could manage right now, and with
that message sent he knew he had to get to those lizard ships before they could
align themselves in the precise spot to die and take the incoming ships with
them…which would also spread ship-sized debris into the jumppoint and
damage/destroy even more of the Star Force ships already fighting there.


Had there been a gravity well near that position the
lizards would have beat them there, but since there wasn’t and it was just a
null point in space, ships coming in from a lateral angle had to use the weaker
side gravity to decelerate against. Star Force engines were still superior to
the lizards, but Jack also had the advantage of coming out almost in a direct
line from the stars, meaning he could use their gravity to get near to that
position far faster than the flankers coming from elsewhere in the system.


He could also use that gravity to brake against while
the lizards had to essentially coast in, and he did so without putting his own
ships on the exact jumpline, but coming far closer to it than he would normally
have liked. He had to get between the lizards and the line and the numbers were
coming out in his favor, but beating the lizard ships there and stopping them
were two entirely different things, for they were fanning out and obviously
going to attempt to sprint past them and get at least some ships in the way…and
daring the Star Force vessels to follow them into the oncoming traffic.


“Like hell you are,” he said to himself in the command
nexus as he tagged individual targets for his drones to go after…but not to
destroy. He had all of them that were capable of it reconfigure their shields
into dampening mode and had them fan them out like umbrellas, including the Middle Claw, and go after the spreading
ships in a blockade formation, intending to stop their momentum and hold them
in place.


Some of his drones that were capable of it he sent on
ahead to piggyback on the lizard cruisers and wrap an IDF field around them,
essentially neutralizing their engine power and allowing them to be towed away
even as they fired nonstop into the belly of the drones, with their shields
taking the hits as they yanked them away from the jumpline and sent them on
slow microjumps in other directions before releasing them and coming back to
pick up more.


There were too many to do that with in every case, but
for the ones that did manage to slip by Jack had his hunters go in and snag
them and send them careening away while his command ship and others slowed or
stopped hundreds more like they were pushing their way through an invisible
wall of glue…but so long as their engines were active they were making headway,
and once they realized this the lizards upped their engine power and tried to
punch through via force alone.


Meanwhile Jack had a few ships flying around killing
the stuck ones desperately hoping to reduce the strain on the dampening
shields. Fortunately most of the lizard ships were too consumed with trying to
run that they didn’t bother firing on the more distant targets, for like his
command ship they had no convention shields, having put everything into the
dampeners and leaving their hulls exposed in order to buy time and protect the
incoming convoys.


That’s what had to be done, and Jack made sure to use
every trick he knew of to hold the lizards in place long enough for their
weapon systems to snipe them down, with his command ship killing many at range
with its Keema batteries where the Dre’mo’don wouldn’t reach. It was dicey for
a long stretch of time, but eventually Jack got the situation under control as
the number of enemy cruisers dipped down into manageable numbers with no more
seen to be incoming.


He destroyed them and made sure their debris wasn’t
going to float into the jumpline before taking most of his ships back to the
main battle, leaving a few behind just in case the lizards tried this again,
but for the moment sensors were clear and his ever growing task force back in
the main fight needed his assistance and guidance, with his command ship crew
and himself picking up priority control over them as they came back into the
thick of it and the three trailblazers worked their way through the swarms,
gutting them and protecting their own at the same time.
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As soon as the last ship arrived Paul had the fleet
retreat away from the jumppoint, breaking up into small groups and scattering
across the system. The lizards did not follow, instead choosing to hold on to
stellar orbit for the time being as they picked their way out of the debris
field they’d been fighting within. Paul didn’t wait, however, and immediately
had the fleet begin attacking the edges of their formation and any other
exposed ships across the system.


They did not hit the battlestations, or the ring
shipyard, or any other facilities. Their targets were simply the cruisers, and
now came the tricky part where skill and navigation were more important than
sheer firepower. A lot of lizard cruisers had been destroyed already, but it
was a small percentage of what was in the system and unless Paul wanted to
destroy his own fleet taking them down he was going to have to go about this in
a roundabout fashion.


To that end he personally led several raids, jumping a
handful of drones in to snipe down a cruiser or two then pulling back before
their shields could be breached. With the Dre’mo’dons it didn’t take much time
to kill a cruiser, so all they had to do was get in and out very fast and they
would have some clean kills.


But it wasn’t just Paul doing it, for his entire fleet
was doing the same and making hundreds of raids simultaneously at different
locations and picking away at the enemy fleet in annoying fashion. The lizards
did what they had to, bunching up even further to try and mass firepower on the
ships when they did jump in and even attempting to ram them, but with dampening
shields successfully deployed at the right times those could be blocked and the
attacking ships preserved.


Not all were, for there were some slipups and times
when the lizards got lucky. Some drones escaped damaged while a handful were
caught and destroyed over the coming weeks but the kill counts were decidedly
one sided. It was going to take a very long time to chew through the enemy
fleet like this, but it would take even long to build new ships if Paul wasted
them here. This one system wasn’t his target, for there were others to hit
after this and he needed to preserve as much of his fleet as possible,
especially for when they got to the shipyard, for it was going to take a whole
lot of firepower to destroy that much mass.


But first things first, they had to remove the cruiser
swarms and stop the incoming convoys, the latter of which were being received
and escorted by the former as they arrived and exited the system. Rather than
go after them and take the obvious bait, Paul gave the fleet orders to ignore
them and keep hitting the lizard swarms where they were weak and slowly
diminishing their numbers.



 

“My men are nearly ready,” Braskon
said, with the Calavari crossing both sets of arms over the chest of his Clan
Rwby uniform. “Another couple months and we should have a full 6,000 tested
out.”


Rio nodded as the pair looked out over the open air
training fields on the planet of Heshor, capitol of
Clan Rwby and located on the outer edge of Alpha Region. It had once been a
lizard occupied world laid empty after their removal, but Rio’s Clan had won
sole possession of the world in a previous trial and had decided to move most
of their assets here to develop it, though there were another two planets in
the system that did not belong to them. One was a mainline Star Force colony
and the other was Scionate. 


“Good. We’re going to need them. As it is we’re
already stretched thin.”


“May I ask a question?”


“Technically you just did,” Rio pointed out as the
wind blew through his neon red hair. “Go ahead.”


“What is our Clan objective, long term?”


“You mean why aren’t we joining the army heading to
the lizard core?”


“No…and yes. I meant in a larger context, but that was
also a question I had.”


Rio briefly searched the much larger biped’s mind. “As
to why we’re not going to the core, others have already claimed those spots. I
didn’t because they had it covered and our troops are a lot greener than I
like. We need more experience and throwing them against the heaviest lizard
worlds isn’t my first choice.”


“The lizards are fierce no matter what their numbers
are.”


“True. It’s more the special surprises they might have
in store. They typically don’t go to such extremes on their smaller worlds.
You’re wondering why we’re not claiming worlds for our own when other Clans
are?”


“What are we gaining if we do not?”


“Experience, and it’s not about pure gain. We’re
taking these bastards out because it needs to be done. Don’t mistake our trials
system for our motivation. We fight to fight, not for reward.”


“I do not mean to argue, but other Clans are doing
just that.”


“The Ninja Monkeys?”


“And the RaSeru.”


“Both of them negotiated separate deals with Director
Davis and have taken up the role of defensive Clans. Shields that are guarding
the coreward wall against the other half of the lizard empire and others. We
are relatively safe here, as are the others, and we do not have to devote
excessive resources to holding this planet. We’re not going to get careless,
but we’re building to attack rather than defend.”


“How then are we to grow other than through trials?”


“Let me worry about that. It’s not so much a
competition as a by need basis. We’ll have the worlds we require to fuel our
focus…which is building a comprehensive Clan. Others are specializing, but we
cannot afford that luxury. We can have no weaknesses. This requires a great
deal more effort and a slower pace of expansion that the others. I have
accepted this and resigned ourselves to developing stronger units rather than
pursuing material gains and war campaigns as others have.”


“But to what eventual end? Are not the lizards our
most powerful enemy? If they are falling then what are we patiently building
toward?”


“Would it help you to know that they are not our most
powerful enemy?”


Braskon twitched, and Rio
could sense that he’d never considered that. “The Skarrons?”


“No…others. Others that have not yet reached our
borders. The other trailblazers and myself must keep
an eye on distant and possible threats in addition to the current ones. You
will not be made aware of them until needed, but I must plan ahead with regards
to how we develop this Clan. Defeating the lizards here is extremely important,
but it is not our highest objective.”


“And may I ask what it is?”


“To prepare to survive against an enemy stronger than
us, and wholly superior. Clan Rwby must improve, and it is improvement that is
our primary focus. Fighting the lizards accomplishes that and the removal of
those bastards, so we achieve two goals with one action, but the larger
challenge is in upgrading ourselves. Clans Ninja Monkey and RaSeru
are embracing the current threats in a way to grow their battle experience and
give us time to focus on development to counter future threats. Do you
understand?”


“Not as much as I would like.”


“There are a great many secrets we keep, and we keep
them for a reason. It is better for people like you to focus on the tasks at
hand and not get distracted with everything else going in Star Force. For the
few like me we have to, in order to prepare for the future and not get
blindsided. In a way I envy you, but I also understand you needing a purpose
beyond just following orders, so I will share this with you, on the condition
that you do not speak of it with anyone else…”


The Calavari nodded.


“We have knowledge of many races beyond our borders
with technology superior to us. We are not in conflict with them at this
moment, but we cannot count on their good graces going forward, or luck. We
have to become just as strong, if not stronger, to truly protect our empire…and
my plans for this Clan directly tie into that primary objective.”


“How far behind them are we?”


“Too far.”


Braskon considered that. “Is
that why the Clans were formed?”


“Partially. We are here not only to fight the toughest
battles, but to figure out how to do things that we can then pass on to the
mainline and faction troops to strengthen them.”


“I came here because you requested Calavari ground
troops, specifically, over Bsidd. Most people see us as inferior to them. What
do you know differently?”


“Consider it me playing a hunch.”


“A hunch?”


“You may not realize this, but when making
improvements you often must tread a path without knowing where you’re going.
You experiment and often fail until you find a means of success. We often go on
hunches to decide where to proceed and how, and we’ve gotten good at it.”


“We are better pilots, but in ground combat our scores
are not superior to the largest Bsidd.”


“And they reproduce far faster, I know. Still, I sense
an advantage with the Calavari that I want to explore in more depth. Hence your invite and our troops needing combat experience against
the lizards…without getting in over our heads.”


Braskon looked back out over
the training fields from the main observation tower that doubled as a command
center and barracks that stood some 34 levels high with the platform they were
currently on being an outcropping at the very top. “What have you learned so
far?”


“Don’t try to wrestle a Bsidd. They have far too many
limbs.”


Braskon huffed, slightly
amused. “I meant about us.”


“All those who want to fight should be able to. I have
nothing against the Bsidd, but in this Clan we’re focusing on less known troop
configurations.”


“Doing more with less?”


“Do you consider me less for only having two arms?”


The Calavari growled. “You have other skills, and are
far stronger than you look.”


“And what of the Human Commandos?”


“They are physically inferior to Calavari, but their
combat records attest otherwise.”


“Exactly. Brute force is only one way to fight, and
each race needs to test and develop their own capabilities, right down to the
individual differences. Customization is the key, and Clan Rwby is going
customize Calavari more so than your faction has.”


“And then share with them what we have learned?”


“In time, yes.”


“Are the other Clans doing the same, in different
ways?”


“We each are pursuing ways to strengthen the empire
and testing and developing them in the Clans. This is the way I’ve chosen to
proceed, without Bsidd and a few other things. We are one of the few Clans
shooting for a balanced alignment. Most others are specializing in something.”


“So we will be the best at nothing?”


Rio raised an eyebrow. “We did win this world over all
the others.”


Braskon smiled. “That we
did.”


“Trust me,” Rio requested. “This isn’t the first time
I’ve done something like this.”


“I do trust you, trailblazer. I just don’t see why we
can’t keep a planet or two.”


“In time we may, but right now a larger population and
more resources is pointless. We have to improve our quality, and only training and
combat experience will accomplish that. Let the Ninja Monkeys take as many
lizard worlds as they can. We’ll exceed them in the end. Too much combat means
too little training. We have the luxury of choosing our fights. Sometimes they
do not.”


“So it is a competitive race then, Clan against Clan?”


“It is.”


“To spur improvement to prepare for future wars?”


“If it comes to that, yes.”


“And the lizards are…”


“An enemy we cannot take lightly, and one that must be
removed now before they can grow any more powerful.”


Braskon clapped his upper
arms together, punching fist into palm. “That is what I needed to hear. May I
tell them as much?”


Rio glanced down at the nearest group of Calavari
sparring with combat drones on a grassy field. “About the lizards, yes. Don’t
worry them about the distant threats. If they come our way I’ll give you the
heads up when needed. Best right now to focus on the lizards and your
training.”


“That we will. How soon will we depart?”


“As soon as we hit 6,000. The rest of the troops are already
at the qualifier marks.”


“Even if we do not lay claim to the planet, we still
can claim credit for liberating it single handedly?”


“Oh, we’re definitely keeping count,” Rio assured him.
“Gonna build a monument somewhere to post the Clan’s
achievements, just haven’t gotten around to picking the spot yet.”



 

Rio woke up with a yell, his arms burning as he sat up
in bed and tore the coverings off him, dumping the thin blanket on the floor as
he found himself in a sweaty sheen with a very nasty headache. His hands and
forearms were in so much pain he had to hold himself perfectly still for a few
seconds to get his panicking mind under control and lock down on his bodily
control. After he did that he sat still and tried to figure out what was
happening. 


As far as he knew he’d gone to sleep after a heavy
workout and was out like a light after a few minutes…only to wake up now in a
state of agony. Looking around his quarters he couldn’t detect anything amiss,
no threats or debris. The ceiling was intact and hadn’t fallen on top of him.
Everything seemed normal save for his body. As the seconds went by he began to
realize that he felt like he’d just gone through an ascension, but that wasn’t
possible when one was asleep, for it required a considerable conscious effort
to achieve…plus he didn’t feel that bad, save for his arms, and his next
ascension, whatever it might be, would have peaked him into a cascade frenzy
that he did not want to even think about, and he would have stopped an ascension
from reaching completion multiple times before seeing it through.


Which was why he did not understand what had just
happened, or was happening to him. Maybe this was some type of illness or a
toxin. Maybe he had been poisoned? 


Whatever the case was he had to get to the medbay, so he rolled out of bed and let himself fall to the
floor on his hands and knees, thoroughly exhausted and far more than any
workout could have accomplished. He was about to force himself into a painful
walk when his arms finally got to the point that he could not tolerate any
longer. Rio sat back on his heels and stopped leaning on his hands, trying to
steady himself and slip into a healing trance right then and there to diminish
the damage.


As he did so he glanced down at what appeared to be
unmarked flesh with no visible sign of why they were hurting so bad. They
weren’t even red, and moving them made it hurt just a tiny bit worse so he
tried not to…but then he saw something in his palm and turned his hands over
fully to get a better look, for they were totally numb with pain, otherwise he
would have felt it when he laid his hands on the floor.


Both of his palms had slits in them, not bloody, but
almost like orifices directly in the center of each hand.


“What the hell?” he said with a grimace as he forced
himself to his feet and headed for the door.
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The door into the nearest medical bay opened and Rio
stumbled inside, pain evident on his face and his arms held out in front of him
as steady as he could manage.


“Help…” he said calmly.


“What’s wrong?” one of two visible medtechs asked as
she walked over to him.


“I’m not sure…get me numbed up and under a scanner. My
arms are killing me.”


“Over here,” she said, pointing to a nearby bed as the
other medtech raced off to get an injector. “What happened?”


“I woke up like this,” Rio said, rolling onto the bed
as the scanning equipment extruded itself from the wall and moved out over top
of him. “I think it might be ascension based. Pull the data from my biomonitor
from the past few hours as well,” he said with a grimace as the other medtech
came back with a sedative.


“Local injection,” Rio specified. “Both forearms, and
make it heavy. I can handle the rest of it.”


“Hold on a second,” he said as he adjusted the dosage,
having to run back and grab a different canister. A few seconds later he was
back and pressed the tip of the small cylinder against the top of Rio’s right
wrist. A moment later the trailblazer lost all feeling in his right arm below
the elbow and most of the feeling all the way up to his shoulder. His arm
slumped against the tabletop, with his other soon to follow.


“Ah hell…” Rio said in relief, despite the persistent
headache. “Thank you.”


“If this is an ascension, it’s out of our league. Do
you want us to call someone with a higher rating?”


“Get Trofsky in here…even if he’s busy.”


The medtechs exchanged glances and the man hurried
off, leaving the woman to tend to Rio. “What else can I do?”


“Tell me what is in my palms.”


“Your palms?” she said with a frown, reaching down and
turning his numb left hand over. “Oh…that doesn’t look like damage, it looks
like a splitting growth.”


“Look inside it…and my forearms. Tell me what you
see.”


The medtech focused the scanner on those areas,
pulling a more detailed analysis, but that wasn’t necessary to see the large
new organs located in each arm. “What the hell?”


“There’s something there?”


“Yes…I don’t know what, but it’s long and large and in
both arms. Ends just shy of the elbow and runs all the way up to the wrist…with
a connecting tether to those slits on your hands.”


Rio laughed loudly, having no clue how this could have
happened.


“Do you know what this is?”


“I think so. Tell me what’s inside those glands.”


“They look like containers, mostly empty right now,
but there is some type of fluid. I’ll need a minute or two to identify it.”


“Take your time. I think it’ll be hydrogen based.”


“Why?”


“Just a hunch.”


“You said you just woke up with these?”


“Yeah. Didn’t have so much as a twitch before I went
to sleep.”


“I thought ascensions required effort to trigger?”


“They do,” Rio said warily. “Which is why I don’t
understand this.”


“But you have a hunch?”


“Yeah I do. Tell me whatever you can.”


“Well, for starters, there’s a lot of microdamage in your arms.”


“Flash growth. Been there before.”


“Was the pain this bad?”


“Ah…no. But this time it’s mostly local to my arms
rather than my entire body.”


“How’s your head?”


“Hurting, but tolerable. I need to stay conscious, so
don’t numb me up any more.”


“I won’t. Looks like there’s some type of solidified
gasses in your new glands.”


“Solidified?”


“There’s some type of a binder keeping them from
blowing up like a balloon, but they’re reading as gasses on the second level
scan. I can go more sensitive?”


“What gasses?”


“Hydrogen, like you said, but also nitrogen, oxygen,
and carbon dioxide.”


“Variable…son of a bitch,” Rio muttered.


“If you can tell me what this is, please do. If it’s
an Archon secret I understand.”


“It’s something new. Something we have no data on.”


“But you know what it is?”


“I think so.”


“Ok…” she said, shrugging. 


“Get the regenerator,” Rio said, deciding to find out
for himself. 


“We don’t have it here, if you’re meaning the special
one. It’s on the other side of the planet last I knew.”


“It’s alright. Just get Trofsky here and record as much
data as you can in the interim.”


“That I can do,” she said, wishing she could be of
more help.


“I think it’s a weapon,” Rio told her. 


“A biological weapon?”


“Not in the traditional sense, but yes. I’m hoping it
is.”


“That you know nothing about? How did it get inside
you in the first place?”


“Sorry, that falls under the secret category.”


“Must be one hell of a secret.”


“It is,” Rio said, staring at the equipment over top
of him. “It is.”



 

“Rio, what happened?” Trofsky asked when he came in
and saw him lying on a med table.


“Feels like an ascension, but it happened in my
sleep,” he told his Clan’s top medtech. “I need data. Focus on my forearms and
hands.”


“I can take it from here,” he said, glancing at the
now four other medtechs standing by and watching. “Give us some privacy.”


“Above our clearance?” one of them asked.


“Possibly,” Trofsky admitted. “There’s nothing you can
do to help anyway.”


The medtech nodded and the four of them walked out of
the room, closing doors behind them as they left.


“Your dreams?”


“I think so, but I can’t remember anything this time.”


“You’ve never had pain before, have you?”


“Never. It’s like I had an ascension in my sleep that
I can’t remember.”


“This is incredible,” the medtech said as he looked
over the obvious data that had been collected. 


“What’s your take?”


“Can you activate them?”


“I had them numb my arms.”


“That bad?”


“Extremely.”


“Well, there is a hell of a lot of new tissue in
there…and it looks like some of your other pieces had to be relocated. Jumat
particle density in your arms has increased, which I assume is to compensate
for the loss of volume in the new areas. Your musculature has also altered to
accommodate the pouches. That’s probably where the bulk of your pain is coming
from. It didn’t just add muscle tissue, it looks like it tore it apart first to
relocate it. How was your range of motion before you got numbed?”


“I was trying not to move.”


“I’m guessing it won’t be an issue. The V’kit’no’sat
designed these too well to get sloppy with something like that, but this isn’t
one of the psionics listed in the database.”


“I know. I think it’s a tier 4.”


Trofsky raised an eyebrow. “You’ve never mentioned a
tier 4 before.”


“As far as we know, it’s never been reached in
V’kit’no’sat history. There’s no data on it, just a rumor from Kara’s memory.”


“How many tier 4s are there supposed to be?”


“She didn’t know, but at least 3.”


“Is this one of those three?”


Rio smiled. “I think so.”


“Care to share?”


“You first. I don’t want to jinx myself.”


“That good huh?” Trofsky said as he continued to study
the data and gather more. “I see your biomonitor data is here as well. Hoping
to find the trigger?”


“Hoping you can tell me when this happened and how
long it took.”


“Well that’s easy enough,” he said, pulling up the
timeline. “Looks like growth began at 3:34 and ended at…4:02? Ascensions don’t
last that long.”


“Not previously, no,” Rio said, still laying on the
bed. 


“And you have no memory of this?”


“Nothing until I woke up with my arms on fire.”


“Figuratively I assume?”


“Yes.”


“Looks like smooth growth throughout. Had to
cannibalize most of your fat stores and some stuff it probably shouldn’t have
touched. You hurting all over?”


“Less so.”


“That’s why. It stripped pieces from all over your
body to build those. You need supplements and food now.”


“Where’s the regenerator at?”


“On its way. I was told you requested it?”


“It’ll heal the damage enough for me to unnumb and test my theory. How fast are my glands filling
up?”


Trofsky adjusted his equipment again. “Just a
trickle…of what I’m not sure. Looks like liquid comprised of solidified
particulates of…gasses? What’s the purpose of that?”


“Ammo.”


“Volume compression then. With liquefied storage to
maintain suppleness of tissue. The only weapon I know of that could operate off
of this material is a plasma rifle.”


Rio smiled. “That’s what I’m hoping.”


Trofsky stared at him for a moment. “The V’kit’no’sat
engineered a biological plasma weapon into your hands?”


“I think it was the dragons, but yeah. And we know
they have one in their mouths. Kara saw that used first hand.”


“The more I look at this it’s genius, but I still
don’t understand the triggering of it.”


“Neither do I.”


“Is it possible that they engineered an automatic
ascension?”


“As a reward for completing the dream challenge…possible.
I would have thought it just would have kicked me out of dream mode with an
active ascension prompt.”


“That would make more sense.”


“How much data did we get on the trigger?”


“I’ll have to dig through it later, but right now I’m
not seeing anything.”


Rio frowned. “You should at least have a regional ID.”


Trofsky shook his head. “Not showing one at first
glance.”


“Are you running the analysis software?”


“Yes, and it’s not showing any sign of a trigger.
Since this is new it might just not have the right context to identify it.”


“No, Vortison said it would pick up anything and
narrow it down.”


“Well, it’s not in this case.”


Rio sighed. “How long before the regenerator gets
here?”


“A few hours. It’s being flown over as we speak.”


“I’m not waiting that long,” he said, throwing his
legs forward enough to pull his torso up without the help of his arms. He slid
his head out to the side so he didn’t hit it on the scanning equipment and
rolled into a sitting position on the very edge of the bed.


“You want denumbed?”


“No, I can do it myself. I need the practice anyway.”


“How exactly?”


“I should be able to use Haemra.”


“Even if you can’t feel your arms?”


“I can feel above them. I think I can work down from
there. Gonna try anyway. Have a second numbing dose
standing by if this turns out to be a bad idea.”


“If it hurts that bad why try…unless you think you can
heal the damage now?”


“I started to earlier but couldn’t concentrate enough.
I’m not guessing now will be much different, but if I can do a little so be it.
I just need my feeling back.”


“Wait until I get the dose,” Trofsky said, walking off
into a nearby supply room. 


Rio didn’t, getting a feel for his upper arms and
beginning to isolate the numbing serum in his tissue. Once he was able to ‘see’
it he triggered a purging procedure, pulling it out and clearing his nervous
system from the interruption. The rest of him numbed up a touch as it hit his
blood stream, but he was able to counteract that and essentially eat away the
drug a little bit at a time and send it into his waste systems. 


By the time Trofsky came back he had his elbows
somewhat returned to normal with the beginning of the pain returning and he
pushed on from there, relying on his excitement and forced aggression to see
his way through it but he was realizing that it was taking too long and that he
wasn’t going to be able to maintain focus.


“Forget this. Manually unnumb
me.”


“Could have made credits on that,” the medtech
scoffed, procuring a separate injector from a pocket on his uniform. 


“Just the left arm.”


“Wise…er,” he said,
indicating that he still thought this was stupid. “Ready?”


“Do it,” Rio said, bracing himself as best he could.


Trofsky put the tip of the device against his skin and
the numbing effect vanished over a handful of seconds, replaced with the
blinding pain that was somehow worse than Rio remembered. He dropped to the
floor, pulling inwards to try and control it.


“Stand…back,” he ground out between clenched teeth.
The trailblazer only had one arm to contend with this time and he managed to
temporarily push his mind past it. The sensation was hazy, but he could feel
the new part in his arm, though he knew his control over it was going to be
questionable given the pain distraction. 


“In here?” Trofsky asked, taking two hasty steps back,
then circling around to the other side of another med tabled. 


Rio half yelled, turning it into a continuous sound
that he poured his effort and focus behind. Inside his arm he could feel his
Rensiek activate, heating a tiny chamber beneath his wrist in a very specific
and automated fashion. The potential within it was small, but building. He
could feel it through the pain, hazily, but it was there. He also knew that it
was being contained beneath a shield, and that if breached there was no going
back.


He knew this from the genetic knowledge that came with
the upgrade, as there had been confirmed to be with others, but this one had to
be far more complex, for there were different stages to it. Three to be exact,
and he knew it even before he moved to stage two.


Increasing his yell after a short pause to collect his
breath, he forced the heated material in the holding cell down a short tube to
this palm where it pooled. The orifice on his hand split open a bit wider and
he could feel an energy field be produced around it, into which a glow flowed.
Just a pinprick at first on the surface of his hand, but it grew in size and
brightness, as well as oscillating different colors. 


“Amazing,” Trofsky marveled from several meters away
as Rio held it in his hand, palm up. “Careful,” he also warned, having to yell
to be heard over Rio’s own Goku-like guttural trill. 


Rio sensed that he didn’t have much ammo to work with,
but he pulled what he could into a glowing ball that turned nearly white, then
he stood up and angrily pointed his palm towards an empty wall. The pain wasn’t
subsiding, and somehow using his ability was even making it worse. He knew he
wasn’t going to be able to do this twice, so he went all in and steadied
himself a bit more, giving himself as much of a Dragonball
Z pose as he could manage with his arm straight out in front of him.


Part of him wanted to say the words, but he didn’t
have the luxury. A yell was all he could manage and it was the only thing
holding his effort intact, so before he lost control he flexed his arm and his
mind, causing the energy field to squirt the white ball the size of a marble
forward, condensed down into a narrower stream that stretched out a meter and a
half as it flew towards the wall. 


The explosion that followed paled in comparison to the
pain that Rio was racked with, but he smiled none the less as debris sprayed
him and the med bay in a giant poof of dust and fragments…then he dropped to a
knee as his focus crumbled.


“Now?” Trofsky asked, coming out of the thinning cloud
and kneeling down next to him with an injector.


Rio nodded, and soon the biting pain disappeared along
with his feeling and control of his left arm as doors opened and other medtechs
came racing in.


“It’s alright,” Trofsky said, raising a hand and waving
at them through the lingering dust. “Just a little Archon redecorating.”


“What happened!”


“Don’t worry about it. Just call for a cleanup and
repair team.”


“Is he alright?” one of them said as they saw Rio on
the ground.


“Yeah, he is,” the trailblazer said, getting his focus
back a moment before he did his feet and stood up with his arms drooping lazily
to either side. “He is doing real well.”


Trofsky looked at the expression on Rio’s face, then
glanced at the medtechs surrounding them.


“Take note, this is what destructive euphoria looks
like. It’s rather common in Archons, especially the more powerful ones, and
there is no known cure.”


Rio smiled, then began laughing. Not so much at
Trofsky or the fact that he couldn’t use his arms right now and probably looked
a bit stupid. No, he started laughing and didn’t stop, tuning out everyone
around him and just relishing the moment.


He didn’t know how he’d done it, but he’d just
achieved something that no Zen’zat in the history of the V’kit’no’sat had ever
attained, let alone even known about…well, maybe the Zak’de’ron
Zen’zat knew of it, but the rest didn’t, though they all had it hidden within
their genetic code.


Rio had stumbled across the tier 4 psionic called
Choratrik.


And now he had a real Kamehameha. 
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February 7, 3099


Solar System


Earth



 

“You wanted to see me?” Wilson asked as he ascended
the last few stairs into Davis’s office. 


“Sorry to bother you, but we need to have this
discussion in person.”


“It’s not a problem. I’ve got a 2 hour window, if that’ll
be enough.”


“Possibly. We have a bit of trailblazing to do.”


“Oh?” Wilson said as he sat down.


“Have you heard about Rio?”


“No. Is he alright?”


“Happiest Archon in the galaxy right now.”


“New psionic?”


Davis nodded. “The first tier 4.”


Star Force’s head trainer whistled. “What did he get?
We know of 3, right?”


“Kara knows of 3, and Rio got bioplasma.”


“Let me guess, he needs new training challenges?”


“There is that, I’m sure, but what I have you here for
is something more long term.”


“You have that look.”


“Which one?”


“A combination of a mastermind and incoming problems.”


“Oh…that one. Fairly accurate. Didn’t realize I was
emoting so much. For now let’s keep this between us, alright? The trailblazers
have enough on their plate as is.”


“Fine with me, but you haven’t said what it is yet.”


“Rio’s ascension wasn’t a normal one, and there are
issues with that that we’ll get to in a minute, but his was a one shot and it
really wrecked his arms.”


“Cascade issue?”


Davis nodded. “I don’t know what the V’kit’no’sat had
planned, but the Archons are getting so many new tissues that their bodies are
literally running out of room. The reorganization is getting more extreme each
time, and I’m wondering when or if there is a line where we hit too much.”


“Isn’t that more of a medical question?”


“No, it isn’t. This new revelation aside, I’m not
worried about them dying. They can take the adjustments more gradually. But
from a tactical viewpoint, are all of the psionics necessary? Should we
eliminate some?”


“Unless there is a disadvantage the answer is a flat
no. The more capability one has the better.”


“Let me rephrase. We’ve been using the V’kit’no’sat
playbook thus far, and given recent developments with Nefron we may one day be
able to write our own.”


“Custom psionics?”


“We’re far from it, but I’m looking down the road. I’m
sure the V’kit’no’sat had their reasons for developing each of the psionics,
but is it the best kit for our needs?”


Wilson’s eyes widened. “Honestly, that is something
I’ve never considered before.”


“While you think on that, you should know that the
tier 4 ascension happened when Rio was asleep. He woke up in pain with the new
ability and no memory of what happened. Apparently he’d been chasing a very
specific dream for years, something that some of the other Archons also seem to
have. An identical dream that disappears when they wake. Rio was apparently
better able to hold onto bits of it and brought it to the others’ attention.
They were convinced this was some sort of test, and apparently Rio passed it.”


“Which was why he couldn’t avoid the cascade penalty.”


“Yes, but the important part is that this method had
never been used before, or at least activated, in known V’kit’no’sat history.
The trailblazers seem to think that the more tier 3s someone has the more
access they have to the dream, or at least better able to remember it.”


“Now that is interesting. Our sharing aside, if
someone achieved a tier 3 it automatically opened up a…dream challenge?”


“Without information to analyze it’s guesswork, but
Rio seemed to think so.”


“The blackout is probably to keep them from adapting
to the test. If it’s trying to locate a specific prerequisite then it’s
probably a reaction test where foreknowledge would compromise it.”


“Rio said his personal notes said it involved a quest
of sorts, as if it was a fully interactive video game.”


“Is he coming back here?”


“Already has. Vortison is working on him now. It seems
the trigger isn’t there.”


Wilson frowned. “That means no sharing?”


“That’s what they’re checking on now.”


“If this is a mental test, then the trigger probably
lies there and isn’t a physiological state that can be mimicked.”


“But if it’s just an ‘on’ switch it might be medically
able to be initiated.”


“That sounds too easy.”


“Yet worth looking into. Down the road we may be able
to do more than just turn it on. We could adjust the existing psionics or even
create all new ones.”


“And you need to know what we need to look at?”


“This is very long term, but we need a plan in place.”


“That would depend on what is possible. I can probably
come up with some modifications to the existing psionics, but as for creating
new ones…I’m kind of at a loss. I don’t know what’s biologically possible.”


“Well, like I said, we’ve got time. Another matter I
wanted to let you know about is that we think we’ve found a way to wipe the
Zen’zat psionic coding from the civilian population. Not all the secondary
physical enhancements and not the Ikrid block, we’re not going back to the
weaker Ter’nat, but we should be able to eliminate the problem of accidental
breakthroughs.”


“Can you add them back for the Archons?”


“Yes, we’ve still got the Zen’zat profiles stored.
It’ll be a few more years, but we’ll start wiping the ability from the
younglings in the maturia and eventually eliminate the problem altogether.”


“And no more rogues.”


“It won’t stop existing ones, but it would stop any
future ones from occurring,” Davis said, referring to a handful of stable
breakthroughs that had occurred and escaped their medical radar. Some of those
individuals had put their meager powers to less than scrupulous purposes before
they were found out, and even a few small bands had been formed of the
‘mutants.’ One had been shut down but Davis knew there was evidence of some
others still out there, not to mention other rogue individuals. 


“And this upload can be altered, in time, to meet
whatever requirements we want?”


“We can’t experiment too much, but we are going to
tinker. Long term I was thinking it would be a good idea to have some abilities
that the V’kit’no’sat do not know about.”


“Immunities would be the most useful. We already have
an Ikrid block, but a semi-permanent Rentar in passive mode would be a big
upgrade.”


“To make you immune to telekinesis? That could also be
a disadvantage if you need to be lifted or thrown by another.”


“That’s why I said semi-permanent. But even something
that only blocks internal organs. The idea of an Era’tran reaching inside and
scrambling everything around for a one shot kill, right through our armor, is
something we can’t ignore. Our regulars can have psionic resistant armor, but
the Archons can’t.”


Davis swallowed. “I don’t recall any mentions in the
database of them doing that.”


“They probably didn’t need to, nor wanted to, but it
is possible. All you have to do is reach inside and squeeze.”


“And if someone doesn’t get their Rentar up quick
enough they’re dead.”


“Exactly.”


“You’re right, we can’t let that stand.”


“And as long as you’re asking for a Christmas list,
might go for a skeletal enhancement.”


“Wolverine style?”


“I don’t think metal would be a good idea, but we’re
fragile considered to most V’kit’no’sat races. Now that I’m thinking about it,
there are a lot of little things that could be improved upon.”


“Keep thinking on it, especially with a mind towards
giving us more ‘challenge beating’ potential.”


“How long does Nefron think it will be?”


“Nefron isn’t doing it. He doesn’t know about the
V’kit’no’sat and that’s not going to change. He’s trustworthy, but I want a
safety in place just in case. He’s teaching our medtechs what the Chixzon know,
so it’ll be our people adding that knowledge to what we’ve learned from the
V’kit’no’sat.”


“How does the Chixzon compare?”


“I’m told it’s superior in many areas, but not all.”


“That’s why you think we might have the chance to one
up them on this?”


“Yes, but I’m more interested in tailoring the
psionics to fit our style more than just trying to counter them. Impressive as
they are, we don’t need hand me downs anymore.”


“Ingrate,” Wilson said sarcastically.


“Yes, I know. And this all sounds preposterous considering
we’ve inherited the most powerful known biological package in the galaxy.
Still, if we can improve on it we’re going to.”


Wilson nodded as a stray thought occurred to him. “You
said the tier 3s were the bridge to this dream test?”


“A working theory at the moment.”


“What about the eyes?”


“They did mention that. It’s possible it’s a marker to
indicate who is playing the ‘game’ and who isn’t, but that’s still largely
speculation.”


“Has Morgan had these dreams all this time?”


“If she has she hasn’t been able to remember them. Rio
seems to be unique in his ability in this regard. With some coaching a few of
the others have been able to remember snippets.”


“But he couldn’t remember anything this time?”


“No, he couldn’t.”


“Has he had the dream again?”


Davis nodded. “At least once.”


“So it’s going to continue until he unlocks them all?”


“Guessing again, but that’s the going theory. Whether
or not it’s exactly the same dream is speculation. Rio knew he had another, but
couldn’t provide any details.”


“Are these dreams interfering with his rest?”


“Hard to say without baselines to compare with, but
there’s a possibility of a little interference. He hasn’t complained though,
nor has he noticed any difference when waking from one. It doesn’t seem to
leave him exhausted.”


“Wait a sec…are we looking at customizations to Humans
or other races as well?”


Davis winced. 


“That’s where we could make some huge gains,” Wilson
pointed out.


“Those will have to wait, for we’re still pulling off
the V’kit’no’sat knowledge of Zen’zat coding. Doing so with another race means
we’ll have to draw our own blueprints and that’s far harder.”


“You don’t want to give up our dominance?”


“It’s our backup plan in case of revolt. I don’t want
to lose it, but I see your point.”


“We’ve had Human revolts before.”


“But to be truly effective we’d have to upgrade the
masses, especially in the case of the Bsidd.”


“Why? We can do it with individuals like we have with
the Archons.”


“And make them immune from our Ikrid?”


Wilson leaned back and crossed his arms over his
chest. “You’re not worried about dissentious Humans anymore. Why?”


“The rogues do concern me a bit, but otherwise you’re
right. I understand Humans far better than I do other races, and I’m still
interested in seeing how the Protovic upgrades shake out. That’ll give me a
better indication of where we should or shouldn’t go from here. Until I learn
more I don’t feel comfortable trusting non-Humans with too much power.”


“That honestly surprises me.”


“How so?”


“Usually you’re ahead of the game.”


Davis smiled, then raised both hands gesturing to his
office. “I don’t get out much, and when I do it’s still Humans I’m dealing
with.”


“Too much intel, not enough experience?”


“Bingo.”


“There’s only one solution to that, especially now
that you have Ikrid and can get inside their heads and look for yourself.”


“You telling me to go on vacation?”


“No, and I’m in the same position you are. Very little
contact with non-Humans, but there is a difference in that I’m writing training
for them. There are differences between the races, but training is training no
matter who or what you are. There’s a commonality there that trumps everything
else.”


“Noted. But there’s another issue in play.”


“Leadership?”


“Of a sort. Ethics.”


“I didn’t think Star Force had a problem with that, in
any faction.”


“No, but there’s always the Archons there to beat you
into a pulp if you go to the darkside. Take that away
and I know how Humans react. I don’t know how others will.”


“And there’s no way to test that short of removing
Star Force?”


“A blind spot we’re forced to deal with, I’m afraid.
Some people are on good behavior because they don’t have the option of
misbehaving rather than because they’re lightside…and there’s no genetic marker
for lightside.”


“Maybe not genetic, but then that’s what I’m here
for.”


Davis raised an eyebrow. 


“You told me so from the beginning with the Archons.”


“Yes I did,” the Director said, remembering back to
those early days. “I told you to make sure they were trustworthy.”


“And I know ways to bring to the surface corruption if
it is there. All in the construction of the challenges.”


“Unfortunately it’s not that simple.”


“Have we had an Archon go bad guy?” Wilson challenged.


Davis raised his hands in surrender. “Alright,
alright. I get it. You have an insight there that I lack, and without it I’m
hesitant to upset the balance we currently have.”


“I’ve been reading Brad’s notes recently. What’s your
current take on his plans for the Protovic?”


“He’s making their race stronger than Humans across
the board, but the upper level are still grossly inferior to Archons.”


“They’re your backup plan to everything, aren’t they?”


“Yes they are, and I trust the trailblazers to make
sure they don’t go bad. Without that linchpin this empire wouldn’t work.”


“Do you really think they’re special?”


Davis looked at him as if he were stupid. “Of course
they are.”


“But are they unique? Think about it. Out of everyone
in Star Force today, it’s impossible that all 100 of them were born on Earth at
the same time. How many other peers do they have out there in the empire now
fulfilling other roles?”


“They have no peers that I can see. Even the second
gen don’t quite measure up.”


“And there’s a reason for that, but not the one you
think.”


“Enlighten me, please.”


“They’ve ascended to another level. That’s what makes
them unique, but who and what they were in the beginning isn’t. Part of ethics
is learning, the other part is having a pure heart. Pure hearts can be messed
up by culture, but at the core they’re still pure. They just have to be
uncovered.”


“That’s not news to me.”


“It should be. You’re assuming the trailblazers are
the only pure hearts out there.”


“Maybe it’s just the warrior in me now. I can’t see
someone who isn’t a warrior as a pure heart. When something bad happens you can’t
sit on the sidelines and watch, you have to fight.”


“And others would too, if they knew how. Don’t take
this as ego on my part, but the trailblazers are what they are in large part
due to me. I set them on a path that they have continued on their own, but that
initial training is what others lack. And other Archons didn’t get the same
training, which is why they’re not quite up to par.”


“Why aren’t we up to par then?”


“Ascension. They had to build this military and that
was an additional type of training the rest of you didn’t get. The second gen
got some, but they were never the tip of the spear. The trailblazers have
always been the tip of the spear and they’ve not only embraced it, they’ve left
the rest of us behind ascending to a level that is, arguably, beyond my
understanding. I can train them because I act as an opponent throwing down
challenges to them, but I can’t see through their eyes. If I tried I’d screw
things up. I have to act like they’re a force of nature rather than peers.
Insert myself into their shoes and I’d never push them as hard as they can
take.”


“All the more reason why they’re unique.”


“They are, but who they were in the beginning isn’t
unique. There are a lot more of them out there that will never be the tip of
the spear so they will never ascend to that level, but they can become a great
deal more if they want so long as we provide them the path. That has happened
with the other Archons and even the Monarchs. Don’t make the mistake of
assuming that’s a Human only thing.”


Davis sighed. “I can’t navigate what I can’t see. The
trailblazers are the ones building the factions, including the Clans. I’m
primarily guiding Human development. As far as ascension goes, I don’t have the
path before me to gain the knowledge and experience needed with the other
races.”


“Then trust those that do. Brad and Larissa
especially. And me with regards to training weeding out the unworthy.”


“If I had trust issues Star Force never would have
happened.”


“Then where is your hindrance?”


“Size. We’re growing so big that we’re coming up
against new problems. There’s only so much I can see and monitor, and I rely on
the Monarchs and Archons to assist in that, but there is still so much room for
misbehavior and it’s only getting worse.”


“Because there are so few Humans,” Wilson pointed out.


“Are you advocating non-Human Archons?”


“Why do you have non-Human Monarchs?”


Davis frowned. “Not the same thing, and I can’t quite
put my finger on why. I’m both, so I should have the perfect perspective.”


“But?”


“But I can’t see going through basic training with a
Protovic or Bsidd.”


“Too different?”


“Yes…yes. I guess that is it. There’s a camaraderie of
the similar that would be lost. Monarchs operate independently of each other,
never in teams, so it’s all about individual skills. Archons need both.”


“And you feel that brotherhood is what binds Star
Force together more than anything?”


“Essentially yes.”


Wilson nodded. “Not a problem.”


“What isn’t?”


“Give me some time to play with this. If psionics
won’t be a prerequisite in the distant future, then I think I can give you
additional options without compromising that brotherhood.”

















 


 

8



 


 

May 1, 3099


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Middle Zone



 

Paul ducked his head underneath the water level in the
shower tube, holding his breath and letting the current jets scrub him from
head to toe. He stayed under for several minutes, at first holding his breath
then pulling on his Hamne for additional oxygen to
sustain himself. He let his mind drift as he did so, not thinking of anything
in particular but allowing his overstressed mind a few moments to detox. 


It was getting close to a year since this invasion had
began, and ever since then every day had seen naval
combat. Hit and runs designed to destroy a few ships without losing any of
their own to diminish the millions of lizard cruisers while the ring shipyard
kept pumping out more to replace them. The lizards still controlled stellar
orbit, and aside from a few intercepted convoys Paul hadn’t been able to put a
dent in their supply chain. He, Megan, and Jack had become a constant nuisance
that the lizards were combating through tolerance…for that was all they could
do.


No additional fleets had arrived to help in the
defense, not that it would have done them much good. The lizards couldn’t force
Paul’s fleet to engage for the simple fact that Star Force engines were
superior. That gave Paul the ‘high’ ground and let him pick the time and place
of each battle. He remembered back to when he’d first seen Star Wars Episode 3,
Revenge of the Sith, and Obi-wan had told Anakin that
their fight was over because he had the high ground. It hadn’t made much sense
at the time, but now he understood. 


The side that had superior mobility controlled the
flow of the fight, and every time the lizards had come after his ships he’d
ordered them to flee and not engage in a massive brawl. The small strikes were
continuing around the clock, probably even a couple now while Paul cleaned up
after a short but intense workout. He trusted his fellow Archons and the fleet
commanders enough that he could take breaks from the action and not worry about
them getting baited into a trap, which the lizards were constantly attempting
to do, even going to the lengths of giving him opening in their defenses to
hit.


Paul knew that would favor them, and right now, so
long as they kept the status quo, they were killing more cruisers than the
shipyard was pumping out. At the rate they were going it would take another 75
years to get through them all but Paul knew it wouldn’t come to that. It was
just a matter of withering down the millions of cruisers into manageable
numbers, at which point he’d engage them more aggressively and really rack up
the ship kills. Unless the lizards screwed up and gave him a real opening to
exploit he had to be patient and chip away at their defenses…even as Liam and
Roger were engaging the enemy in two other systems.


They were doing the same thing, nipping away at the
defending fleets, but they didn’t have the firepower that Paul’s fleet had. The
plan was for him to take out this system’s defenders then move on to either
another core world or come in to assist them. Right now they were giving the
enemy three systems to heavily defend, but this was the one that was expected
to fall first…or draw off enough reinforcements that would give Liam or Roger
an opening to exploit.


It was tedious work, with even one mistake meaning a
chunk of your fleet got destroyed, but so far that hadn’t happened. Ever since
the opening battle at the incoming jumppoint Paul hadn’t so much as lost a
ship, and he thought that was why the lizards weren’t sending reinforcements.
Greater numbers wouldn’t aid them in pursuing an enemy they couldn’t catch, but
get their fleet trimmed down enough and he wouldn’t be surprised if more
suddenly arrived. That, or they would hoard them on their other worlds and let
this one fall to buy time.


Where they were going to make their final stand he
wasn’t sure, but they knew and Paul knew that they were not going to win this
war. Star Force had the edge, and it looked like they were still going to play
it out, but it was just a matter of time and resources before they were wiped
out. That could take years or centuries, and it looked like the lizards were
aiming for the latter, during which time they’d continue making more ships and
tightening their defenses, some of which were being shipped out to other parts
of their empire.


They were either playing for time or had aspirations
to hold out and force a draw. Paul could see no possibilities of them ever
retaking the territory they’d lost to Star Force, and as was their standard
practice they were still not responding to surrender offers. They were going to
make him wipe them out, and he couldn’t stop the ping-pong game inside his head
that kept bouncing back and forth between that being sheer stubbornness or them
having a larger game plan that he wasn’t fully comprehending.


Paul pulled his head back up above water level and
into the rain-like drops coming from above, breathing the air and stretching
his body out. His workouts were tolerable, but he wasn’t making as much
progress as he wanted. His priority was the invasion, and the more time he
spent out of the command nexus the less chance he had of finding a new inroad
against the lizard defenses.


But one had to train and sleep, so when Paul was
finally clean he drained and climbed out of the shower tube, drying himself off
and dressing before downing a small vile of ambrosia and slipping into bed. He
needed to recharge, physically and mentally, and get back at it sooner rather
than later. Longevity was the key to an operation like this and one couldn’t
let himself get burnt out, but the skillful took their rest in short, efficient
brakes that kept them in the game for far more hours than others. To that end
he let his mind disconnect from everything and just sleep, a skill he’d
developed long ago that had become extremely useful over the years.



 

While Paul slept Riona was awake, as was Megan in
another part of the system and dozens of other high ranking Archons commanding
small task forces that were spread out everywhere and were almost always on the
move. They weren’t due for a supply run for another two months, so until then
they stayed away from stellar orbit and bounced around the system keeping the
lizards guessing and hitting them in multiple places whenever possible. 


Right now the ships in Riona’s
task force weren’t engaged, merely waiting alongside the Excalibur and in a few other nearby places with their drones all
tucked onboard. She sat in the bridge command nexus silently, eyes closed while
she meditated, monitoring the status of the entire fleet spread across the
system which had eyes on everything lizard. She saw their positioning and
movements along with their own. Megan’s presence was in the system, noticeable
as a distant bright spot within her mind, but within the local ships hers was
the dominant persona. 


After more than an hour of watching Riona finally sent
out a command, a mere thought, and a group of ships further out in the system
were given a waypoint to move to. It wasn’t an attack, merely a repositioning
that would allow her to gage the reaction, if any, of the lizards. They were
fairly sure of their sensor range by now but they didn’t have access to their
technology to know for sure. There were dead spaces where they couldn’t sense
and right now the Excalibur sat
within one of them, out of the enemy’s range but not their own, giving them
eyes out and the ‘high ground’ as Riona watched and waited, planning the next
hit from her ship group.


Right now there were two others ongoing that she was
watching. They’d learned over time not to give the lizards too much respite,
for their refueling rates were far inferior to Star Force’s and if you kept
them bouncing around from place to place you’d eventually cause them to have to
either stop, which would create an opening to exploit, or trigger them to
reposition to a supply pickup that could accomplish the same.


And that’s what happened while Riona was watching. It
wasn’t a large alteration, but a group of ships were heading out of one of
their border positions and moving in towards the largest planet to meet up with
a supply depot.


The titan’s eyes opened as she double checked what she
was seeing. Megan, tell me this isn’t a
trap?


Where?


Riona sent her a few waypoints and waited.


Move quickly. I
don’t think they see the weakness.


With a thought she activated not only the Excalibur’s gravity drives, but those of
the flanking warships and fed all of their navigational computers coordinates,
forcing an almost instantaneous microjump at extreme power to get the
acceleration necessary from their null orbit. The Captains of all the vessels
barely had time to register what was happening before the stars behind them disappeared
and they were suddenly in motion, with Riona sending them a text update as to
what was happening, including to the Admiral just on the other side of the wall
from her.


A moment later she triggered a ship-wide alarm, with
the repetitive klaxon indicating that the command ship was about to come under
attack.



 

Paul was so disconnected from everything else that it
took him a moment to recognize what was happening when he sat up in bed at the
sound of the alarm…then he realized what it meant and got to his feet, not
rushing out the door, but heading over to his information terminal so he could
get a situation report to know what was happening.


He pulled up the battlemap data and saw that it was
dated, for they were currently mid jump and headed towards one of the lizard
battlestations.


Paul activated a direct comm
line to the command nexus. “Riona, is this something I need to worry about or
can I go back to sleep without fear of a hull breach?” he said sarcastically.


“They blinked, so we had to move. Sorry to wake you.”


“What exactly are you…” Paul said as he looked over
the holographic map, then saw the flaw for himself. “Nice catch. I think you
got us moving in time too.”


“You want first chair?”


“You’re going to be engaged before I can get to one,
so take the lead and I’ll assist when I’m able. Just don’t hold back. This has
to be a gut punch.”


“I know what to do, but feel free to chime in when you
like.”


“I’m gonna be dark for a few
minutes.”


“Then get moving, cause I ain’t waitin for ya.”


Paul smiled, flicking off his console and heading for
the door. His shoes flew onto his feet as he jogged out, then he ran through
the corridors enroute to the bridge knowing he was going to be late getting to
the party.



 

The battlestation in question was the rendezvous point
for a sizeable lizard cruiser fleet, one that was doing little more than
covering for part of the convoys coming in and out of the system. So far Star
Force had kept clear of all the battlestations and the lizards had been banking
on that, using them as little islands of safety to retreat to but always keeping
sufficient cruiser numbers in support.


A chunk of those had just left along with even more
cruisers from a number of locations, all headed to the supply depot for what
was probably a refueling/supply transfer. But what they didn’t realize was that
it took the cruiser count around this particular battlestation too low. It
didn’t look like that to anyone who had been watching this invasion from the
get go, for it wasn’t weak enough for one of their hit and run attacks…at least
not to get more than a handful of ships.


But that was also part of the ‘rope a dope’ strategy.
Paul and his fleet had been waiting for the right opportunity to really go on
the offensive, but without trying to force the issue they’d been patient. The
lizards had either gotten used to that or didn’t realize the full capabilities
of the ships Riona was about to ram down their throat.


The Excalibur
came out of its jump a few seconds ahead of the warships, already having
reconfigured its shields into a wide dampening field. It added to this by
tipping up on its side so it faced the enemy top on like a pie pan being flung
at the swarm of ships floating planetside of the battlestation. They weren’t
tightly clustered, but were all in approximately the same position with the
cargo ships in between them and the battlestation, leaving the station with
clean lines of fire around it for the most part.


Riona had aimed the command ship at the cruisers,
allowing some of the jump momentum to remain so that the Excalibur slammed into the center of the formation and put a
visible dent in it, dragging a few hundred cruisers with it caught on the
dampening shields just as if they had tried to ram the ship and were
stopped…for momentum in space was a point of view. Ship hitting shield was
exactly the same as shield hitting ship.


That left the Excalibur
with only a thin backup shield covering its hull but the ship was tanky enough
to be able to take some hits, which it did as soon as the cruisers that hadn’t
been pancaked into each other turned and fired on it…but for the moment the
cruisers around the hole in their formation were somewhat isolated, enough that
the warships that followed could fire into them and fight their way out into
those tendrils as they loosed their drones.


Keema and bloon launchers hit them immediately, with
more and more warships coming into the gap the Excalibur had drilled into the formation. Its dampening field was
now gone, almost entirely eaten up by the effort, but the ship itself was still
holding position just inside the debris field it had created and that field was
moving forward into the rest of the lizard ships, advancing the corridor of
clear space the Star Force warships were entering.


The pancaked lizard ships were damaged or destroyed,
but a lot of them hadn’t been taken out of the fight. They were bumping into
each other, with a few actually lodged together, but they weren’t too slow in
recovering and joining the school-like flow of cruisers as they repositioned to
get better firing lines on the attacking ships.


Time was of the essence, for Riona could already see
other cruiser swarms leaving position to come join the fight, but they were
minutes or tens of minutes away at minimum, leaving her with time to take out a
lot of these bastards.


The Excalibur,
being on the inside of the enemy formation and totally surrounded, opened up
with all its weaponry and tore apart cruisers at all angles, immediately adding
to the debris field it had already started to create as the warships’ drones
spun out like angry bees from a hive and hit the nearest cruisers in
overwhelming numbers…and when Star Force outnumbered lizards, the lizard ships
died within seconds under the combined firepower of multiple Dre’mo’dons. 


Within 2 minutes a third of the cruiser swarm was
junked, leaving them with too few numbers to seriously hurt the attackers. They
still had cargo ships to protect and a command ship exposed with its shields
down so they didn’t flee. They poured their entire attack against the Excalibur, ramming it from close range
in some cases and getting through to imbed their flat ship hulls into the Star
Force gray armored plates like playing cards, some of which continued to fire
off a few batteries at point blank range.


But the command ship had mass and a fleet of drones to
help screen for it, with them blocking or blowing off the ships that had
imbedded themselves into the hull while likewise hunting down and ganging up on
the cruiser formations, taking them out so fast that they did little shield
damage in return and what firepower they did have was directed against the Excalibur.


It was a fair trade but Riona didn’t leave it there,
sending flanking units around the cruisers to go after the cargo ships that
were scrambling to get away from the fight. There were so many parked close
together they were literally tripping over each other, but give them a few more
minutes and they’d disperse.


When she sent the drones and two warships after them
the battlestation got into the fight, coring one of the drones with a brilliant
white beam the width of a dropship. The shields held briefly, then the
destroyer suffered hull damage that left a sizeable hole in the hull. A moment
later another beam tracked it and burnt all the way through, with most ship
functions going offline.


“I saw that,” Paul said, causing Riona to jump. 


“Don’t spook me like that,” she said as his finger
overlapped her hand on the control sphere they were now both sharing.


“I’ve got the battlestation.”


“All yours,” she said, with the pair of them standing
side by side in the command nexus yet all but forgetting they had bodies. Their
minds were occupied with the battle through the battlemap instrumentation and
the live feeds they were getting. Riona felt Paul take command of a few of her
assets, but he left the rest to her as she ignored the battlestation and went
about hunting the remaining cruisers even as the ship they were both standing
within was getting hammered…on the outer hull. 


They were safely inside the redundantly armored inner
core with deck after deck of ship blocking for them outside that. The Excalibur would take an awful lot of
damage to disable, let alone destroy, and right now the lizards were drawn to
it like bugs to a zapper. Riona used that to her advantage, exchanging hull
damage for taking out nearly all of the cruisers…in this group anyway, for
there were more coming in to add to their numbers and assist the battlestation
that was now under attack.


Just then more incoming ships jumped into position
nearby, all Star Force, as more of their fleet had been dispatched to the
battle. That hadn’t been Riona’s order, for she
didn’t think the Excalibur was truly
in danger from the battlestation, but it soon became clear that Megan had
different plans as another command ship came in leading even more ships and
Riona took a moment to look at the bigger picture.


One hole in the lizard lines had been exploited, but
now there was a much bigger disruption. Either the lizards abandoned their
battlestation or they moved to defend it. Scratch one station if they did
nothing, or open up more opportunities for the attackers if they did move in to
aid in its defense, for they were coming in in staggered groups rather than one
solid mass.


And staggered groups would basically feed Star Force
more kills.


“We sticking around?” she asked Paul.


“They’re not adapting quickly enough. We have an
advantage and we have to take it,” he said, even as she felt other Star Force ships
in distant parts of the system maneuvering…and not to come here. 


“Full on?”


“Until they wise up, yes. Don’t give them time to
think…and don’t take out the battlestation too fast. It’s the bait right now.”


“All yours,” she said, mentally reconfiguring the
ships under her command and incorporating a few more warships that were close
by and incoming. This fight wasn’t going to happen in just one spot, but as far
as this one was concerned it was going to be a double sided formation, more
interested in fighting off what was coming rather than the battlestation that
it was arcing around to attack from multiple sides. 
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Jack was on the other side of the system when the move
came, deep into a training session that he immediately abandoned. He ran onto
the bridge of his command ship dripping sweat, which fortunately didn’t have a
negative effect on the nexus equipment. 


He logged into the system and saw that they were
already moving, Admiral Menti’s orders. He assumed
control and modified them, seeing a couple of other weak points in the lizard
ship alignments form as they raced to reinforce one another. Jack split his
ships to multiple tasks, sending several groups to the main battle while he
took another back towards the two stars. A convoy was in the process of
arriving and even if he couldn’t get to it he needed to keep the lizard ships
pinned there so they couldn’t all flood in to pounce on Paul and Megan.


The longer they could keep the mismatch going the more
ships they would kill, and judging by the numbers they’d already taken out more
in the past 10 minutes than they had the past month, so even a slight prolongment was going to be advantageous. 


The other thing he noticed was the fact that the
battlestation had cleansing beams, and big ones at that. So far none of the
ships in the system had those equipped, but they were a big step up from the
phasers in terms of both range and sheer damage. Perhaps they hadn’t
miniaturized them enough to put on the cruisers, but that upgrade alone was a
game changer, not just for this invasion but for the overall war and especially
for the Skarron region. The lizards were getting more and more technologically
powerful as time moved on, making it all the more imperative that Star Force
and their allies take them out now.


Jack had a feeling that the coreward border line was
going to come back and bite them, but he agreed that they couldn’t go chasing
the lizards that direction indefinitely. With the way they spread they could
end up following them all the way into V’kit’no’sat territory. In some respects
it was ironic that the lizards hadn’t developed the cleansing beams earlier,
taking them from either Star Force wreckage or, more than likely, from Hycre or
Protovic ships.


But as his command ship coasted through its microjump
Jack studied the fresh battle recordings and realized the design wasn’t theirs.
The firepower was off, scaled in a direction that Jack knew was one option
they’d had in developing the weapon, yet they hadn’t chosen it, opting for a
more reliable variety that would give them longevity rather than burstiness in
combat.


That meant this wasn’t a copy of their tech, then it
also dawned on him that the coloration was wrong. Cleansing beams were
invisible, with Star Force having added a visible tracer to it. This beam
totally gleamed.


Jack mentally pulled up the weapon files they had,
sifting through them at lightning speed until he found a mention in the
V’kit’no’sat database of a particular variation that did glow. It was still a
cleansing beam, but one that didn’t have as much armor penetration. What it did
have was a shield eating function manifesting from an unstable matrix. A binder
was used that gave the glow, allowing for longer ranges but shorter than the
stable version that Star Force used.


This was definitely not a copy of Star Force or allied
tech, and Jack was seriously wondering if the lizards didn’t have access to
some sort of treasure trove of their own, for no other known race used that
particular type of weapon and between The Nexus’s records and those of the Voku
and Preema, they pretty much knew everyone on the block…unless it was a race
they’d destroyed millennia ago and were only now figuring out the tech.


Regardless, it meant they had a new weapon that was
going to give them serious punching power in short to medium ranges and an
upgrade to the phaser range if they adjusted the binder accordingly. Something
told him they would, but then he smiled as he saw an addendum within the copy
of the V’kit’no’sat files that had been copied and pasted into the Star Force
database.


There was a weakness in this version that could
countered with a specific shield setting. It wasn’t one that Star Force used,
but they’d developed their matrixes to be flexible and Jack knew it wouldn’t
take much of a modification, he just didn’t know if they could do it on the
fly. 


He had to wait for the microjump to end, but as he did
he compiled a text message then sent a clear burst signal to the communications
seda on the outskirts of the system, then he made a good forward assault
against the lizard cruiser swarms in stellar orbit, finding them somewhat out
of position as they were feeding ships into the main battle in a long train of
microjumps. Those there immediately repositioned, with Jack successfully
cutting off that flow of reinforcements via threat alone, then he signaled a
couple of his mages to make flanking runs to try and get to the backside of the
jumppoint the lizard convoy was using as it rolled in.


He didn’t know if they’d get through, but it was one
more poke the lizard commanders would have to deal with and the more he kept
them reacting the better. Star Force was organizing better than they were,
especially in large scale battles, and get them moving around too much and the
lizards’ formations would gap. Do that at the right moment and it’d open up a
cascade of ship death if Jack’s fleet was close enough to exploit it…and right
now he was getting very close, knowing he was going to lose some drones but
comfortable with that so long as he was able to rack up a lot of ship kills and
buy Paul and Megan time to do the same.



 

The communications seda was not Canderian, but rather
a Star Force mainline construct geared to be a mobile interstellar relay with
enough armor and defenses to defend itself against fairly heavy attack…enough
anyway to make a run for it if the lizards came en
mass, but ever since arriving in this system it had been sitting so far outside
the stars and planets that the lizards couldn’t get to it except at a crawl,
with its own superior gravity drives ironically giving the small moon more
maneuvering capability than the tiny cruisers.


Being that far out from the stars also gave it better
line of sight with the distant systems it was linking to. There were only three
within range and it had lines on all of them, monitoring their occasional feeds
as well as sending out periodic reports of their own. One of them was Liam’s
fleet, with the other two being actual relay stations quietly placed on the
danger side of the safe occupation zone border that linked to others in a
breadcrumb line all the way back to the ADZ.


When the seda received Jack’s update it immediately
sent a burst transmission to the first of the three distant points, then repeated
it for the other two. So far no information about the cleansing beams had come
in from either Liam or Roger, so it was going to be needed intel
if they also had to deal with battlestations in their target systems. Along
with the message was a request for modifications to the shields, which was
tagged to go all the way to Earth along with any and all shipyards and research
facilities within the ADZ. 


Someone would determine if it required a hardware
rebuild, modification, or just some tinkering with the existing equipment, but
when they did find a fix they’d not only be able to block the shield
penetrating nature of these alternate cleansing beams, but actually make their
shields stronger than normal against them. The raw power they were pumping out
couldn’t be negated completely, so they’d still do some damage, but Jack
guessed it would be less than the phasers would do, making it a degrade against
Star Force while still a powerful new weapon against everyone else.



 

Paul kept his fleet in the thick of the fight until
the numbers began to fall off. They still had an advantage, but not as much of
one as he wanted. They were starting to lose a high number of drones, so he
called for a retreat and the Star Force ships scattered, leaving behind their
drone debris but none of the manned warships. 


Immediately upon the withdrawal Paul sent his ships
out to hit secondary targets and exploit tiny advantages they had, not giving
the lizards an hour of rest after more than a day of pitched fighting. Paul was
tired, but not physically. His mind was wore down from nonstop control
operations while he’d insisted that the other Archons take periodic brakes and
swap out to stay fresh. He was too valuable for that so he’d stuck it out,
knowing that the lizards wouldn’t have the same luxury.


How many masterminds were commanding those fleets he
didn’t know, nor did he know where they were located. It was possible they were
within the cruiser fleets but there were no command ships out there to find.
Monitoring lizard transmission was doable, but only in hindsight. They were
using encryption that couldn’t be hacked instantaneously and they were good
about switching it up. Also, they used a lot of directional transmitters to
keep Star Force in the dark completely when they weren’t in combat and had the
luxury of pointing their equipment. During battle their transmissions were
omnidirectional and able to be monitored, but through all the battles they’d
fought thus far Paul’s analysts had failed to identify any commanding ship or
signal.


They were out there though. Paul could feel it in the
way their ships moved and reacted. They were being guided by more than their
standard variety, and the whiff of a mastermind was easy to detect nowadays
after having so much experience fighting them in the past. Most planets did not
have one, but when they did their ship movements took on a different profile,
as did their ground forces. Why every world didn’t grow one Paul didn’t know,
but they were definitely the elite commanders, the Grand Admirals of the lizard
empire, and he knew for a fact that they had several here.


One was in stellar orbit, another was planetary based,
and the others he couldn’t be for sure, but given the reaction times to their
own signal lag he had been able to isolate a few of them to specific regions.
They could be on the move as well, but so far they were hiding them from him
well, for if he knew what ship or station they were on Paul would take them out
no matter how many drones he had to lose. Without them controlling the mega
fleets he could take their entire cruiser force down within a week. They were
what was melding the mass of ‘tiny’ ships into an effective fighting force,
whereas normally they just snowballed their opponents with never ending
weaponsfire.


That wouldn’t work against the strength of Paul’s
fleet, let alone his own tactical experience, and he was pretty sure the
lizards knew it. They’d been fortifying their core systems ever since Star
Force had cut their empire into two halves, and he was pretty sure that had
included mastermind deployment as well as massive ship counts and
battlestations.


And the fact that they could hide their placements
from him was both impressive and annoying. Too bad these bastards had to be bad
guys, for they definitely had useful skills that could be put to better use. 


Paul saw the hit and run attacks resume, trying to
gage some reaction times off of them and noticed one fleet segment lapse in its
mastermind control for a good ten minutes before resuming the normal ‘feel.’
Paul tried to link it up with other ship movements but failed to do so. The
lizards were having some type of lag issues, but he couldn’t identify them yet.
That was frustrating, but just another problem to solve going forward. They’d
bitten a significant chunk out of the lizard fleet this time and that gave them
less ships to maneuver around against them. A few more bites like that and the
invasion would snowball in their favor, but for now Paul needed rest and the
other Archons could handle the standard poking of the enemy lines, so he
abandoned the nexus and command of the ship to Admiral Hestin
and headed straight to the closest cafeteria, downed a lot of food and liquids,
then went back to his quarters and just crashed in bed without bothering to set
an alarm.



 

Liam was in the command nexus onboard his flagship
when the interstellar transmission came through. It was routed to him
immediately, with him reading Jack’s text message first off and finding it both
curious and ominous. In all the years that Star Force had been in existence
they’d been researching and building new tech thanks in large part to the
V’kit’no’sat database. Even then it was a time consuming process, with him
knowing that pure research was even more tedious. For the lizards to have
created the phaser tech was a huge upgrade, but now to have also gained the
cleansing beams, a completely different type of energy weapon, didn’t feel
right.


Either their tech curve was greater than other races
or they were getting help, and the nature of this new weapon suggested the latter.
Liam’s fleet wasn’t engaged in any heavy action at the moment, just blockading
a flew jumplines and poking around the perimeter of a pair of planets, so he
dug into the files along with his personal research notes concerning the
cleansing beam tech. 


His conclusion was simple…this was not a prototype
weapon, but rather a fully functional model that had gone through numerous
revisions. Knowing the lizards, he didn’t think they’d sit on something this
long to put out, which meant they’d gotten it from somewhere. Stealing the
blueprints was possible, reverse engineering wreckage was less likely but still
feasible, but the fact that these weapons were on the battlestations…which his
fleet hadn’t attacked yet…and not on the cruisers suggested to him that they
were designed as planetary defense weapons and were gradually being scaled
down.


That meant whoever they’d gotten them from had used
them in that capacity, and no known race on Star Force’s map was attributed
with these cleansing beams. The versions they’d given to the Hycre and Protovic
were considerably different, so it hadn’t come from them. Someone else out
there had cleansing beams and they were off the radar. Whether they were allied
with the lizards or one of their conquests Liam didn’t know, but this was
definitely not lizard-inspired tech.


The trailblazer wondered what actually was, or did
they get most of their toys from the races they conquered. They definitely had
a motif to their equipment, but he wondered what their fleet had looked like
thousands of years ago. He’d have to put in a request to the H’kar to see if
they had any ancient records, maybe with those he might be able to pinpoint
where this ‘help’ had began, though at this point it
was irrelevant. They were here, now, and equipped with a new weapon that Star
Force had to contend with…and Liam found it very ironic that with a little
adjustment their shields could actually make it less effective than the
phasers.


To that end he informed the techs he had onboard to
start working on the modifications and to get him an estimate on what it would
take to implement them.
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January 31, 3101


Menchet System
(lizard core)


Middle Zone



 

The Excalibur
sat side by side with six other command ships as they all targeted a distant
battlestation cluster with their Keema batteries, absorbing the firepower
coming from some 14 of the lizard stations that had four cleansing beams each,
though most of those were not aimed at the command ships. They were covering
other angles of attack, which was why Paul had them situated along a single
vector. The battlestations, as it turned out, were in fact mobile, and after
the defense fleet had eventually been ground down to nothing but a scattering
of cruisers running around the system pulling recon the Star Force fleet had
begun targeting the battlestations.


A few had been picked off in isolation, then the
others had begun redeploying into clusters. They didn’t move fast, but they
were the only mobile attack assets left to the lizards…until the shipyard ring
pumped out enough new ships. They were pulling off resources stockpiled there
and new shipments coming up from the planet below now that their convoys were
being intercepted when they arrived in system, but that hadn’t put them out of
business entirely. 


So far Paul had left the giant ring alone, preferring
to pick off the battlestations and wait to see if reinforcements would be
arriving now that they’d finished killing the 5.2 million cruisers that had
been defending the system. His own force of some 80,149 drones had been reduced
down to 62,611 with no warship or personnel losses, which looked like a
humongous victory for Star Force, but 17,538 drones was not something you
replaced lightly. Still, it was resources well spent to expose this system,
assuming they were able to continue here without interference.


Rather than lose more drones Paul was using the
command ships to assault the various clusters of battlestations. Their shields
could hold up to the pounding of the cleansing beams even without the new
rework. Had they the time they could have gone back to a shipyard to get the
upgrade, but Paul wasn’t going to waste a single day now that he had their
fleet down. Give the lizards time and they’d rebuild, with his first priority
being to get the shipyard ring eliminated. To do that he needed to get the
battlestations out of the way first then go about tackling the defenses on the
ring itself, which were considerable but nothing his fleet couldn’t handle. The
trick was to go forward without losing more drones, for they’d need them in the
other core systems.


He also hadn’t split up his fleet, sending task groups
to aid Liam and Roger. He had to eliminate this ring first, then he could get
around to helping them. They weren’t nearly as far along but were chipping away
at their own defending lizard fleets with mixed results. Neither trailblazer
was pushing the issue, knowing better than to waste resources when it was just
a matter of time before Paul broke through here and came to double up with
them.


So far none of the three systems had seen
reinforcement from the others. Why that was was still
a guess, but it looked to Paul like the lizards were just buying time rather
than trying to stop the invasion. Fight here and they’d leave their other
systems exposed if they lost this engagement. Typically the lizards would have
gone for that, putting all their strength into one killing blow that they could
then snowball off of later, risky as it was, but they’d learned not to
underestimate Star Force and Paul got the distinct feeling that this entire
system had been tasked to do nothing more than stall his invasion and do as
much damage as possible before they died…hoping to whittle down his fleet
enough that he wouldn’t be able to make effective assaults at the other core
worlds, at least not for a while.


That was fine as far as he was concerned, for these
systems had to fall and them not supporting each other was going to make it
easier initially so long as he didn’t let his fleet get beat down. He wasn’t
going to straight to the their homeworld with it, but with these ring shipyards
the lizards were able to build ships a lot faster than Star Force could and
until they got knocked down there was still a slim chance the lizards could
build their way out of this mismatch.


And that’s why Paul still couldn’t kick the feeling
that help was on the way to keep him from destroying this one, but for now he
needed to take out these battlestations so they couldn’t interfere with either
the ring takedown or the planetary invasions to come. The latter wouldn’t be
accomplished by this fleet, for there were no ground troops in it, but there
were units standing by back in the ADZ that could be loaded up and shipped here
quickly if/when the time was right.


Paul wasn’t ready to call for them yet because he
wasn’t sure that they really controlled the naval situation in this system, but
for the moment he was getting to shoot their battlestations down unopposed
while the new cruisers coming off the slips were mostly staying put around the
ring or headed down to the surface to avoid Paul’s fleet until they could group
up again.


The cleansing beams coming at the Excalibur and the other command ships were packing a punch, but at
this range they were petering out a bit while the Keema batteries and bloon
launchers were not. As for the launchers, they’d been upgraded enough over the
years that they were nearing almost railgun range, in that they could be
launched and let drift ballistically for several
minutes before the energy shells cracked, but attacking with only them would
have meant an unbearable waiting time against the heavily armored
battlestations.


As it was they were taking quite a pounding, allowing
even the lesser powered cleansing beams to hammer the command ships with
repetitive hits…the kind of damage the drones couldn’t take, and at this range
pinpoint shots were out of the question. Both sides had huge targets to aim at,
but picking off individual weapon systems was not possible even for Star
Force’s Keema batteries, though Paul’s gunners were trying to disprove that
assertion. 


Basically it was a grinding war, with the lizards
having a lot more mass to play with. If Paul wanted the battlestations dead
faster he could close range and take more damage in order to bring his short
range weaponry into play but the numbers didn’t add up there. He’d have to use
his drones and he’d lose a fair number of them in the assaults, and even if he
swarmed the targets the lizards would be able to take down a fair number of
them. He didn’t like the delay, but outranging their cleansing beams was the
only way to take down the battlestations cleanly, though he had ships standing
by to intercept them if they attempted a retreat.


Right now they were just content to stay huddled up
nearby each other and exchange fire, which suggested to Paul that they were
buying time, possibly for reinforcements to come, but they’d already taken out
573 of the battlestations and no such fleets had arrived. Right now Paul had
three different groups of command ships going after more stations while his
warships and drone fleets held stellar orbit and continued to ambush incoming
convoys. How long that would continue Paul didn’t know, for the message should
have already been sent out to stop them from coming. There was a lag issue
involved, but soon they should be diverted to other systems now that this one
was not accessible.


Maybe that was a reason why reinforcements weren’t
coming as well, for they’d lose so many in transit that it wouldn’t be worth it
in the long run. Just like Paul’s fleet had to fight their way into the system
and hold the jumppoint for a long time so would the lizards. He’d caught a bit
of bad luck at having the enemy fleet so nearby when that happened, but he was
going to lose drones no matter what and if the lizards were going to make Star
Force come to them then they’d have to fight their way into each of the other
systems the same way…though there were slower ways to get a massive fleet into
a system.


As he let his gunners do their thing he watched as
another cleansing beam went offline, hit by weaponsfire that was being thrown
at the target battlestation that was not maneuvering around the others for
cover. That was sloppy on the lizards’ part, for they could have prolonged this
fight by using each other’s bulk to block for one another. Their shields
weren’t all that great so it wouldn’t have saved them much damage, but when one
was going to die without accepting the surrender offers that were continually
going out, you’d think you’d want to get every cleansing beam hit in that you
could.


Right now they were just soaking up damage with their
armor and mass rather than using their maneuvering capability, but keeping all
of the stations in position to attack simultaneously. They hadn’t let Paul come
in at an angle to block out a few and had maneuvered around that attempt so
they could all be firing at once. And while they were just sitting there
throwing energy back and forth, Paul had ordered all firepower on one
battlestation, grinding it down until its weaponry stopped returning fire.


It would then rotate around to bring another side into
play and the process would repeat until it was totally offline but still
floating there more or less intact, for these huge constructs didn’t blow up
from within, they had to be worn down over time and the shipyard was going to
be even worse…which was why he’d decided not to destroy this one. 


Paul stayed at his post in the command nexus for
several hours before taking a break and letting the bombardment continue at the
hands of others, with the command ships rotating in and out to let their
shields regenerate. He got a short workout in then some sleep before finally
getting the word that all the stations in this group had had their cleansing
beams knocked out.


When that happened they moved in and started targeting
the short range weaponry to make sure the stations were completely incapable of
harming the fleet. Meanwhile Paul, Riona, and a few mages onboard the command
ships got armored up and into dropships that were then sent over to one of the
smoking and damaged stations after another surrender offer was ignored.


Star Force might be killing all the lizards, but how
they died mattered to Paul and the others. They weren’t going to just let them
starve to death out here, so they were going to at least afford them a combat
death while saving the excessive firepower that would be required to render
each of these battlestations into rumble. To that end the Archons boarded the
stations in teams of 6 and proceeded to clean them out personally even though
there were thousands of lizards still alive inside each.


Such numbers weren’t an issue to the Archons and they
simply took their time fighting their way through level after level and
sweeping them with their psionics to make sure they got everyone killed. It
wasn’t the kind of job one liked, but if the lizards weren’t going to surrender
they had to be taken out and Paul wasn’t about to leave death boats drifting
around the system while they made their move on the shipyard. Others might
have, but Star Force wouldn’t if they had an alternative.


Paul fought clean, and eliminating these
battlestations mean taking out everyone on them either through destruction or
surrender. Then when they were clear they had a few surveillance probes left
nearby to alert them if the lizards tried to sneak anyone back onboard. They
weren’t going to get them in working order again, but if you’d tagged a
floating junkyard as enemy free it would make a very good place to hide out if
you could get there undetected. The lizards might not take that tactic in space
but they had done so on the ground before so Paul wanted to eliminate that
possibility by placing a few electronic eyes nearby and then moving on to the
next group of battlestations.


Eventually the lizards moved the remaining ones all
together after seeing them being specifically targeted. Paul intercepted and
delayed some of the movements, but eventually there was a group of 294 left
that he had to whittle down very slowly with all the command ships in his fleet
poking at them briefly before cycling out to recharge shields. Taking them down
was slow going when he wasn’t willing to commit drones to the fight and the
lizards knew it, now goading him into doing so or waiting out the months’ long process. 


But Paul chose to wait and poke from range while he
sent his drone fleets to start engaging the shipyard ring’s defenses. They
encountered some cruiser resistance until Paul upped their numbers, at which
point what seemed like every cruiser they had left gathered and
counterassaulted one point, forcing a conflict that Paul willingly engaged. He
ended up losing 8 drones with 52 others being damaged, but he eliminated all
the cruisers that the shipyard had been pumping out up to that point and
managed to pluck away the defenses around a specific slice of the shipyard
ring.


Ships in their slips under construction were the next
logical point of attack, but Paul held off. He didn’t even have his fleet
continue plucking defenses off the ring, rather just guarding stellar orbit and
that particular blind spot while he continued to chew on the battlestations.


Or rather others did, while Paul, Megan, and Jack took
a much larger Archon team down into the ring itself and began fighting their
way across miles of the facility. There had to be billions of lizards inside
the entire ring, far too many for them to kill themselves without camping out
here for years, but their point of entry hadn’t been random and one of the
support struts was nearby. They fought their way over to it and eventually
destroyed the lifts that were running supplies and personnel up and down. It
took a lot of destruction for a few hundred Archons to disable it, but once
they did they began fanning out into smaller hunter teams and eliminating
lizards while locking down entry points and staking out their foothold for the
much larger battle to come.


As soon as the lizards knew they were fighting on the
inside Paul guessed they’d be sending troops up the other shafts to counter
them in a ground war for the ring. That would be a very messy campaign, but so
long as they were going to fight the lizards on the ground eventually they
might as well take out some of them up here…and the support struts would
actually allow a route down to the surface past the anti-orbital defenses so
long as the lizards didn’t blow them up to prevent it. 


But first things first. Paul, Megan, and Jack sought
out the control center for this piece of the ring, giant as it was, to make
sure that the anti-grav generators wouldn’t be shut
down and the whole thing allowed to fall to the ground. As much destruction as
that would have meant for the lizards below, he’d expect nothing less if they
knew they could take down trailblazers with it. To that end he also had the
gravity drives and their power sources secured next, with teams of Regulars
assembled from multiple warships and command ships within his fleet to come in
and help hold them while the Archons continued to hunt down and further cleanse
their little piece of the ring.


Meanwhile Paul sent the order back to the ADZ to send
the army. He hadn’t expected to need them this soon, let alone to be fighting
with them, but there was no way he was going to be sitting around and chewing
apart this ring for the duration until it was totally junked…and he wasn’t
going to crash it down onto the planet either. That was a possibility, at least
for the chunk they now owned, but if they were going to have to clean up the
planet afterwards they didn’t need to make a mess of it now and recycling this
behemoth would be a lot easier if it was still intact in orbit…not to mention
that Star Force could probably find a use for it if he was able to capture it
rather than destroy it.


So that was the battle plan he set in motion while the
battlestation cluster annoyingly defied annihilation. He wasn’t going to waste
drones taking them out the quick way and neither was he going to waste
ammunition and time killing the shipyard ring the way the H’kar had. It might
seem to others that this was taking the hard route, but there was a difference
between being a conqueror and a destroyer, and Star Force were definitely
conquerors. This ring was a prize that the lizards were going to be denied, and
if Paul could actually take it from them it would be that much more of a middle
finger in their direction, not to mention the logistical and strategic value.


And on top of that, Paul remembered a similar assault
by Anakin Skywalker during the Clone Wars against a space station that circled an
entire planet. At the time such a thing seemed preposterous, but here he was
doing the exact same thing and for some reason that seemed fitting…even if he
didn’t have a lightsaber. That was one bit of tech even the V’kit’no’sat hadn’t
figured out how to make, cutting tools aside, but the rest of the similarities
held up, even if the lizards weren’t battle droids.


Though they definitely treated them as equally
expendable. 


Paul and the others had a lot of killing ahead of
them, even when they received their reinforcements…which would also be a bigger
goad to see if the other lizard systems would respond. Destroying the ring
might be expected, but if they were going to take it that might just provoke
the kind of reaction the lizards were trying to provoke in him against the
battlestations…to come in en mass and waste ships.


As much as he knew about the lizards there was a part
of them that was still an enigma and he could never fully anticipate what they
would do, so right now he was leaving it in their court. Come in and try to
stop the takeover of this station via a massive naval assault or let Star Force
fight it out inside and slowly rip one of their painstakingly constructed prize
possessions away from them.


Paul didn’t know which way they’d respond, or perhaps
even a third option he hadn’t considered, but one way or another this shipyard
was now out of business and the industrial might of the lizard empire had just
been taken down a measurable notch. This war was already a long one, and the
conquest of this system was going to take years more, not to mention the other
core systems and the rest of the rimward half of
their empire…but it was coming down. There was a lot of work to be done and
none of it safe, but this was happening, with this system and this shipyard
being the first big hit Star Force had inflicted as opposed to the ‘death by a
thousand cuts’ strategy that they’d been consuming them with up until this
point.


And from here on out, everything was only going to
escalate.
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