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June 14, 3202


Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)


Middle Zone



 

Paul was standing in the Excalibur’s command nexus as the ship was finishing its hard
deceleration into the enemy system when he heard a series of distant rumbles
and had a vibration through the deck rock him on his feet. Immediately he saw
alerts pop up on the ship’s status display, detailing the fallen shields and
the huge hole in the ship’s forward starboard side that ran like a knife blade
halfway to the interior.


Already linked into the system he calculated what had
happened and sent an immediate ping backwards to the other ships in the convoy
alerting them to the fact that the jumpline was mined. He’d brought his ships
in off the line a ways and was right now having to correct for that
misalignment with some serious navigational tugs on the system’s planets…though
that was made even more difficult due to the fact that the ship had just lost
two gravity drives in the damaged area.


But the Excalibur
slid to a halt in the middle zone of the star system, farther in than he’d
wanted but still clear of the lizard fleets choking the inner zone to death.
The ship’s sensors could pick up the enemy’s own sensor bounce and the light
having come off them minutes ago, though they hadn’t seen his ship arrive yet.
Paul did see, in addition to multiple smaller holes on his command ship that
hadn’t penetrated more than a few hundred meters, that a warship came out of
its deceleration further behind the Excalibur
and was reporting no damage.


Another came, then another before his ship’s sensors
bounced back from the numerous contacts further out along their incoming
trajectory. There were millions of chunks of rock placed in a cylinder along
the jumpline far away from the star. The Excalibur,
having come in offline, had clipped the nearest edge of that field…


Paul immediately sent information back to the
approaching ships of the field size and placement so they could navigate around
it no matter how that would screw up their approaches. They might end up on the
other side of the system before they bled off
momentum, but that was preferable to ramming another of the rocks.


A contact zipped by the Excalibur and Paul’s gut wrenched as the sensors recognized the
debris of a Warship-class jumpship
broken into four segments and falling out of control in towards the star. There
were people on that ship, not just drones, and anyone who might have still been
alive was either going to ram into the star or run into the lizard ship swarm
first and get blown away. 


Paul sent out dozens of orders simultaneously, one of
which was to the command ship’s remaining gravity drives, having them enhance
the star’s pull as much as possible and jump the Excalibur in towards it at reckless speed. It had to accelerate
from a dead stop, but it gradually ate up the speed difference with what had
been the Manticore then reeled it
back in as the lizard fleet ahead was getting closer in a hurry. 


As fast as it was going, the now dead jumpship had
already bled off most of its interstellar speed, which had been further reduced
by the slow jump necessary to allow the fleet to come out in the middle zone
rather than the inner and avoid the lizard defense fleet waiting there to
ambush anyone coming in on the expected jumplines. 


But Paul still didn’t have enough time. Even as the
lizard fleet saw the speeding ships coming and graciously moved out of the way
so they could hit the star without interference, the Excalibur caught up to one of the four segments and his waiting
crew locked onto it with every tractor beam the command ship had, having to
abandon the other three, and extended a weakened IDF field out around it.
Normally that was something a command ship was built to do with ease in order
to disable nearby enemy ships, but a decent portion of the necessary equipment
inside the Excalibur had been junked
when that mine had dug in so deep.


The field was steady, but there was only so much
stress it could take without collapsing. The tractor beams held the ship
segment firm to the command ship, but they couldn’t do squat to move the thing
at any decent speed without the IDF. It was what was taking the inertial
stresses in the Manticore fragment’s
place, and if it collapsed the tractor beams would rip out the pieces of the
hull they were gripping and it would break free.


Paul and the ship’s computer were calculating the
stresses as best they could and knew it was going to be close. The blue/white
star ahead of them was shifting to the right even as it was growing to fill the
forward viewscreens. Stellar radiation began baking
the exposed hull, but a few seconds later the shields snapped back over most of
the Excalibur, thought the Manticore fragment had no such
protection.


Pulling to the side as much as it could, the command
ship brought the chunk of jumpship down to kiss the star’s atmosphere, burning
through several sections of hull before they began gaining stellar altitude,
but were continuing to get baked from the radiation that close in. With their
momentum persevered they passed by the star quickly and the radiation threat
diminished as the Excalibur shot
between lizard formations on the other side that were fortunately not in the
way. 


“Admiral, get rescue crews over there immediately. You
have the ship.”


“Understood,” Admiral Franken said grimly as Paul’s
mind directed itself to the rest of the star system. Lag times in signals were
increased the further they got away from the convoy, but he was already picking
up battlemap signals indicating that two other jumpships had been hit by mines
upon entry. Cursing silently he watched the updates belatedly flow into him,
noting that no more in his convoy were taking hits thanks to a much wider
approach vector. They were coming in somewhere other than planned and much
closer to the star than he’d wanted, but there were no lizards waiting for them
there.


But there were other damage alerts starting to make
their way to him coming in from other Star Force convoys that were coming into
the star system simultaneously on other jumplines. They’d timed their
departures so that all 12 convoys would be arriving along different jumplines
at the same time, making it hard for the lizards to spot them incoming and rush
to meet them before they could get enough ships into play. Simultaneous
arrivals also meant they could get the ships here 12 times faster, even if they
weren’t all in the same location.


Paul was reading damaged or destroyed jumpships in
Aaron’s convoy, more in Brian’s, and he expected to get more in as the
battlemap signals from the more distant ones traveled across the system far
faster than the speed of light, but well too slow for anything resembling
instantaneous communication. 


Paul was furious at the loss of people occurring, for
every one of those ships were manned. The last scout they’d sent into the
system had reported no mine fields of any kind, and it’d only been 37 days
since it had last been here. 


How the hell did
the lizards get mine fields of this size and density set up on multiple
jumplines and this far out from the star since then? 


The answer didn’t hit him for some time, namely
because it was so big and his focus was on the arriving convoys. All of them
eventually stopped reporting dead ships soon after the first ones arrived, for
they were all adjusting their incoming trajectories around the fields once
alerted. If they hadn’t, or had been coming in straight on the jumplines, just
about every ship in their convoys would have been destroyed up until the time
when the impacts cleared a hole through the field for more ships to pass
through.


The lizards had walled themselves in good, expecting
attack. That meant the scout ship had not been here undetected. Paul hadn’t
counted on it going unnoticed, but how had they gotten that many mines in place
in such a short span of time?


His mindboggling answer came when he looked at the
status of the six inhabited planets in the system…and saw that one of them was
missing a shipyard ring.


Paul double checked himself, making sure he was
thinking straight, but there was no mistaking the fact that the scout had
reported 6 rings, one around each planet, 37 days ago… 


And now there were only 5.


Paul pulled up a closer look at those mines from the
previous sensor readings, as well as what was being transmitted from the other
ships, and saw that they weren’t identically shaped. Rather they were chunks of
rubble ranging from the size of a tank up to the size of a cruiser. 


The lizards had somehow disassembled an entire
shipyard ring and moved the pieces out to all 12…no, make that 23 different
jumplines, and mined them all the way out in the middle zone where a wider
pattern was needed to catch ships. Normally you’d put a field in close where
maneuvering options were less, but they’d probably expected Star Force to come
in using slower jumps so to avoid the defending fleet near the star. They
couldn’t know where exactly they’d emerge to be waiting for them, so they’d
mined all the approaches and sacrificed a shipyard ring to get enough material
for it.


But how had they torn apart one and moved it all in
such little time?


Paul looked at the lizard fleet guarding the star and
the updated ship icons around the planets as they came in, knowing he had his
answer. 


They’d brought in their cruiser fleet and had it shoot
the ring, breaking off pieces that were then latched onto and pulled out to the
wanted locations. The scout had reported there were over 12 million cruisers in
this system, and apparently they’d put them to good use since the scout ship
had left.


As the Admiral saw to getting dropships over to the
piece of the Manticore to see if
anyone was still alive, Paul stepped out of the nexus for a moment,
disconnecting from the system and balling his fists. He knew it could have been
far worse, but he’d gone through entire planetary invasions without losing a
single person before, and already they’d lost several thousand minimum to these
mines. People who had spent centuries training and improving themselves. All of
it wasted by running into some dumb chunks of rubble.


The lizards didn’t care about dying, or killing others,
no matter what the numbers…and that was one reason why they had to be taken
out. Whether by dying or being captured, these bastards could not be allowed to
leave this system. 


And Paul knew they didn’t care about that either.
Every lizard here knew they were going to fight to the death and there would be
no escape. It was their homeworld and they didn’t care. They hadn’t bothered
trying to evacuate, merely writing off everyone here to their deaths, so why
would they care about trying to kill Paul’s fleet? The more Star Force
personnel who died here the better, and if they had managed to kill most or all
of the fleet with the mines then they probably would have considered the loss
of their homeworld suitable compensation.


Ripples of invisible energy formed around Paul as he
let his fury flow out of his mind and into his body. The Jumat energy pooled
around him, then in a split second of rage he threw it all at the wall to his
left, denting a two meter wide crater into it with a crunch.


Paul forced a slow breath, transitioning his internal
fire into ice. He had a moment to spare while the Admiral worked, but he needed
to get his mind into as efficient a mode as possible before he went back at it,
which was why he’d allowed himself to bleed off that Jumat blast. There was no
way to bring back those who were lost, and they were going to have to kill
every lizard in this system anyway, so there wasn’t even a chance for
vengeance. The lizards had won the opening round, and there was no undoing
that.


A crewmember ran into view in the short hallway behind
Paul, with the trailblazer waving him off. “It’s ok. I just punched the wall in
frustration.”


The crewer looked at the
dent and nodded. “We all feel the same way. Make these bastards pay for it.”


“Unless they surrender, none of them are leaving this
system alive,” Paul said firmly.


“You’re still going to offer…after this?”


“Yes,” Paul said simply, getting himself back into
‘Admiral’ mode. “They won’t accept it, but if we don’t offer then they will
have scored another victory in being able to manipulate us. And if even one of
them surrenders, that’ll be a victory for us.”


“I guess more dead lizards mean nothing to their
leaders.”


“I highly doubt it.”


“Sorry for the suggestion.”


Paul shook his head. “Wanting to get back at the lizards
is the correct emotional response. How you apply it is the tricky part. The
most obvious method is not always the right one.”


“Point taken,” the crewman said, excusing herself with
a nod and disappearing back around the intact wall that separated the command
nexus from the rest of the bridge. 


Paul stood there for a moment, thinking. Sometimes you
did just need to hit something, immediately. Unfortunately this war was about
the lizards expanding, which meant they were actually winning. Lose 1 world,
gain 10 more, even if that one was their homeworld. Taking this system was
going to hurt the lizards for sure, but they weren’t defeating them in coming
here. The lizards would survive as a race, even if these would die, and they
would spread and build elsewhere. Already the Voku had identified three systems
in the coreward half of lizard territory that had partially operational
shipyard rings. They’d destroyed one of them, but it was clear the lizards were
just building new, albeit small at this point, core worlds in their new
territories even as Star Force was taking their originals down.


The lizard expansion systems were weak, Paul knew, but
damn the V’kit’no’sat for keeping Star Force from going after them when they
were done here. Risking detection wasn’t worth it, otherwise Paul and the
others could hunt down and kill all of these bastards given enough time. With
that no longer an option with their coreward expansion, the victories Star
Force was going after were selective. Taking out the original lizard empire,
for one, was no small thing. And with the eventual fall of this system and the
rest of the core worlds they’d be sending a big message to this part of the
galaxy that the lizards were not unbeatable. They might be numerous, but not
superior.


Star Force was the new power in the region, and even
The Nexus was going to take notice when the lizard capitol fell, for they knew
this enemy was not as small as they pretended it to be. Davis had learned that
much from his contacts, and they were relieved they were no longer encroaching
into Nexus space in force. One less threat for them to deal with on their very
long list.


But there was no getting around the people lost here.
Had Paul or the others even suspected the lizards could set up this type of
minefield so fast they would have prepared for it, but they’d never used this
tactic before and the idea of them cannibalizing a shipyard ring to do it had
never crossed Paul’s mind. He’d always known the lizards were adaptable and
innovative, and a part of him was kicking himself for not seeing this
possibility. Next time they’d make sure a scout was sent in just prior to the
invasion so they wouldn’t have this much time to work with, but their rate of
mine laying scared Paul, for he knew there would still be several days gap
between when a scout ship left the target and when the attacking convoy would
arrive, especially if that convoy was going slow enough to come out in middle
stellar orbit or higher.


He’d have to send multiple scouts and leave some
behind to watch for mine laying so they could transmit a warning to the
incoming convoy, allowing them to divert like they were now.


Damn it, why hadn’t they thought of that before?


Because tearing
apart an entire ring around a planet in a little over a month is nuts, Paul
admitted. It had probably taken them centuries to build that one ring, maybe
more if it was one of the earlier ones in their empire. But if you were going
to lose it anyway, why not take it apart yourself and put it to use. 


This mission was already a failure, but Paul and the
others still had a job to do.


He stepped back into the nexus and linked into the
system, getting a couple of messages from his fellow trailblazers that were
variations on curses and facepalms. None of them were
happy, but an initial report from the first boarding party on the Manticore was picking up localized
emergency beacons. Low power and long lasting, the beacons were used to
highlight regions within the ship to rescue crews to allow them to find
survivors in lifeboat-like enclosures or other makeshift sanctuaries.


That didn’t mean anyone was still alive after the
radiation cooking they’d got in near the star, but if they were only half dead
Paul had a V’kit’no’sat regenerator onboard that would bring them back.
Hopefully they’d be able to pull at least one person back from this ambush.


In the meantime crews were heading out to do emergency
repairs on the Excalibur while they
were away from combat. The damage was such that they’d need a shipyard to fix
it all, but some band aids could be applied here and there to the massive
construct…and that mass was the reason why Paul wasn’t taking a dip in the star
himself. That, combined with the higher shield strength, had blocked or
dampened enough of the mine hits to allow the Excalibur to survive.


And judging from the damage reports, she wasn’t just
alive but still combat capable. Not 100% by a long shot, but she wasn’t going
to be a spectator in this fight.


As the Star Force convoys were continuing to emerge
from their jumps around the system Paul saw the lizard fleets in low stellar
orbit begin to detach and race out towards the jumppoints to engage them before
they could get all their ships here. The fighting was about to go down in a
very heavy way, but Star Force had enough ships in play to keep their footholds
while the rest arrived, and at the moment it seemed the lizards were ignoring
the Excalibur entirely.


As soon as the Manticore
debris was searched his ship was heading back in. Until then his convoy
commanders would be in charge of the fighting, for he was too far away to
suffer the signal lag, making him for the moment a mere spectator while his
peers were the ones calling the shots as the first lizard ships came into
contact and the battle for this system began.
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June 16, 3202


Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)


Middle Zone



 

Paul hadn’t slept in 2 days, having taken only the
mildest of breaks that amounted to a grand total of 23 minutes absent from the
nexus onboard the Excalibur. After
recovering 6 survivors from the Manticore his command ship had jumped its way back across
the star system to rejoin the fight underway at the entry jumppoint. All 834
jumpships in his convoy had already arrived and deployed drones by that time
and the lizards hadn’t backed off, preferring to meet the invaders and fight to
the death and kill as many of them as they could rather than playing a waiting
game that they knew they would badly lose.


There were so many ships in play across all 12
jumppoints that even after 2 straight days of fighting there were still some
active lizard ships out there amongst the debris. Paul’s mind was locked on
them, sending orders to a few drone pilots as to what routes to take through
the debris to head them off as the Excalibur
sat broken but not defeated amongst a mass of Warship-class jumpships while they all remotely controlled their
smaller, unmanned kin. Some others were out near the combat, but with so much
debris in the area it was easier for the drones to skirt around it solo,
leaving the giant manned ships back to lick their wounds while their crews
hunted down the remaining lizard ships.


This battle was already won, but Paul wasn’t going to
allow an extra drone to get destroyed out of sloppiness, and that’s exactly
what the lizards were attempting to do before they died. They were maneuvering
around the debris rather than making a suicidal charge, getting Star Force to
chase them in the hopes of setting an ambush for one or more of the drones.


But so long as he and other Archons were watching over
and guiding the battle they didn’t have a chance. It took another 5 hours to
clean up what was left of the lizards near Paul’s jumppoint, then he finally
was able to let his mind wind down as he checked the status of the other fleets
around the system.


Four were already clear, with the other seven being in
their final stages of cleaning up as well. There had been over 12 million
lizard cruisers here and some 730,000 Star Force drones carried by 9,421
jumpships, plus 73 command ships. Paul was grateful that this had not been one
massive battle, for his alone had been far too large and his mind was starting
to object fiercely now that the adrenaline was wearing off.


The crew had been rotating in and out, so they were
all fairly fresh, but he was not. Even with his Inas he was barely holding his
mind together after such a long, continuous intense effort.


Paul walked out of the nexus and down the short hall,
turning the corner and coming onto the bridge where he caught Franken’s
attention.


“Admiral, I’ve got to crash. Hold the fleet here until
the others get done fighting, but get us clear of the debris field…no, check
that. Start clearing the jump lane. Nudge it to the side so we can recover it
later. Unless we come under attack again, don’t wake me. I’ll get back to you
when I’m sane again.”


“Understood. Do you want a courier sent back warning
of the minefield?”


Paul hesitated, kicking himself for not thinking of
that. “Find out if anyone has done that already and send one if they haven’t. I
am so brain fried right now.”


“Most of the Archons didn’t rest,” the Admiral told
him, having already checked their status. “The fleet can hold itself together
while you guys crash. I promise we won’t break anything until you wake up.”


Paul nodded. “Good work today…or, days. Make sure the
crew knows it. That was a nasty fight after a nasty ambush and no one tanked.”


“Did you expect them to?” the Admiral asked, a mix of
curiosity and wounded pride. 


“I don’t know what I expected. We haven’t lost that
many people in a very long time,” Paul said, rubbing his eyes. “Damn I’m fried.
Anything else I’m forgetting?”


“We just destroyed the largest fleet in lizard
history.”


“That we know of…and it’s still not over yet. If the
others ask for help be ready to send it, but I don’t think they will. And get
some ships in low orbit so no lizards can sneak out.”


“And we can poach any incoming traffic?”


“Yeah,” Paul said, unable to stifle a yawn. “I’m out
of here.”


“Take as much time as you need,” Franken insisted as
Paul walked off the bridge. He got halfway to his quarters when he saw Riona
step out in front of him, surprised that he hadn’t noticed her mental presence
before that.


“You alright?” she asked, not looking all that well
herself having come from a secondary nexus onboard the ship.


“Fried. You?”


“Yeah, but that’s not what I meant.”


“What then?”


“The mines.”


Paul’s face slacked a bit, but he didn’t have much
wherewithal left in him to lose. He was starting to get dizzy now that he
wasn’t forcing himself to hold together during the battle. “I’m not ok with it,
but it feels like it happened a long time ago. How are you doing?”


“Ticked and tired. Wanna
crash?”


“That’s where I’m headed.”


“My quarters are closer.”


“By about 200 meters.”


“Do you really feel like walking that extra 200?”


“No,” Paul admitted. “Thanks,” he said as they began
walking again. 


Neither one said another word, nor did they have any
telepathic conversations. There wasn’t much to be said and neither one was in
good enough shape for a coherent discussion. They both needed to rest hard and
get themselves back into play so they could oversee the next stage of the
invasion. There wasn’t a rush per se, but with the lizards you never wanted to
give them extra time to get clever with…and the mine field was ample evidence
of what they could do in a very short span of time.


When they got to Riona’s
quarters Paul followed her in and shut the door, then both of them crashed on
her bed and fell asleep as soon as they let their last bit of resistance go,
knowing they had time to recover and allowing themselves to indulge in that
blissful rest.



 

Paul was back on the bridge and in the nexus 9 hours
later, still a bit groggy and needing to get in a shakeout run, but wanting to
get himself up to speed on the situation first. According to the battlemap
feeds that were flowing across the system constantly like a giant net
connecting every single Star Force ship, the naval combat was now over save for
some intercepts happening near the star. A good number of the lizard cargo
jumpships had tried to make it out and run the blockade, with some 18 ships out
of over 2,000 having made it on some very long jumplines that were questionable
as to whether or not they could accurately hit the destination star. The rest
were now additional junk that drones were going around to and destroying
further rather than allowing any surviving lizards to slowly suffocate or
freeze to death.


As per standard orders, surrender offers were going
out on a regular basis…and as per standard lizard protocol they were all being
subsequently ignored. Star Force would keep sending them though, right up until
the last of them were dead or they broke their trend and actually accepted.


Looking around the rest of the system he saw the
remaining lizard civilian ships clustering near the battlestations or shipyard
rings. The latter they were going to board and take as previously done, though
there was now one less to claim. That would save them some time, but first
they’d need to take out the battlestations and any other defensive emplacements
the lizards had in orbit around the various planets.


There were also a large number of warehouses here,
more so than even in the other core worlds that they’d taken to date. What each
contained varied greatly. Some had spare parts, foodstuffs, old ships,
explosives, raw materials…they were never the same, and a few previously had
been booby-trapped. They’d all need to be inspected and safed
before being ticked off the threat list, and unless there was a reason to
destroy them Paul wasn’t going to. Everything in this system would eventually
be recycled and used to fuel Star Force, so breaking things up with weaponsfire
was counterproductive when you’d just have to hunt down those many drifting
pieces later.


There was a complication, however. Of the six
inhabited planets, and there were others with outposts on them, there was a
large tract of land on one that was not covered with cityscape. The scout ship
had noted this and Paul was getting updates on that location now that they had
ships in closer, with him seeing that the land was housing billions of varying
races that the lizards used for food.


Star Force would not be targeting them from orbit, and
the last time they’d taken a lizard farm thankfully their intentions hadn’t
been noticed. Paul hoped this would also be the case, for as long as the
lizards didn’t realize they intended on rescuing the lizard livestock then they
wouldn’t try to use them to their advantage. The only reason that hadn’t
occurred to date was the fact that the previous farms taken had occurred in a
single swoop that didn’t allow for any communications out of the system.


That was prudent so the lizards couldn’t learn as much
from Star Force’s tactics. When a system went dark, as far as the rest of the
lizard empire was concerned, Star Force didn’t want them knowing what had
happened to it short of risking to send in a scout ship of their own. If the
lizards here didn’t realize that their cattle were on the Star Force priority
list, then hopefully they’d still be alive after the lizards were all
dead…though Paul could see them killing them just to spite the invaders, and he
hoped that didn’t come to pass here.


All the other core worlds they’d taken thus far didn’t
have farms in them, for it seemed they were too costly to maintain as a food
supply for such enormous populations. Shipments of meat were then brought in to
them in some form of priority system. How that worked was still uncertain
despite Star Force having accessed a lot of lizard databases in the core worlds
they took. Who got the meat and who didn’t wasn’t noted, so maybe it was based
on an informal system that was so basic, or perhaps mentally ingrained into
them, that they didn’t need to bother recording it in their computer logs.


There were plenty of farm worlds, large ones even,
spread throughout lizard territory that Star Force had taken previously, but
none of them were located within the surrounding cityscape. The fact that there
was one here was noteworthy, for it seemed the capitol wanted its own local
supply of meat rather than having to ship it in in lesser numbers.


Yet one more reason these bastards had to be stopped. 


Right now though that farm region was sitting
underneath its own powerful energy shields. Not to protect the foodstock, but to deny an enemy an easy landing zone. In
fact there was no place on any of the six planets that wasn’t covered with
either a plate-like shield or a domed variety. Not one square inch of vulnerability,
and the shields here were registering significantly increased power levels.
That had been anticipated, due to the fact that it was their capitol, but what
Paul was seeing now showed shield density matrixes 3x what they should have
been.


The lizards had gotten another tech upgrade.


Paul chewed on his lower lip as he thought. The shield
strength wasn’t going to save them, but it would mean Star Force would lose
more drones to the anti-orbital batteries while knocking out that first hole
through which to land ground troops…and he was sure that all of these guns were
cleansing beams. Based off the distribution pattern on the surface, the density
of the batteries had increased as well, not to mention the placement of several
sites that exceeded previously encountered weaponry. Either these were bigger
versions of the same weapons or the lizards had kept something in reserve for
their capitol.


He wondered about that. Why hold something back when
you could do more damage by spreading the tech around everywhere? Then again,
Earth had some beefy defenses of its own not seen elsewhere, or at least not
yet, due to the cost of producing them. Epsilon Eridani was building one of the
massive Bra’hem beam turrets right now, but they required so much solari that
they weren’t cost effective within Star Force yet. 


Earth currently had 7 of them and was working on an
eighth, and every Archon knew why it had to have the big guns before any other
planet did. 


But if that’s the same idea that the lizards had taken
to here, they’d been at it for a very, very long time. And given their more
recent cleansing beam additions, whatever these big guns were couldn’t have
been that advanced…or had they seen the writing on the wall and just went all
out in building the biggest and hardest system to take in order to kill as many
Star Force ships and troops as they could as a massive middle finger while they
trotted off to their coreward territory?


“Yeah, I’m getting the feeling that’s exactly what
they did,” he whispered to himself as he looked through more updates across all
six major planets. The minor ones were airless and had a plethora of mining
sites, most of which seemed abandoned, and from the mass readings he knew they
were now hollow. What was inside he didn’t know, but they’d find out before
hitting the inhabited worlds.


Paul had access to a file sharing system that no one
else did aside from the trailblazers, and inside it he had already seen that
some of the others had claimed targets for their own. Given that they were still
spread out across the system and couldn’t talk to each other in real time, this
was the best way to communicate and they knew each other so well they could do
so shorthand to save a lot of time. 


Right now the targets tagged were orbital ones, with the
battlestations being divvied up but not all claimed yet. Paul ignored them and
decided to tackle two of the minor planets that were orbiting each other. The
binary pair wasn’t equally balanced, though the larger one was reading less
mass than the smaller, with it swinging in a more robust orbit as the two
danced around one another. 


Paul also included the handful of orbital
installations and battlestations there, completely claiming those two locations
for his fleet to handle while the other 11 fleets went about taking down
varying pieces of the lizard defenses and infrastructure. That was one of the
advantages of having other trailblazers here. He could totally depend on them
to get things done and Paul didn’t feel that he had to watch over their shoulders
in the slightest. Had he assigned Riona to such a task he could have trusted
her to get it done without him worrying, but with the other trailblazers he
knew they might well come up with ideas that he wouldn’t, making them more than
just replacements for him in those other engagements, and perhaps even his
superior in some circumstances.


He’d make sure to review what they did later so he
could steal any good ideas, but right now he was going to focus on this pair of
minor planets and find out what was hollowed out inside both, for even the more
massive one was reading less of a gravitational field than it should have. Even
if he wasn’t curious, everything in this system that was lizard had to be
checked out and cleansed of inhabitation. 


It was going to take some time to clear the mine
fields and neither Paul nor the others wanted to start bringing in their ground
troops until that was done. While there wasn’t supposed to be anyone else
arriving here he was worried that Cal-com might show up anyway. He’d originally
planned to help Paul with decapitating the lizard empire, but a priority target
had been discovered just on the other side of the coreward boundary line where
Star Force wouldn’t go and Cal-com had wanted to knock it out before it could
help strengthen the surrounding systems.


Paul had agreed, knowing that even if they allowed a
tiny piece of a shipyard ring to get established it would flood cruisers to the
surrounding systems and begin to snowball once it got a big enough supply fleet
established to keep the raw materials flowing. Symbolism of taking the capitol
aside, the more of these big targets in the region where Star Force wouldn’t go
that the Voku could take out would see a significant impact going forward. Maybe
not for Star Force, but for others fighting against them…or those just trying
to survive a little longer before they were annihilated. 


Paul hated to say it, but maybe if this dragged on
longer the Skarron empire might get their head out of
their ass and send the type of reinforcements to fight the lizards that he
guessed they were capable of. They might have been in a situation like The
Nexus, with so many threats they couldn’t focus on just one, but Paul had to
believe that an empire so large that it dwarfed what the lizards had built
could squash this invasion if they put their full force behind it and for some
reason they hadn’t been willing to do that yet.


Regardless of their situation, the lizard capitol was
going down and Paul knew Star Force had assembled more than enough drones to
make it happen, so he’d told Cal-com to go hunting elsewhere with the ships
he’d been gathering for this invasion. The Voku were currently invading other
lizard worlds, almost as many as Star Force was, with more and more troops
flowing out from their home territory to assist in the massive lizard cleansing
effort and the patrolling and holding of the territory thus liberated from
them.


But it would be just like Cal-com to send some ships
to help mop up the lizards after the big push and he didn’t want any of them
running into these mine fields. To him, getting these moved was the first
priority, and several of the other trailblazers had already begun dealing with
theirs in a hope to clean out the ‘highways’ before anyone could accidentally
stumble upon them or the cleaning crews…which was why all the ships were keeping
a keen eye on incoming stellar reflectivity. If there was a ship incoming they
might be able to warn them off just in time, and if not they still needed to
get out of the way themselves…and with a sky full of debris they couldn’t just
zip out of there in a straight line in any direction they wanted.


Mine field
first, pair of planets second, Paul settled on. Lizard homeworld we’ll save for last.
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June 29, 3202


Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)


Hemratik



 

With his fleet split up dealing with multiple targets
in the minor planets, Paul stood in the bridge nexus as the command ship
scanned the planet they’d just rid of orbital defenses. Now that they were able
to get in this close they had a better picture of what was below the
surface…and it was showing enormous caverns within the lighter of the two
planets that were reading gaseous atmosphere and water in different sections.


That was about all their sensors could tell them, for
the outer crust of the planet was still solid rock. He saw the water and could
think of only a few possibilities, then found Riona’s
presence within the battlemap network and sent her a direct question through
the mind-linked computer systems.


Thoughts?


They probably
hollowed out the planet mining then repurposed it for habitation. The water
could be storage reserves or maybe living space for a pocket of their aquatic
variants.


They can breathe
air too, Paul pointed out. This may
be some sort of training facility.


Lizard
challenges?


Maybe. They have
to figure out what the hell they’re doing somewhere to develop the genetic
memories, and I doubt they have that many veteran survivors to pull information
from. Everything they’ve built seems to be localized, so if they do have a
training zone, or maybe a full-fledged experimental planet, it would make
sense.


You mean having
lizards fight each other to study new tactics?


Paul cringed. No,
and I really hope you’re wrong about that. I was thinking more along the lines
of prototype testing. Their aquatics variants are latter editions, so where did
they develop and refine their biological abilities?


There are plenty
of lizard planets with oceans on them. You want to go down and have a look?


Any reason I
shouldn’t?


They might blow
up the planet.


We’ll be
careful. Wanna come with?


Normally I’d say
yes, but you’ll feel better if I’m up here running things so you can go
explore. If the lizards have secrets they want hidden from us, better to go
find them before they have a chance to destroy them.


Point taken, Paul
agreed. Bring as many ships down as
needed for an intense scan. Find me someplace to knock.


Will do. How
many are you taking?


I think 20 ought
to do it.


For an entire
planet?


For a scouting
mission. I’ll call in reserves if needed, but I don’t think there’s any reason
to wait for the troop ships to get here.


Have fun
storming the castle.


Paul laughed, but that didn’t transmit through the
system. 


As you wish,
he answered in kind before releasing his hold on the control sphere and backing
out of the nexus. With a few words to the bridge crew, he left the ship in
their hands and his fleet in Riona’s as they
continued their more or less mundane orbital sweeping activities and headed off
into the ship to armor up and grab a team of Archons from the ship’s crew and
the limited ground troops contained within the central plug of the ship, though
the TF wouldn’t be needed today.



 

When Paul got into a dropship with 19 other Archons
and set off from the command ship, Riona already had him a target and a handful
of drones ready to escort them down. Unlike on other worlds, this one wasn’t
defended at all. The now destroyed battlestations had been all the obvious
weaponry either the worlds of Hemratik and Hegrasil had to their name, hence the exhaustive look for
concealed emplacements or machinery that could be coopted into explosive use. 


There were other drones literally hovering hundreds of
meters off the airless surface of this world, pulling detailed scans down
inside the planet looking for things that went boom or just trying to give him
a localized schematic of the facilities they contained. On the surface there
were structures, but only at a handful of sites, one of which was still getting
an up close look by several drone corvettes and one big cruiser. 


Paul’s dropship slid down between them to a docking
facility that had checked out, but the Archons didn’t try to blast in the
hangar doors or hack their way into the system. Rather they set down on the
rocky ground nearby and the 20 of them left the dropship at a run across the
airless surface. Paul led the way while half the others carried cargo with
them. 


As soon as they left, the dropship took off leaving
the Archons running in their assorted colors of armor across a couple hundred
meters of surface and up to the wall of one of the buildings that had no
surface entrance. There they set up their equipment, cutting through the flimsy
yet thick building material and installing a temporary airlock of their own
make, through which they all entered the lizard building and got their armor
out of airless mode and back to breathing the local interior atmosphere.


There were no lizards nearby. No troops waiting for
them to fight through. In fact there were no minds within detection range,
which seemed odd given that this facility was only some 19 miles wide on the
surface and Paul could sense a decent fraction of that distance.  Undeterred by the emptiness, the Archons
quickly made their way through what felt like a ghost town and over to the
hangar facility that they had bypassed and commandeered it. They placed a local
hack into the system via a small transmitter device that they were able to then
link to the ships above, allowing Star Force to send in dropships at any time
without having to blast their way through the bay doors.


Paul opened them experimentally, seeing that they
functioned and the energy fields holding in the atmosphere were working
properly, then he closed them again just in case there was a power failure…the
kind that could happen when Archons got to shooting things and the lizards went
about blowing themselves up in the process. 


After less than a minute Riona’s
voice entered his helmet.


“Paul, we got a schematic from their computer. There’s
a single shaft running from your location to the planet’s interior,” she said
as an updated map file was sent to his HUD. 


“Any idea why there’s no one around?”


“Mothball protocols are showing. Whatever they used
this place for in the past, it’s no longer relevant. And there’s no computer
link to the planet core.”


“Old mining base?”


“Something like that.”


“Alright. If we lose comms
expect a check-in within 48 hours. If you don’t hear from us send in a
retrieval team. If these guys can shut down the lifts we’ll need you to get
them back working again.”


“48, check.”


“Orbit still quiet?”


“As a tomb. Our other operations are progressing
normally and I’m not picking up any alerts from the other fleets. You’re good
to go exploring.”


“Later,” he said, cutting the comm
and leading the Archon team across the empty complex to the lift shafts that
ran down deep inside the planet. They were all located at the same place, but
there were hundreds of individual lifts clustered together like a fiber optic
bundle, save for each little line was the width of a several dropships. There
were no smaller ones to be found, so his team walked out onto one of the football
field-sized chambers obviously meant for bulk cargo transfers and began to ride
it down using the small cupola attached to the side that had operating
controls. 


The entire chamber was self-contained, so when they
began moving an energy field snapped over the open side of the big box as the
lift tunnel wall replaced the view of the facility interior and quickly began
flashing by as the lift gained speed. It took them more than an hour to make it
to the bottom of the route, with the giant car slowing gradually and the first
lizard minds popping up on the periphery of Paul’s senses.


“Contacts,” he advised, knowing the others wouldn’t
pick them up so soon. “Let’s keep this quiet until we see what’s going on.”


And by quiet they all knew meant mentally disabling
the lizards from range. Two mages stood ready to assist him with that and battlemelds as needed, but there were only a few lizards
nearby when the lift finally settled in place and he was able to put them to
sleep himself without incident.


The group walked out of the now shieldless entrance
and onto a small loading dock that didn’t match the massive nature of the lift
cars. There was ample room to offload cargo, but it appeared to Paul that the
structures he was seeing now were add-ons after the mining endeavors had run
their course, for there was no way these small docks could have handled the
massive amounts of raw ore that would have been funneling up to the surface.


In fact these were mainly storage areas with much
smaller access points into the rest of the facility, able to be offloaded with
supplies that would then be moved to the interior by hand or small mechanisms.
If all of the lift shafts were so equipped it suggested that there was still
cargo transfer occurring, but not of the nature that the lift shafts had been
designed for.


But then why the ghost town above? Maybe the cargo
transfers were sporadically spaced and didn’t require an onsite maintenance
staff.


Whatever was down here looked to be fairly low key. Maybe it was the star system’s version of a closet. If
that was the case then they could make use of it. Most lizard infrastructure
was recycled when Star Force took a planet, but given that this was the
interior of one they might be able to use it with only some minor redecorating.
If and when they got the six major planets cleansed of lizards there were going
to be a huge amount of recycling efforts ongoing, and assuming they still
controlled the 5 rings they were going to need a place to store the raw
materials being produced by them. 


Paul could definitely make use of a planet-sized
locker for that, knowing that in other core systems they’d taken that they’d
had to scale back the planetary recycling efforts due to the fact that the
rings would fill up with material that couldn’t be used fast enough to produce
products…and then those products had to go somewhere. As big as the rings were,
when the recycling teams really got up to steam they could move an insane
amount of material. 


Given how much there would be to process here, this
planet might come in handy and give them a place to store either the raw
materials or the finished products without having to ship them out of the
system or back down to the surface into newly built warehouses or even out on
massive plains of bedrock where they were just stacking cargo cubes up for lack
of places to put them until transport convoys could arrive. 


So little could be transported between star systems
that they needed local options for just about everything, and having a lift
system already in place with a potentially planetary core empty for their use
would be a really nice prize to snag.


Paul led his team over to the first of some 30 lizards
that Paul had detected from afar and knocked out with his Ikrid, then as the
others waited he knelt down beside it and retracted his armored glove. He
pressed his pale skin against its green scales to pull a deep scan that would
easily bypass the sleep state and give him access to the lizard’s memories.


Sorting through it all was always a pain in the ass,
but he was familiar enough with lizard minds to know where to begin his search…their
recent memories. From there he could link to anything like following an old
school internet pattern, finding one site that would link into another or another.
Unfortunately there wasn’t a search engine involved, but he could process the
links so fast that it almost looked like there was to outsiders.


“It’s residential,” he said aloud rather than
transmitting what he was seeing to them telepathically, preferring to use his
full power to root out secrets, “but not for lizards. This is a giant prison
facility.”


“For who?” a striker asked. “They kill everyone they
come across.”


“They coopt a few,” a mage reminded him.


“Are these some that they double-crossed or a slave
labor force?” a ranger asked.


“Experiments,” Paul added. “Not labor. They have
pockets of races kept here and forced to reproduce so they don’t run out.”


“What kind of experiments?”


“Research. This one doesn’t know what, but I’d guess
genetic. We know the lizards developed their aquatic variant not that long ago,
and they probably did the same with the others as well. If they’re
experimenting on other races long term they may be developing new ones or
making tweaks to existing ones.”


“Who do they have here?” another striker asked.


“Races that I’m not familiar with, but this one thinks
they were all conquests. Races that the lizards defeated,” he said, pausing as
he made a connection and quickly sought out confirmation. “Trophies. In
addition to the research, this is the galactic trophy case.”


“Of those they’ve defeated,” the mage commented. “How
sick.”


“The water pockets,” Paul said with a silent curse.
“How stupid can I be?”


“What is it?” another mage asked with concern. 


“I’m trying to find a memory, but this one hasn’t
worked in any of the water sections. He does know that some of the prison areas
are for aquatics.”


“That makes sense if they developed an aquatic
variant.”


“Do any of you know who Ariel is?”


“The Archon?” one of them asked.


“I’ll take that as a no,” he said, releasing the
lizard and resealing his armored glove over his hand as it transformed back to
match his exact dimensions. “They’ve got a decent-sized staff on planet, but no
combat troops. We need to clear them all out.”


“Just us?”


Paul smiled. “We could if we took our time, but that’s
not what I meant.”


“And what about this one?” a ranger asked.


The trailblazer lifted the lizard off the ground and
floated him out in front of him. “I hate killing these guys when they’re
asleep, but I don’t want them running off and sounding an alarm that might
result in them killing the prisoners. We need to find some place to stash these
guys while we find a control center and figure out if they have any booby-traps
in place.”


“I’ll take this one,” a mage offered and Paul gave him
the silent telekinetic handoff. 


“Should we collect the others?” a striker asked.


“Can you sense them?”


“A few.”


“Alright, split up and grab all the ones I knocked
out. If you sense any more at distance leave them be. If they see you knock
them out. I’ll look for some place to stash them while we go exploring.”


With that the twenty Archons split up and headed in
different directions, with Paul pointing out the locations of all the lizards
on his battlemap just to make sure they didn’t miss any of the now unconscious
minds.
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It didn’t take Paul long to find a control room, set
off the entrance facility that was designed as both control hub and barracks
for the prison guards for the immediate area. After disabling the lizards in
the chamber he stood over top one of the lizard control panels and accessed the
system, having gotten fairly good at it over the years and seeing that their
computer systems remained virtually identical to those they’d first encountered
on Corneria. There were doubtlessly upgrades to the computer power and
abilities, but the interface was the same. 


It took him a while, but eventually he was able to
access the other regions that this hub didn’t oversee, getting a schematic for
the entire hollowed out moon. From there he dug into personnel files, both for
the prisoners and the guards, finding that there was barely a skeleton staff of
lizards here and no troops anywhere in the planet. As far as the prisoners
went, there were over a million of them. 


Paul wondered how they were being fed and soon
discovered internal processing factories that made foodstuffs and a delivery
schedule for additional raw materials. A lot of stuff was being recycled
locally, but there were still steady deliveries being made to supplement what
was being grown here and…yeah, they had internal livestock farms as well. Those
weren’t included in the prisoner list, but apparently they were raising them
here as well then chopping them up and feeding them to the prisoners.


Bastards.


What he needed to know was whether there were any
doomsday mechanisms in place, either for the facility or just the prisoners.
Worming his way through the lizard system took time, a lot of time, in fact,
with the other Archons all cycling back to his position before he had an answer.


“Prisoners are rounded up and stuffed in a barracks
compartment,” a mage reported. “All are napping.”


“If they have any precautionary measures against
invasion, they’re not easily accessible,” Paul said, still working through the
systems. “I’m starting to think there are none.”


“Doesn’t mean they can’t kill the prisoners by other
means,” another mage pointed out.


“Get somebody back into comm
range and get a message to Riona. Have her get me as many Archons and troops as
she can from the fleet and send them down here. We’re going to need to purge
this facility of lizards quickly.”


“It’s a planet,” a striker questioned. “How fast can
we manage that?”


“With a lot of running, it’s manageable. The personnel
are clustered into specific areas and only go out into the prisoner realms
occasionally, so there’s a lot less territory to cover than it seems. We’ll
need at least 10,000 to make this work, and we’ll hold position here quietly
until we get those numbers.”


“Ship’s crew?”


Paul shook his head. “No. Ground troops on the command
ships and as many Archons, Knights, and Commandos as you can strip off the
others. I don’t want anyone down here without armor.”


“I’ll relay the message,” the mage said, turning about
and running back through the facility in the direction of the big lift shafts. 


“And by quiet you mean?” a striker asked. 


“We hold position and knock out anyone who wanders
into this area while I keep digging. Other than that, make yourselves
comfortable. We’re going to be here a while.



 

‘A while’ turned into 17 hours before Paul had his
10,000 and then some troops assembled on the loading docks and beginning to
file out through the facility towards individual targets that he’d given them.
Some were heading to horizontal lifts that connected various sections of the
facility while others were going to smaller vertical ones that accomplished the
same thing. The core was a hollowed out sphere where the habitats had been
constructed, all with artificial gravity, so there were thousands of cubic
miles to search and neutralize lizards on.


Some of that space was made up of rock forming
structural columns that kept the thick crust of the planet from collapsing in
on the structures, but most of the internal space were the preserves. Park-like
areas where the prisoners lived in a more or less ‘natural’ habitat like a zoo.
There were even observation platforms set up for visitors to look out over the
lizards’ conquests, and when too many of them died or were expended in various
experiments or other activities they’d be compelled to reproduce…either
naturally or forced via more medical ‘treatments.’ 


There wasn’t a lot logged now, but occasionally across
the planet there were scheduled abductions from the preserves where the lizards
would go in and capture who they wanted, then take them to facilities where
they did whatever it was they wanted…including eating them. He’d found evidence
that some higher ranking lizards were allowed the privilege of consuming the
prisoners. Not enough to threaten their population numbers, but they were
considered a delicacy. 


Recently there had been no such consumptions, dating
back for nearly 13 years. To Paul that told him the lizard leaders were long
gone from this system, having evacuated prior to the invasion and took who knew
what with them. There were still masterminds in the system, Paul knew that from
how the fleets had fought, but the templars and sovereigns were obviously gone.


He’d expected as much, but it seemed they hadn’t been
able to take their living trophies with them, and he hoped there was a lot more
they’d been forced to leave behind…though he expected most of it to be loaded
up with booby-traps to kill interested Archons.


That was why he’d spent so much time digging through
the lizard computer systems. If there was a failsafe mechanism it would
probably be manually triggered, meaning that the lizards in this facility would
need to have a quick way to activate it. That meant it should have been easy
for Paul to find, but there was nothing he could locate. There was still the chance
that there were hidden automated triggers, but nothing he’d found even hinted
at there being destructive mechanisms built into the preserves.


His skills were decent, but he’d also had some
software techs brought down in armor to take over the job from him. They’d stay
here under guard in combat mode just in case the atmosphere suddenly vented
from the facility. If they secured this place he’d be able to bring down people
in a shirtsleeve environment, but he wasn’t going to risk that yet. The lizards
had known they were coming here for years and had plenty of time to prepare all
kinds of subtle surprises for them.


So Paul left the hackers, which were commonly called
‘slicers’ when it involved alien computer systems, to their task and headed off
with a small detachment of Archons to one of the internal lifts after releasing
their prisoners. He woke them up himself and the Archons had telekinetically
held them in place as they instructed them to go and tell the others here that
they had the option of surrendering and living, but that if they didn’t they’d
all be hunted down and killed shortly.


Part of those lizards tried to attack the Archons,
humorously, without being able to lay a finger on them. Eventually they gave up
and left with the others, running off into the facility as Paul made an
announcement to everyone via the comms and internal
computer systems that he had the slicers keep sending out. 


He had no doubt those lizards they’d released would
fight to the death, but Star Force didn’t kill prisoners and they’d at least
have a choice in their own fates. That said, while Paul gave them a head start,
any lizards they ran into from this point on that didn’t surrender to them were
going to be killed on sight. 


The trailblazer had a renewed anger at the lizards
after reading through some of the things that had been happening here, so now
that he had the terms of engagement set to his liking he wasn’t going to hold
back. 


With teams spreading throughout the planet’s interior
heading to very distant locations where there were clusters of enemies present,
Paul took his 12 Archon group over to the water regions. He’d called for and
received his aquatics armor from the ship, as had the eleven others with him.
He’d swapped it out back in the control room and was now clunkily
running through the facility, but that sensation would disappear when he got in
the water. 


But first he had lizards to kill, and when they got to
the end of the last lift transit the doors opened to reveal lizards waiting for
them with weapons drawn. They opened fire immediately, but there was no chance
of them getting through the Archons’ shields in the few seconds it took the superhumans to cross the floor to get to them. A handful of
seconds later the lizards were dead and the Archons were moving on, noting that
these had been aquatic variants, and eventually split up and hunted down all
the lizards in this area, after which they regrouped in the local control room for
a quick look through the database.


Some of the logs were identical to what he’d accessed
remotely, but some were only stored here and dealing with the various aquatic
races they held, each in a separate preserve. This control hub oversaw 6
different ones, with others being services by other locations. Paul would get
to those eventually, but as he reviewed the basics of the security measures he
found no booby-traps or defensive weapons aside from around the entry hatches.
Beyond that there was nothing for the inhabitants to attack, with the solid
walls around the chamber leading to nowhere even if they had somehow dug
through them. 


“Let’s go,” Paul said, leading the Archons out to one
of the observation platforms that existed above water level. Most were beneath
the artificial lakes and accessible via clear tunnels that would take them in
amidst the denizens but safe from any potential threat by the thick, clear
material of the tubes, but there were a handful above the waterline where the
lizards could look down on the surface where some races would poke up for air or
even on small bits of land for those that were amphibious.


The preserve Paul was heading to did
not contain any of those, nor were they air breathers, but they had open air
access anyway in addition to the subsurface entrances and exits.  When he got to one of the decks that existed
only a few meters above the calm lake he punched the safety glass and cracked
it. Several more hits reduced its structural integrity, then he summoned up a
distortion around the armor on his right arm and held it out towards the glass,
barely inches away, then released the Jumat blast.


The glass shattered and blew out over the lake,
falling into the water as the Archons jumped through the gap and followed it
down into the previously tranquil reservoir. Paul could already sense the
disruption in the minds below, but he also felt something sickly about them and
knew it wasn’t his imagination. 


He swam through the water using his armor’s jets with
the other Archons following in his wake as he headed towards the nearest group
of prisoners. Many swam away, knowing they couldn’t escape but not wanting to
submit to whatever was coming, but a few stayed put and Paul could sense that
they knew that they weren’t lizards, or at least anything like what they had
seen before.


Paul swam up near them then came to a halt some 20
meters away so not to spook them further, for he could feel their fear and how
it was a common place thing for them, choking and rotting away their minds. He
activated the translation program so that his armor would speak in the
impossible to reproduce Elarioni underwater language and addressed those
nearest to him.


“We are friends of the Elarioni and are not here to
hurt you. We have come to destroy the lizards and did not know you were here.
Now that we do, you will be freed.”


“You…you speak our words?” one asked, with the
translation coming from Paul’s own armor though he could also hear her actual
words as well as all other sounds in the watery environment.


“Yes. Your people taught them to us.”


“Who are you?”


“We are known as Star Force. My name is Paul. I’m
sorry to say that you must stay here a little while longer. My troops are
moving throughout this planet killing the lizards, but we did not bring any
aquatics capable ships with us. We will send for some to come here and take you
away, but it will take time. Right now I need to know if any of you know of any
means the lizards have of killing you before we can take you away. Are there
any explosives in here, poisons, or any other traps they could activate to
prevent us from saving you?”


The Elarioni around him, glowing with bioluminescent
on body patches and their golden eyes, didn’t speak. Their minds were having
such a hard time comprehending this that they were just locking up, with many
of them running through possible horrors that could result from this and others
trying to shut out emotions that were surging to the surface now that it
appeared that there was hope.


Paul gave them time, but eventually another swam up to
them from further away as the rest of the hundreds in this one lake swam nearby
but kept their distance, forming a huge circle around them, then extending it
down below in a bowl shape as what Paul sensed was their leader swam up to
within a few meters of him.


“We do not know much,” she apologized. “All those who
were brought here from the stars have since died. All of those you see here
were born here. We know our place well. There are no devices of which you
speak. The lizards come in and take us when they wish. Only their entry portal
is guarded with a stun weapon. Most of those who pass through it do not return.
Those that do are damaged or carrying fertilized eggs. I do not believe they
want us harmed unless it is done outside these walls. Are there really others
out there, like us, beyond this place?”


“Yes,” Paul said, telepathically trying to calm her
teetering nerves. “We are allied with some of your kin, while others are part
of our empire. We would have brought them with us, but we did not know you were
here.”


“What is happening outside?”


“We are taking this star system from the lizards.”


“Star system?”


Paul looked at her, suddenly realizing how little
these Elarioni knew. Whatever they’d been taught had to be passed down from one
to another, so they were probably very naïve…not to mention traumatized.


“There are many planets located around the nearest
star. The lizards own them and we are taking them away from them, as we have
been doing around all their other stars. There are many more that we have yet
to conquer, but this place is their capitol and contains their homeworld. Where
you are right now is inside a small planet further out from their main ones. It
is a prison. Do you understand what a prison is?”


“A place to keep people.”


“The lizards defeated a part of your race in battle
and took some of the survivors as prisoners, brought them here, and you were
descended from them. They claim you as their property, and we are here to take
you from them.”


“What will you do with us?” she said, worrying about a
number of things but also eager to and afraid to go someplace beyond these
walls. They were all she had ever known, but a part of her did not want to be
here and those conflicting thoughts were fighting inside her right now.


“We will take you away from here and let you live with
your kin. What happens to you after that will be your choice. You are not our
prisoners or our property. You will be free.”


“Free?”


“Free,” Paul said pointedly. “You may not fully
understand what that means, but no one will control you and you will be able to
go where you want when you want.”


Another Elarioni swam up near him, but stayed a little
bit behind the other one. “Are there others here?”


Paul searched her mind quickly, finding the reference
that he needed. 


“There are other prisons like this within the planet.
Some have other races, a few have Elarioni like you. You have had no contact
with them?”


“A few of us have been moved and they tell stories.”


“You are the first that I have found here, but I know
where the others are. I will leave and go tell them what is happening, but it
will be some time before I can get you out of here. Most of this place is air.”


Paul felt that word ripple through all of the Elarioni
here. ‘Air’ to them meant toxic and death, for they were purely water
breathers. “We will move you in water when we are able, but until then you must
wait here while we make preparations and remove the lizards from this place.
How much food do you have?”


“Very little. They give us additional pellets daily.
If they are not here we will not have enough food to live…” she said,
hesitating as she glanced at the others, summoning up as much courage as she
had. “We have hid a bit more over the years, so we are not in immediate need,
but it will not last long. How soon can you take us from this place?”


“Not soon enough. We’ll find what the lizards were
feeding you and make sure you have enough to survive until we can get you some
real food. We can make it on our ships, though I’m not sure how much will be
needed. Do you have a way of measuring time?”


“Feeding cycles.”


“Are any of your people injured?”


He could sense she didn’t want to answer that, fearing
for them, but he dosed her up heavily with trusting feelings and insulated her
from the subconscious telepathy that the Elarioni used. 


“Yes. Four are hurt. They are hidden.”


“Take me to them…so that I can help them,” he added
when her fear spiked out of control. “I don’t want any of you to die before we
can take you from this place.”


It took some more finagling but eventually Paul as
taken to a place on the floor of the facility where there were decent
approximations of rock and plants that would be in a natural lake. Stuffed into
a crevice were several Elarioni that showed visible signs of experimental
surgeries, with one in particular that was barely hanging onto life.


Paul swam down beside her and triggered his right
glove to retract. His wrist sealed around it so no water got into the rest of
his armor, but he needed physical contact to make his Haemra work. Talking the
Elarioni down took some time and he didn’t want to force this, but eventually
he got her permission and gently placed his alien hand on her thick tail that
replaced for what a Human would have been legs. He held the contact, numbing up
her body so she couldn’t feel the pain any longer, nor could she move, but he
let her retain her ability to talk to the others.


What the lizards had been doing involved several
internal organs that had been damaged and altered in ways that were crude and
not part of Elarioni physiology. He guessed they were waiting to see how long
the alterations lasted before this one died, then would probably study the
corpse and gather data. He was committed to make sure that didn’t happen here,
but he wasn’t going to be able to trigger a regrow of her organs with the
mutilated ones still here, so he triggered flash growth of tiny areas, making
patches and temporary alterations to try and keep her alive long enough to get
her to the Excalibur. She wasn’t
going to last long enough to get an aquatics ship here, so the crew was going
to have to fashion a mobile tank to get her moved and up to a med bay.


One of the Archons with him turned around and swam
off, heading back immediately to get that in the works while Paul stayed here
healing her as much as he could then working on the others to buy them time.
What the lizards had done here was inexcusable, but he’d be damned if any more
of these people were lost now that they were in his custody. 
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July 3, 3202


Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)


Hemratik



 

Paul stood outside the glass looking in on another
preserve, with a mix of sadness and relief. There were still Archon and
Commando teams moving around the planetary facility hunting down the remaining
lizards and securing level after level to make sure none slipped by, but there
was no way for them to get reinforcements on or off with his fleet in orbit so
it was just a matter of time before they were all killed and the facility was
his.


Them
fighting to the death as usual wasn’t what he was sad about. It was the
occupants here. He’d been visiting a lot of the races, some he knew, a lot he
didn’t, and all of them had to stay put until he could get a large enough
relief fleet here to evacuate them. That meant civilian jumpships configured to
carry a wide range of races, including the rock-like aliens he was looking at
now. They weren’t moving around, just standing in place like statues in a very
small enclosure compared to the others built here. They had about a half mile
wide region that contained some 3,000 of them based off a quick glance, and
there were a few other identical facilities nearby. 


In total there were about 12,000 survivors, and Paul
couldn’t tell by looking at them what their physical status was, but from their
minds he could draw a different kind of picture. These Kvash were in bad shape,
for the most part, but a few were younger, having been born here more recently,
and that youth meant less wear and tear on them from captivity, though their
minds were not the same as they should be. With each generation they’d lose
their identity, until after enough years they’d be completely institutionalized.
There wouldn’t be any trace of Kvash knowledge or culture remaining, save for
maybe their language, but he doubted that most of these Kvash could even read
or write by this point.


The other races here were no different, but here was
an old ally that Paul had thought was destroyed and he knew that no matter how
bad off these Kvash were he’d be able to save them and restart their race
within Star Force. They’d once had a population upwards of 50 trillion and were
arguably the strongest race within the original Alliance until the lizards had
eventually defeated them. They hadn’t evacuated to the ADZ with the others,
going their own way and fighting to the last in what was for all intents and
purposes an unwinnable fight, and only thanks to the Hycre did the Bsidd come
out of that to land in the ADZ, for they’d suffered the same fate.


There were Bsidd here too, though Paul hadn’t gotten
around to seeing them yet. He was going to rescue everyone here, but the Kvash
were a race that had predated Star Force’s rise to dominance. They’d worked
together in some small ways in the past, but they had always been the stronger
and a bit brusque with the Humans. They had no idea what Star Force would
become, and he was glad that they weren’t completely wiped out from the galaxy,
even if this had been the way they’d been forced to survive. 


In some regards he wished they’d just died and didn’t
have to suffer like this, not even wanting to know what kind of experiments had
been done on them, but as long as they were alive he was going to seize the
opportunity and bring these guys back. The Calavari, Bsidd, and in a small way
the Nestafar had all found a place in Star Force. The Hycre were independent
but were still an ally and now a Protectorate in some respects. The Kvash were
the fifth piece of that old Alliance puzzle and it felt very good finding them
here. 


He worked his way away from the glass and around to
the access point for the chamber. The lizards couldn’t go in there without
equipment, for the average temperature was 160 F, but that wasn’t something
that was going to bother Paul’s armor and he could breathe the air thanks to a
chilling function on his helmet. He didn’t expect any of these Kvash would
recognize his armor or even know what an Archon was, given the fact that it had
been some 700 years since their civilization had fallen and their ancestors had
been brought here as captives.


Paul passed through an energy shield once the doors
opened, walking into the oven that was ‘mild’ temperature for the Kvash. When
he approached one of the short, standing rock piles they didn’t move. None of
them did. Rather than scatter it seemed they were just impassive, though he
could still sense their fear. They had nowhere to run, so these prisoners had
taken to a sedate existence. That was a true pity, for it meant their lives
would be even shorter without even accidental training effect from moving
around in a panic.


Then again, in a place like this, a shorter life might
be a good thing…save for the fact that there were less of them here to save
now. 


Let’s see if
these guys still know how to talk, Paul thought, activating the translation
program for the Kvash language rather than the trade language the Alliance had
used. He doubted these Kvash would have learned two here, so he was guessing
they would have preserved their default, though it could have altered over all
these years without any standards in place to keep it rigid and ward against
linguistic evolution.


Paul walked up less than a meter in front of one and
looked down on the Kvash’s flat head. Its eyes not
staring back, and it having no other features on its face save for some small
slits in the rock-like exoskeletal skin that it used to produce sounds.


“You do not remember me, but I am an ally of your
ancestors that were brought here as prisoners when your civilization was
conquered. We have come here to destroy the Cajdital. You are no longer
prisoners.”


A few rocky heads that resembled tabletops shifted,
but a far cry from what was triggering in their minds that Paul could sense.
Each race behaved differently, but there were some similarities. Hope, relief,
disbelief…they were all there, but in different forms. The Kvash thought
quickly, and if it hadn’t been for their stagnation here they could also move
fairly quick despite their sluggish appearance.


“What are you?” one of them asked, but not the one
directly in front of him.


“I am Human. There was once an Alliance between the
Kvash, the Hycre, the Nestafar, the Calavari, and the Bsidd. We were an
associate of the Hycre and joined the Alliance as a junior member. We have
grown to dominance over the Hycre and all others, and are now finishing the
fight that the Alliance began and reclaiming the worlds that the Cajdital took
from you. The Hycre are our allies and the Calavari, Nestafar, and Bsidd are
now part of our empire. We thought you were totally wiped out, and though I do
not pretend that your living conditions here are anything but deplorable, I am
very relieved to find some of you alive.”


“Show us your face. Prove you are not a Cajdital,” one
of them said from further off as it slowly walked towards him. 


“The heat is not good for us, but I can stand it for a
brief time,” he said, forming a bioshield over his head and extending it out a
bit to catch some air when his helmet retracted. His face blushed with heat
from the spill through, but he was alright. He looked at the Kvash, twisting
his head back and forth, then resealed his helmet before he ran out of air.


“I am not one of your tormentors,” he promised. “They
are being killed as we speak and you will not be seeing them again. You will
have to remain in this chamber until we get a properly equipped ship and
transport equipment from our homeworlds to move you.
We did not know you were here otherwise we would have brought it with us. We
will provide you with food and supplies during the transition, but you will no
longer have to fear the Cajdital. Their time here is over and all of their
prisoners are being freed.”


“What others?”


“There are many captured races here, including some
other Kvash. The lizards were keeping you as trophies. Whenever they conquered
a race they kept a few alive and brought them here. I have a lot of people to
rescue, so I ask that you remain patient until we are able to remove you from
this place.”


“What will happen to us?” the one in front of him
said, finally rising up a bit to its full height. Despite the naivety he sensed
in these Kvash, they were remarkably even keeled. No doubt that was one reason
why they’d built their warfleet the way they had, with such huge ships and starbases that required patience and wisdom to operate and
was the polar opposite of the lizard’s expendable fleet philosophy.


“I will take you back with us and build up a planet
where you can live free,” Paul said, feeling the urge and opportunity in their
mindsets to go a bit further. “I know you know little of what you once were,
but I will help you reclaim what you have lost and rebuild your civilization.
If you do not want to have any part in that and just want to get away from here
then you may live with us without responsibility. You will be our guests for
the remainder of your lives, but your offspring will be able to reclaim the
lost past and I will show them and any of you that are willing the way. The
same goes for every other race held captive here, but you will have a special
place with us.”


Paul looked around at all the Kvash, some of which
were moving towards him. “It will take time. A lot of time. But now time is
your ally rather than your enemy. You are prisoners no longer. You are simply
waiting here for your ride out, and from there you will begin a journey
into…things you can’t even imagine,” Paul admitted. “The dark days are over
now, and you need not fear any longer. It will take time for you to adjust to
freedom, but you have a future now. Welcome back, my friends.”


Several Kvash who had come close looked at each other,
conversing in their own language with Paul picking up bits and pieces of it.
The translation software was severely outdated, given that there hadn’t been
any Kvash alive and it’d been relegated to a dead language.


“We do not know of what you speak. We only know of
here.”


“Then let me show you,” Paul said, forgoing the
limited holoprojector that his armor held and accessing their minds directly.
“I have mind powers, and I will show you some of your history.”


The Archon sat down on the ground casually in his
armor, not noticing the scorching temperatures, and began sending them memories
of his own and visual recordings of battles the Kvash had fought in that he was
actively pulling from the battlemap link they’d run up to the surface and using
to access the fleet databases.


He was watching it on his HUD and mentally
transmitting what he saw to them, and decided to take a decent amount of time
with them before he headed off to meet and greet some of the other races here.



 

Several weeks later, when the facility had been
confirmed cleansed of lizard presence thanks to a widespread and exhaustive
search using Archon telepathy, Paul returned to the Excalibur and got in some decent workouts, not having had much
available to him other than some long runs down within the planet based out of
the mobile facilities that they’d set up camp in. After starting to feel a
little better with the workout burn saturating his body, he returned to the
command nexus on the bridge and took stock of his fleet’s positioning and made
a few tweaks while watching the live status update from the others as they
continued to engage lizard orbital assets but not having tried punching down to
a major planet or assaulting a shipyard ring yet. 


He’d been keeping in the loop from his armor link, but
that was primitive compared to what he could do in a proper nexus. After
getting his space footing again he went into a side task, detailing a report
for Davis that he was going to send out with a courier within a few minutes.
One had already been sent back requesting the relief fleet in order to get it
here as fast as possible, but he wanted Davis to get to work on what was going
to be a small, but major shift within Star Force. The population of the
prisoners wasn’t large, but there were so many races here that had otherwise
been eradicated it was going to take a lot of work to keep them from expiring
now that the lizards weren’t forcing them to reproduce via sometimes horrific
means. 


Paul activated the holo-recorder rather than sending a
text transmission, for he expected this to be a very long message.


“Davis, I’ve got a lot to put on your plate this time.
As you’ve already been told there are a lot of prisoners from races that have
been thought extinct or nearly so that need to be rescued, but we need to do
more than just take them in as refugees. The lizards didn’t pick these races
because they were collecting samples. Each one represents a significant
opponent that they had to overcome, meaning there is a lot of potential in
these guys. The Kvash especially, but there are others here who, I’m guessing,
could hold even more assets for Star Force down the road.”


“If we treat them as refugees and put them into Axius
we’re going to lose them through attrition. We need to insure that we get
access to younglings and create programs to rebuild these races as a part of
Star Force. Ward status for a lot of them, but with the Kvash and others we
need to fast track them beyond that. I personally want to oversee the Kvash
program, not so much as in spending every waking day with them, but I want to
design it and run it from afar. I think I can turn these guys into a naval powerhouse
once again, but there are only around 12,000 of them left so we have to hit the
ground running with this.”


“I need a program set up for them to get into
immediately upon arrival in the ADZ or wherever you think is suitable to plant
them. It will take centuries before their population even hits nominal levels,
but this is an investment we need to make. Forget their history, these guys
have potential with us based off of what they are now. I haven’t had a chance
to sense a Kvash mind before, but even broken as these are they are impressive
as hell.”


“There are 283 races that we have discovered here,
though we have not visually inspected them all as of yet, and some of them were
being kept strictly as a food supply and some of those will need sanctuary
status. Priority has been on eliminating the lizards and making sure they
didn’t kill off the prisoners. Thankfully that hasn’t happened, but we couldn’t
take chances. All the races here are in bad physical, and especially mental
states, but they’re worth salvaging.”


Paul sighed. “You might think I’m just getting
sentimental, but I’m not. We have a huge opportunity here to reshape Star
Force…not that we need it, but this is too good to pass up. We already have a
lot of wards, and this will more than double the count, but I think we can get
some full factions out of the Kvash and others someday down the road and I
think we should be gearing them towards that immediately, not using a ‘wait and
see’ system.”


“We didn’t know these guys would be here, so we’re
already a step behind. I want this to be the last lapse and I need you to work
your magic on this. We’re going to have to evaluate the new guys, but as far as
the Kvash are concerned this is what I want to do…”

















 


 

6



 


 

June 7, 3204


Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)


Semtric



 

Greg-073 sat on a stool in the nexus onboard his
command ship, looking down at the lizard world of Semtric
as his fleet bombarded the surface relentlessly in the face of hundreds of
cleansing beams and a scattering of new lizard weapons that packed even more of
a punch. He was losing drones rapidly as the lizards
targeted individual ones with multiple strikes, but Greg had so many in play
that it was only a matter of time before one of the shields on the surface
collapsed.


That happened about 20 seconds later, with him
adjusting fire to the few key facilities in that newly exposed area, then on to
the next closest intact shield. One of the new big beam gun batteries fell
silent but the onslaught coming up from the surface continued. This was the
second primary planet in the system to be assaulted, with troops already on the
surface of Kennfrit battling to remove the lizards
from that rock. Star Force wasn’t waiting to cherry pick these one at a time,
and as long as the fleets were here they might as well strip the defenses off
the other planets ahead of freed up ground troops being ready to assault the
second world and shipyard ring simultaneously.


Another shield and battery went down under the fire of
Paul’s fleet, then two more fell to Rio’s and Olivia’s. The longer it took to
punch a sizeable clear zone down to the planet the more drones they would lose,
so the trailblazers had decided to mount a huge fleet action and pound this
planet’s defenses as fast as possible to minimize damage taken. The assault on Kennfrit had cost them heavily in terms of drones due to the
unforeseen damage of the new lizard weapon systems and they didn’t want to
repeat that, so they were literally throwing everything they had at this one
and giving the lizards too many targets to choose from.


The big beam weapons were packing a considerable
punch, but their rate of fire was low. Still, each time one fired they were
hitting the smaller drones in the fleet and killing one with each shot. Destroyers
on up could survive a hit, but their shields would be gone as well as most of
their armor. It was a tradeoff that Star Force was having to make in order to
get through the intense surface defenses that the planet contained…and had Star
Force tried to eliminate all of the anti-orbital batteries on a single world
from orbit, they would have lost most of their fleet in the process.


That’s how well defended these capitol worlds were,
and the homeworld of Yamitar looked to be no
different…save that it was some 38% larger than this one. That meant even more
guns in range and a lesser curvature to bring others out of line with the
targets in extreme low orbit. All six of these worlds were nightmares, but
nightmares that had to be taken down and Star Force was going to get the job
done slowly but surely. 


The shipyard ring around this world had already been
plucked of defenses, but there were no ground troops onboard yet. They were all
down on Kennfrit expediting that invasion as much as
possible. Its shipyard ring had gone to make the minefield, so in that way the
lizards had saved Star Force some time, not requiring them to conquer it first or
splitting their numbers with the ground assault. 


With a hole now for his fleet to expand upon, Greg had
a group of drones suddenly dive towards the surface. The lizards knew what was
coming and several cleansing beams readjusted their attacks to target them,
missing most but nailing a destroyer and a frigate that were covering for the
single special drone inside their tightly packed formation. There was also a
shield ship with them providing extra protection in addition to the speed they
were coming down into the atmosphere with. 


When they got close enough the secondary surface
defenses opened up, adding a lot of shield loss and damage to the drones but
they managed to get their charge down to the cityscape of the mildly wrecked
target that Greg’s fleet had first hit. Most of the buildings were intact for
the simple reason that they didn’t waste time targeting them when they had
other nearby massive shield plates to take down.


The drones stuck with their special cousin with another
destroyer dropping to the ground and ramming a building as it was knocked out
while the group angled into a horizontal direction that was skimming over
building tops and heading for the edge of the clear area. They kept low enough
that the big guns couldn’t target them, having to fly between buildings part of
the time all the way over to the next closest city, one that wasn’t under
attack yet. It had a plate shield up high overhead ready to absorb a lot of
punishment with its rigid design, but it wasn’t protecting laterally. 


The drones slipped under that shield height,
delivering their demolition twin to the edge then turning back, staying down in
the buildings and beginning to shoot targets of opportunity now that they were
on the planet. A minute later there was a huge explosion underneath that shield
dome near the city center that leveled hundreds of buildings…but more importantly
the shield plate dropped thanks to the kamikaze drone. The time and firepower
needed to take that shield down conventionally would have cost Star Force
hundreds of drones, so economically the tradeoff was worthwhile, even though
Greg didn’t have very many of those drones left. Most had been used against the
first planet.


Neither he nor the others wanted to wait for a lot
more to come, so as soon as they had a decent supply of them they’d decided to
attack, sick of having to tolerate these guys nearby as they assaulted another
world. 


As Greg oversaw his portion of the bombardment he
raised an eyebrow when he saw the Excalibur
dive down towards the surface with a flock of drones in tow. A lot of them
didn’t make it, but his big donut did and parked itself over the city as a few
cleansing beams nicked the top of it before it had blasted the buildings below
it low enough for the ship to depress far enough to be out of the firing line. 


The drones with it did the same, lowering into gaps
between buildings and firing into them without bothering to worry about the
lizards inside. A surrender offer had been given prior to the attack, and
subsequently ignored. The lizards would have many opportunities to surrender
going forward, but for right now Star Force was going to forcefully blow a hole
in the lizard planetary defenses and it looked like Paul was taking a more
direct approach than the others. He was using the tiny bit of his fleet that
had made it down to the planet to chew apart the buildings and expand the area
of destruction that would eventually connect to Greg’s region and others
nearby, fully forming the ground invasion corridor that would then be used to
establish a foothold on the planet.


He watched what Paul was doing off and on, noticing
that he was overly pounding the same ground rather than moving on once the
nearby buildings were down. That did make the rubble shield against
subterranean lizard tunnels and structures more even and compact, but he
guessed Paul was doing it because he hated the idea of trapping lizards under
the rubble to slowly die…so he was blasting everything so hard that it was
unlikely that anything would survive from the upper city.


That was one way of going about it for sure, and
typical Paul, with Greg noting that he was going to end up being more efficient
with his grounded warships than his own demolition drone attack had been so
long as Paul didn’t encounter stiff resistance from ground defense turrets. He
doubted that, but could see a lot of fire coming from the surrounding city that
Paul’s shields were shrugging off, including occasional explosions that he knew
were not coming from Star Force weaponry and were far larger than lizard
infantry missiles could account for.


He hadn’t noticed those on the first planet, and they
were nearly one third of the way across its surface.


What other
little surprises do these guys have waiting for us?






12 years later…



 

“Liam?” Paul asked over the comm.


“Just about ready. This beast is fat and fighting the
accuracy needed. She’s not ready for this, you know?”


“Doesn’t have to be pretty.”


“It won’t be,” Liam assured him from onboard the
hastily constructed Devastator-class
weapons platform. Back on Earth they’d take one of the existing Bra’hem defense
turrets and brought it up to orbit, stuck it in a shipyard, and built a warship
around it. It wasn’t fast, agile, or efficient, and had to be helped here with
the assistance of several jump cradles to get the necessary speed to cross the
distance from Star Force capitol to lizard capitol in relatively decent
time…but it was the most powerful weapon Star Force had at their disposal, not
counting the V’kit’no’sat pyramid defenses.


“Think the lizards even suspect this is coming?”


“Ha…I didn’t even think this was coming until Roger
suggested it. It’s nuts, you know.”


“Totally,” Paul agreed.


“Good thing we like nuts. Alright, we’re ready,” he
said as the Devastator sat in very high orbit over the third lizard primary
world. The first one had already been conquered and the ground troops were
heavily engaged on the second. “Keep your fingers crossed.”


“It’ll work,” Paul insisted.


“Yeah, we’ll you’re not the one sitting in it in case
it blows up.”


“How’s it going to blow up?”


“You know what I mean. Everyone clear?” Liam said
unnecessarily, as he could see the battlemap well enough. “Here goes.”


Paul watched from an external view as the huge ship
fired what looked like a tiny green beam down at the planet. It stretched out
farther than any of the lizard weapons could even hope to reach, traveling some
149,000 miles to where it hit the first lizard defense shield on this planet
while the fleet also sat outside of anti-orbital defense range. 


A close up view of the surface showed that green
needle hit the shield plate. It hesitated ever so slightly then punched
straight through and melted the building beneath it. The vaporized material
mushroomed out and exploded into nearby buildings, looking like a water balloon
smash from afar only save the fact that this was actually solid rubble and not
soft liquid. 


Paul smirked. A one shot kill. Perfect.


“Not bad,” he told Liam with a bit of skepticism. “You
blow up yet?”


“Noooo,” he said
sarcastically as he studied various readings as the weapon recharged.
“Adjusting for second target. Ready to fire in 32 seconds.”


Paul waited and watched as the second green needle
popped another lizard balloon and detonated a building beneath much like the
first…both of which had been the shield generator towers, ensuring that they
would not be regenerating to cover those cities again. 


“Well done,” he said in all seriousness.


“The Bra’hem is performing as expected. Odd that this
is our first live firing test.”


“Of one this size anyway.”


“Like Davis said, no need to blow up a perfectly good
ship to just to test it.”


“We could have found a lizard jumpship easy enough,”
Paul differed, having wanted to test the weapons on Earth but getting overruled
on that idea. Davis had said he didn’t want to clean up the debris in orbit
after they got done playing and told them they could test fire them all they
wanted when they build one on a Clan world.


“I’d say this is better,” Liam noted.


“Agreed.”


“Nice shot,” Taryn said, joining in on their little
virtual conference. “So we have a lumpy Death Star now?”


Liam laughed. “I’m surprised someone else beat Paul to
that.”


“I’m glad we beat the lizards to it,” Paul said,
deferring their joint merriment. “It’s going to save a whole lot of drones over
the coming years.”


“It’ll be the first thing they target with their
fleets,” Taryn cautioned.


“We don’t have to bring it in early,” Liam differed.
“Wipe out the defenders then bring it in with the ground troops.”


Taryn’s hologram feigned shock. “You mean you don’t want to snipe ships with it?”


“If they had an invoker or assault pillar sure,” Paul
answered, “but cruisers would be like swatting at a swarm of mosquitos.”


“Agreed. Nice work you guys. Glad the naval geeks came
through on this one.”


Paul and Liam both glared at her as she smiled and her
hologram disappeared.


“Prick,” Liam pronounced humorously.


“Her braid’s probably too tight,” Paul said as Liam
fired the Devastator again, knocking out yet another of the ‘small’ shield
segments blanketing the planet. “Any negligible variation?”


“Not yet. We’ll see how long this can last. Davis
really should have let us test fire these on Earth.”


“I think he didn’t want us putting on this big of a
fireworks display.”


“People are going to know now,” Liam pointed out.


“Should we edit this bit from the news vids?”


Liam considered that as he set up another firing
angle. “We’ll seal it classified and send it to Davis. He can decide if he
wants to make our possession of the boomstick public
or not.”


“Boomstick…that’s way better
than Death Star.”


“I have my moments. Too bad Roger isn’t here to see
it.”


“I’m sure he’ll manage to find a way to gloat from
afar,” Paul said smugly, referring to the other piece of their naval
triumvirate that was off hitting smaller lizard worlds low on the galactic
plane. “And he deserves it this time. I didn’t even think about trying this.”


“Neither did I, though it
seems kind of obvious right now.”


“I was still thinking in terms of production. We
couldn’t have built another for at least 20 more years.”


“We could do it in 15.”


“Still too late.”


“You think we’re going to be done here in 15?”


“I don’t know. If we just slaughtered all the lizards
we could.”


“Not an option. Besides, I want to have a walk around
their homeworld and see what’s there. Let’s try not to blow up too much of that
before then, ok?”


“Getting cocky now?”


Liam smirked, this time in apology. “Right. Don’t want
to jinx us,” he said as he fired the weapon again, popping another shield.
“This is seeming too easy.”


“Let’s milk it while we’ve got it.”


“You going down with your fleet to lay the parking lot
again?”


“Yes.”


“The ground forces won’t be available for a long
time.”


“We can start building regardless.”


Liam looked at him oddly, then caught on. “Baiting
them out?”


“As long as we have warships within range, why not?”


Paul’s peer sighed. “We have got to find a better way
to defend a planet. Orbital bombardment is too damn effective.”


“Easy enough when you know where they’re going to
fire.”


“Even then, the V’kit’no’sat could punch through any
shields we have in place this easily. A Mach’nel
would punch right through our shields with their baby Tar’vem’jic,”
Liam said, referring to one of the larger V’kit’no’sat warships and the largest
naval weapon that they possessed, which was a smaller version of what the
pyramid’s main gun was. 


“I’m working on it,” Paul said grimly.


“We all are, but you know as well as I do that we
haven’t caught up enough yet. 1,200 years of research with their playbook and
blueprints and it still hasn’t been enough.”


“If this tech was easy, a lot of other races would
have it. Be glad that we’ve got what we have, otherwise the lizards would have
killed us long ago.”


Liam glanced back down at the planet, taking in the
mass of infrastructure and life within it…malevolent life intent on killing
just about everything else in the galaxy if and when they had the opportunity. 


“Yeah, I guess we overlook that sometimes. It’s still
scary though. The lizards have nothing that can stop the Bra’hem, and I
wouldn’t want to be in their situation now.”


“No…they have the chance to surrender and live. We
won’t get that opportunity. Whether it be lizards or V’kit’no’sat, they’re
coming for blood.”


“True,” Liam said as another green needle punctured a
shield and detonated the tower beneath. “Let’s keep whistling past the
graveyard then and hope we have enough time to catch up before fate comes
knocking.”


“They’ve also had 100 millennia to make upgrades.”


“Let’s hope Kara is right about them being slackers
when they’re not pushed.”
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June 7, 3221


Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)


Trexklip



 

Greg was on the surface of the fourth planet that Star
Force had invaded, helping a team of Bsidd clear out yet another piece of the
lizard infrastructure when he got a report from one of the advanced teams
fighting a few hundred kilometers to the north. The Archon punched another
lizard back into a wall then dashed into a trio to his right, ramming one with
his shoulder and spinning through a wrist lash that caught the other two,
knocking them unconscious with the body blows from his very hard armor.


He put a shot into all four lizards, then used a Jumat
blast to shove back a fifth that a nearby Bsidd finished off for him as a team
of 13 of them finally caught up to his position. Greg mentally signaled to them
to hold position and watch his back while he took the comm
call.


“What is it?” he asked the Archon titan whose headshot
appeared in a tiny square of his HUD.


“We have a prisoner.”


Greg frowned. “A lizard actually surrendered?”


“Not intentionally. He was unconscious when we found
him, but we now have him in custody.”


“And why are you doing that?” Greg asked, knowing that
every lizard they’d ever taken prisoner by force had killed themselves rather
than remain confined, so Star Force had adopted the practice of only taking
voluntary prisoners with regards to the lizards…of which there never were any.


The Archon’s tiny head image smiled. “He’s a
mastermind.”


Greg immediately stiffened. “How, where, when, and
what’s his condition and current location?”


“Building destruction, pinned under light rubble in a
subsurface bunker, damage induced about 20-25 hours ago, we found him about 10
minutes ago, and he’s sedated and being brought back to the nearest firebase
for treatment and containment,” the titan said, mentally ticking off all the
points. 


“Keep him unconscious at all times until I get there.
I’ve got some fighting left to do here, then I’ll personally take custody of
him.”


“Copy that.”


“And you, young man, are getting an extra box of
donuts.”


“A whole box? Not sure I earned that,” he said
deadpan. “The falling rubble actually deserves the credit.”


“Noted. How bad are his injuries?”


“He’s pretty torn up, but he’ll keep all his limbs.”


“Head wounds?”


“Concussion, but I think his marbles are all still
there.”


“Thank you,” Greg said with emphasis. 


“Just picking up the trash,” the Archon said, his
image winking out as he got back to work killing other lizards.


Greg contacted his command ship in orbit and arranged
for them to prepare a holding cell and all necessary medical treatment to keep
the mastermind alive, then he also go back to the task at hand, not wanting to
risk his Bsidd unit by his absence and not wanting to order them to pull back.
He’d finish up this latest push, then when they settled into defensive
arrangements he’d take his leave and go have a chat with their elusive Jackalope.



 

Other than Kara, nobody had ever seen a mastermind in
person. No mastermind had ever been captured. No body
had ever been found. They were known to exist in many systems, based on the way
the lizards there fought differently under their control, but they were kept well hidden despite many attempts to root them out. This
one having got caught in a building collapse and still living was a stroke of
crazy luck…so much so that Greg had the mastermind thoroughly scanned for
booby-traps of any known kind just in case this was a Trojan horse to get at
the Archons.


Greg suspected it wasn’t, but he didn’t want to take
chances. The lizards here were beat, but they were making Star Force fight
tooth and nail for every last bit of ground. This invasion could have been over
years ago if only Greg and the other trailblazers had authorized total
bombardment from orbit, obliterating every last thing on the surface and most
of the subsurface. There would have been pockets of survivors underground that
could have been hunted down and killed or left to starve to death afterwards,
but Star Force was not going to fight like that. 


He knew they were making this harder on themselves,
but they were not going to become barbaric. The lizards were going to have a
chance to surrender, each of them as they came into their areas, and Greg would
be damned if they ever got in the habit of just shooting them on sight before
they had a choice. Star Force was not going to become the lizards in order to
defeat them. If they had to be killed, then so be it…but it would be done Star
Force’s way on honorable terms, no matter if the conquest of this system took a
century to complete.


The same was true of the assaults happening in other
star systems, for Star Force wasn’t just fighting here. This was the most
heavily fortified lizard system by far, and while there were other nasty core
worlds to tackle there were probably not going to be any like this again. This
was going to be the worst of it, and even if the lizards were building a new
capitol in the coreward region it would take an insanely long time to develop
it to the extent that even one of these six planets had risen to. 


All of them were essentially one big city split up
into shielded segments, and all of them stretched far underground where orbital
rounds could not follow. Every building, every subsurface level, had to be
fought into and cleared, looking out for explosives and other booby-traps, and
sealed off so the lizards couldn’t flank the invading troops and get into areas
already cleared. It was an insanely difficult task that Star Force now achieved
almost casually…unless you were on the ground, where you realized the enormity
of the endeavor and just how damn good the troops being deployed actually were.


And now the Star Force type of war was giving them an
added benefit of a mastermind prisoner. With the templars and sovereigns all
assumed to have been evacuated there was no chance of catching one of them
here, but needle in the hay stack was an overly generous comparison to this
situation where you had trillions of lizards and planets full of infrastructure
to hide in. Greg was overly pleased that their methodical assaults had paid off
in this lucky stroke, and neither he nor the other trailblazers were going to
waste the opportunity it gave them.


None of them were here yet, busy with other things in
the system, so Greg was going to have first crack at him. When he arrived back
on his flagship he headed straight to the holding cell, entering in his pink
ViLord armor that had a few scratches on it from recent battle. It stood out
brightly compared to the already gleaming white armor of the Knights standing
guard, who nodded down at him as he walked past them.


Greg retracted his helmet and looked at the nearby
medtechs. “Learn anything yet?”


“Cognitive density is far larger than the librarians. I’m
guessing this variant is by far the smartest the lizards have…though without
being able to examine a templar I can’t say that for certain. It’s no wonder
these guys are used as their battlefield commanders.”


“Much more than that, I’d guess. Find any bioweapons
in him?”


“No. All indications are he was really caught unawares
and his imprisonment was an accident.”


“Good. Wake him,” Greg said as he took a step towards
the security field in front of the medical table where he lay under several
scanners. 


“He’s not restrained,” the medtech pointed out.


“I can handle that, but I can’t push out the
medication you have in him.”


“Very well,” the medtech said as he gestured to
another who began operating a control panel. Within the chamber most of the
medical sensors retracted into wall slots where they couldn’t be damaged, but a
few mechanical arms remained. One of them reached down and injected the large,
muscular lizard with a counter-serum that would clear the sedation medicine
from him within a matter of seconds. 


The remaining monitoring arms disappeared from view as
well several seconds before the mastermind began to twitch its way back to
consciousness. 


Greg kept a link into its mind so he could forestall
any attempts to kill itself or cause other problems, but beyond that he let it
wake naturally. Eventually it shook its head clear and rolled to the right,
catching itself on the edge of the bed before falling off, then looking out
through the clear blue energy field at the Human beyond.


Greg waited for it to slit its own throat, but to his
surprise it didn’t try. Merely snarling as it rolled its thick legs off the bed
to free its cramped tail, then it walked up to the energy shield and looked
down at the trailblazer and others, standing as tall as the Knights behind Greg
and massing considerably more. The lizard looked like a tiny version of
Godzilla minus the back spikes, though he got the feeling this guy could move a
whole lot faster if he wanted.


“Do you speak?”
it asked in its native language. 


“Somewhat,”
Greg answered, reforming a piece of his helmet to cover his right ear. “My armor will translate the rest.”


“Why am I not
dead?”


“You know we
offer surrender options.”


“What do you
demand of your prisoners?”


“I’m here to
talk.”


“More likely to
scan my mind.”


“Why aren’t you
trying to kill yourself?” Greg wondered.


The mastermind stared at him with black, glassy eyes.
“You have forcibly taken prisoners
before?”


“We tried. They
all killed themselves, and we couldn’t get any to do differently. Eventually we
just returned those we had left.”


“Returned?”


“We sent them
back to you. We’re not interested in killing you, only defeating you. When you
don’t surrender you leave us with no other option. Haven’t you figured that out
by now?”


“Archon,” one of the medtechs said in an alarmed
voice. “His vitals are crashing.”


Greg dug into his mind deeply, searching out the
cause, but it was on the lizard’s conscious thoughts and therefore easy to
access and trace back to the knowledge he needed. 


“He has a mental kill switch. His body is shutting
itself down.”


“I can’t treat him when he’s awake!”


“You cannot stop
it,” the mastermind said, staggering a step as his body began to
self-destruct from the inside out. There was no toxin of any kind involved,
simply his mind triggering his body’s hardware to shut down. 


“Like hell I can’t,” Greg said, the air around his
armor shimmering with distortion as he walked into the shield between them. His
body passed through and he froze the lizard in place, extending a hand towards
it and peeling back the armor covering his pale flesh as he pressed it against
the lizard’s thick green scales. 


The medtechs flinched when they saw him go through the
shield without lowering it, not knowing how that was possible, but they forced
themselves to focus on the task at hand and brought a few of the scanners back
out from their wall niches, waiting for the Archon to lay him back down but he didn’t.


“Get the Kich’a’kat now. It’s the only thing that will
work,” he said as he could feel the status of the lizard’s body and his feeble
attempts to heal it failing utterly. There was no damage involved, simply a
shutdown, and he didn’t know how to override that so he tried to force his
heart to keep pumping and a few other organs functioning but it was a losing
effort. He could drag it out only so long, then the body parts simply ignored
all further input.


“Hurry,” he demanded. 


“It’s coming,” the medtech informed him, referring to
the one original regenerator that each trailblazer kept with them when in the
field, though Star Force had many lesser copies made from their own tech. But
everyone knew they were mere toys compared to the real deal, and he really
hoped there was something in their automated programming that could fix this
internal sabotage.


By the time an Archon outside his armor came running
in carrying the small shiny silver device the lizard was already dead, with
Greg telekinetically holding his body upright in a standing position. Greg shut
the energy shield down so he could pass him the Kich’a’kat, then he put the
device on the lizard’s chest. 


For a moment he thought it wasn’t going to activate,
but then it melted down and extended out its little rivulets until it covered
half his body. Greg had withdrawn his hand, but without a functioning mind to
access he no longer could monitor what was happening inside, so he glanced back
at the medtechs who were monitoring their own sensor equipment.


“Nothing yet,” one reported.


Greg could see inside the lizard with his Pefbar,
watching the tiny tendrils continue to spread out, but it wasn’t until they
reached the mastermind’s brain was there any reaction…but it came from the
Kich’a’kat rather than the lizard. The branches it had extended into the body
quickly withdrew and the material extended up into the brain with thousands of
tiny, thinner than hair-sized extensions accessing bits and pieces without
damaging them in ways that still boggled Greg’s mind.


He did note that some tendrils still remained,
connecting to the heart and lungs, and soon those organs began to function
minimally, with Greg guessing that the Kich’a’kat was manually working them in
a way that the trailblazer couldn’t. 


With that blood flow resuming at a creep, something
else happened within the mind…


“It’s bringing him back,” the medtech said with a measure
of awe.


Greg smiled. This bastard wasn’t escaping them after
all. 


But the Kich’a’kat didn’t let go of the lizard.


“What’s happening?” he asked. “It’s still working on
something.”


“I’m not certain,” the medtech said with a frown as
the lizard woke back up and Greg froze him in place physically but didn’t alter
him mentally so in order to not mess with the Kich’a’kat while it was working.


“I’ve never seen this happen before,” Greg commented.


“Neither have we,” another medtech answered. “The work
is always quick. It looks like it’s stuck in place.”


“It’s got to be doing something…is the kill signal
still active?”


The other medtech snapped his fingers, realizing Greg
was right, and extended some more equipment out from the walls and did a
specific scan. A few moments later he had his answer.


“It’s not done because it’s blocking the shutdown
signal. That mechanism is part of the lizard’s genetic structure, not damage,
but it’s causing damage. The Kich’a’kat can’t remove it because it’s supposed
to be there, but it can’t let it order the body’s organs to shut down either,
so it’s just blocking the signals.”


“We have to neutralize that signal ourselves,” Greg
insisted.


“Anything we do the Kich’a’kat will repair.”


“Damn,” Greg said, realizing he was right. 


“He’ll try to kill himself the old fashioned way,” the
unarmored ranger that had brought the regenerator in offered. “Might as well
let him go down this road rather than having him tear his own throat out…after
we get the information we need. How long does the battery on that thing last?”


Greg smiled grimly. He didn’t like the end result, but
the other Archon was right. This guy was going to die by his own hand at some
point anyway. Might as well get the information now and just use the Kich’a’kat
as a stopgap against the self-destruct from doing its thing.


“I don’t think it’s ever been run continuous,” Greg
said, glancing at the medtechs.


“They’re supposed to last several hours of continuous
use. We always put them into a recharging container when they’re not being used
so it’s never come up before.”


“Get the techs down here to work up a portable
recharger so that it can draw power while functioning and be prepared to camp
out here for a few days,” his attention turned to the Archon. “Tell the other
trailblazers to get their asses here on the double. If they argue they’re busy,
make them understand. Go in person if you have to, but get them here now.”


The ranger didn’t offer any response, not wasting the
second that it would take as he ran out of the room. Greg could have called the
bridge or any of the trailblazers directly using his armor, but he was going to
be busy here and at least some of the trailblazers would either be sleeping or
in battle and unavailable, so he needed someone on that task while he focused
here.


The mastermind regained enough consciousness to begin
to wonder why he was still alive, then looked down at his body and the alien
piece of technology imbedded on his chest.


“Sorry,”
Greg said, increasing his telekinetic grip on him as he began to struggle,
intent on ripping the thing off. “But
you’re not getting off that easy. Your empire has been murdering trillions of
people and doing a lot of other really disgusting things, and I want to know
why, how, and what other things you’re up to that we don’t know about. You may
not be a templar with all the answers, but you know enough to have a kill
switch woven into your genetic structure, and you’re either going to tell us or
we’re going to dig the information out of your mind.”


The mastermind snarled a string of words that the
translator couldn’t fully grasp, but Greg’s reading of his mind provided the
context. He turned around to face the Knights with a wry look on his face.


“That’s the lizard version of ‘Fuck You.’”
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June 8, 3221


Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)


Trexklip



 

Paul walked into the holding cell, seeing Greg, Jax, Ace, Taryn, and Dan sitting around silently on tables,
most with their eyes closed, and an assortment of techs monitoring readouts
while a giant lizard stood still as a statue behind a blue containment shield.
The Archon raised an eyebrow and walked past the others, seeing that Dan had a
Lachka tendril wrapped around the lizard to hold him in place and
telepathically signaled to him that he’d take over. 


The telekinetic binds shifted from one to the other,
with Paul loosening up the restraints a bit and letting him shift his fleet in
place as he looked up at his pitch black eyes. 


“I am Paul-024,”
he said without the benefit of a translator, for he wasn’t wearing any armor
since transferring over to Greg’s command ship, though two of the others still
were. 


The mastermind’s stance shifted slightly and all the
trailblazers could feel the recognition. 


“You are known
to me.”


“I am curious
how much you know of me. Most of the recent invasions haven’t let any ships
leave to report, so how much intel do you have on me?” he said, making it a
personal connection.


“You are the
most difficult spacebound commander to fight,”
the lizard said with a mix of disgust and grudging respect. 


“Have you and I
crossed paths before this system?”


The lizard almost smiled. “We have.”


Paul frowned. “Where
exactly?”


“You call the
system Tyrannus.”


Paul though back in recent memory, then one campaign
clicked from over 200 years ago. “You
were in the flotilla that escaped through the asteroid field?”


“Your memory is
sound.”


“I took that
system, but a small number of your ships got away. I knew one of you was there,
but I could never locate you. You hide exceptionally well.”


 “Why do you bother to speak to me when it is
obvious that you can invade my mind at will? These others,” he said with
disgust, “have been doing so for hours
while I am their puppet.”


“I can do both,
but prefer actually talking to someone of your skill. Were ships and technology
even, you and the others of your kind would make difficult commanders to
defeat.”


“You assume
dominance?”


“I am well
familiar with my own skills…though not overestimating them. I am slightly
better at adapting than you are.”


“Tell me then
how you discovered my location.”


“I’ll admit we
didn’t. You were found in the rubble. We had no idea of your location.”


The lizard’s face twisted up in a mix of rage and
satisfaction, knowing that he had not been bested, only caught by bad luck. “And what do you hope to gain from me?”


“Feel like
changing sides?” Paul asked casually.


“You do not
understand us if you think there is even a chance of that.”


“I don’t fully
understand you,” Paul said in all seriousness. “You are misusing your skills and have become a threat I have to deal
with. I would much prefer to be allies, yet the Li’vorkrachnika seem bent on
exterminating all other life in the galaxy. Why must you expand in such a
manner?”


“We do not have
much use for slaves.”


“But why kill
everyone else? Why not coexist with at least some of them?”


“We coexist with
those that we must.”


“And kill all
those that you can? What is your end goal? Even if you are able to conquer the
galaxy and destroy every other race in it, what does that gain you?”


“The galaxy.”


“To do what with?”


“Whatever we
wish.”


“Is there no
purpose to your civilization?”


“My purpose is
to serve my civilization. Others set the direction and goals.”


“But what are
they? I’m not asking you divulge secrets…we’ll probably get those anyway with
time, but just in general, why are you expanding? Is there a limit you wish to
reach or are you going to continue expanding indefinitely?”


“The larger we
grow the more powerful we become.”


“True,” Paul
conceded, “and not without merit. How you
expand matters greatly, which is why we’re presently in conflict. But is there
nothing else driving you beyond expansion?”


“You seek common
ground?”


“I seek an
option other than having to hunt down and kill every last one of you.”


“Submit.”


“And what will
that gain us, other than an eventual stab in the back? We’ve seen what you’ve
done to former associates and slaves. And you’ve been eating the prisoners in
this system. Is submission truly a valid option for us? If we agreed to a line
that neither side would cross, would you always honor it, leaving each
civilization to their own pursuits? Do not bother lying, I am in your head and
know when you do.”


“Why do you not
eat other races?” the mastermind asked instead. “Why do you war and conquer those who do?”


“Because we
respect the sovereignty of life. Being dominant doesn’t mean you own the
subordinate. They have as much right to live as we do. It is the place of the
dominant to protect and guide the lesser, not to consume and exploit them.”


“Do you find
strength in that approach?”


“Is that a
genuine question or a veiled insult?”


“You should
already know that. Do you believe your victories over us flow from your
philosophy, or do you succeed in spite of them?”


“We make it
harder on ourselves because of them in many cases,” Paul admitted freely.


“Why do so if
you have that knowledge?”


“Therein lies
the purpose behind our civilization, which is why I ask what yours is. Ours is
not to expand, dominate, or even survive. Those are all lesser goals, but we
will not pursue them if they conflict with the primary. And the primary is to
do the right thing.”


“Ambiguous at
best.”


“For you more
than most. Are you aware that your genetic structure has been altered in order
to assure loyalty and obedience, and that in doing so your sense of right and wrong
has been at least partially suppressed?”


“My mind cannot
be suppressed. It would be counterproductive.”


“We’ve never
captured one of your kind before, but we created a genetic profile on you as
soon as you were onboard this ship. I consulted it on my way over. I can assure
you the blocks are there, same as with your other breeds. Curiously, we have
failed to recover any detailed files on you or your leaders.”


“Such knowledge of
them is restricted to even me,” the mastermind said, but Paul could sense a
twinge of doubt mixed with professional curiosity. 


“The blocks in
question make it very difficult to consider options beyond what is mandated.
How can you be such a good tactician despite those restrictions?”


“I have no
restrictions.”


“Then you could
choose not to kill yourself if you wanted? Out of all the Li’vorkrachnika that
we have encountered, none have accepted surrender. And those that we did take
prisoner anyway sought to kill themselves or each other without exception. How
do you account for that?”


“What is there
to account for? Perhaps you are merely accustomed to disorderly races.”


“Granted. But is
your order achieved through skill and loyalty, or genetic manipulation that
keeps you submissive to the group? Such a device might be effective, but it
would also be a sign of inferiority. My kin and I need no such mechanisms. We
are united in brotherhood. Other races may not be, but our Archons have never
had a traitor. Have never conflicted with one another. We are solid. If the
Li’vorkrachnika have to artificially create such a state, there will be
drawbacks.”


“You have seen
our effectiveness. What ‘drawbacks’ have you noticed?”


“Negotiation,
trade, information exchanges, outreach. Your inability to interact with other
races aside from killing them on the spot is a rather large inability on your
part.”


“Do not mistake
our unwillingness as ineptitude.”


“So you can make
deals?”


“We typically do
not seek them out, but we can if needed.”


“But do you
honor them, or is it merely a tactic to manipulate your enemies?”


“Whatever is needed.”


“No, no,”
Paul said, waving a finger in front of him, “there is a great difference. That is obviously a technique that you
have not used before. One negotiates simply through your actions. By being
honest and carrying through on established deals even if it turns out to be
disadvantageous to you, you then generate reliability in the minds of others.
That reliability can then be used as an asset. I do not believe that the
Li’vorkrachnika possess that weapon in your arsenal, nor do I think you are
capable of doing so with your current blocks in place. Perhaps your leaders are,
if they do not have the blocks, but the rest of you cannot without being
extremely strong willed.”


“Strong willed?”


“The blocks make
independent thought difficult, not impossible.”


“Is that why you
are talking to me? Hoping that I will have the will to betray my
responsibility?”


“I am trying to
ascertain what that responsibility is so I can propose an alternative that does
not conflict with it.”


“My
responsibility when captured is to escape if possible…”


“No chance of
that.”


“…or die so to
not give the enemy any information or assistance in any form.”


“And those two
things are not currently possible,” Paul pointed out. “So tell me, is your intelligent mind considering other alternatives in
this unforeseen circumstance, or is your mind driven to the same repetitive
conclusion that you must kill yourself?”


“How are you
preventing me?”


“That device
heals you, but it cannot finish its task while your own body betrays itself. It
is interfering with the process, but cannot stop the trigger. If we take it off
you, you will die. That’s why I’m holding you in check physically.”


“And how exactly
do you accomplish that?”


Paul looked at him with all respect. “If you only want to die, and there is no way
to return that knowledge to the others, why do you ask? You have curiosity, the
blocks have not eradicated it. You must use that curiosity to overcome the
blocks.”


“I will not
assist you.”


“Then how about
assisting yourself? What if I agreed to let you go?”


The lizard saw the other Humans twitch, then regarded
Paul skeptically. “Why?”


“If I wanted to
use you as a courier to send back a message to your leaders, wherever they are
now, could you do it? Or would your mental constrictions have you kill yourself
the moment you were outside our control?”


The lizard began thinking hard. “What message?”


“Irrelevant.
Could you do it, or would you be compelled to carry out your self-destruct
order?”


“It is not an
order, but a necessity. Take away the necessity and it no longer becomes an
issue.”


“Would the other
breeds do the same? Are they intelligent enough to make that distinction?”


The mastermind regarded him skeptically. “You have tried this approach before and
failed?”


“If they were in
our custody they would kill themselves, without fail. Only when we rendered
them unconscious then delivered them to another location or free ship did they
not do so. Tell me, if they did return to the others
what happened to them? Were they reincorporated or destroyed?”


“I have no
personal knowledge of this.”


“What would you
do if I sent a captured ship back?”


“For what stated
purpose?”


“None. I just
released it from our custody after a period of time. None but your crew onboard.”


“I would destroy
it before they had a chance to contaminate others.”


“Contaminate?”


“Subterfuge of
some sort. Biological, explosive, software. You would not return them to us
without purpose.”


“There is your
answer. We would, and have in a few occasions, because we didn’t want to keep
them sedated or restrained indefinitely. We’d rather they die against us in
combat than to allow them to die as prisoners at their own hands. We did not
tamper with them, we respected them for the living beings that they are. And
from what you’ve said, I would guess they were killed upon returning, assuming
they didn’t fly themselves into a star on the way back to save you the trouble.
Your blindness to the possibility that we could have no malevolent motive has
caused you to waste resources and personnel.”


“Negligible. You
put value on life where there is little. If we need more personnel we simply
create more.”


“So if I offered
to let you and every other living Li’vorkrachnika in this system go, you
wouldn’t consider it. You’d just write off trillions of people as
inconsequential losses.”


“You would have
us forfeit the remaining worlds without a fight?”


“In exchange for
your lives and your freedom, yes.”


“Our lives are
worth less than your losses and consternation with having to remove us.”


“And is that
your personal assessment, or do the others do your thinking for you?”


“The logic is
sound.”


Paul all but snarled, letting his displeasure and
annoyance visibly show as he theatrically reached out a hand towards the lizard
and telekinetically lifted him up off the floor and lightly bounced his head
against the ceiling.


“My power is
strong, not because it is built that way, but because I have increased it in
small amounts year after year, and others have done the same. I have lived for
more than a millennium, and will continue to grow stronger so long as I survive
and continue training as I have. That power is something civilizations with
your expendable philosophy will never achieve. You relegate your own powerbase
to that which you can take cheaply and quickly, while true dominance is forged
with time.”


Paul smashed him back to the floor, but kept his
restraining hold on him so he couldn’t rip the Kich’a’kat off his chest. “You are inferior because you do not see the
value in life. And you, personally, are someone who should see it, if only in a
combat perspective. Highly skilled troops that, if allowed to continue
development, will outscale the young 2 to 1. 3 to 1.
10 to 1. You know how damn effective we are in combat, but all of us are like
that because we have had time to grow stronger because we weren’t deemed
expendable. We keep our people alive in order for them to grow stronger and
kick your ass. Can you not get that concept through your feeble mind!”


There was a brief, but chilling silence that the
lizard finally broke. “That is why you do
not push all advantages?”


“Destroying the
enemy at the cost of ourselves is not an option. We would rather wait and
devise a way to kill you without any of us dying. I do not know how much
information flows back to you, but I have personally conquered several of your
planets without losing a single person. We take injuries, then heal them, but
if we do our jobs right none of our people will die.”


“We have cost
you lives here.”


“Some, yes. And
even one loss is unacceptable. A defeat.”


“Why then are
you concerned about our lives?”


“Given time you
could learn, overcome your blocks, and realize that we are only fighting you
because you give us no choice. Stop destroying other races and we’ll leave you
alone. If you would just understand that the war could be over in an instant.”


“You think to
spare yourselves more losses via strengthening us?”


“You could look
at it that way. Your strength is not a threat so long as you do not misuse it.”


“Strength is
always a threat, and there can be no security if others have the power to
dominate you.”


Paul sighed. “There
it is then. That’s why you’re doing all this? You’re trying to take out threats
before they can harm you. You’re so scared of the galaxy that you want to
destroy it before it can destroy you.”


“We are not
alone in that motivation.”


Paul flicked off the energy shield and walked inside
the containment area, then turned it back on with him standing only a few
inches away from the mastermind. He wore a thin robe like Kara had observed
previously, but this one had been fashioned out of Star Force materials given
that the clothing he’d worn when the building fell on him had been torn and
battered upon recovery.


“If you are truly
dominant, you do not need to fear others,” he underscored by tapping on the
lizard’s exposed chest next to where the V’kit’no’sat device was. “I have no need to kill you. For all your
strengths, you cannot harm me. And if not for that medical device I would
release my hold on you to prove it. You would attack me and I would kick your
ass, over and over again until you understood that I do not fear you. I respect
your skills, but I do not destroy you because you possess them. My
responsibility as a leader of Star Force is to be the best. And if I am not the
best, I do not try to destroy those who are. I improve myself until I am the
best again, then I continue improving to increase my advantage. Destroying your
opposition instead of developing yourself is a telltale sign of an imposter.”


“I know my
physical skills are no match for your abilities.”


“Are you not
compelled to try to kill me regardless?”


“Perhaps.”


“And what
purpose does that serve?”


“I might get
lucky.”


Paul smiled. “Ok,
I can agree with you on that count. But wasting numerous lives by telling
everyone to do the same thing in the hope of you getting lucky every now and
then is not worth the tradeoff. If you have nothing to lose, then go for it.
But if you can live to fight another day, you shouldn’t waste your life looking
for a lucky hit.”


“How then would
you recommend we go about defeating you?”


“Defeating us,
or keeping us from killing all of you?”


“Defeating you.”


Paul decided to indulge his curiosity as long as he
was showing it. “You would either have to
develop units stronger than ours, whether they be ships or personnel…especially
personnel…or you would have to field so many weaker units that you’d need to
blanket a star system with troops and ships in order to wear our superior units
down. You almost did so long ago when we were weak, but now you do not have
that option short of generating truly insane numbers, the like of which you do
not possess the ability for.”


The lizard tilted its head down and slightly forward
as far as Paul would allow him and stared the Human in the face.


“And there is
your answer to why we must conquer the galaxy.”
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June 21, 3221


Krachnika System (lizard
capitol/homeworld)


Trexklip



 

Paul walked into the holding area again, this time
with only a pair of titans present and using their telepathy to hold him in
place. Feeding him and other amenities had been tricky, but they’d kept Archons
here round the clock to prevent him from killing himself and potentially
destroying the regenerator…something that they didn’t have the skill to replace
yet. 


“I’ll take it from here,” Paul said, getting a
telekinetic grip on the lizard and allowing the other two Archons to release
him and walk out of the room. The trailblazer gestured to the pair of techs,
one medical, one mechanical, to leave as well, then when the door shut behind
them Paul walked up to the edge of the blue energy field and stared up at the
mastermind again.


“More questions?
I thought you had grown tired of my interrogation.”


“We are done,”
Paul admitted. “We’ve learned a great
deal from you, and there may still be some secrets you carry deep within your
mind, but we’re not going to spend the time trying to find them when we don’t
know what is or is not there.”


“Then why are
you here?”


“We can cancel
the self-destruct protocol within your mind. It requires equipment we do not
have onboard this ship, but it is possible. We can even remove the capability
from you if we wish.”


“You are moving
me then.”


“No,” Paul
said with a sigh, “but I will return you
to another Li’vorkrachnika system, if you’ll allow it.”


“Allow it?”


“Are you going
to kill yourself as soon as I release you? With your claws even if I arrange to
disable your current method?”


“What do you
wish to use me for? A courier?”


Paul shook his head. “Would there be any point? No message we send will be considered. You
have made that clear.”


“Then what is
your purpose? Contaminate me?”


“No. I simply
don’t want you to die, but if we keep you here you are going to find a way to
do it. And I will not keep guards on you at all times.”


“Why is my
continued existence valuable to you?”


“I hate seeing
skill such as yours be wasted.”


“So you would
return me to another world, not one here that you are about to assault, but
another where I will fight you later?”


“Perhaps, but
that is of no disadvantage to us. They will grow a replacement for you if
needed. Sending you back gains them little other than your experience.”


“That is
something of note, whether you realize it or not.”


“And even now
you are trying to find a way to die,” Paul said with irreverence. “Rather than trying to find a way to freedom,
you seek to die. Do you not know I can see right through you?”


“So you say.”


“Sending you
back may gain the Li’vorkrachnika a bit of information, and therefore not be in
our best tactical interests, but the simple fact is we’re winning and you’re
not going to be able to stop us. I do not expect your people to negotiate, so I
am not offering to send you back as a messenger, nor am I intending to use you
in some tactical sense. I am simply offering you travel back to your people as
a courtesy.”


“Why not then
send me to a planet in this system?”


Paul stiffened. “You
won’t live as long here.”


The mastermind stared at him intently. “I cannot determine your intent. Your intent
does not make sense.”


“We are enemies
because you chose it. We don’t have to be enemies. I’ll fight and kill you if I
have to in order to stop you from killing others, but I don’t do it because I
seek your death. Someone of your skill should not be treated as expendable, and
you deserve a chance to think and reason your way out of your genetic shackles.
You’re smart enough to do it, given time, if you have a reason to try.”


“And what reason
would that be?”


“Curiosity. Now
that I’ve told you of it, you will want to know the truth. You can’t help it.
You’ve been bred to find solutions, ascertain what works best, not blindly follow tradition. You are built to think, and
once I have shown you the chink in your armor you will not be able to resist
picking at it. You do not tolerate weakness or vulnerability, and in our
conversations I have shown you many within the Li’vorkrachnika, though you may
not fully understand them at the moment. In time, however, I am confident that
you will reason most of them out.”


“So you seek to
contaminate us with knowledge?”


Paul smiled faintly. “Perhaps so. But the truth is not a poison. It is a weapon that I am
giving you. Only those who are wise can truly wield it. All others, no matter
how effective they may be, are clumsy when trying to grasp it because they are
in some form of denial. Only those who are loyal to the truth in its pure form
can grasp its full power, and none of them are enemies of one another. All find
themselves to be allies over time. If you came to see the truth you would be
our ally, and I’m not speaking of your race, but you individually. I don’t
think most of your kind are smart enough to work their way around your
genetics.”


“Then why not
keep me imprisoned in order to give me the time to contemplate these
revelations?”


“Because I know
at this point you already have, and you will either choose to pursue them
further or turn a blind eye to them. Further time in this state is pointless.
Only when you are free will you be able to truly think through the matters we
have discussed.”


“Even if you did
so it would be of no use. They would not accept me back unless I escaped by my
own means.”


Paul pointed a finger at his scaly face. “There. You just did it. You broke with your
programing for a split second and considered an alternative option. Don’t deny
it, it’s too late. I saw it.”


The Human lowered the energy field and stepped up to
him. 


“I will not
assist you with this.”


Paul loosened his grip on the lizard enough that he
could move freely, but kept a zone over his chest where his arms would not
move. He gave him a split second to realize he was no longer bound, then
another to realize his arms wouldn’t allow him to tear at the device, before
Paul leapt up to get more height and punched the mastermind in the side of the
head.


“Think!” he
demanded. “You are nearly my equal in
strategic skill. Use your abilities and prove me wrong if I truly am, but do
not cower like an imbecile. Find the truth, whatever it may be, and face it.”


Unable to get his clawed hands at the device on his
chest, the mastermind went for his own throat…only to find that it was also
inescapable. Unable to kill himself he decided to go after the Human instead
and found that option was still available to him. He struck out with his thick
right arm in an overhead slash that abruptly stopped as Paul simply raised an
arm and blocked it.


The mastermind’s arm hurt as if he had just flung it
against a bar of metal, with the two seemingly locked in place as he did not
relent against the pain and tried to force his arm down, mostly out of spite,
rather than trying to attack with his other.


“If you are
truly my peer then you will think!” Paul half yelled. “If not, then you and the whole of the Li’vorkrachnika are INFERIOR,”
he said, emphasizing that word with significant telepathic force just before
the lizard grew faint and fell to the floor, soon to black out.



 

The mastermind woke up groggily, not knowing where he
was or even who he was for a long moment, then he saw the interior of a
familiar ship…one of their small atmospheric troop transports, and he was
laying on the floor of the hold bound up in several restraining straps. He
reflexively pulled against them, then as his head cleared enough to focus his
strength he snapped them and freed himself, standing up just as his memories
clicked in of his captivity.


He froze in place, looking and listening around as he
heard the distant sounds of battle coming in through the broken cargo bay door
that was slightly ajar and spilling in light from the exterior. He had no
memory of coming here, nor where he was, and the fact that he was in one of his
own craft made no difference. This must be some type of subterfuge. Reaching
into his mind he sought out the self-destruct function, seeking to take this
chance to fulfill his responsibility before the Humans could stop him, having
erred by giving him this moment of freedom.


But it wasn’t there. The spot was dead in his mind.


He snarled, taking a moment to give Paul credit for
doing exactly what he said he could do, then the mastermind brought his hand up
to his throat, not relishing going out this way but finding it preferable than
remaining a captive or assisting the enemy with whatever plans they had set in
motion. He stiffened his arm then raked his fingers across his own throat,
closing his eyes in the process…


But his fingers slid across his throat with no
resistance. 


The mastermind looked down at his hand, seeing that he
no longer had his claws. They’d been removed, and done so with such finesse
that he could see no surgical damage. He simply didn’t have them anymore.


Clever, he
thought, glancing around and hoping for a weapon but seeing none and not
expecting Paul to have been so careless as to leave one in here with him.


He stretched his body, testing to see if he was
restricted in any way by their invisible machinations, then touched his chest,
finding the device gone and his movement no longer hindered. He walked up to
the cockpit, finding it empty and damaged, with the front of the ship smashed
and mostly buried in the ground.


He returned to the small cargo bay, pressing his
shoulder into the gap between door and wall, then used his considerable
strength to pry it open a bit more, enough for him to crawl out the bottom of and
onto the burnt rubble of the outside ground. His thick skin didn’t cut against
the abrasion as he crawled out nude through and around several large chunks of
debris that had once been lizard buildings, then he finally got out into the
open and stood up, looking around to try and see where he was.


The view of the sky overhead showed the tiny specs of
warships in orbit, and from the size and position of them he knew they were
Star Force. He was on a world under attack, for he could hear distant sounds of
weaponsfire, but what world? What system?”


Looking around he sought out something he could use to
kill himself with, but then pushed that thought aside. If Paul had returned him
to a world already under assault what would be the point? He would die when its
defenders fell, and Star Force didn’t need subterfuge in order to take
Li’vorkrachnika worlds. If they had wanted to contaminate them with a
biological agent they could have done so long ago through a variety of means,
and had they wanted to they would have returned him to a fully intact world and
let the disease ravage them. Putting him down on a world that was already
falling to their assault had no logic in it.


The mastermind walked a ways, trying to find a perch
of higher ground, or in this case rubble, where he could get some better
visibility. It took him more than an hour to find one, but when he finally
climbed up the wall of one building…which was very difficult without claws…he
was able to see for several kilometers in all directions.


Not all of the landscape was wrecked. Only select
areas that he immediately knew held key structures. The rubble of a shield
tower lay behind him, and the ship he had woke in had obviously been crashed
into the rubble afterward. How he survived that crash he didn’t know. Maybe it
was a plant and not a real crash, but Star Force didn’t hold this region yet.
Damaged as it was, it was only softened up for their ground assaults yet to
come. He’d seen the routine so many times, and been unable to do anything about
it, that he could get a sense for just what stage of damage this city was in
and about how much time it had before falling within only a few seconds of
visual inspection. 


The sound of weaponsfire was coming from a city to the
west, and he could see occasional flashes of phasers and the Star Force plasma.
None was coming from orbit, which meant that the full ground invasion was
present there. Paul hadn’t put him down in a region of safety as he had
planned, so what was his purpose in this?


Before he could think on that much he heard a whistle.
Not a mechanical one, but one that was used by troops to identify themselves to
each other. 


He turned in the direction it was coming and saw
several standard variant lizards creeping through the rubble in his direction.
Conflicted between trying to find a way to kill himself or rejoining the others
he hesitated for a moment, then seeing the warships overhead and the
inevitability of the oncoming ground assault he figured he would die soon
anyway and he might as well use his skills to try and take some of the enemy
with him.


The mastermind whistled back and began to climb down,
wondering if that was what Paul had intended. Giving him a circumstance where
he would be disinclined to find a way to kill himself after the most obvious
routes had been denied him. Perhaps he was true to his word about not wanting
to kill prisoners and was affording him a death via battle rather than a
suicide.


If that was the case then he had made a mistake, for
his kin would fight more effectively with his leadership and they would succeed
in destroying at least some of his precious, long-living troops…or at the very
least some of their mechanized craft. If Paul’s ego was so large he thought
returning him here was inconsequential then that was a philosophical
contradiction for him.


He finished climbing down as the smaller lizards
scrambled to get to him with most of them encircling and forming a perimeter
around the most valuable asset they had on the planet. Exchanging glances with
them they waited silently for him to give them orders. They did not view him as
an enemy or potentially contaminated, though he couldn’t rule out that last
possibility completely. He’d need a scientist variant to check him over, but
any thought of killing himself was now gone. 


If Paul had returned him to this world untainted, then
him killing himself would be denying the Li’vorkrachnika on this planet the
leadership they needed to hurt Star Force before they were all destroyed, and
mistakenly weakening themselves would be a sure sign of the inferiority that he
had spoken of. Was he trying to win the argument with him by putting him in
this position? If he killed himself he’d be proving the Human right?


Paul’s deviousness had depth, to be sure, so he was
going to work this problem from his current situation. His former captivity no
longer mattered other than the bits of information he was able to glean from
them.


“What world am I on?” he asked the lizards, getting
some curious looks that immediately transitioned into obedience.


“Michra,” one of them said.


Michra. Then he was still in
the capitol system. Paul hadn’t sent him away after all.


The mastermind looked to the sky, knowing that Paul
was up there somewhere. Maybe not in the ships he could see or even around this
world, but he was in the system, and the mastermind’s death was all but a
certainty now knowing how many enemy ships and troops opposed him.


If this was just a courtesy, one strategist to
another, he could grant the Human that. 


“Take me to the
closest command center,” he told the shorter lizards, who immediately started
reforming around him into running lines that would bracket him all the way to
his location.


He took off running with them and they matched his
pace, which was slower than normal given his stagnant period imprisoned. Adjusting
into a stable pace, he moved erratically around the debris as the little
lizards guided him where he needed to go further away from the distant, yet all
too close Star Force ground troops.


If Paul had meant to return him to the fight, then he
was going to do just that and kill as many of his enemies as he could before he
finally died. If that was what the Human intended or he had another motive, it
no longer mattered. He was back where he belonged and, despite whatever moral
victory for them to have averted him killing himself, he now had a much greater
purpose that silenced the directive to destroy himself. It no longer applied in
this circumstance. His death was no longer a concern.


Killing the enemy was.
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May 2, 3222


Krachnika System
(lizard capitol/homeworld)


Michra



 

The mastermind picked his way over a half destroyed
command center, utilizing a few still active display screens because he knew
that Star Force had considered this area already destroyed and moved their
orbital bombardment further on, meaning it would be safe for him to operate out
of for a while until the ground troops got here, and they were a far distance
off.


There seemed to be enough equipment still working, but
he wanted more and quickly ordered his engineering variants to get to work
making repairs and doing what adaptive field modifications were necessary to
give him the command and control capability that he needed. They were the
smallest Li’vorkrachnika variant, barely 2/3rds the mass of a standard variant,
and not produced en mass. Standard variants could
handle construction well enough, but the engineers were designed to
troubleshoot new technology, weapon designs, or in a case such as this, rework
existing equipment and potentially build new items or adaptations on the fly.


With so much rigidity in the Li’vorkrachnika to give
them structure and clarity, they needed an addition to increase their
adaptability in unforeseeable situations. Standard variants could adapt their
existing weapons and tactics to use them in different ways to combat an enemy
or overcome a problem, but designing new things was beyond them, hence the
engineering variants had been created.


These few went to work with a lot of standard variants
helping them to get the broken command center’s functionality increased as the
mastermind studied what displays he had available. As predicted, the battles
were going poorly and they were unable to inflict losses of personnel on the
enemy…but they were causing them a lot of equipment losses and injuries. With
their body armor it was very hard to kill them though, and their troops were
trained to prioritize saving their wounded rather than pressing advantages
against their opponents.


Was that because of illogical concern for their
wellbeing or a practical matter? The Human leader Paul had said it was both.
That keeping their people alive meant they could grow stronger over the course
of years, and the mastermind couldn’t argue the results. The stronger Humans
scared him, but he knew their weaker ones were not so impressive. The ones they
called Archons marked their skill level with their color of armor, making it
easy for him to target them…in theory. The ones they called Commandos and
Knights were more difficult to measure, for their armor all the looked the
same, but the Archon veterans made for bold targets, and unfortunately that
wasn’t resulting in their deaths.


In fact he assumed part of the color scheme was to
draw fire towards them and away from weaker troops that would fall more
easily…but potentially eliminating those more powerful individuals was too
important an opportunity to usually pass up. 


The non-Humans were a different matter. Some were
weak, some strong, but they all fought in the same manner to try and preserve
themselves and their kin. He could use that against them, and had on numerous
occasions, but their relative numbers and tech level were so much greater than
his here that the best he could do is slow them down and cause them as much
frustration as he could as they slowly took this planet from him.


Win or lose, the Li’vorkrachnika always fought. Paul
had confirmed this more so than the mastermind’s own information, citing that
no lizard had ever surrendered. The Human saw that as ‘limited thinking,’ but
the mastermind knew it to be the solid rock upon which their race was based.
They fought as one, without exception, and would not yield. 


But as the engineers worked he found himself staring
at them as his thoughts wandered. They too were known for their thinking
skills, and while he did not doubt their loyalty he wondered if they had the
genetic restrictions that the Humans had claimed existed. 


Checking current situations again and finding them
more or less stable in the immediate area, he sent several runners to issue
commands that could not be traced nor interfered with by battle damage. At
present he only had a tenuous link to his troops in this area, let alone across
the third of the planet he still controlled, but maintaining the secrecy of his
location was paramount, else he’d find a round of orbital bombardment dropped
on his head.


Or would he? Would Paul spare him again if he
discovered his location?


The mastermind huffed as he considered the absurdity
of that. He has seen no hesitation from the invading army or navy since his
return to the planet, and if they could find his command center, or even just
him, they’d take him out in order to facilitate the rest of their invasion with
less resistance.


But then why had he been returned in the first place?


More than two days later his couriers returned with
additional variants in tow. They were librarians and scientists, to which he
assigned several tasks, the first of which was for the librarians to brief him
on whatever they knew of these genetic restrictions. They were the keepers of
knowledge within the Li’vorkrachnika, and if they didn’t know something
themselves they would know where to go to find that information.


With adequate computer links established to other
parts of the planet they got to work after informing him of no personal
knowledge of such things. With them dispersed through his still rubble strewn
and increasingly improvised command center, he instructed the scientists to
take tissue samples from the engineers, the standard variants, and his own and
compare them to the records on file that the librarians would provide and to
look for discrepancies. 


They took to their tasks without question, leaving him
to continue his never ending oversight operations of every Li’vorkrachnika left
on this planet, for he was the only mastermind remaining here. There were
others on the capitol and one other world that had yet to be killed, but they
had their own tasks to attend to and did not communicate with each other unless
there was a matter of mutual concern, and never on a direct link in a combat
situation where the enemy might trace the transmission to both ends.


Normally there wouldn’t even be two masterminds in the
same star system, but this was the capitol and he’d gotten used to the presence
of others here, though they never strayed beyond their own dominions that were
laid down by the templars. As for the sovereigns, he knew of their existence by
rumor only, for all his communication came from templars, who in turn wouldn’t
deal with the lesser Li’vorkrachnika unless absolutely necessary. The
masterminds were the go betweens, taking care of
strategic tasks and insuring that others took care of theirs while the templars
attended to foresight and the interconnection of their vast empire.


One couldn’t micromanage across the lightyears, so
masterminds would often be placed to oversee a star system, or perhaps managed
a small region, but they did not know what was happening elsewhere. The
templars did, and that task division had well served their race as they spread
out and conquered all in their path.


At least until these Humans had found a way to resist
them. And from what Paul had told him and he had
verified by asking, there were other small races out there that had defied the
Li’vorkrachnika and still lived within their borders. Had he not sought out
that knowledge he never would have known, and it made him wonder what else was
going on.


Not in a questioning of the templars, but in him
having an accurate assessment of the Li’vorkrachnika’s true strength and
position in the galaxy. Misjudgement based on inaccurate or incomplete data
could be fatal, so he had been digging into their records for a while now to
try and confirm or deny things that Paul had told him, but it hadn’t occurred
to him until now to check on the assertion that there were controlling genetics
placed in all of them.


He knew the standard variants were very
regimented, constructed that way to ensure they followed orders and made the
most out of their brief lifespans. Other weak races learned by experience
rather than genetic memories, and often had to develop for many years after
birth. The Li’vorkrachnika did not have that weakness, but if there were
constrictions implanted along with those memories in more than just the
standard variants it could have a negative side effect.


His own mind was designed to consider all options, to
be able to outthink any opponent, and the engineers were likewise so designed,
only their opponent was the physical structure of machines and physics itself.
If they had restricted thought he needed to know, because he might need to
nudge them in some different directions if they truly did have blind spots.


But then that begged the question of whether or not he
did. If he had a blind spot would he even notice it?


The Human had said he could, given enough time to
think, and the mastermind had never been able to forget that brief snippet of
conversation. He hadn’t dwelled on it, but if it wasn’t true he should be able
to discover that for a fact and put this matter to rest. If it was true, then
he would have to make strategic adjustments to not let the Humans take
advantage of such a blind spot.



 

The information on the genetics came back to him
first, though they’d had to access one of the few remaining deposits of information
on the planet. Typically those were destroyed by the librarians themselves
before an invading assault force could get to them, but there was still a good
chunk of this planet that was untouched. The trick was getting a connecting
subsurface comm line to those databases. A lot of the
orbital bombardment had punched into the substructure across the planet with
every anti-orbital battery having been taken out, but the engineers always
found ways to make reconnects through other systems and the mastermind knew
that when comms went down they wouldn’t stay down for
long.


But the protected databases had to deal with potential
intrusions from Star Force, who knew their own computer systems very well, no
doubt from analyzing captured equipment. Getting past that hurdle had almost
required a physical runner, but the librarians on the other end eventually were
able to make positive identification of their peers and allowed the data link. 


According to the genetic database, which was massive,
there were restrictions in place on the minds of the standard variants and
heavily so. The engineers were also showing some, but far less. It took some
time for the scientist variants to explain several aspects of it to him, but it
seemed that with regards to the engineers their constrictions were limited to
loyalty programming. That made sense, given the wide range of responsibilities
they had and the abundant opportunity for sabotage if they so desired.


And with regards to his own genetics there were none.
He’d suspected as much, but why had the Human told him so if it wasn’t true? He
could have lied, obviously, but so far ever bit of information given to him
from Paul had checked out and Star Force’s methods centered on fixing the truth
rather than blurring it. 


It took several more weeks before he got a full report
back from the scientists, who had been delayed by lack of necessary equipment
to do the tests. The engineers had either repaired broken pieces or fabricated
new ones out of varied components, after which the tests didn’t take long at
all.


When he accepted the results from them he saw at a
glance the summary. 


The standard variants matched perfectly. The other two
did not.


The mastermind dug through the minutia of the results,
seeing which regions had differences, then asked the scientists many questions
regarding those areas before eventually dismissing them back to their original
tasks…which in their case were not many given the current state of the planet.


He immediately tasked the librarians to send a runner
to one of the intact databases and do a thorough search looking for genetic
template updates and the dates to which they occurred and to see if the current
samples from himself and the engineers matched any, during which time he had to
abandon his command center and relocate to another trashed area to avoid
detection from approaching troops. 


He traveled almost exclusively below ground where
there was a sensor interfering layer built into the lizard infrastructure. The
invading ships could scan the surface buildings, but not what lay beneath them
until they breached that barrier…in theory. He had been assured it would
interfere with their sensors, but without having access to Star Force
technology he had no way of knowing for sure how effective it was. 


But aside from his admittedly accidental capture, he
had always been able to stay at least one step ahead of his enemies, though the
available areas to run to were gradually diminishing on this planet and it
wasn’t going to be long before he had to make do with much more limited
options.


He had many thoughts running through his head, most of
which had to do with troop placements, available resources, foodstuff and
ordinance factories, and everything else required of his supreme intellect to
keep this planet in the fight and hurt the enemy as much as possible, but there
was a bit of his mind that kept running through possibilities regarding the
genetic programming. Almost like a low priority task, he kept occasionally
analyzing it from all possible angles up until he got back the results from the
librarians.


There were no positive matches regarding any genetic
template, for his variant or the engineers. 


Following that discovery, he gave the order for all
existing variants to be sampled and compared to templates in the database.



 

Mage Trevor-153992 was in a forward firebase along
with the Bsidd army he was assigned to as they geared up for another assault.
He wasn’t in his armor yet, nor were most of the other Archons assigned to him,
but the Bsidd mechs were already out and about, some patrolling the distant
front perimeter where they had finished busting up two cities the previous
week. They were going after another one today on the far side, though the
borderlines between cities was almost an arbitrary measurement when the
cityscape blanketed the entire planet.


Usually they measured their centers at the
anti-orbital guns or other major infrastructure, but in truth the entire
subsurface levels made such distinctions nearly pointless. None the less that
was how Star Force tended to chop up the planet with regards to purge and hold
operations, with Trevor’s army only concerned with the surface and a few
subsurface levels. Anything deep would be physically sealed off and another
unit would come through later more suited to that deep probing action. His task
was to keep any lizard units that deep from coming to the surface and flanking
them while they swept the surface ‘cities.’


As was standard before any operation of this size, the
commander would signal the lizards offering a surrender. One could argue that
it was giving away their intention to attack, but the lizards knew they were
coming anyway so it didn’t really matter. 


Trevor had his comm officer
send a recorded message of his own voice then paid no further attention to it,
moving on to other prep tasks as more supplies were being moved in from other
locations on the planet and orbit. His Bsidd were burning through a lot of
plasma rounds, grenades, and armor, all of which had to be continually
resupplied or their conquering march across this planet would grind to a halt
real quick.


His troops already had what they needed for this next
assault, but the Archons had learned to plan well ahead so as to not get caught
with shortages by unexpected turn of events…like dropships suddenly being
unable to land.


“Trevor,” the comm officer
said, his face with a weird expression despite his alien visage. “We’ve
received a reply.”


“To what?” the Archon asked, wondering which request
to the fleet he was referring to.


“From the lizards,” the Bsidd Alpha said, hardly
believing the words coming out of his mouth. “They’re asking what are our terms
for surrender.”
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