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May 2, 2739


Merovingian
System (Core Region)


Low stellar
orbit



 

Paul’s dropship took him across from the Warship-class jumpship he’d arrived in
the system on and over to the much larger mining station situated in extreme
low orbit around the red dwarf star that filled the view below them. Dubbed the
Prometheus, the station was a
prototype that had only recently gone online with minimal production, and when
Paul had got word of it finally working he’d made sure to arrange his schedule
to bring him back to Earth, then made the 9 lightyear hop over to check on its
progress in person.


The star was small, some 17% the mass of Sol, with
significant surface activity that altered the luminosity regularly. That
turbulence wasn’t a problem to the mining efforts, and this star had been
chosen in particular because of its size, proximity to Sol’s industrial base,
and being within a system that was 100% Star Force territory. There were no
planets whatsoever here, with a cluster of sedas taking their place that
utilized natural resources from other systems to sustain themselves, though
with the Canderians virtually every seda they build could exist on minimal
shipments via internal recycling measures, which was why they’d been given this
empty system to colonize.


The construction of Prometheus had taken more than 18 years, and to date was the third
largest orbital structure ever built by Star Force, with the other two being
monstrous sedas that were literally the equivalent of small moons. Neither of
those were here in the Merovingian System, making the Star Forge-class mining station the centerpiece by far. 


It wasn’t a Canderian construction,
but rather one of Star Force’s mainline projects that had been on the drawing
board for centuries. Unlike the V’kit’no’sat versions this one was a permanent
feature, without the gravity drives that allowed theirs to migrate from system
to system. This one had minimal engines, both to keep it aloft and to navigate
its way around the star to access different places on its surface. Right now
there was a tiny shield conduit stretching down into the star that functioned
as a binary straw, and as Paul enhanced the magnification on the dropship’s
cameras he could see the stream of glowing matter rising up through it.


Likewise, there was a less luminous flow going back
down with unwanted materials. That secondary filtering process was taking place
within the Star Forge itself, while the primary was happening at the base of
the straw through an enormously complicated series of energy shields that were
pulling on various materials and keeping others back, then sending the wanted slurry
up to the station for a more selective filtering process.


Paul had been told the ‘straw’ was barely functional,
but that regular harvesting had begun anyway…and now he could see for himself
that it was continuing, though if it had been up to specs the tiny tendril of
light would have been much thicker to the eye. He continued to watch the
transfer process up until his tiny Falcon-class
dropship was swallowed up inside the pillar-like Prometheus, which felt akin to flying inside the side of a Death
Star, size wise.


The trailblazer chucked his datapad aside and left it
with the craft before stepping out onto the hangar deck to find Henderson
waiting for him.


“About time,” he told the level 6 tech in charge of
the project.


The man frowned heavily. “Don’t give me that lip. You
have no idea how much of a handful the shield calibration has been.”


“I’ve been reading your notes regularly,” Paul said as
he fell into step beside the taller man who led him across the mostly empty
hangar bay towards the station’s interior corridors.


“Then you should know it’s a damn near miracle we got
her functioning as is. The Vic’s built theirs with a lot of cool toys that we
don’t have, so this beastly testament to inefficiency is naturally going to
have problems popping up around the clock.”


“Production continues?”


“Amazingly yes, and we’ve already harvested 4.3
kilograms of solari…which triples our lifetime synthesis tally.”


“I trust you’re putting it to good use.”


“Not here. What they’re doing with it is out of my
hands. As of yet we haven’t seen any return.”


Paul knew that wasn’t unexpected, for the machines the
solari would be used to help make had never been created by Star Force before,
and thus prototypes would have to be built and tested before any upgrades to
the Star Forge could be shipped out to them.


“Corovon?”


“Trace amounts. We’re not anywhere near that deep yet,
just scraping a little off the surface layers. About half a metric ton that we
haven’t bothered shipping out yet.”


Paul’s eyes widened. “You’re calling that trace
amounts?”


“Trace as in what we’re getting from the slurry. Be
impressed if you want, but you know this beast is capable of far more when we
eventually get her up and running. I’m so buried in her innards I don’t even
care to think how that compares to production outside this system. And on that
note, the Canderians were wondering if they couldn’t have a kilogram or two.”


“It’s in their backyard, so it only seems fitting…if
you’re able to sustain the ‘limited’ production.”


“We’re fishing, remember, so I can’t promise results,
but the syphon is relatively stable now. Crude as hell, but stable.”


“I’ll take that as a yes. Give them 1.5 kilograms then
route all remaining corovon production directly to Sol.”


“Get the cargo ships moving and I will. Right now it
didn’t seem worth sending an entire jumpship for.”


“Why didn’t you send it with the solari?”


“I did, but we hadn’t collected more than 3 kilograms
by then. This load we got when we hit a pocket of higher concentration. This is
our fifteenth probe point. The ninth was the heavier corovon ‘deposit,’ though
I hesitate to use that term given how much convection there is in the star. We
can sink a syphon down and let it linger for a long time before saturation
levels bleed off, though not as long as I’d like.”


“How far have you repositioned?”


“We move at least 100 kilometers each time, but all
our taps have been in the same geographical area. Didn’t see the point in
moving us around a lot until I got the syphon working better. Really this isn’t
harvesting yet, just messing around and tinkering.”


“I know a lot of people that are going to be very
happy to hear you say that,” Paul commented, realizing that if this Star Forge
even got to a percentage of its full capability it would revolutionize Star
Force mining operations, which would then have repercussions throughout the
empire as the new volume of materials became available.


“You’re welcome. Are you here to look or get your
hands dirty?”


“What do you need?”


“Some troubleshooting assistance.”


“Happy to. What are you working on?”


“Everything,” Henderson commented, running his fingers
through his blonde hair as they reached a lift station. “It’ll be easier to
explain when we get to the control room.”



 

Paul stood with the master tech overlooking a large
pit of a room with a fully staffed control team. There were numerous
workstations all facing in around the large central hologram that had a sliver
of the star at the base and the elongated Star Forge floating above it with a
single tendril down to the surface. He knew it was designed to have many such
tendrils operating simultaneously, but so far there was only the one and
Henderson said that would be the case for many years to come given their lack
of necessary equipment.


As the level 6 techs continually progressed through
the V’kit’no’sat database they had come to the mutual agreement that there were
four phases left before Star Force caught up with their level of technology…or
rather their previous level, for there was no way of knowing how far they’d
advanced in the interim. As it was now, Star Force didn’t exist on any one tech
level, for it had pushed various lines of rediscovery faster than others, so
the entire technological acumen was a mishmash of various strengths and
weaknesses.


Their comm systems were the
top priority, and as such were more or less located on the highest level Star
Force had managed to date. The Ta’lin’yi were also on a similar level, with the
cannons and comm both being phase 5. In order to
progress up to phase 4 in any way, there were solari particles that were needed
in the construction of the tech, or the construction of the machines that would
then make that tech, hence creating a roadblock much as arc elements and
corovon had been before them.


As it was there were still more arc elements that Star
Force didn’t have access to, because the ability to synthesize them required
tech that utilized solari that they presently didn’t have. In this way there
was a crisscrossing of prerequisites that were needed to advance the overall
tech level of the empire, with sudden surges coming across the board when they
were finally made.


Solari were the next stage of advancement in a big
way, and would open up the next four phases once they got their hands on the
necessary compounds. Star Force was very, very close to creating a phase 1
piece of tech that they’d been researching hard for what seemed like forever,
and that was the Dre’mo’don, which was lacking one solari that was holding back
its production.


That solari was denomsi,
which was an atom in the Trelpo element list. That
list, like C-type elements that required corovon in their makeup, had a pair of
subatomic particles called hrat and varsh added to the standard protons, neutrons, corovon, and
electrons. Denomsi was made of two neutrons, a
corovon, and a proton bonded with a varsh, around
which a halo of four electrons were compressed, and was one of the rarer forms
of solari, which was basically a catch-all term for compounds almost
exclusively harvested from within stars.


There was probably no denomsi
within Merovingian, for it was typically found only in high mass stars and
small black holes. Varsh bonding required some very
exotic environmental circumstances, and while Star Force had been able to
recycle a small amount of the varsh particles from
V’kit’no’sat ‘trash’ within the pyramid, they were nowhere near close to the
point where they could synthetically bond them to protons, thus denomsi was a compound that they would either have to
collect directly as a raw material or wait a very long time to be able to build
the type of equipment necessary to synthesize it later down the line.


Given that it was the one roadblock to creating their
first phase 1 piece of tech, primitive as it might be in comparison with the
V’kit’no’sat models, it was high on both the trailblazers’ and the techs’
priority list, which meant getting to the point where they could mine the high
mass stars. Prometheus was
essentially the field laboratory where they would experiment and learn how to
build a Star Forge that could do that, all the while collecting what they hoped
would be a shopping list of solari that would help them create the higher level
machines necessary to build such a device.


Paul had seen the blueprints for the Prometheus before and knew that a lot of
it was empty space waiting to be filled with newly created equipment when it
came online. What he didn’t know was to what extent Henderson had gone to get
the first few pieces working. His masterpiece of ingenuity reminded Paul of
O’Neill’s power generator in Stargate, where the
legendary Colonel had gone around collecting all kinds of stuff from the SGC,
tearing it apart and picking out the pieces that he needed to then build a
crude, but functioning power source to briefly give the Stargate
the boost needed to travel very far away.


He hadn’t seen that episode since before he went into
basic training, but that sort of tech wizardry had always impressed him…and it
was that sort of thing that Henderson wanted his help with now.


Inside the hazy boundary of the star on the hologram the
shield column could be seen penetrating a short distance, then it broke apart
into seven different directions like the roots on a tree. Each of those
filaments then broke apart further until they ended in small nobs. Those nobs
were really shield spheres that were sifting out
various compounds within the star and allowing what they wanted through into
the interior of those globes…more or less.


That slurry of material, which ranged from corovon to
solari to basic hydrogen depending on the filter they used, was then collected
in a small holding shield before being shunted up the primary line and into the
station. Right now all seven tendrils were sifting for the same thing, that being a range of heavier materials above basic
hydrogen and its plasma counterpart, but low enough that corovon and bulkier
molecules would be obscured. 


What they collected was all being shunted up together
without any delay, for the Prometheus couldn’t yet accommodate multiple shafts
in the connecting tendril, only the two…one up, one down, and the bonding rod
that ran between them. That was also made of shield energy, but used for the
purpose of structural integrity and doubled as a wire connection allowing for
control signals to be sent down into the completely matterless
construct.


It was those shields that operated the entire
harvesting process, and those shields that were barely up to the task in Star
Force’s case that were holding the whole operation up. It was a miracle that
they’d gotten as far as they did without the solari, and Henderson’s work was
to be credited with that. The Prometheus
was a crude piece of crap at the moment, but it was marginally functional and
sifting out the compounds necessary to improve it later down the line.


Right now Henderson wanted Paul’s help improvising,
not in a purely scientific way, which he knew the trailblazer lacked in
prerequisite knowledge, but in the basic problem solving mindset that the
Archons were infamous for.


“We can’t get more than 53 kilometers deep without
risking the stellar fluctuations from overloading the filaments,” the tech
explained. “The power we’re receiving from the absorption shields are
sufficient to maintain the overall structure without us having to tap our
reserves on the station, so that’s not the issue, it’s the matrix strength. The
further we stretch the weaker it becomes. The farthest we’ve been able to get a
single probing column has been 72 kilometers, and that was luck. The currents
are so chaotic that it literally snaps the matrix below 60 with the torsion
between levels.”


“And we need to get lower why? Beyond the obvious,” he
added when Henderson gave him another displeased look.


“Because we sampled chori on
one of the probes, but haven’t detected a single particle of it above 58
kilometers.”


Paul rubbed his bare chin with his left hand. “Just
out of reach then.”


“Are you away of how many machines this station needs
that require chori?”


“A lot,” Paul said, knowing the exact number was
somewhere in the dozens.


“I can’t get the depth with our current equipment. I
was hoping you might have some ideas.”


“Is there a less turbulent region?”


“The only way to find out is to send down a probe,
which means blind luck. We don’t have any sensor equipment that can penetrate
the surface. We need Pro’phad energy for that.”


“Which requires hrat
manipulation.”


“And the easiest element to produce it with is chori. If we have to move around and just poke randomly we
can, but there’s no guarantee we’re not already in the most stable region.”


“Or the most chaotic,” Paul offered, but he realized
the dilemma. “Did the sample bring back any?”


“No. The lifting structures are quite different from
the samplers. They simply detect what’s there and transmit the data back up the
control conduit. The probe is just that conduit surrounded by an absorption
matrix and capped off with the sensor dome.”


“What about an inefficient straight line tap? Beef up
the shields as much as you can and just try to get a handful of particles,
enough to build a single piece of equipment that can then be used to upgrade
that tap?”


“Already tried it. When we reinforce the shield
matrixes we diminish the depth. I’ve pushed and pulled every angle I can think
of. 53 kilometers is the furthest I can get with any collection capability.”


“Have you tried stirring the pot?”


“Meaning?”


“Bring the lower materials up to collection depth.”


“The currents are already pretty rambunctious, but the
lower levels are unaffected. Different densities keep them separate. Even if I
could create a stirring mechanism near the filaments it wouldn’t pull the
deeper materials up, just move the higher ones around laterally. I’ve been
working on doing just that to facilitate the remixing of the saturation levels
around the collection points, but only on the drawing board at the moment.”


“Shaken then, not stirred.”


“Other than the Bond reference, I don’t see…”
Henderson said, cutting himself off as a thought occurred to him.


“Boom,” Paul offered, seeing the twinkle in the tech’s
eye suddenly spark.


“Shielded missile penetrating to depths then detonating,
creating a surge of heavier matter into the upper levels…wouldn’t be efficient,
and that sort of disruption would snap any shield matrixes we had in place…”


“Deploy them after. What’s it take, less than 30
seconds?”


“Depends how much we want to stretch, but most
deployment times are under 30.”


“All we need is to sniff a little bit, right?”


“4.78 kilograms of chori is
what we need to build heavier emitters. Get me that and I’ll get you twice the
depth. You got some spare warheads I could borrow?”


Paul smiled. “Not onboard my ship. I’ll have to swing
by the vault to pick up some.”


“What’s ‘the vault?’”


“A little place in Sol where we keep all the cool tech
that we haven’t really found a use for. Stuff we built just to build to see if
we could…or for a rainy day. Military operations don’t call for bombs very
much, especially the big ones.”


“How big are we talking? I’ve never been involved in
the munitions research.”


A slight smile crept across Paul’s face as he accessed
the nearby control station and dug his way into the Star Force files, pulling
up a restricted section and waving Henderson towards the grocery list of
boom-booms. 


“Any of these big enough?”


The tech looked through the list, pulling up several
and seeing their insane yields. “Explosive junkies.”


“I’ll take that as a yes.”
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Paul’s ship approached the Star Forge for the second
time in 5 days, having just made the short jump over to Sol and back again,
this time carrying 15 warheads and an equal number of penetration vehicles, for
you couldn’t simply shoot a missile into a star and expect it to get very far
without being destroyed first. Each of the vehicles was the size of a dropship
and heavily shielded, having been built originally to get the fat bombs to
their targets before they could get knocked out of the sky by anti-air defenses.



As soon as Paul’s warship came within range of the Prometheus he received targeting
coordinates from Henderson, then using the yield level they’d discussed
previously, the ship launched the remote craft with the trailblazer flying it
remotely down and into the star. He stayed with it as long as he could, but
eventually the control signal was cut off and both men had to wait to see what
would happen.


Several long minutes followed, with Paul knowing it
would take time to reach the necessary depth within the star. Had the
penetration vehicle been using standard combat shields it would have been
destroyed almost instantaneously, but Paul had some quick swapouts
done in Sol to replace the shields with the absorption variety. Calibrated
using the data from the Prometheus, the shields were designed to soak up the
energy from this star, taking that power and redeploying it into the shield
matrix. If the calibration was off part of the destructive power would get
through and kill the bomb before it had a chance to detonate, so there was no
way of knowing if the first attempt was going to be successful or not other
than to wait for the bang.


Paul had brought 15 for a reason, and it wasn’t just
to shake up the surface levels multiple times. If some additional tweaking of
the shield matrixes had to be done, he didn’t want to have to run back to Sol
again to get some more…not that they had that many on hand. The yields were so
great that there wasn’t much cause to build them, though he’d really like the
chance to throw a few against the lizard shipyard rings. 


That wasn’t going to happen anytime soon, so their
limited supply was just sitting and collecting dust when he dropped by the
vault to pick them up. Hopefully now they could be put to a more productive
use. 


They weren’t all the same make, and the one he’d just
sent down to the star was a concussion model, designed to be detonated within a
medium and use the surrounding material as the destructive force. Had it been
detonated in space it would still do damage at close range, but couldn’t affect
much of anything across a vacuum, for the energy matrix had an expansion
distance of less than a kilometer. It would push through it so fast that
anything hit would be thrown out violently, but beyond that boundary line the
energy fueling the push fizzled.


That wouldn’t be an issue within the star, for the
density of material surrounding it was more than enough to trigger a huge blast
wave…if it detonated.


Paul watched the clock ticking off the seconds, not
knowing for sure how fast the penetration vehicle could descend. It had a small
gravity drive to pull it through the stellar matter, but there was no way to
know how it would respond because nothing like this had been tried before. The
only data they had was from the shield columns dipping down into the star, for
research into the internal dynamics was pointless considering the database in
the pyramid. 


That meant to date Star Force hadn’t sent any physical
probes down into any star, nor could they have until the recent development of
the absorption shields. Paul was fairly certain this would work, but there was
no way to know for sure other than chucking one in and seeing what happened.


The Prometheus
was situated 120 kilometers above the surface of the star, but stellar
fluctuations had bits of atmosphere tickling its own absorption shields,
meaning there wasn’t a definitive boundary above the somewhat chaotic
exterior…that became a lot more chaotic when the bomb detonated. It took time
for the shockwave to hit the surface, but when it did a huge bump formed,
rising up several kilometers before breaking and shooting out a shower of
stellar matter halfway up to the Star Forge before gravity started dragging it
back down again.


Paul watched and waited, seeing a shield column begin
extending down from the Prometheus
following the retreat of the glowing stellar material. It punched down inside
it even as it was churning about, then the telemetry feed from Henderson showed
it push down even further, eventually spreading out its tendrils like a growing
tree.


He saw some of them disappear, snapping under the
strain of the turbulence, but others remained and continued to sprout more
roots. Soon a glowing tendril began to shoot up from the surface, traveling in
the lift column and eventually reaching the Prometheus where it was taken
inside and separated into its constituent components with any unwanted material
heading back down the opposite side of the giant straw.


The amounts collected were known almost instantly,
with Paul watching the feeds. Solari particles were a small minority within
stars, and it required a lot of sifting to get a significant amount of them, so
when no chori showed up he didn’t immediately label
their first try a failure. Rather he waited and watched, seeing a few trace
amounts of other solari popping up as it was separated from the hydrogen and
helium, which were both sent back down into the star a waste material. 


In the future those would have been claimed as well,
but the storage areas for the bulk materials weren’t yet activated. When they
were they’d fill up quickly, which would require regular cargo shipments off
the station, and as of yet no regular jumpship traffic was routed here so the Prometheus hadn’t bothered harvesting
any of the common elements.


The analysis telemetry had registered 9 different
compounds so far, then a tenth was added as a bit of corovon was collected. It
was a tiny amount, but in its rare form. Most corovon Star Force collected was
bonded to other compounds and had to be separated from it on a subatomic level,
but most of the corovon in the star had already been separated due to the
destructive soup that made up the star…or at least the trace amounts this far
up. The deep core was another matter, but Star Force didn’t have the shield
strength to reach that far down as of yet.


It took more than eight minutes before the first bit
of chori was reported, and just a tiny spec at that,
but another followed some 23 seconds later, with more bits and pieces coming up
the straw and into the Star Forge. 


A hologram of Henderson popped up beside the main
feeds in the command nexus where Paul was watching from and the trailblazer
mentally flipped the image to a headshot rather than a full body image.


“A few hits,” Paul mentioned.


“How long the plume stays within the radius of the
collection field is in question, but if this saturation level persists a number
of days we’ll have enough out of this single detonation. If not, we’ll need to
reposition and repeat.”


“I’ve got two more of similar yield. If it takes more
than that we’re going to have variations to deal with.”


“Keep your fingers crossed then. In the meantime head
back on over and we’ll troubleshoot the rest of our headaches, unless you need
to be elsewhere?”


“I’m going to stick around a while. I’ll be over
within the hour.”


Henderson nodded, then his hologram cut out.


Paul glanced at the updating collection numbers again,
seeing a steady trickle of chori being brought up and
wondering how soon the subsurface currents were going to sweep it aside and
outside of the filament perimeter.



 

Paul stood on the floor of a huge chamber, or rather
the lack of one. The artificial gravity was working, but everything over his
head was empty space inside the Prometheus…for
17 miles. 


He looked up, unable to see the ceiling in the
darkened distance and knowing that this area was reserved for future
construction. The outer shell of the Star Forge was complete, as was a lot of
the interior, but there were voids such as this that had atmosphere but little
else on the 94 mile long mining station. It’d taken a hell of a lot of
resources to build it, but now that it was here those materials were going to
be returned in the form of stellar mining resources from now through infinity.
At the moment there was only a negligible trickle of exports, but that would
gradually grow and as it did so would the station’s interior.


At full strength it was estimated that at least a crew
of 200,000 would be needed, but the Star Forge had been designed to house
upwards of a million with ease, and areas such as this could be fitted with
additional residential areas if necessary. How the Prometheus would eventually turn out was unknown, allowing for the
adaptation that was required in any prototype. The trick of it was that you
couldn’t build multiple prototypes of this size, so you had to get all the
kinks worked out in this one effort before you got around to building any
standardized Star Forges down the road.


Paul threw a handful of small lights out into the chamber,
catching them telekinetically and spreading them out in a wide circle and
sticking them in place with the light adhesive on their backs. He flicked them
all on, bringing far more illumination to the void than the open doorway behind
him allowed, but it still got ate up by the immense distances involved, for the
chamber was over 4 miles wide.


The trailblazer closed the door, leaving only his
small lights as a source of illumination. He had his Pefbar, of course, but
that was soon about to be outranged, thus the need for a visual source of
reference. He touched a small control panel attached to his left forearm and
dialed down the gravity in the void to 5%, then gently dropped to the ground,
bending at the knees briefly before launching himself up with a Yetu-enhanced
jump. 


He shot away from the floor like a missile, with the
bit of gravity gradually slowing his ascent but not before he angled into the
near wall. Paul kicked off of it, sending himself out towards the interior
where he essentially hung weightless traveling through a giant arc in the dark,
with only the small circle of lights below giving him any point of reference. 


It took more than two minutes before he landed again,
so far out into the chamber that the lights appeared to be a mere pinprick in
the distance across the floor. Paul dialed up the gravity to 12% and took off
running in long strides that eventually began to reach in excess of 20 meters
each. It was an odd motion, but one that he’d practiced before…yet never had he
had this much open space to play with.


He ran in a straight line in the total dark, his back
to the tiny prick of light, and jumped on the next step, doing a triple flip in
the air before landing again. Next he threw in a cartwheel at considerable
speed, flipping over twice before getting a running step back in and righting
his motion, then jumping up again in a Hulk-sized leap that was more lateral
than up. 


Using his Pefbar he could see the ground below as he
flew across it about 30 meters up and still gaining altitude. Eventually the
gravity nulled out his upward momentum and he began
drifting back down again, where he eventually hit and restarted his loping
run…which he halted by leaning backwards and slamming his staggered feet down,
transitioning into a skid that ground on his shoes and brought him to a stop.


He dialed the gravity down to 3%, then launching
himself straight up, letting himself pass beyond his Pefbar range of the floor
and into the darkness. He couldn’t maneuver much at all, with only the air
around him to grip, but he created some bioshield fins on his arms and legs and
used them to spin him about so he could see the tiny dot of light in the
distance. 


Paul centered himself relative to it and just
‘floated’ as he continued to move upwards, closing his eyes and trying to feel
something similar to what it was to fly, and not just for fun. Five months ago
Kara had had another revelation revealing the identity of one of the elusive
tier 4 psionics, and to his and other DBZ fans’ great delight, she confirmed
that it was, in fact, a biological gravity drive similar to what the Zak’de’ron
possessed. 


They didn’t need it, being able to fly with their
wings alone, but the added ability gave them insane maneuvering capabilities,
and given their insistence that their Zen’zat be able to fly as well, which
Kara could thanks to her Vorch’nas, it only made logical sense that they’d
included the biological equivalent in the hidden genetic triggers.


Paul didn’t think that he could learn to fly here and
now, but as long as he was here and had this massive chamber to play around
with, he might as well try and tickle the sensation a bit, not knowing how in
hell one was supposed to find the trigger for flight when one couldn’t fly. 


So he just floated upwards, eventually coming to the
apex and slowly sinking back down again. He kept his Pefbar focused below him,
so he could see the ground coming when he got close, but otherwise put his mind
into a meditative mode and just tried to bounce around a bit inside his own
head, hoping to glean a bit of insight but not really expecting to find
anything. 


When his spherical sense picked up the approaching
floor he bent his knees slightly and readied himself for the landing…which was
about at the same speed that he had jumped from. He caught himself with his
legs, then bounced off a bit when he failed to negate it all, rolling through a
light somersault and awkwardly jumping back up again.


This time he didn’t try to soak in the feeling, but
instead deployed a series of bioshields along his legs and moved them down
towards his feet, disengaging them there and deploying another at his hips
simultaneously…his version of a crude jet engine. He had done this sort of
thing in the water, but the loose air was another matter entirely.


He used the multiple shields to push the air down away
from him, adding to his upward momentum while throwing fins off his back and
arms to guide his movement. The shields had to be locked to his spine, rather
than independently deployed, but that only made them easier to generate. The
trick was in creating multiple ones simultaneously, as well as moving them
relative to his body. 


Once getting a feel for the air and remembering his
rhythm rate, for he had no visual reference to judge his speed off of, Paul
just focused straight up and put himself through a workout, able to seemingly
fly in any direction for an infinite distance, for he couldn’t detect the far
walls, let alone the ceiling. He also wasn’t moving very fast, for the
propulsion he was providing was now having to fight the gravity without his
upward momentum. 


When that transfer happened his gut settled slightly,
for he was no longer ballistic and the gravity was tugging on his insides a bit
more than his fall rate allowed. It wasn’t much, but Paul knew he was on his
own power now and intended to stay aloft for quite some time, throwing in a few
aerobatic maneuvers while he was up there. 


He gradually increased the gravity as he progressed,
making it harder and harder for him to counter the pull, with him eventually
coming back to ground when he hit 9%. Pedal as hard as he could, he just
couldn’t move the bioshields fast enough to get enough air underneath him to
counteract his weight. 


Tired from the effort, he switched the gravity up to
20% and created a telekinetic plate beneath his feet, then split it in half and
spread it out like an inflatable bag, pushing him up into the air by forcing
distance between his feet and the floor. Paul launched up and slightly forward,
pulling a quick flip and coming back down again, using the same tactic to
create a ‘crashbag’ underneath him to help slow his
descent.


That one failed, badly, for instead of crunching down
it merely stopped him cold up until the point his feet overloaded and breached
the weak field, bringing him down to the ground with Paul catching the rest of
his momentum on his legs with ease.


“Damn it,” he said in the dark, with the tiny circle
of lights so far away now that he could barely make them out. “How the hell
does Morgan do that?”


Paul set himself and launched upwards again, trying
multiple times to get the ‘cushion’ effect and hoping to learn from the
succession of failures. 
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April 19, 2741


Daxmet System (Old
Calavari Region)


Cjom



 

Heema walked down the long hallway onboard the
Alliance jumpship, following a row of other Reen that were making their way to
the hangar bays to leave the ship. Almost the entire complement of passengers
on the Star Force vessel were Reen, with Cjom now being
the furthest endpoint of the ADZ transit grid into the region that had once
been dominated by the Calavari, though this system had never belonged to them. 


Two years ago it had been infested with lizards that a
Star Force fleet and army eradicated, freeing the former transitional system
that had been used to funnel Calavari and other survivors away from the lizard
advance and into the ADZ. Now that they’d returned to reclaim it, the new
Alliance that Star Force essentially controlled was giving the Reen’s former system back to them.


It was something that Heema and others had been
pressing for relentlessly in their efforts to grow their race’s dominance
within the ADZ. Already they possessed two planetoids of their own within those
borders and numerous pieces of others that defaultly
belonged to Star Force and operated under their limiting, but fair code of
conduct. However, this was the first opportunity they had to reclaim what was
once theirs and to establish a foothold outside of the ADZ, whose climate was
stable, but overly populated with any type of expansion requiring considerable
skill and resources.


The worlds outside the ADZ were another matter, with
plenty to seek out and colonize now that the lizard threat had been pushed
back…except that Star Force wasn’t allowing any such colonization to occur
except with their express permission, and the Hycre and Protovic were backing
them on that. The mysterious Voku also seemed to be in their pocket as well,
for that overly powerful race had just set up its first embassy within the ADZ
and was beginning to make civilian contacts with what they referred to as Star
Force’s wards. The Reen didn’t like that term very much, but in truth Heema had
to admit it was accurate.


The Reen had been sucking off of Star Force and the
others defending the ADZ against both the lizards and the Skarrons for so long
that a lot of his people had never known life outside of it. Heema was one of
the few that had, though he owed his life to Star Force as well, thanks to
their wisdom in regards to training to attain self-sufficiency. It was a new
concept for the Reen, but a small portion of the population had heeded the
Humans’ help and even requested personalized tailoring of their training
programs.


Heema had been through one of those himself, and had
found that his greater size was not such a disadvantage as others had deemed.
Star Force knew ways to work around their weaknesses and give them access to
the high intensity workouts they needed. As a result Heema and many others
onboard this jumpship had formed a guiding core to Reen society, reducing the
turnover of new leadership and allowing their race to begin focusing on larger,
grandiose goals above and beyond pushing their reproduction to acquire new
territory from Star Force Alliance World regional allotments.


Gone now were the days of driving the purely civilian
angle, with the Reen having rebuilt their military fleet to respectable levels,
though not yet up to a strength that could confront the lizards on an even
playing field. The radical advances in Star Force technology were not being
shared with the Alliance, save for some key pieces that had gone to the Hycre
and Protovic…and those two races had guarded those gifts closely, leaving the
rest of the races having to work with their own tech or what they were willing
to share with each other.


That tech level had gradually increased with the
ventures that were being pursued in the ADZ interior, given that it had been
almost exclusively free of lizard incursion and both races and corporations had
been able to develop to a level where they could begin funneling resources into
endeavors above and beyond mere survival. The Reen had absorbed what new
breakthroughs they could, buying others and researching a few of their own, but
their warfleet looked much the same as it once had, with numerous green scarabs
floating in orbit nearby that welcomed the Alliance jumpship when it arrived
via unnecessary escort formations.


It was true that the lizard border was close, but
Heema and his colleagues had known that reclaiming Daxmet
would require a significant level of defensive forces that they couldn’t yet
field. When Star Force had approached them with the offer to return one of
their former systems to them, free of charge no less, for the Reen had played
zero part in the invasion that had cleansed it of the lizards, they had also
offered a deal for protection if the Reen wanted. That, or they could go it
alone and hope the lizards didn’t hop the line and hit them, given that they’d
be the one weak link in the Alliance reclamation zone, for no other race had
been given a world in this region aside from the Protovic, who’d expanded out
colonizing a few new systems and adding to what had become a relatively
isolationistic empire on their part.


They interacted a fair amount within the ADZ, but now
that both the lizards and the Skarrons were no longer on their doorstep they
were not pushing the war fronts, merely staying put and building up their
defenses while Star Force continued to be the aggressor. In addition to the
Voku, a race called the H’kar had sent a huge fleet to the ADZ and the small
colony they’d been allowed to establish as basically a resupply base. Heema
knew little beyond the public news releases, but it was said that the H’kar had
come here specifically to fight the lizards, and their technology level was far
beyond that of the Protovic or the Hycre, so their replacing of one of the
former cornerstones in the Alliance combined operations was apparently an
upgrade that Star Force was comfortable with.


He hadn’t heard a word of malcontent about the
Protovic turtling up, and rumor was that Star Force had simply outgrown them,
with differing objectives in sight now that the immediate threat was no longer encroaching
on their mutual borders. The Protovic were pursuing their own internal agendas
while Star Force was growing by leaps and bounds, both inside the ADZ and out,
with several new regions being added to the general public knowledge. Already
there was the Achkor Zone that was coreward of the ADZ, but now this huge new
swath of territory that was being opened up around Daxmet
was loosely being referred to as the Calavari Region by a handful of Star Force
people Heema had regular contact with.


Then there was an even larger third region out beyond the
Alpha and Delta Regions, as of yet not picking up any identifier that he was
aware of, but he knew the majority of Star Force troops there were Bsidd and that
they were planting a lot of colonies for that rapidly expanding race in the
area while returning a slew of small worlds to their former owners…but in the
Calavari Region only the Reen had been singled out, and no one yet knew as to
why.


That had made quite a few races very mad, for other
systems had been reclaimed that they had owned a piece of previously, but Star
Force wasn’t yet returning those. In fact it was rumored that they were
colonizing them for themselves, though without the transit grid extending out
to them yet there was no way to be sure. Most races within the ADZ relied on
the Star Force run grid for most of their movement needs, and as such didn’t
have the jumpships needed to go snooping around the region to see for
themselves what Star Force was up to…plus the threat of being jumped by the
lizards was ever-present, even in the reclaimed areas.


That was why Heema and several other senior Reen
leaders had argued for making a deal with Star Force to have a permanent
presence in the system. At first there had been pushback on that, for a lot of
the young Reen wanted to get away from what they felt was an overbearing empire
denying them their sovereignty, and from a certain point of view they were
correct, but as Heema and others had taken a long time to understand, Star
Force’s control was limited to only a few areas of society, and so long as you
operated within those requirements you were essentially free to do whatever
else you wanted.


They always reserved the right to intervene anywhere
they wanted for any reason, which made a lot of people, Reen and otherwise,
more than leery when reading such proclamations, but Heema had come to
understand that was simply a caveat to insure that if something bad happened
they’d have an established avenue in to deal with it rather than them trying to
control the Reens’ daily lives. A big, yet underrated
part of Star Force philosophy with running the affiliated portion of its empire
was with giving races the freedom to experiment and grow, yet requiring them to
gain a certain level of aptitude before dealing with them on more than a
caretaker level.


Heema knew many viewed that attitude as a slap of
disrespect to the races that were not members of Star Force, but the Reen
leadership had come to understand early on, at least in part, that it was
actually a subtle test and challenge they were laying down, allowing a path for
peerdom if a race proved themselves worthy of it. The Reen had been pursuing
that agenda in various forms for nearly 200 years, and now that they had a full
system of their own to do with as they pleased, with no Star Force presence
watching over them, many Reen didn’t understand why Heema and others insisted
that they strike a deal to bring them in.


The obvious reason was security, but it was more than
that. The rebuilt Reen empire was intrinsically linked with Star Force, and
rather than try and go their separate way, which was virtually impossible given
that Star Force was expanding so rapidly that systems like this were quickly
becoming engulfed in new controlling regions outside the ADZ, they should make
use of the advantages that gained them in order to take their civilization up
another order of magnitude and rise above their competition that was still
stuck inside the ADZ.


Heema had been part of the negotiating team with the
Star Force representatives, and he was almost sure that they had been hoping
for this response from the Reen, for they came up with numerous detailed
options that heavily favored the Reen without requiring any sort of payment
from them, which was highly atypical for Star Force interactions, but which
suggested that the Reen’s status had risen to a level
above that of the other races and now they were starting to see the perks of such
a status.


Heema didn’t expect them to be on the same level as
the Protovic, but then again if they were retreating within their own borders
and attending to their own needs there was an opportunity there that the Reen
weren’t about to pass up. While their warfleet was miniscule in comparison,
their economic base was about 1/3rd that of the Protovic and growing with every
year. That put them as the number 1 race within the ADZ, economically speaking,
that wasn’t a member of Star Force, but Heema and others saw the opportunity rising
to leave that peer group behind and take a step towards the Protovic, and even
the Hycre.


Right now the Reen were in a league of their own,
somewhere between the big powers and the peons, and how the
they developed this system was going to play a big part in where their
race went in the power structure. Heema had no expectations to ever get beyond
Star Force’s influence, though a great number of their former worlds had
existed on the other side of Calavari territory where Star Force had never even
ventured to date. Whether or not they’d ever get to them again was unknown, but
if they did he fully expected it would come on the heels of Star Force pushing
out that far, not in the Reen going there themselves, for as it was they were
no match for the lizards.


And such long travel times would break apart the
well-knit little empire they were building here. Daxmet
was the furthest stretch, but with the ADZ transit grid extending out to it
that kept a link that the Reen didn’t have to build…which was yet one more of
the reason to have a Star Force presence in the system. The Reen were a very
different civilization now than they had been pre-ADZ, and that civilization
was better, in his opinion, compared to the far flung loose alliance of worlds
they had previously commanded. 


The current Reen were united with a common focus and
working towards a series of goals, growing rapidly in both population and
material, with this system going to add to the latter almost instantaneously.
The key to that was in getting their high population here, and this jumpship
transfer was just one of many that would be forthcoming. The Reen had hired out
a specific portion of the ADZ fleet at great cost to begin bringing them here
in droves, with this being the 13th ship to arrive in the past month.


When Heema got to the hangar bay there were a number
of Reen transports already inside and loading up passengers, ready to take the
large, six-legged ‘giraffes’ down to the surface and come back up again to pick
up more. According to the ship’s sensors, there were already thousands of the
craft making the round trips, having been brought in here some 8 months
previously with the main transitional fleet that was busily rebuilding a tiny
spec of civilization on the planet even while Star Force crews were still
deconstructing the lizard infrastructure elsewhere.


Heema climbed onboard the transport and walked to a
nook-like depression in the floor of the giant craft, settling down there along
with many others nearby him in an egg-crate fashion since the Reen didn’t use
chairs. He waited there until the Reen ship was filled with 62 of them, then it
lifted off the deck and flew out into space, transitioning down to a lower
orbit enroute to the excessively thick atmosphere of the planet.


Heema watched via a display screen on the ring of his
personal nook, seeing the massive Sentinel station off in the distance. There was
currently only the one in the system, but with it was a Star Force warfleet
that would keep the lizards at bay indefinitely. That fleet wasn’t situated
around this planet, however, but rather one of six moons in orbit. It had been
named Brobdingnag,
and was the location of a modest construction effort that was building the
framework of what would become an Axius colony, but one for the larger races
only.


That would bring the Axius Reen with it, giving
the independent civilization and their Axius kin a geographical link, as well
as the opportunity for the two to exchange individuals when they wanted. It
also meant that Star Force would be protecting one of its own worlds in the
system against invasion in perpetuity, rather than the Reen having to negotiate
some sort of payment deal to keep them here on contract. 


The Sentinel had been placed around the planet,
both for strategic reasons and a sign that the defensive effort was going to be
a mutual one. The Reen had their warfleet now, with most of it present in this
system, and over time they hoped to improve it to the point where they wouldn’t
have to rely on Star Force, but right now they would back them up however
necessary if a reprisal attack from the lizards did come.


The Sentinel acted as an island in orbit that both
fleets could run to for sanctuary if needed, and just having one of the massive
stations here had a psychological effect on everyone in the system, for it
stated that this was permanent territory within the Star Force-led Alliance and
any invading race was going to have to pay a very high price in order to take
it from them on the first try, let alone the inevitable counterattack to come
later.


To Heema that single Sentinel signified that this
was home and part of the ADZ whether it was within those borders or not. The
planet may be 100% Reen, but the system truly belong to their benefactor, even
if they weren’t going to colonize past that single moon. That confidence was
what was attracting so many Reen here, for behind Heema’s
flight were many more coming with individual citizens that had not been ordered
or deployed here in any governmental fashion. They were coming to take part in
the colonization effort on their own merits, and it was up to Heema and a few
other veterans to make sure they had room for them all prior to arrival.
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When Heema’s transport
got to ground he walked out into the thick atmosphere, taking him and the
others a moment to adjust. He breathed in heavily, with the air taking time to
get all the way down his long neck and into his four lungs, giving him a bit of
a head rush when the higher concentration of oxygen processed through his
bloodstream. It passed quickly and he followed the others out across the
tarmac, looking around at the partially complete city in which they’d landed. 


The green infrastructure was everywhere, which
clashed slightly with his blue/green body. He wore no clothes, nor did any of
the others, save from foot pads. His skin was hard enough to double as light
armor in some places and the Reen weren’t all that sensitive to temperature
changes, so the idea of clothing was something that their race rarely used. It
had been said that some in Axius had taken up the custom, but Heema saw no need
for it.


He walked over to a large entry port that doubled
as a tunnel that led into the city. Given the Reen’s
native size everything here was built bigger than most ADZ civilizations. They also
had no liftcars aside from cargo transfers, leaving
people with the responsibility to move themselves around for the most part
within any given city. 


Heema took to a series of ramps that descended
down into the subsurface, then found one of the main ‘roads,’ for there were
also no Reen vehicles for transport, given that they were themselves the size
of small vehicles. He accelerated up into a six-legged scuffle trot and moved
down the mostly empty throughways heading for the distant command complex. Building
ahead as they’d planned, the emptyish city was going
to be filling up quickly as more transports came down with passengers and Heema
wanted to get situated before that organized chaos began.


He traveled for several kilometers before finally
reaching his off-ramp and ascending up to the surface, crossing over a street
there and entering the command building. It looked like a stubby rock from
above, but within it was nothing short of gleaming with polished everything.
Most Reen construction was crude and functional, not given to aesthetic
concerns, but the command complex was one of the rare exceptions.


Heema passed by the ceremonial guards and moved
into the guts of the building, climbing a small ramp spiral up to where he’d
been told his pit would be, then walked out into it through an archway, seeing
several of his support staff already there and working.


“How do things
look?”


One of the other giraffe-like necks turned/twisted
around to look in his direction. “The
construction efforts are slightly ahead of schedule and the offloading is
proceeding smoothly, though we’ve only had a small fraction of what’s in orbit
come down as of yet.”


“Get me up to
speed,” Heema said, walking over to his personal pit and settling in. He
lowered his main body down over a short, wide pedestal with is legs spread out
around it and sank into the cushion, relieving his front legs to use to
manipulate part of the controls in front of him. The rest he would operate
using his head, teeth, and very supple neck.


“Status reports
are waiting for you.”


The Reen jabbed one of its long legs out and triple
pressed a button, sorting through a primary display prompt and getting to the
preset data packet. He used a nearby set of buttons to scroll through the table
of contents and selected the overview, knowing that the rest would be more
detailed information of everything summarized here.


Heema read through it slowly, but didn’t double back
on anything. A lot of it he already knew, and it was just a matter of getting
caught up with the communications transit lag. A relay network hub had been set
up immediately following the defeat of the lizards, and ever since this system
had been on the grid, but that still left a considerable delay given the
distances involved, plus the time he’d spent blacked out during transit.


The majority of the resources being used to construct
the city were being shipped in as well, and to facilitate that a series of six
depots had been set up on the surface from prefab structures. Heema checked the
resource levels within them, finding their stockpiles had dwindled down to
almost nothing. The convoy he’d come in with, which was actually staggered over
a series of days, was bringing a lot more cargo to infuse those depots with,
but the long term development of the planet couldn’t rely on such interstellar
shipments.


The cost of such shipping was enormous, meaning like
any prudent planner would know, you had to build from a local base of resources
if any massive project was slated.


Heema checked on the status of their mining sites,
finding four that were in the initial stages of setup. None were operational as
of yet, but one was already burrowing down into the crust to set up the first
of the catacombs that would house the primary mining habitats and processing
centers, all of which would be located below ground, with only a spaceport and
surface transit line hubs being built on the surface.


The rail lines were also under construction,
stretching out from the growing city and about halfway to the nearest mining
site. Once completed they’d be running cars back and forth on four different
tracks that ran parallel to each other with a few hundred meters gap separating
them. The first load of cars was in a jumpship half a day behind Heema’s, so it looked like they were going to be arriving
prior to the completion of the tracks, which was proper. They didn’t want any
delay in ore shipments once they began coming up from below ground, for the
simple reason that they had nowhere to store them on site.


The main resource center was going to be located in
its own region of the city, with a massive yard filled with bins and warehouses
to contain it all as it arrived via train, then the ring of factories
surrounding the yard would begin processing the already sorted and crushed materials
into whatever basic building blocks the Reen needed. Structural ribs, wall
segments, adhesives, wires, lighting…there was a long list of compounds the
mining operations had to find and produce in order for the factories to do
their job, and Heema knew that list wasn’t going to be fulfilled overnight.


To expedite matters there was already a pair of
recycling stations up and running. They were connected to the city via a dirt
road with thousands of Reen vehicles crisscrossing the countryside and cycling
back and forth from those mobile stations, which were moving around
periodically to hunt down the piles of lizard debris that Star Force was
letting them salvage from. The Human-led empire was
taking most of it for themselves, which was only right given that they’d
reclaimed the planet, but they were as interested as the Reen in seeing the planetary
colonization spur get underway. 


What exactly it would gain Star Force Heema wasn’t
sure, but he knew there was always an angle to whatever they did…it just wasn’t
always a greedy one. He still hadn’t, after all these years, fully figured out
the motivations behind their decisions, but their actions were very
predictable. Those who behaved themselves and showed merit were courted and
rewarded. Those who caused trouble or showed themselves to be inept were
contained and dismissed as irrelevant.


He had no doubt that the Reen were here now because of
their past actions, and that those long term efforts were now paying dividends.
Heema was convinced that giving them this system back was another test, leading
up to what he couldn’t guess, but he’d noticed that when Star Force gave
someone as much leeway and free assistance as they were giving the Reen now,
they were interesting in seeing how they used it. 


And Heema was adamant that they not waste a moment of
this opportunity.


After getting situated with the new staff and the
familiar few that he’d brought with him, he immediately headed out into the
city to start making contacts with the newcomers and getting them put to work
immediately, for there was a bit of uncertainty spreading amongst the incoming
population as to what to do next, with most seeming to think they’d have time
to relax and linger as if this was a holiday before the hard work started.


Heema quickly put such notions to rest, culminating
with a speech to the highest ranking 300 or so Reen on the planet in which he
outlined his suspicions that Star Force was testing them here and that they
could not let an ounce of laziness or indecision creep into the colony. They
had to be focused on clear goals and working to achieve them round the clock.
Lack of coordination or visible purpose would send the wrong message, and even
while the civilian population began to arrive and figure out what part they
wanted to play here, the leadership core group could not afford any such
wanderings.


Plans had been made previously, and Heema reiterated
them again, giving clarifications where needed, then the group broke up and
returned to their respective duties with a much quicker pace. Most of them had
thought of this as their chance for some breathing room away from Star Force’s
oversight, but grumblings as to that once again being present confirmed the
other Reen’s acceptance of what Heema had said. They
viewed it as partially a negative, whereas he truly saw it as an opportunity,
as well as a goad. 


Were the Reen competent or not?


Wanting to prove that they were, Heema set himself on
a tireless schedule, personally checking in and sometimes overseeing every new
startup operation as it came online, as well as making personal contacts with
the populace and it continued to grow. He had help from a few of his colleagues
that arrived later, but the larger the population would grow the harder it
would be to keep everything moving at lightspeed. Some lagging would take place
somewhere, and Heema was insistent on hunting it down
and rooting it out, replacing the personnel if need be.


This colony had to be full speed ahead round the
clock. Anything else was unacceptable.



 

The growth of the Axius colony on the moon above
happened slower, not because of Star Force’s construction crews being inferior
to the Reen, but because they devoted only a small number of them to the task
at hand. This was not going to be a large startup, and it took more than two
years before the first transfers were allowed, with nearly all of the inbound
Axius colonists being Reen.


A few others that qualified for the ‘large’ Axius
colony, due to their bodily size, came with the hexpeds,
but that was more out of a sense of adventure in going somewhere new than any
connection with the planet below. The Reen in Axius were interesting in seeing
how their race fared, as well as in establishing personal and business
relations with them. In the beginning there were only a few hundred thousand
Axius colonists, and when they took up residence the construction crews left to
move on to other startup projects.


That left local construction crews with the
responsibility of expanding the city as needed, and such expansion was
deliberately kept at a slow pace. The majority of the resources collected from
the nearby moon mining sites was directed into the shipyard in orbit, starting
with a single small slip and expanding the infrastructure out into a progressively
larger facility that would be able to service the war fleets operating on the
nearby front lines. 


Having a safe haven where they could refuel, rearm, or
undergo repairs was invaluable, for otherwise the transit times would be long
and lengthy having to run back to the ADZ for such things. The moon colony
wasn’t building any drones or cargo ships, but it was focusing on building up a
stockpile of spare parts and ammunition production so that they would be able
to service a growing number of vessels coming back from a wide number of
ongoing battles and the raiding fleets continuing to probe deeper into lizard
territory ahead of the reclamation invasions.


The Axius colony therefore focused its efforts on the
service function rather than pushing to grow their population. A trickle of additional
infrastructure continued, as did a small amount of immigration that was
strictly controlled. They’d offer up a few slots now and then, as most Axius
colonies did, with people swapping residences for a number of reasons. After
the shipyard was established a fair number of non-Reen Axius came in to work
them, as well as the mines and factories that fed them materials, but the bulk
of the civilian population remained Reen and was gaining about a third of its
growth from planetary individuals seeking to join Axius.


Several annual slots were reserved for them as well,
but the numbers were minuscule given the size of the colony. They had to
contend with maturia growth estimates and not overflood
the moon with population, always wanting to keep residential occupation at no
more than 90% capacity, allowing for quarters swapping and advancement. They
did not want to tell an individual who had earned an upgrade that there were no
units available, so they had to make sure habitat construction always ran ahead
of population numbers.


So Brobdingnag would remain a mere spec of Star Force
civilization within the star system while the Reen infrastructure grew by leaps
and bounds. Within a decade of their arrival their population had grown to half
a billion, with many more ready to make the move once additional facilities
were built underneath a halo of Sentinels. No one seemed overly concerned about
the threat of the lizards, Heema included, for Star Force never would have
built a shipyard here if they felt it was a vulnerable location, and as the
years passed more warships would be seen in orbit guarding that station, with
an occasional and very welcome shipment of new Sentinel segments coming in to
assemble yet another massive piece of anti-lizard deterrent.


Then one day many years later a huge Star Force
fleet of warships and Ma’kri entered the system and began offloading damaged
drones that the shipyard hurriedly began to repair, filling all its slips and
yet having more waiting in line. Two of the Ma’kri had even suffered
significant damage and were moved into the larger berth, one at a time, with a
small army of Axius workers supplementing the onboard techs as they began to
rebuild the ships with the crews still onboard.


The Ma’kri-sized slip was exposed to space, for
this wasn’t a super-sized shipyard, but it was surrounded with an always
running energy shield to protect it against attack or rogue debris. Inside that
shield there was no atmosphere, which made the repair efforts tricky, but it
wasn’t something new to the crews, nor above their expertise. 


What was new was the type of damage they were
seeing, for it wasn’t plasma in nature. It was the result of more of a cutting
beam-type weapon, and since all the traffic they got here was from conflicts
with the lizards, who almost exclusively used plasma weapons, the damage to
this fleet was a bit of a shock, not to mention the scale to which these ships
had been damaged, for some of the drones were barely able to fly from jumpship
to repair slip under their own power.


Scuttlebutt gradually worked its way around from
the Ma’kri crew to the shipyard workers, with word being that the lizards had
developed a new weapon and a fleet full of the augmented ships had come to the
relief of one of their planets that was under invasion. The Star Force fleet
now sitting in orbit had fought and defeated them, protecting the ground troops
and allowing them to continue battling on the surface without naval
interference, but they’d gotten beat up in the process.


None of the jumpships had been damaged, for the
weapon upgrades weren’t anything that was going to get through those shields
without considerable, repetitive banging, but the smaller vessels were not so
fortunate, especially given that they didn’t have the option of retreat when
they had to protect the troops on the ground.


Fortunately no one had died from the damage to the
two Ma’kri, but their hulls were still a mess and a lot of the junked weapons
couldn’t be replaced with the stores the moon had. They were going to repair the
hull and armor damage, but to replace the more sensitive components fully
they’d have to travel to some place with larger stores.


The commander of the fleet, a trailblazer no less,
wasn’t going to wait that long. She wanted this fleet back in as much working
order as possible, then they were heading back into the fight, intent on
hunting down these newly equipped lizards that were roaming around and knocking
them out before they could jump planetary defenses. The new weapon was more
powerful than plasma, but worse yet it had range, meaning the lizards could
easily engage the Star Force drones outside their mauler and talon cannon kill
zones.


That changed the game considerably, taking the
short range lizard fleet and upgrading it to a significant mid
range threat with what the crew had already dubbed as ‘phasers,’ which
turned out to be either a long burning beam or shorter flare of more intensity.
The lizard fleet had operated with both weapon varieties, though it was said
they were comprised of the same destructive energy.


The lizards had been making small upgrades to
their tech ever since Star Force had first encountered them in Epsilon Eridani,
but now it seemed they had hit upon a major breakthrough…and everyone knew it
was only a matter of time before all of the lizard worlds began producing ships
of the same make and model.
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December 31, 2754


Rotunna System (Beta Region)


Ida



 

Kara-317 flew through the skies of Ida, passing out
over the city’s edge and buzzing the jungle’s treetops following one of many
surface trails. She’d arrived insystem less than two hours ago enroute to a bit
of a summit gathering on Sashneo. It would take weeks to get there, coming from
the clandestine missions she’d been pulling outside of the Achkor Region, and
she wanted to pick up a couple of Archons to take with her. Currently they were
out running a workout together on the trails, and she didn’t feel like waiting
around until they finished up and returned to the city.


Her armor’s sensors penetrated the treetops and gave
her body heat indicators from all the lifeforms in
the jungle, but only for a set distance. No Human signatures were within her
current radius, but she was familiar with the set of trails, having spent a
month here previously on another layover. They didn’t appear to have changed
much in the past century, and if she knew Prick and Pram they’d be taking the
longest of the trails, so Kara followed it expecting to pick up on them
eventually.


She moved quickly, knowing that the invasion date
wasn’t going to change if she arrived late and she was cutting it close as it
was. Kara hadn’t realized it was even going down yet until she’d gotten back on
the grid and caught up with current events and postings. Her mission had seen
her behind enemy lines for the past 2 years, with her going all the way out
through lizard coreward territory to try and find their current border of
conflict with the Skarrons.


She’d had to go really far to find it, for the lizards
were taking it to the super huge empire far harder than they’d ever come after
Star Force…and it was paying dividends for them, for they were acquiring an
enormous mass of territory. How well they’d colonized it yet was still
uncertain, for there was only so much scouting Kara could do with her single
jumpship, but knowing the lizards they’d suck up every system that was to their
liking within the regions they dominated and begin using them to spew out more
conquering fleets and armies. 


By now Kara was assuming that the lizards controlled a
region coreward of Star Force that was at least equal to everything they had
around their own core systems…which was freaking huge. Too huge, for it meant
the lizards were growing by leaps and bounds with literally no one around to
stop them. Add in the new phasers they were slowly implementing to their
fleets, and even their handheld weapons, and their threat level was literally
shooting through the roof. 


Star Force did not have a full map of their territory,
and very little was known past the no-go line aside from what the Hycre were
snooping around to find, and Kara’s travels were adding to that, but only in a
small way. She had found the new Skarron border, but it looked like it was
still in flux. Several systems were falling to the lizards when she got there,
literally being overrun, while a handful of others were holding firm and seeing
insanely huge fleets battling it out. 


Those she watched from afar, and conceded that the
Skarrons were still every bit as deadly as they’d once been. How the lizards
were beating them was a question mark, but they were doing it, evidenced by the
long trail of conquered systems on the ‘green’ side of the border.


At least that’s how Kara thought of it, and had her
ship’s maps labeled. Most lizard tech was yellow/tan, but their bodies were
green and she’d always mentally associated that color with them. On the reverse
she saw the Skarrons as white, because that’s what their walkers were colored.


The green on the map was eating into the white at an
alarming pace, based on the distance from the ADZ that it had now stretched,
but Kara knew the white stretched across an entire galactic arm and into the
next, which was why she was surprised the lizards were still doing so well. No
matter how many systems they took, the Skarrons should still have been able to
bring in a fleet, or 100 fleets from elsewhere and hammer them back. That
wasn’t happening, yet, but it definitely wasn’t because the Skarrons weren’t
trying.


She’d given the Skarrons a little push of her own,
racking up 6 lizard warship kills while she was out scouting solo. Her armor
had so many uses it was crazy, and she’d gotten in the habit of sneaking
onboard enemy ships and destroying them from the inside. Every ship the lizards
didn’t have to throw against Star Force was an improvement, but she was kind of
pulling for the Skarrons in this fight, despite the fact that they were the
larger threat. Kara didn’t know why for certain, but it just seemed like the
lizards were the cocky upstarts that needs to get the wind knocked out of them
and that hadn’t happened yet.


Star Force was working up to that, and were already
doing so in small scale around the ADZ, but the first big counterattack was
about to happen and she wanted to be a part of it, for the lizards really had
this one coming their way. 


As for the pair of Archons she wanted to bring with
her, it wasn’t for her sake, for she usually fought better solo, but they’d
been kind of ostracized, mostly by their own doing, from the rest of the
Archons and Star Force, and had been holed up here training on their own for
the past 6 years after completing some fairly successful counter-ops into
lizard territory. They also liked to work alone more than with others, and Kara
was probably their only true friend…which she found to be sad, hence the slight
detour coming here to pick them up for a mission that they really needed to be
a part of, not only for the skills they brought to bear, but for their own
sakes.


She spotted several individuals ahead on the trail,
but there were 5 of them and Kara knew that the pair she was after would be
alone so she didn’t bother dropping down through the trees to identify them or
use her Ikrid to get a mental fingerprint. Flying on, she passed by several
other groups and singular individuals, finding only one pair amongst them, but
when she dropped down underneath the jungle canopy she discovered it was the
wrong duo…and not even Archons at that, just a very fit couple of commandos.


Kara flew back up above the trees and searched on,
reminding herself to mentally look before heading down again on an assumption.
Eventually she found another pair 18 kilometers out and relatively isolated,
already headed back on the trail. She didn’t bother to try and get a feel for
them telepathically, breaking her own rule given that she was sure it was them
this time, and dropped down to the trail a good 600 meters ahead of them. There
she waited, arms crossed over her chest as her armor retracted back down into
the clear jewel on her left wrist.


Kara sent out a short telepathic ‘hi’ when they got
close so they wouldn’t run over her, for they were moving at decent speed and
the trail was anything but straight. She felt them slow a bit before they
rounded the thick tree trunk ahead and came into view, with Karen almost
skidding to a stop a meter and a half ahead of Travis who mimicked her sudden
deceleration.


“Where the hell did you come from?” he asked the mage.


“Nice to see you too,” she responded with a genuine
smile, looking at both of them in all their sweaty glory. In one sense they
were peers, even beyond her when you took into account their battlemeld
psionics, but in other ways they were still her two little younglings and she
was proud they’d advanced their way up to the striker ranks by now, and well
eclipsing their former classmates, most of whom were still rangers and
acolytes. 


“Trouble?” Karen wondered, walking up beside Travis
and gently brushing elbows with him as they filled up the narrow trail. They
often did that, making physical contact where others would leave at least a few
inches gap, and Kara assumed it was a side effect of the battlemeld, for they
kept themselves linked together virtually round the clock in addition to their
own lesser, but unique twin link that they’d had since birth, or whenever it
had actually formed.


The honorary trailblazer shook her head. “Just passing
through enroute to Pagaliss, but I don’t have much
time, otherwise I wouldn’t have interrupted you two out here. I only got word
of the invasion a little while ago and if I don’t hurry I might miss the beginning,
and I figure that’s where I might be able to make the biggest difference.”


“More than on the ground? I doubt that,” Travis
commented.


Kara inclined her head slightly to the right, as if
she was studying him, or perhaps his stupidity. “My personal warship kill count
is now up to 87, and that includes two lizard assault pillars.”


“I thought those were sneak missions, not during
battle.”


“Which is why I want to get there before the shooting
starts,” Kara pointed out.


“At least you got an invite to the party,” Karen said,
disgruntled. Of all the Archons being rounded up for this mission from across
the ADZ, she and her brother and their unique skills had not been included in
the battle planning…nor much else over the last century aside from small missions
that usually saw them doing some sort of short term or solo work. Nothing truly
befitting their skillset.


“And now you’ve got yours,” Kara commented, seeing
both their eyebrows raise a tick, also in unison. “What, you thought I’d waste
time just to drop in and say hi?”


“Did they want us, or you?” 


“I am one of ‘they,’ and you’re wasting time. Get your
asses back to the showers and get cleaned up. I want us out of this system and
on our way ASAP.”


“You could just fly us back,” Travis said as Kara
stepped aside to clear the path and motioned them forward. Karen took off
running, with him following a step behind.


“I don’t like you that much,” Kara said as they
passed, with their conversation coming to an end. They could have continued it
telepathically and she could have ran with them, but there was really nothing
else to say at this point…plus she could feel them accelerate and start to
hammer the last section of their workout, and there was no reason to go with
them and show just how slow that actually was compared to her skill level.


Once they were gone Kara jumped up into the trees,
with her Vorch’nas spreading out to cover her body as she zipped up through the
leaves and into the sky again, keeping pace and following the pair from above
given that she didn’t have anything else to do. They were the only reason she’d
come down to the planet in the first place, and it wasn’t going to take all
that long for them to work their way across a few kilometers of jungle, no
matter how twisty these trails were.


Her Vorch’nas had more than enough power to let her
just linger in the air, lazily following from above but out of their sight. She
even went so far as to engage her Kgat ability, which was essentially a
cloaking mechanism for her mind. She couldn’t use any of her other psionics
with it active, but it essentially took her off everyone’s mental radar, with
their Ikrid unable to penetrate or even detect her shield. Likewise she
couldn’t sense them, but it made for a very useful trick for sneaking up on
people who didn’t already have their Pefbar active.


She didn’t want the twins knowing she was pacing them,
but she kept watch on them and the few others on the trails below with her
armor’s sensors, which she attuned for a narrow scan on their pair of heat
signatures, giving her more data and allowed her to ‘see’ them through the
trees. Kara could tell from their movements that they were excited, which was
another reason why she didn’t want them to know she was watching.


They pushed hard all the way back to the city, which
was when Kara left them for a bit after making mental contact and arranging a
rendezvous point. They were there with some half-full duffels slung over their
shoulders exactly 27 minutes and 13 seconds after they entered the city, which
was about 18 minutes faster than she’d expected. Though she was sure they
weren’t going to say anything, Kara knew they were aware of the gravity of the
invite she’d just extended to them.


“Took you long enough,” Kara quipped sarcastically as
she turned and walked ahead of them down the connecting tunnel to a tram
station that led to the spaceport where her dropship was waiting…or rather the
dropship that she’d arranged to have waiting, for she’d just hopped out an
airlock in orbit and came down to the planet in her armor. That was one bit of
freedom she relished, and was more than grateful that the dragon had been
arrogant enough to slap the Vorch’nas on her wrist without asking permission
first, which at the time she would have flatly denied.


“What are we going to be doing?” Karen asked after
they got situated in the dropship, with Kara sitting back in one of the seats
with her feet up on the headrest of the one ahead of her, with no one else
onboard save for the pilot.


“I’m not sure what I’m going to be doing, and I’ll defer
to Morgan’s preference when I get there, but I expect that you two can assume a
lot of ground work after the orbital battle is completed…unless you think you
can find a gunner with lesser skills to boot.”


“The general information we got didn’t say much beyond
we’re taking back the old Calavari capitol,” Travis added. “I’m guessing your
closed files said a bit more.”


“Did you see the reconnaissance reports?”


“No,” Karen answered for them.


“Whether out of pride, spite, or some logistical
concern, the lizards have built up Varasiss more than the other former Calavari
conquests. A lot more. The planet isn’t as developed as some other lizard
worlds that have been around longer, but it’s going to be the strongest one
we’ve hit to date and will open up a huge chunk of territory around it once the
supply lines go down. For that reason alone, we’re expecting multiple
reinforcement fleets to arrive while we’re hammering on them. With their new
phaser-type weaponry it’s going to be one hell of a naval battle before any of
you set boots to ground.”


“You said Morgan was leading the invasion?” Travis
asked.


“There are going to be at least 5 trailblazers
involved, so it’s more accurate to state that they’re leading the invasion.”


“Why’d you say Morgan then?”


“She’s Morgan,” Kara said with a ‘duh’ look on her
face. 


“Are the Calavari going to be part of this invasion? I
assume they would be,” Karen added.


“Just about everyone is invited to this party,” Kara
pointed out, “but we’re keeping it to a Star Force only affair. The H’kar will
stick to other engagement sites. This one is personal.”


“Hycre?”


“They’ve got plenty on their hands reclaiming their
own conquered worlds, and the Voku are busy causing trouble elsewhere. This is
going to be in-house.”


“Assuming we can take it, are the Calavari relocating
there or just adding it to their collection?”


Kara smiled. “Oh, we’ve got big plans for that.”


“Care to share?” Travis asked.


“Why do we only produce Sentinels in Sol or Epsilon
Eridani?”


“Biggest industrial systems we’ve got,” Karen
answered.


“Pagaliss is slated to start producing them too.”


“Damn,” Travis whispered, realizing that without a
lick of infrastructure there now it was going to take some massive construction
efforts to get them to the point where they could build Sentinels
with any regularity. Sol was chucking them off a virtual assembly line like
they were lego bricks, but they’d had 700 years to
build up that industrial capacity, while Pagaliss was starting from scratch.
“They’re ambitious bastards, I’ll give them that.”


“We, youngling. We.”


“We doesn’t usually include us,” Karen pointed out.


“It is this time. And for crying out loud, you’re just
strikers. Don’t expect to be running things. Even without my armor I could snap
you two like twigs…simultaneously,” Kara said, exaggerating a bit. 


“We’re catching up,” Travis said defiantly.


“Just quit assuming that the trailblazers should treat
you as equals. They’ve been doing a whole lot of stuff way over your heads, and
was doing it before you were even born.”


“Why do you treat us differently then?” Karen asked a
lingering question that had never come up before.


“I happen to like you two arrogant pricks…”


“Why do people always call us arrogant?”


“Because you are. There’s a line between confidence
and arrogance, and you live on the far side of it. You literally ooze it, which
was one reason I insisted that you shower before we left.”


“We do have the best battlemeld skills, trailblazers
included,” Karen pointed out, “and we’re the reason the trailblazers even have
them.”


“But they can still kick your ass. Until you can hold
your own you shouldn’t be talking like you can.”


“We did break their record.”


Kara smiled. “That alone is reason enough for Paul and
Jason to stick it to you every time they can. You should take that as a
compliment, by the way, not an insult.”


“And how should we take getting passed up for all the
important missions?”


“Ah, hate to break it to you there, but we recruit the
best available and our favorites for the missions we’re in charge of.”


“What’s your point? We are the best,” Karen said as if
that should have been common knowledge. “Within our area,” she added belatedly.


“If you’re local they’ll use you. They won’t waste
your skills. But if you’re out of system they won’t call for you unless they
have to.”


“Why?”


“You don’t have a Clan.”


“So?” Travis asked. “There are others that don’t.”


“No one else rejected their Clan stating that they
were too important to Star Force to be involved in one.”


“Our battlemeld research was top priority…or am I missing something.”


“Your Clan affiliation wasn’t hindering that. You
ditched it to state you were on the level of the trailblazers, not a
subordinate…which is pretty much like flipping them off. The fact that you
haven’t hooked up with a Clan since then is going to keep you on a lot of
people’s black list, and when they’re recruiting favorites, well, that ain’t going to be you.”


“Except for you, it seems,” Karen pointed out.


“Oh, I completely agree with the others. You two are
unbearable,” Kara said deadpan. “I just happen to like you anyway.”


“Thanks, sis,” Travis said with a heavy dose of
sarcasm. 


Kara pointed a finger at him to her right, and
suddenly he was bodily slammed across three empty seats and into the wall by
her telekinesis. She turned to face Karen with an apologetic look on her face.
“Sorry. Was channeling Paul there for a moment.”
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February 27, 2755


Numar System
(Calavari Region) 


Sashneo



 

Kara’s jumpship entered the system to find a long
stream of vessels in the process of making the microjump out from Sashneo and
pooling around the exiting jumpline headed to Pagaliss…meaning they’d got here
just in time to catch the convoy before it left.


The honorary trailblazer watched from the command
nexus as she sent a waypoint to the ship’s helmsman indicating where she wanted
them to converge. Once they were in close enough range for realtime
transmissions she got a line to the Megazord, with a hologram of Morgan materializing in front
of her from the waist up.


“You’re late, youngling.”


“Couldn’t be helped. I was out of comm
range for a long time.”


“Heavy fighting I heard.”


“Very,” Kara emphasized. “The lizards might be moving
the line in their favor, but the carnage is pretty even. We’re lucky neither of
them is focusing that level of attention on us.”


“They couldn’t get past the Sentinels without being
eviscerated first.”


“Agreed, but we couldn’t be pushing outward like we
are now, tech advantage or no. I really think we’ve been put on the back
burner. They’re having to fight hard against the Skarrons, but the territorial
gains are huge compared to what the ADZ would offer.”


“They always have focused where others are weak.”


“I wouldn’t call the Skarrons weak, but they are
kicking their ass right now.”


“As big as the lizards’ empire is compared to us, the
same is true for the Skarrons compared to the lizards. They’re not going to
beat them, especially if we start cutting the heart out of their territory
here.”


“I wouldn’t make any bets at this point. Did you read
the full report?”


“No, I just skimmed.”


“When you get some free time look at the Broongal invasion. We camped out there for two weeks, with
recorders running the entire time.”


“I’ll add it to my list. Are you coming in that
jumpship or do you want to transfer over to my command ship?”


“We’ve still got a full complement of drones to add to
the melee, so I don’t see any reason not to bring it along.”


“I meant where do you want to
ride.”


“I brought the twins with me, so I’ll be staying here
unless you want them on your ship.”


Morgan laughed. “I may not like them, but I’m not
banning them from my ship. Transfer over before we jump and I’ll add your
warship to my fleet group.”


“Sounds good.”


“Where are you planning to throw down once we get
there?”


“Are we ramming down their throats, or do I have some
time to sneak around first?”


“The bulk of the ground troops are coming on a three
day delay, but I am sending a few ships ahead of the main body to pull scouting
data so we’re not blind when we arrive.”


“If they’ve got an invoker or assault pillar I’d like
a crack at getting onboard before they go on alert. If not I can at least take
out a dreadnaught for you.”


“I envy you that. But I’m not sure how secret we can
keep our arrival.”


“I just need a few hours head start. If I can’t get
onboard so be it, but I’d like to try regardless.”


“Alright, I’ll take us to the front of the line and
make sure we get there ahead of the others. When I release the scouts to do
their thing you can hitch a ride on one of them. They’ll be paying attention to
the donut, so you may be able to slip in a back door.”


“That works for me. I doubt they’d send one of the big
ships out to deal with a single command ship.”


“Not without a support fleet, no. But we’ve been
kicking the crap out of them so bad that they’re bound to find a new wrinkle or
two in their tactics to make it harder on us. I didn’t check earlier, but
what’s the phaser distribution like on the Skarron front?”


“Oddly enough I didn’t see a single phaser-equipped
ship. They’re doing everything with their plasma tech.”


Morgan raised an eyebrow. “So they ignore us with the
bulk of their fleet, but start sending their most powerful ships after us and
not the Skarrons? That doesn’t sound right.”


“It may be that they’re just burning off the old
vessels rather than trying to upgrade them, and doing so against us won’t gain
them much in return.”


Morgan considered that. “Well put.”


“I’ve had some time to think on it. How many are you
seeing out this way?”


“Their roaming fleets seem to have all switched over,
but the planetary defenses are still mostly plasma. Not sure what we’ll find in
Pagaliss, but give the lizards a few decades more and I think their plasma
weaponry is going to start being a rare find.”


“Their turnover can’t be that great.”


“Might be upgrades too. The hull designs are
identical, so if they want to take the time to swap out the interior it might
be more prudent than building entirely new ships.”


“Save for the places you know you’re going to lose a
lot of them anyway.”


“If they’re beating the Skarrons with plasma, then why
not send your best ships to somewhere they’re more needed? I just hope the
techs get the bugs in the Keema worked out soon. I
want our range advantage back.”


“We still have the cleansing beams,” Kara pointed out.


“If Paul were here he’d smack you right now,” Morgan
said with a smirk.


“I think he’s more interested in getting a Dre’mo’don
prototype up and running. That’ll far outclass the Keema
damage at medium to short range.”


“True, but I still prefer our base weaponry to
outdistance the lizards’.”


“They were bound to make an upgrade at some point. I’m
surprised we haven’t seen more, to be honest, with all the races they’ve
conquered up till now.”


“Annihilated, not conquered. When you kill everyone in
sight there’s no one left around to tell you how to make their toys.”


“Point taken, but they did incorporate a Kvash plasma
streamer into their ships.”


“Which is now obsolete.”


“How much better are the phasers? I’ve read the
numbers, but what’s the feel like?” she asked, referring to how they affected
the fleet engagements when viewed through the command nexus, and therefore
‘felt.’


“They’re still weak ships compared to ours, but it
feels like we lost Teemo’s blind and he’s just
playing regular, dominant ADC.”


“That bad?”


“The Keema will give us that
back. Just have to get the damn beams working. Hey, we can talk later. Get your
butt over here before we jump.”


“Going,” Kara said, deactivated the nexus and turning
around. She jogged down the L-shaped hallway and onto the bridge, pausing when
she got to the Captain’s chair.


“I’m transferring off and you’ll be entering Morgan’s
group.”


“Going hunting?” Captain Hafferson
asked.


Kara smiled. “You know me.”


“Good luck.” 


“Likewise,” she said, running out into the corridors
and heading for her quarters to pack up her few belongings. She gave the twins
the heads up and had them do likewise, then the trio met up in one of the
hangar bays and got on a dropship that took them across low stellar orbit
toward the schools of space ‘fish’ waiting there.


Those fish weren’t individual warships, but rather
full-fledged jumpships with all of the naval fighting craft tucked up safely
inside their holds. Some were twice as long as others, for there were many
different models, but spaced amongst them were 7 larger donuts, with a few more
on their way out from Sashneo. Each of the five trailblazers here had one, plus
some more pulled from various duties to bolster the strength of the fleet as
well as add more drone controllers to the mix, increasing the efficiency of
each of the ‘little’ warships with more eyes and hands available to fly and
fight the ships.


Kara could see that this was easily the largest Star
Force fleet ever assembled, even bigger than what they had guarding Sol…not
counting stations and other ‘permanent’ defenses. However, along with this
typical warfleet were a few jump cradles carrying the segments to not one, but
two Sentinels. They weren’t going to wait to take the system before deploying
them, and so long as the fleet kept the segments covered as they were assembled
the addition of a pair of ‘safe’ islands in orbit would be extremely useful in
the fighting to come.


Aside from those three types of ships there was no
additional diversity of designs. All the cargo and troop jumpships were still
in orbit around Sashneo, with the Ma’kri waiting there to escort them in later.
As big as those ships were, they weren’t suited for really heavy fighting the
way the drone warships and their controlling jumpships were, so the
trailblazers were electing to put them to support duty rather than delegating
one of the warships, such as Kara’s, to that task.


The jumpships were capable of taking a lot more fire
than the Ma’kri were, essentially having become mobile mountains that were very
difficult to destroy, with the bulk of their firepower residing in the crewless
drones. The Ma’kri were not crewless, and more suited for medium to small-scale
engagements where they could dominate with their speed and capture capability. 


But while the Star Force fleet looked relatively
uniform, it was anything but. Morgan-063’s group was comprised of mainline
units, while Larissa-048 had brought a chunk of the Bsidd fleet over for this
assault, as well as a conglomeration of 18 different Clans. Connor-018 was commanding
the Canderous, Scionate, and Lacvamat, while Kian-093 was bringing a huge Axius
fleet to bear…yet it was nothing compared to the Calavari fleet, which had the
largest ship count and was under Liam-090’s command.


Both the Bsidd and Calavari had radically different
drone designs, eschewing the standard ‘blocks’ in favor of other geometric
shapes, but they all used the same basic jumpships, meaning that from the
outside the massive fleet looked to be from one faction, but in truth it was a
representation of Star Force’s diverse naval power and the unity of design and
purpose that bound them together.


But beyond that, it was just damn impressive to look
at. 


Kara’s dropship seemed smaller than a gnat in
comparison, flying amongst the huge vessels and over to Morgan’s command ship,
slipping inside one of the small bays on the otherwise packed hull of the ship
that was not designed as a carrier, but rather a badass fleet-buster that did a
good impression of a pint-sized Sentinel.


But it was far more than that, with the interior
segmented up into all sort of command and control functions, weapon storage,
survey gear, medical facilities, and just about everything else you’d expect
from a command center. This one just happened to be mobile and sat in the
middle of the fighting rather than safely behind the fleet.


Those who lead have to lead…and the only place to do that was in the front. 


The idea of sending the peons first was not part of
Star Force’s military structure, which was a major reason for their troops’ and
ships’ longevity. Even the drones, which were considered expendable, were not
wasted by flinging them at the opposition, nor were they designed flimsily.
They could take hits and damage and still be able to retreat to be repaired
later, which was the perfect counter to the lizards’ swarm tactics.


But the biggest thing that was evident by the command
ship in front of the dropship and the jumpships surrounding it was the sheer
size involved. Star Force had grown massive over its 7 centuries of existence,
and there was no way tiny little cruisers were going to take this fleet down.
Kara felt a moment of pride as they transitioned over, looking at the assembled
fleet, then they were inside and walking off across the bay and into the
connective tunnels that crisscrossed the entire vessel.


The trio of Archons boarded a small pod car and zipped
off across the kilometers of ship, eventually coming to the armored central
region that housed the more sensitive areas. It was shaped like a ring that
surrounded the central plug that was the TF-class dropship housed inside. That
was currently full of ground troops, mostly mech division, but likewise
protected by the second layer of armor, ensuring that this command ship could
survive an insane beating and still keep most of the crew alive to be recovered
afterwards.


That wasn’t going to be an issue in the coming battle,
for Star Force wasn’t bringing a fleet designed to make it a fair fight. They
were bringing a sledge hammer that was going to pound the known lizard forces
flat and have considerable margin for error knowing that they’d bring in an
unknown number of reinforcements to counter them as the invasion progressed.


Still, it felt good to be standing behind that much
armor, just in case something did go horribly wrong.


In Kara’s case she had an out, and in some respects
she’d be safer flying through space in the middle of the battle than standing
inside a ship…so long as she didn’t come up against any anti-air batteries. She
was small enough to avoid the aim of the big ones, in theory, but the small
ones would rack up so much consistent damage that they’d puncture her advanced
shields in a relatively short amount of time.


That said, she liked having a backup plan as well as the
fact that she’d be fighting in the naval battle personally, rather than plugged
into a gunnery station or in a command nexus. That was something that no other
Archon had ever had the pleasure of doing, and only she understood just how
reckless it really was. It all came down to guile and positioning, which she
would have to be employing in a couple of days, for Pagaliss wasn’t that far
away from Sashneo.


“Play nice,” Kara said when she finally sensed Morgan
approaching from around the corner in one of the more crowded interior
hallways.


“You know us,” Travis said just before the trailblazer
turned the corner and her face came into view. “What the hell?”


“Never seen a tattoo before?” Morgan asked as she
walked up to them.


“Didn’t know you’d gotten one,” Karen answered,
referring to the scattering of dots and curvy lines on the right side of her
face, giving her an exotic pirate-ish look that was
extremely badass. 


“It’s about a year old. You guys here to fight or
mouth off?”


“Can’t we do both?” Travis asked deadpan.


Morgan smirked, for cocky or no, that was typical
Archon. “Where would you like to figure in? Ground ops I assume?”


“We can supplement gunners if you need some extra
hands.”


“We’ve always got extra seats for strikers. Do you
want leadership duties, heavy combat, scouting, or sneak ops once we make
ground?”


“Heavy combat, preferably,” Karen answered. “But we’ll
fill wherever needed.”


“How do you feel about working with Arc Knights?”


“They’ll slow us down,” Travis said bluntly.


“On a reinforcement team that I send into trouble
spots where we’re facing the heaviest resistance.”


Both of the twins’ eyes gleamed a bit. “That works,”
Karen answered for them.


Morgan mentally gave the two directions to the section
of the ship where those Arc Knights were going through training drills in the
very crowded sanctuary. “Find Chandler and start making friends. You’ll be
working with his strike team. He leads them, you tag along and work on your
kill counts.”


“Come on, sis,” Travis said aloud for Kara’s benefit
as the twins walked past Morgan, “time to play nice.”


Kara watched them go, but waited until they were out
of earshot until she spoke to Morgan. “That went well.”


“I’m actually glad they’re here. They may be cocky
sons of bitches, but put them in the right fight and they’ll dominate. Speaking
of which, where do you want to be assigned…or do you just want to roam as
normal?”


“You know me, I just make it up as I go. Unless you
need another team leader?”


“The five of us can handle those duties, so feel free
to go where you feel you can make the most impact, cheat armor and all.”


“Yeah, yeah…you’ll change your tune if we ever figure
out how to duplicate my little baby,” Kara said, lifting her left arm and
pulling back her sleeve to show off her Vorch’nas. 


“I’m not having one glued on my arm even if we do.”


“That’s what I thought too when Puff stuck it on. Now,
I’m glad he did. Never have to worry about losing it. I was horrible with my
car keys.”


“Why?”


“Multiple thought lines. Until basic taught me how to
turn it to an advantage I was always distracted and losing stuff. And those are
genetic, not ink, right?” Kara asked, gesturing with her chin towards the top
Archon’s face.


“Of course they’re genetic. No one sane uses ink.”


“Just checking. Looks good, by the way.”


“I like my natural hair color, so I figured I’d
experiment with my skin. You feel like running or sparring?”


“How crowded is the track?”


“Very. But we can take a hike through the outer ship
and get away from everyone else. Nice long hallways, very few turns.”


“You have a course set up?”


Morgan smiled. “I do.”


“Show me where to stow my duffle and I’ll give you one
hell of a workout.”


“No armor, cheater.”


“I won’t need it,” Kara said with a confident smirk.
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Morgan sat on a stool in the command nexus, her hands
on the control sphere and her mind interlinked with the ship’s computer as she
watched through delay as to what was happening around the system. The Megazord had come
out of their braking maneuver along with one Warship-class jumpship that had then deployed its drones in a
scouting capacity, with several models designed for such a role. The command
ship held position guarding the jumpline that the fleet would be following on
in a few hours’ time, with the linear jumpship tucked up alongside it.


The lizards knew they were here, for the system had a
plethora of tracking devices set up that the Star Force vessels could detect
the signals from. They hadn’t, however, come out to fight the interlopers.
Rather they were sitting in planetary orbit around Varasiss, forming up into
what they thought would be the best defensive formation possible. Typically the
lizards would have rushed the command ship, but it seemed that they weren’t
taking the bait this time, despite their overwhelming numbers.


The drones had spread out across the system, updating
the last intelligence report and confirming two small colonies on other
planets. It was one of those that Morgan was watching now, for the small fleet
of 129 cruisers there had a Star Force icon amongst them. It was a tag that had
been placed in response to a location ping rather than an active signal, but it
was the location where Kara currently was.


The aggressive little twit had wanted a shot at the
two invokers around Varasiss, but there was no way for her to get in to them or
the defense stations ringing the planet. Rather than sitting the upcoming
battle out on the command ship she’d opted to go for a low priority target, and
the superficial mining colony had been accessible. One of the drones had
deposited her in orbit of the rocky planetoid and she’d done the rest from
there. How she didn’t get blown out of the sky Morgan wasn’t sure, but Kara had
managed to board one of the cruisers and was now inside, hence the icon to make
sure no one shot that ship…not that there was anyone here yet to do it.


As the trailblazer watched the cruiser she was on
suddenly lurched from its sitting position and gently rammed the one next to
it…with a little spec transferring across from hull to hull like a flea. 


There was no way Kara was going to be able to sneak
around now, but she hadn’t yet called for pickup. Rather, a signal came in,
relayed by the drone that was sitting in a higher orbit around the planet, that
indicated that the first cruiser was dead, either through internal sabotage or
the lack of a crew, and it looked like the arrogant Saber was going to press
her luck and go for a second.


Morgan’s mind was simultaneously watching the huge
fleet around Varasiss, with no response from them yet. They were still shifting
about their positions somewhat, but keeping well off the main jumplines in and
out. The invokers were in the back row, with the mass of cruisers and larger
warships situated out in front and around the defense stations, probably
because they knew that against Star Force the invokers were vulnerable, and
while they might lead with them against other races that was just a good way to
lose them early on here.


As Kara’s confirmation signal came in that she’d
breached the second cruiser’s hull Morgan placed the Star Force ‘no shoot’ tag
on it, with her attention being diverted to the incoming jump ping. It was a
signal that was sent out a few minutes prior to arrival, hyper accelerated due
to the coast speed of a jump, but one that would arrive prior to an incoming
ship. Morgan’s command ship hadn’t sent one when it arrived, for there was no
one friendly here to receive it, but it did allow her a heads up to send back a
return signal with any last minute instructions.


Since the lizards hadn’t come out to the star to fight
them she sent the ‘all clear’ signal along with the preferred jumppoint she’d
like them to come out on…which was an easy one in close to the star that would
require less fuel. Had the arrival point been ‘hot’ they would have braked
harder and emerged further away so the odds of the lizards being able to poach
their ships one at a time as they emerged were low.


That was also another reason to send a ship ahead to a
fight like this. If surprise wasn’t going to be a factor then having a good
scouting report before you brought everyone else in was worth the effort. Had a
tenth of this lizard fleet been waiting for them around the star they would
have been walking into a trap that could have destroyed every last one of her
ships.


As it was, the lizard defense fleet had the potential
to destroy the forces she was bringing to face them…if the Star Force ships
were being flown by newbs. The firepower the enemy
had at its disposal was massive, but there was more to naval warfare than just
having big guns and pointing them at the other guys. There was a lot of
strategy and small-scale tactics involved, which was why she liked having as
many remote pilots as possible controlling the drones. The more time one had to
think the better they would fight, and the less duties per controller the freer
their minds would be.


Kara’s call for evac came
about thirty seconds prior to the arrival of the first command ship, which was
followed by a series of jumpships in close proximity, forming a line as they
came in that diverted to positions Morgan indicated to clear the approach lane.
Meanwhile the drone in orbit around the mining planet headed straight into the
cruiser cluster there as the enemy ships were firing on their own, now that Kara’s
presence had been noted. To kill her they were going to destroy their own ship,
meaning it was time for the Archon to run.


Morgan watched with a part of her mind while she
monitored everything else going on, picking up a few additional bits of data from
the holograms around her, but most of her data was coming directly through the
neural link. When the drone got to the cruisers it didn’t engage them, choosing
to fly in amongst them and pancake the lizard cruiser that Kara was on. With
its ventral shields dropping for a moment, the Archon jumped across and clung
to the hull while the corvette was getting pounded with plasma orbs and
streamers.


Once she was inside the perimeter of the shields Kara
stuck herself to the hull and the exposure reclosed, with the corvette rushing
off and outside the cruisers’ firing range before its defenses could go down.
Satisfied that Kara was out safely, Morgan turned her full attention to the
huge chess match about to be played out, giving the deploy order to the jumpships
that had already arrived to start releasing their drones here at the star
rather than wait until they got under the lizards’ guns.



 

Travis sat in one of the control booths onboard the Megazord,
operating the shield controls for a cruiser. He could have handled the entire
ship himself if needed, but he was just backing up the regular pilots at the
moment and applying the special touch that could make the difference between
victory or defeat when this many enemy guns were in
play.


The drone he was connected to was engaging the lizards
in orbit of Varasiss in a massive exchange that he couldn’t even begin to
follow…but that wasn’t his job here. He was to focus on the shields for this
one ship and that was it, trusting in the rest of his team and the overall strategy
of the trailblazers on site to guide them where they needed to go. The fact
that the ship he was sitting in was also under attack didn’t phase him, for he understood naval warfare on this scale
and the need to delegate, otherwise it would turn into a randomized free for
all.


Those were sloppy and costly, with the lizards having
more than enough firepower to make them pay for it. As it was his cruiser was
getting hit hard, and not from the ships nearby. The few that were within
mauler range were going down quickly, but those beyond that and plasma range
were firing their phasers through the gaps and turning the drone cruiser into a
pin cushion of pink streaks, allowing several dozen, if not hundred
of ships to target the cruiser simultaneously.


The range increase from short to medium had given the
lizards so much more naval power it was nuts, but Star Force’s tech and skills
were still superior. It was likely that this cruiser was going to be destroyed,
for apparently they were to hold position and slug it out for a moment.
Normally when the shields dropped below 20% they would be on their way to the
back lines to get a breather and a recharge, but not now.


Travis wasn’t controlling the helm, so he didn’t see
the communications from others or know the battle plan. Shield control was
pretty much an isolated job, with him having to watch the surrounding ships and
decide which of the 18 shield segments needed reinforcing more than the others.
He had two options for that…the regenerative energy coming from a continuous
feed, or the cannibalization of other shield segments to send to one of greater
priority. He didn’t like using the latter, for some of the matrix was wasted in
the process, but on occasion it was necessary in order to safeguard the ship
against a huge hit you knew was coming.


Right now there were no big hits, just lots of little
pink stings mixed in with green plasma. The ships around the cruiser were about
2/3rds the old variety, leaving the other third with the new weaponry. In fact
those ships were sitting further back in the formation, leaving the
plasma-equipped cruisers to run head on into the approaching ships and get
chopped to pieces while drawing fire themselves…all the while the more advanced
models snipped at the Star Force ships outside of mauler and talon range.


The cruiser had a cleansing beam and it was using it
to great effect, but if the ship wanted to throw its full weaponry against the
ships shooting at it from afar it was going to have to get closer. In the
meantime the enemy was going to get some free shots off, whereas in the past it
had been Star Force getting those free shots while the enemy closed distance.
That swap alone was giving the enemy more teeth, but they were still losing
ships rapidly.


Travis took a chance to look around mentally from time
to time, seeing how many drones were going down…and there were plenty. This
wasn’t going to be a roll-over engagement, and Star Force was going to have to
pay a price in equipment to take control of orbit, which was why Travis had
elected to take the shield control rather than the cleansing beam. That was
just point and shoot, while the management of the shields could be much more
intricate in the hands of an experienced controller.


When the cruiser got down to under 10% shields Travis
got a rare prompt from higher up the command structure, telling him to stand
ready to lower shields. Along with the stylized order, which appeared as a
unique icon rather than words, was a tag for an incoming ship that the striker
saw was of the support variety. 


That was why they’d been holding position rather than
retreating, and when the slightly larger vessel pulled over top of the cruiser
Travis deactivated a single sector, sending a coordinate ping to the controller
on the other vessel. A moment later a stream of sand shot across and accurately
targeted the opening Travis had made for them, with the replicator armor blocks
clinging to the hull there and piling up on it in a lump.


As soon as they did so Travis got a second function
under his control. In addition to the shields he now gained control of those
armor blocks and immediately began spreading them out over the hull like a wave
of water. The shield ship kept pouring more in, as if it was a giant grain
harvester unloading into a wagon. Meanwhile the rest of the cruiser kept
fighting and getting hit, with Travis easily able to multitask the two duties.
He poured a little more recharge energy into sectors 3 and 8, anticipating
increased attacks on those vectors as the enemy ship placement began to shift
again, then rushed the secondary armor to those areas first, just in case the
shields did breach soon.


When the shield ship was done it pinged him, and
Travis reformed the shield over the hole, with the clump of blocks there
sitting just below the extended radius as he continued to move them out and
around to the locations he wanted, simultaneously pushing the cruiser’s shields
several meters out from the hull to accommodate the armor and holding clumps
that he built up like wood stacks at various locations. He needed them nearby
to reinforce upcoming damage, otherwise it would take too long to drag them
across the hull from a single location and the enemy weaponsfire would get
through to the primary armor or even interior mechanisms.


All this was done in his mind ahead of the incoming
damage, for the shields had not failed yet, in any sector, but that was his job
as shield controller. He had think ahead and preposition the matrix energy, for
it didn’t form or move instantaneously, and neither did the secondary armor
blocks. 


And he didn’t need anyone to tell him why the support
ship had reinforced the cruiser, for the answer was obvious. The smaller ships
didn’t have cleansing beams, for the most part, and whoever was controlling
this battle group wanted the cruiser’s beam in play constantly. Had they
retreated to recharge their shields they would have temporarily lost the damage
the weapon was doing.


That was better than losing the ship and the weapon
permanently, but the support ship gave them another option and the cleansing
beam kept poaching enemy ships at even greater range, targeting the more
advanced models, Travis noticed, which was definitely the
correct play. If they got the enemy down to all plasma varieties he
could alter the shield settings for anti-plasma and tank up their ship
considerably, but while those phasers were being used he couldn’t weaken their
defense against them with the specialty shield, meaning the sooner the advanced
models bit the dust, the better.


With that strategy making sense, the cruiser suddenly
began to move forward, prompting an eyebrow raise from Travis. He wasn’t going
to distract anyone by asking what was going on, but he was curious…then he
noticed several smaller drones falling into position behind the cruiser a
moment before he got a second prompt telling him to shift the majority of his
shields into the forward arc and fan it out a bit to provide cover for them.


That was a very aggressive play, but if that’s what
they wanted then so be it. Travis made the changes to shield shape, then gutted
80% of the rear shields and shunted that energy forward, losing a lot in the
transfer but almost immediately doubled the forward matrix density. He left a
thin layer around the rear of the ship and began redistributing armor blocks
there to cover for the lesser defense, but for the moment the only ships with a
good firing line on the cruiser’s rear were her sister ships, so it seemed to
be a worthy gamble.


Over the next ten minutes the cruiser dished out and
took a hell of a beating, eventually reaching a range where it was able to fire
a number of cleansing beams into a nearby defense station before that weapon
was damaged. It didn’t retreat then, and Travis stayed with it gaining every
little advantage that he could for the ship as it played blocker, running into
a thick group of enemy cruisers and tearing into them with its maulers and
talon cannons while subsequently attracting the majority of the enemy firepower
to it.


The smaller drones that were following it were
therefore allowed to get deeper into the enemy lines than they otherwise would
have, bringing them within short weapon range. They stayed in the cruiser’s
shadow as long as they could, then they broke up and dove at the enemy like a Nidalee on a half health ADC. 


Travis only saw part of that battle before the cruiser
was destroyed and his screen blanked, along with the mental connection
severing. He had a breather of all of six seconds before he saw a request
prompt on the screen asking him to take control of a specific function. The
Archon accepted rather than surfing through the options and wasting time,
suddenly finding himself in control of two mauler cannons on a frigate. He saw
the end of one of them firing as his screen came up, meaning he’d just replaced
another pilot from that duty…who would be shunted to another task or reduced
from multitasking down to a single, more efficient focus.


Travis took the controls and got another salvo off
with barely any break in sequence, seeing a full dreadnaught eclipsing his
gunner’s view. The enemy ship had its shields down and bare hull in front of
him, with Travis gladly using his pair of weapons to chew apart the yellow/tan
hull plates at nearly pointblank range.
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“Ouch,” the Captain of the troop jumpship said upon
seeing the fleet status as it updated upon their arrival into the system.


“What?” Iden-202747 asked from the commander’s chair
behind his, where a large holographic map of Varasiss had just come up showing
a considerable lizard fleet still holding on to a piece of orbit centered on a
trio of defense stations. 


“Look at our drone count.”


The striker pulled up those numbers with a few button
presses, seeing that better than two thirds of the drones had been destroyed.
He frowned, bringing up the jumpship count and finding that all of those were
still operational, meaning no one had died in what, at first glance looked to
be a defeat for Star Force. It had been expected that the orbital battles would
have been completed before the convoy of troop transports arrived, or at least
with the lizards being driven off into other parts of the system to be hunted
down later.


With the amount of drones lost and the lizard foothold
in orbit, it appeared things were not going well.


“Orders,” the Captain said, relaying the updated
transmission that was being bounced from jumpship to jumpship as they came into
the star system, with Iden’s being the 18th in line.
The mainline troops had jumped ahead of them, with this convoy being comprised
of all the Clans. Behind them would be the Axius convoy followed by the others.


Iden read the orders, seeing
the Captain signal to the helmsman to get them underway immediately. The
jumpship began to move on the primary bridge map around the perimeter of the
star following the other Clan vessels as they cleared the jumpline for more of
their own to come in and began the trek over to the Varasiss jumppoint, for it
seemed they were wanted at the planet immediately.


And not just for a holding orbit. As Iden read through the orders he saw that they contained a sitrep explaining the situation…and he suddenly understood
why so many drones had been lost.


“Larkey?” 


“What’s up?” the ranger asked, standing behind him a
few steps.


“Looks like we’re going to have to earn this one on
the ground. The lizards have set up some extremely large surface to orbit
phaser arrays preventing orbital bombardment. The fleet sacrificed a lot of
drones to punch out a few colonies to give us a blind spot, but the rest we’re
going to have to take down on the ground before the fleet can move in.”


“Shit. Sounds like a Hoth
scenario.”


“It is,” Iden said, pointing
to the section of the orders that identified it as such, “and they want the
Clans going in first.”


Larkey-319228 smirked. “We are the best.”


“Softening duty,” Iden
continued. “Mainline will mount the main assault supported by the non-Human units.
Extreme hazard conditions for us.”


Larkey nodded. “Looks like
we’ve seen the end of lizard extermination missions then. Didn’t think it’d be
that easy this long. About time they came up with a proper surface defense.”


“The fleet is going to work on taking out the last of
the orbital defenses while we head down, meaning that if they lose we’re going
to be in a very awkward place.”


“Did we lose that
many ships?”


“Have a look,” Iden said,
enlarging the armchair display and throwing it up as a second hologram that
showed the losses on both sides, with the green lizard numbers far exceeding
the Star Force gold. 


“What the hell. Did they really have half the enemy
fleet here?”


“Seems like it. Sorry we missed that fight, but it
looks like we’re going to have an even harder one on the ground, for they’ve
stacked defenses down there too.”


“Bring it.”


“Cap, give me shipwide,” Iden said, pausing a moment until a light on his armchair
showed that he was connected. The Archon telekinetically pressed the button and
began speaking to the air.


“Attention all badasses. Our
favorite waste of bullets have proven themselves just as devious and dangerous
as well all know they are, but this time really takes the cake. They’ve taken
their new weapon and used it to take away our orbital bombardment capability
via a lot of really big guns on the surface. Naval has pounded us an entry
vector the hard way, leaving us with only a third of the drones we came with
and more lizards in orbit left to kill.”


“While they work on winning that fight we’re going
down to the surface, head of the line. The Clans are going to be the tip of
this spear and tasked with the hardest objectives. We have to soften the lizard
defenses up enough that the Calavari and Bsidd don’t get slaughtered, and mainline
will be holding their hands throughout, but the lizards have dug in good and
have a nearly infinity supply of their scaly asses to throw at us, so we’re in
for a tough fight.”


“This one we have to earn, and without air cover until
we knock down a lot of defense turrets. That means infantry and mechs and no
Lacvamat until we take down the priority structures. Not sure how we’re going
to play this one yet, but Clan Jinx gets to live up to its namesake in the
coming days. Everyone get prepped immediately. In a few hours we’re going to be
on Varasiss dirt.”


Iden clicked the button
again, this time with his finger, cancelling the comm
channel. “Cap, find us a good parking spot…and thanks for the ride.”


“Wreak some havoc,” he said, which was Clan Jinx’s
version of ‘good luck.’


Iden threw him a two
fingered salute as he stood up and jogged off the bridge with Larkey, intending to get geared up and on the first
dropship heading down.



 

By the time Iden and some
200+ Jinxes were in a dropship flying down to the surface the first of his
jumpship’s heavy transports had already detached from its holding rack. The
four destroyer drones they’d brought with them were also gone, having been sent
over to the main fleet to help replace what had been lost, but the rest of the jumpship’s
carry space was full of landing ships carrying the bulk of the troops and the
heavy equipment. A scattering of conventional dropships were going with them,
along with a pair of drop pods.


Those two were trailing slightly behind Iden’s dropship and heading to firebase 8 on Larissa’s
orders and would be depositing their Mark III Madcats
directly into battle. The landing zone Iden was
heading to was one of the more stable ones, located on
a plain that existed between the mix of buildings and rubble that were the
nearby lizard colonies that the fleet had painstakingly pounded from orbit to
eliminate any aerial hazards that could have interfered with the grounding of
the troops. As it was there were hundreds of thousands of wisps in the air and currently
being held at bay by an army of mechs with anti-air capability.


The madcats would add to
that considerably, with the first priority right now being to get the firebases
up to snuff and their defenses online, which wasn’t only against ground troops
but naval ships as well. Each of the prefab structures contained at minimum one
cleansing beam capable of reaching back up to orbit located on the top of a
high tower, allowing it to tip over and shoot targets on the ground so long as
they weren’t too close, given the angles involved.


Clan Ninja Monkey and Clan Firestorm were already on
the ground and had set up the most complete firebase, which was where Iden’s troops were coming down with the exception of the madcats. As soon as his dropship landed he
and the other Archons streamed out, then split up to collecting their regulars
that would be coming out of the larger transports.


Iden was the sixth highest
ranking Jinx on site, but the operation was still under the trailblazer’s
command so he had orders waiting for him in his helmet once he made it to
ground and Larissa sent them out. Right now there were far too many wisps in
the air and more on the way, crossing the planet to get to their location, and
only a handful of anti-air batteries had been set up. Star Force’s skeets and
other aerial craft were pinned to a small area around the firebases, else
they’d run into the anti-air turrets of nearby colonies. That meant they could
only fight here, in a region approximately 200 miles wide, and it was about to
get very, very crowded.


Iden wasn’t assigned to deal
with that, but he did need to protect the units on the ground that were setting
up the prefab structures and growing the firebases. They couldn’t protect
themselves yet, but buy them enough time and the battleforts
would allow the rest of the troops the freedom to roam while they could fend
off any nominal attacks on their own.


The lizards were currently sending waves of tanks from
the surrounding colonies in to the contested area, not to mention the troops already
there that had survived the orbital bombardment. Star Force hadn’t taken the
time to level everything, just enough to knock out the key structures. That
meant there were plenty of intact buildings, not to mention underground
structures that would have to be fought through to clean out and properly safe
the area.


That couldn’t be done while the firebases were under
assault, so first priority came to protecting them long enough to get properly set
up and have the mainline troops start coming down. After that the Clans would
be free to push out and start hitting key targets.


Iden ran from point to
point, leaving Larkey and the others to head to their
individual assignments as he headed to one of the currently descending
transports, making sure to stay away from the box on his HUD that showed the
no-go zone where the ship was slated to land. The Archon waited nearby, then as
soon as the doors opened up he ran inside, bypassing a slew of thors and ravens as the mechs walked out, all of which were
painted ponytail blue.


Iden contacted the bay
control as he ran and got one of the reserve mechs for himself. Typically he
fought as infantry, but not every mech was assigned a pilot so that if one was
damaged in the field that pilot could cycle back and pick up a fresh ride. It
was one of those replacements that the striker claimed, with a pair of techs
waiting for him next to the neo running a quick final prep when he arrived
inside the mobile mech bay. 


“How we look?” he asked, climbing the ladder up to the
catwalk to get to the rear access hatch in the back of the mech.


“We’ve still got one empty module. Do you want to wait
and have it loaded?”


Iden shook his head. “No
time. I’m going to be a mauler baby today anyway.”


“She’s good to go then,” the tech said, stepping aside
and waving him to the open hatch.


“Tear ‘em up,” the other
said as Iden telepathically connected with the mech
controls and began sealing the hatch as he walked through into the small
compartment. Upon a second mental command a series of panels on the floor
depressed and slid aside, with a control harness rising up and locking into
vertical position. Iden walked around to the front of
it and stepped backward into the loose boots.


He leaned back and the few other fasteners tightened
around his waist and wrists while the boots snugged up firm against his own
shoes. A headrest was fitted into place, then he felt the prompt from the new
telepathic controls in his mind. He pushed the imaginary button and felt his
vision go out for a moment, with his body likewise going numb as the machine’s
status flooded his own senses.


The next moment he was seeing from the perspective of
his neo, his body’s stimuli replaced with the machine’s.
He didn’t care for the crude sensation, for this interface was barely out of
prototype, but he had full control over the war machine from that moment on and
walked it out of its berth in the bay with no more effort than trudging around
with a heavy backpack on. The neo’s steps were his
own, not a computer-controlled driving experience, and now had instantaneous
reaction speed compared to the old harness system that he’d actually gotten to
be fairly good with.


He walked in line over to the exit doors, getting hung
up on the back of the flood of mechwarriors who had already been in the ship
and ready to depart immediately. As such he was the next to last mech out, with
Iden working the battlemap and tagging those mechs he
wanted reassigned to him. Other formations had already been worked out, but
since he was a striker they were immediately reworked around his needs. 


Two more neos and six ravens pinged in their
acceptance of his redirect and he set a waypoint on himself as he maneuvered
through the mechs outside the ship and found a bit of open ground. Overhead
there were wisps everywhere around the firebase, with a ring of mechs firing so
many sammies up that it looking like the finale of a
fireworks display…except that it never stopped.


Iden ran his neo out through
the rain of lizard ship parts and popped open the left shoulder on his mech,
inside of which there was a small anti-air sammy turret as well. He set it on auto + exterior
control, allowing either his onboard computer or a controller back in the
firebase to target the wisps above while he focused entirely on the ground
fighting. His other shoulder had an anti-infantry plasma scattergun that he
kept locked up, for the tanks ahead weren’t going to be needing that.


The empty slot was on the ‘head’ of the neo, which was
just a small lump that held a modular slot that hadn’t been filled with a
weapon. The two mauler cannons in his arms were the primaries though, not to
mention the hands on the mech, which could now grip things like they were his
own. That sort of dexterity was worth using the crude mental interface, as was
the running speed.


When he got into the clear he sped up, but not as fast
as he was capable of for the light blue mechs behind him were piloted by
regulars who could not use the mental interface yet. In the future it would be
able to access a person’s mind, but right now most of Iden’s
access was him using his telepathy and the regulars didn’t have that or any
other psionics.


The two neos were using the harness controls that Iden’s mech also contained but that he hadn’t deployed. His
‘harness’ was just to hold his body still while his mind expanded out into the
machine, allowing him to stride in a way that no computer could ever hope to
match, giving him the fastest mech on the field.


There were other Archons out there, but none of the
other strikers were in them, leaving him top dog…amongst the Jinxes at least. 


There were a lot of other Clans operating out there,
but as far as his Clan’s mechs keeping up with him were concerned, he had to
ride the brake a bit to keep them in formation behind him. That formation right
now was a line, with the other 8 mechs just covering ground behind him as they
raced toward a pair of voltrons in the distance that
were getting hammered by green plasma and quite a few pink phaser beams.


It seemed the lizards had upgraded their tanks with
the new weapon as well.


“Two ravens per neo,” Iden
ordered, mentally tagging the two ‘chicken walkers’ he wanted on his wings.
“Stay fairly close to each other, but operate in kill trios and take some of
the heat off those Ninja Monkeys.”


Iden signaled the two
monster mechs and let them know that support was coming, then he got a request
from the starboard one barely a second later. He looked ahead on his battlemap
and saw some huge new tanks that were packing a beefy version of the phaser, making
the scene look something like an old Godzilla movie. Those big tanks were far
in the back, with the smaller ones swarming up to the voltrons’
feet where a few dozen other Ninja Monkey mechs were hacking them to bits.


“Damn that’s a lot of tanks,” Iden
whispered off comm. There was no way he could get to the big ones without going
through the little ones…nor did he have the long range weaponry needed to snipe
them, though the voltrons were doing a decent job of
that. There were just so many of them, and more were coming up in the distance.
If they didn’t knock this group down now, there would be so many piling up here
that they couldn’t suffer that multitude of weaponsfire, for their dominance
relied on giving their shields a chance to recharge. Throw a lot of fire on
them and they’d be reduced to taking armor damage.


They had to split them up and keep them in manageable
numbers, and the lizards looked like they understood that fact too and were
spamming them without holding anything back, ground or air.


As Iden’s shoulder sammy hit and downed a wisp in
front of him the craft careened into the ground at his feet, causing him to
jump up and to the right. He had the presence of mind to retract the sammy with a thought before his
neo hit head first on the ground…but thanks to the interface he was actually
able to roll the machine through a somersault and crawl back up onto his feet.


“Nice dodge,” one of his ravens said as they passed
him by, slowing a bit until he got back up to speed. He popped the turret back
out and let it get to work, then accelerated up into a full run, leaving the
ravens in his dust.


“Follow me in and pick up the pieces,” Iden said, actually managing a sprint in the mech, which
was something that only a select few had ever achieved. He came up even with
the voltrons and their defending mechs and punched on
past them, skipping a few of the lizard tanks and diving into the sea of them
until he ran out of running room.


Then, with a boost from his jump jets, he leapt into
the air as if he was doing the long jump and came down on his target mech
further ahead, bending his left elbow and driving it down into the top of the
yellow/tan machine and crumpling its weapon cupola on top, killing the crew
inside as he drove the parts down into the interior as he pancaked the vehicle.


Laying on his belly on top of it, Iden
popped up the mauler cannon on his right wrist and fired at the nearest tank as
he crawled his way back to his feet, with the ravens doubling up on his target
as they finally came back within range.
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April 17, 2755


Pagaliss System
(lizard territory)


Varasiss



 

Kajit stood perched atop one
of the buildings in firebase 3, his two clawed feet latched on to the edge of a
stubby spire along with a host of other Lacvamat situated on his left, right,
and behind him, cluttering the rooftop so to keep the ground clear for the
walking troops as they waited. Kajit was watching the
battlemap inside his helmet and the assault taking place on a colony several
hundred miles to the north. The area in between them and it had been fought
over and largely destroyed in the past weeks, but so far the Lacvamat had not
been allowed to participate in the assault.


That was supposed to change today, and right now a
Clan unit was attacking the colony from the rear while mainline troops were
doing most of the fighting out front and working their way into the lizard
city. It too had an orbital defense battery, but the Clans weren’t going for it
this time, rather they were sneaking in and trying to take down the small scale
anti-air defenses first so the Lacvamat could join in on the assault.


As it was, the war to conquer the planet was going
Star Force’s way…yet slowly. The planet was huge and nearly a third of its
landmasses were covered in lizard structures, meaning there were a lot of them
to kill. Orbit had been secured and the Sentinels orbiting directly above the
ring of firebases were a welcome presence, but a lizard relief fleet had
arrived only three days ago and done considerable damage to Star Force’s
remaining drones before being defeated. Most of the lizard ships had been
hunted down and destroyed before they could flee the system, but there was no
way to know when the next group would get here.


Kajit couldn’t worry about
that, for it was a naval matter and he was fairly sure they wouldn’t see lizard
cruisers in atmosphere aiding the ground troops anytime soon, though that was
always a lingering threat. With the lizard naval assistance out of the question
Star Force was creeping its way across the planet, taking down more of the
orbital bombardment capability as they went, but in order to get to it they had
to take the colony first or conduct a solid raid into it, meaning the ground
troops had to fight through the worst defenses the lizards could throw at them
before Star Force’s naval power could be applied.


That sucked, but there was no way around it. The
ground army needed the Lacvamat involved, but the anti-air defenses that were
holding the fighters back would also be effective against the flyers, and they
were a lot less protected given their small size. There were encountering so much
resistance from the lizards, however, that a change in tactics had been made to
hit the anti-air batteries first so they could bring in the flying infantry
support.


That’s what Kajit was
waiting on. The battlemap had giant no-go zones around the firebase where they
weren’t permitted to fly, and right now it was better to keep the airspace
overhead clear for dropships and larger transports to bring supplies down from
the recent cargo convoy. A lot of heavy equipment plus foodstuffs and ammo were
flowing to the surface, so the Lacvamat simply sat on the rooftops in full
armor and waited for the go ahead.


When the anti-air turrets would go down was not a
thing that could be predicted, so Kajit spent the
better part of 5 hours sitting and waiting before the giant red box over that
colony disappeared. When it did he had to wait all of three seconds before the
transit order was given, then Lacvamat all around him began to leap into the
air and flap their armored wings to gain altitude, staggering themselves so they
didn’t run into one another. 


Kajit waited until he found
a gap then took off, using his small anti-grav jump
pack to help him get airborne. He could fly under his own power, but the armor
that he and the others wore made it difficult, for every part of their bodies,
from their two feet to their thin, fleshy wings were covered in flexible, yet
hard plates that weighed them down. It was a workout to move in them, but the
anti-grav compensated for that with a light, constant
lift during flight or a short burst of altitude such as now with the device
adding to the leg kick that sent him skyward.


The Lacvamat didn’t waste any time circling above and
moved off towards the north in a long column. A few hundred miles was a
workout, but nothing that would exhaust them. Had this unit been Human,
Calavari, or any of the other groundpounders they
would have had to be transported by dropship to the battle site, but the
Lacvamat didn’t have that handicap. They’d fly there on their own, and do so at
considerable speed once they flapped their way into a high enough altitude to
begin a shallow dive and use the air resistance to launch themselves even
further ahead.


As such the long column looked like a series of waves
heading up and down, but with each repetition they gained speed, using the
anti-grav units to do most of the climbing and
sparing them the fatigue. Alongside the 5,500 Lacvamat were a couple of
squadrons of skeets flying escort to make sure the lizard fighters that were
still roaming the planet in swarms didn’t try to ambush the flying infantry. Kajit and the others could fight them fairly well, but it
wouldn’t take much of a hit to knock them out of the air and Star Force didn’t
like personnel being treated as expendable.


Kajit assumed that was why
it had taken the trailblazers so long to call them into combat, waiting for the
right moment when they could put their skills to use without facing the
unavoidable loss of personnel. Lacvamat combat within Star Force was still in
its infancy, but it had been laid out plainly to them that they were not the
heavy hitters in a ground fight, but rather the support. That wasn’t due to
lack of skill, but rather the differences in biology. If Kajit
landed on the ground he was not going to be able to fight hand to hand well, especially
since he didn’t have any hands.


He had trained to make some use of himself if he ever
found himself in that situation, but the Lacvamat were meant to stay in the air
at all times and offer fire support to ground infantry units, which was why
when he and the others finally arrived at their waypoint just outside the
colony under assault they broke up into smaller units and went into a
flock-wide holding pattern just behind the four Hoth-class walkers bombarding the
city buildings with cleansing beams.


Soon a slew of dots popped up on the battlemap
throughout the city, with one in particular being highlighted. That was where
he was supposed to go first, and along with 7 others he flew up about twice the
height of the hoths and broke away from the mass of Lacvamat as about half of
them also clustered up into groups and headed different directions. Kajit made sure to stay below the designated ceiling where
the skeets were operating, for they didn’t want anyone to die from a needless
head on collision while the aerial fighters were keeping what was left of the
wisps off them.


Kajit activated his armor’s
shields and biased them 95% to the underside, trusting
in their air cover to keep the lizard fighters busy and their topsides safe.
That allowed him to better protect his wide profile from the ground view, for
the wings on the Lacvamat were necessarily huge in order to lift their body
masses and made for easy targets when spread wide.


Speed was their best defense, but having a thick
shield matrix underneath their wings helped greatly. If he or the others took
any armor damage it was a signal to turn tail and run immediately, for the thin
layer covering their wings couldn’t stand up to much pounding due to the weight
issues. They simply couldn’t armor themselves like the Calavari could, so most
of their defense had to be shunted to the shields and evasion.


Kajit pinged in his approach
and linked up with the ground unit they were tasked with assisting, getting
revised targets and suggested approach vectors. He and the others split up
further, conversing amongst themselves as how to organize this, then the
Lacvamat turned the corner around one of the taller lizard buildings and
suddenly they were looking down on a large firefight between a sea of lizards
on the streets and a few clumps of mainline Human troops. 


There were no tanks or mechs on either side, just
infantry, which made Kajit cringe at their numbers
but also salivate at so many exposed targets…from the air anyway. They’d
erected a lot of barricades on the streets, but the waiting pools flooding
across the streets and into the buildings, or rather out of them, were just
standing in the Lacvamat’s firing arcs.


The trick here was not to get shot down, for so many
plasma orbs fired skyward would almost undoubtedly hit him, if only through
sheer accident. To counter that he picked up speed and angled for a low
approach, charging his own plasma weapons that were located along the inside of
his legs, as well as the secondary array that ran up his chest. Those concealed
hatches opened, revealing an ice cube tray of slots, each of which slowly
filled with a potent blue plasma orb. 


The two rifles on his legs also powered up, then when
he swooped over the target coordinates given to him via the battlemap he fired
them off onto that location in two blue streaks, then released the cluster bomb
directly over top of it as he passed by. The tiny blue orbs went sideways a bit
into a dispersal pattern to cover an area rather than hit a pinpoint target,
then exploded out like bombs when they hit. After that Kajit
fired his leg weapons twice more each as he buzzed the lizard troops, then came
to the end of their crowd a moment later, turning the corner and putting a
building between him and their hasty return fire that was too slow to target
him.


Another target pinged on his battlemap, in
approximately the same location, and he circled around the buildings to come at
them from a different angle. Meanwhile the other 7 Lacvamat in his group were
doing the same, with the ground troops feeding them
targets as quickly as they could hit them. He hit his second one, then a third
before he noticed at a glance that a Knight wedge had used one of their soft
spots in the flood of lizards to press a barricade and physically push it
aside. Now they were moving out into the larger group of enemy infantry, hiding
behind their overlapping physical shields as they led a column of Regulars
through the breach point.


Kajit circled around and
made another strafing run, never knowing how many he killed for he was flying
past them so fast he couldn’t look back to see the damage he was doing with the
array on his chest, but he could catch a glimpse of his leg rifles when he
angled them forward onto targets he was just coming up on.


After that last flyby he received a different request
that had him circling around another building and flying back over Star Force
troops that were pushing their way towards the breach point. Kajit came down to street level, landing on a bit of clear
pavement as the Regulars nearby parted to give him room, not wanting to be
caught up in his wings, but he neatly tucked them into two vertical fins
bracketing his head as he landed.


There he waited a few moments before an Archon ran up
beside him and climbed on his back. The green-armored warrior was heavy, but
with full power applied to his anti-grav Kajit was able to get them both up off the ground with some
very heavy and fast wing flaps. He had to maintain that heavy cadence to keep
them moving while reducing the anti-grav down to a
sustainable level, else the capacitor would empty and he’d have no assistance
whatsoever for the few seconds it took to recharge.


The Archon sent a waypoint to Kajit’s
battlemap, not even bothering to say a word of thanks for the ride. That wasn’t
rude, but rather a reality of how Star Force fought and the intensity of the
current battle. They were both here to do a job, and the less distractions they
had the better.


Fortunately Kajit didn’t
have to fly far, for the Archon wanted dropped off on the other side of the
lizards so he could flank them. He took him around by a safer route rather than
flying directly over the horde, then came to a stall over the ground, tipping
his back end down and allowing the Archon to slide off without interfering with
his wing flap.


As soon as he was free, Kajit
took off heading to another of the communal attack points given that he hadn’t
received any more specific targets. He landed several more plasma attacks
directly over the lizards before their formation eventually broke and they
began to retreat…not to escape the enemy, but to fall back into more favorable
points for ambushes and other means to kill the Human troops.


Kajit took it on his own
volition to fly in low and attack some of those isolated lizards, even coming
down so low that he grabbed one of them by the back of the neck with both of
his feet and dragged him into the air half a meter before firing one of his leg
rifles directly into his head. He dropped the corpse and banked hard right,
using his anti-grav heavily as he tucked his wings to
avoid his left from running into the side of the building on the narrow street.



He kicked off the wall then popped his armored sails
out again, taking several plasma blasts to his shields as he reset them for
universal coverage after seeing what was behind the nearest lizards. Trusting
in his training and resisting the urge to run for the sky, he flew down to head
level and extended his wings out as far as he could, then rammed a whole line
of retreating lizards and clotheslined them in the chest/face.


Kajit got caught on them and
would have tumbled if all the bodies hadn’t held him back. Once his feet hit
pavement he retracted his wings and balled up on the ground, then a hail of
blue plasma flashes surrounded him as the four Regulars that had been chasing
after this dozen or so lizards mowed them down. Kajit
got shot two more times, but his shields held up long enough for the Regulars to
finish them off as he held his somewhat panicky cocoon.


“Are you alright?” one asked, walking up beside him as
Kajit unfurled enough to stand up. 


He curved his long neck towards the suit of bipedal
grey armor. “No armor hits.”


“Thanks for the takedown,” the Human offered before
running on.


“My pleasure,” Kajit said to
his retreating form, then he fully unfurled his wings and took to the sky again
as he searched the battlemap for more local target pings.
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July 1, 2755


Pagaliss System
(lizard territory)


Varasiss



 

“Damn,” Larissa said, heading for the door of the
command center in firebase 19. “I’m going in. Get everything there now.”


She didn’t bother to wait for a reply from the other
Archons in the control room, busy interfacing with her helmet’s battlemap and comm system tracking down the nearest skeet in the air and
recalling it to her as she made her way to the roof. Her Bsidd were pressing
into another lizard colony, much as they had been doing the past months, but
the sneaky bastards had thrown them another surprise…and this one was a
full-fledged trap.


Containment walls the size of buildings had sprouted
out of the ground, having been buried under dirt and trees with no visible sign
of their presence, and locked her troops inside a ring that surrounded the
colony. Meanwhile subsurface tunnels began spewing out heavily armed lizard
reinforcements, including tanks and wisps, all of which had been held back
while the city defenders had died fighting over the heads. They’d sacrificed
them to get the Bsidd in position above them, then sprung the trap.


That was cold, but very typical of the lizards. She
just hadn’t seen hidden walls be used before, and unless they had some
subsurface building apparatus that had gone into effect since the invasion
began, this trap had to have been built in place before this world ever came
under attack.


That wall was keeping the infantry in and the mechs
out, for it was too high for them to jump over. The wall was literally a series
of skyscrapers having jutted up out of the ground, and was something that
Larissa had never expected. What the hell had the lizards been thinking?


None of the other colonies had seen this type of
defense system, and what was the point of just doing it here, when the entire
planet was being overrun. It made no sense to her, but it was happening none
the less. Larissa swung by the equipment room on the way to the roof, grabbing
odds and ends and adding them to the armor she already wore while stuffing her
pack as full as she could get it.


When she hit the roof she had to wait a few minutes,
then out of the southern sky a skeet appeared, heading her way fast. It looked
like it was going to overshoot, then braked hard until it was over her head,
with the pilot fully aware of what was going down and sharing the trailblazer’s
urgency. He lowered the skeet down to her, turning off the shields in the
process so Larissa could jump up and grab on to the underside with her hands.


With those stuck into place with the grip enhancements
in her armor’s gloves, she swung her feet up and latched on with those two,
hanging from the underside of the fighter and squishing herself up along its
surface as aerodynamically as she could.


“Go,” she said, with the skeet’s shields reforming
over top of her and the building disappearing from her Pefbar vision. Trusting
in the pilot, her face was buried in the view of the grey armor plates and her
body tucked into the IDF that was likewise extended along with the shields. It
didn’t feel like they were moving, but her battlemap said otherwise. This skeet
had been engaged in combat in a neighboring colony that was mostly overrun, but
now it was headed a bit further out to where the lizard trap had been sprung.


The new firebase wasn’t too far away, for it was
logistically improbable to operate an invasion with ground troops over long
distances. It was going to take at least 20 minutes for the pilot to get her
there, but on the upside the Bsidd carried the heaviest armor of any Star Force
infantry, and she hoped that most of them would be able to survive until she
and the other reinforcements got there.


“We’ve got company,” the pilot said. “I’m not going to
be able to set you down gently. Do you have a jump pack?”


“Unfortunately no.”


“The skies are full of skeets, and I’m going to take a
beating just getting you to the wall.”


“Take the low road,” Larissa said, studying the
battlemap of what was happening ahead. There were so many skeets pounding the
troops inside the walls and the mechs outside that some of the ravens had
started to go down and the others were pulling back. “Just get me to the wall.
I can climb over.”


“That’ll take too long. If I get you on top, can you
find your way down the other side?”


“Yes,” the mage said confidently.


“Alright, I’ll get you there, but this is going to be
rough…and you’re going to be a target once you drop off.”


“No, they will be,” she said icily as a pink flash hit
the shields to her left, with there being so many fighter icons around them
that there was no way to know which one had just shot the skeet.


“Standby for release. I’m going to get you low enough
that you can sense the roof with your Pefbar, but I’m not going to be able to
come to a complete stop.”


“Just get me under 100 miles per hour. I’ll bleed off
the rest.”


“You sure?”


“No time to argue. Drop and run and don’t look back.”


“Ok. When I signal, don’t hesitate. Ten seconds.”


On the battlemap she saw the skeet zipping low to the
ground, buzzing treetops then passing low over a field that led up to the wall
where the pilot curved it to the right and traced a path around the wall as
swarms of wisps descended to chase after them. The pilot had the skeet moving
fast enough to prevent them from getting any good shots off, but there was no
way he was going to be able to drop her off at this speed.


When she saw the skeet begin to gain altitude, rising
up very near the wall as it continued its breakneck speed laterally, she
understood what the pilot was doing, using the wall to shield the fighter for
as long as possible. Suddenly the speed dipped off and the skeet rose up above
the height of the wall, exposing it to fire from the wisps inside the perimeter.


Larissa readied herself, then ‘felt’ the rooftop of
the wall appear beneath her, flashing past rapidly. That gave her mind
something to focus on, and she began summoning a telekinetic field just below
her when the shields disappeared.


“Now!”


Larissa let go of her grip points, expanding the
telekinetic field into a crash bag that pushed against both the ground and her,
slowing her fall of only a few meters but doing nothing to stall out the insane
forward momentum. It did allow her a moment to simultaneously create a
spherical bioshield around her entire body, and when that touched the rooftop
she felt the impact. The silky smooth bubble didn’t offer much friction
resistance, but there was enough that it started to spin her around, head over
heels like a hamster in a ball.


Before she got spun into dizziness Larissa also
emitted a different kind of telekinetic field outside the shield, this one
acting similar to a crash bag except that it sustained itself rather than
deflating and acted to bleed off momentum as if the bioshield suddenly had a
blanket of glue covering it.


Larissa still spun herself sick before she rolled to a
stop, but fortunately she had been able to use her Pefbar to see where she was
going the whole time and avoid careening off the roof. Trying to hold still for
a moment and flush the disorientation out of her still spinning head, she
extended her Ikrid out and picked up the minds of the lizards in the nearest of
the fighters. Most had chased the skeet, which was now well outside her mental
range, but a few of the enemy craft had noticed her drop and were swinging back
around to target her.


She froze one mind when it got within range, with it
flying on its previous course and passing by her on the outside of the
wall…then crashed into the ground below. The next one was also going too fast
for her to do anything with other than freeze it, but it flew out of range
before hitting the ground and recovered thereafter, though it was now outside
of weapons range.


The third one she managed to get within her Ikrid
range long enough to do a more intensive mental hack, taking control of the
lizard and having it fly the wisp low over the wall and stop in front of her.
Had it not been under her control it could have shot her easily, for she was
still woozy and couldn’t have managed more than an awkward roll if necessary.


Larissa hobbled over to the fighter, her balance not
yet fully returned, and made like Garfield against its hull. She had the pilot
take off again and fly her down along the inside of the wall. She didn’t have
full control, only able to point him where she wanted to go and allow the free
sections of his brain to handle that task, which was always a risk, but until
her head settled she couldn’t try for anything more.


The wisp got her close to the ground and she figured
it was good enough, so she let go and fell again, this time with far less
forward momentum, and used another telekinetic crash bag to cradle her landing.
When her feet hit she fell over, more from the lingering disorientation than
anything else, but she slowly got her legs under her and forced herself to
move. Larissa was in the interior slice of the grassy plain and an easy target,
with the nearest city buildings about half a mile away.


To her far right she saw lizard troops and tanks,
about 2 miles away, maneuvering around in the open area. She spotted some Star
Force icons nearby within the cityscape, but the trailblazer couldn’t worry
about them just yet, for several fighters were redirecting towards her. The one
that she’d hijacked began to turn around through a sharp turn, but Larissa
froze it again at the edge of her range, with the turn not being sharp enough
to avoid the inside of the wall.


It crashed into it softly, crumpling the front and
dropping it down to the ground mostly intact. She let it hit before she
released her hold on the lizard’s mind, then she reached out and began freezing
every fighter within her range. That wasn’t enough to keep all of the
weaponsfire off her, for a few pink bolts hit nearby, but their aim was off…and
all of these fighters appeared to be equipped with the upgraded weapons, which
gave them far more range than the old school wisps.


Larissa’s balance returned as she ran, with her
accelerating further as it did. She crossed to the nearest buildings in under
two minutes, disappearing into a narrow street and not sensing any lizards in
the nearby buildings, so she ducked into the nearest one, breaking down the
door when the handle didn’t respond.


Now that she got her head out of the view of the
fighters she pushed out her Ikrid and Pefbar to make sure the building was
empty, then she took a closer look at her battlemap, trying to find where the
Bsidd were and what their condition was. The city/colony was some 18 miles in
diameter and her troops were spread out across more than half of it when the
trap was sprung, but only after a group of lizard tanks had led most of their
mechs outside the boundary line for where the wall came up, leaving the Bsidd
infantry inside with only a few mechs as backup.


The combination Bsidd/Mainline skeets that had been
providing the ground troops air cover had been driven off or destroyed by the
wisp plumes, meaning the enemy now owned the airspace as well, and unless they
came low enough for Larissa to psionically grab they could stay up there and
rain down phaser blasts on any troops outside the buildings, which meant the
few mechs they had left were going to be easy targets unless they could find
some sort of overhang or hangar to hide out in.


With no aircraft above to relay battlemap signals the
connection between the troops within the city was going to be hit and miss as
buildings got in the way, but Larissa was able to see where most of her troops
were, including several ‘loud’ pings for assistance that were not signal stealthed. Those would be visible in orbit and through
layers of rock and metal, with one of them occurring less than a mile away.


That was enough for Larissa, so she took back to the
streets and held close to a sidewall at all times, trying to avoid making
herself a target from above and diminishing the firing angles when she did. A
couple more fighters smashed into building sides was all it took to get her
close to the nearest ping, but as she got there more signals began to pop up inside
the nearby buildings. She diverted towards those, breaking in another door only
to belatedly realize it wasn’t locked.


Larissa didn’t have time to waste, for the longer this
trap was allowed to play out the more of her Bsidd would die. How many had already
gone down she didn’t know for sure, but there were markers all over the map
indicating downed troops, including a pair nearby a group of 30+ live signals
amongst a sea of lizard minds.


The trailblazer pulled her rifle off her back as she
came up on a trio of stragglers probably intending to flank the Bsidd, but she
saw them coming before they came into her hallway and gunned them down before
they had a chance to fire a return shot, though she did have to freeze the
third one to accomplish that. She hurdled their stupid bodies and kept running
towards her troops, getting a feel for what was ahead.


These Bsidd were bunkered up in a large commons area,
and by ‘large’ she meant more than the size of a football field. There were
lizards everywhere around them, but mostly on one side. She could feel several
of them dying per second, indicating that there was an ongoing firefight and
her Bsidd were doing what they were trained to do when they were
outnumbered…turtle up if you couldn’t run and share damage with shields and
armor, using their own bodies to block for one another and hope to outlast the
enemy’s body count.


There were over a thousand lizards in that room alone,
with more stretching off into adjacent hallways out beyond her Ikrid range.
Through a mix of anger and confidence Larissa found a way up to the second
level where there were balconies overlooking the main complex. She could feel
some lizards up there, undoubtedly shooting down on her troops. 


When she got up top she came to an empty room that had
a sheer glass wall rather than a balcony, meaning she’d guessed wrong and the
snipers were another room over. She reached out with her Ikrid and put them to
sleep, along with as many others as she was within range of as her comm activated.


“Archon beware,” a Bsidd voice said, coming from one
of those holed up in the commons, “there are too many lizards. Do not try to
come to our aid. Turn back and try for targets of opportunity.”


“Not part of the plan,” Larissa said, walking up to
the glass and looking out over top the swarm of lizards and seeing the columns
and upturned tables where the Bsidd were hiding and fighting out of. “How
damaged are you guys?”


“Most have armor damage, but only three have burns.”


“Get ready to shoot disabled targets.”


“Where?”


Larissa’s lip curled up in a silent snarl. “Right in
the middle of them, to your northwest.”


“Do not, you will be killed.”


“I’m a mage,” she reminded him, pinging the location
on the battlemap where she wanted them to be ready to attack. “Get ready. Shoot
the ones on the ground, but don’t move towards them or you’ll get caught up in
my disable.”


The Bsidd didn’t argue any further, instead responding
with a ready ping followed by a slew of others as the rest of them acknowledged
that they were in position.


Larissa gently set her hands against the glass,
stepping back with her left foot and readying a combination of Yetu, Lachka,
and bioshield.


“Fiddle me this,” she whispered, blowing out the glass
ahead of her, running a step forward, and launching herself out the window and
over the heads of the lizards below, landing in the midst of them and emitting
a huge Fornax field that dropped hundreds to the ground twitching
uncontrollably.
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