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November 28, 3474


Tarric 1 System (H’kar outer region)


Middle Zone



 

The star system was an empty one, not a planet nor
asteroid field in orbit around the single golden star at its center. That had
been intentional when The Nexus had created the nearby Grid Point Annsa, for
they wanted it located off an uncontested system to be used as a waypoint and
not become a target or siege station in and of itself. Now that this system
belonged to Star Force that was changing, with several seda situated around an Imperator-class station that was only
partially constructed as they watched the traffic come and go from the star to
the not so far off grid point, standing by to intercept any threats before they
got to it, or if they were coming out from it.


A short comm signal was all that was needed to
transmit from one to another, and it would travel faster than any of the ships
due to the low gravity of the construct at the other end of the jumplane, so if
someone ran from the forces at Annsa they could call ahead and the defense
fleet in Tarric 1 could be standing by to attempt an
intercept…or to warn Annsa if an invasion fleet arrived.


There were four seda here, two of which were 13 miles
in diameter, one at 9 miles, and another at 3. The Imperator was going to dwarf
them all, though it wasn’t spherical. Rather it was star shaped, a six pointed
work of sheer terror that would stretch 74 miles from tip to tip when
completed. There were seda back in the ADZ that were larger, but this thing was
designed to be star forge-sized, yet it wasn’t going to be used for mining or
habitation. It had but one purpose and one purpose only.


It was a pure battlestation…and on each of those six
points was a Bra’hem beam cannon fueled by an independent Nash’ti reactor.


Then throw in all the other medium and short range
weaponry powered by other reactors and the most advanced shield set Star Force
had, and you ended up with a tiny piece of infrastructure that no one wanted to
mess with. It couldn’t guard an entire star system, but it could provide a safe
haven to run to if you were in it, and that was incredibly valuable given the
realities of interstellar travel. Fights happened insystem, and the idea of
calling reinforcements in before you got annihilated was idiotic. Lag time of
signal plus travel time meant that anything short of a full blown invasion was
going to be over with before you could get help, so all defenses had to be structured
around what you had insystem.


It was the reason why so many planets had fallen to
the lizards. Simply scout ahead, find out what was there, then bring in enough
ships and troops to take it. Unless you hid away extra defenses the attacker
was always going to have an advantage, and against single system
civilizations…well, there were reasons to have more than one system, and the
basic purpose of defense in that case was to design your infrastructure to buy
you time so you could call for help
and still be alive by the time it eventually arrived.


 Help here would
come from Annsa and it was right next door, but if you were being pursued by a
faster ship insystem you wouldn’t even have time to get it. The best hope you’d
have would be to evade long enough to get to a safe spot somewhere in orbit of
the star…and the imperator was definitely that safe spot, with extra long range shield generators build into it so that it
could reach out and protect incoming ships and freeze others with dampener
versions. Get to the imperator and you’d probably be safe, and while Star Force
didn’t have more than 20 built to date across their entire empire, their
theoretical reputation was already spreading rapidly. 


Theoretical because no one had been stupid enough to
attack one, but Star Force had done some visible weapons tests and made those
records public…just to discourage the stupid.


This Imperator was partially operational with one of
the star points built and capable of inflicting massive damage at insane range,
but the station itself, even when fully constructed, would be operated by less
than 1000 crewers. It could hold more than that, but it’d been built to be all
teeth and no spa, somewhere you wouldn’t really like to be stationed during
peacetime, but the place everyone would want to be in the middle of a battle.


The surrounding sedas were a much better place to live
and would allow the Imperator crew rotational options as well as adding their
own impressive array of weaponry to any engagement as they sat within Bra’hem
range but some 10,000 kilometers away, for if there was to be a fight the
Imperator would need clear firing lines around it to inflict maximum damage.


So it was being built here from parts shipped in by
regular convoys in order to become the doorstop to Annsa that would function as
watchdog and oasis for passing ships in distress. Capable of more than
defending itself and alerting the grid point should trouble be headed its way.


That meant it constantly monitored jump activity
around the star, so when the first Nexus ships began to arrive it took note
immediately. 


Four Gfatt warships led the way, followed by a fleet
of huge cargo jumpships that dropped into a lower stellar orbit and began to
circle away from the jumppoint…that soon saw a planet arrive out of a slow
braking maneuver.


Or rather it had the mass of a planet. In truth it was
two giant discs connected by a thick stem and thousands of ‘small’ ships
attached to it like ticks, all of which were themselves massive jumpships.
Their combined propulsive power had slowly towed the construct across Nexus
space and then the Rim Region, finally arriving here with the cargo jumpships
immediately scrambling to attend to it.


They got in close and extended huge umbilicals over to the ‘ticks’ and began to refuel them.
They’d been stripped down to essentially engines and shield generators, with
then more engines being added. It was how The Nexus had imagined transporting
one of the huge constructs and was far less elegant than what Star Force had in
mind, but per the agreement they wouldn’t be moving the Meintre’s
pair here. The Nexus had taken this beast off of Grid Point Polla,
stranding a smaller member known as the Uque
temporarily.


Or rather relegating them to traditional grav drive travel to and from their region, which was one
of the less unstable ones within decent range of Star Force territory. That
said, even with all the jumpships attached to the construct, it had so much
mass that their collective engine power could only manage slow jump speeds.
They’d been enroute for some 28 years thus far, with constant supply convoys running back and forth at much greater speeds in
order to keep the constructs’ ticks fully fueled and constantly moving. Those
convoys had been coming through Annsa for several years now to take the short
cut to the construct, but they’d never stuck around long enough to draw
attention.


The Gfatt warships were here to escort the convoys
just in case they did, though not the construct, for it had so much firepower
of its own that escort wasn’t necessary. But pluck the convoys away and the
construct would quickly run out of fuel, becoming stranded in whatever system
it was in at the time and easy to siege out, for the giant station didn’t have
much in the way of food production internally. It relied on warehouses and the
abundant trade occurring at the grid points to function, meaning that right now
it was truly a fish out of water.


But that fish gradually moved over to a nonexistent
jumpline, and once all the refueling had taken place it made the slowest jump
the crew onboard the Imperator had ever seen, lazily creeping out of the system
and taking more than a day to do it. Ships came in from Annsa and docked with
it during its micro/microjump, transferring over Star Force-allied crew that
would be replacing The Nexus handlers once they got it into position.


It wasn’t going to the other construct, but rather
some 1.5 million kilometers away. As far as interstellar navigation was
concerned that was basically the same spot, but it would give the two
constructs plenty of breathing room and allow traffic from one not to influence
the other, and both were far enough away from the star that its gravity didn’t
tug them too much out of alignment. Hitting a target as ‘small’ as one of the
giant 12,000 mile wide discs require a precise shot, then some additional
steering as able to correct minor drift problems since you couldn’t actually
see the target you were shooting for. You knew its supposed location then had
to adjust when you got close enough to sense it, either via gravity silhouette
or alignment beacon, for the magnetic field itself was too local to pick up
before you hit it.


But getting the construct 1.7 lightyears away from the
star was a huge pain in the ass, because the jumpships moving it had no gravity
to brake against. They were going to have to sip off the star’s limited gravity
signature at that range and ramp up their engines for an extremely long burn
just to nudge down its speed. And knowing that was going to be necessary, a
huge fleet of additional fuel ships arrived the following day from Annsa and
began running back out to it in escort formation, setting up for continuous transfers
that was going to require a lot of precision flying to match speeds.


It was either that or slowly take the construct over
the 1.7 lightyears distance in the next 2 centuries, and even then you’d have
to expend a good deal of fuel to stop it on station. So in fuel costs alone the
deceleration on point was going to be more than 30% of the sum total that it
took The Nexus to get it here, which was a staggering amount.


The Imperator watched The Nexus supply convoys keep
coming into the system, thousands upon thousands of the giant ships that would
return piecemeal and head back out empty, but before the construct made it to
its final resting point another four ship Gfatt escort arrived at the star
ahead of another fuel convoy, but they didn’t make a microjump out to catch up
with the construct. Rather they headed around the star to get to an outgoing
jumpline as a second planet-sized mass arrived.


It was the other end of the link, and behind it came
more fuel ships and a diplomatic vessel. The latter headed over to Annsa to
handle the official handover of the construct being dropped off here, but this
one still had a 14 year journey left to get to the location in the occupation
zone where The Nexus was already setting up shop, but they wouldn’t be able to
send convoys in earnest until the grid point system was linked in.


Time wasn’t on their side, so they’d been sending many
the slow way to get their gifted worlds prepped, but once this construct got
there and the link between it and Annsa was established, traffic and commerce
was going to explode at both ends, and not just because of the Meintre
relocation plan. Star Force would be on the grid, for the ADZ wasn’t that far
away, and virtually every member within The Nexus was going to have access to
them through the grid point system. 


They did now via the H’kar, but the H’kar weren’t
fully integrated into Star Force yet. They were enough for a lot of players to
begin making contacts and setting up arrangements for the tidal wave of trade
to come, but it wasn’t even a drop in the bucket compared to what would result
when the ADZ was keyed in and its markets were open…and militarily secure from
the instability plaguing many regions within The Nexus.


But that was still at least 14 years into the future,
for once the second construct was refueled and made its lazy way around the
star it slowly jumped out on the next leg of its journey without wasting any
time here, leaving the Imperator as the dominant force in the otherwise empty
system, but had it been a living beast it would have been feeling emasculated
by the passing of the two true giants through its turf…though it would have
been interesting to see who would win out in a fight. Big as they were, they
weren’t built as battlestations and they didn’t have any weapons that could
match the range or firepower of the Bra’hem…though they did have a lot more of them.


It would take another 5 months before the first
construct was finally ground to a stop in its predetermined position, then the
ticks turned it around to align with the far off occupation zone before The
Nexus work crews began cutting away their jumpships from the frame they’d been
physically attached to via umbilicals. They weren’t
becoming Star Force property and The Nexus wanted them back, but the process
itself was going to take a few months to complete and until the other end of
the link was established this construct wasn’t going to be of much use.


But that didn’t stop the commerce from flowing. The
mass of stations around the existing construct at Annsa began moving into the
gap between them, setting up for what the future would hold and positioning
themselves to make the most of the two construct grid point…something that the
rest of the Rim Region did not have aside from Mankla. One construct was a huge
magnet for commerce, pun intended, but two at a grid point rocketed the
location into higher status that would be attracting investors here even before
Grid Point Stargate was established. 


While Annsa was now Star Force property, they were
still on the grid point network and that made them part of the larger
civilization whether officially recognized or not, and a great many people that
lived in The Nexus or within its domain didn’t care about such things. They
went where opportunity was and now Annsa was the newest hot spot on the map. No
alterations in the grid point system had been made in centuries, and even
though this was a moved set rather than a newly constructed pair, it was
progress…something badly needed in The Nexus given all the setbacks it was
having and markets lost to the traders when planets fell.


It didn’t take long for news of the construct arriving
to work its way out through the network and soon the number of magjump flights coming in quadrupled. Part of that was due
to ships being repurposed from the now defunct Uque
until the Meintre pair were moved there, but in truth
those ships had already been repurposed elsewhere in the grid. The surge in
flights here was due to the greater demand, and within the space of 3 years
Annsa was the most traffic heavy grid point after Mankla…which also saw a boost
because it was on the line that ran from The Nexus to Annsa.


And as usual Star Force didn’t allow a letdown with
any of the transfers. The grid points continued to operate at peak efficiency and
word of that spread too, along with some of the minor improvements being made
in the local economies. After all, Star Force began as a corporation, not a
nation, and its roots in business philosophy ran far deeper than those of The
Nexus even if the mammoth civilization had been around a lot longer and had
ample experience to draw from.


But there was just something about the way Star Force
handled business that drew opportunists to them…not to mention that they kept
all of their holdings extremely secure, and that was a vast improvement over
The Nexus. Some people in the Rim Region complained about Star Force not
sending enough of their existing fleet in to help secure the new members, but
that way of thinking was exactly how The Nexus got into trouble. They’d overextended,
and Star Force never did. When they took territory they held it, which was why
a lot of the resources needed to secure the Rim Region were going to have to be
built there, for Star Force had a huge occupation zone of captured and mostly
emptied systems to guard against squatters, the still hostile lizards, the
advanced races congregating at the Uriti preserve, and any others that felt
like poking around.


That firm grip on security attracted investors like a
moth to a flame, and Davis was not one to waste opportunity. He had a Duke
assigned to every grid point that Star Force owned and they were following the
playbook that he’d written out long before the tidal rush of commerce began, so
as people from all across The Nexus began sniffing around they found an even
more professional custodian of the grid points than usual.


And while there wasn’t a lot of traffic coming into
H’kar territory itself, for most of it stayed in the grid point network as that
was where the primary markets were, there was still a huge amount of cargo and
other traffic interfacing with the H’kar as a result of Annsa’s
increase in notoriety…and they all got the chance to fly by the Imperator
station on their way through. A not so small reminder of the teeth that Star Force
had in its own right, and that they were not just replacements coming in to
take over possession of The Nexus’s toys.


They were a large civilization of their own, and
though it wasn’t immediately apparent, people began to realize that
technologically speaking they were on par with the major races in The Nexus, if
not more so in some cases. Especially when it came to military hardware.


The only problem was, they wouldn’t sell any of it.
But still, when times became turbulent and uncertain, you fled to those you
felt were the most powerful, and that too would begin to draw people towards
the Rim Region and down into the expanded ADZ once Grid Point Stargate became operational and Star Force’s reputation
slowly spread by word of mouth.
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May 3, 3476


Unknown System
(Skarron territory)


Middle Zone



 

Captain Uzzedi sat in his command chair onboard his
Ma’kri scout ship watching the fireworks in the system from a position of
safety. They were well away from stellar orbit and the five inhabited planets
that were currently engaged in the most massive brawl he’d ever seen…and he’d
been at Krachnika when it ultimately fell. There were far more ships here, on
both sides, and though it was hard to tell he thought the lizards were winning.


Almost all his data was time lagged, but he’d dropped
sensor buoys off around the system as they’d lazily trolled around in enhanced
shadow mode. Ever since acquiring the Trinx into Star Force the Ma’kri had been
upgraded with a crude overlay to their impressive signal sucking technology, so
now they had the ability to be immune to sensors and give off a faint false
signal enough to mimic starlight. It was less effective when backdropped by a planet or star, but they would no longer
appear as an obvious black silhouette and that gave the Captain a lot of leeway
with regards to where he could go within the system and still remain unnoticed.


And unnoticed was the key, for they were fast enough
to go where they pleased and neither the lizards nor the Skarrons could catch
them. That said, they were so far away from Star Force territory that they
didn’t want to risk a mishap. They were alone out here, for while there were
other scout ships sniffing around the Skarron/lizard war zone they were all on
different missions and not coordinating. Uzzedi was basing out of an outpost in
Voku territory and he knew other ships were as well, but where they went to he
didn’t know. He’d been given a section of territory to scout and orders to
follow any large lizard or Skarron movements.


So when he’d stumbled upon the mother of all lizard
fleets transitioning through a star system like a long line of ants he’d
followed it…straight to a fortress world on the other side of the regional
border within the Skarron Empire. That meant the reported internal discord
between the Skarron factions should no longer be in play and the full might of
their military would be coming down on the lizards in short, or perhaps long,
order but right now it seemed the lizards either didn’t care or didn’t realize
that, and the Human Axius captain didn’t buy the latter. The lizards typically
operated off of good intelligence or probed into new areas with single ships.
Launching a mindboggling assault such as this was not something they would
recklessly do.


Which meant they were no longer concerned about Star
Force crossing the border and doing battle with them, either because they
calculated that they wouldn’t or because they’d rebuilt to such a level that
they thought they could take on both empires simultaneously. Uzzedi figured it
was the former, for if Star Force wanted to cross that line there was nothing
aside from bodies to throw at them that would slow them down. Not with the tech
advantage they now had.


But give credit to the lizards for knowing how to take
advantage of a situation, for Star Force had made it pretty clear that they
were going to hold The Line and focus their attention on the new Rim Region, so
why not go after the Skarrons?


Conventional wisdom held that the Skarrons were too
widespread to take down, and that if they wanted to they could pull so many
reserves from far flung regions that they could annihilate just about anyone if
sufficiently motivated enough to do so…and given the carnage occurring before
him, Uzzedi was beginning to wonder if the lizards hadn’t just bitten off more
than they could chew. Even if they took this system, it wasn’t the regional capitol and there were a lot of other fortress systems like
this left in this subsection of the Skarron Empire. Even Star Force only had
very basic maps of the entire thing, to which the Ma’kri scout fleet was trying
to expand upon and confirm from other sources what it could.


The lizards had already taken one semi-rebellious
region away from the Skarrons who had not sent reinforcements to defend it, and
even that effort had cost them an insane number of ships and years. They hadn’t
had time to thoroughly fortify it, but for whatever reason they were pushing
again and in numbers that Uzzedi had never seen nor even heard reported used.
He’d heard the rumors that the lizards had let their capitol fall to Star Force
despite the huge defense fleet that he and the other ship captains had to fight
through, but now he didn’t doubt the truth of it. 


This was the true might of the lizards beginning to
show, and this was only an assault against a single high value system. What
they’d use overall, and what the Skarrons would send to counter them, was a
brain teaser that Uzzedi could not fathom. At this point it seemed like both
had no limit to available forces, so the only thing he could do was watch and
take notes, for the strength level of both sides was unable to be determined
given how large their empires were and the limited number of cloaked scouts
Star Force had to poke around with.


But with the surveillance buoys and his Ma’kri on
station, he was going to get a lot of data here over the coming months to
report back on, for this battle for the system wasn’t going to end anytime
soon. He’d have to leave before it was over, but he speculated that it would
take no less than a year to settle the naval conflict alone…and that was just
with the ships insystem. If both sides got reinforcements though, it could
peter out into a decade long fight.


So Uzzedi just sat and watched, trying to learn as
much about both fleets as they could, though the lizards didn’t appear to be
showing any new technologies now that Star Force had cut off their Trinx
lifeline. The Skarrons, on the other hand…



 

Cal-com stood in the Hall of Majesty on Nergthen, his right hand on his chin as he studied the updating
reports on the Skarron front. Since returning from the upper side of the galaxy
he’d been given more duties by the Elders, some that pertained to their
holdings in and on the other side of Star Force territory, but most were
directed elsewhere…with one bold imperative to take another chunk out of
Skarron territory and then to start establishing a firm defensive line at a
string of system coordinates provided to him.


That made his mission more straightforward than usual,
and the Voku had been fighting the Skarrons for millennia in some form or
another, but the taking of additional territory in such a quick manner as
prescribed meant he was going to have to pull in fleets of conglomerates from
across this half of Voku territory…but coupled with the fortification order
after the conquests were complete told the Dafchor something the Elder hadn’t
said specifically. There was a moment of opportunity upon them, followed by
what would be a storm of reprisals, and he thought he now knew the source of
both of those things.


The lizard empire was on the move again, and no longer
in subtle manners. They’d aggressively taken a Skarron region that the
Consortium had arrogantly chosen not to reinforce. Even still the lizards had
barely been able to take it after a long, grueling campaign…but Cal-com now
suspected even that had been a ruse to hide their true strength, now
supplemented by the resources they’d gained from their new territorial
additions, for they were assaulting no less than 38 major Skarron systems with
invasion fleets that dwarfed those used previously.


Even the Voku’s previous
estimates of current lizard fleet strength hadn’t accounted for half the
vessels appearing in systems that the Voku were monitoring, let alone how many
others that they didn’t have eyes on. His analysts had not even speculated that
they had this many ships in total spread across their entire empire, yet once
again the lizards were appearing in droves and perplexing their supposedly
superior enemies that it appeared they had no chance to defeat.


But the Elder obviously thought there was a threat
here. Pushing further into Skarron territory made sense given the distraction
of the lizard invasion, even if it wasn’t anywhere near their current border.
Any reinforcements coming in would go there, not to the Voku front, but if he
guessed as to the Elder’s predictions based on the orders given to him, this
lizard push was going to wake up the Consortium to the threat they posed and
elicit a major backlash…one that would also be coming the Voku’s
way while they were in the neighborhood.


And something that large would have to be on the level
of a Crusade. Three were known to
have occurred, as far as Voku records went, over the long history of the
Skarrons. Their individual kingdoms and other internal divisions had never kept
them from aiding their neighbors, for they fought even harder against outsiders
than they did against themselves. Bickering and nontraditional forms of warfare
were common knowledge enough for the Voku to pick up on it in their
intelligence gathering, but the Skarrons didn’t wage full war on one another.
And when an outsider threatened one of them the bickering stopped immediately,
meaning they were at their strongest when under attack and therefore unified. 


Whatever the disagreement in the Consortium had been
to bring them to stand by and do nothing as one of their Regions fell must have
been massive, but now that another two Regions were under assault it only
seemed natural to assume they’d be receiving support from bordering ones to
push back the lizard incursion.


But that didn’t hold to what Cal-com was sensing. Both
in terms of surprising lizard strength and the orders given to him. The Voku
were stronger than both the lizards and the Skarrons across the board save for in
one category…and that was numbers. The only real threat to them would be a
massive push, the likes of which the Skarrons had never bothered to muster
against the Voku. They managed their border economically, often losing systems
that in the greater context of their communal empire were inconsequential, and
the Voku had never pressed hard to take a great number of them back.


And then the Elder had ordered him to begin expanding
into Skarron territory even as he fought in the Star Force war. He hadn’t understood
that at the time other than to add more territory to the Voku in order to
strengthen them, but now he thought it was part of a greater plan to bolster
them long term against what was coming. Taking an even larger chunk of Skarron
territory now was a no-brainer if you knew their full might was coming your way
on a delay. No point in not sweeping up what you could now then putting down
border fortifications and fighting a holding action that was going to happen
one way or another.


This had to be the Fourth Crusade coming. It had to
be. And if it was, the Voku were going to be…


Cal-com’s train of thought cut off as he stared at the
starmaps. The idea was that when a Crusade happened
the Skarrons didn’t just deal with one threat, they dealt with all threats in
the greater region while they had their full might massed. That’s why they’d be
coming after the Voku during or after they dealt with
the lizards. But would Star Force also come under attack? They’d fought the
Skarrons previously when they pushed into their borders, but would the Skarrons
try to take them down as well?


He’d heard that during a Crusade the Skarron ego was
at its highest, so they might just try. Star Force was weaker than the Voku
size wise, but they’d managed to surpass them in terms of technology and their
psionics. They could easily defeat a Skarron attack, even a large scale one,
but a Crusade was another matter entirely. Every Region within their empire
would send almost all the forces it had save for what it felt necessary to hold
onto the key systems. It had been said they often lost lesser ones when the
local defense forces were overwhelmed by opportunists, but that didn’t matter.
Once the Crusade was over the forces would return and they could take back
those systems or just shrug off the losses. A Crusade being called for meant
there was something of unbelievable importance that trumped all else, and once
launched they wouldn’t be bashful in carrying it out.


And that meant you’d be facing upwards of 90% of all
Skarron ships, walkers, and troops from across their entire empire, all focused into a single war zone, and the Voku
were close enough to the lizards in some areas that there was no doubt if a Crusade
did occur they’d be in their targets as well.


But why now? It wouldn’t take a Crusade to push the
lizards back. The backing of two or three other regions sending 20% of their
fleets would be enough, especially with some of the recent tech upgrades they’d
made. The lizards no longer had a range advantage on them, and that was what
had cost the Skarrons dearly in the fall of Region 34. Now their opposition had
the ability to poke at their invokers from afar and that was hurting the
lizards badly, but apparently they’d upgraded their assault pillars to
compensate.


How many of the new versions did they have? And could
they rework the originals? And to the point, where were the lizards getting so
many ships? 


Did the Skarrons know? Did the Elders know? Cal-com
had been ordered to take actions that hinted at the most massive war in Voku
history being on the horizon, but was this really happening? Was the Fourth Crusade
mounting even now?


It had to be, for it was the only thing that made
sense…and if his instincts were correct, the lizards had not been so beaten by
Star Force as they appeared to be. They must have relocated far more materiel
than calculated, or come up with some new manufacturing method to speed up the
development of infrastructure that had taken them thousands of years previously
to develop. Without their shipyard rings they should not have been able to
field this kind of fleet…so where did it come from?


Cal-com didn’t have an answer to that and probably
wouldn’t for a long while. What he did have was a mission to carry out, and
right now that meant mounting a massive campaign to attack the Skarron Empire
and carve out what would be, in hindsight, the best defensible border possible
while giving the Voku some prime territory to digest. 


Yes, this was definitely the prelude to a massive war
coming. It wouldn’t be here quickly, but it was heading their way eventually.
And if it was a full Crusade there was only one reason to be mounting it.


The Skarrons had finally reasoned that the only way to
defeat the lizards was to take them out completely. Not just the shipyards that
were producing this fleet, wherever they were, but the rate which the lizards
had built and expanded after Star Force had cut out the heart of their empire
was a telltale sign of the true threat. If left unchecked they could do it
again even if decimated in a massive backlash by the Skarrons.


The only way to insure they were dealt with
permanently was to wipe out every single one that lived.


And that would require a Crusade.


During which the Skarrons would deal with other nearby
threats, meaning they’d come after the Voku and perhaps even Star Force. And
Paul’s people were busy fighting a massive war rimward, one in which they were
deeply outnumbered. An attack by the Skarrons would hurt them badly, despite
the numbers of reserve units that Cal-com knew Paul kept in the ADZ that would
never be sent beyond it. He never left his own core worlds undefended, but the
might of a crusade wasn’t something one could just shrug off. Not even Star
Force. 


He had to warn him, but he couldn’t do it in person.
There was too much to organize here and an unspecified amount of time before
the hammer fell, meaning he couldn’t waste a day of it else he betray his duty
to the Elders. A message would have to suffice, but he’d send it via a personal
courier he could trust to deliver it into Paul’s hand. Cal-com knew other
Archons and their Monarch counterparts were wise, but Paul was the only one he
personally trusted to make sure things got done, and as such he wasn’t going to
send the message to him via their own comm system. This was too important, plus
Paul was in a war zone and the message might not reach him in time.


He didn’t think the Crusade would be here soon, but
preparing for such a thing isn’t someone one did on short notice…and Star Force
was already overextended, so however Paul would alter their plans to compensate
he needed to let him know as soon as possible.


“Clear the room,”
he told his staff, who looked a bit surprised but obeyed without complaint. 


When they were gone he sealed the small command center
and began to record a message on a secure system. He needed Paul to know about
the Elders’ orders, but that wasn’t something he could share with others, even
his fellow Voku, unless so needed to carry them out. Paul was another matter
and favored by the Elders anyway, plus they’d never reprimanded him for
confiding in the Human, and the Elders had access to scan his mind at any time
they wished, for one was often discretely on this world for him to talk to if
needed, though he rarely sought them out if not summoned.


So Cal-com had decided long ago to continue confiding
some things in Paul until he was told not to, but that meant this message had
to go directly to his hand and no other Voku or Star Force. He had a few
couriers he could trust not to read it, but he went to an additional length to
encode it with a pass phrase only Paul would know based on the time they’d
spent together.


Cal-com laid out every possible bit of information he
thought Paul would need, wished him luck in all his upcoming war campaigns,
then locked the message into a datachip and purged the recorder before calling
for a courier and sending him off to find the Archon wherever he was in the
next galactic arm.
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June 29, 3477


DK System
(Ninja Monkey territory)


Sliced Banana 



 

Morgan’s jaw dropped as the message from Paul played
out explaining the Voku’s warning about both the lizards unexpected strength and the Skarron crusade that may
be forming to oppose them…and anyone else in the way.


“Fuckers,” she muttered as Paul’s hologram continued
to talk.


“If this does head our way we can’t pull out of our
responsibilities here and come back. There’s far too much at stake. We’re going
to have to fortify the ADZ like the Voku are and play dead. There’s no point in
picking a new fight with the Skarrons if they’re really coming after the
lizards. Let them fight it out first and we’ll deal with the aftermath.
Hopefully all the systems between the Voku and us won’t draw attention, and I don’t
see how we can protect that region other than in a handful of spots anyway.
Good news is this isn’t happening tomorrow and we’ve got time to prepare…and guess
who got voted to do the preparing,” Paul said with a half sarcastic/half
apologetic smile.


“Like hell you voted,” she said, though not
displeased.


“Davis concurs. The border is yours and you’re to involve
as many Clans and factions as you deem necessary, but get us a wall built that
can withstand this storm before it comes down on our heads…and hope it washes
away the lizards in the process.”


Paul’s image gave her a Vulcan ‘live long and prosper’
hand gesture then faded out.


Morgan couldn’t help but smile, and not just at Paul’s
signoff. She’d helped plan the Rim Region expansion along with the others, but
she hadn’t been one assigned/volunteered to go out there and fight all the new
bad guys. She’d wanted to, but she had her own bad guys to deal with and her
Clan needed her. Morgan had taught them well, but abandoning them didn’t feel
right and she’d built up too much infrastructure to relocate out to the Rim
Region, so she’d reluctantly had to pass on the big party.


But now it seemed an even bigger party was coming her
way, and that made her feel all warm and fuzzy inside. For a lot of people it
was puppies and kittens, but for Morgan distant danger that she had time to
build and prepare for always did the trick…and it meant that the pesky Line
restriction wasn’t going to be an issue anymore. Star Force wouldn’t have to
destroy the lizards if the Skarrons truly were coming. That wasn’t certain, but
the fact that they were fighting it out in earnest was important to know…as
well as the fact that the lizards had been hiding their real strength from her.


She should have expected nothing more from the devious
bastards, and the trailblazer wasn’t going to make that mistake again. They’d
fed Star Force what it wanted to see and they’d bought it, playing up the
‘we’re weak’ angle when they didn’t immediately pursue them coreward. After
all, if they thought the reason was their focus on the powerful core systems
around and including Krachnika the last thing the lizards would want was to
project an image of regained power and potentially draw Star Force to their new
replacements. 


Now that it was clear Star Force was holding to The
Line, the lizards were going to use that power to go after the Skarrons…with
Star Force not even knowing what was going on given the distances involved. 


One thing was clear, though. The lizards didn’t think
they could take Star Force, but they did think they could take the much larger
Skarrons down. Smart of them, on the first part, but what about the second? Had
they miscalculated? Was this Crusade tactic something they were unaware of from
their history?


Or was it all part of the plan? Morgan didn’t think
they could survive 90% of the Skarron fleet showing up here with extermination
orders, but then again what was their play? They’d used the internal fiefdom
conflict against the Skarrons and taken a chunk out of their empire that they
would now be using to further invade…but did they really have that much strength in them? Had the
Trinx upgrades really changed things that much?


And they were still pressing on with this now that
their tech lifeline had been cut. They wouldn’t be getting any more easy
upgrades, yet according to the Voku and their own scouts, they were
aggressively pushing into more Skarron territory and essentially poking the
tiger straight into both eyes.


Morgan envied their tenacity, as well as the 2s
finding a way to incorporate their strengths into their Clans, but that
wouldn’t work for the Ninja Monkeys. There wasn’t going to be lizards fighting
lizards and Paul had been adamant about that. Morgan agreed. Fighting your
mirror image was always a difficult thing to do, which meant as long as her
Clan was on the lizard border they wouldn’t be incorporating any Paladin, even
if all the other Clans did.


Best to keep the lizards as clear enemies rather than
muddy the water with enemy and friendly versions. Besides, she didn’t need the
Paladin. She had Kiritas and Bsidd, and both of them combined were more
effective than lizards. Kiritas could work better and Bsidd could fight better.
Her Clan was only recruiting individuals, not growing new civilizations from
genetic samples…and she really liked that potential capability…but there was no
lack of available volunteers for her to pull from. Most didn’t meet up to her
entry standards, but there were so many people trying to become Ninja Monkeys
that she wasn’t in need of additional population.


She was in need of additional experienced personnel, and that was something the Paladin were not.
They were all green, but could function that way shortly after being grown.
Morgan needed more than that and didn’t want to dilute the professional culture
within her Clan by adding anything even remotely close to newbs in her ranks.


The 2s could spam their way to results and Morgan
could be jealous of them for that, but she greatly preferred the traditional
method of building up individuals over time and accumulating them. And given
the length of Star Force’s history and their large population base, she now had
the luxury of pulling recruits that had hundreds of years of experience
already…which she would then take up to the next level via her own training
methods.


And now the Ninja Monkeys were back to being on the
front line. With the Rim Region expansion occurring the enemy lizards had
become the JV team with regards for potential combat, but not anymore. 


With Paul’s hologram gone, Morgan pulled up a starmap
of her current territory on the left and one of the entire border on her
right…which she was now responsible for. Ninja Monkey territory covered only a
tiny patch of it, with her now owning 53 systems spread out in a flat net 280 lightyears
wide and 120 tall. It was a thin defense line, but an effective one, and she
had surveillance equipment and patrols throughout the adjacent systems giving
her more asserted territory than she actually inhabited. 


But she was going to have to do a lot better, and her
Clan alone wasn’t going to be able to handle it all by themselves. 


The Hradeiti were a joke that Davis was tolerating in
the hopes that they could grow to the point of expanding out into lizard
territory on their own, but assuming the Crusade was coming that plan was now
moot and they weren’t strong enough to hold the piece of the border they now
owned. They were 18 systems of weakness that Star Force was carrying, but
Morgan couldn’t have them on the front lines…meaning she either had to evacuate
them or move the lines forward, just like the Voku were doing.


Morgan smiled and interlaced her fingers, then
inverted them and stretched her hands theatrically. She’d grown to hate the
idea of The Line, imagining the lizards mocking her from just out of reach. She
could go after any of them whenever she wanted, so it wasn’t the actual
geography of it that bothered her, but rather the principle. Knowing that they
were about to get stomped on, hopefully, alleviated most of that emotional
burden while also making it apparent that the current Line wasn’t the best
defensible position…and that while she had time, she might as well take the
systems she wanted to defend against the Skarrons with.


Which meant a brief conquest of their own, and that
was something her Ninja Monkeys had gotten very good at. 


But scale was the issue. Looking at the map she needed
to establish a wedge of systems around the Achkor Region, for that was the part
of the line that poked into what had previously been Skarron territory. The
Line that extended down to the Voku was pulled back around the Achkor bump,
making it almost impossible for the Skarrons to take out the lizards and not
come across Star Force.


But that bump wasn’t in the best of locations. Star
Force had built what it needed where it had it, but it hadn’t carved out the
region based on defense. Looking at the greater map now Morgan could see
numerous must haves, including some bottlenecks in nebula dense areas. She
could get her ships through some of them if they jacked up their shields
enough, but she knew the Skarrons and lizards couldn’t. That would give her
some flanking jumplines to use if needed, as well as other permanently blocked
lines that were too dense with diffuse gasses for her ships to get through at
multiple times lightspeed…and going any slower was a waste of time when you
could get there by circuitous routes. 


There were no black holes close by for her to seize
and she didn’t want to press all the way out to the closest one, but it would
probably end up being used to funnel ships into the region, meaning she needed
her line far enough back from it that she could get scouting reports on what
was coming rather than just having it show up on her front doorstep.


That and hundreds of other considerations worked
through her mind rapidly with her tagging systems and morphing the map in a
simulation mode for several hours until she got a good border. A better one
would have been pressed out further, but she didn’t think they had enough time
to take that many lizard worlds and get them built up to a level to defend
against a massive Skarron armada. That said, she didn’t know how much time they
had to work with anyway, so it was best to not get too greedy. If they had more
time there were some very valuable systems further out that she’d really like
to have, but she couldn’t risk it.


No, this new chunk of territory would be taxing enough
to take and hold, but she’d make it work and turn it into a buffer zone. One
built on battle colonies focused on producing resources and not population…and
ones that could simultaneously be built expecting to become a battlefield.


Yes, yes…the more Morgan looked at and amended her map
the more she liked the overall idea. The ADZ was a clogged mess of non-combat
personnel that was well defended, but she needed more than that. She needed the
civies in the back and out of the way so she could cleanly
fight anyone that came her way. It was the same principle that she’d been
building Ninja Monkey territory on, only this was the mammoth sized version…and
one her Clan could never fill in time.


Or could it…


Watering down her Clan with a lot of new blood was a
no go. She wasn’t going to wreck the mojo that had taken centuries to
establish. That meant she could only incorporate recruits at a slow rate,
giving them time to adapt and assimilate before eventually adding to their
overall strength. Morgan didn’t have time for that with this. She needed a lot
of people and resources now, and her
Clan didn’t have them.


“Paladin would be real helpful now,” she muttered to
herself, but nixed that idea straight off. The 2s didn’t have them fully worked
out yet, and even if they were they’d still be facing off and potentially
fighting against other lizards and that was just a road that she didn’t want to
go down, in addition to the other obvious reasons. That made the Paladin as tempting
as Halloween Candy, but it was candy filled with drugs that would eat away at
her Clan and potentially kill it. So no, she had to keep the Ninja Monkeys what
they were and build on…


Morgan snapped her fingers as an epiphany hit her. 


“Damn it. You and Jason aren’t the only ones that can
add a Clan. No, make that Clans,” she corrected as her eyes began to twinkle
with sheer devious joy. 


There was, after all, a long list of people wanting to
join Clan Ninja Monkey. They might not be ready for that yet, so why not bring
them onboard in a hybrid fashion? A feeder system, so to speak, made up of new
Clans. Clans that were part and parcel of Ninja Monkey yet separate. They could
do a lot of the construction and secondary defense work while the Ninja Monkeys
took on the primary combat duties. 


“Who needs Paladin?” Morgan scoffed, pulling up a
prompt and beginning to scratch out some notes as she began mentally building
what would become a huge new Clan alliance. She’d need to recruit others,
starting with Clan RaSeru. They were already on the border, but they’d need to
get into a proper defensive line as well in order to prepare. The overall
border was far too huge, but Morgan would take the hottest spot for invasion on
her own shoulders while others would fill in around her.


Clan Star Fox was next on her list. Even though a
chunk of them had moved Rimward they were still the largest Clan and could
probably take up piece of the border. Not a big piece, but Randy’s Kiritas
built so damn fast they could help out even with their resources split…and he
had Paladin to draw on as well. She’d let him work on that angle and whether or
not he wanted their assistance on the border. Probably not, given that most of
them would be in the Rim Region, but it was his call.


Morgan selected several other Clans, all of which were
not involved in the Rim Region, and made basic guesses as to what they could
handle, plotting out a net around her now huge territory and nodded
appreciably. It certainly didn’t cover most of the border, but the Skarrons
would be hard pressed to attack them without coming through somewhere on this
grid…and if they tried to flank them they’d have to go way the hell out of the
way, in which case Star Force’s various factions could get involved. The
Skarrons would not have a chance to build a string of support systems to flank
them, for Morgan did not intend to just sit by and watch something like that
happen. She’d strike first if they shot into the gap between Star Force and the
Voku or the other surrounding regions, but she doubted they’d try that.


If a Crusade really was a juggernaut on steroids, then
they’d just run into the first wall they found and try to smash it down…which
was why Morgan was going to build a badass wall and sit behind it while they
and the lizards fought it out, keeping quiet and buying as much time as
possible before attracting attention. But if and when the hit came, it was
going to come on this extended nub into lizard territory that she was going to
make her own and fill it with her Ninja Monkeys and soon to be formed JV Clans.



Paul had said Davis approved and had left her in
charge to organize the defense however she chose, so there was no point in
asking for permission. Paul and Jason had added a Clan without permission and
she was going to add hers…but first she needed to get her list of existing
Clans onboard and set them in motion, for there was no time to waste. They had
lizard worlds to take and hold, then a lot of building to do.


A lot of
building…and without the resources of the ADZ, most of which were already
spoken for in local projects or being exported to the Rim.
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February 1, 3478


Solar System


Earth



 

“Come in,” Vortison said as he saw the Archon at his
doorway.


“Are you sure about this?” Lara-379 asked.


“As sure as I can be. I can try it out on someone else
first if you like, but I thought you deserved a bit of compensation after that
previous debacle.”


“I don’t want to lose any more levels,” the newly
reclaimed titan said as she walked into the genetics lab.


“You won’t,” the master tech said confidently. 


“Alright then. I’ll risk it.”


Vortison waved her towards the nearby medical station
and she walked in, pulling down the containment bar so the equipment fully
surrounded her at the waist and the top of the chamber formed a cupola that
would have shaded her had it not been indoors. As it was, there was a lot of
subtle blue lighting on the device that marked it as Star Force made rather
than V’kit’no’sat. 


“I have to make adjustments as I go, so this will take
longer than a typical ascension, but there should be no pain. I’m not numbing it
out, so I want you to tell me if you feel anything.”


“Won’t the flash growth be painful?”


“Sorry. The spot numbing of the device will be intact,
but ancillary blanket numbing will not. If there’s any spillover of damage or
alterations occurring you will feel them.”


Lara nodded, simply standing in place as the machine
scanned her and Vortison studied a series of holograms around and on top of his
control station.


“You’re sure
about this?” she reiterated.


“I wouldn’t have called you otherwise,” he said, continuing
to work.


“Do you need me linked in?”


“Not just yet. There’s no need to be nervous.”


“No, none at all,” Lara mocked.


“Relax, Archon,” he said a bit more sternly. “These
aren’t alien genetics I’m working with. I’ve been studying our code for over a
millennia. I know what I’m doing.”


“I’m sure the V’kit’no’sat geneticists said the same
thing.”


“Well I’m better than them…as of now, anyway.”


“Oh?”


“I’m catching up with the database knowledge and I’ve
had to work my way up the ladder rather than having it spoon fed to me. I’m
guessing I understand the subject matter better than most of them did, and I
know they didn’t try anything like this.”


“You’re not filling me with a lot of confidence here.”


Vortison pointed up at the contraption around Lara.
“We didn’t copy that one. We built it from scratch to suit our purposes. It’s
superior to what the V’kit’no’sat use, not so much in raw technology, but as
far as tailoring it to match Star Force’s methodology. I wrote a lot of the
basic programming myself rather than just straight copying theirs. Most of it
is similar, but I can assure you I understand what I’m doing rather than just
repeating their accomplishments like a stamp monkey.”


Lara giggled despite her misgivings. “Stamp monkey?”


“A very old technology had a rubble mold with a
pattern in it, so one with no artistic ability could put ink on it then ‘stamp’
it down onto paper and create an emblem of some sort. And they could do it
again and again, hence the term ‘stamp monkey.’”


“You’re saying the V’kit’no’sat medtechs just knew how
to push the buttons?”


“I wouldn’t discredit them that far, but when you’ve
had to build the equipment you use, you tend to understand it better than those
that are merely informed of how to operate it.”


“Alright then,” Lara said, setting her hands on the
sphere in front of her, “impress me.”


“Just a moment more. I’m syncing your code oddities
with the model. That should alleviate the…glitches this time.”


“I thought those were from the extra tissues?”


“Only if there wasn’t enough room for them, but the
V’kit’no’sat aren’t that stupid. They can count. It’s the implementation that’s
the problem, and programming a base sequence into the genetic template doesn’t
take into account individual variations…hence you get a raw transition that you
have to heal from afterwards.”


“And that’s why a regenerator takes away the pain?”


“It fixes what your body couldn’t on its own…at least
not very fast, and in some cases such as yours, not at all.”


“Alright, but if I splinter like a porcupine again I’m
kicking your ass.”


“I’m not worried,” Vortison said, bringing the
interlinks online and freezing Lara’s hands to the sphere as the tiny tendrils
of machinery bored microscopic holes into her skin and then extended throughout
her body, giving him far more data than remote scans ever could. “Beginning
ascension process now.”


Suddenly Lara felt her head wash with disorientation.
There was no buildup this time, no swirling hurricane that she had to control.
Rather it was a tsunami of internal resets that left her so loopy she didn’t
know how she stayed standing…then she remembered that the machine was holding
her still, for she couldn’t move a muscle. Lara’s head got its orientation
back, but she was locked inside a statue’s pose until Vortison released that restriction
as he saw her body’s control systems reasserting themselves.


“Any problems?” he asked as she shuffled her feet,
though her hands were still stuck to the sphere.


“Dizzy.”


“Pain?”


“No. Is it done? I can’t feel anything.”


“I’m blocking the trigger at the moment. Tissue
growths appear to be perfectly aligned. Stress on surrounding tissues is
minimal. I’m making adjustments for it,” he said as she felt a bit of numbness
enter additional areas spread all around her body, but most of Lara was still
under her control and the machine didn’t need to lock her in statue mode again.


“Yes. This is looking good. Stand by for release. Stay
within the chamber as you test, but try not to make shield contact with the
equipment.”


A couple seconds later her hands unfroze from the
contact sphere and she flexed them unnecessarily. There was no lingering
numbness and all the microdamage of the tendrils had
been regrown as they retreated.


With a thought she created a foot-wide patch of
bioshield in front of her face, then felt around her own head looking for the
new trigger. 


“I got nothing.”


“May I?” he asked, picking up a pistol from a nearby
rack.


“Don’t shoot your machine,” she warned, giving him a
‘go ahead’ nod.


“I won’t,” Vortison said, firing the small plasma discharge
into her nearly transparent bioshield patch. The clear coloration meant it was
at low intensity, attesting to how strong Lara’s shielding could get when she
wanted it, for it fully absorbed and dissipated the attack without more than a
brief twinkling of disruption. Had a more powerful shield been needed it would
have taken on coloration, usually a blue tint, but it was technically possible
to generate different colors based on the composition of the shield, which was
variable to great extents.


“Whoa,” Lara said, blinking twice.


“And?”


“Something just opened up. Shoot again.”


Vortison hefted the pistol a second time, making sure
his instrumentation was still fully monitoring with a glance to his left, then
he fired. The blue plasma blast made a different sound on impact this time,
absent the small crackle/warble that was typical. This one sounded like a
‘pong’ and got Lara giggling.


“Oh that tickles.”


“Shield strength has increased by 24%,” Vortison noted
as he set the pistol aside.


“No. Shoot me again. That felt good.”


“I’ve got enough data. Step aside and I’ll light you
up.”


“You do know how to talk to a girl,” she said
sarcastically as the armbar raised and she walked
out, flexing her arms before throwing them to her sides and generating a fully
invisible shield in front of her. “I’m ready. Empty the clip.”


Vortison nodded, but stopped short as a pair of
Archons stumbled into the room through the main door, one dragging the other. 


“Rio?” Lara asked, seeing the cringing trailblazer
being supported by a very junior second gen.


“Help,” he muttered through clenched teeth. 


“Put him inside,” Vortison said, snapping his fingers.



Lara responded instantly, picking him up and floating
him over to the medical chamber she’d just used.


“Another?” Vortison asked Rio.


“I’m…holding it together…this time.”


“Unnecessary,” the medtech said as he sent the little
tendrils into Rio’s hands and suddenly the pain blossoming throughout his body
disappeared in a very welcome cascade.


“Mebvat?” Lara asked in a flush of worry, but Vortison
just shook his head. “No. This is a new tier 4. Dream activated like before?”


“No,” Rio said, his voice no longer stammering, though
he sounded incredibly fatigued. “Daydreaming. I was eating in the cafeteria
when it happened. My mind wandered and next thing I knew I was a pain puddle on
the floor. I had no control over the ascension. No override.”


“I don’t like the sound of that, but I am picking up
some residual data. Thank you for coming here immediately,” he said, throwing
the departing second gen a nod of thanks.


Rio ended his private telepathic conversation with the
other Archon before he got out the door, leaving only the three of them in the
room together. 


“Something is wrong with this one,” Rio said once he’d
left, wanting to keep information regarding the tier 4s to a limited number of
people. “I have nothing but the pain. No additional knowledge or trigger to
pull. I think something went wrong.”


“Shock there,” Lara said angrily, though her ire
wasn’t directed at Vortison, or any other Human for that matter, with Rio
finally getting around to thinking about her presence.


“You ok?” he asked, drawing a pleased smile from her
lips.


“You just exploded and you’re asking if I’m ok?”


“Why are you here? Just a checkup?”


“She’s here because I figured out how to unlock
Beynat, and I figured she deserved the first upgrade.”


“Me next,” Rio half joked. “Have you tested it?”


Lara nodded. “I had him shoot me, but we didn’t get
very far until you came stumbling in.”


“Hey, at least I was walking under my own power.”


“There is that,” she admitted. “You are a badass.”


“Thank you. Now that’s we’ve got that established,
what are you seeing?” he asked Vortison.


“A lot of new tissue.”


“Purpose?”


“It’s unfamiliar to me. I’m running a database search
now, but I don’t think we’ll find a match in the V’kit’no’sat records either.
I’ve been through all of them at least once, and the coding on this is…beyond
me,” he admitted, throwing an apologizing glance at Lara.


“Higher level stuff?” she asked, giving him an out.


“There’s no documentation on tier 4s, and we believe
they come exclusively from Zak’de’ron technology that was never shared with the
V’kit’no’sat. I’m seeing a lot of damage here, Rio. I’m repairing it, but
you’re going to lose a few levels minimum. Not like her,” he said quickly, “but
you’ve definitely been roughed up.”


The Archon snarled, but held back whatever comment he
was thinking of making when he glanced at Lara, knowing she’d had it far worse.



“Not the club you wanted to join?” she offered.


“At least the company is good,” he deflected. “Vort, what did I get?”


“Sorry, Rio. This is going to take me a while. You
have no connectivity whatsoever?”


“No, and the machine has cleared my head, unless
you’re numbing something else.”


“Damaged tissue is healed. Step on out,” the medtech
said, releasing the lock on him.


Rio walked out, taking a huge sigh of relief as there
was no more pain, but he couldn’t feel any new ability.


“Nothing.”


“I’ll work it from my end. You let me know if you get
so much as a twinge.”


“How weak are you?” Lara asked.


Rio rotated his left arm around a bit and hopped in
place. “Not too bad. Won’t know for sure until I get into training, but right
now I need a nap.”


“I don’t,” she said, frowning as she looked at
Vortison. “Why?”


“Your body didn’t grow the new tissue, the machine
did.”


“Spurred it, you mean.”


“It controlled it, thus the strain didn’t incur.”


“Can you give the rest of us Beynat then?” Rio asked.


“Yes. But not to you until I figure out what you’ve
got.”


“Great, I get a useless psionic and get blocked from
getting a very cool one…to which end,” Rio said, telekinetically picking up Vortison’s pistol and flying it over into his hand. “Want
me to shoot you some more?”


“Please,” Lara said with a pleasant smile, putting up
her bioshield that soaked up every blast that Rio fired at her, then he saw her
shiver and a wave of goosebumps travel across her exposed forearms. 


“You ok?”


“Better than ok. That is so refreshing.”


“Feedback?”


“I think so. The energy absorption feels like it goes
directly into recharging the shields, but some of it went through me. It
tingles.”


“Yet something more we need to study,” Vortison
interjected. “You, go nap. You,” he said, pointing to Lara, “back inside and
let’s track down that tingle.”



 

2 weeks later…



 

Rio was in the cafeteria stuffing his face, but still
painfully hungry. His stomach was full but his cravings wouldn’t stop…and
nothing he ate seemed to taste right, like he needed food but once he put it in
his mouth it suddenly became something he didn’t need. He’d even put on a touch
of body fat, he was eating so much, and that infuriated him. Not only had he
lost 4 levels due to the messed up ascension, but his metabolism was screwed up
as well.


He stared down at his half full third tray and pushed it
away, resisting the urge to fling it into a wall. Hungry or not, he wasn’t
eating any more. His stomach was full even if his brain was saying otherwise.
Rio stood up, belched, then returned his tray and left in a very bad mood
intending to get some easy running in to help clear out some of the extra fuel
he’d been taking in.


On his way through Atlantis’s corridors he passed by
an active construction area where an entire wall had been cut away as a
remodeling project was beginning. When he passed by he got a whiff of air that
stopped him cold. It smelled so good but he couldn’t make out what it was or
where it was coming from…but it was food, and food that his senses told him
that he was lacking. In fact, it was what he’d mistakenly been trying to get out
of a lot of other foods, but now that he’d smelled it there was no mistaking
the allure. 


He’d been eating the wrong foods for the craving that
had just fully manifested itself, though he still didn’t know what it was.


Whatever the work crews were snacking on he was going
to find out, so he made a sharp detour and followed his nose around a half wall
and into the face of a pile of open crates full of spare parts, drawing a frown
from the trailblazer. He used his Pefbar to look around and inside them, but there
was no food here that he could see. The smell was still here though, so he kept
sniffing around until one of the techs came over.


“Do you need something?” she asked.


“Can you smell that?”


“What, exactly?”


“Something tasty. What were you guys eating in here?”
he asked, still roaming around following his nose.


“Nothing that I know of. We don’t bring food along
with us.”


“I can’t see anything, but my nose says…” he cut off
as a particular box caught his attention. The smell was definitely coming from
it, but there was nothing but metallic rods inside. He took a long whiff and
had the biggest craving yet, making him want to pull one out and snack on it.


“What the hell?”


“What’s wrong?” she asked, with a few more techs
wandering over to see what was going on.


“What do these smell like to you?” Rio asked, pointing
her towards the box.


She leaned over and sniffed. “Equipment. I don’t smell
any food.”


“I do, and it’s coming from this box. Smells better
than cookies,” he said, pulling out one of the assembly rods and sniffing it.
“Yeah, it’s coming from these. What are they coated in?”


“They’re not. They’re raw product as far as I know,”
she said, exchanging a few glances with the other techs that confirmed her
statement via nods.


Rio held the rod up in front of his nose to take a
long sniff, swearing that the rod was made of candy. On impulse he licked it,
getting a few groans of disgust from the techs, then he dropped the rod back
into the box before he uncontrollably took a bite. It tasted so good he wanted
to eat the whole box, though he’d break his teeth if he tried. 


“What’s going on?” the tech asked with a weird look on
her face.


“I’m either going insane,” he said, picking up the rod
he’d licked and holding it well away from his face as he turned and began to walk
out, “or there’s something in this I need. I’m taking this,” he added as he
left, leaving the techs wondering what the hell that had been about.
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“You licked it?” Vortison asked with a screwy
expression on his face.


“I’m craving something in it, and it’s keyed into my
sense of smell too.”


“Of course it is,” the geneticist said, taking the rod
from him. “Smell allows you to analyze food without having to put it in your
mouth.”


“No, I mean the craving is. There’s a very powerful
allure in it.”


“A lacking component to your mystery tissue,” he
guessed aloud, putting the item in a seldom used molecular analyzer. Most of
the work he did nowadays was theoretical, but he had a plethora of equipment to
cover any possible permutations that he might encounter, though this was one of
the weirdest he’d ever come across.


“Hmmm,” he said, seeing the list of molecules
contained within it. “We’ll get to the bottom of this pretty quick,” he added,
sending a quick requisition off to the appropriate personnel in Atlantis that
handled logistics. 


“Meaning?”


“Meaning we’re going to do a taste test.
I’m having pure samples of all the components brought in, then you’re going to
tell me which you’re craving.”


“Well that’s too simple. Thought you’d be able to do
it remotely,” Rio said deadpan.


Vortison raised an eyebrow. “Checking for an ego?”


“Guess not then, but I need this fixed in a hurry. I
don’t know how much to eat anymore.”


The medtech pointed to the medical station and Rio
walked himself inside, soon with his diagnostic holograms being displayed for
Vortison to inspect.


“You’re getting fat,” he said bluntly.


“My cravings are screwing up my balance…and I’m not
going to start counting calories. I have to reset, but I don’t think I can do
it until I know what this anomaly is.”


“You’re eating everything trying to satisfy it?”


“Pretty much.”


“You are showing some imbalances, but I’d guess
they’re symptoms of this rogue craving rather than the cause…” he trailed off
as he found something else. “Your brain activity is showing a critical level
depletion. No wonder you’re eating everything in sight.”


“So my brain thinks I’m starving?”


“Yes. Exactly. And it’s overpowering the rest of your
biotelemetry indicating that you’re getting too much. There’s definitely a
priority here related to the new tissue…unless this is another malfunction,
which is a possibility.”


“I’d prefer part of the design.”


“So would I, but I don’t often get what I want. Unless
you want to try sucking on that rod, just sit tight until the samples get here.”


“I’ll wait,” Rio said, sitting down on a nearby chair
and crossing his arms as he stared at the rod with an odd fixation, for the
scent of it was driving him all but mad.



 

Eventually a supply tech came in with a box full of
small samples, each isolated from the others via an individual containment box,
air tight as requested.


“Thank you,” Vortison said as he accepted the various
materials and placed the large box on a nearby table as the tech left. He
walked over and retrieved the enticing rod and placed it inside a sealed
container and put it out of sight, then caused the air in the lab to cycle by
adjusting a nearby control panel, slowly flushing the scents out of the room.


“Can you smell it now?”


“Just a trace.”


Vortison ran another cycle for a few minutes, then Rio
gave him a thumbs up.


“Alright, sniff each and let me know,” he said,
opening the first container and handing it to him. “Even if it’s a small recognition.”


Rio raised the small clear cube up to his face and
sniffed, shaking his head immediately. He handed it back to Vortison and took
another, also without a reaction. One after another they moved through the
samples until they got to the last three. As soon as Vortison opened it Rio’s
eyes widened. 


“Oh my god I want that,” he said before even seeing
it. 


“Overpowering?”


“More than before. What’s in there?”


Vortison stuck his fingers inside and pulled up a tiny
chunk of metal, or rather metalish, for it was
non-conductive and a very distinctive green.


“Corovon,” the medtech said curiously. “I’d bet your
new tissue is going to be a biological version of some technology.”


“How much can I ingest before it becomes toxic?”


“How to get it in you is the question. If you swallow
even tiny chunks it’ll just pass through. It’s not dissolvable.”


“Apparently I’m supposed to eat it.”


Vortison tapped his chin thoughtfully. “We’ll need an
extremely fine powder, and that’s not something I can produce here.”


“How much do you think?”


“Not much, but if it spreads throughout your body it
might require a lot. I’m worried about it not traveling well through the blood
stream, as heavy as it is.”


“Injection?”


“I’m leery of that as well. If you’re craving it, it’s
best we pursue that avenue.”


“Can’t we let the machine build it into me?”


“Your genetic code isn’t fully deployed in the new
tissue, which is why I can’t determine what it does. There’s a trigger
mechanism, and I’m guessing that the corovon entering the tissue will start a
metamorphosis that will unlock the full genetic code and develop the tissue to
its functional state.”


“Alright then, put the powder into some cookies and
let’s go.”


Vortison frowned.


“What?”


“I’m not sure what side effects the corovon would have
on you.”


“What do the V’kit’no’sat files say?”


“Nothing. Nobody ever swallowed any before.”


“Never?”


“It’s too rare and the people using it in its pure
form know better. There’s not even any theoretical projections on it. Like I
said, it’d have to be a very fine powder, and when does corovon come in
powder?”


“Point,” Rio conceded. “Whatever goes wrong the mega
regenerator can fix, right?”


“Yeah…”


“I’ve been through some pretty bad ascension pain and
survived. I’ll survive the worst this can do to me, but these cravings are not
something I can function with. Put in the order and get me my nom noms.”



 

“I’d advise caution,” Vortison said as a couple of
additional medtechs and even Arch Duke Vectir were standing by to watch, having
heard of the unusual situation going down. “But I know it’d be wasted on you,”
he added as he handed Rio his plate of six cookies with white icing.


“I’ve never been this hungry in my life,” he said,
taking the first one and biting it carefully. His mouth almost disintegrated
from the taste of it. It was so good he might as well had been drunk, but he
focused on the simple task of chewing and got his mouth into workable
order…then wolfed down the rest of the cookie in typical Archon fashion. The
remaining five didn’t last long either, with Rio even licking the plate to get
a few crumbs that were left behind.


“Is that all?” he asked, eyeing the box they’d come
in.


“We don’t know how much you’ll need, so just wait and
step back into the machine.”


Rio moaned, then reluctantly dragged himself away from
the nearby box that appeared to be the holy grail from
his altered senses’ point of view. When he got inside the analysis cage
Vortison monitored the digestion process, and the somewhat long period of time
was driving Rio mad up until he suddenly clutched the small of his back as he
winced in pain.


“That’s something,” he said, starting to get bits of
pain all over his body. Nothing major, but something was happening.


“More flash growth…this is amazing.”


“Ow,” Rio said as the little ‘pops’ continued to grow
in volume.


“It’s not an ascension, but a readjusting of the
tissue in response to the corovon. Lots of chemical reactions occurring, so
expect some gaseousness. Oh my…”


“What?” Vectir asked as Rio slightly doubled over,
riding out the discomfort. 


“I can see what’s happening. It’s going to take a long
time, so give him the rest of the box. We may even need more.”


“Yes…cookies…please,” Rio said, not bothering to wait
until the nearest tech grabbed the box and brought it to him. He
telekinetically opened and emptied the contents, sending a floating string of
cookies across the room to him like a little tasty convoy that he devoured one
by one at the end of their journey. 


“What is it?” Vectir asked, walking up behind
Vortison.


The geneticist pointed to a particular hologram on his
left. “This is familiar…but not in biology. It’s technological, as I expected,
and modified into the biological, but the basic components are still the same
chemical equations, which require corovon.”


“I’m not a tech,” the Arch Duke reminded him. “What is
it?”


“Anti-grav,” Vortison said, shaking his head in dismay as Rio finally
broke his cookie trance and looked at him. “I think he’s going to be able to
fly.”



 

Rio ran up the staircase, switching directions back
and forth as he ascended the 42 meter height to the top of the platform where
he subsequently walked off, falling back down to the ground of one of the
trainees’ challenge courses. His flight ‘muscles’ strained under his weight,
pushing back against gravity but failing. They slowed his descent but could not
sustain him, dropping him to the grass somewhat gently. 


His feet landed with a thud, then he was running
around to the opposite side and hitting the stairs again, heading back to the
top and giving the psionic tissue attached to his skeleton at 86 points across
his body a brief respite before using it again and floating back down to the
ground. The trailblazer continued to repeat the process for the better part of
half an hour, after which he couldn’t sustain himself any longer and fell the
last time, catching himself with a telekinetic crash bag as he dropped, then
dumped himself onto the ground where he sat and breathed heavily.


The rest of his body was fine, but this new tissue was
weak as hell and sucking most of the oxygen out of his system. He’d made a
point of not drawing on his Hanme backups, but this was ridiculous…as was
learning how to use it. All his other psionics came with some sort of genetic
memory to allow him to function right off the bat, but this was more like
adding a long missing part of his body that he had to develop the motor control
for on his own.


That and he was a good 6 pounds heavier since the
corovon had been added. Volume wise that wasn’t much, considering how dense the
stuff was, but 6 pounds on his otherwise 157 pound frame was a chunk. It was
going to slow him down in virtually every other physical category, but this was
totally worth it…or would be once he learned how to fly.


Coordinating all the flight muscles was tricky, but
having thought this through long ago watching cartoons he knew he’d be able to
do a lot more than just move in a straight line. He should be able to dance in
the air, and even fight with his feet a few inches off the ground…meaning
double kick potential and a lot of other cool things, but he was so weak and
clumsy right now it was almost laughable.


At least the corovon cravings had gone away. Vortison
had said that should be permanent, for the function of the muscles didn’t have
him losing the material, and aside from getting shot and having to regrow the
tissue he wouldn’t have to be adding any more corovon. He was at saturation
point and had had all the excess stripped out of his bloodstream, losing a
couple more pounds in the process, and while his tissue might get denser with
time it wouldn’t get much bigger. 


In theory anyway. Without having any data on this
Vortison conceded that he might at some point in the distant future require
more corovon, maybe, but that the insane cravings were only because he had none
in his body to begin with, and if he ever needed more it’d be a much lighter
and manageable craving. Though the medtech was still betting on never given the
structure of the flight muscles involved. The corovon helped to create the
basic repulsory elements, not the power that fed to
them, so the improvements should come in the latter category and be corovon
free.


But if he went Knight size
he’d need more, though that wasn’t in the cards. Bottom line was, he shouldn’t
have to worry about the cravings anymore and he was glad of that. Immediately
after getting his corovon fill he had felt so bloated as the rest of his body’s
‘too full’ warning signs reasserted themselves, plus all those extra cookies
he’d eaten to get the corovon into his system.


He’d purged all that excess fuel with low level
workouts and had gotten back into his fit trim, adding these new workouts once
a day until he hit failure point. It was like when you ran so much your legs
just called it quits and dumped you onto the ground when you stepped in a hole
and stumbled. There might be some strength left in them, but they decide to
crumple whether you like it or not.


And that meant he was done for today, but when he got
his breathing under control and stood up the rest of his body was perfectly
fine. He even took off running across the combat course for a bit of a victory
tour, noting how he was fatigued in some parts of his body while full of energy
in others. It was very odd, with only his breathing rate tied into both, but he
figured he’d get used to it eventually.



 

That ‘eventually’ added up to 3 months and 18 days
until he was strong enough to be able to jump into the air and hover in place,
though balancing the ‘thrusts’ from all his various parts was insanely
difficult. He wasn’t strong enough to just use a few, so he had to try and
coordinate all of them. In hover trucks a computer evened out the different
gravity drives to keep it level and that’s what he had to do now. Same sort of
thing had happened to him when he was a baby learning how to walk. Numerous muscles
had to coordinate themselves to move his frame and this was no different…except
the rest of him wasn’t growing and learning at the same time, which made the
contrast stand out and him extremely frustrated.


But also eager at the same time, for while this was
very hard to control he had unlimited time to master it, and when he did he’d
end up being Goku…or at least Yamcha.
Right now though he was Goten, just learning how to
fly, and he could really appreciate the struggles with that now that it was
real rather than a bit of cartoon entertainment.


He wondered how fast he’d be able to get, both in
straight line speed and acceleration/deceleration. Could he blink across the
battlefield, redirecting faster than he could even when he ran? There were so
many possibilities he was practically pounding his fists in frustration. He
wanted to fly now, but there was a huge learning curve involved, not to mention
the physical development required. If he’d just been born in a fully grown
body, he’d have been too weak to stand, let alone walk or run, but that didn’t
matter to him, because he really wanted this now and was continually frustrated with how long it was taking him.


And because of that he kept his training to himself.
If he was going to stumble and crawl his way into this new ability he’d prefer
to do it without anyone watching him. It was a great deal easier to pick
yourself up after a fall and get back at it when you didn’t have to worry about
someone else’s impressions or explaining your mistake to them. Training in
groups or even pairs had advantages, but so did training solo and this was one
of them that Rio intended to continue to make use of until he was ready to show
off…no matter how much the other Archons wanted to see.


He did make an exception for the few trailblazers on
Earth, and even got their help with some telekinetic stabilization that allowed
him to focus more on propulsion than wobbling, but then again they never
laughed when he fell or asked for an explanation. They knew what he was doing
and how he’d have to adjust to it, and how he didn’t need help getting up after
he fell or any polite words of reassurance. They just stood by and helped where
they could, but he wasn’t going to waste their time with a lot of help because
the amount of repetition it was taking to progress was insane.


He thought it was his imagination, but after
conferring with Vortison and some tests they both determined that he was in
fact learning slower with this new ability than he should be, and the reason
was that he didn’t have a finished product, rather a prototype.


A lot of the neurons and other structures within the
tissue hadn’t been fully formed. There was enough there to crudely function,
but it seemed that there was still an ongoing growth process that spurred off
his training. His tissue was adapting and finishing the design process on its
own, with some incredibly complex genetic algorithms that even Vortison was
scratching his head at. The only explanation he could give Rio was that the
Zak’de’ron had never finished developing a Zen’zat flight muscle design because
no one had earned it, thus they’d programmed the final adjustments to be made
on the spot.


Which meant that if there were some Zak’de’ron
Zen’zat out there that had this ability, albeit in the past, then their psionic
tissue might have adapted differently than his. What that meant he wasn’t sure,
because flight was flight, but the consequence of this was clear.


The training he was doing right now was extremely
important…and he didn’t know what he was supposed to be tailoring it towards. 


Once this adaptation process finalized he should be
able to further develop and normally adapt with training as did the rest of his
body’s muscles and tissues, meaning he had a very important timeframe here that
he had no guidance on. He was just going to have to train as best he knew how
for an ability he’d never seen before and hope his final design came out
alright…though neither he nor Vortison knew what ‘all right’ would look like or
what they were potentially missing.


If there was a malfunction that occurred then that
would show up, but beyond that they were both operating in the dark with
Vortison already working on the basic mechanics of this flight tissue. A few
months of study had been worth more than a millennia of fiddling around on his
own. The depth of knowledge the Zak’de’ron possessed
was never more evident than it was now…all of which made him question again
what had really happened to Lara. Had it been a Zak’de’ron
programming mistake…or something else that had gone wrong?


He might never know, but he had to work with the
Archons and their abilities regardless of how much information he had…and this
new tissue of Rio’s was giving him a lot more to work with, as well as opening
up a lot of new questions.


As for the trailblazer, he knew he just had to keep
pressing on and see where this led. DBZ style combat might be centuries off,
but the mere idea of that was enough to sustain him through the monotonous and
simplistic training exercises. 


And when it wasn’t, the holographic Vegeta ‘coach’ he’d had made for him showed up and began
chewing him out over his unworthiness…and if you wanted someone to motivate you
via insults, there was no one better. Especially when he offered you a ‘bitch
mint.’


Unfortunately his little tool didn’t stay a secret for
long, and soon the other trailblazers and second gen were demanding they get
copies of their own and in other characters. Morgan was the only one that sent
him a personal thank you note, saying her Piccolo was the perfect training
assistant…after she incorporated it into the V’kit’no’sat training hologram
technology.


At which point Rio then requested a copy of it from
her…and a small training revolution started within the Archon ranks that would
eventually spread out across Star Force all the way down to the civilian ranks
and leave a permanent mark on their training philosophy going forward.
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March 15, 3479


Alamo System
(Uriti Preserve)


Warden Station



 

Peter-2576 was linked into the telemetry of several of
the Uriti as the Knights of Quenar convoy arrived. He wanted to know if the
Uriti knew what was coming, and even with it sedated they immediately reacted
to the presence of the large ship as it jumped into the system. From his point
of view he could only tell they were reacting to the presence with anticipation
and glee, but he wasn’t sure if they could sense the new Uriti inside or just
deduced it by the size of the ship and the escort that had brought it nearly a
quarter of the way across the galaxy.


Whichever was the case, they were breaking from their
previous positions and heading for the convoy. Matti-2548 was already there and
waiting, so he wasn’t going to be giving the Uriti any orders today, but he did
want to eavesdrop on them and pick up whatever insights he could. After 194
years in this assignment he still didn’t know as much about them as he’d liked,
but he had nailed their reaction to this. To date there were some 11 collected,
but none were as large as the one incoming.


The Knights of Quenar ships…the most Star Force had
ever seen in one place…split off from the giant cargo carrier as it began to
shred on its own accord, revealing a four-fingered starfish-shaped Uriti that
glowed with a pale white light. It outmassed all the other Uriti easily,
stretching some 120 miles long tip to tip, but right now its arm ends were
curled around and compressed inside the container and remained that way even as
the ship peeled back and broke into several smaller segments that quickly
withdrew.


Peter watched from afar through their own senses as
the other Uriti approached unafraid of their long lost brother. The historical
records of the devastation this one had wrought were horrifying, and he
wondered if even the V’kit’no’sat could have been able to stop it without
suffering horrendous losses. It was truly massive, but as it slowly began to
wake Peter was able to glimpse its telemetry as well. It had been dormant for
such a long time it boggled the mind to think how it could have survived, but
this one was strong. Far stronger than the others had been when they woke,
making this Uriti the primadonna of the group even before it was fully back to
consciousness.


Yet whatever its last memories were, they weren’t good
ones. As it woke it struck out reflexively, unfurling its arms and sending a
cascade of lightning off into the void around it. Peter frowned at that, for
such energy arcs typically needed a source to jump to, but soon distant
telemetry from observing ships showed faint vapor trails where the lightning
had coursed through. Somehow the Uriti, whom the Chixzon had named Irraprei,
had sent out a faint physical tentacle through which to strike the
lightning…and it was moving even now. It registered as gaseous, but it was
twisting and bending around like an additional limb.


That was definitely something the other Uriti didn’t
have, but the Chixzon had been experimenting with each version and they’d gone
with something wildly different for #12. That also meant this was probably one
of the more unstable ones, but as the other Uriti came closer its gaseous
tentacles suddenly dissipated and its agitated state started to slip away with
exhilaration replacing it. Peter couldn’t get a read on its mind like a normal
telepathic link, but the interface did let the ‘owner’ know what shape the
Uriti was in, physically and mentally, and this one, like those before it, was
showing signs of extreme surprise and happiness.


Three of the other Uriti came in close to it and began
bathing it in another form of lightning, somehow helping it purge the remaining
sedative and awaken long dormant attributes. After the ‘car wash’ was over with
they all lingered close together with a large amount of conversation going on
that Peter couldn’t eavesdrop on, unfortunately. But that didn’t stop Bahamut
from contacting him and sending a simple ping of gratitude that sounded like an
emotional bomb going off from the Archon’s end.


Thankfully there were inhibitors built into the
equipment now to keep such things from overwhelming the wrangler, though the
allowable limit was still really ‘loud.’


He responded with a much more subtle reply, but the
two second exchange gave him a direct link into the Uriti’s powerful mind and
each time that rarity occurred he tried to grasp more about how they were
wired…but right now it was clear that it was elated and satisfied at the same
time, which had become the standard response every time a new Uriti arrived.
More were on the way, supposedly, but the handing over of the dangerous beasts
was not something a lot of guardian races did lightly. The Knights of Quenar
had secured this one through what Star Force thought might have been combat,
but they hadn’t been specific and there was no point in pushing the matter.


If they had fought a war to get it, it was so far from
here that Star Force couldn’t watch over their shoulder, and there really
wasn’t an option to say no and not take the Uriti. They wanted them all here,
needed them all here, so they had no leverage to work with and the Archons and
Dukes that ran the preserve knew it.


They accepted that, but the Knights of Quenar were
still a dangerous enigma that Peter never knew if or when they’d stab him in
the back. Star Force had gone through a lot of precautions to make sure they
couldn’t sneak into various places, but so long as the Uriti were kept safe
here the KoQ didn’t interact much with them and the other races. The preserve
was still a hot crossroads that many powerful races wanted representation in,
but some of the novelty had worn off now that Star Force had proved that they
could successfully contain the Uriti. 


The haters had moved on, unable to stir up the ruckus
they’d hoped for, but the preserve had also become a major tourist attraction
drawing in ships from so far rimward that they didn’t even belong to The Nexus,
and even some from coreward that knew of the V’kit’no’sat by reputation, though
thankfully not by race, for they hadn’t identified the Humans as Zen’zat or
Ter’nat. 


And now that there was a new ‘attraction’ it was sure
to garner more attention, though Peter didn’t think it’d be trouble so long as
this new one didn’t cause trouble on its own accord. 


Within a few hours of arrival Riley, who’d come back
for the occasion, signaled what the new name of the Uriti would be.


Devastator.


Peter thought that was appropriate, and hoped the
indoctrination of this one wasn’t going to be an issue, but as had happened
before the other Uriti were one step ahead of the Archons and started taking
Devastator through one of the nearby training courses before Matti even ordered them too. The Archon got the first run
‘sanctioned’ and they had a good two weeks of mingling and light training for
the newcomer, then it was Peter’s turn when he took all the Uriti out of the
system to the next leg on their circuit, practicing a combined jump with the
new guy included.


He didn’t have trouble with it, and when they arrived
in the Titran System they got access to the more
intense training courses, for the Alamo System was the simplest of them all and
more of a ‘rest’ stop for the Uriti than anything. It was also home base and
where all additional incoming Uriti were introduced, which also provided a
spectacle for the observers, for it was the only system they were allowed in
unescorted.


Titran was a lot less
outfitted with ‘hospitality’ facilities and had only three such stations.
Everything else was training equipment, and when the Uriti were involved that
meant some pretty big constructs. Rule number 1 was that it all had to be
produced locally, so not to draw down resources from other needs, but they had
a decent army of workers spread throughout the preserve mining and building
what they needed, and most of the targets had been constructed so to absorb the
Uriti attacks.


That didn’t always happen as planned, for they often
exceeded instructions and attacked with an ability that wasn’t intended, but
for the most part they were cooperating and trying to do as told. One thing
Peter had learned though, was that they easily got carried away. An analogy to
dogs wasn’t quite right, and was really a disservice to the Uriti, for they
were far more…more. He didn’t have a word for it, for there was nothing else to
compare with, but holding back wasn’t one of their strong suits.


When he introduced Devastator to one of their firing
courses that involved a lot of weaving and moving around ‘no touch’ targets
while firing on others, he took to it eagerly and moved his massive bulk
through the course with decent skill, but he was far less impressive than the
others…and that wasn’t because of his greater size. Peter was taking that into
consideration, but like all the Uriti when they first arrived, they’d never
done anything like this before. It was like having a person run who had only
walked and crawled their entire life, and the duties the Chixzon had them do
was little more than walk up to a planet and wreck it.


Devastator was getting frustrated by his lack of
comparable skill, which was evident in his mental status. Peter didn’t know
what he was thinking, but anger and frustration caused telltale spikes in
various categories, all of which was punctuated when he came to the first
target sphere that was the size of a small seda. He was supposed to fire his
pinpoint beam weapon from one of his arms only, but instead he flew up to the
sphere, wrapped his body around it, and crushed the thing like a toy ball with
a massive force field.


“Oooouuccchhh,” Peter
winced, not only at the loss of the target but the sheer destructive power that
it had so easily wielded. And he was really glad that hadn’t been an actual
seda…or ship.


“Ok, remember to never piss him off…check,” he said as
he connected with Devastator and ordered him to continue on with the course and
to not do that to the other targets,
reiterating a single beam attack. 


When he got to the next one a topaz beam skewered the
target, impacting and absorbing into the shields for a full 12 seconds before
it finally penetrated and began to burn through the construct that was also
seda sized.


“Stop,” Peter said, trying to keep some of the target
salvageable. When he was trying to figure out what to do next he felt
Devastator’s mind contact his and got his first glimpse of what the Uriti truly
was.


Which was remarkably calm. 


It asked without using words if it had erred, citing
its previous mistake but that it had not done the same thing again. Peter
figured out how to construct a response in images detailing that it had been
his mistake and that he had underestimated the Uriti’s firepower. In order to
avoid destroying the other targets he told Devastator to navigate the course
but not fire on them until they could get recalibrated.


Then the Uriti responded with an image of reduced beam
intensity, which Peter then haggled with him over until he thought it would be
adequate. He chanced another expensive target being destroyed, but when
Devastator got to it he blasted away like he had the last time…save he only
attacked it for 3 seconds. That wasn’t enough to penetrate the shields,
preserving the target, but it wasn’t what they’d just agreed upon.


It was better, sort of, and it seemed like this Uriti
didn’t have too much trouble rewriting orders as it saw fit. That could be a
serious problem down the road, but it wasn’t something unexpected. He’d dealt
with this to a lesser extent in the others, but given that this was one of the
earlier Uriti he was going to have to work with it more in order to get a
proper relationship established where both sides knew what the other expected.
Fortunately he had the other Uriti here setting an example, and in subsequent
runs they didn’t deviate from orders…which had him breathing a huge sigh of
relief, for he didn’t want them picking up bad habits from the new guy.


As he learned later, that’s exactly what they viewed
Devastator as…the new guy. He was larger and far more powerful, but he was the
junior here in the pecking order and on some level he accepted that. Peter
thought it was probably just reluctant acceptance given the fact that he’d
never been around other Uriti before and was therefore not inclined to compete
against them, rather to show off for them. And in this context that meant
completing the course as instructed. 


Maybe Bahamut was explaining it to him, for he seemed
the most vocal of them all with the Archons and often would be the one with the
most registered telepathic activity. Peter didn’t know how much help he was
getting from him and the others, but whatever was occurring it was working.
After only a few months on the circuit he felt that Devastator had integrated
himself into the group and accepted the Archons above and beyond the built in
obedience that he seemed capable of modifying.


Peter knew that building respect was the key to keep
him from doing that, but as an Archon he knew that adaptation was important so
he didn’t just want Devastator to just ‘shut up and do what he was told.’ That
would be counterproductive, for all the others had gotten in the habit of
offering suggestions about how to modify things in the preserve, and sometimes
they had ideas that event the Archons hadn’t thought up.


One such obstacle course went down in and through a
star, which the Uriti found challenging due to the density of the material that
they liked trying to race through. It was never predictable, with cross
currents and upwells, and it was by far one the most taxing of the drills that
Peter had them do, but they still wanted more. More challenges, tougher
challenges, and new skills to learn. They wanted to grow more powerful, and it
always came back around to the distant threat that wanted to kill them. 


For some reason they never challenged this assertion,
though the Archons had no proof to give them of the V’kit’no’sat or what they’d
done to fight the Hadarak. Peter wasn’t even allowed to tell them of the
Hadarak, but the Uriti knew the threat to them was real. Perhaps that wasn’t
too unexpected when their entire lives had seen people attacking them. They’d
never had an ally, always being the single point of strength thrown into system
after system of enemies. They’d had minions grown, but they were mere tools,
not peers, and now that there were multiple Uriti together they seemed hell
bent on getting as strong as they could in order to protect the others.


It was all about the others for them, and they feared
them dying more than themselves. They’d never realized they had brothers and
sister before, yet there was always an instinctual connection that had never
been fulfilled up until now. And the preserve was where that happened, making
it their home, their sanctuary, and their turf.


And they wanted Star Force to teach them how to best
defend it. 
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June 30, 3480


Zordon System (Ninja
Monkey territory)


Alpha



 

Morgan stood in the still smoking ruins of the largest
city on the recently captured and claimed planet, renamed ‘Alpha’ along with
the system after Power Rangers lore. The Ninja Monkeys had taken two planets
and four fairly well developed moons in a little over 3 months. Two entire
planets full of lizards were now nothing more than toast with a few roaming
hunter teams looking for survivors to capture, or more likely kill, to make
sure that their victory was a clean sweep.


The lizards didn’t stand a chance, not only for the
now massive technology gap and the elite nature of Morgan’s Clan, but because
she had devoted a significant portion of her forces to this assault behind
enemy lines. Well behind, in fact. It was in the middle of the region she
planned to conquer, bypassing dozens of others in typically arrogant Morgan
fashion. The lizards couldn’t stop her, so there was no reason to go after the
systems in order of which was closest. The Zordon
System was going to be the center of her defensive wall against the Skarron
Crusade if it manifested, so it made sense to take it first and get
construction under way as soon as possible.


It wasn’t going to be on the front lines, but rather
the focal point of her expansions. The largest and strongest point of defense
that she was going to work everything else around…but right now it was just a
system full of dead bodies and ruined lizard infrastructure that had to be
cleaned up and recycled. But that wouldn’t last for long.


“Take a look around,” Morgan said to the five other
Archons with her. San-1299, Bror-4398, Andria-7337, Cressie-10001, and
Todd-11933 stood perched on various pieces of rubble around a loose
semi-circle, each with several meters of gap between them. She’d called them
down here after the final assaults, with no one else within miles, lizard or
Star Force.


“This is it. This is where we break from the other
Clans. We’re better, we all know that. Not necessarily in naval, or mechs, or
commandos, or aerial, or aquatics…definitely not aquatics, but we are better.
You can feel it. It’s in the very air we breathe, from Archons down to basic workers.
We aren’t here to enjoy the view or live our lives in comfort. We’re here to
push the limits, day in and day out. No other Clan does.”


“They would disagree with that, but they’re wrong, and
for reasons that they probably don’t fully understand. Most of their pressing
in training, and as far as training scores go a lot of them surpass us. I
brought this Clan to the border so we didn’t have to fully train. We needed a
real enemy to fight, for it is only when our lives are actually on the line do
we gain an element of sharpness that training alone will never create, and it
comes from the knowledge that we are the last line of defense. There is no one
watching our back. It is on us to succeed or fail, and failure usually means
death.”


“This has been lost on most people within Star Force,
for the empire has become so large and strong that they don’t think in the same
terms we do, and that is the reason why I have created such damn hard training
simulations and standards. It is to drive that complacency out of us and keep
it out. Do not misunderstand me…I am not anti-training, and you all know that.”


Cressie laughed, noting the
understatement of the millennia, but neither she nor the others said anything,
letting Morgan have her moment of monologue. 


“But there is something critical missing in training
alone. We take safety precautions so no one dies in training, and rightly so,
but when you survive and prevail in a situation where there are no safeties you
gain something. Something unspoken, but you know it’s there. You’ve stared into
the abyss of death, sometimes passing within inches of it, and if you do it
enough you come to not fear it. Rather you flip it off and mock it, and that is
the essence of the Ninja Monkeys. We have that edge, that advantage, and that
is why we are better. And now Star Force needs that strength.”


“We are still too small to tackle the threat of the
Skarrons on our own. Had I increased our population by other means it would
have meant watering down our standards, which would have killed our edge. We
would have been powerful, but only like the other Clans. That is not something
to sneer at, but it is not enough for me. We have to be the tip of the sword,
to go where the other Clans will not or cannot. That comes naturally for me, as
a trailblazer, and you five have come to know this as well given the
responsibilities placed upon you over the years. Responsibilities that had you
in full command and the fate of many others relying solely on your judgement.”


“We have to draw a line in the sand and hold it. If we
don’t, the others will be vulnerable. The ADZ will be vulnerable, despite its
current strength. I’ve been reviewing the force projections that Cal-com sent
to Paul and the spamming capability of the lizards does not hold a candle to
what they think is coming our way. This is the Skarrons’ ultimate weapon, and
one of last resort. They empty virtually everything they have in order to beat
the opponent they can’t beat, knowing that if they persist in limited warfare
they will lose via attrition…so they stomp it out, coming in with so much
firepower and numbers that an opponent cannot stand against them.”


“They leave the rest of their empire vulnerable,
willing to suffer whatever losses occur in order to get the main threat out of
the way. This is why there have only been 3 recorded Crusades in their history.
It is not a reliable tactic. It is not wise. It is desperation, but it is also
them going all-in and they believe it will give them victory in any and all
circumstances. The arrogance of this is what the Voku think will have the
Skarrons going after them and us after they finish the lizards, or perhaps
simultaneously. When you’re bringing Thor’s hammer out of the armory, you might
as well smash anything and everything you can with it before you have to put it
back again.”


“It could very well be make or break. Depends on how
stupid they are. If they pull back after one objective is accomplished and they
can’t get the others…that would be wise, but if they are so arrogant to believe
the need to smash everything in view they could end up destroying their own
empire in the process. Fear of their vulnerability might also drive them to
this, needing to take out the opposition before they see how weak they are
after the Crusaders spread back out and the empire’s local strength is
considerably diminished with what will be massive losses.”


“I can’t tell you how this is going to go down, or
even if it is going to happen. The probability of it happening is strong. I
don’t think the Voku would be preparing if it wasn’t. And they take orders from
the Zak’de’ron,” she said, getting a startled reaction
from the other Archons who’d never heard that before. “Yes, the dragons lead
them secretly, since long, long ago. They warned them of something coming their
way, and the Skarrons seem the likely cause.”


“But even if they don’t manifest, we are still taking
this region and creating the wall. One day the V’kit’no’sat are going to come
back, and I intend to fight and confound them right here. We are taking no
civilians. Every world will be a battle world, designed to fight and bleed the
enemy before it is taken. We have to be the distraction to keep our enemies
away from the ADZ. If they go straight there we make their lives hell basing
out of here and hit and run until they come to take us out. We become a
nuisance if nothing else, but we have to have a home territory. A place where
we have an advantage. I’d greatly prefer to have a
Uriti or two with us, but that’s not going to be an option. So other than the
preserve, I want this,” she said, gesturing around them to the rubble they
stood in, “to become the biggest death trap our enemies will ever see.”


“To do that we’re going to design differently. Some of
our infrastructure is going to be permanent, as is necessary, but the core of
our cities are going to be mobile. Pick up and go mobile. The add-ons we may
lose, but we can move and land elsewhere as needed preserving our core
industrial base. It’s also how we’re going to build up this territory faster
than ever seen before. One flying city will land and expand, then leave the
expansions to continue on while it moves to another region, planet, or system.
I’ve already got a design team working on it, and we’ll have our first
prototypes out within the next 2 years.”


“But that’s not why I’ve brought you here. We have a
fundamental problem, and that is size. We can build infrastructure, but we
can’t build experienced personnel as fast as needed and we can’t water down the
Clan with new blood. We have to maintain our standards and I will not compromise
our edge. But in order to take control of this region without calling upon more
Clans to assist, we’re going to have to create
more Clans of our own.”


“Each of you, if you’re willing, will take on the task
of building another Clan of Ninja Monkeys using personnel that do not currently
qualify for our standards. Many want into our Clan, so there should be no
shortage of recruits, and if and when they grow more experienced they will
transition over to this Clan or opt to stay and strengthen the feeders. The
point is that there is a lot of work that can be done by people that are not up
to our standards. Work that we need done. Building, patrolling, lower level
combat, and with that experience the recruits will develop faster here than
they will elsewhere in Star Force.”


“Those in the Rim Region aren’t coming. The need there
is too great, so all we have to work with is the defensive units in the ADZ and
surrounding areas and the volunteers coming from those not involved in the now
excessive combat taking place out there. I admit, I’m a bit envious of it. I
thought I’d erred and committed us to a lesser fight, but when I got word of
the potential Crusade I knew that we were going to be in the thickest of the
fighting and that we had a chance to prepare for it in a way we’ve never had
before. The Crusade won’t be on our doorstep tomorrow, and even if it launched
now it has so many lizard systems to cut through first we’ll have a lot of time
to prepare.”


“That is our fight. Others will deal with the defense
of the ADZ and the annexation of the Rim Region. We are to be the shield that
gives them the opportunity to continue doing what they need to do. If we fail,
they have to come back and a whole lot of people die. We cannot allow that. We
have to hold firm, and to do that we need more numbers and we need to dig
in…but not in a way that makes us obvious targets.”


“There is another secret I will tell you, and this one
must not go beyond us nor go into any sort of records being kept,” she said,
eyeing each of them. “There are not 100 Clans, there are 101. Saber and
Sangheili spawned another in secret known as Ghostblade. They hold no territory
and are based off a moving starfleet. All their industry, population,
warships…everything is in ships and therefore they have no base of operations
to target. They move about like ghosts and have been feeding off the lizards
for a very long time. They are the Clan that no one knows exists and our secret
weapon, but we have to do better than that, and we will.”


“We can’t be that invisible, but their ships are what
gave me the idea for the flying cities. We have to be less of a static defense
and more of a mobile threat coupled with fixed emplacements that will draw
enemies here so we can thin their numbers. We have to expect to lose those
emplacements, but if we do our job we’ll take so many enemies with them it’ll
be worth it.”


“I’ll be designing everything, so that’s not your
concern. What I need from each of you is a new Clan, part of the Ninja Monkey
pact, but definitely inferior. Yours will be learning Clans until their
strength increases, but it will be learning through action and you will be
building them on the fly.”


Morgan looked to San. “You will form Clan Tigerzord, with an emphasis on logistics. Bror, Clan Falconzord. Focus on
movement. Patrols, asset transfer, escorts, mapping, ganks.
Cressie, Clan Ultrazord.
You’re getting the weakest recruits I’m allowing and you’re going to get them
in bulk. I need a comprehensive Clan with no specialties. You’re not quite
going to be the lizards as far as spamming go, but when I need 1,000 things
done it’s going to come down to your Clan.”


The trailblazer pointed to Todd. “Clan Morphzord. You’re going to focus on creating our mobile
tech, starting with the flying cities and then adding a lot of other designs
we’re working on. You’re mass producing them and coming up with any good ideas
on your own. You’re going to be tech heavy, but all the Clans are going to be
fully fleshed out, even if some of you only have a very limited combat wing.”


“Andria, you’re the opposite. Yours in combat focus.
When the Ninja Monkey’s need a lot of backup, it’ll be you. You come when
called, and appropriately so, you’re Clan Dragonzord,
though I can see you don’t get the reference,” Morgan said disapprovingly.
“Look it up. Your Clan color is green, by the way, but all of you are going to
have black as your secondary color, because you are part and parcel of the
Ninja Monkeys, but you’re also separate. This is something new we’re doing, and
I need the five of you to make it work.”


“Ninja Monkey troops will clear out all the necessary
systems. Your focus now is to build and get these greenies into working shape.
They’re not going to be up to our standards anytime soon, so you’re going to
have to develop your own Clan standards, inferior as they are, while I keep my
Clan in righteous trimness. You don’t get in the way or crimp our style, but
you add to our strength by forming associated entities. Distance is kept, and
when individuals merit Ninja Monkey status they come over to us unless you can
convince them to stick around. You are feeder Clans, but you’re not
benchwarmers. You have to be ready and able to fight if the fight comes to you,
or if there are too many enemies for the Ninja Monkeys alone to handle.”


“You’re going to make our Clan bigger by training
these newbs, and at the same time develop into Clans that will someday rival
the others. That will take forever…but it’s on the to-do list. You are the
supports, Ninja Monkey is the ADC. Any questions?”


“This system?” Andria asked.


“The home base of us all. As we expand, Ninja Monkey
systems and worlds will be sprinkled around in defensive alignment and your
Clans will fill in the gaps as needed. But note, you are expected to work with
each other as you develop specialties. You are not standalones. We’re a team in
this. Ninja Monkeys take the lead, but do not think that you’re outsiders or
inferior. Well, you’re inferior, but you’re family, and that makes you superior
via association.”


Morgan raised a warning finger. “But we do not accept
slackers…ever. We’re taking in weaker individuals in order to train them up,
but if they’re not motivated you give them the boot. That aspect of the Ninja
Monkeys isn’t getting watered down. We’re just slowing the train a bit so a lot
more wannabes can grab hold and go along for the ride, but it’s at our pace and
if they can’t keep up they get sent back to the ADZ until they train themselves
up and have another go at it. No slackers. No babysitting. It will take time
for your Clans to develop our edge, but it will happen in time and I need you
to make sure of that.”


“We are now 6, but we fight as one. We are officially
the Power Pact…and no, that name is not renegotiable. This is where we draw the
line,” she said, raising her hands to the air and taking in the whole of the
world they stood upon, “and if anyone dare step over it, it has to be like
they’re stepping on lava. We are the shield of the ADZ and our fellow Clans are
going to mind our flanks, but expect the biggest hit to come squarely at us. If
it doesn’t on its own, we’ll taunt it our way, so don’t underestimate what’s
coming. If the Crusade lands here, in some ways it’ll be worse than what the
Rim Region is facing, and we have to prepare accordingly. So, are you in?”


The Archons glanced at each other then walked into the
center of their rubble field, putting a clenched fist in and touching the
others, leaving a hole for Morgan’s.


She smiled, but didn’t say anything else as she walked
forward and added her own pink armored hand to the other identical ViLords. A
shimmering occurred over hers, then soon the others joined in creating a light
bending vortex that they then released as one, blowing their hands back and
sending out an invisible wave of Jumat energy that blasted back the smaller
rubble around them but left the six armored supersoldiers
standing exactly where they had been.


And with that, the Power Pact was born.
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January 25, 3481


Sirius System
(ADZ Core)


Orion



 

Palo Montoya came back into his quarters after yet
another training session with his commando unit doing integrated drills and
running through two more challenges today after a long morning session of
individualized workouts where he’d put in a 10k run followed by sparring
drills, weapons work, and agility training…the standard bread and butter of a
commando’s sustenance when not engaged in combat duty.


He’d pulled three tours in the lizard war, which
wasn’t much considering how long it had lasted. Most of his time had been spent
in the Star Force core worlds, providing system defense and backup should other
areas require support. A lot of Human troops got cycled through such duties
needing the extra training, a ‘respite’ from combat, or time to just veg out
while slowly increasing their levels. Aside from some occasional pirate
activity, the ADZ core worlds were as quiet as you could get. That was to be
expected, and the number of ships and troops they had defending them was part
of the reason for that, but it was also the rings upon rings of other systems
further out providing insulation for the heart of Star Force that kept it so
secure.


And every time the empire expanded the core got safer
and safer, but they would not send their defense forces away for more than
temporary relief. Right now the Rim Region was where all the action was at, yet
so many troops were just sitting in Sirius and the other core systems that some
people speculated/complained about them not being used.


Palo had learned a long time ago that this is what it
meant to be a commando and part of Star Force’s combat troops in general.
Defensive duty was what let others have the freedom to go out to where the
fighting was and keep it from working its way back here. Strip away most of the
troops, most of the warships, and you left a weakness others could exploit.
Keep an insanely strong force holding the home front and nobody was going to
mess with it, meaning you could use it as a reliably stable base of operations
from which to reach out and exert your will on the rest of the galaxy.


Not even all the Clans had gone out to the Rim Region,
with more than half not having anything to do with it. Those that did were
kicking ass, as far as the news reports indicated, but the wealth of new
territory out there was so wild and in so much trouble some commentators were
speculating that Star Force was hoarding its strength to the detriment of
others and that worlds like Orion didn’t need the high level of defense that
they had, especially in terms of ground troops. How could anyone get past the
fleet and the shields to even get in a position to mount a ground assault?


But Palo had seen enough lizard combat to know never
to take anything for granted. They were devious bastards and there were still a
lot of them out beyond The Line that several Clans and others were holding. His
unit was all Human troops, elite in their own right, but not on the level of
the Clans. He’d been called out on several short term missions down into Gamma
Region over the past century whenever that little extra touch of Human presence
was needed to supplement other troops and his being stationed here allowed for
that flexibility.


Take them all away out to the Rim Region and there
wouldn’t be anyone to call on when unexpected situations occurred.


But he had to admit his lifestyle here was boring in a
certain way. Training kept him busy nonstop, but if one didn’t have a liking
for it they would burn out real quick. Those people never made commando, but
even still there was something annoying about sitting and training while other
people were out on the front fighting to save a lot of other people from dying.
That’s why he’d volunteered for combat missions before, but never made it a
permanent thing. Always cycling back to one of these defensive positions.


Some commandos didn’t want to fight nonstop, day in
and day out. They wanted to be saved for the right situation, while other
‘grinders’ wanted combat and nothing else. Those often stayed on the front
lines permanently, but rarely ascended through the ranks due to their lack of
training time. Fighting slowed your progress because it wasn’t sculpted to give
you the necessary stimulus that you needed, and often would wear you down to
the point where you lost levels if you got injured or pushed yourself too far.


But Palo had also learned a lot from frontline fighting
and was stronger for it, though a balance needed to be maintained if one wanted
to slowly climb up the ranks. All commandos dreamed of such a thing, but many
were not ready for the demands of the higher level positions and Palo had been
one of them. Like others, he’d retreated back to the defensive assignments to
catch his breath and train some more, then he’d test himself again when he felt
ready with another combat assignment. It’d taken him some 350 years before he’d
finally got himself kicked into higher gear and now he was eagerly wanting not
only combat, but to join a Clan…which was why he was here in Sirius, training
nonstop to improve his skills to the point where he would make the entry
requirements for one of the small, elite factions.


He was getting close to the minimal requirements for 2
of them, but they never stayed the same, for every now and then there would be
a change. A tweaking of the requirements here or there in some particular
subdivision per what one Clan needed at that time, then they’d raise
requirements again once they’d got their quota. None of them had lowered down
to the level Palo was at, but he kept checking the notice boards constantly
hoping to find one and register his request before the slots filled. 


He was already in the filing system with a ‘Clan
desired’ marker on his profile so that anyone searching the database would know
that was where he wanted to go, but he hadn’t marked any specific Clan. Just
Clan in general, meaning that any of the 100 Clans would do, but he still
hadn’t quite gotten his skill set high enough to match any of the current base
templates.


So when he set down at his quarter’s terminal after
taking a shower, he was shocked when he had a notification message from one stating
that he had been transferred into their ranks.


“What the hell?” he asked, seeing the name. “Clan Ultrazord?”


He did a double take and checked the system, seeing
that the list of Clans no longer numbered 100, but now 105. 


“When did that happen?” he asked, pulling up the
information on the new Clans and seeing that they were all being founded by
members of the Ninja Monkeys. In fact, these new Clans were part of something
called the ‘Power Pact’ that linked them to the Ninja Monkeys. 


Palo read on further, seeing that these were new
creations linked to an expansion of Star Force territory beyond The Line. The
Ninja Monkeys, the most experienced of all the Clans when it came to frontline
combat, were expanding…but they weren’t watering down their own standards to do
it. Palo had come nowhere close to making it into their ranks, but they were
spawning new Clans that he’d made it into somehow…


He pulled up the standing requirements for Clan Ultrazord and what he saw surprised him. His comprehensive
level was still too low, but there was a special category reserved for those
with a sharpshooter rating of 16 or better. That was his second best
itemization in his codex, but typically Clan requirements dictated groupings of
skill levels rather than just picking out key ones. For whatever the reason
this new Clan wanted him for his accuracy with firearms, and he wasn’t going to
argue the point.


He felt like cheering, but the energy inside him
couldn’t get out. He still couldn’t believe this was happening, so he continued
to read up on all the press releases and commentary. A lot of people were also
shocked at what was happening, but they had very little from trailblazer Morgan
explaining it, so they speculated to no end and Palo listened to what they had
to say until he finally decided that this was, in fact, happening and he wasn’t
imagining it.


His transfer order was already logged, which meant he
was an Ultrazord now. He could bow out if he wanted,
but since he’d marked his file previously that was taken to mean he
automatically accepted. And to that end he had orders to report to a newly
added system to Star Force territory out beyond the old Line, which apparently was
recently taken from the lizards and now renamed the Zordon
System.


“Wow,” he finally said, then cautioned himself. If
this was a Ninja Monkey expansion, then it was going to be damn difficult. If
he wasn’t ready for this he’d get booted out quicker than water would evaporate
in the desert. Was he ready this time?


Palo gave himself a thorough self-assessment and
nodded with a sense of confidence. He was ready to go all in. The old him wasn’t. He might have been eager, but there was no way
he could hold up to the day after day after day sledgehammer of intense
training that the Clans were reputed for back then, though now as different. He
was stronger and knew what was coming…even if he didn’t know what was coming.
He was going to have to become a grinder, and he’d been experimenting with his
own training here to see if he had what it took.


He had a chance. That was as far as he’d go. He knew
he was going to have to adapt and grow in order to stay in this new Clan, but
he was ready to face the challenge and see if he was good enough. There was no
cheating the Clan requirements, and if they said he had the necessary skillset
that meant he did…to begin. He’d have to earn his keep in order to stay in the
Clan, but as of this moment he was
Clan, and that was something he’d been working towards for a very long time.


Yet it was a brand new Clan with no history or stats
to study…and he’d be one of the founding members it seemed. That was something
that blew his mind, but if it was a branching off of the Ninja Monkeys he
doubted there was going to be much of a learning curve involved. In fact, he
expected them to know exactly what they wanted and how to get it when he
arrived, meaning he was just going to have to dive in and go with the flow.


There was nothing else to do here, for his transfer
had already been logged, so he jumped out of his seat and quickly packed up a
duffle with his few personal belongings. Most of his equipment and clothing was
provided on site, so there was only a few mementos and luxury items he’d
purchased that he took with him from place to place in addition to his armor.
On top of those he added some basic clothing as backup and secured the duffle,
swinging the strap over his shoulder as he straightened up his now former
quarters a bit. Someone would come in to clean and repurpose them after he
left, opening up a slot for another commando of lesser rank in the defense
forces on Orion…a position that he had worked hard to achieve long ago, and now
that the cycle was seeing him move on he felt almost nostalgic about it.


Palo checked in with a few friends in his unit on the
way out, saying some hasty goodbyes, then he walked over to the nearest
spaceport and boarded a flight that took him out of the system and headed
towards Beta Region.



 

Palo had to change ships many times with a few
layovers in temporary quarters on planets along his path, but eventually he
ended up on The Line and in Ninja Monkey territory, then he was loaded onto a
military jumpship that was part of a convoy being escorted out to the new Zordon System through existing lizard-held territory.


That wasn’t too surprising, since the lizards didn’t
really have any way to stop them, but it still felt exhilarating and typical
Ninja Monkey. Their reputation was one for daring to go where no one else
would, and when he arrived over the planet named Alpha he got that sense in a very unexpected way.


There wasn’t a colony here, but rather a war zone. The
planet was shattered…or the lizard structures anyway. It felt like Palo was
back on the front again, here to drop down and hunt survivors buried
underground or hiding in the rubble. He hadn’t expected this mess when assigned
here, for there should have been a cleanup crew working to recycle the…


Then he saw them as the jumpship’s orbit came around.
There was a cleanup crew here eating away at the ruined cities bit by bit, and
just beyond it he saw the first sign of Star Force infrastructure. Or rather 6
bits. There were 6 new colonies here, and using the battlemap data on the
screen he was watching from he saw that each belonged to a different Clan.
Ninja Monkey and the five new ones it had spawned. This was apparently the
epicenter of their endeavors and, seeming so fitting, the Ninja Monkeys weren’t
wasting any time waiting for the reclamation of the planet to finish. They were
setting up shop while some of the ruins were still trailing bits of smoke into
the upper atmosphere.


“Keep up or be kicked back to the ADZ,” he reminded
himself, now getting the very real sense of danger here. Both from the
proximity to the lizards and the invisible wall of failure chasing him. He
didn’t know what he’d have to do here, but if he didn’t meet up to their
expectations or their timetable for improvement that wall would catch up to him
like a predator and strike him down. He had to keep moving, keep improving, keep learning in order to stay ahead of it.


That was what a lot of former Clansmen had described
it as, both those that washed out and those that made it. Once he got strong
enough and far enough ahead of that wall he could relax a bit, but he could
never stop. If a commando stopped improving they’d be put on notice and flagged
as needing assistance, for just maintain the status quo wasn’t permissible in
the Clans. If you weren’t improving then something was wrong with you, and
you’d either correct the problem or be booted out. Either way you’d be pulled
off normal duty, so even if Palo made it into the established ranks of this new
Clan he could never stop moving forward.


And that was part of the appeal of the Clans. There
was no stagnation here. No rest. No reward. No civilians. Everyone here was on
a mission and wired for high output. 


Right now he just hoped that he could measure up, for
he knew most of his skillset did not match the others that had been recruited.
He had one ace in the hole…his sharpshooter rating…and he didn’t know why it was
important to the Ultrazords, but it made him feel
inadequate but given a chance none the less. Now he just had to figure out what
it was he was supposed to do.


As the dropships began to release from the jumpships
parked in orbit he finally got his own boarding orders. Leaving his quarters
neat and tidy, he grabbed his duffle and found his way to his assigned hangar
bay and ship, getting onboard with a lot of other commandos. None of them were
in armor, and he had his tucked away in his duffle as he assumed they did. All
of them boarded without chitchat, taking their seats and sitting their personal
cargo either on their laps or on the floor beneath their feet.


The dropship just got partway out of the jumpship when
a holographic image appeared in the air at the front of the passenger compartment.


“Recruits,” the image of their Clan founder
Cressie-10001 said. “Your indoctrination into Clan Ultrazord
will begin in a few moments. Leave your personal belongings where they are and
proceed to the exits.”


Palo exchanged glances with those around him, but they
looked as confused as he did as they all got to their feet leaving their
duffles in or near their seats as they shuffled out into the walkways and lined
up in front of a closed boarding ramp and side ramp, with Palo in the line for
the former. They waited there without further word for many long minutes until
the hologram reappeared.


“Your orders are simple. Jump…survive…and find your
way to base. Good luck.”


The boarding ramp hatch opened and a gust of wind hit
them, signaling that they were already in the planetary atmosphere. The start
of the line moved out, disappearing from view and heading where Palo didn’t
know. When he got near the head of the line he saw that they were jumping off
and falling down below view, and he only got a brief glimpse before he too
leapt off and fell down to the ground several meters below as the dropship
coasted forward, leaving a line of its occupants on the dirty, wet soil below.


Then when all occupants were offloaded the dropship
took off back into the sky, leaving them behind with no gear and no further
instructions.

















 


 

9



 


 

April 2, 3483


Zerus System
(Alpha Region)


Char



 

Arch Duke Karthen paced around a large holographic map
in his office on the Bsidd homeworld, the windows blacked out so he could focus
entirely on the subject matter at hand and not get distracted with the busy
cityscape around him. Like Davis’s office on Earth, Karthen’s
was atop a Bsidd spire in the heart of their densest city, giving him a chance
to look out on everything from a bird’s perch of a vantage point, but that
wasn’t needed now.


What he was looking at was a map made up largely of
the ADZ and surrounding regions with every Bsidd system highlighted in purple.
Other Star Force systems were blue, allies green, and neutrals yellow with the
mass of uninhabited systems appearing grey while the lizard border and a few
other places glowed hostile red.


But it was the grey that dominated the occupation zone
and was sprinkled throughout the ADZ. Even after all this time spent colonizing
what otherwise would have been useless planets to allow for population
expansion there, empty worlds still remained. Some were so hazardous to pose a
challenge for colonization, others were simply too small or hadn’t been gotten
around to, and yet still there were systems with no planets in them whatsoever.


Canderous occupied a great number of those systems for
Star Force and secured trade routes where their presence was needed, for
without a planet to base off of all you could do was place a fleet in holding
orbit and continually run supplies out to them. Same thing with a space station
that wasn’t self-sufficient, so Canderous went and dominated places like that,
filling in the connecting puzzle pieces on the major trade routes and ensuring
that every stop from one end to the other had Star Force assets guarding it to
ward off pirates or other malcontents, not to mention providing search and
rescue for damaged or stranded ships. As bad as it sounded, there were some
that simply ran out of fuel because their crews had miscalculated, and if you
ended up in an uninhabited system you’d starve to death if someone didn’t
stumble across you.


But they weren’t Karthen’s
interest today. Most of his Bsidd worlds were located in the outer half of
Alpha Region and further rimward into the aptly named ‘Bsidd Region’ that was
far less populated. He’d claimed the most valuable worlds there and was
responsible for its security along with a great many other tasks. The Bsidd
were the backbone of Star Force now, despite the contributions of the Kiritas,
who just weren’t quite as good at everything as the Bsidd were. 


The Kiritas had their special roles, but the Bsidd did
everything and did it well. Having multiple variants to specialized was such an
impressive attribute to their race it would be hard for them not to be good at
everything, especially when Star Force had altered two variants into new forms
for just that purpose. In addition to that the Bsidd were strong for their size
and low weight, loyal and decently intelligent. They also worked together as a
unit easier than Humans did, but not nearly so good as
the Elarioni who had a slight telepathic edge to their coordination. All the
Star Force races had some advantages over the others, and it was through the
combination of them in very deliberate and delicate ways that Star Force gained
its true might.


But the Bsidd had a reproductive advantage greater
than even the Kiritas. Only the lizards could reproduce faster, and that was
still a point of contention amongst some. Lizards grew from genetic samples
that were pre-made and shipped out like frozen food to be cooked to readiness
in short order, but Bsidd reproduced via Queens that could generate an alarming
number of eggs in a short period of time. 


Karthen had been utilizing that ability to grow the
Bsidd as quickly as possible, and even now he was searching for more planets to
colonize. Doing so was tricky, because you had to balance between putting too
few resources into a world and too many. It was true that a Star Force colony
could be started with very few population and grown over time, but it was the
speed of growth that mattered as well and Karthen had learned long ago about
how much of a logistical commitment was necessary given the conditions of
various planets, but it wasn’t an exact science. He had to guess, and if he
guessed poorly he’d be wasting time or resources, for running supply convoys
was the biggest joke in the galaxy as far as he was concerned.


Interstellar convoys carried so few resources it was
laughable when compared to what was needed to develop a world. Almost
everything had to be harvested locally, then processed and produced into the
supplies one needed because shipping from one star to another was so damn
inefficient. 


One wouldn’t think so to see the size of the Bsidd
cargo fleet. The jumpships they fielded were enormous in and of themselves and
able to carry enough foodstuffs to feed an entire planet out in the lesser
inhabited regions of the galaxy on Star Force’s borders…but a fully developed
Bsidd world could not sustain itself off of cargo runs, and that huge dropship
of foodstuffs would make for a nice appetizer at best considering how much food
the Bsidd consumed when they sported a population of over 50 billion.


That was the norm for his Bsidd worlds. 50 billion
once fully constructed, though there technically was never ‘full’ construction.
You could always tear down a 100 story building and put a 200 story one in its
place, but the way Karthen worked wasn’t concerned about squeezing the maximum
number of people into a square mile. Rather it was about ease of movement and
efficiency of production. 


That was another thing about the Bsidd. There was very
little ‘civilian’ to them. They all wanted to work, so on Bsidd
worlds most of the population was contributing to the
industrial machine that was providing the parts, ships, foodstuffs, and
supplies that were being shipped out to other portions of the empire that badly
needed them.


And then there were the troops. The Bsidd made up the
bulk of Star Force’s military, numbers wise. They weren’t as good as the
Archons, but then again what race was? When a Human fleet went into a large
scale battle it was often with 20 Bsidd fleets supporting them. That was common
in most theatres, and Karthen had so many fleets deployed in the Rim Region and
other places it was hard to keep track of them all.


But he wasn’t their military commander. He was the guy
making sure the gigantic machine that was the Bsidd faction continued to
function smoothly and had all the resources and backing it needed to accomplish
the bazillion missions it handled on a regular basis. Other factions were
contributing as well, and some like the Trinx were just too small to really do
much yet, though Karthen knew it wouldn’t matter in scope, for as fast as those
little guys were growing the Bsidd were expanding much, much faster.


And it was time again to add more worlds to his
domain. He could do that within the Bsidd Region, but there were far more
valuable locations within the occupation zone that he had his pick from…the
question was where to expand and how many to claim. Resources devoted to adding
more worlds meant resources taken away from the warfronts…and vice versa. There
was no perfect formula to follow. He simply had to follow his gut instinct, and
right now he was taking the whole of Bsidd holdings into view in order to try
and feel out where to add a few more purple dots on the map.


He was but one of only a handful of Humans on Char,
with most of the higher positions having been relegated to the Bsidd themselves
once sufficiently experienced candidates became available. The Human
administrators then moved on to other assignments within the empire, but Karthen’s job was one that none of the Bsidd could handle…for
it was a challenge even for him, and he had a vast amount of experience that
they did not. That said, without pulling on their skills and abilities he could
never make this juggernaut function. He led, but they did the work, and there
was a lot of administrative duties that they expertly carried out for him so he
could keep an eye on the big picture and troubleshoot.


And that was what he was doing now. Focusing on the
big picture. With the bad news of a potential Skarron Crusade coming their way
he had some hard choices to make. He needed more supplies, but in order to get
more he had to spend them on worlds that would slowly develop into
exporters…but the Rim Region needed as much as they could get, and despite the
inefficiencies and travel lag involved with getting them there, a single Bsidd
cargo convoy could mean the life or death for a number of systems that were
teetering on the edge.


But focusing only on the now and not planning for the
future would damn far more people, so Karthen had to be cagey. Supplies would
continue to flow out to the Rim Region, along with numerous points on The Line
and a scattering of locations across the ADZ and even all the way down to the
Voku border. Star Force had so many projects ongoing in so many locations that
Karthen had convoys headed every which direction…all of which were fed by
worlds like Char that produced far more than they consumed, but getting a world
to this level took centuries at the minimum.


But did they have centuries to wait before the
Skarrons came knocking?


He could start stockpiling reserves now, building up a
huge treasure trove of resources and equipment to pull on later, or he could
spend those resources to build up more worlds or send them to the front
lines…and right now he knew he needed more worlds. The Rim Region was keeping
threats at bay on that side of Star Force territory and The Line was doing the
same on the other. The flanks had varying threats that his Bsidd and others
were monitoring, but Char and the Bsidd Region were in about the safest spot
you could get, meaning that he had to use the cover the rest of the empire was
giving him and grow as fast as he could.


But that growth always had to be controlled, else the
Bsidd would consume themselves with overpopulation. That had never truly been a
threat so long as the original Queens knew what they were doing, but it had
been the bane for the Kiritas once and that lesson had never been lost on
Karthen. Insane numbers required insane skill to manage, or you’d die under the
weight of incompetence along with a lot of other people caught up in the
downfall. The V’kit’no’sat records had indicated that had happened to so many
races over the history of the galaxy that they weren’t all worth recording. 


You could fake it only so far, but as a civilization
grew and seemed to be on autopilot there was a dangerous undercurrent growing.
One that if misdirected would erode the power base until you had nothing more
than toothpicks for supports…then when one of them snapped it would come
crashing down in horrifying carnage. 


But Star Force was too good for that and Karthen’s Bsidd faction was had a
very strong foundation and a major reason for that was the experience depth.
Other races had so much turnover outside of Star Force simply because they did
not achieve, or even know of, self-sufficiency. It was beyond sad to see, but a
lot of the problems those civilizations suffered from disappeared along with
the population turnover as more experienced leaders and workers didn’t make the
same mistakes novices did.


And the Bsidd were no longer novices. They were a late
addition to Star Force, but they’d grown and developed to a point where they
could hold their own against the Calavari, Kiritas, and Axius. The Human
faction, key as it was to the continuing prosperity of the empire, was both
superior and inferior compared to the Bsidd, and in that it was hard to size
up. Sol was the center, and the Bsidd and everyone else knew that, but when it
came to numbers the Human faction was tiny. Extremely valuable, but tiny, and
the combination of the Bsidd, the Kiritas/Kiritak, and Axius gave Star Force
the raw power in resources and population that Humanity alone never could
achieve.


If half of the Bsidd dropped dead tomorrow it would be
a horrifying loss, but so long as the infrastructure still stood he could
replace their numbers rapidly. They’d be inexperienced younglings, but if you
were just counting heads he could replace population very fast if needed. The
Bsidd maturias only grew as many eggs as needed and could jack up those numbers
if resources allowed, so replacing population there wasn’t an issue. You
couldn’t cheat the experience losses, but where the Bsidd could replace so many
using just a handful of Queens, Humanity did not fare so well.


As fast as some thought Humans reproduced, the truth
on a galactic scale was that they were below average. All races with internal
reproduction were on the slow side while egg layers saw such a huge advantage
in rate and numbers. If Star Force had stayed Human only and turned a cold hand
to the other races of the galaxy so long ago, it would not have grown into the
behemoth it was now. Even if it had aided other races as allies and neighbors
and helped them to survive it wouldn’t have been enough. Humanity wouldn’t be
much larger than it was now, and probably smaller taking into account attrition.


No. Davis’s decision to annex other races and rebuild
them had seemed to be a huge gamble back in the day, but it had proven to be a
stroke of genius and was now the foundation upon which Star Force was built.
Had he let the other races do as they please it would have been a disaster,
just as if he’d let the nations of Earth persist. All those in Star Force were
truly Star Force, and Karthen’s Bsidd
were no exception. They were all united in both loyalty and culture. But had it
not gone down Davis’s way when others argued against the idea of bringing in
other races that would ‘muddy’ the waters, the lizards might very well have won
the war and destroyed Humanity.


The power of Star Force now lay primarily in the
Bsidd, and it was Karthen’s duty not to only maintain
them, but to keep them growing. So after several hours of pacing around the
glowing map he selected two new systems in the occupation zone. One was all the
way down near The Line while the second was on the other side of the Uriti
Preserve. Both had three habitable planets and a multitude of others and that’s
what made them so valuable. Shipping between stars was damn expensive, but
shipping from planet to planet within a system was far less so.


Point to point on a planet was even better, but when
you had a system with only one planet in it and you had a system with 3, you
could essentially get rid of all interstellar shipping between those three and
replace them with ships just as large but with far smaller gravity drives and
weaker shields that didn’t have to stand up against interstellar debris and
radiation. Of all the ships that the Bsidd built and flew, insystem transports
dominated the charts in terms of numbers and tonnage. 


Which was why he had chosen those two systems from the
occupation zone when he could have chosen ones within the Bsidd Region that had
one or two habitable planets. It didn’t matter that they were farther away, for
once he sent a large enough convoy there to get the ball rolling he wouldn’t
have to worry about sending more supplies. There’d be personnel transfers to
accommodate, and with them would come some more cargo, but the bulk transfer
would happen up front and the Bsidd on site would use it to start producing
what they needed locally while the stash they had brought sustained them
through the developmental process.


But such a thing wasn’t for an administrator to
oversee. It would require a Baron, and most of the Monarchs were still Human.
Why that was only Davis knew, but Karthen guessed that the experience levels of
the other races just weren’t high enough yet to get them that rank, though
there were a handful already helming worlds of their own that the Director felt
were worthy.


With Davis off in the Rim Region working his magic,
orchestrating the home front was something that had been left to him and
Vectir, which also meant assigning and reassigning lower level Monarchs. Davis
was too far away to handle it, and to be frank too busy, though Karthen would
always  keep him informed as to what was
going on and Davis could amend those orders if he so chose.


To that end Karthen pulled two Barons from single
planet Bsidd systems that had developed well over their tenure and assigned the
administrators on site to continue on in their stead until their replacements
arrived. Karthen had a few floating Barons that were currently unassigned that
he could call on if needed, as well as a lot of administrators capable of
stepping in and maintaining what had been built, but expanding upon it was
something that really needed a Monarch’s touch, so he sent a message to Davis
asking for suitable replacements.


Karthen pressed a button and the panoramic windows of
his office returned to transparency and the midday sunlight of Char flowed in,
dimming the holographic map as the Bsidd city structures came into view. They
were built more or less the same as all other Star Force ones, but these
carried a purple tint as did most things Bsidd…and everything here was built
larger than normal, making Karthen feel like he was ruling a land of giants.


Last thing he did was log the acquisition of the two
systems into Bsidd holdings and sent out the notification through the relay
grid so no one else with the proper authority to snag planets would claim them
before he got his colonization convoys assembled and on site.
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September 5, 3489


Grid Point Stargate



 

Duke Torpe stood onboard the construct that she now
was in command of along with a host of races from the Rim Region that had previous
experience working on the gigantic stations. They were here to supplement the
Star Force personnel that had been studying the constructs at Annsa and Mankla
for just this task, but there were nowhere near enough personnel to get the job
done yet, so a lot of ‘contract’ workers from newly acquired Star Force races
were going to be used given the fact that the H’kar in Annsa had already been
stretched out to the other grid points to replace Nexus personnel that had left.


And with the addition of a new construct to Annsa 15
years ago the available qualified staff thinned even further, so more than half
of the people under the Duke’s command now had not been maturia trained. That
wasn’t something she liked, but it was the nature of the beast that she was
about to tackle and something that would rectify itself in time. The construct
was of Nexus design and not Star Force technology, thus getting people in here
that were comfortable with the machinery was a lingering issue…but at least
there were no auxiliary stations to inherit, for this grid point was brand new
and would be designed to Star Force specs.


There was a slightly larger star in the starfield around the construct, that belonging to the Tarric 3 System that would be the local access jumppoint to
get here. It was located in the occupation zone with three primary Nexus
systems nearby…one for the Meintre and the others for the Albos
and Gfatt that were also going to start building safe
shipyards once the grid point system was linked in, but the Meintre were
already here and building ahead of schedule so that once the link was made they
could start sending ships en mass through and have
somewhere they could start housing their growing refugee population.


Those systems belonged to The Nexus and were not Star
Force property, but this construct and the grid point were, and it was Torpe’s
responsibility to develop it. Already there had been some inquiries from races
and corporations in The Nexus about the possibility of creating infrastructure
here and she expected that request list to explode once the connection was
made, but right now she was still waiting back for the first probe sent through
the link to see if the connection had been calibrated correctly.


There had been 7 sent so far, hopefully received in
Annsa with other probes being sent back to test this end of the link. If and
when one was successfully received they would be bouncing probes back and forth
regularly to check and secure the link so they would be notified if it ever
went down. That was necessary, for no communication was possible between the
two grid points save for couriers, and if one station suffered a malfunction
you’d be sending a string of ships through to their deaths with no end in sight
until someone happened to notice and traveled the long way around to tell you
or a message was sent through the relay grid that was still not fully
operational between the ADZ, the occupation zone, and H’kar territory…let alone
out into the Rim Region. 


Star Force was constantly working to expand it, but
the equipment wasn’t cheap and there were a lot of dots on the map that needed
connecting. As it was, the probes that Star Force had designed to be sent
through the grid point link would also carry comm packets since they would
actually beat the relay grid signals from one end to the other in many cases.
The magnetically propelled ships weren’t faster than the transmissions…at least
not between this pair of constructs…but this was a straight line shot whereas
the relay grid weaved back and forth, adding extra distance for the signals to
travel. 


Linking comms into Mankla
was just one of many duties Stargate was going to
have, and a small one at that compared to what Davis had warned her was coming.
There hadn’t been an addition to The Nexus’s grid point system in a very long
time, and with the loss of at least one other there was going to be a shifting
of assets and intense scrutiny of this new opportunity that was predicted to
send entrepreneurs flooding through the link once it was opened.


Her job was to make use of it all, and connecting into
the ADZ economy was already a stated goal of many within The Nexus. The trip
there from Stargate wasn’t short, but it was
manageable. To save time on that there was going to be a huge market exchange
built here, but if she could get investors to pay for at least part of the
infrastructure she was going to. Already there were nearby Kiritak colonies
generating an impressive amount of resources to be sold to the nearby Nexus
members if they wished, and she was told that the Meintre were already taking
advantage of that service, which she was going to direct the investors to.


If they wanted to build stations here they’d be Star
Force models sold to them, for she wasn’t going to let any more foreign
technology come in here besides that of the construct itself. Aside from
logistical and compatibility concerns, Davis had specified that this grid point
needed to have a distinctive Star Force feel to it so that visitors would
immediately know that this was not The Nexus. The other grid points that Star
Force now controlled were inherited, not built, and their conversion was a slow
process. Word was already spreading though about how Star Force did business,
and Stargate had to take that generated interest and
channel it accordingly.


Which was why the Duke was holding off on bringing in
any stations. Tarric 3 already had some
infrastructure in place, including an Imperator, but Torpe wasn’t building
anything here until the link was established…and right now was approximately the
time the first probe should be returning. If there was a problem, then
troubleshooting was going to take a long time sending couriers back and forth
on gravity drives, so there was more than a bit of anxiety going through the
construct’s crew and herself.


The two massive discs were powered up and aligned with
the distant location of Annsa, but it was up to the probes themselves to find
the guiding signal being sent out from them and make micro adjustments so that
they hit square on. The big question was whether or not the direction of the
magnetic fields was pinpoint precise enough to get them close…or whether they’d
be too far askew to self-correct and end up missing the target entirely. 


If they did they could hit ships nearby, obliterating
each other in less time than it took to blink, or they could sail on past and
be lost in the galaxy unable to stop, slowly starving or freezing to death once
power ran out…which was why the test probes were unmanned. 


The Duke was waiting in the command center onboard the
construct, which Star Force had already gutted and reworked with their own
tech. That at least gave the crews familiar interfaces to work with here,
though the rest of the station was still outfitted with Nexus terminology and
symbols. Those would be gradually replaced over time if needed, but Torpe
didn’t want to deal with those headaches herself so she’d had the command
center changed to her liking. 


So it was on a standard Star Force holographic
tactical display that she saw the first tiny blip of a an object decelerate
against the ‘upper’ disc’s magnetic field and come to a stop on the edge…and
not too far away from missing entirely.


“Calculate how far we’re off and adjust,” she said
relieved, but spotting an irregular final tract that wasn’t entirely the fault
of the construct on the other end. “I want the next one spot on.”


“It’ll take approximately 2 hours to readjust,” a H’kar told her.


“Next probe is due in four hours, correct?”


“If Annsa holds to schedule, yes.”


“Hold outgoing probes until the readjustment,” she
decided, then retreated to her office on the perimeter of the large room. 


They were on the grid now…sloppily…but there was a
viable connection. Their own magnetic field had been slightly off, and by
slightly it meant the column of acceleration/deceleration potential that
reached out from each disc. There was more than enough there to stop the probe
from ramming it, but when it’d been launched on the return trip it had not
intersected that column as intended. It had come in from the side and bypassed
the first part of that field. If a larger ship had done that then a collision
might have been possible, but a tiny tweaking would fix it.


Fortunately the amount they were askew wasn’t enough
to make their outgoing probes miss. As she pulled up the telemetry logs the
probe brought back with it from the other side she saw that it had almost
missed but had been able to yank itself back into alignment thanks to the beefy
gravity drives the probes also contained. A magnetic carrier would not have been
able to in time, but with each probe sent and received they’d get the alignment
centered a bit more until they were satisfied on both ends, at which point the
traffic would start pouring through.


And there was a lot of it waiting in Annsa. In
addition to the telemetry logs, there was a wellspring of data carried by the
probe, including some personal messages for her from Duke Lothel
and others stationed there. Most notable of all was the battlemap captures of
the waiting ships. Hardly any of them were Star Force and there were literally
rows upon rows parked nearby the construct waiting for transit to Stargate…so many so that it would take months for them to
get rides even once the link was open, for there weren’t that many carriers
available despite the shifting resources sent their way. 


“Geez,” she said under her breath as she looked at the
itemized ship lists. “And I don’t even have a welcome center built.”



 

It would take more than 2 months to get the final
alignments down to the two Dukes’ mutual satisfaction, at which point both
declared the links were open for transit. Some of The Nexus ships from the Meintre
were waiting here in preparation for passage back rather than hoofing it on
gravity drives like they had been doing for several years, but she couldn’t
dispatch them because there were no carriers here. They’d have to wait for the
first one to come through then book passage going back, and right now those
fees weren’t going to Star Force, but rather the owners of each carrier ship.


They then paid a fee to use the grid point system…a
fee that the Duke had cut by some 50% from Nexus standard rates. Each grid
point chose their own, with the fee paid on the outgoing jump. Since this was a
one route grid point it didn’t really matter, for carriers would pay at both
ends regardless, but the cheaper you made the fees the more profit there was
for the carriers to relocate routes through you.


Annsa had chopped their fees by some 30%, but the rest
of the grid points in the Rim Region had kept theirs moderately stable because
the local economies were relying on those fees. Since Stargate
was just getting started she could set them at whatever she wanted and build up
around them, hence the lower price to encourage more travel…which would mean
more commerce flowing through here and making the link to the ADZ more
advantageous.


And there was a link already established for personnel
and assorted cargos. Big ships would have to travel on their own, but in Tarric 3 there was already a starport linked into the Star
Force transit grid that had a single line coming out from the ADZ to here.
There were a few other wispy connections throughout the occupation zone, the
most notable of which were to the Uriti Preserve and to the H’kar, but if a
Dvapp wanted to buy a ticket at a Star Force starport in their territory, they
could ride the grid all the way out to Tarric 3, and
from there take the dedicated ferries that would move through the slow jump
from star to construct and back again.


Right now though there was no place for them to land
except the giant station, and it wasn’t built for visitors. Her crew could come
and go that way, but as of now Tarric 3 was the
endpoint for tourists traveling on the transit grid until she got some
additional infrastructure set up here to accommodate them.


But if the traffic that was soon to come from Annsa
wanted to, they could park in the nearby star system and ride the Star Force
infrastructure wherever they wanted to go, or if their ship was small enough
dock it inside a carrier jumpship and be whisked away to a whole plethora of
new systems for them to visit or trade with.


Torpe had made sure to have that link established
before the grid point went online and the people at Annsa knew it as well, so
when the first carrier did come through and decelerated almost dead center on
the giant mag disc, its ships immediately departed for Tarric
3 while the carrier itself contacted the station to arrange payment and
scheduling for their return jump.


On the spur of the moment the Duke decided to give
them a free ride, given that they were their first customer, but the second
arrived less than 20 minutes later…and after that a rapid fire arrival schedule
dumping ship after ship into the grid point, including a huge carrier that was
larger than anything she’d been told about.


It carried within its grasp a single ship, with the
designator labeling it as belonging to the Albos. The
Duke didn’t need to read further to identify its purpose, for the various
struts and cargo boxes made its function obvious. It was a mobile construction
facility, undoubtedly headed to their new system to get to work building
infrastructure…and with the size of this thing, they’d be setting up shop real
fast assuming they could get the necessary materiel.


And promptly after it arrived more Albos
ships came through, one of which made contact with the station and requested
just that. Access to the promised market for raw materials. 


And they weren’t the only ones immediately petitioning
for this and that, all of which was routed to the Duke’s staff who’d been set
up to handle just this sort of situation, though within days it became apparent
to Torpe that there was going to be a lot more interest here than even Davis
had imagined.


It took only 8 days before she got the first heart wrenching
request for sanctuary coming from a beat up ship that looked like it had taken
all it could handle just to get this far and probably didn’t have anywhere else
to go. They identified themselves as Kleek, having
come from a race on the far side of The Nexus that had been pushed off their
homeworld by invaders that no one had bothered to stop. The Kleek
fleet had moved from one grid point to another asking for sanctuary and being
denied, with many ships scattering to find work or to sell what they had to get
currency to put down roots somewhere.


This ship had come all the way out here hoping to find
a place in Star Force territory because they’d heard that it was safe and that
the Human-led empire took in refugees.


Torpe sniffed away some misty eyes as she sent a reply
message detailing the coordinates in the nearby Tarric
3 System that they needed to proceed to, at which point they’d be provided with
emergency supplies until their situation could be sorted out. She added a
welcome to the message, knowing that even that small gesture could make a big
difference to people who’d been on the run and brushed aside time and time
again, though it was the supplies that were going to make the real difference.


She knew the Kleek were but
the first of many refugees coming their way, and that the promise of safety was
going to draw them here from all over The Nexus as various wars continued to
break out and spread. Fortunately Davis had seen this coming and had a plan in
place, so the Duke didn’t have to tell them there was no help here. She could
tell them the exact opposite, and the coordinates in the nearby system led to a
facility built specifically to handle and sort incoming refugees prior to
sending them off into the ADZ or wherever else there was room to take them.


Star Force had a plan in place to weather this
catastrophe and pick up the rest of the baggage that The Nexus’s failure would
be landing on their doorstep. For good guys just didn’t react to bad things
happening on the spur of the moment…they planned and prepped ahead of time so
that they’d be able to help the Kleek or anyone else
like them when the time came.


It didn’t matter how many warships and troops you had
in a situation like this. It was all about logistical power and whether or not
you had the foodstuffs to feed the number of people required, the fuel to power
their ships and life support, and the medical supplies to save those just
hanging on to life that managed to reach you.


Star Force territory was sanctuary, due in large part
to its military, but more so due to its logistics. Those behind the scenes
mundane, repetitive tasks that most people didn’t pay any attention to. The
sort of thing administrators handled without anyone else ever knowing
about…until there was a lack of supplies or a power outage, then everyone took
notice.


The Archons were the visible leaders of Star Force’s
war machine, but the empire knew well that war came in many different fashions,
and in truth it was the Monarchs that were the most powerful, waging a war of
supplies and infrastructure to combat the starvation, deprivation, and chaos
that would now start flowing into Star Force territory en
mass from The Nexus…and it was that war that would define Star Force in the
coming years more than anything the Archons did.


For those in The Nexus were saying that saving these
people was impossible. There were too many, not enough supplies, not enough
room to take them in…and they weren’t lying, most of the time. They simply
didn’t have the necessary resources to help, whether they wanted to or not.


But like the Archons, the Monarchs had an inclination
to tackle challenges that were deemed ‘impossible’ and had already set up
multiple planets mostly in the occupation zone to rescue, indoctrinate, and
train refugees, then add the individuals into a wing of Axius and the larger
groups into a new faction known as ‘Beacon.’


All those in need of help could flee to and be
assimilated into Star Force, with the aptly named new faction serving as a redo
of the old Alliance Worlds program that was created back during the lizard
war…only many lessons had been learned since then, and all refugees being taken
in would become part of Star Force rather than tenants who could potentially
work against their caretakers as had been seen to happen in the ADZ before. 


And at this point, incorporating both individuals and
groups into Star Force was a well polished process,
so when people badly in need of help came here…if they could make it here…there
would be no shoving them off into some corner to wait in line or bide their
time. 


No. There was a plan in place and an infrastructure
conduit through which to send them to the indoctrination facilities that would
eventually land them either in Axius or Beacon, meaning that if they could get
to Duke Torpe like this ship of Kleek had, then they
were at the end of their harrowing journey and coming into the hands of people
who were tasked specifically to help and guide them through the assimilation
process…and whom would make damn sure no one fell through the cracks once they
arrived, no matter how chaotic things became.


All of which made Torpe the Queen of the Watchtower,
whose ‘beacon’ would be drawing many people here. If they could arrive they’d
be bathed under Star Force’s healing and cleansing light, metaphorically
speaking, and they’d be insulated from the chaos behind them.


That wasn’t what she’d written, but that was what the
rumor mill eventually churned out and spread back through the grid point
network and throughout The Nexus, and it was her name that was attached to the
mythos. 


Get to Duke Torpe and all would be well.


And that reputation and lore would drive more and more
people to Stargate, both those in need and those
trying to get out ahead of the looming disaster before they became refugees themselves.
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